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[V1] 11 
Introduction to the Philokalia 

Volume 1 

The Philokalia is a collection of texts written between the fourth and the fifteenth centuries by 
spiritual masters of the Orthodox Christian tradition. It was compiled in the eighteenth century by 
two Greek monks, St Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain of Athos (1749-1809) and St Makarios of 
Corinth (1731-1805), and was first published at Venice in 1782. A second edition was published 
at Athens in 1893, and this included certain additional texts on prayer by Patriarch Kallistos not 
found in the 1782 edition. A third edition, in five volumes, was also published at Athens during 
the years 1957-1963 by the Astir Publishing Company. It is on the Astir edition that our English 
translation is based. Thus our translation, which we likewise hope to publish in five volumes, 
will reproduce all the texts included in the three Greek editions.  

We depart notably from these editions in but four respects. First, we have not included the 
introduction written by St Nikodimos, and we have rewritten the notes which he placed before 
each text or series of texts written by a single author.  

Second, we have used a more reliable version of a text if one is now available. Where that has 
been the case, we signify it in the relevant introductory note.  

Third, we have attributed to Evagrios the work On Prayer, which in the Greek editions is 
attributed to St Neilos; the explanation for this change of attribution is in the note preceding 
Evagrios' texts.  

Fourth, we have placed in an appendix the text, attributed to St Antony the Great, which opens 
the Greek editions; the reasons for this decision are likewise stated in the note introducing that 
text. Where certain passages, or indeed entire sections, of individual texts attributed by St 
Nikodimos to particular authors are now known or suspected to have been written by other 
hands, we have  
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indicated this either in the introductory notes to the texts in question or in footnotes. But in no case have we excised 



any such passage or section on the grounds that it is not by the author to whom St Nikodimos has attributed it. The 
distinction between genuine and spurious where all these writings are concerned must rest, not on the correctness of 
the attribution of their authorship, but on whether or not they belong to the spiritual tradition which the collection as 
a whole represents.  
All the texts in the original Philokalia are in Greek, and all except two were first written in Greek, and even these 
two (written originally in Latin) were translated into Greek in Byzantine times. But the influence of the work has by 
no means been confined to the Greek-speaking world. It was Paisii Velichkovskii (1722-1794), a Russian monk 
who visited Mount Athos and later settled in Moldavia, who first translated a selection of the texts into Slavonic, 
published, with the title Dobrotolublye, at Moscow in 1793 and reprinted at Moscow in 1822. This was the 
translation carried by the pilgrim in The Way of a Pilgrim; and indeed the impact of the Philokalia on Russian 
spirituality and culture in the nineteenth century was immense, as the writings of Dostoievsky, an assiduous reader 
of the book, alone sufficiently testify. A translation into Russian was made by Ignatii Brianchaninov (1807-1867) 
and was published in 18^7. Yet another Russian translation, still with the title Dobrotolubiye, was made by Bishop 
Theophan the Recluse (1815-1894), who included in it several texts not in the original Greek edition, and 
deliberately omitted or paraphrased certain passages in some of the texts of the Greek edition. Bishop Theophan's 
translation was published at Moscow in five volumes at the expense of the Russian Monastery of St Panteleimon on 
Mount Athos. The first volume of the series, originally issued in 1877, was reprinted in 1883, 1885, 1905 and 1913. 
A photographic reprint of the 1883 edition was begun by the Monastery of the Holy Trinity, Jordanville, N.Y., in 
1963. A Romanian translation, which also includes additional material, began to appear in 1946 under the editorship 
of Father Dumitru Staniloae; in 1976 the fifth volume of this edition appeared, and it is planned to complete it in 
eight volumes. A full French translation is in progress. Both the Romanian and the Flinch translations are based on 
the original Greek.  
The only previous translation into English of texts from the  
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Philokalia is that made by E. Kadloubovsky and G. E. H. Palmer in two volumes with the titles Writings from the 
Philokalia on Prayer of the Heart and Early Fathers from the Philokalia1 published in 1951 and 1954 respectively. 
This translation was made, not from the Greek original, but from Theophan's Russian translation, and covers slightly 
less than a third of the material of the Greek edition. It was because of this that the translators wrote in their 
Introduction to the second of these two English volumes that ‘the only final solution to the problem of making the 
treasures contained in the Philokalia available to the West in a form as rich and as wisely balanced as the original is 
for someone with the necessary qualities ... to undertake to translate the whole of the original Greek itself. We can 
only hope that this work will one day be achieved; it might well be one of the greatest single contributions to 
perpetuating in the West what is highest in the Christian tradition.’ The present translation is a direct consequence of 
the hope expressed in that Introduction, written over twenty years ago.  
What first determined the choice of texts made by St Nikodimos and St Makarios, and gives them their cohesion? 
‘Philokalia’ itself means love of the beautiful, the exalted, the excellent, understood as the transcendent source of life 
and the revelation of Truth. It is through such love that, as the subtitle of the original edition puts it, 'the intellect is 
purified, illumined and made perfect'. The texts were collected with a view to this purification, illumination and 
perfection. They show the way to awaken and develop attention and consciousness, to attain that state of 



watchfulness which is the hallmark of sanctity. They describe the conditions most effective for learning what their 
authors call the art of arts and the science of sciences, a learning which is not a matter of information or agility of 
mind but of a radical change of will and heart leading man towards the highest possibilities open to him, shaping and 
nourishing the unseen part of his being, and helping him to spiritual fulfillment and union with God. The Philokalia 
is an itinerary through the labyrinth of time, a silent way of love and gnosis through the deserts and emptinesses of 
life, especially of modem life, a vivifying and fadeless presence. It is an active force revealing a spiritual path and 
inducing man to follow it. It is a summons to him to overcome his ignorance, to uncover the knowledge that lies 
within, to rid himself of illusion,  

1 Faber and Faber, London.  
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and to be receptive to the grace of the Holy Spirit who teaches all things and brings all things to remembrance.  
The texts of the Philokalia are, then, guides to the practice of the contemplative life. They constitute, as St 
Nikodimos puts it in his introduction, 'a mystical school of inward prayer' where those who study may cultivate the 
divine seed implanted in their hearts at baptism and so grow in spirit that they become ‘sons of God’ (John 1:12), 
attaining through such deification ‘the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ’ (Eph. 4:13). The emphasis is 
therefore on inner work, on the cleansing of ‘the inside of the cup and plate, so that their outside may also be clean’ 
(Matt. 23:26). This does not mean that what one might call outer work - the keeping of the commandments and the 
practice of the moral virtues - is of no importance. On the contrary, such work is a pre-condition of that purification 
without which no real progress in inner work can be made. Indeed, in this respect outer and inner complement one 
another. Atrophy or defeat follow only when outer work is practiced as an end in itself, and the one thing needful - 
the inner practice of guarding the intellect and of pure prayer - is neglected. St Nikodimos himself remarks that such 
neglect is only too common: many there are who wear their whole life away in outer work, with the result that grace 
diminishes in them and they fail to realize the illumination of consciousness and purity of heart which are the goal of 
the spiritual path that the Philokalia charts for us.  
An advanced state which may be acquired through the pursuit of this path is described as hesychia, a word which not 
only bears the sense of tranquility and silence (hence our translation: stillness) but also is linked through its Greek 
root with the idea of being seated, fixed, and so of being concentrated. It is therefore fitting that from this word 
should come the term hesychasm, frequently applied to the whole complex of theory and practice which constitutes 
the path itself. But here a certain caution is needed. Some modern historians, prone to over-simplification and 
schematization, have tended to speak of hesychasm as though it were a phenomenon of the later Byzantine world. 
They speak of the hesychast movement, and by this they mean the spiritual revival which, centered on Mount Athos 
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, spread from there into neighboring lands such as Bulgaria, Serbia and 
Russia. Yet hesychasm itself is far more than a local historical movement dating  
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to the later Byzantine centuries. On the contrary it denotes the whole spiritual tradition going back to the earliest 



times and delineated in the Philokalia. If evidence for this is needed, it may be found in the fact that one of the 
central forms of the art and science which constitute hesychasm - namely, the invocation of the name of Jesus, or the 
Jesus Prayer, to give it its traditional title - is already integral to the spiritual method described in many of the texts 
included in this first volume, most if not all of which were written prior to the ninth century. Indeed, although the 
Philokalia is concerned with many other matters, it would not be too much to say that it is the recurrent references to 
the Jesus Prayer which more than anything else confer on it its inner unity.  
It must be stressed, however, that this spiritual path known as hesychasm cannot be followed in a vacuum. Although 
most of the texts in the Philokalia are not specifically doctrinal, they all presuppose doctrine even when they do not 
state it. Moreover, this doctrine entails an ecclesiology. It entails a particular understanding of the Church and a view 
of salvation inextricably bound up with its sacramental and liturgical life. This is to say that hesychasm is not 
something that has developed independently of or alongside the sacramental and liturgical life of the Church. It is 
part and parcel of it. It too is an ecclesial tradition. To attempt to practice it, therefore, apart from active participation 
in this sacramental and liturgical life is to cut it off from its living roots. It is also to abuse the intention of its 
exponents and teachers and so to act with a presumption that may well have consequences of a disastrous kind, 
mental and physical.  
There is a further point  connected with this. The texts in the Philokalia were written by and for those actively living 
not only within the sacramental and liturgical framework of the Orthodox Church, but also within that of the 
Orthodox monastic tradition. They therefore presuppose conditions of life radically different from those in which 
most readers of this English translation are likely to find themselves. Is this tantamount to saying that the counsels 
they contain can be applied only within a monastic environment? Many hesychast writers affirm that this is not the 
case, and St Nikodimos himself, in his introduction to the original Philokalia, goes out of his way to stress that 
‘unceasing prayer’ may or, rather, should be practiced by all. Naturally, the monastic life provides conditions, such 
as quietness, solitude and regularity, indispensable for that  
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concentration without which one cannot advance far along the spiritual path. But, provided that the basic condition 
of active participation in the sacramental and liturgical life of the Church is fulfilled, then this path is open to all to 
follow, each to the best of his or her ability and whatever the circumstances under which he or she lives. Indeed, in 
this respect the distinction between the monastic life and life 'in the world' is but relative: every human being, by 
virtue of the fact that he or she is created in the image of God, is summoned to be perfect, is summoned to love God 
with all his or her heart, soul and mind. In this sense all have the same vocation and all must follow the same 
spiritual path. Some no doubt will follow it further than others; and again for some the intensity of the desire with 
which they pursue it may well lead them to embrace a pattern of life more in harmony with its demands, and this 
pattern may well be provided by the monastic life. But the path with its goal is one and the same whether followed 
within or outside a monastic environment. What is essential is that one does not follow it in an arbitrary and 
ignorant manner. Personal guidance from a qualified teacher should always be sought for. If such guidance is not to 
be found, then active participation in the sacramental and liturgical life of the Church, always necessary, will have 
an added importance in the overcoming of obstacles and dangers inherent in any quest of a spiritual nature. Certain 
key words occur and recur in these hesychastic writings. We have listed the most important of them in a glossary, 
specifying the English words we have used in translating them and the sense we attribute to them; and we have also 



indicated where they first occur in the translation itself.1 But their real significance will be grasped only as the 
reader penetrates ever more deeply into the meaning of the passages in which they are to be found - indeed, as he 
penetrates ever more deeply into the theory and practice of the spiritual path they help to signpost.  
 Something similar applies with respect to the whole psychological understanding which these texts both presuppose 
and elucidate. In effect, one is confronted with a psychology, or science of the soul, many of whose fundamental 
features - particularly perhaps in relation to the role of the demons - are completely unrecognized by,  
 
1 Words listed in the Glossary are marked in the text with-an asterisk*; see note on p. 20.  
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not to say at odds with, the theories of most modern psychologists. The contemporary reader, influenced directly or 
indirectly by these latter-day theories, may well be tempted to reject hesychastic psychology outright. But 
alternatively he may be led first to question his own outlook and assumptions and then to modify or even abandon 
them in the light of the understanding with which he is now confronted. In any case, how he reacts will depend very 
largely on the degree to which he perceives the inner coherence and relevance of this understanding, not only on the 
theoretical level but also in terms of his own experience. In this connection it should be remembered that, however 
much the external appearances and conditions of the world may change, such changes can never uproot the 
fundamental potentialities of the human state and of man's relationship with God; and as it is with these latter that 
the teaching and method of the Philokalia are concerned, the counsels it enshrines are as valid and effective today as 
they were at the times at which they were written.  
This English translation of the Philokalia is produced under the auspices and with the financial assistance of a 
charitable trust, the Eling Trust. The work of initial translation has been done by a group of scholars and 
collaborators, namely the Holy Transfiguration Monastery at Brookline, Massachusetts, Dr Constantine Cavarnos of 
Boston, Father Basil Osbome of Oxford, and Father Norman Russell of the London Oratory. But the final version of 
the text has been prepared by and is the responsibility of the Editorial Committee set up by the Trustees of the Eling 
Trust, and consisting of G. E. H. Palmer, Dr Philip Sherrard and Archimandrite Kallistos Ware. The task of checking 
against the Greek text for consistency in interpretation in the English translation has been undertaken by the two last 
named members of this Committee, while all three have cooperated in establishing the definitive version of the 
translation itself. Although we have tried not to impose a uniformity of style, it is none the less inevitable that our 
translation should display less variety than the original texts. These texts were written by authors who lived at 
various times in a period that stretches over a thousand years and more, and who in addition came from many 
differing cultural backgrounds. Our translation extends over something like ten years, and all those who contributed 
to it share by and large in but a single culture. In spite of this we hope we have not suppressed  
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entirely the distinctive flavor of the original texts. And we hope, too, that those who prepared the initial translations 
will forgive us for the many changes made to their texts for the reasons we have stated. The fact that we have made 
these changes in no way lessens our deep gratitude to them. 



We would like to thank Father Palamas Koumantos of Simonopetra Monastery on Mount Athos for his assistance; 
the Monks of the Serbian Monastery of Chilandari on Mount Athos for their generous hospitality on two prolonged 
occasions; Mrs. Ian Busby for her invaluable work; and Miss Marguerite Langford for her assistance.  

Finally, the Eling Trust and the Editorial Committee would also like to express their gratitude to the Ingram 
Merrill Foundation of New York for a substantial grant provided to support this translation. 

 
    G.E.H. Palmer 
    Philip Sherrard 
    Archimandrite Kallistos Ware 

Bussock Mayne 
March 1977 
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 (? d. 489/91) 

(Volume 1, pp. 21-28) 
 

Inroductory Note 
 
There is some uncertainty about the identity of the author of the Twenty-Seven Texts that follow. According to St 
Nikodimos, St Isaiah the Solitary lived around the year 370 and was a contemporary Makarios the Great of Egypt. 
Most historians today consider him to be later in date. He is now usually identified with a monk who lived initially 
at Sketis in Egypt, and who then moved to Palestine at some date subsequent to 431, eventually dying in great old 
age as a recluse near Gaza on 11 August 491 (according to others, 489).  Whichever date is preferred, it is evident 
that the author reflects the authentic spirituality of the Desert Fathers of Egypt and Palestine during the fourth and 
fifth centuries. St Nikodimos commends in particular his advice on the rebuttal of demonic provocations and on the 
need to be attentive to the conscience. 

St Nikodimos here gives no more than short extracts from a much longer work, as yet untranslated into English.1 

1 Greek text edited by the monk Avgoustinos (Jerusalem, 1911; reprinted, Volos, 1962); French translation by Dom Herve de Broc, Abbe 
Isaie.. Recueil ascetique, with an introduction by Dom L. Regnault (Collection Spiritualite Orientale, No. 7, 2nd edition, Abbaye de 
Bellefontaine, 1976). 

Contents 
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On Guarding the Intellect 

Twenty-Seven Texts 
 
1. There is among the passions an anger of the intellect, and this anger is in accordance with nature. Without anger 

a man cannot attain purity: he has to feel angry with all that is sown in him by the enemy. When Job felt this 
anger he reviled his enemies, calling them ‘dishonorable men of no repute, lacking everything good, whom I 
would not consider fit to live with the dogs that guard my flocks’ (cf. Job 30:1, 4. LXX). He who wishes to 
acquire the anger that is in accordance with nature must uproot all self-will, until he establishes within himself 
the state natural to the intellect. 

2. If you find yourself hating your fellow men and resist this hatred, and you see that it grows weak and 
withdraws, do not rejoice in your heart; for this withdrawal is a trick of the evil spirits. They are preparing a 
second attack worse than the first; they have left their troops behind the city and ordered them to remain there. 
If you go out to attack them, they will flee before you in weakness. But if your heart is then elated because you 
have driven them away, and you leave the city, some of them will attack you from the rear while the rest will 
stand their ground in front of you; and your wretched soul will be caught between them with no means of 
escape. The city is prayer. Resistance is rebuttal through Christ Jesus. The foundation is incensive power. 

3. Let us stand firm in the fear of God, rigorously practicing the virtues and not giving our conscience cause to 
stumble. In the fear of God let us keep our attention fixed within ourselves, until our conscience achieves its 
freedom. Then there will be a union between it and us, and thereafter it will be our guardian, showing us each 
thing that we must uproot. But if we do not obey our  
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conscience, it will abandon us and we shall fall into the hands of our enemies, who will never let us go. This is what 
our Lord taught us when He said: ‘Come to an agreement with your adversary quickly while you are with him in the 
road, lest he hand you over to the judge, and the judge deliver you to the officer and you are cast into prison (Matt. 
5:25). The conscience is called an ‘adversary’ because it opposes us when we wish to carry out the desires of our 
flesh; and if we do not listen to our conscience, it delivers us into the hands of our enemies. 

4. If God sees that the intellect has entirely submitted to Him and puts its hope in Him alone. He strengthens it, 
saying: ‘Have no fear Jacob my son, my little Israel’ (Isa. 41:14. LXX), and: ‘Have no fear: for I have delivered 
you, I have called you by My name; you are Mine. If you pass through water, I shall be with you, and the rivers 
will not drown you. If you go through fire, you will not be burnt, and the names will not consume you. For I am 
the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, who saves you’ (cf. Isa. 43:1-3. LXX). 



5. When the intellect hears these words of reassurance, it says boldly to its enemies: ‘Who would fight with me? 
Let him stand against me. And who would accuse me? Let him draw near to me. Behold, the Lord is my helper; 
who will harm me? Behold, all of you are like an old moth-eaten garment’ (cf. Isa. 50:8-9. LXX). 

6. If your heart comes to feel a natural hatred for sin, it has defeated the causes of sin and freed itself from them. 
Keep hell’s torments in mind; but know that your Helper is at hand. Do nothing that will grieve Him, but say to 
Him with tears: ‘Be merciful and deliver me, 0 Lord, for without Thy help I cannot escape from the hands of 
my enemies.’ Be attentive to your heart, and He will guard you from all evil. 

7. The monk should shut all the gates of his soul, that is, the senses, so that he is not lured astray. When the 
intellect sees that it is not dominated by anything, it prepares itself for immortality, gathering its senses together 
and forming them into one body. 

8. If your intellect is freed from all hope in things visible, this is a sign that sin has died in you. 

9. If your intellect is freed, the breach between it and God is eliminated. 
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10. If your intellect is freed from all its enemies and attains the Sabbath rest, it lives in another age, a new age in 

which it contemplates things new and undecaying. For ‘wherever the dead body is, there will the eagles be 
gathered together’ (Matt. 24: 28). 

11. The demons cunningly withdraw for a time in the hope that we will cease to guard our heart, thinking we have 
now attained peace; then they suddenly attack our unhappy soul and seize it like a sparrow. Gaining possession 
of it, they drag it 7down mercilessly into all kinds of sin, worse than those which we have already committed 
and for which we have asked forgiveness. Let us stand, therefore, with fear of God and keep guard over our 
heart, practicing the virtues which check the wickedness of our enemies. 

12. Our teacher Jesus Christ, out of pity for mankind and knowing the utter mercilessness of the demons, severely 
commands us: ‘Be ready at every hour, for you do not know when the thief will come; do not let him come and 
find you asleep’ (cf. Matt. 24:42-43). He also says: ‘Take heed, lest your hearts be overwhelmed with 
debauchery and drunkenness and the cares of this life, and the hour come upon you unawares’ (cf. Luke 21:34). 
Stand guard, then, over your heart and keep a watch on your senses; and if the remembrance of God dwells 
peaceably within you, you will catch the thieves when they try to deprive you of it. When a man has an exact 
knowledge about the nature of thoughts,* he recognizes those which are about to enter and defile him, troubling 
the intellect with distractions and making it lazy. Those who recognize these evil thoughts for what they are 
remain undisturbed and continue in prayer to God. 

13. Unless a man hates all the activity of this world, he cannot worship God. What then is meant by the worship of 



God? It means that we have nothing extraneous in our intellect when we are praying to Him: neither sensual 
pleasure as we bless Him, nor malice as we sing His praise, nor hatred as we exalt Him, nor jealousy to hinder 
us as we speak to Him and call Him to mind. For all these things are full of darkness; they are a wall 
imprisoning our wretched soul, and if the soul has them in itself it cannot worship God with purity. They 
obstruct its ascent and prevent it from meeting God; they hinder it from blessing Him inwardly and praying to 
Him with sweetness of heart, and so receiving His illumination. As a result the intellect is always shrouded in 
darkness and cannot 
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advance in holiness, because it does not make the effort to uproot these thoughts by means of spiritual knowledge. 

14. When the intellect rescues the soul’s senses from the desires of the flesh and imbues them with dispassion,* the 
passions shamelessly attack the soul, trying to hold its senses fast in sin; but if the intellect then continually calls 
upon God in secret, He, seeing all this, will send His help and destroy all the passions at once. 

15. I entreat you not to leave your heart unguarded, so long as you are in the body. Just as a farmer cannot feel 
confident about the crop growing in his fields, because he does not know what will happen to it before it is 
stored away in his granary, so a man should not leave his heart unguarded so long as he still has breath in his 
nostrils. Up to his last breath he cannot know what passion will attack him; so long as he breathes, therefore, he 
must not leave his heart unguarded, but should at every moment pray to God for His help and mercy. 

16. He who receives no help when. at war should feel no confidence when at peace. 
17. When a man severs himself from evil, he gains an exact understanding of all the sins he has committed against 

God; for he does not see his sins unless he severs himself from them with a feeling of revulsion. Those who 
have reached this level pray to God with tears, and are filled with shame when they recall their evil love of the 
passions. Let us therefore pursue the spiritual way with all our strength, and God in His great mercy will help 
us. And if we have not guarded our hearts as our fathers guarded theirs, at least in obedience to God let us do all 
we can to keep our bodies sinless, trusting that at this time of spiritual dearth He will grant mercy to us together 
with His saints. 

18. Once you have begun to seek God with true devotion and with all your heart, then you cannot possibly imagine 
that you already conform to His will. So long as your conscience reproves you for anything that you have done 
contrary to nature, you are not yet free: the reproof means that you are still under trial and have not yet been 
acquitted. But if you find when you are praying that nothing at all accuses you of evil, then you are free and by 
God’s will have entered into His peace. 

If you see growing within yourself a good crop, no longer choked by the tares of the evil one; if you find that the 
demons have  
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reluctantly withdrawn, convinced that it is no use making further attacks on your senses; if 'a cloud overshadows 
your tent (cf. Exod. 40:34), and 'the sun does not bum you by day, nor the moon by night' (Ps. 121:6); if you find 
yourself equipped to pitch your tent and keep it as God wishes - if all this has happened, then you have gained the 
victory with God's help, and henceforward He will Himself overshadow your tent, for it is His. 

So long as the contest continues, a man is full of fear and trembling, wondering whether he will win today or be 
defeated, whether he will win tomorrow or be defeated: the struggle and stress constrict his heart. But when he has 
attained dispassion, the contest comes to an end; he receives the prize of victory and has no further anxiety about the 
three that were divided, for now through God they have made peace with one another. These three are the soul, the 
body and the spirit. When they become one through the energy of the Holy Spirit, they cannot again be separated. 
Do not think, then, that you have died to sin, so long as you suffer violence, whether waking or sleeping, at the 
hands of your opponents. For while a man is still competing in the arena, he cannot be sure of victory. 

19. When the intellect grows strong, it makes ready to pursue the love which quenches all bodily passions and which 
prevents anything contrary to nature from gaining control over the heart. Then the intellect, struggling against 
what is contrary to nature, separates this from what is in accordance with nature. 

20. Examine yourself daily in the sight of God, and discover which of the passions is in your heart. Cast it out, and 
so escape His judgment. 

21. Be attentive to your heart and watch your enemies, for they are cunning in their malice. In your heart be 
persuaded of this: it is impossible for a man to achieve good through evil means. That is why our Savior told us 
to be watchful, saying: 'Strait is the gate, and narrow is the way that leads to life, and few there are that find it 
(Matt. 7:14). 

22. Be attentive to yourself, so that nothing destructive can separate you from the love of God. Guard your heart, 
and do not grow listless and say: 'How shall I guard it, since I am a sinner?' For when a man abandons his sins 
and returns to God, his repentance regenerates him and renews him entirely. 

23. Holy Scripture speaks everywhere about the guarding of the  
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heart, in both the Old and the New Testaments. David says in the Psalms: '0 sons of men, how long will you be 



heavy of heart?' (Ps. 4:2. LXX), and again: 'Their heart is vain' (Ps. 5:9. LXX); and of those who think futile 
thoughts, he says: 'For he has said in his heart, I shall not be moved' (Ps. 10:6), and: 'He has said in his heart, God 
has forgotten' (Ps. 10:11). 

A monk should consider the purpose of each text in Scripture, to whom it speaks and on what occasions. He 
should persevere continually in the ascetic struggle and be on his guard against the provocations of the enemy. Like 
a pilot steering a boat through the waves, he should hold to his course, guided by grace. Keeping his attention fixed 
within himself, he should commune with God in stillness, guarding his thoughts from distraction and his intellect 
from curiosity. 

24. In storms and squalls we need a pilot, and in this present life we need prayer; for we are susceptible to the 
provocations of our thoughts, both good and bad. If our thought is full of devotion and love of God, it rules over 
the passions. As hesychasts, we should discriminate between virtue and vice with discretion and watchfulness; 
and we should know which virtues to practice when in the presence of our brethren and elders and which to 
pursue when alone. We should know which virtue comes first, and which second or third; which passions attack 
the soul and which the body, and also which virtues concern the soul and which the body. We should know 
which virtue pride uses in order to assault the intellect, and which virtue leads to vainglory, wrath or gluttony. 
For we ought to purify our thoughts from 'all the self-esteem that exalts itself against the knowledge of God' (2 
Cor. 10:5). 

25. The first virtue is detachment, that is, death in relation to every person or thing. This produces the desire for 
God, and this in turn gives rise to the anger that is in accordance with nature, and that flares up against all the 
tricks of the enemy. Then the fear of God will establish itself within us, and through this fear love will be made 
manifest. 

26. At the time of prayer, we should expel from our heart the provocation of each evil thought, rebutting it in a spirit 
of devotion so that we do not prove to be speaking to God with our lips, while pondering wicked thoughts in our 
heart. God will not accept from  
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the hesychast a prayer that is turbid and careless, for everywhere Scripture tells us to guard the soul's organs of 
perception. If a monk submits his will to the law of God, then his intellect will govern in accordance with this law 
all that is subordinate to itself. It will direct as it should all the soul's impulses, especially its incensive power and 
desire, for these are subordinate to it. 

We have practiced virtue and done what is right, turning our desire towards God and His will, and directing our 
incensive power, or wrath, against the devil and sin. What then do we still lack? Inward meditation. 

27. If some shameful thought is sown in your heart as you are sitting in your cell, watch out. Resist the evil, so that it 
does not gain control over you. Make every effort to call God to mind, for He is looking at you, and whatever 
you are thinking in your heart is plainly visible to Him. Say to your soul: 'If you are afraid of sinners like 
yourself seeing your sins, how much more should you be afraid of God who notes everything?' As a result of 
this warning the fear of God will be revealed in your soul, and if you cleave to Him you will not be shaken by 



the passions; for it is written: 'They that trust in the Lord shall be as Mount Zion; he that dwells in Jerusalem 
shall never be shaken' (Ps. 125:1. LXX). Whatever you are doing, remember that God sees all your thoughts, 
and then you will never sin. To Him be glory through all the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 

Evagrios the Solitary, also known as Evagrios Pontikos, was born in 345 or 346, probably at Ibora in Pontus, 
although according to another opinion he was a native of Iberia (Georgia). A disciple of the Cappadocian Fathers, he 
was ordained reader by St Basil the Great and deacon by St Gregory the Theologian (Gregory of Nazianzos), and he 
accompanied the latter to the Council of Constantinople in 381 (the second Ecumenical Council). Evagrios was 
never ordained priest. After a brief stay in Jerusalem, he went in 383 to Egypt, where he spent the remaining sixteen 
years of his life. After two years at Nitria, where he became a monk, he moved to the more remote desert of Kellia, 
dying there in 399. While in Egypt he had as his spiritual father the priest of Kellia, St Makarios of Alexandria, and 
it is probable that he also knew St Makarios the Egyptian, the priest and spiritual father of Sketis. In the person of 
these two saints, he came into contact with the first generation of the Desert Fathers and with their spirituality in its 
purest form. 

In the numerous writings of Evagrios there may be discerned two tendencies, the one 'speculative' and the other 
'practical'. On the 'speculative' side he relies heavily upon Origen (c. 185-c. 254), borrowing from him in particular 
certain theories about the pre-existence of human souls and the apokatastasis or final restoration of all things in 
Christ. These theories were condemned at the fifth Ecumenical Council (553). On the 'practical' side he draws upon 
the living experience of the Desert Fathers of Egypt, mainly Copts, among whom he spent the last years of his life. 
He possessed to an exceptional degree the gifts of psychological insight and vivid description, together with the 
ability to analyze and define with remarkable precision the various stages on the spiritual way. Here his teachings, 
so far from being condemned, have exercised a decisive influence upon subsequent writers. His disciple St John  
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Cassian, while abandoning the suspect theories that Evagrios derived from Origen, transmitted the 'practical' 

aspect of Evagrios' teachings to the Latin West. In the Greek East the technical vocabulary devised by Evagrios 



remained thereafter standard: it can be found, for example, in the writings of St Diadochos of Photiki, St John 
Klimakos and St Maximos the Confessor, as also within the Syriac tradition, in the Mystic Treatises of St Isaac of 
Nineveh. The works included by St Nikodimos in the Philokalia all belong to the'practical' side of Evagrios, and 
contain little if any trace of suspect speculations. 

Several of Evagrios’ works have come down under the name of other authors. This is the case with the writing On 
Prayer, which in the Greek Philokalia is ascribed to Neilos; but recent research has made it plain beyond any 
reasonable doubt that this is a writing of Evagrios.1 

1 See the studies by I. Hausherr, 'Le Traite de 1'Oraison d'Evagre Ie Pontique', in Revue d'Ascetique et lie Mystique, XV (1934), pp. 34-93, 113-
70; and Les lefons d'un contempjatif. Le Traite de 1'Oraison d'Evagre Is f antique (Paris, 1960). The Eva-grian authorship of the work On Prayer 
is accepted by a previous English translator, John Eudes Bamberger, in his introduction to Evagrius Ponticus; The Praktikos; Chapters on Prayer 
(Cistercian Studies Series, No. 4, Spencer, Mass., 1970 [i.e. 1972]). 
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In Jeremiah it is said: 'And you shall not take a wife in this place, for thus says the Lord concerning the sons and 
daughters born in this place: . . . they shall die grievous deaths' (Jer. 16:1-4). This shows that, in the words of the 
Apostle, 'He that is married cares for the things that are of the world, how he may please his wife', and he is 
inwardly divided, and 'she that is married cares for the things of the world, how she may please her husband' (1 Cor. 
7:32-34). It is clear that the statement in Jeremiah, 'they shall die grievous deaths', refers not only to the sons and 
daughters born as a result of marriage, but also to those born in the heart, that is, to worldly thoughts and desires: 
these too will die from the weak and sickly spirit of this world, and will have no place in heavenly life. On the other 
hand, as the Apostle says, 'he that is unmarried cares for the things that belong to the Lord, how he may please the 
Lord' (1 Cor. 7:32); and he produces the fruits of eternal life, which always keep their freshness. 

Such is the solitary. He should therefore abstain from women and not beget a son or daughter in the place of 
which Jeremiah speaks. He must be a soldier of Christ, detached from material things, free from cares and not 
involved in any trade or commerce; for, as the Apostle says, 'In order to please the leader who has chosen him, the 
soldier going to war does not entangle himself in the affairs of this world' (2 Tim. 2:4). Let the monk follow this 
course, especially since he has renounced the materiality of this world in order to win the blessings of stillness. For 
the practice of stillness is full of joy and beauty; its yoke is easy and its burden light.  



Do you desire, then, to embrace this life of solitude, and to seek out the blessings of stillness? If so, abandon the 
cares of the world, and the principalities and powers that lie behind them; free yourself 

 
 
[V1] 32 

Evagrios the Solitary   

Outline Teaching on Asceticism and Stillness in the Solitary Life 

 

from attachment to material things, from domination by passions and desires, so that as a stranger to all this you may 
attain true stillness. For only by raising himself above these things can a man achieve the life of stillness. 

Keep to a sparse and plain diet, not seeking a variety of tempting dishes. Should the thought come to you of 
getting extravagant foods in order to give hospitality, dismiss it, do not be deceived by it: for in it the enemy lies in 
ambush, waiting to tear you away from stillness. Remember how the Lord rebukes Martha (the soul that is over-
busy with such things) when He says: 'You are anxious and troubled about many things: one thing alone is needful' 
(Luke 10:41-42) - to hear the divine word; after that, one should be content with anything that comes to hand. He 
indicates all this by adding: 'Mary has chosen what is best, and it cannot be taken away from her' (Luke 10:42). You 
also have the example of how the widow of Zarephath gave hospitality to the Prophet (cf. 1 Kings 17:9-16). If you 
have only bread, salt or water, you can still meet the dues of hospitality. Even if you do not have these, but make the 
stranger welcome and say something helpful, you will not be failing in hospitality; for 'is not a word better than a 
gift?' (Eccles. 18:17). This is the view you should take of hospitality. Be careful, then, and do not desire wealth for 
giving to the poor. For this is another trick of the evil one, who often arouses self-esteem and fills your intellect with 
worry and restlessness. Think of the widow mentioned in the Gospel by our Lord: with two mites she surpassed the 
generous gifts of the wealthy. For He says: 'They cast into the treasury out of their abundance; but she . . . cast in all 
her livelihood' (Mark 12:44).  

With regard to clothes, be content with what is sufficient for the needs of the body. 'Cast your burden upon the 
Lord' (Ps. 55:22) and He will provide for you, since 'He cares for you' (1Pet. 5:7). If you need food or clothes, do not 
be ashamed to accept what others offer you. To be ashamed to accept is a kind of pride. But if you have more than 
you require, give to those in need. It is in this way that God wishes His children to manage their affairs. That is why, 
writing to the Corinthians, the Apostle said about those who were in want:  

'Your abundance should supply their want, so that their abundance likewise may supply your want; then there will 
be equality, as it is written: "He that gathered much had nothing over; and he that 
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gathered little had no lack”’ (2 Cor. 8:14-15; Exod. 16:18). So if you have all you need for the moment, do not be 
anxious about the future, whether it is one day ahead or a week or months. For when tomorrow comes, it will supply 



what you need, if you seek above all else the kingdom of heaven and the righteousness of God; for the Lord says: 
'Seek the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things as well will be given to you' (cf. Matt. 6:33). 

Do not have a servant, for if you do you will no longer have only yourself to provide for; and in that case the 
enemy may trip you up through the servant and disturb your mind with worries about laying in extravagant foods. 
Should you have the thought of getting a servant to allow your body a little ease, call to mind what is more 
important - I mean spiritual peace, for spiritual peace is certainly more important than bodily ease. Even if you have 
the idea that taking a servant would be for the servant's benefit, do not accept it. For this is not our work; it is the 
work of others, of the holy Fathers who live in communities and not as solitaries. Think only of what is best for 
yourself, and safeguard the way of stillness.  

Do not develop a habit of associating with people who are materially minded and involved in worldly affairs. Live 
alone, or else with brethren who are detached from material things and of one mind with yourself. For if one 
associates with materially minded people involved in worldly affairs, one will certainly be affected by their way of 
life and will be subject to social pressures, to vain talk and every other kind of evil: anger, sorrow, passion for 
material things, fear of scandals. Do not get caught up in concern for your parents or affection for your relatives; on 
the contrary, avoid meeting them frequently, in case they rob you of the stillness you have in your cell and involve 
you in their own affairs. 'Let the dead bury their dead,' says the Lord; 'but come, follow me' (cf. Matt. 8:22).  

If you find yourself growing strongly attached to your cell, leave it, do not cling to it, be ruthless. Do everything 
possible to attain stillness and freedom from distraction, and struggle to live according to God's will, battling against 
invisible enemies. If you cannot attain stillness where you now live, consider living in exile, and try and make up 
your mind to go. Be like an astute business man: make stillness your criterion for testing the value of everything, 
and choose always what contributes to it. 

 
[V1] 34 

Evagrios the Solitary   

Outline Teaching on Asceticism and Stillness in the Solitary Life 

Indeed, I urge you to welcome exile. It frees you from all the entanglements of your own locality, and allows you 
to enjoy the blessings of stillness undistracted. Do not stay in a town, but persevere in the wilderness. ‘Lo,' says the 
Psalm, 'then would I wander far off, and remain in the wilderness' (Ps. 55:7). If possible, do not visit a town at all. 
For you will find there nothing of benefit, nothing useful, nothing profitable for your way of life. To quote the Psalm 
again, 'I have seen violence and strife in the city' (Ps. 55:9). So seek out places that are free from distraction, and 
solitary. Do not be afraid of the noises you may hear. Even if you should see some demonic fantasy, do not be 
terrified or flee from the training ground so apt for your progress. Endure fearlessly, and you will see the great 
things of God, His help. His care, and all the other assurances of salvation. For as the Psalm says, 'I waited for Him 
who delivers me from distress of spirit and the tempest' (Ps. 55:8. LXX).  

Do not let restless desire overcome your resolution; for 'restlessness of desire perverts the guileless intellect' 
(Wisd. 4:12). Many temptations result from this. For fear that you may go wrong, stay rooted in your cell. If you 
have friends, avoid constant meetings with them. For if you meet only on rare occasions, you will be of more help to 
them. And if you find that harm comes through meeting them, do not see them at all. The friends that you do have 



should be of benefit to you and contribute to your way of life. Avoid associating with crafty or aggressive people, 
and do not live with anyone of that kind but shun their evil purposes; for they do not dwell close to God or abide 
with Him. Let your friends be men of peace, spiritual brethren, holy fathers. It is of such that the Lord speaks when 
he says: 'My mother and brethren and fathers are those who do the will of My Father who is in heaven' (cf. Matt. 
12:49-50). Do not pass your time with people engaged in worldly affairs or share their table, in case they involve 
you in their illusions and draw you away from the science of stillness. For this is what they want to do. Do not listen 
to their words or accept the thoughts of their hearts, for they are indeed harmful. Let the labor and longing of your 
heart be for the faithful of the earth, to become like them in mourning. For 'my eyes will be on the faithful of the 
land, that they may dwell with me' (Ps. 101:6). If someone who lives in accordance with the love of God comes to 
you and invites you to eat, go if 
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you wish, but return quickly to your cell. If possible, never sleep outside your cell, so that the gift of stillness may 
always be with you. Then you will be unhindered on your chosen path. 

Do not hanker after fine foods and deceitful pleasures. For 'she that indulges in pleasure is dead while still alive', 
as the Apostle says (1 Tim. 5:6). Do not fill your belly with other people's food in case you develop a, longing for it, 
and this longing makes you want to eat at their table. For it is said: 'Do not be deceived by the filling of the belly' 
(Prov. 24:15. LXX). If you find yourself continually invited outside your cell, decline the invitations. For continual 
absence from your cell is harmful. It deprives you of the grace of stillness, darkens your mind, withers your longing 
for God. If a jar of wine is left in the same place for a long time, the wine in it becomes clear, settled and fragrant. 
But if it is moved about, the wine becomes turbid and dull, tainted throughout by the lees. So you, too, should stay in 
the same place and you will find how greatly this benefits you. Do not have relationships with too many people, lest 
your intellect becomes distracted and so disturbs the way of stillness. 

Provide yourself with such work for your hands as can be done, if possible, both during the day and at night, so 
that you are not a burden to anyone, and indeed can give to others, as Paul the Apostle advises (cf. 1 Thess. 2:9; 
Eph. 4:28). In this manner you will overcome the demon of listlessness and drive away all the desires suggested by 
the enemy; for the demon of listlessness takes advantage of idleness. 'Every idle man is full of desires' (Prov. 13:4. 
LXX). 

When buying or selling you can hardly avoid sin. So, in either case, be sure you lose a little in the transaction. Do 
not haggle about the price from love of gain, and so indulge in actions harmful to the soul - quarrelling, lying, 
shifting your ground and so on - thus bringing our way of life into disrepute. Understanding things in this manner, 
be on your guard when buying and selling. If possible it is best to place such business in the hands of someone you 
trust, so that, being thus relieved of the worry, you can pursue your calling with joy and hope. 

In addition to all that I have said so far, you should consider now other lessons which the way of stillness teaches, 
and do what I tell you. Sit in your cell, and concentrate your intellect; remember the day of death, visualize the 
dying of your body, reflect on this 
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calamity, experience the pain, reject the vanity of this world, its compromises and crazes, so that you may continue 
in the way of stillness and not weaken. Call to mind, also, what is even now going on in hell. Think of the suffering, 
the bitter silence, the terrible moaning, the great fear and agony, the dread of what is to come, the unceasing pain, 
the endless weeping. Remember, too, the day of your resurrection and how you will stand before God. Imagine that 
fearful and awesome judgment-seat. Picture all that awaits those who sin: their shame before God the Father and His 
Anointed, before angels, archangels, principalities and all mankind; think of all the forms of punishment: the eternal 
fire, the worm that does not die, the abyss of darkness, the gnashing of teeth, the terrors and the torments. Then 
picture all the blessings that await the righteous: intimate communion with God the Father and His Anointed, with 
angels, archangels, principalities and all the saints, the kingdom and its gifts, the gladness and the joy. 

Picture both these states: lament and weep for the sentence passed on sinners; mourn while you are doing this, 
frightened that you, too, may be among them. But rejoice and be glad at the blessings that await the righteous, and 
aspire to enjoy them and to be delivered from the torments of hell. See to it that you never forget these things, 
whether inside your cell or outside it. This will help you to escape thoughts that are defiling and harmful. 

Fast before the Lord according to your strength, for to do this will purge you of your iniquities and sins; it exalts 
the soul, sanctifies the mind, drives away the demons, and prepares you for God's presence. Having already eaten 
once, try not to eat a second time the same day, in case you become extravagant and disturb your mind. In this way 
you will have the means for helping others and for mortifying the passions of your body. But if there is a meeting of 
the brethren, and you have to eat a second and a third time, do not be disgruntled and surly. On the contrary, do 
gladly what you have to do, and when you have eaten a second or a third time, thank God that you have fulfilled the 
law of love and that He himself is providing for you. Also, there are occasions when, because of a bodily sickness, 
you have to eat a second and a third time or more often. Do not be sad about this; when you are ill you should 
modify your ascetic labors for the time being, so that you may regain the strength to take them up once more. 
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As far as abstinence from food is concerned, the divine Logos did not prohibit the eating of anything, but said: 
'See, even as I have given you the green herb I have given you all things; eat, asking no questions; it is not what goes 
into the mouth that defiles a man' (cf. Gen. 9:3; 1 Cor. 10:25; Matt. 15: 11). To abstain from food, then, should be a 
matter of our own choice and an ascetic labour. 

Gladly bear vigils, sleeping on the ground and all other hardships, looking to the glory that will be revealed to you 
and to all the saints; 'for the sufferings of this present time', says the Apostle, 'are not worthy to be compared with 
the glory which shall be revealed in us' (Rom. 8 :18). 

If you are disheartened, pray, as the Apostle says (cf. Jas. 5: 13). Pray with fear, trembling, effort, with inner 



watchfulness and vigilance. To pray in this manner is especially necessary because the enemies are so malignant. 
For it is just when they see us at prayer that they come and stand beside us, ready to attack, suggesting to our 
intellect the very things we should not think about when praying; in this way they try to take our intellect captive 
and to make our prayer and supplication vain and useless. For prayer is truly vain and useless when not performed 
with fear and trembling, with inner watchfulness and vigilance. When someone approaches an earthly king, he 
entreats him with fear, trembling and attention; so much the more, then, should we stand and pray in this manner 
before God the Father, the Master of all, and before Christ the King of Kings. For it is He whom the whole spiritual 
host and the choir of angels serve with fear and glorify with trembling; and they sing in unceasing praise to Him, 
together with the Father who has no origin, and with the all-holy and coeternal Spirit, now and ever through all the 
ages. Amen. 
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1. Of the demons opposing us in the practice of the ascetic life, there are three groups who fight in the front line: 
those entrusted with the appetites of gluttony, those who suggest avaricious thoughts, and those who incite us to 
seek the esteem of men. All the other demons follow behind and in their turn attack those already wounded by 
the first three groups. For one does not fall into the power of the demon of unchastity, unless one has first fallen 
because of gluttony; nor is one's anger aroused unless one is fighting for food or material possessions or the 
esteem of men. And one does not escape the demon of dejection, unless one no longer experiences suffering 
when deprived of these things. Nor will one escape pride, the first offspring of the devil, unless one has 
banished avarice, the root of all evil, since poverty makes a man humble, according to Solomon (cf. Prov. 10:4. 
LXX). In short, no one can fall into the power of any demon, unless he has been wounded by those of the front 
line. That is why the devil suggested these three thoughts to the Savior: first he exhorted Him to turn stones into 
bread; then he promised Him the whole world, if Christ would fall down and worship him; and thirdly he said 
that, if our Lord would listen to him, He would be glorified and suffer nothing in falling from the pinnacle of 
the temple. But our Lord, having shown Himself superior to these temptations, commanded the devil to 'get 
behind Him'. In this way He teaches us that it is not possible to drive away the devil, unless we scornfully reject 
these three thoughts (cf. Matt. 4:1-10). 

2. All thoughts inspired by the demons produce within us conceptions of sensory objects; and in this way the 
intellect, with such conceptions imprinted on it, bears the forms of these objects within itself. So, by 
recognizing the object presented to it, the 
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intellect knows which demon is approaching. For example, if the face of a person who has done me harm or insulted 
me appears in my mind, I recognize the demon of rancor approaching. If there is a suggestion of material things or 
of esteem, again it will be clear which demon is troubling me. In the same way with other thoughts, we can infer 
from the object appearing in the mind which demon is close at hand, suggesting that object to us. I do not say that all 



thoughts of such things come from the demons; for when the intellect is activated by man it is its nature to bring 
forth the images of past events. But all thoughts producing anger or desire in a way that is contrary to nature are 
caused by demons. For through demonic agitation the intellect mentally commits adultery and becomes incensed. 
Thus it cannot receive the vision of God, who sets us in order; for the divine splendor only appears to the intellect 
during prayer, when the intellect is free from conceptions of sensory objects.  

3. Man cannot drive away impassioned thoughts unless he watches over his desire and incensive power. He destroys 
desire through fasting, vigils and sleeping on the ground, and he tames his incensive power through long-
suffering, forbearance, forgiveness and acts of compassion. For with these two passions are connected almost all 
the demonic thoughts which lead the intellect to disaster and perdition. It is impossible to overcome these passions 
unless we can rise above attachment to food and possessions, to self-esteem and even to our very body, because it 
is through the body that the demons often attempt to attack us. It is essential, then, to imitate people who are in 
danger at sea and throw things overboard because of the violence of the winds and the threatening waves. But here 
we must be very careful in case we cast things overboard just to be seen doing so by men. For then we shall get 
the reward we want; but we shall suffer another shipwreck, worse than the first, blown off our course by the 
contrary wind of the demon of self-esteem. That is why our Lord, instructing the intellect, our helmsman, says in 
the Gospels: 'Take heed that you do not give alms in front of others, to be seen by them; for unless you take heed, 
you will have no reward from your Father in heaven.' Again, He says: 'When you pray, you must not be as the 
hypocrites are: for they love to pray standing in synagogues and at street-corners, so as to be seen by men. Truly I 
say to you, they get the reward they want. . . . Moreover when you fast, do not put on a gloomy face, like the 
hypocrites; 
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for they disfigure their faces, so that they may be seen by men to be fasting. Truly I say to you, they get the reward 
they want' (cf. Matt. 6: 1-18). Observe how the Physician of souls here corrects our incensive power through acts of 
compassion, purifies the intellect through prayer, and through fasting withers desire. By means of these virtues the 
new Adam is formed, made again according to the image of his Creator - an Adam in whom, thanks to dispassion, 
there is 'neither male nor female' and, thanks to singleness of faith, there is 'neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor 
uncircumcision, barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free; but Christ is all, and in all' (Gal. 3:28; Col. 3: 10:11). 
4. We shall now enquire how, in the fantasies that occur during sleep, the demons imprint shapes and forms on our 

intellect. Normally the intellect receives these shapes and forms either through the eyes when it is seeing, or 
through the ears when it is hearing, or through some other sense, or else through the memory, which stirs up and 
imprints on the intellect things which it has experienced through the body. Now it seems to me that in our sleep, 
when the activity of our bodily senses is suspended, it is by arousing the memory that the demons make this 
imprint. But, in that case, how do the demons arouse the memory? Is it through the passions? Clearly this is so, 
for those in a state of purity and dispassion no longer experience demonic fantasies in sleep. There is also an 
activity of the memory that is not demonic: it is caused by ourselves or by the angelic powers, and through it we 
may meet with saints and delight in their company. We should notice in addition that during sleep the memory 



stirs up, without the body's participation, those very images which the soul has received in association with the 
body. This is clear from the fact that we often experience such images during sleep, when the body is at rest. 

Just as it is possible to think of water both while thirsty and while not thirsty, so it is possible to think of gold 
with greed and without greed. The same applies to other things. Thus if we can discriminate in this way 
between one kind of fantasy and another, we can then recognize the artfulness of the demons. We should be 
aware, too, that the demons also use external things to produce fantasies, such as the sound of waves heard at 
sea. 

5. When our incensive power is aroused in a way contrary to nature, it greatly furthers the aim of the demons and is 
an ally in all 
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their evil designs. Day and night, therefore, they are always trying to provoke it. And when they see it tethered by 
gentleness, they at once try to set it free on some seemingly just pretext; in this way, when it is violently aroused, 
they can use it for their shameful purposes. So it must not be aroused either for just or for unjust reasons; and we 
must not hand a dangerous sword to those too readily incensed to wrath, for it often happens that people become ex-
cessively worked up for quite trivial reasons. Tell me, why do you rush into battle so quickly, if you are really above 
caring about food, possessions and glory? Why keep a watchdog if you have renounced everything? If you do, and it 
barks and attacks other men, it is clear that there are still some possessions for it to guard. But since I know that 
wrath is destructive of pure prayer, the fact that you cannot control it shows how far you are from such prayer. I am 
also surprised that you have forgotten the saints: David who exclaims, 'Cease from anger, and put aside your wrath’ 
(Ps. 37:8. LXX); and Ecclesiastes who urges us, 'Remove wrath from your heart, and put away evil from your flesh' 
(Eccles. 11:10. LXX); while the Apostle commands that always and everywhere men should 'lift up holy hands, 
without anger and without quarrelling’ (1 Tim. 2:8). And do we not learn the same from the mysterious and ancient 
custom of putting dogs out of the house during prayer? This indicates that there should be no wrath in those who 
pray. 'Their wine is the wrath of serpents' (Deut. 32:33. LXX); that is why the Nazarenes abstained from wine. 

It is needless to insist that we should not worry about clothes or food. The Savior Himself forbids this in the 
Gospels: 'Do not worry about what to eat or drink, or about what to wear' (cf. Matt. 6:25). Such anxiety is a mark of 
the Gentiles and unbelievers, who reject the providence of the Lord and deny the Creator. An attitude of this kind is 
entirely wrong for Christians who believe that even two sparrows which are sold for a farthing are under the care of 
the holy angels (cf. Matt. 10: 29). The demons, however, after arousing impure thoughts, go on to suggest worries of 
this kind, so that 'Jesus conveys Himself away', because of the multitude of concerns in our mind (cf. John 5:13). 
The divine word can bear no fruit, being choked by our cares. Let us, then, renounce these cares, and throw them 
down before the Lord, being content with what we have at the moment; and living in poverty and rags, let us day by 
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day rid ourselves of all that fills us with self-esteem. If anyone thinks it shameful to live in rags, he should remember 
St Paul, who 'in cold and nakedness' patiently awaited the 'crown of righteousness' (2 Cor. 11:27; 2 Tim. 4:8). The 



Apostle likened this world to a contest in an arena (cf. 1 Cor. 9:24); how then can someone clothed with anxious 
thoughts run for 'the prize of the high calling of God' (Phil. 3:14), or 'wrestle against principalities, against powers, 
against the rulers of the darkness of this world' (Eph. 6:12)? I do not see how this is possible; for just as a runner is 
obstructed and weighed down by clothing, so too is the intellect by anxious thoughts - if indeed the saying is true 
that the intellect is attached to its own treasure; for it is said, 'where your treasure is, there will your heart be also' 
(Matt. 6:21). 
6. Sometimes thoughts are cut off, and sometimes they do the cutting off. Evil thoughts cut off good thoughts, and in 

turn are cut off by good thoughts. The Holy Spirit therefore notes to which thought we give priority and 
condemns or approves us accordingly. What I mean is something like this: the thought occurs to me to give 
hospitality and it is for the Lord's sake; but when the tempter attacks, this thought is cut off and in its place he 
suggests giving hospitality for the sake of display. Again, the thought comes to me of giving hospitality so as to 
appear hospitable in the eyes of others. But this thought in its turn is cut off when a better thought comes, which 
leads me to practice this virtue for the Lord's sake and not so as to gain esteem from men. 

7. We have learnt, after much observation, to recognize the difference between angelic thoughts, human thoughts, 
and thoughts that come from demons. Angelic thought is concerned with the true nature of things and with 
searching out their spiritual essences. For example, why was gold created and scattered like sand in the lower 
regions of the earth, to be found only with much toil and effort? And how, when found, is it washed in water 
and committed to the fire, and then put into the hands of craftsmen who fashion it into the candlestick of the 
tabernacle and the censers and the vessels (cf. Exod. 25:22-39) from which, by the grace of our Savior, the king 
of Babylon no longer drinks (cf. Dan. 5:2, 3)? A man such as Cleopas brings a heart burning with these 
mysteries (cf. Luke 24:32). Demonic thought, on the other hand, neither knows nor can 

 
 

[V1] 43 

Evagrios the Solitary  

Texts on Discrimination in Respect of Passions and Thoughts 

know such things. It can only shamelessly suggest the acquisition of physical gold, looking forward to the wealth 
and glory that will come from this. Finally, human thought neither seeks to acquire gold nor is concerned to know 
what it symbolizes, but brings before the mind simply the image of gold, without passion or greed. The same 
principle applies to other things as well. 

8. There is a demon, known as the deluder, who visits the brethren especially at dawn, and leads the intellect about 
from city to city, from village to village, from house to house, pretending that no passions are aroused through 
such visits; but then the intellect goes on to meet and talk with old acquaintances at greater length, and so 
allows its own state to be corrupted by those it encounters. Little by little it falls away from the knowledge of 
God and holiness, and forgets its calling. Therefore the solitary must watch this demon, noting where he comes 
from and where he ends up; for this demon does not make this long circuit without purpose and at random, but 
because he wishes to corrupt the state of the solitary, so that his intellect, over-excited by all this wandering, and 
intoxicated by its many meetings, may immediately fall prey to the demons of unchastity, anger or dejection - 
the demons that above all others destroy its inherent brightness. 

But if we really want to understand the cunning of this demon, we should not be hasty in speaking to him, or tell 
others what is taking place, how he is compelling us to make these visits in our mind and how he is gradually 
driving the intellect to its death - for then he will flee from us, as he cannot bear to be seen doing this; and so we 
shall not grasp any of the things we are anxious to learn. But, instead, we should allow him one more day, or even 
two, to play out his role, so that we can learn about his deceitfulness in detail; then, mentally rebuking him, we put 
him to flight. But because during temptation the intellect is clouded and does not see exactly what is happening, do 



as follows after the demon has withdrawn. Sit down and recall in solitude the things that have happened: where you 
started and where you went, in what place you were seized by the spirit of unchastity, dejection or anger and how it 
all happened. Examine these things closely and commit them to memory, so that you will then be ready to expose 
the demon when he next approaches you. Try to become conscious of the weak spot 
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in yourself which he hid from you, and you will not follow him again. If you wish to enrage him, expose him at 
once when he reappears, and tell him just where you went first, and where next, and so on. For he becomes very 
angry and cannot bear the disgrace. And the proof that you spoke to him effectively is that the thoughts he suggested 
leave you. For he cannot remain in action when he is openly exposed. 

The defeat of this demon is followed by heavy sleepiness and deadness, together with a feeling of great coldness 
in the eyelids, countless yawnings, and heaviness in the shoulders. But if you pray intensely all this is dispersed by 
the Holy Spirit. 

9. Hatred against the demons contributes greatly to our salvation and helps our growth in holiness. But we do not of 
ourselves have the power to nourish this hatred into a strong plant, because the pleasure-loving spirits restrict it 
and encourage the soul again to indulge in its old habitual loves. But this indulgence - or rather this gangrene 
that is so hard to cure - the Physician of souls heals by abandoning us. For He permits us to undergo some 
fearful suffering night and day, and then the soul returns again to its original hatred, and learns like David to say 
to the Lord: 'I hate them with perfect hatred: I count them my enemies' (Ps. 139: 22). For a man hates his 
enemies with perfect hatred when he sins neither in act nor in thought - which is a sign of complete dispassion. 

10. Now what am I to say about the demon who makes the soul obtuse? For I am afraid to write about him: how, at 
his approach, the soul departs from its own proper state and strips itself of reverence and the fear of God, no 
longer regarding sin as sin, or wickedness as wickedness; it looks on judgment and the eternal punishment of 
hell as mere words; it laughs at the fire which causes the earth to tremble; and, while supposedly confessing 
God, it has no understanding of His commandments. You may beat your breast as such a soul draws near to sin, 
but it takes no notice. You recite from the Scripture, yet it is wholly indifferent and will not hear. You point out 
its shame and disgrace among men, and it ignores you, like a pig that closes its eyes and charges through a 
fence. This demon gets into the soul by way of long-continuing thoughts of self-esteem; and unless 'those days 
are shortened, no flesh will be saved' (Matt. 24:22). 

This is one of those demons that seldom approach brethren living 
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in a community. The reason is clear: when people round us fall into misfortune, or are afflicted by illness, or are 
suffering in prison, or meet sudden death, this demon is driven out; for the soul has only to experience even a little 
compunction or compassion and the callousness caused by the demon is dissolved. We solitaries lack these things, 
because we live in the wilderness and sickness is rare among us. It was to banish this demon especially that the Lord 



enjoined us in the Gospels to call on the sick and visit those in prison. For 'I was sick,' He says, 'and you visited Me' 
(Matt. 25:36). 

But you should know this: if an anchorite falls in with this demon, yet does not admit unchaste thoughts or leave 
his cell out of listlessness, this means he has received the patience and self-restraint that come from heaven, and is 
blessed with dispassion. Those, on the other hand, who profess to practice godliness, yet choose to have dealings 
with people of the world, should be on their guard against this demon. I feel ashamed to say or write more about 
him. 

11. All the demons teach the soul to love pleasure; only the demon of dejection refrains from doing this, since he 
corrupts the thoughts of those he enters by cutting off every pleasure of the soul and drying it up through 
dejection, for 'the bones of the dejected are dried up' (Prov. 17:22. LXX). Now if this demon attacks only to a 
moderate degree, he makes the anchorite more resolute; for he encourages him to seek nothing worldly and to 
shun all pleasures. But when the demon remains for longer, he encourages the soul to give up, or forces it to run 
away. Even Job was tormented by this demon, and it was because of this that he said: '0 that I might lay hands 
upon myself, or at least ask someone else to do this for me' (Job 30:24. LXX). 

The symbol of this demon is the viper. When used in moderation for man's good, its poison is an antidote against 
that of other venomous creatures, but when taken in excess it kills whoever takes it. It was to this demon that Paul 
delivered the man at Corinth who had fallen into sin. That is why he quickly wrote again to the Corinthians saying: 
'Confirm your love towards him . . . lest perhaps he should be swallowed up with too great dejection' (2 Cor. 2:7-8). 
He knew that this spirit, in troubling men, can also bring about true repentance. It was for this reason that St John the 
Baptist gave the name 'progeny of vipers' to those who were goaded by this spirit to seek refuge in God, saying: 
'Who has warned you to flee 
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from the anger to come? Bring forth fruits, then, that testify to your repentance; and do not think that you can just 
say within yourselves. We have Abraham as our father' (Matt. 3:7-9). But if a man imitates Abraham and leaves his 
country and kindred (cf. Gen. 12:1), he thereby becomes stronger than this demon. 

12. He who has mastery over his incensive power has mastery also over the demons. But anyone who is a slave to it 
is a stranger to the monastic life and to the ways of our Savior, for as David said of the Lord: 'He will teach the 
gentle His ways' (Ps. 25:9). The intellect of the solitary is hard for the demon to catch, for it shelters in the land 
of gentleness. There is scarcely any other virtue which the demons fear as much as gentleness. Moses possessed 
this virtue, for he was called 'very gentle, above all men' (Num. 12:3). And David showed that it makes men 
worthy to be remembered by God when he said: 'Lord, remember David and all his gentleness' (Ps. 132:1. 
LXX). And the Savior Himself also enjoined us to imitate Him in His gentleness, saying: 'Learn from Me; for I 
am gentle and humble in heart: and you will find rest for your souls' (Matt. 11:29). Now if a man abstains from 
food and drink, but becomes incensed to wrath because of evil thoughts, he is like a ship sailing the open sea 
with a demon for pilot. So we must keep this watchdog under careful control, training him to destroy only the 
wolves and not to devour the sheep, and to show the greatest gentleness towards all men. 

13. In the whole range of evil thoughts, none is richer in resources than self-esteem; for it is to be found almost 
everywhere, and like some cunning traitor in a city it opens the gates to all the demons. So it greatly debases the 
intellect of the solitary, filling it with many words and notions, and polluting the prayers through which he is 



trying to heal all the wounds of his soul. All the other demons, when defeated, combine to increase the strength 
of this evil thought; and through the gateway of self-esteem they all gain entry into the soul, thus making a 
man's last state worse than his first (cf. Matt. 12:45). Self-esteem gives rise in turn to pride, which cast down 
from heaven to earth the highest of the angels, the seal of God's likeness and the crown of all beauty. So turn 
quickly away from pride and do not dally with it, in case you surrender your life to others and your substance to 
the merciless (cf. Prov. 5:9 demon is driven away by intense prayer and by not doing or 
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saying anything that contributes to the sense of your own importance. 

14. When the intellect of the solitary attains some small degree of dispassion, it mounts the horse of self-esteem and 
immediately rides off into cities, taking its fill of the lavish praise accorded to its repute. But by God's 
providence the spirit of unchastity now confronts it and shuts it up in a sty of dissipation. This is to teach it to 
stay in bed until it is completely recovered and not to act like disobedient patients who, before they are fully 
cured of their disease, start taking walks and baths and so fall sick again. Let us sit still and keep our attention 
fixed within ourselves, so that we advance in holiness and resist vice more strongly. Awakened in this way to 
spiritual knowledge, we shall acquire contemplative insight into many things; and ascending still higher, we 
shall receive a clearer vision of the light of our Savior.  

15. I cannot write about all the villainies of the demons; and I feel ashamed to speak about them at length and in 
detail, for fear of harming the more simple-minded among my readers. But let me tell you about the cunning of 
the demon of unchastity. When a man has acquired dispassion in the appetitive part of his soul and shameful 
thoughts cool down within him, this demon at once suggests images of men and women playing with one 
another, and makes the solitary a spectator of shameful acts and gestures. But this temptation need not be 
permanent; for intense prayer, a very frugal diet, together with vigils and the development of spiritual 
contemplation, drive it away like a light cloud. There are times when this cunning demon even touches the 
flesh, inflaming it to uncontrolled desire; and it devises endless other tricks which need not be described. 

       Our incensive power is also a good defense against this demon. When it is directed against evil thoughts of 
this kind, such power fills the demon with fear and destroys his designs. And this is the meaning of the 
statement: 'Be angry, and do not sin' (Ps. 4:4). Such anger is a useful medicine for the soul at times of 
temptation. 

       The demon of anger employs tactics resembling those of the demon of unchastity. For he suggests images of 
our parents, friends or kinsmen being gratuitously insulted; and in this way he excites our incensive power, 
making us say or do something vicious to those who appear in our minds. We must be on our guard against 
these fantasies and expel them quickly from our mind, for if we 
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dally with them, they will prove a blazing firebrand to us during prayer. People prone to anger are especially 
liable to fall into these temptations; and if they do, then they are far from pure prayer and from the knowledge of our 
Savior Jesus Christ. 

16. As sheep to a good shepherd, the Lord has given to man intellections of this present world; for it is written: 'He 
has given intellection to the heart of every man' (cf. Heb. 10:16). To help man He has given him incensive 
power and desire, so that with the first he may drive away wolflike intellections, while with the second he may 
lovingly tend the sheep, even though he is often exposed to rains and winds. In addition, God has given man the 
law, so that he may shepherd the sheep; He has given him green pastures and refreshing water (cf. Ps. 23:2), a 
psaltery and harp, a rod and staff. In this way he gathers hay from the mountains, and is fed and clothed from 
his Hock; for it is written, 'Does anyone feed a Hock and not drink its milk?' (1 Cor. 9:7). Therefore the solitary 
ought to guard this Hock night and day, making sure that none of the lambs is caught by wild beasts or falls into 
the hands of thieves. Should this happen in some valley, he must at once snatch the creature from the mouth of 
the lion or the bear (cf. 1 Sam. 17:35). 

       What does it mean for the lambs to be caught by wild beasts? It means that when we think about our brother 
we feed on hatred; when we think about a woman we are moved with shameful lust; when we think about gold 
and silver we are filled with greed; and likewise when we think about gifts received from God, our mind is 
gorged with self-esteem. The same happens in the case of other intellections if they are seized by the passions. 

       We must not only guard this flock by day, but also keep watch at night; for by having fantasies of shameful 
and evil things we may lose some of the sheep entrusted to us. And this is the meaning of Jacob's words: 'I did 
not bring you a sheep which was caught by wild beasts; I made good of myself the thefts of the day and the 
thefts of the night. I was parched with heat by day, and chilled with frost by night, and sleep departed from my 
eyes' (Gen. 31:39-40. LXX). 

       If a certain listlessness overtakes us as a result of our efforts, we should climb a little up the rock of spiritual 
knowledge and play on the harp, plucking the strings with the skills of such knowledge. Let us pasture our 
sheep below Mount Sinai, so that the God of our 
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fathers may speak to us, too, out of the bush (cf. Exod. 3) and show us the inner essence of signs and wonders. 

17. Our spiritual nature, which had become dead through wickedness, is raised once more by Christ through the 
contemplation of all the ages of creation. And through the spiritual knowledge that He gives of Himself, the 
Father raises the soul which has died the death of Christ. And this is the meaning of Paul's statement: 'If we 
have died with Christ, we believe that we shall also live with Him' (cf. 2 Tim. 2:11). 

18. When the intellect has shed its fallen state and acquired the state of grace, then during prayer it will see its own 
nature like a sapphire or the color of heaven. In Scripture this is called the realm of God that was seen by the 
elders on Mount Sinai (cf. Exod. 24:10). 



19. Of the unclean demons, some tempt man in so far as he is man, while others disturb him in so far as he is a non-
rational animal. The first, when they approach us, suggest to us notions of self-esteem, pride, envy or 
censoriousness, notions by which non-rational animals are not affected; whereas the second, when they 
approach, arouse incensive power and desire in a manner contrary to nature. For these passions are common to 
us and to animals, and lie concealed beneath our rational and spiritual nature. Hence the Holy Spirit says of the 
thoughts that come to men in so far as they are men: 'I have said, you are gods, and all of you are children of the 
most High. But you shall die as men, and fall as one of the princes' (Ps. 82:6-7). But what does He say of the 
thoughts which stir in men non-rationally? 'Do not be as the horse and mule, which have no understanding: 
whose mouth must be controlled with bit and bridle in case they attack you' (Ps. 32:9). Now if 'the soul that sins 
shall die' (Ezek. 18:4), it is clear that in so far as we die as men we are buried by men, but in so far as we are 
slain or fall as non-rational animals, we are devoured by vultures and ravens whose young 'cry' to the Lord (Ps. 
147:9) and 'roll themselves in blood' (Job 39:30. LXX). 'He that has ears to hear, let him hear' (Matt. 11:15). 

20. When one of the enemy approaches you and wounds you, and you wish to turn his sword back into his own heart 
(cf. Ps. 37:37:15), then do as follows: analyze in yourself the sinful thought that has wounded you, what it is, 
what it consists of, and what in it 
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especially afflicts the intellect. Suppose, for instance, that a thought full of avarice is suggested to you. 
Distinguish between the component elements: the intellect which has accepted the thought, the intellection of gold, 
gold itself, and the passion of avarice. Then ask: in which of these does the sin consist? Is it the intellect? But how 
then can the intellect be the image of God? Is it the intellection of gold? But what sensible person would ever say 
that? Then is gold itself the sin? In that case, why was it created? It follows, then, that the cause of the sin is the 
fourth element, which is neither an objective reality, nor the intellection of something real, but is a certain noxious 
pleasure which, once it is freely chosen, compels the intellect to misuse what God has created. It is this pleasure that 
the law of God commands us to cut off. Now as you investigate the thought in this way and analyze it into its 
components, it will be destroyed; and the demon will take to flight once your mind is raised to a higher level by this 
spiritual knowledge. 

But before using his own sword against him, you may choose first to use your sling against him. Then take a stone 
from your shepherd's bag and sling it (cf. 1 Sam. 17) by asking these questions: how is it that angels and demons 
affect our world whereas we do not affect their worlds, for we cannot bring the angels closer to God, and we cannot 
make the demons more impure? And how was Lucifer, the morning star, cast down to the earth (cf. Isa. 14:12), 
'making the deep boil like a brazen cauldron’ (Job 41:31. LXX), disturbing all by his wickedness and seeking to rule 
over all? Insight into these things grievously wounds the demon and puts all his troops to flight. But this is possible 
only for those who have been in some measure purified and gained a certain vision of the inner essences of created 
things; whereas the impure have no insight into these essences, and even if they have been taught by others how to 
outwit the enemy they will fail because of the great clouds of dust and the turmoil aroused by their passions at the 
time of battle. For the enemy's troops must be made quiet, so that Goliath alone can face our David. In combat with 
all unclean thoughts, then, let us use these two methods: analysis of the thought attacking us, and the asking of 
questions about inner essences. 
21. Whenever unclean thoughts have been driven off quickly, we should try to find out why this has happened. Did 

the enemy fail to overpower us because there was no possibility of the thought 
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idea of bread persists in a hungry man because of his hunger, and the idea of water in a thirsty man because of his 
thirst, so ideas of material things and of the shameful thoughts that follow a surfeit of food and drink persist in us 
because of the passions. The same is true about thoughts of self-esteem and other ideas. It is not possible for an 
intellect choked by such ideas to appear before God and receive the crown of righteousness. It is through being 
dragged down by such thoughts that the wretched intellect, like the man in the Gospels, declines the invitation to the 
supper of the knowledge of God (cf. Luke 14:18); and the man who was bound hand and foot and cast into outer 
darkness (cf. Matt. 22:13) was clothed in a garment woven of these thoughts, and so was judged by the Lord, who 
had invited him, not to be worthy of the wedding feast. For the true wedding garment is the dispassion of the 
deiform soul which has renounced worldly desires. 



In the texts On Prayer it is explained why dwelling on ideas of sensory objects destroys true knowledge of God. 

23. As we stated at the beginning, there are three chief groups of demons opposing us in the practice of the ascetic 
life, and after them follows the whole army of the enemy. These three groups fight in the front line, and with 
impure thoughts seduce our souls into wrongdoing. They are the demons set over the appetites of gluttony, 
those who suggest to us avaricious thoughts, and those who incite US to seek esteem in the eyes of men. If you 
long for pure prayer, keep guard over your incensive power; and if you desire self-restraint, control your belly, 
and do not take your fill even of bread and water. Be vigilant in prayer and avoid all rancor. Let the teachings of 
the Holy Spirit be always with you; and use the virtues as your hands to knock at the doors of Scripture. Then 
dispassion of heart will arise within you, and during prayer you will see your intellect shine like a star. 
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Extracts from the Texts on Watchfulness 
 
1.  A monk should always act as if he was going to die tomorrow; yet he should treat his body as if it was going to 

live for many years.  The first cuts off the inclination to listlessness, and makes the monk more diligent; the 
second keeps his body sound and his self control well balanced. 

2. He who has attained spiritual knowledge and has enjoyed the delight that comes from it will no longer succumb to 
the demon of self-esteem, even when he offers him all the delights of the world; for what could the demon 
promise him that is greater than spiritual contemplation? But so long as we have not tasted this knowledge, let 
us devote ourselves eagerly to the practice of the virtues, showing God that our aim in everything is to attain 
knowledge of Him. 

3. We should examine the ways of the monks who have preceded us, and achieve our purpose by following their 
example. One of their many helpful counsels is that a frugal and balanced diet, accompanied by the presence of 
love, quickly brings a monk into the harbor of dispassion. 

4. Once I visited St Makarios1 at noon and, burning with intense thirst, I asked for a drink of water. But he said: 'Be 
satisfied with the shade, for at this moment there are many travelers who lack even that.' Then, as I was telling 
him of my difficulties in practicing self-restraint, he said: 'Take heart, my son; for during the whole of twenty 
years I myself have never had my fill of bread, water or sleep; but I have carefully measured my bread and 
water, and snatched some sleep by leaning a little against the wall. 

5. Spiritual reading, vigils and prayer bring the straying intellect 
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to stability.  Hunger, exertion and withdrawal from the world wither burning lust. Reciting the psalms, long 
suffering and compassion curb our incensive power when it is unruly. Anything untimely or pushed o excess is 
short-lived and harmful rather than helpful. 
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Prologue 

When suffering from the fever of unclean passions, my intellect afflicted with shameful thoughts, I have often 
been restored to health by your letters, as I used to be by the counsel of our great guide and teacher. This is not to be 
wondered at, since like the blessed Jacob you have earned a rich inheritance. Through your efforts to win Rachel 
you have been given Leah (cf. Gen. 29: 25), and now you seek to be given Rachel also, since you have labored a 
further seven years for her sake. 

For myself, I cannot deny that although I have worked hard all night I have caught nothing. Yet at your suggestion 
I have again let down the nets, and I have made a large catch. They are not big fish, but there are a hundred and 
fifty-three of them (cf. John 21:11). These, as you requested, I am sending you in a creel of love, in the form of a 
hundred and fifty-three texts. 

I am delighted to find you so eager for texts on prayer - eager not simply for those written on paper with ink but 
also for those which are fixed in the intellect through love and generosity. But since 'all things go in pairs, one 
complementing the other', as the wise Jesus puts it (Eccles. 42:24), please accept the letter and understand its spirit, 
since every written word presupposes the intellect: for where there is no intellect there is no written word. The way 
of prayer is also twofold: it comprises practice of the virtues and contemplation. The same applies to numbers: 
literally they are quantities, but they can also signify qualities. 

I have divided this discourse on prayer into one hundred and fifty-three texts. In this way I send you an 
evangelical feast, so that 
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you may delight in a symbolical number that combines a triangular with a hexagonal figure.1 The triangle 
indicates spiritual knowledge 

1. The number 153 recalls the draught of 'great fishes' caught by Simon Peter and the Apostles (John 21:11). In this passage Evagrios makes 
use of a numerical symbolism widely employed in the ancient and medieval world: 

i. A triangular number is the sum total of a continuous series of numerals, starting from the number 1. Thus 3(=1+2), 6(=1+2+3) and 
10(=1+2+3+4) are all triangular numbers. 

ii. A square number is obtained by numbering from l but omitting one numeral each time. Thus 4(=1+3), 9(=1+3+5) and l6(=1+3+5+7) are 
square numbers. 

iii. To obtain a pentagonal number, two numerals are omitted each time: 1+4+7+10... etc.; to obtain a hexagonal number, three numerals are 
omitted: 1+5+9+13…etc. 

iv. A circular or spherical number is one which, when multiplied by itself, reproduces itself again as the last digit: e.g. 5 x 5 = 25; 6 x 6 = 
36. 

 

Applying this to the number 153, Evagrios concludes: 

a. 153 is triangular, being the sum of all numerals up to 17 (inclusive).  



b. It is hexagonal, being the sum of 1+5+9+13…up to 33 (inclusive).  

c. It is the sum of 100 (a square number) and of 53; and 53 is in its turn the sum of 28 (a triangular number: =1+2+3=4+5+6+7) and 25 (a 
circular/spherical number: =5 x 5). 
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of the Trinity, the hexagon indicates the ordered creation of the world in six days. The number one hundred is 
square, while the number fifty-three is triangular and spherical; for twenty-eight is triangular, and twenty-five is 
spherical, five times five being twenty-five. In this way, you have a square figure to express the fourfold nature of 
the virtues, and also a spherical number, twenty-five, which by form represents the cyclic movement of time and so 
indicates true knowledge of this present age. For week follows week and month follows month, and time revolves 
from year to year, and season follows season, as we see from the movement of the sun and moon, of spring and 
summer, and so on. The triangle can signify knowledge of the Holy Trinity. Or you can regard the total sum, one 
hundred and fifty-three, as triangular and so signifying respectively the practice of the virtues, contemplation of the 
divine in nature, and theology or spiritual knowledge of God; faith, hope and love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13); or gold, silver 
and precious stones (cf. 1 Cor. 3:12). So much, then, for this number. 

Do not despise the humble appearance of these texts, for you know how to be content with much or little (cf. Phil. 
4:12). You will recall how Christ did not reject the widow's mites (cf. Mark 12:44), but accepted them as greater 
than the rich gifts of many others. Showing in this way charity and love towards your true brethren, pray for one 
who is sick that he may 'take up his bed' and walk (Mark 2 :11) by the grace of Christ. Amen. 
1. Should one wish to make incense, one will mingle, according to the Law, fragrant gum, cassia, aromatic shell and 

myrrh in equal amounts (cf. Exod. 30:34). These are the four virtues. With their full and balanced development, 
the intellect will be safe from betrayal. 

2. When the soul has been purified through the keeping of all the commandments, it makes the intellect steadfast and 
able to receive the state needed for prayer. 

3. Prayer is communion of the intellect with God. What state, then, does the intellect need so that it can reach out to 
its Lord without deflection and commune with Him without intermediary? 

4. When Moses tried to draw near to the burning bush he was forbidden to approach until he had loosed his sandals 
from his feet (cf. Exod. 3:5). If, then, you wish to behold and commune with 
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Him who is beyond sense-perception and beyond concept, you must free yourself from every impassioned 
thought. 
5. First pray for the gift of tears, so that through sorrowing you may tame what is savage in your soul. And having 



confessed your transgressions to the Lord, you will obtain forgiveness from Him. 
6. Pray with tears and all you ask will be heard. For the Lord rejoices greatly when you pray with tears. 
7. If you do shed tears during your prayer, do not exalt yourself, thinking you are better than others. For your prayer 

has received help so that you can confess your sins readily and make your peace with the Lord through your 
tears. Therefore do not turn the remedy for passions into a passion, and so again provoke to anger Him who has 
given you this grace. 

8. Many people, shedding tears for their sins, forget what tears are for, and so in their folly go astray. 
9. Persevere with patience in your prayer, and repulse the cares and doubts that arise within you. They disturb and 

trouble you, and so slacken the intensity of your prayer. 
10. When the demons see you truly eager to pray, they suggest an imaginary need for various things, and then stir up 

your remembrance of these things, inciting the intellect to go after them; and when it fails to find them, it 
becomes very depressed and miserable. And when the intellect is at prayer, the demons keep filling it with the 
thought of these things, so that it tries to discover more about them and thus loses the fruitfulness of its prayer. 

11. Try to make your intellect deaf and dumb during prayer; you will then be able to pray. 
12. Whenever a temptation or a feeling of contentiousness comes over you, immediately arousing you to anger or to 

some senseless word, remember your prayer and how you will be judged about it, and at once the disorderly 
movement within you will subside. 

13. Whatever you do to avenge yourself against a brother who has done you a wrong will prove a stumbling-block to 
you during prayer. 

14. Prayer is the flower of gentleness and of freedom from anger. 
15. Prayer is the fruit of joy and thankfulness. 
16. Prayer is the remedy for gloom and despondency. 
17. 'Go and sell all you have and give to the poor'  

(Matt. 19:21); 
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and 'deny yourself, taking up your cross' (Matt. 16: 24). You will then be free from distraction when you pray. 
18. If you wish to pray as you should, deny yourself all the time, and when any kind of affliction troubles you, 

meditate on prayer. 
19. If you endure something painful out of love for wisdom, you will find the fruit of this during prayer. 
20. If you desire to pray as you ought, do not grieve anyone; otherwise you 'run in vain' (Phil. 2:16). 
21. 'Leave your gift before the altar; first go away and be reconciled with your brother' (Matt. 5:24), and when you 

return you will pray without disturbance. For rancor darkens the intellect of one who prays, and extinguishes the 
light of his prayers. 

22. Those who store up grievances and rancor in themselves are like people who draw water and pour it into a cask 
full of holes. 

23. If you patiently accept what comes, you will always pray with joy. 
24. When you pray as you should, thoughts will come to you which make you feel that you have a real right to be 

angry. But anger with your neighbor is never right. If you search you will find that things can always be 
arranged without anger. So do all you can not to break out into anger. 

25. Take care that, while appearing to cure someone else, you yourself do not remain uncured, in this way thwarting 



your prayer. 
26. If you are sparing with your anger you will yourself be spared, and you will show your good sense and will be 

one of those who pray. 
27. If you arm yourself against anger, then you will never succumb to any kind of desire. Desire provides fuel for 

anger, and anger disturbs spiritual vision, disrupting the state of prayer. 
28. Do not pray only with outward forms and gestures, but with reverence and awe try to make your intellect 

conscious of spiritual prayer. 
29. Sometimes as soon as you start to pray, you pray well; at other times, in spite of great exertion, you do not reach 

your goal. This is to make you exert yourself still more, so that, having gained the gift of prayer, you keep it 
safe. 

30. When an angel comes to us, all who trouble us withdraw at once; then the intellect is completely calm and prays 
soundly. But at other times, when the attacks of the demons are particularly strong, 
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the intellect does not have a moment's respite. This is because it is weakened by the passions to which it has 
succumbed in the past. But if it goes on searching, it will find; and if it knocks, the door will be opened (cf. Matt. 
7:8). 

31. Do not pray for the fulfillment of your wishes, for they may not accord with the will of God. But pray as you 
have been taught, saying: Thy will be done in me (cf. Luke 22:42). Always entreat Him in this way - that His 
will be done. For He desires what is good and profitable for you, whereas you do not always ask for this. 

32. Often when I have prayed I have asked for what I thought was good, and persisted in my petition, stupidly 
importuning the will of God, and not leaving it to Him to arrange things as He knows is best for me. But when I 
have obtained what I asked for, I have been very sorry that I did not ask for the will of God to be done; because 
the thing turned out not to be as I had thought. 

33. What is good, except God? Then let us leave to Him everything that concerns us and all will be well. For He 
who is good is naturally also a giver of good gifts. 

34. Do not be distressed if you do not at once receive from God what you ask. He wishes to give you something 
better - to make you persevere in your prayer. For what is better than to enjoy the love of God and to be in 
communion with Him? 

35. Undistracted prayer is the highest intellection of the intellect. 

36. Prayer is the ascent of the intellect to God. 

37. If you long for prayer, renounce all to gain all. 

38. Pray first for the purification of the passions; secondly, for deliverance from ignorance and forgetfulness; and 
thirdly, for deliverance from all temptation, trial and dereliction. 

39. In your prayer seek only righteousness and the kingdom of God, that is, virtue and spiritual knowledge; and 



everything else 'will be given to you' (Matt. 6:33). 

40. It is right to pray not only for your own purification, but also for that of all your fellow men, and so to imitate the 
angels. 

41. See whether you stand truly before God in your prayer, or are overcome by the desire for human praise, using 
prolonged prayer as a disguise. 

42. Whether you pray with brethren or alone, try to pray not simply as a routine, but with conscious awareness of 
your prayer. 

43. Conscious awareness of prayer is concentration accompanied 
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by reverence, compunction and distress of soul as it confesses its sins with inward sorrow. 
44. If your intellect is still distracted during prayer, you do not yet know what it is to pray as a monk; but your 

prayer is still worldly, embellishing the outer tabernacle. 
45. When you pray, keep close watch on your memory, so that it does not distract you with recollections of your 

past. But make yourself aware that you are standing before God. For by nature the intellect is apt to be carried 
away by memories during prayer. 

46. While you are praying, the memory brings before you fantasies either of past things, or of recent concerns, or of 
the face of someone who has irritated you. 

47. The demon is very envious of us when we pray, and uses every kind of trick to thwart our purpose. Therefore he 
is always using our memory to stir up thoughts of various things and our flesh to arouse the passions, in order to 
obstruct our way of ascent to God. 

48. When after many attempts the cunning demon fails to hinder the prayer of the righteous man, he slackens his 
efforts a little, and then gets his own back when the man has finished praying. Either he provokes the man to 
anger, and so destroys the good effects of the prayer, or else he excites him to senseless pleasure, and so 
degrades his intellect. 

 49. Having prayed as you should, expect the demon to attack you; so stand on guard, ready to protect the fruits of 
your prayer. For this from the start has been your appointed task: to cultivate and to protect (cf. Gen. 2:15). 
Therefore, having cultivated, do not leave the fruits unprotected; otherwise you will gain nothing from your 
prayer. 

50. The warfare between us and the demons is waged solely on account of spiritual prayer. For prayer is extremely 
hateful and offensive to them, whereas it leads us to salvation and peace. 

51. What is it that the demons wish to excite in us? Gluttony, unchastity, avarice, anger, rancor, and the rest of the 
passions, so that the intellect grows coarse and cannot pray as it ought. For when the passions are aroused in the 
non-rational part of our nature, they do not allow the intellect to function properly. 

52. We practice the virtues in order to achieve contemplation of the inner essences (logoi) of created things, and 
from this we pass to  
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contemplation of the Logos who gives them their being; and He manifests Himself when we are in the state of 
prayer. 
53. The state of prayer is one of dispassion, which by virtue of the most intense love transports to the noetic realm 

the intellect that longs for wisdom. 
54. He who wishes to pray truly must not only control his incensive power and his desire, but must also free himself 

from every impassioned thought. 
55. He who loves God is always communing with Him as his Father, repulsing every impassioned thought. 
56. One who has attained dispassion has not necessarily achieved pure prayer. For he may still be occupied with 

thoughts which, though dispassionate, distract him and keep him far from God. 
57. When the intellect no longer dallies with dispassionate thoughts about various things, it has not necessarily 

reached the realm of prayer; for it may still be contemplating the inner essences of these things. And though 
such contemplation is dispassionate, yet since it is of created things, it impresses their forms upon the intellect 
and keeps it away from God. 

58. If the intellect has not risen above the contemplation of the created world, it has not yet beheld the realm of God 
perfectly. For it may be occupied with the knowledge of intelligible things and so involved in their multiplicity. 

59. If you wish to pray, you have need of God, 'who gives prayer to him who prays' (1 Sam. 2:9. LXX). Invoke Him, 
then, saying: 'Hallowed be Thy name, Thy kingdom come' (Matt. 6:9-10) - that is, the Holy Spirit and Thy only-
begotten Son. For so He taught us, saying: 'Worship the Father in spirit and in truth' (John 4: 24). 

60. He who prays in spirit and in truth is no longer dependent on created things when honoring the Creator, but 
praises Him for and in Himself. 

61. If you are a theologian, you will pray truly. And if you pray truly, you are a theologian. 
62. When your intellect in its great longing for God gradually withdraws from the flesh and turns away from all 

thoughts that have their source in your sense-perception, memory or soul-body temperament, and when it 
becomes full of reverence and joy,  
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then you may conclude that you are close to the frontiers of prayer. 
63. The Holy Spirit, out of compassion for our weakness, comes to us even when we are impure. And if only He 

finds our intellect truly praying to Him, He enters it and puts to flight the whole array of thoughts and ideas 
circling within it, and He arouses it to a longing for spiritual prayer. 

64. While all else produces thoughts, ideas and speculations in the intellect through changes in the body, the Lord 
does the opposite: by entering the intellect. He fills it with whatever knowledge He wishes; and through the 
intellect He calms the uncontrolled impulses in the body. 

65. Whoever loves true prayer and yet becomes angry or resentful is his own enemy. He is like a man who wants to 
see clearly and yet inflicts damage on his own eyes. 

66. If you long to pray, do nothing that is opposed to prayer, so that God may draw near and be with you. 
67. When you are praying, do not shape within yourself any image of the Deity, and do not let your intellect be 

stamped with the impress of any form; but approach the Immaterial in an immaterial manner, and then you will 
understand. 



68. Be on your guard against the tricks of the demons. While you are praying purely and calmly, sometimes they 
suddenly bring before you some strange and alien form, making you imagine in your conceit that the Deity is 
there. They are trying to persuade you that the object suddenly disclosed to you is the Deity, whereas the Deity 
does not possess quantity and form. 

69. When the jealous demon fails to stir up our memory during prayer, he disturbs the soul-body temperament, so as 
to form some strange fantasy in the intellect. Since your intellect is usually preoccupied with thoughts it is 
easily diverted: instead of pursuing immaterial and formless knowledge, it is deceived, mistaking smoke for 
light. 

70. Stand on guard and protect your intellect from thoughts while you pray. Then your intellect will complete its 
prayer and continue in the tranquility that is natural to it. In this way He who has compassion on the ignorant 
will come to you, and you will receive the blessed gift of prayer. 

71. You cannot attain pure prayer while entangled in material  
 

[V1] 64 

Evagrios the Solitary 
On Prayer: 

One Hundred and Fifty-Three Texts 
things and agitated by constant cares. For prayer means the shedding of thoughts. 

72. A man who is tied up cannot run. Nor can the intellect that is a slave to passion perceive the realm of spiritual 
prayer. For it is dragged about by impassioned thoughts and cannot stay still. 

73. When the. intellect attains prayer that is pure and free from passion, the demons attack no longer with sinister 
thoughts but with thoughts of what is good. For they suggest to it an illusion of God's glory in a form pleasing 
to the senses, so as to make it think that it has realized the final aim of prayer. A man who possesses spiritual 
knowledge has said that this illusion results from the passion of self-esteem and from the demon's touch on a 
certain area of the brain. 

74. I think that the demon, by touching this area, changes the light surrounding the intellect as he likes. In this way 
he uses the passion of self-esteem to stir up in the intellect a thought which fatuously attributes form and 
location to divine and principial knowledge. Not being disturbed by impure and carnal passions, but supposing 
itself to be in a state of purity, the intellect imagines that there is no longer any adverse energy within it. It then 
mistakes for a divine manifestation the appearance produced in it by the demon, who cunningly manipulates the 
brain and converts the light surrounding the intellect into a form, as we have described. 

75. When the angel of God comes to us, with his presence alone he puts an end to all adverse energy within the 
intellect and makes its light energize without illusion. 

76. The statement in the Apocalypse that the angel brought incense and offered it with the prayers of the saints (cf. 
Rev. 8:3) refers, I think, to this grace which is energized through the angel. For it instills knowledge of true 
prayer, so that the intellect stands firm, free from all agitation, listlessness and negligence. 

77. The bowls of incense which the twenty-four elders offered are said to be the prayers of the saints. By a bowl 
should be understood friendship with God or perfect spiritual love, whereby prayer is energized in spirit and in 
truth. 

78. When you think that you do not need tears for your sins during prayer, reflect on this: you should always be in 
God, and yet you are still far from Him. Then you will weep with greater feeling.  
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79. Surely, when you do realize where you are, you will gladly sorrow and, like Isaiah, will reproach yourself 

because, being unclean, and dwelling in the midst of an unclean people - that is, of enemies - you dare to stand 
before the Lord of hosts (cf. Isa. 6:5). 

80. If you pray truly, you will gain great assurance; angels will come to you as they came to Daniel, and they will 
illuminate you with knowledge of the inner essences of created things (cf. Dan. 2:19). 

81. Know that the holy angels encourage us to pray and stand beside us, rejoicing and praying for us (cf. Tobit 
12:12). Therefore, if we are negligent and admit thoughts from the enemy, we greatly provoke the angels. For 
while they struggle hard on our behalf we do not even take the trouble to pray to God for ourselves, but we 
despise their services to us and, abandoning their Lord and God, we consort with unclean demons. 

82. Pray gently and calmly, sing with understanding and rhythm; then you will soar like a young eagle high in the 
heavens. 

83. Psalmody calms the passions and curbs the uncontrolled impulses in the body; and prayer enables the intellect to 
activate its own energy. 

84. Prayer is the energy which accords with the dignity of the intellect; it is the intellect's true and highest activity. 

85. Psalmody appertains to the wisdom of the world of multiplicity; prayer is the prelude to the immaterial 
knowledge of the One. 

86. Spiritual knowledge has great beauty: it is the helpmate of prayer, awakening the noetic power of the intellect to 
contemplation of divine knowledge. 

87. If you have not yet received the gift of prayer or psalmody, persevere patiently and you will receive it. 

88. 'And He spake a parable to them to this end, that men ought always to pray, and not to lose heart.' So do not lose 
heart and despair because you have not yet received the gift of prayer. You will receive it later. In the same 
parable we read: 'Though I do not fear God, or man's opinion, yet because this widow troubles me, I will 
vindicate her.' Similarly, God will speedily vindicate those who cry 
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to Him day and night (cf. Luke 18:1-8). Take heart, then, and persevere diligently in holy prayer. 
89. You should wish for your affairs to turn out, not as you think best, but according to God's will. Then you will be 

undisturbed and thankful in your prayer. 
90. Even if you think you are with God, be on your guard against the demon of unchastity. For he is very wily and 



jealous: he tries to outwit the activity and watchfulness of your intellect and to draw it away from God, when it 
stands before Him with reverence and fear. 

91. If you cultivate prayer, be ready for the attacks of demons and endure them resolutely; for they will come at you 
like wild beasts and maltreat your whole body. 

92. Prepare yourself like an experienced fighter, and even if you see a sudden apparition do not be shaken; and 
should you see a sword drawn against you, or a torch thrust into your face, do not be alarmed. Should you see 
even some loathsome and bloody figure, do not panic; but stand fast, boldly affirming your faith, and you will 
be more resolute in confronting your enemies. 

93. He who bears distress patiently will attain joy, and he who endures the repulsive will know delight. 
94. Take care that the crafty demons do not deceive you with some vision; be on your guard, turn to prayer and ask 

God to show you if the intellection comes from Him and, if it does not, to dispel the illusion at once. Do not be 
afraid, for if you pray fervently to God, the demons will retreat, lashed by His unseen power. 

95. You should be aware of this trick: at times the demons split into two groups; and when you call for help against 
one group, the other will come in the guise of angels and drive away the first, so that you are deceived into 
believing that they are truly angels. 

96. Cultivate great humility and courage, and you will escape the power of the demons; 'no plague shall come near 
your dwelling, for He shall give His angels charge over you' (Ps. 91:10-11). And they will invisibly repel all the 
energy of the enemy. 

97. He who practices pure prayer will hear the demons crashing and banging, shouting and cursing; yet he will not 
be overwhelmed or go out of his mind. But he will say to God: 'I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me' (Ps. 
23:4), and other words of this kind. 

 
98. At the time of such trials, use a brief but intense prayer. 
 
99. If the demons suddenly threaten to appear out of the air, to 
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make you panic and to take possession of your intellect, do not be frightened and pay no attention to their threats. 
For they are trying to terrify you, to see if you take notice of them or scorn them utterly. 
100. When you stand in prayer before God the Almighty, who created all things and takes thought for all, why are 

you so foolish as to forget the fear of God and to be scared of mosquitoes and cockroaches? Have you not heard 
it said, 'You shall fear the Lord your God' (Deut. 6:13); or again 'Fear and dread shall fall upon them' (Exod. 
15:16)? 

101. Bread is food for the body and holiness is food for the soul; spiritual prayer is food for the intellect. 
102. When you are in the inner temple pray not as the Pharisee but as the publican, so that you too are set free by the 

Lord (cf. Luke 18:10-14). 
103. Try not to pray against anyone in your prayer, so that you do not destroy what you are building, and make your 

prayer loathsome. 
104. Learn from the man who owed the ten thousand talents that, if you do not forgive your debtor, you yourself will 

not be forgiven. For it is said, 'He delivered him to the tormentors' (Matt. 18:34).  



105. Detach yourself from concern for the body when you pray: do not let the sting of a flea or a fly, the bite of a 
louse or a mosquito, deprive you of the fruits of your prayer. 

106. We have heard that the evil one attacked a certain saint so fiercely as he prayed that, when the saint lifted up his 
hands, the evil one changed himself into a lion and raising his front legs fixed his claws into the saint's thighs; 
and he kept them there until the saint lowered his hands, which was only when he had come to the end of his 
usual prayers. 

107. There is too the case of that great monk, John the Small. He lived the hesychastic life in a pit, and his 
communion with God was not interrupted even when a demon in the form of a serpent wound itself round him, 
chewed his flesh and spat it out into his face. 

108. You have surely read the lives of the monks of Tabennesis. When Abba Theodore was preaching to the 
brethren, two vipers crawled under his feet; but he calmly made an arch of his feet and let them stay there until 
he had finished his sermon. Then he showed the vipers to the brethren and told them what had happened.  
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109. We read how, when another spiritual brother was praying, a viper came and wound itself round his leg. But he 
did not lower his hands until he had finished all his usual prayers; and because he loved God more than himself, 
he was not harmed at all. 

110. Do not let your eyes be distracted during prayer, but detach yourself from concern with body and soul, and give 
all your attention to the intellect. 

111. Another saint living the hesychastic life in the desert was attacked, as he was praying, by demons who for two 
weeks tossed him like a ball in the air, catching him in his rush-mat. They were completely unsuccessful in 
distracting his mind from fiery prayer. 

112. When another monk was practicing inner prayer as he journeyed in the desert, two angels came and walked on 
either side of him. But he paid no heed to them, for he did not wish to lose what was better. He remembered the 
words of the Apostle: 'Neither angels, nor principalities, nor powers . . . shall be able to separate us from the 
love of Christ* (Rom. 8: 38-39). 

113. The monk becomes equal to the angels through prayer, because of his longing to 'behold the face of the Father 
who is in heaven' (cf. Matt. 18:10). 

114. Never try to see a form or shape during prayer.  

115. Do not long to have a sensory image of angels or powers or Christ, for this would be madness: it would be to 
take a wolf as your shepherd and to worship your enemies, the demons. 



116. Self-esteem is the start of illusions in the intellect. Under its impulse, the intellect attempts to enclose the Deity 
in shapes and forms. 

117. I shall say again what I have said elsewhere: blessed is the intellect that is completely free from forms during 
prayer. 

118. Blessed is the intellect that, undistracted in its prayer, acquires an ever greater longing for God. 

119. Blessed is the intellect that during prayer is free from materiality and stripped of all possessions. 

120. Blessed is the intellect that has acquired complete freedom from sensations during prayer. 

121. Blessed is the monk who regards every man as God after God. 

122. Blessed is the monk who looks with great joy on everyone's salvation and progress as if they were his own. 
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123. Blessed is the monk who regards himself as 'the off-scouring of all things' (1 Cor. 4:13).  

124. A monk is one who is separated from all and united with all. 

125. A monk is one who regards himself as linked with every man, through always seeing himself in each.  

126. The man who always dedicates his first thoughts to God has perfect prayer.  

127. If you want to pray as a monk, shun all lies and take no oath. Otherwise you vainly pretend to be what you are 
not.  

128. If you wish to pray in spirit, be detached from the flesh, and no cloud will darken you during prayer.  

129. Entrust to God the needs of your body, and it will be clear that you entrust to Him the needs of your spirit also.  

130. If you receive what has been promised, you will reign over all things; and, keeping these promises in mind, you 
will gladly endure your present poverty, spiritual and material.  

131. Do not shun poverty and affliction, the fuel that gives wings to prayer.  

132. Let the virtues of the body lead you to those of the soul; and the virtues of the soul to those of the spirit; and 
these, in turn, to immaterial and principial knowledge.  

133. If you are praying to overcome some thought, and it subsides easily, examine carefully how this has come 
about; otherwise you may be deluded into attributing the cause to yourself.  



134. There are times when the demons suggest thoughts to you and then urge you to rebut them with prayer; 
whereupon they withdraw of their own accord, so as to deceive you into imagining that you have begun to 
overcome such thoughts and to rout the demons.  

135. If you pray to overcome a passion or a demon who is troubling you, remember the words: 'I will pursue my 
enemies, and overtake them; and I will not turn back until they are consumed. I will dash them to pieces and 
they shall not be able to stand: they shall fall under my feet' (Ps. 18:37-38. LXX). Say this when needed and so 
arm yourself with humility against your enemies.  

136. Do not think that you have acquired holiness unless you have reached the point of shedding your blood to attain 
it. For, according to the Apostle, we must battle unremittingly against sin even if it means death (cf. Eph. 6:11-
17; Heb. 12:4).  
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137. If you do good to one person, you may be wronged by another and so feel injured, and say or do something 
stupid, thus dissipating by your bad action what you gained by your good action. This is just what the demons 
want; so always be attentive.  

138. Be ready for the attacks of the demons, and think how to avoid becoming their slave.  

139. At night the cunning demons try to disturb the spiritual teacher by direct attack; in the daytime, they attack him 
through other people, besieging him with slander, distraction and danger.  

140. Do not try to avoid the fullers. Let them beat, trample, stretch and smooth; and your garments will be all the 
brighter.  

141. So long as you have not renounced the passions, and your intellect is still opposed to holiness and truth, you 
will not find the fragrance of incense in your breast.  

142. Do you have a longing for prayer? Then leave the things of this world and live your life in heaven, not just 
theoretically but in angelic action and godlike knowledge.  

143. If it is only in times of adversity that you remember the Judge and how awe-inspiring and impartial He is, you 
have not yet learned 'to serve the Lord with fear and rejoice in Him with trembling' (Ps. 2:11). For even in a 
state of spiritual peace and blessedness you should still worship Him with reverence and awe.  

144. Until a man is completely changed by repentance, he will be wise always to remember his sins with sorrow and 
to recall the eternal fire which they justly deserve.  

145. If a man, still enmeshed in sin and anger, dares shamelessly to reach out for knowledge of divine things, or 



even to embark upon immaterial prayer, he deserves the rebuke given by the Apostle; for it is dangerous for him 
to pray with head bare and uncovered. Such a soul, he says, ought 'to have a veil on her head because of the 
angels' who are present (cf. 1 Cor. 11:5-7), and to be clothed in due reverence and humility.  

146. Just as persistent staring at the sun in its noonday brilliance will not cure a man suffering from ophthalmia, so 
the counterfeit practice of fearful and supernal prayer - which is properly to be performed in spirit and in truth - 
will in no way benefit an intellect that is passionate and impure; on the contrary, such practice will provoke the 
wrath of God against the intellect.  

147. If He who is in want of nothing and shows no favors did 
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not receive the man coming with a gift to the altar until he was reconciled with his neighbor who had something 
against him (cf. Matt. 5:23-24), consider how much we must be on guard and use discrimination if we are to offer at 
the spiritual altar incense that is acceptable to God.  

148. Do not delight in words or in glory. Otherwise the demons         will no longer work behind your back, but 
openly before your face; and they will laugh you to scorn during prayer, drawing you away and enticing you 
into strange thoughts.  

149. If you seek prayer attentively you will find it; for nothing is more essential to prayer than attentiveness. So do 
all you can to acquire it.  

150. As sight is superior to all the other senses, so prayer is more divine than all the other virtues.  

151. The value of prayer lies not in mere quantity but in its quality. This is shown by the contrast of the two men 
who went up into the temple (cf. Luke 18:10), and by the injunction: 'When you pray, do not use vain 
repetitions' (Matt. 6:7).  

152. So long as you give attention to the beauty of the body, and your intellect delights in the outside of the 
tabernacle, you have not yet perceived the realm of prayer and are still far from treading its blessed path.  

153. If when praying no other joy can attract you, then truly you have found prayer. 
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Introductory Note 
 
St John Cassian, often styled 'Cassian the Roman' in Greek sources, was born around the year 360, probably in Roman 

Scythia. As a young man he joined a monastery in Bethlehem, but around 385-6 he traveled with his friend Germanos to Egypt, 
where he remained until 399, becoming a disciple of Evagrios. During 401-5 he was at Constantinople, where he was ordained 
deacon; here he became a disciple and ardent supporter of St John Chrysostom. In 405 he traveled to the West, remaining for 
some years in Rome and then moving to Gaul. Either in Rome or in Gaul he was ordained priest. Around 415 he founded two 
monasteries near Marseilles, one for men and the other for women. His two main works are the Institutes and the Conferences, 
both written in Latin around the years 425-8. In these Cassian summarized the spiritual teaching which he had received in Egypt, 
adapting it to the somewhat different conditions of the West. His writings exercised a formative influence on Latin monasticism 
and are especially commended in the Rule of St Benedict. Cassian died around 435 and is commemorated in the Orthodox 
Church as a saint, his feast-day falling on 29 February. 

St Nikodimos included in the Philokalia a Greek summary of certain parts of Cassian's main writings. The first text, On the 
Eight Vices, is taken from the Institutes, Books V-XII; the second text, On the Holy Fathers of Sketis and on Discrimination, 
comes from the Conferences, Books I-II. In both cases the Greek version considerably abbreviates the Latin original.' 

 
1 There is a full English translation of the Institutes and the Conferences by E. C. S. Gibson, in P. Schaff and H. Wace (editors), A Select 

Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, Second Series, Vol. XI (Oxford/New York, 1894; reprinted, Grand Rapids, 
1955). The best study on Cassian in English is 0. Chadwick, John Cassian. A Studv in Primitive Monasticism (Carnbridge, 1950; 2nd edition, 
Carnbridge, 1968). 
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Written for Bishop Kastor 

Having composed the treatise on coenobitic institutions, I am now once more encouraged by your prayers to 
attempt to write something about the eight vices: gluttony, unchastity, avarice, anger, dejection, listlessness, self-
esteem and pride. 

On Control of the Stomach 

I shall speak first about control of the stomach, the opposite to gluttony, and about how to fast and what and how 
much to eat. I shall say nothing on my own account, but only what I have received from the Holy Fathers. They have 
not given us only a single rule for fasting or a single standard and measure for eating, because not everyone has the 
same strength; age, illness or delicacy of body create differences. But they have given us all a single goal: to avoid 



over-eating and the filling of our bellies. They also found a day's fast to be more beneficial and a greater help toward 
purity than one extending over a period of three, four, or even seven days. Someone who fasts for too long, they say, 
often ends up by eating too much food. The result is that at times the body becomes enervated through undue lack of 
food and sluggish over its spiritual exercises, while at other times, weighed down by the mass of food it has eaten, it 
makes the soul listless and slack.          . 

They also found that the eating of greens or pulse did not agree with everyone, and that not everyone could live on 
dry bread. One man, they said, could eat two pounds of dry bread and still be hungry, while another might eat a 
pound, or only six ounces, and be satisfied. As I said, the Fathers have handed down a single basic rule 
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of self-control: 'do not be deceived by the filling of the belly' (Prov. 24:15. LXX), or be led astray by the pleasure of 
the palate. It is not only the variety of foodstuffs that kindles the fiery darts of unchastity, but also their quantity. 
Whatever the kind of food with which it is filled, the belly engenders the seed of profligacy. It is not only too much 
wine that besots our mind: too much water or too much of anything makes it drowsy and stupefied. The Sodomites 
were destroyed not because of too much wine or too much of other foods, but because of a surfeit of bread, as the 
Prophet tells us (cf. Ezek. 16:49). 

Bodily illness is not an obstacle to purity of heart, provided we give the body what its illness requires, not what 
gratifies our desire for pleasure. Food is to be taken in so far as it supports our life, but not to the extent of enslaving 
us to the impulses of desire. To eat moderately and reasonably is to keep the body in health, not to deprive it of 
holiness. 

A clear rule for self-control handed down by the Fathers is this: stop eating while still hungry and do not continue 
until you are satisfied. When the Apostle said, 'Make no provision to fulfill the desires of the flesh' (Rom. 13:14), he 
was not forbidding us to provide for the needs of life; he was warning us against self-indulgence. Moreover, by 
itself abstinence from food does not contribute to perfect purity of soul unless the other virtues are active as well. 
Humility, for example, practiced through obedience in our work and through bodily hardship, is a great help. If we 
avoid avarice not only by having no money, but also by not wanting to have any, this leads us towards purity of 
soul. Freedom from anger, from dejection, self-esteem and pride also contributes to purity of soul in general, while 
self-control and fasting are especially important for bringing about that specific purity of soul which comes through 
restraint and moderation. No one whose stomach is full can fight mentally against the demon of unchastity. Our 
initial struggle therefore must be to gain control of our stomach and to bring our body into subjection not only 
through fasting but also through vigils, labors and spiritual, reading, and through concentrating our heart on fear of 
Gehenna and on longing for the kingdom of heaven. 
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Our second struggle is against the demon of unchastity and the desire of the flesh, a desire which begins to trouble 
man from the time of his youth. This harsh struggle has to be fought in both soul and body, and not simply in the 
soul, as is the case with other faults. We therefore have to fight it on two fronts. 

Bodily fasting alone is not enough to bring about perfect self-restraint and true purity; it must be accompanied by 
contrition of heart, intense prayer to God, frequent meditation on the Scriptures, toil and manual labor. These are 
able to check the restless impulses of the soul and to recall it from its shameful fantasies. Humility of soul helps 
more than everything else, however, and without it no one can overcome unchastity or any other sin. In the first 
place, then, we must take the utmost care to guard the heart from base thoughts, for, according to the Lord, 'out of 
the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, unchastity' and so on (Matt.15:19). 

We are told to fast not only to mortify our body, but also to keep our intellect watchful, so that it will not be 
obscured because of the amount of food we have eaten and thus be unable to guard its thoughts. We must not 
therefore expend all our effort in bodily fasting; we must also give attention to our thoughts and to spiritual 
meditation, since otherwise we will not be able to advance to the heights of true purity and chastity. As our Lord has 
said, we should 'cleanse first the inside of the cup and plate, so that their outside may also be clean' (Matt. 23:26). 

If we are really eager, as the Apostle puts it, to 'struggle lawfully' and to 'be crowned’ (2 Tim. 2:5) for overcoming 
the impure spirit of unchastity, we should not trust in our own strength arid ascetic practice, but in the help of our 
Master, God. No one ceases to be attacked by this demon until he truly believes that he will be healed and reach the 
heights of purity not through his own effort and labor, but through the aid and protection of God. For such a victory 
is beyond man's natural powers. Indeed, he who has trampled down the pleasures and provocations of the flesh is in 
a certain sense outside the body. Thus, no one can soar to this high and heavenly prize of holiness on his own wings 
and learn to imitate the angels, 
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unless the grace of God leads him upwards from this earthly mire. 

No virtue makes flesh-bound man so like a spiritual angel as does self-restraint, for it enables those still living on 
earth to become, as the Apostle says, 'citizens of heaven’ (cf. Phil. 3:20). A sign that we have acquired this virtue 
perfectly is that our soul ignores those images which the defiled fantasy produces during sleep; for even if the 
production of such images is not a sin, nevertheless it is a sign that the soul is ill and has not been freed from 
passion. We should therefore regard the defiled fantasies that arise in us during sleep as the proof of previous 
indolence and weakness still existing a us; since the emission which takes place while we are relaxed in sleep 
reveals the sickness that lies hidden in our souls. Because of this the Doctor of our souls has also placed the remedy 
in the hidden regions of the soul, recognizing that the cause of our sickness lies there when He says: 'Whoever looks 
at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart' (Matt. 5:28). He seeks to correct not so 
much our inquisitive and unchaste eyes as the soul which has its seat within and makes bad use of the eyes which 



God gave it for good purposes. That is why the Book of Proverbs in its wisdom does not say: 'Guard your eyes with 
all diligence' but 'Guard your heart with all diligence' (Prov. 4:23), imposing the remedy of diligence in the first 
instance upon that which makes use of the eyes for whatever purpose it desires. 

The way to keep guard over our heart is immediately to expel from the mind every demon-inspired recollection of 
women - even of mother or sister or any other devout woman - lest by dwelling on it for too long the mind is thrown 
headlong by the deceiver into debased and pernicious thoughts. The commandment given by God to the first man, 
Adam, told him to keep watch over the head of the serpent (cf. Gen. 3:15. LXX), that is, over the first inklings of the 
pernicious thoughts by means of which the serpent tries to creep into our souls. If we do not admit the serpent's 
head, which is the provocation of the thought, we will not admit the rest of its body - that is, the assent* to the 
sensual pleasure which the thought suggests - and so debase the mind towards the illicit act itself. 

As it is written, we should 'early in the morning destroy all the wicked of the earth' (Ps. 101:8), distinguishing in 
the light of divine knowledge' our sinful thoughts and then eradicating them completely from the earth - our hearts - 
in accordance with the   
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teaching of the Lord. While the-children of Babylon - by which I mean our wicked thoughts - are still young, we 
should dash them to the ground and crush them against the rock, which is Christ (cf. Ps. 137:9; 1 Cor. 16:4). If these 
thoughts grow stronger because we assent to them, we will not be able to overcome them without much pain and 
labor. 

It is good to remember the sayings of the Fathers as well as the passages from Holy Scripture cited above. For 
example, St Basil, Bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia, said; 'I have not known a woman and yet I am not a virgin.' 
He recognized that the gift of virginity is achieved not so much by abstaining from intercourse with woman as by 
holiness and purity of soul, which in its turn is achieved through fear of God. The Fathers also say that we cannot 
fully acquire the virtue of purity unless we have first acquired real humility of heart. And we will not be granted 
true spiritual knowledge so long as the passion of unchastity lies hidden in the depths of our souls. 

To bring this section of our treatise to a close, let us recall one of the Apostle's sayings which further illustrates 
his teaching on how to acquire self-restraint. He says; 'Pursue peace with all men and the holiness without which no 
one will see the Lord' (Heb. 12:14). It is clear that he is talking about self-restraint from what follows: 'Lest there be 
any unchaste or profane person, such as Esau’ (Heb. 12:16). The more heavenly and angelic the degree of holiness, 
the heavier are the enemies' attacks to which it is subjected. We should therefore try to achieve not only bodily 
control, but also contrition of heart with frequent prayers of repentance, so that with the dew of the Holy Spirit we 
may extinguish the furnace of our flesh, kindled daily by the king of Babylon with the bellows of desire (cf. Dan. 
3:19). In addition, a great weapon has been given us in the form of sacred vigils; for just as the watch we keep over 
our droughts by day brings us holiness at night, So vigil at night brings purity to the soul by day. 
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Our third struggle is against the demon of avarice, a demon clearly foreign to our nature, who only gains entry 
into a monk because he is lacking in faith. The other passions, such as anger and desire, seem to be occasioned by 
the body and in some sense implanted in  
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us at birth. Hence they are conquered only after a long time. The sickness of avarice, on the contrary, can with 
diligence and attention be cut off more readily, because ft enters from outside. If neglected, however, it becomes 
even harder to get rid of and more destructive than the other passions, for according to the Apostle it is 'the root of 
all evil' (1 Tim. 6:10). 

Let us look at it in this fashion. Movement occurs in the sexual organs not only of young children who cannot yet 
distinguish between good and evil, but also of the smallest infants still at their mother's breast. The latter, although 
quite ignorant of sensual pleasure, nevertheless manifest such natural movements in the flesh. Similarly, the 
incensive power exists in infants, as we can see when they are roused against anyone hurting them. I say this not to 
accuse nature of being the cause of sin - heaven forbid! - but to show that the incensive power and desire, even if 
implanted in man by the Creator for a good purpose, appear to change through neglect from being natural in the 
body into something that is unnatural. Movement in the sexual organs was given to us by the Creator for procreation 
and the continuation of the species, not for unchastity; while incensive power was planted in us for our salvation, so 
that we could manifest it against wickedness, but not so that we could act like wild beasts towards our fellow men. 
Even if we make bad use of these passions, nature itself is not therefore sinful, nor should we blame the Creator. A 
man who gives someone a knife for some necessary and useful purpose is not to blame if that person uses it to 
commit murder. 

This has been said to make it clear that avarice is a passion deriving, not from our nature, but solely from an evil 
and perverted use of our free will. When this sickness finds the soul lukewarm and lacking in faith at the start of the 
ascetic path, it suggests to us various apparently justifiable and sensible reasons for keeping back something of what 
we possess. It conjures up in a monk's mind a picture of a lengthy old age and bodily illness; and it persuades him 
that the necessities of life provided by the monastery are insufficient to sustain a healthy man, much less an ill one; 
that in the monastery the sick, instead of receiving proper attention, are hardly cared for at all; and that unless he has 
some money tucked away, he will die a miserable death. Finally, it convinces him that he will not be able to remain 
long in the monastery because of the load of  
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his work and the strictness of the abbot. When with thoughts like these it has seduced his mind with the idea of 
concealing any sum, however trifling, it persuades him to learn, unknown to the abbot, some handicraft through 
which he can increase his cherished hoardings. Then it deceives the wretched monk with secret expectations, 
making him imagine what he will earn from his handicraft, and the comfort and security which will result from it. 



Now completely given over to the thought of gain, he notices none of the evil passions which attack him: his raging 
fury when he happens to sustain a loss, his gloom and dejection when he falls short of the gain he hoped for. Just as 
for other people the belly is a god, so for him is money. That is why the Apostle, knowing this, calls avarice not only 
'the root of all evil' but 'idolatry' as well (Col. 3:5). 

How is it that this sickness can so pervert a man that he ends up as an idolater? It is because he now fixes his 
intellect on the love, not of God, but of the images of men stamped on gold. A monk darkened by such thoughts and 
launched on the downward path can no longer be obedient. He is irritable and resentful, and grumbles about every 
task. He answers back and, having lost his sense of respect, behaves like a stubborn, uncontrollable horse. He is not 
satisfied with the day's ration of food and complains that he cannot put up with such conditions for ever. Neither 
God's presence, he says, nor the possibility of his own salvation is confined to the monastery; and, he concludes, he 
will perish if he does not leave it. He is so excited and encouraged in these perverse thoughts by his secret hoardings 
that he even plans to quit the monastery. Then he replies proudly and harshly no matter what he is told to do, and 
pays no heed if he sees something in the monastery that needs to be set right, considering himself a stranger and 
outsider and finding fault with all that takes place. Then he seeks excuses for being angry or injured, so that he will 
not appear to be leaving the monastery frivolously and without cause. He does not even shrink from trying through 
gossip and idle talk to seduce someone else into leaving with him, wishing to have an accomplice in his sinful 
action. 

Because the avaricious monk is so fired with desire for private wealth he will never be able to live at peace in a 
monastery or under a rule. When like a wolf the demon has snatched him from the fold and separated him from the 
Hock, he makes ready to devour him; he sets-him to work day and night in his cell on the very tasks which  
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he complained of doing at fixed times in the monastery. But the demon does not allow him to keep the regular 
prayers or norms of fasting or orders of vigil. Having bound him fast in the madness of avarice, he persuades him to 
devote all his effort to his handicraft. 

There are three forms of this sickness, all of which are equally condemned by the Holy Scriptures and the teaching 
of the Fathers. The first induces those who were poor to acquire and save the goods they lacked in the world. The 
second compels those who have renounced worldly goods by offering them to God, to have regrets and to seek after 
them again. A third infects a monk from the start with lack of faith and ardor, so preventing his complete detach-
ment from worldly things, producing in him a fear of poverty and distrust in God's providence and leading him to 
break the promises he made when he renounced the world. 

Examples of these three forms of avarice are, as I have said, condemned in Holy Scripture. Gehazi wanted to 
acquire property which he did not previously possess, and therefore never received the prophetic grace which his 
teacher had wished to leave him in the place of an inheritance. Because of the prophet's curse he inherited incurable 
leprosy instead of a blessing (cf. 2 Kgs. 5:27). And Judas, who wished to acquire money which he had previously 
abandoned on following Christ, not only lapsed so far as to betray the Master and lose his place in the circle of the 
apostles; he also put an end to his life in the flesh through a violent death (cf. Matt. 27:5). Thirdly, Ananias and 
Sapphira were condemned to death by the Apostle's word when they kept back something of what they had acquired 
(cf. Acts 5:1-10). Again, in Deuteronomy Moses is indirectly exhorting those who promise to renounce the world, 
and who then retain their earthly possessions because of the fear that comes from lack of faith, when he says: 'What 



man is there that is fearful and faint-hearted? He shall not go out to do battle; let him return to his house, lest his 
brethren's heart faint as well as his heart' (cf. Deut. 20:8). Could anything be clearer or more certain than this 
testimony? Should not we who have left the world learn from these examples to renounce it completely and in this 
state go forth to do battle? We should not turn others from the perfection taught in the Gospels and make them 
cowardly because of our own hesitant and feeble start. 

Some, impelled by their own deceit and avarice, distort the 
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meaning of the scriptural statement, 'It is more blessed to give than to receive' (Acts 20:35). They do the same with 
the Lord's words when He says, 'If you want to be perfect, go and sell all you have and give to the poor, and you will 
have treasure in heaven; and come and follow Me' (Matt. 19:21). They judge that it is more blessed to have control 
over one's personal wealth, and to give from this to those in need, than to possess nothing at all. They should know, 
however, that they have not yet renounced the world or achieved monastic perfection so long as they are ashamed to 
accept for Christ's sake the poverty of the Apostle and to provide for themselves and the needy through the labor of 
their hands (cf. Acts 20:34); for only in this way will they fulfill the .monastic profession and be glorified with the 
Apostle. Having distributed their former wealth, let them fight the good fight with Paul 'in hunger and thirst . . . in 
cold and nakedness' (2 Cor. 11:27). Had the Apostle thought that the possession of one's former wealth was more 
necessary for perfection, he would not have despised his official status as a Roman citizen (cf. Acts 22:25). Nor 
would those in Jerusalem have sold their houses and fields and given the money they got from them to the apostles 
(cf. Acts 4: 34-35), had they felt that the apostles considered it more blessed to live off one's own possessions than 
from one's labor and the offerings of the Gentiles. 

The Apostle gives us a clear lesson in this matter when he writes to the Romans in the passage beginning, 'But 
now I go to Jerusalem to minister to the saints', and ending: 'They were pleased to do it, and indeed they are in debt 
to them' (Rom. 15:25-27). He himself was often in chains, in prison or on fatiguing travel, and so was usually 
prevented from providing for himself with his own hands. He tells us that he accepted the necessities of life from the 
brethren who came to him from Macedonia (cf. 2 Cor. 11:9); and writing to the Philippians he says: 'Now you 
Philippians know also that . . . when I departed from Macedonia no church except you helped me with gifts of 
money. For even in Thessalonica you sent me help, not once but twice' (Phil. 4:15-16). Are, then, the avaricious 
right and are these men more blessed than the Apostle himself, because they satisfied his wants from their own 
resources? Surely no one would be so foolish as to say this. 

If we want to follow the gospel commandment and the practice of the whole Church as it was founded initially 
upon the apostles,  
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we should not follow our own notions or give wrong meanings to things rightly said. We must discard faint-hearted, 
faithless opinion and recover the strictness of the Gospel; In this way we shall be able to follow also in the footsteps 
of the Fathers, adhering to the discipline of the cenobitic life and truly renouncing this world. 

It is good here to recall the words of St Basil, Bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia. He is reported once to have said 
to a senator, who had renounced the world in a half-hearted manner and was keeping back some of his personal 
fortune: 'You have lost the senator and failed to make a monk.' We should therefore make every effort to cut out 
from our souls this root of all evils, avarice, in the certain knowledge that if the root remains the branches will sprout 
freely. 

This uprooting is difficult to achieve unless we are living in a monastery, for in a monastery we cease to worry 
about even our most basic needs. With the fate of Ananias and Sapphira in mind, we should shudder at the thought 
of keeping to ourselves anything of our former possessions. Similarly, frightened by the example of Gehazi who was 
afflicted with incurable leprosy because of his avarice, let us guard against piling up money which we did not have 
while in the world. Finally, recalling Judas' death by hanging, let us beware of acquiring again any of the things 
which we have already renounced. In all this we should remember how uncertain is the hour of our death, so that our 
Lord does not come unexpectedly and, finding our conscience soiled with avarice, say to us what God says to the 
rich man in the Gospel: 'You fool, this night your soul will be required of you: who then will be the owner of what 
you have stored up?' (Luke 12: 20). 
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On Anger 
Our fourth struggle is against the demon of anger. We must, with God's help, eradicate his deadly poison from the 

depths of our souls. So long as he dwells in our hearts and blinds the eyes of the heart with his somber disorders, we 
can neither discriminate what is for our good, nor achieve spiritual knowledge, nor fulfill our good intentions, nor 
participate in true life; and our intellect will remain impervious to the contemplation of the true, divine light; for it is 
written, 'For my eye is troubled because of anger' (Ps. 6:7. LXX). 
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Nor will we share in divine wisdom even though We are deemed wise by all men, for it is written: 'Anger lodges 

in the bosom of fools' (Eccles. 7:9). Nor can we discriminate in decisions affecting our salvation even though we are 
thought by our fellow men to have good sense, for it is written: 'Anger destroys even men of good sense' (Prov. 15:1. 
LXX). Nor will we be able to keep our lives in righteousness with a watchful heart, for it is written; 'Man's anger 
does not bring about the righteousness of God' (]as. i: 20). Nor will we be able to acquire the decorum and dignity 
praised by all, for it is written: 'An angry man is not dignified' (Prov. 11: 25. LXX). 



If, therefore, you desire to attain perfection and rightly to pursue the spiritual way, you should make yourself a 
stranger to all sinful anger and wrath. Listen to what St Paul enjoins: 'Rid yourselves of all bitterness, wrath, anger, 
clamor, evil speaking and all malice' (Eph. 4:31). In saying 'all' he leaves no excuse for regarding any anger as 
necessary or reasonable. If you want to correct your brother when he is doing wrong or to punish him, you must try 
to keep yourself calm; otherwise you yourself may catch the sickness you are seeking to cure and you may find that 
the words of the Gospel now apply to you: 'Physician, heal yourself (Luke 4:23), or 'Why do you look at the speck 
of dust in your brother's eye, and not notice the rafter in your own eye?' (Matt. 7:3). 

No matter what provokes it, anger blinds the soul's eyes, preventing it from seeing the Sun of righteousness. 
Leaves, whether of gold or lead, placed over the eyes, obstruct the sight equally, for the value of the gold does not 
affect the blindness it produces. Similarly, anger, whether reasonable or unreasonable, obstructs our spiritual vision. 
Our incensive power can be Used in a way that is according to nature only when turned against our own 
impassioned or self-indulgent thoughts. This is what the Prophet teaches us when he says: 'Be angry, and do not sin' 
(Ps. 4:4. LXX) - that is, be angry with your own passions and with your malicious thoughts, and do not sin by 
carrying out their suggestions. What follows clearly confirms this interpretation: 'As you lie in bed, repent of what 
you say in your heart' (Ps. 4:4. LXX) - that is, when malicious thoughts enter your heart, expel them with anger, and 
then turn to compunction and repentance as if your soul were resting in a bed of stillness. 

St Paul agrees with this when he cites this passage and then adds: 
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‘Do not let the sun go down upon your anger: and do not make room for the devil' (Eph. 4: 26-27), by which he 
means: 'Do not make Christ, the Sun of righteousness, set in your hearts by angering him through your assent to evil 
thoughts, thereby allowing the devil to find room in you because of Christ's departure.' God has spoken of this Sun 
in the words of His prophet: 'But upon you that fear My name shall the Sun of righteousness arise with healing in 
His wings' (Mal. 4:2). If we take Paul's saying literally, it does not permit us to keep our anger even until sunset. 
What then shall we say about those who, because of the harshness and fury of their impassioned state, not only 
maintain their anger until the setting of this day's sun, but prolong it for many days? Or about others who do not 
express their anger, but keep silent and increase the poison of their rancor to their own destruction? They are 
unaware that we must avoid anger not only in what we do but also in our thoughts; otherwise our intellect will be 
darkened by our rancor, cut off from the light of spiritual knowledge and discrimination, and deprived of the 
indwelling of the Holy Spirit. 

It is for this reason that the Lord commands us to leave our offering before the altar and be reconciled with our 
brother (cf. Matt. s: 23-24), since our offering will not be acceptable so long as anger and rancor are bottled up 
within us. The Apostle teaches us the same thing when he tells us to 'pray without ceasing' (1 Thess. 5:17), and to 
'pray every where, lifting up holy hands without anger and without quarrelling' (1 Tim. 2:8). We are thus left with 
the choice either of never praying, and so of disobeying the Apostle's commandment, or of trying earnestly to fulfill 
his commandment by praying without anger or rancor. 

We are often indifferent to our brethren who are distressed or upset, on the grounds that they are in this state 
through no fault of ours. The Doctor of souls, however, wishing to root out the soul's excuses from the heart, tells us 
to leave our gift and to be reconciled not only if we happen to be upset by our brother, but also if he is upset by us, 
whether justly or unjustly; only when we have healed the breach through our apology should we offer our gift. 



We may find the same teaching in the Old Testament as well. As though in complete agreement with the Gospels, 
it says: 'Do not hate your brother in your heart' (Lev. 19:17); and: "The way of the rancorous leads to death' (Prov. 
12: 28. LXX). These passages,  
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then, not only forbid anger in what we do but also angry thought. If therefore we are to follow the divine laws, we 
must struggle with all our strength against the demon of anger and against the sickness which lies hidden within us. 
When we are angry with others we should not seek solitude on the grounds that there, at least, no one will provoke 
us to anger, and that in solitude the virtue of long-suffering can easily be acquired. Our desire to leave our brethren 
is because of our pride, and because we do not wish to blame ourselves and ascribe to our own laxity the cause of 
our unruliness. So long as we assign the causes for our weaknesses to others, we cannot attain perfection in long-
suffering. 

Self-reform and peace are not achieved through the patience which others show us, but through our own long-
suffering towards our neighbor. When we try to escape the struggle for long-suffering by retreating into solitude, 
those unhealed passions we take there with us are merely hidden, not erased; for unless our passions are first purged, 
solitude and withdrawal from the world not only foster them but also keep them concealed, no longer allowing us to 
perceive what passion it is that enslaves us. On the contrary, they impose on us an illusion of virtue and persuade us 
to believe that we have achieved long-suffering and humility, because there is no one present to provoke and test us. 
But as soon as something happens which does arouse and challenge us, our hidden and previously unnoticed 
passions immediately break out like uncontrolled horses that have long been kept unexercised and idle, dragging 
their driver all the more violently and wildly to destruction. Our passions grow fiercer when left idle through lack of 
contact with other people. Even that shadow of patience and long-suffering which we thought we possessed while 
we mixed with our brethren is lost in our isolation through not being exercised. Poisonous creatures that live quietly 
in their lairs in the desert display their fury only when they detect someone approaching; and likewise passion-filled 
men, who live quietly not because of their virtuous disposition but because of their solitude, spit forth their venom 
whenever someone approaches and provokes them. This is why those seeking perfect gentleness must make every 
effort to avoid anger not only towards men, but also towards animals and even inanimate objects. 

I can remember how, when I lived in the desert, I became angry with the rushes because they were either too thick 
or too thin; or  
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with a piece of wood, when I wished to cut it quickly and could not; or with a flint, when I was in a hurry to light a 
fire and the spark would not come. So all-embracing was my anger that it was aroused even against inanimate 
objects. 

If then we wish to receive the Lord's blessing we should restrain not only the outward expression of anger, but 
also angry thoughts. More beneficial than controlling our tongue in a moment of anger and refraining from angry 



words is purifying our heart from rancor and not harboring malicious thoughts against our brethren. The Gospel 
teaches us to cut off the roots of our sins and not merely their fruits. When we have dug the root of anger out of our 
heart, we will no longer act with hatred or envy. 'Whoever hates his brother is a murderer' (1 John 3:15), for he kills 
him with the hatred in his mind. The blood of a man who has been slain by the sword can be seen by men, but blood 
shed by the hatred in the mind is seen by God, who rewards each man with punishment or a crown not only for his 
acts but for his thoughts and intentions as well. As God Himself says through the Prophet: 'Behold, I am coming to 
reward them according to their actions and their thoughts' (cf. Ecclus. 35:19); and the Apostle says: 'And their 
thoughts accuse or else excuse them in the day when God shall judge the secrets of men' (Rom. 2:15-16). The Lord 
Himself teaches us to put aside all anger when He says: 'Whoever is angry with his brother shall be in danger of 
judgment' (Matt. 5:22). This is the text of the best manuscripts; for it is clear from the purpose of Scripture in this 
context that the words 'without a cause' were added later. The Lord's intention is that we should remove the root of 
anger, its spark, so to speak, in whatever way we can, and not keep even a single pretext for anger in our hearts. 
Otherwise we will be stirred to anger initially for what appears to be a good reason and then find that our incensive 
power is totally out of control. 

The final cure for this sickness is to realize that we must not become angry for any reason whatsoever, whether 
just or unjust. When the demon of anger has darkened our mind, we are left with neither the light of discrimination, 
nor the assurance of true judgment, nor the guidance of righteousness, and our soul cannot become the temple of the 
Holy Spirit. Finally, we should always bear in mind our ignorance of the time of our death, keeping ourselves from 
anger and recognizing that neither self-restraint nor the 
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renunciation of all material things, nor fasting and vigils, are of any benefit if we are found guilty at the last 
judgment because we are the slaves of anger and hatred. 
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Our fifth struggle is against the demon of dejection, who obscures the soul's capacity for spiritual contemplation 
and keeps it from all good works. When this malicious demon seizes our soul and darkens it completely, he prevents 
us from praying gladly, from reading Holy Scripture with profit and perseverance, and from being gentle and 
compassionate towards our brethren. He instills a hatred of every kind of work and even of the monastic profession 
itself. Undermining all the soul's salutary resolutions, weakening its persistence and constancy, he leaves it senseless 
and paralyzed, tied and bound by its despairing thoughts. 

If our purpose is to fight the spiritual fight and to defeat, with God's help, the demons of malice, we should take 
every care to guard our heart from the demon of dejection, just as a moth devours clothing and a worm devours 
wood, so dejection devours a man's soul. It persuades him to shun every helpful encounter and stops him accepting 
advice from his true friends or giving them a courteous and peaceful reply. Seizing the entire soul, it fills it with 
bitterness and listlessness. Then it suggests to the soul that we should go away from other people, since they are the 



cause of its agitation. It does not allow the soul to understand that its sickness does not come from without, but lies 
hidden within, only manifesting itself when temptations attack the soul because of our ascetic efforts. 

A man can be harmed by another only through the causes of the passions which lie within himself. It is for this 
reason that God, the Creator of all and the Doctor of men's souls, who alone has accurate knowledge of the soul's 
wounds, does not tell us to forsake the company of men; He tells us to root out the causes of evil within us and to 
recognize that the soul's health is achieved not by a man's separating himself from his fellows, but by his living the 
ascetic life in the company of holy men. When we abandon our brothers for some apparently good reason, we do not 
eradicate the motives for 
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dejection but merely exchange them, since the sickness which lies hidden within us will show itself again in other 
circumstances. 

Thus it is clear that our whole fight is against the passions within. Once these have been extirpated from our heart 
by the grace and help of God, we will readily be able to live not simply with other men, but even with wild beasts, 
job confirms this when he says: 

'And the beasts of the field shall be at peace with you' (Job 5:23). But first we must struggle with the demon of 
dejection who casts the soul into despair. We must drive him from our heart. It was this demon that did not allow 
Cain to repent after he had killed his brother, or Judas after he had betrayed his Master. The only form of dejection 
we should cultivate is the sorrow which goes with repentance for sin and is accompanied by hope in God. It was of 
this form of dejection that the Apostle said: 'Godly sorrow produces a saving repentance which is not to be repented 
of (2 Cor. 7:10). This 'godly sorrow' nourishes the soul through the hope engendered by repentance, and it is 
mingled with joy. That is why it makes us obedient and eager for every good work: accessible, humble, gentle, 
forbearing and patient in enduring all the suffering or tribulation God may send us. Possession of these qualities 
shows that a man enjoys the fruits of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, peace, long-suffering, goodness, faith, self-control 
(cf. Gal. 5:11). But from the other kind of dejection we come to know the fruits of the evil spirit: listlessness, 
impatience, anger, hatred, contentiousness, despair, sluggishness in praying. So we should shun this second form of 
dejection as we would unchastity, avarice, anger and the rest of the passions. It can be healed by prayer, hope in 
God, meditation on Holy Scripture, and by living with godly people. 
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On Listlessness 
Our sixth struggle is against the demon of listlessness, who works hand in hand with the demon of dejection. This 

is a harsh, terrible demon, always attacking the monk, falling upon him at the sixth hour (mid-day), making him 
slack and fall of fear, inspiring him with hatred for his monastery, his fellow monks, for work of any kind, and even 
for the reading of Holy Scripture. He suggests to the monk that he should go elsewhere and that, if he does not, all 
his effort  
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and time will be wasted. In addition to all this, tie produces in him at around the sixth hour a hunger such as he 
would not normally have after fasting for three days, or after a long journey or the heaviest labor. Then he makes 
him think that he will not be able to rid himself of this grievous sickness, except by sallying forth frequently to visit 
his brethren, ostensibly to help them and to tend them if they are unwell. When he cannot lead him astray in this 
manner, he puts him into the deepest sleep. In short, his attacks become stronger and more violent, and he cannot be 
beaten off except through prayer, through avoiding useless speech, through the study of the Holy Scriptures and 
through patience in the face of temptation. If he finds a monk unprotected by these weapons, he strikes him down 
with his arrows, making him a wayward and lazy wanderer, who roams idly from monastery to monastery, thinking 
only of where he can get something to eat and drink. The mind of someone affected by listlessness is filled with 
nothing but vain distraction. Finally he is ensnared in worldly things and gradually becomes so grievously caught up 
in them that he abandons the monastic life altogether. 

The Apostle, who knows that this sickness is indeed serious, and wishes to eradicate it from our soul, indicates its 
main causes and says: 'Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to withdraw 
yourselves from every brother who lives in an unruly manner and not according to the tradition which you have 
received from us. For you yourselves know how you ought to imitate us: for we ourselves did not behave in an 
unruly manner when among you, nor did we eat any man's bread as a free gift; but we toiled strenuously night and 
day so that we might not be a burden to any of you: not because we do not have the right, but so as to give you an 
example to imitate. For even when we were with you, we gave you instructions that if anyone refuses to work he 
should have nothing to eat. For we hear that there are some among you who live in an unruly manner, not working at 
all, but simply being busybodies. Now we instruct such people and exhort them by our Lord Jesus Christ to work 
quietly and to eat their own bread' (2 Thess.3:6-12). We should note how clearly the Apostle describes the causes of 
listlessness. Those who do not work he calls unruly, expressing a multiplicity of faults in this one word. For the 
unruly man, is lacking in reverence, impulsive in speech, quick, to abuse, and so  
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unfit for stillness. He is a slave to listlessness. Paul therefore tells us to avoid such a person, that is, to isolate 
ourselves from him as from a plague. With the words 'and not according to the tradition which you have received 
from us he makes it clear that they are arrogant and that they destroy the apostolic traditions. Again he says: 'nor did 
we eat any man's bread as a free gift; but we toiled strenuously night and day'. The teacher of the nations, the herald 
of the Gospel, who was raised to the third heaven, who says that the Lord ordained that 'those who preach the 
Gospel should live by the Gospel' (1Cor. 9:14) - this same man works night and day 'so that we might not be a 
burden to any of you'. What then can be said of us, who are listless about our work and physically lazy - we who 
have not been entrusted with the proclamation of the Gospel or the care of the churches, but merely with looking 
after our own soul? Next Paul shows more clearly the harm born of laziness by adding: 'not working at all, but 
simply being busybodies'; for from laziness comes inquisitiveness, and from inquisitiveness, unruliness, and from 
unruliness, every kind of evil. He provides a remedy, however, with the words: 'Now we instruct such people ... to 



work quietly and to eat their own bread.' But with even greater emphasis, he says: 'if anyone refuses to work, he 
should have nothing to eat'. 

The holy fathers of Egypt, who were brought up on the basis of these apostolic commandments, do not allow 
monks to be without work at any time, especially while they are young. They know that by persevering in work 
monks dispel listlessness, provide for their own sustenance and help those who are in need. They not only work for 
their own requirements, but from their labor they also minister to their guests, to the poor and to those in prison, 
believing that such charity is a holy sacrifice acceptable to God. The fathers also say that as a rule someone who 
works is attacked and afflicted by but a single demon, while someone who does not work is taken prisoner by a 
thousand evil spirits. 

It is also good to recall what Abba Moses, one of the most experienced of the fathers, told me. I had not been 
living long in the desert when I was troubled by listlessness. So I went to him and said: 'Yesterday I was greatly 
troubled and weakened by listlessness, and I was not able to free myself from it until I went to see Abba Paul.' Abba 
Moses replied to me by saying: 'So far from freeing yourself from it, you have surrendered to it completely and 
become its slave.  
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You must realize that it will attack all the more severely because you have deserted your post, unless from now on 
you strive to subdue it through patience, prayer and manual labor.' 
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Our seventh struggle is against the demon of self-esteem, a multiform and subtle passion which is not readily 
perceived even by the person whom it tempts. The provocations of the other passions are more apparent and it is 
therefore somewhat easier to do battle with them, for the soul recognizes its enemy and can repulse him at once by 
rebutting him and by prayer. The vice of self-esteem, however, is difficult to fight against, because it has many 
forms and appears in all our activities - in our way of speaking, in what we say and in our silences, at work, in vigils 
and fasts, in prayer and reading, in stillness and long-suffering. Through all these it seeks to strike down the soldier 
of Christ. When it cannot seduce a man with extravagant clothes, it tries to tempt him by means of shabby ones. 
When it cannot flatter him with honor, it inflates him by causing him to endure what seems to be dishonor. When it 
cannot persuade him to feel proud of his display of eloquence, it entices him through silence into thinking he has 
achieved stillness. When it cannot puff him up with the thought of his luxurious table, it lures him into fasting for 
the sake of praise. 

In short, every task, every activity, gives this malicious demon a chance for battle. He even prompts us to imagine 
we are priests. I remember a certain elder who, while I was staying in Sketis, went to visit a brother in his cell. When 
he approached his door, he heard him speaking inside; thinking that he was studying the Scriptures, he stood outside 
listening, only to realize that self-esteem had driven the man out of his mind and that he was ordaining himself 
deacon and dismissing the catechumens. When the elder heard this, he pushed open the door and went in. The 



brother came to greet him, bowed as is the custom, and asked him if he had been standing at the door for a long 
time. The elder replied with a smile: 'I arrived a moment ago, just when you were finishing the dismissal of the 
catechumens.' When the brother heard this, he fell at the feet of the elder and begged him to pray for him so that he 
would be freed from  
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this delusion. I have recalled this incident because I want to show to what depths of stupidity this demon can bring 
us. 

The person who wants to engage fully in spiritual combat and to win the crown of righteousness must try by every 
means to overcome this beast that assumes such varied forms. He should always keep in mind the words of David: 
'The Lord has scattered the bones of those who please men' (Ps. 53:5. LXX). He should not do anything with a view 
to being praised by other people, but should seek God's reward only, always rejecting the thoughts of self-praise that 
enter his heart, and always regarding himself as nothing before God. In this way he will be freed, with God's help, 
from the demon of self-esteem. 
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Our eighth struggle is against the demon of pride, a most sinister demon, fiercer than all that have been discussed 

up till now. He attacks the perfect above all and seeks to destroy those who have mounted almost to the heights of 
holiness. Just as a deadly plague destroys not just one member of the body, but the whole of it, so pride corrupts the 
whole soul, not just part of it. Each of the other passions that trouble the soul attacks and tries to overcome the single 
virtue which is opposed to it, and so it darkens and troubles the soul only partially. But the passion of pride darkens 
the soul completely and leads to its utter downfall. 

In order to understand more fully what is meant by this, we should look at the problem in the following way. 
Gluttony tries to destroy self-control; unchastity, moderation; avarice, voluntary poverty; anger, gentleness; and the 
other forms of vice, their corresponding virtues. But when the vice of pride has become master of our wretched soul, 
it acts like some harsh tyrant who has gained control of a great city, and destroys it completely, razing it to its 
foundations. The angel who fell from heaven because of his pride bears witness to this. He had been created by God 
and adorned with every virtue and all wisdom, but he did not want to ascribe this to the grace of the Lord. He 
ascribed it to his own nature and as a result regarded himself as equal to God. The prophet rebukes this claim when 
he says: 'You have said in your heart: "I will sit on a high mountain; I will place my throne upon the clouds and I 
will be like the Most  
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High." Yet you are a man, and not God' (cf. Isa. 14:13-14). And again, another prophet says, 'Why do you boast of 
your wickedness, 0 mighty man?' and he continues in this same vein (Ps. 52:1). Since we are aware of this we 
should feel fear and guard our hearts with extreme care from the deadly spirit of pride. When we have attained some 
degree of holiness we should always repeat to ourselves the words of the Apostle: "Yet not I, but the grace of God 
which was with me' (1 Cor. 15:10), as well as what was said by the Lord: 

'Without Me you can do nothing' (John 15:5).  We should also bear in mind what the prophet said: 'Unless the 
Lord builds the house, they labor in vain that build it' (Ps. 127:1), and finally: 'It does not depend on-man's will or 
effort, but on God's mercy' (Rom. 9:16). 

Even if someone is sedulous, serious and resolute, he cannot, so long as he is bound to flesh and blood, approach 
perfection except through the mercy and grace of Christ. James himself says that 'every good gift is from above' Jas. 
1:17), while the Apostle Paul asks: 'What do you have which you did not receive? Now if you received it, why do 
you boast, as if you had not received it?' (1 Cor. 4:7). What right, then, has man to be proud as though he could 
achieve perfection through his own efforts ? 

The thief who received the kingdom of heaven, though not as the reward of virtue, is a true witness to the fact that 
salvation is ours through the grace and mercy of God. All of our holy fathers knew this and all with one accord teach 
that perfection in holiness can be achieved only through humility. Humility, in its turn, can be achieved only through 
faith, fear of God, gentleness and the shedding of all possessions. It is by means of these that we attain perfect love, 
through the grace and compassion of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom be glory through all the ages. Amen. 
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The promise I made to the blessed Bishop Kastor to give an account of the way of life and the teaching of the holy 
fathers has been fulfilled in part by the writings I sent him entitled 'On Coenobitic Institutions' and 'On the Eight 
Vices'; and I now propose to fulfill it completely. But having heard that Bishop Kastor has left us to dwell with 
Christ, I felt I should send the remaining portion of my treatise to you, most holy Leontios, who have inherited both 
his virtuous qualities and the guardianship, with God's help, of his monastery. 

I and my spiritual friend, the holy Germanos, whom I had known since my youth at school, in the army and in 
monastic life, were staying in the desert of Sketis, the centre of the most experienced monks. It was there that we 
saw Abba Moses, a saintly man, outstanding not only in the practice of the virtues but in spiritual contemplation as 
well. We begged him with tears, therefore, to tell us how we might approach perfection. 

After much entreaty on our part, he said; 'Children, all virtues and all pursuits have a certain immediate purpose; 
and those who look to this purpose and adapt themselves accordingly will reach the ultimate goal to which they 
aspire. The fanner willingly works the earth, enduring now the sun's heat and now the winter's cold, his immediate 
purpose being to clear it of thorns and weeds, while his ultimate goal is the enjoyment of its fruits. The merchant, 
ignoring dangers on land and sea, willingly gives himself to his business with the purpose of making a profit, while 



his goal is enjoyment of this profit. The soldier, too, ignores the dangers of war and the miseries of service abroad. 
His purpose is to gain a higher rank by using his ability and skill, while his goal is to enjoy the advantages of this 
rank.  
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'Now our profession also has its own immediate purpose and its own ultimate goal, for the sake of which we 

willingly endure all manner of toil and suffering. Because of this, fasts do not cast us down, the hardship of vigils 
delights us; the reading and study of Scripture are readily undertaken; and physical work, obedience, stripping 
oneself of everything earthly, and the life here in this desert are carried out with pleasure. 

'You have given up your country, your families, everything worldly in order to embrace a life in a foreign land 
among rude and uncultured people like us. Tell me, what was your purpose and what goal did you set before 
yourselves in doing all this?' 

We replied: 'We did it for the kingdom of heaven.' In response Abba Moses said; 'As for the goal, you have 
answered well; but what is the purpose which we set before us and which we pursue unwaveringly so as to reach the 
kingdom of heaven? This you have not told me.' 

When we confessed that we did not know, the old man replied: 'The goal of our profession, as we have said, is the 
kingdom of God. Its immediate purpose, however, is purity of heart, for without this we cannot reach our goal. We 
should therefore always have this purpose in mind; and, should it ever happen that for a short time our heart turns 
aside from the direct path, we must bring it back again" at once, guiding our lives with reference to our purpose as if 
it were a carpenter's rule. 

'The Apostle Paul knew this when he said: "Forgetting what lies behind, and reaching forward to what lies in 
front, I pursue my purpose, aiming at the prize of the high calling of God" (Phil. 3:13-14). We, too, do everything 
for the sake of this immediate purpose. We give up country, family, possessions and everything worldly in order to 
acquire purity of heart. If we forget this purpose we cannot avoid frequently stumbling and losing our way, for we 
will be walking in the dark and straying from the proper path. This has happened to many men who at the start of 
their ascetic life gave up all wealth, possessions and everything worldly, but who later flew into a rage over a fork, a 
needle, a rush or a book. This would not have happened to them had they borne in mind the purpose for which they 
gave up everything. It is for the love of our neighbor that we scorn wealth, lest by fighting over it and stimulating 
our disposition to anger, we fall away from love. When we show this  
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disposition to anger towards our brother even in small things, we have lapsed from our purpose and our renunciation 
of the world is useless. The blessed Apostle was aware of this and said: "Though I give my body to be burned, and 
have no love, it profits me nothing" (1 Cor. 13:3). From this we learn that perfection does not follow immediately 
upon renunciation and withdrawal from the world. It comes after the attainment of love which, as the Apostle said, 
"is not jealous or puffed up, does not grow angry, bears no grudge, is not arrogant, thinks no evil" (cf. 1 Cor. 13:4-
5). All these things establish purity of heart; and it is for this that we should do everything, scorning possessions, 
enduring fasts and vigils gladly, engaging in spiritual reading and psalmody. If, however, some necessary task 
pleasing to God should keep us from our normal fasting and reading, we should not on this account neglect purity of 
heart. For what we gain by fasting is not so great as the damage done by anger; nor is the profit from reading as 
great as the harm done when we scorn or grieve a brother. 

'Fasts and vigils, the study of Scripture, renouncing possessions and everything worldly are not in themselves 
perfection, as we have said; they are its tools. For perfection is not to be found in them; it is acquired through them. 
It is useless, therefore, to boast of our fasting, vigils, poverty, and reading of Scripture when we have not achieved 
the love of God and our fellow men. Whoever has achieved love has God within himself and his intellect is always 
with God.' 

To this Germanos rejoined: 'What man, while in the flesh, can so fix his intellect on God that he thinks of nothing 
else, not even of visiting the sick, of entertaining guests, of his handicraft, or of the other unavoidable bodily needs? 
Above all, since God is invisible and incomprehensible, how can a man's mind always look upon Him and be 
inseparable from Him?' 

Abba Moses replied: 'To look upon God at all times and to be inseparable from Him, in the manner which you 
envisage, is impossible for a man still in the flesh and enslaved to weakness. In another way, however, it is possible 
to look upon God, for the manner of contemplating God may be conceived and understood in many ways. God is not 
only to be known in His blessed and incomprehensible being, for this is something which is reserved for His saints 
in the age to come. He is also to be known from the grandeur 
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and beauty of His creatures, from His providence which governs the world day by day, from His righteousness and 
from the wonders which He shows to His saints in each generation. When we reflect on the measurelessness of His 
power and His unsleeping eye which looks upon the hidden things of the heart and which nothing can escape, we are 
filled with the deepest awe, marveling at Him and adoring Him. When we consider that He numbers the raindrops, 
the sand of the sea and the stars of heaven, we are amazed at the grandeur of His nature and His wisdom. When we 
think of His ineffable and inexplicable wisdom, His love for mankind, and His limitless long-suffering at man's 
innumerable sins, we glorify Him. When we consider His great love for us, in that though we had done nothing good 
He, being God, deigned to become man in order to save us from delusion, we are roused to longing for Him. When 
we reflect that He Himself has vanquished in us our adversary, the devil, and that He has given us eternal life if only 



we would choose and turn towards His goodness, then we venerate Him. There are many similar ways of seeing and 
apprehending God, which grow in us according to our labor and to the degree of our purification.' 

Germanos then asked: 'How does it happen that even against our will many ideas and wicked thoughts trouble us, 
entering by stealth and undetected to steal our attention? Not only are we unable to prevent them from entering, but 
it is extremely difficult even to recognize them. Is it possible for the mind to be completely free of them and not be 
troubled by them at all?' 

Abba Moses replied: 'It is impossible for the mind not to be troubled by these thoughts. But if we exert ourselves 
it is within our power either to accept them and give them our attention, or to expel them. Their coming is not within 
our power to control, but their expulsion is. The amending of our mind is also within the power of our choice and 
effort. When we meditate wisely and: continually on the law of God, study psalms and canticles, engage-in fasting 
and vigils, and always bear in mind what is to come - the kingdom of heaven, the Gehenna of fire and all God's 
works — our wicked thoughts diminish and find no place. But when we devote our time to worldly concerns and to 
matters of the flesh, to pointless and useless conversation, then these base thoughts multiply in us. just as it is 
impossible to stop a watermill from turning, although 
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the miller has power to choose between grinding either wheat or tares, so it is impossible to stop our mind, which is 
ever-moving, from having thoughts, although it is within our power to feed it either with spiritual meditation or with 
worldly concerns.' 

When the old man saw us marveling at this and still longing to hear more, he was silent for a short while and then 
said: 'Your longing has made me speak at length, and yet you are still eager for more; and from this I see that you 
are truly thirsty to be taught about perfection. So I would like to talk to you about the special virtue of 
discrimination. This is a kind of acropolis or queen among the virtues; and I will show you its excellence and value, 
not only in my own words, but also through the venerable teachings of the fathers; for the Lord fills His teachers 
with grace according to the quality and longing of those who listen. 

'Discrimination, then, is no small virtue, but one of the most important gifts of the Holy Spirit. Concerning these 
gifts the Apostle says: "To one is given by the Spirit the principle of wisdom; to another the principle of spiritual 
knowledge by the same Spirit; to another faith by the same Spirit; to another the gifts of healing… to another 
discrimination of spirits' (1Cor. 12:8-10). Then, having completed his catalogue of spiritual gifts, he adds: "But all 
these are energized by the one and selfsame Spirit" (1 Cor. 12:11). You can see, therefore, that the gift of 
discrimination is nothing worldly or insignificant. It is the greatest gift of God's grace. A monk must seek this gift 
with all his strength and diligence, and acquire the ability to discriminate between the spirits that enter him and to 
assess them accurately. Otherwise he will not only fall into the foulest pits of wickedness as he wanders about in the 
dark, but even stumble when his path is smooth and straight. 

'I remember how in my youth, when I was in the Thebaid, where the blessed Antony used to live, some elders 
came to see him, to enquire with him into the question of perfection in virtue. They asked him; "Which is the 
greatest of all virtues - we mean the virtue capable of keeping a monk from being harmed by the nets of the devil 



and his deceit?" Each one then gave his opinion according to his understanding. Some said that fasting and the 
keeping of vigils make it easier to come near to God, because these refine and purify the mind. Others said that 
voluntary poverty and detachment from personal possessions make it easier, since through these the mind is  
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released from the intricate threads of worldly care. Others judged acts of compassion to be the most important, since 
in the Gospel the Lord says: "Come, you whom my Father has blessed, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from 
the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave Me food" and so on (Matt. 25: 34-36). The best part of 
the night was passed in this manner, taken up with a discussion in which each expressed his opinion as to which 
virtue makes it easiest for a man to come near to God. 

'Last of all the blessed Antony gave his reply: "All that you have said is both necessary and helpful for those who 
are searching for God and wish to come to Him. But we cannot award the first place to any of these virtues; for there 
are many among us who have endured fasting and vigils, or have withdrawn into the desert, or have practiced 
poverty to such an extent that they have not left themselves enough for their daily sustenance, or have performed 
acts of compassion so generously that they no longer have anything to give; and yet these same monks, having done 
all this, have nevertheless fallen away miserably from virtue and slipped into vice. 

' "What was it, then, that made them stray from the straight path? In my opinion it was simply that they did not 
possess the grace of discrimination; for it is this virtue that teaches a man to walk along the royal road, swerving 
neither to the right through immoderate self-control, nor to the left through indifference and laxity. Discrimination is 
a kind of eye and lantern of the soul, as is said in the gospel passage: "The light of the body is the eye; if therefore 
your eye is pure, your whole body will be full of light. But if your eye is evil, your whole body will be full of 
darkness' (Matt. 6:22-3). And this is just what we find; for the power of discrimination, scrutinizing all the thoughts 
and actions of a man, distinguishes and sets aside everything that is base and not pleasing to God, and keeps him 
free from delusion. 

‘ "We can see this in what is said in the Holy Scriptures. Saul, the first to be entrusted with the kingship of Israel, 
did not have the eye of discrimination; so his mind was darkened and he was unable to perceive that it was more 
pleasing to God that he should obey the commandment of Samuel than that he should offer sacrifices. He gave 
offence through the very things with which he thought to serve God, and because of them he was deposed. This 
would not have happened had he possessed the light of discrimination (cf. 1 Sam. 13: 8-9).  
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' "The Apostle calls this virtue 'the sun', as we can see from his saying: 'Do not let the sun go down upon your 
anger' (Eph. 4:26). It is also called 'the guidance' of our lives, as when it is written: "Those who have no guidance 
fell like leaves' (Prov. 11:14. LXX). Scripture also refers to it as the 'discernment’ without which we must do 
nothing- not even drink the spiritual wine that 'makes glad the heart of man' (Ps. 104:15. LXX); for it is said: 'Drink 
with discernment' (Prov. 31:3. LXX); and: ‘He that does not do all things with discernment is like a city that is 
broken down and without walls' (Prov. 25:28. LXX). Wisdom, intellection and perceptiveness are united in 
discrimination: and without these our inner house cannot be built, nor can we gather spiritual wealth; for it is 
written: 'Through wisdom a house is built, through understanding it is established, and through good judgment its 
storehouses will be filled with wealth' (Prov. 24:3-4. LXX). Discrimination is also called the 'solid food' that 'is 
suitable for those who have their organs of perception trained by practice to discriminate between good and evil' 
(Heb. 5:14). These passages show very clearly that without the gift of discrimination no virtue can stand or remain 
firm to the end, for it is the mother of all the virtues and their guardian." 

'This was Antony's statement, and it was approved by the other fathers. But in order to confirm what St Antony 
said by means of fresh examples from our own times, we should recall Abba Hiron and how a few days ago, as we 
ourselves saw, he was thrown down from the height of the ascetic state to the depths of death by the deception of the 
devil. We know how he spent some fifty years in the nearby desert, following a life of great severity and the strictest 
self-control, seeking out and living in parts of the desert wilder than those inhabited by any of the other monks there. 
This same man cast all the fathers and brothers of the nearby desert into inconsolable grief because, after so many 
labors and struggles, he was deceived by the devil and suffered such a disastrous fall. This would not have happened 
to him had he been armed with the virtue of discrimination, which would have taught him to trust, not his own 
judgment, but rather the advice of his fathers and brethren. Following his own judgment he fasted and isolated 
himself to such a degree that he did not even come to church for the Holy Pascha, lest by meeting the fathers and 
brethren and feeding with them he 
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would be obliged to eat lentils or whatever else was brought to the table, thereby appearing to fall short of the target 
which he had set himself. 

'He had already for long been deceived in this way by his own willfulness when, coming upon an angel of Satan, 
he bowed before him as if he were an angel of light. The angel commanded him to hurl himself, around midnight, 
into a very deep well so that he might then know by experience, because of his great virtue and ascetic efforts, that 
he would never again be subject to any danger. His darkened mind failed to discern who was suggesting this to him, 
and he hurled himself into the well during the night. Soon afterwards the brethren, discovering what had happened, 
were only just able to pull him up half dead. He lived for two more days and died on the third, plunging his brethren 
and the priest Paphnoutios into great grief. The latter, moved by feelings of compassion and remembering Hiron's 
numerous labors and the many years during which he had persevered in the desert, mentioned his name in the 
oblation for the dead so that he should not be numbered among those who have taken their own lives. 



'And what am I to say about those two brethren who lived beyond the desert of the Thebaid, where the blessed 
Antony once lived? Impelled by a thought the real nature of which they could not discern, they decided to go into 
the vast, uncultivated inner desert; and they even made up their minds to refuse food offered them by man, and to 
accept only what the Lord would give them in a miraculous fashion. Finally they were seen in the distance 
wandering about the desert, weak with hunger, by the Mazikes who, though fiercer and wilder than almost all other 
savage peoples, now providentially exchanged their natural wildness for humane feelings and went to meet them 
carrying loaves of bread. One of the two brethren accepted the bread with joy and thanksgiving, since his power of 
discrimination had returned and he realized that such wild and fierce men, who normally rejoice at the sight of 
blood, would not have felt sympathy with them in their exhaustion and brought them food if God had not moved 
them to it. The other, however, refused the food on the grounds that it was offered him by men arid, persisting in his 
undiscriminating judgment, he died from the weakness brought on by his hunger. 

'Both monks at first showed total lack of judgment and made a  
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senseless and destructive plan. One of them, however, when his power of discrimination returned, corrected the 
decision he had made so recklessly. But the other, persisting in his stupid and. undiscriminating plan, brought upon 
himself the death which the Lord had wanted to avert. 

'What am I to say about another monk whose name I do not wish to mention because he is still alive? He 
frequently entertained a demon as if he were an angel and received revelations from him, often seeing what looked 
like the light of a lamp in his cell. Later, he was ordered by this demon to offer his son as a sacrifice to God - his son 
was staying with him in the monastery - on the grounds that he would as a result be deemed worthy of the honor 
accorded to the patriarch Abraham. He was so led astray by the demon's advice that he would have carried out the 
sacrifice of his son, had the latter not seen him, contrary to his normal practice, sharpening a knife and preparing the 
bonds with which he was going to tie him up like a burnt offering. This enabled the son to make his escape. 

'It would take me a long time to give an account of the deception of that Mesopotamian monk who, having shown 
great self-control, shutting himself up in his cell for many years and surpassing all monks in those regions in 
asceticism and virtue, was then so deluded by demonic dreams and revelations that he reverted to Judaism and 
circumcision, in order to deceive him, the devil often showed him dreams that turned out to be true, in this way 
making him more ready to accept his final act of deception. One night he showed him the Christian people with the 
apostles and martyrs, downcast and filled with shame, wasting away with dejection and grief, while on the other side 
he showed him the Jewish people, with Moses and the prophets, surrounded by light and living in joy and gladness. 
The deceiver then advised him to be circumcised if he wanted to share in the blessedness and joy of the Jewish 
people. He was deceived and followed this advice. From all this it is clear that none of these people would have been 
deluded in this pathetic and miserable fashion had they possessed the gift of discrimination.' 

In reply to this Germanos said: ‘By means of these recent examples and the statements of the fathers of old, you 



have made it clear that discrimination is the source, root, crown and common bond of all the virtues. But we would 
like very much to know how we can  
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acquire it, and how we can recognize the true kind of discrimination which comes from God and distinguish it from 
the false and fictitious kind that comes from the devil.' 

Abba Moses then said: 'True discrimination comes to us only as a result of true humility, and this in turn is shown 
by our revealing to our spiritual fathers not only what we do but also what we think, by never trusting our own 
thoughts, and by following in all things the words of our elders, regarding as good what they have judged to be so. 
In this way not only does the monk remain unharmed through true discrimination and by following the correct path, 
but he is also kept safe from all the snares of the devil. It is impossible for anyone who orders his life on the basis of 
the judgment and knowledge of the spiritually mature to fall because of the wiles of the demons. In fact, even 
before someone is granted the gift of discrimination, the act of revealing his base thoughts openly to the fathers 
weakens and withers them. For just as a snake which is brought from its dark hole into the light makes every effort 
to escape and hide itself, so the malicious thoughts that a person brings out into the open by sincere confession seek 
to depart from him. 

'In order to give you a more accurate understanding of this virtue by means of an example, I shall tell you of 
something that Abba Serapion once did and which he used to speak about to those who came to him for help. He 
used to say: "When I was a young man I lived with my spiritual father, and at mealtimes, prompted by the devil, I 
would steal a rusk as I got up from the table and eat it without my father's knowledge. Because I persisted in this 
habit, I was utterly overcome by it and was unable to conquer it. Though I was condemned by my own conscience, I 
was ashamed to speak of it to my father. But through God's love it happened that certain brethren came to the old 
man for advice and asked him about their thoughts. The elder replied that nothing so harms a monk and brings such 
joy to the demons as the hiding of one's thoughts from one's spiritual father. He also spoke to them about self-
control. As this was being said I came to myself and, thinking that God had revealed my past mistakes to the elder, I 
was pricked with compunction and began to cry, throwing from my pocket the rusk which I had stolen as usual. 
Casting myself to the ground I begged his forgiveness for my past faults and his prayers for my future safety. Then 
the old man said; 

'My child, your confession has freed you, although I was silent. You  
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have slain the demon that was wounding you because of your silence, by expressing openly what you were keeping 
to yourself. Until this moment you ensured that he would be your master by not opposing or rebuking him. From 
now on, however, he will no longer find room in you, since he has been brought out of your heart into the open.' The 
old man had not finished speaking when the energy of the demon could be seen coming out of my breast like the 
flame of a lamp. It filled the room with a nasty smell, so dial those present thought that a lump of sulphur was 
burning. Then the elder said: 'Look, through this sign the Lord has borne witness to my words and to your 
deliverance.' Thus, as the result of my confession, the passion of gluttony and the demonic energy left me and I 
never again felt any such desire." 

'From what Abba Serapion said, we can learn that we shall be granted the gift of true discrimination when we 
trust, no longer in the judgments of our own mind, but in the teaching and rule of our fathers. The devil brings the 
monk to the brink of destruction more effectively through persuading him to disregard the admonitions of the fathers 
and follow his own judgment and desire, than he does through any other fault. We should learn from examples 
provided by human arts and sciences. If we cannot accomplish anything in them by ourselves - in spite of the fact 
that they deal with things we can touch with our hands, see with our eyes and hear with our ears - but still need 
someone who will instruct us well and guide us, how can it be anything but foolish to think that the spiritual art, the 
most difficult of all the arts, has no need of a teacher? It is an invisible, hidden art which is understood only through 
purity of heart, and failure in it brings, not temporary loss, but the soul's destruction and eternal death.' 

Germanos then said: 'Certain fathers who have listened to the thoughts of the brethren have often not only failed 
to heal them, but have even condemned them and driven them to despair. This has provided us with an excuse for 
shameful and harmful caution; for we ourselves know of cases of this kind in the region of Syria. A certain brother 
revealed his private thoughts to one of the elders living in those parts, unashamedly laying bare the hidden things of 
his heart with complete simplicity and truth. When the elder heard these things, however, he at once began to be 
angry with the brother and to attack him, rebuking him for having such base thoughts. As a  
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result, many who heard of this were ashamed to tell their thoughts to the elders.' 

Abba Moses said: 'It is a good thing, as I said, not to hide your thoughts from the fathers. But you should not tell 
them to just anyone; you should confess them to spiritual masters who have discrimination, not simply to those 
whose hair has grown white with age. Many who have looked to age as a guide, and then revealed their thoughts, 
have not only remained unhealed but have been driven to despair because of the inexperience of those to whom they 
confessed. There was once a very zealous brother who was greatly troubled by the demon of unchastity. He went to 
a certain father and confessed his private thoughts to him; but this father, being inexperienced, became angry when 
he heard about them and told the brother that he was contemptible and unworthy of the monastic habit for having 
entertained thoughts such as these. When the brother heard this, he lost heart, left his cell and set off back to the 
world. Through God's providence, however, Abba Apollos, one of the most experienced of the elders, chanced to 
meet him and, seeing him over-wrought and very despondent, asked him why he was in this state. At first the 
brother did not reply because he was so depressed but, after the elder had pleaded with him, he told him what was 



wrong, saying: "Because I was often troubled by evil thoughts, I went to tell them to the elder; and as he said I have 
no hope of salvation, I have given up and am now on my way back to the world." 

'When Abba Apollos heard this, he comforted and encouraged him, saying: "Do not be surprised, my child, and do 
not lose hope. I too, old and grey as I am, am still much troubled by these thoughts. Do not be discouraged by this 
burning desire, which is healed not so much by human effort as by God's compassion. Please do this for me: go back 
to your cell just for today." This the brother did; and Apollos, after leaving him, went to the cell of the elder who had 
caused his despair. Standing outside he implored God with tears and said: "0 Lord, who puts us to the test for our 
own benefit, let this elder be given the brother's battle, so that in old age he may learn through experience what he 
has not been taught over these many years: how to feel sympathy with those who are under attack by the demons." 
As he finished his prayer, he saw a dark figure standing near the cell shooting arrows at the elder. Wounded by the 
arrows, 
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the elder at once began to stumble back and forth as though drunk. Unable to withstand the attack, he finally left his 
cell and set off for the world by the same road that the young monk had taken. 

'Seeing what had happened, Abba Apollos confronted him, and asked him where he was going and why he was so 
troubled. Although he realized that the holy man knew what was wrong with him, he was too ashamed to say 
anything. Abba Apollos then said to him: "Return to your cell, and in the future recognize your own weakness. The 
devil has either not noticed or has despised you, and so not thought you worth fighting. Not that there has been any 
question of a fight: you could not stand up to his provocation even for a day! This has happened to you because, 
when you received a younger brother who was being attacked by our common enemy, you drove him to despair 
instead of preparing him for battle. You did not recall that wise precept: 'Deliver them that are being led away to 
death; and redeem them that are appointed to be slain' (Prov. 24:11. LXX). You did not even remember the parable 
of our Saviour, which teaches us not to break a bruised reed or quench smoking flax (cf. Matt. 12:20). None of us 
could endure the plots of the enemy, or allay the fiery turmoil of our nature, if God's grace did not protect our human 
weakness. Seeing, then, that God has had this compassion for us, let us pray to Him together and ask Him to 
withdraw the whip with which He has lashed you. 'For He wounds but binds up; He strikes but His hands heal’ (Job 
5:18). “The Lord kills and gives life; he brings down to the grave and raises again. . . . He brings low and lifts up’ (1 
Sam. 2:6-7)." After Abba Apollos had said this and had prayed, the attack which had been launched against the elder 
was at once suspended. Finally, Abba Apollos advised him to ask God to give him "the tongue of the learned" so as 
to know "how to speak a word in season" (Isa. 50:4). 

'From all that has been said, we may conclude that nothing leads so surely to salvation as to confess our private 
thoughts to those fathers most graced with the power of discrimination, and in our pursuit of holiness to be guided 
by them rather than by our own thoughts and judgment. Nor should the fact that we may encounter an elder who is 
somewhat simple-minded or lacking in experience either prevent us from confessing to the fathers who are truly 
qualified, or make us despise our ancestral traditions. Many texts from the divine Scriptures make it clear that the 
fathers did not say  
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these things according to their own-lights, but were inspired by God Himself and by the Scriptures to hand down to 
their successors the tradition of asking advice from those who had traveled far along the spiritual path. This is borne 
out especially by the story of the holy Samuel, who from infancy was dedicated by his mother to God and was 
granted communion with Him. He still did not trust his own thoughts, and in spite of having been called three times 
by God, he went to the elder, Eli, and was instructed and guided by him about how he should answer God (cf. 1 
Sam. 3:9-10). Although God called him personally, none the less He wanted Samuel to receive the guidance and 
discipline of the elder, so that by means of this example we too might be led towards humility. 

'When Christ Himself spoke to Paul and called him, He could have opened his eyes at once and made known to 
him the way of perfection; instead He sent him to Ananias and told him to learn from him the way of truth, saying: 
"Arise and go into the city, and there you will be told what you must do" (Acts 9:6). In this manner He teaches us to 
be guided by those who are advanced on the way, so that the vision rightly given to Paul should not be wrongly 
interpreted; otherwise it might lead later generations presumptuously to suppose that each individual must be 
initiated into the truth directly by God, as Paul was, and not by the fathers. 

"That this is the correct interpretation of these incidents can be seen not only from what is said here, but also from 
St Paul's own actions. He writes that he went up to Jerusalem to see Peter and James, and "laid before them the 
gospel I preach ... in case I was running or had run in vain" (Gal. 2: 2); and he did this even though the grace of the 
Holy Spirit was already with him, as can be seen from the miracles which he performed. Who, then, can be so proud 
and boastful as to be satisfied with his own judgment or opinion, when St Paul himself admits that he needs the 
advice of those who were apostles before him? All this shows with complete clarity that the Lord reveals the way of 
perfection only to those guided to it by their spiritual fathers. This accords with what He Himself has said through 
the Prophet: "Ask your father, and he will show you; your elders, and they will tell you" (Deut. 32:7). 

'We should therefore make every effort to acquire for ourselves that gift of discrimination which is able to keep us 
from excess in either direction. For, as the fathers have said, all extremes are  
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equally harmful. It is as dangerous to fast too much as it is to overfill the stomach; to stay awake too long as to sleep 
too much; and so on. I myself have known monks who were not defeated by gluttony, but were undermined by 



immoderate fasting and lapsed into gluttony because of the weakness caused by this fasting. Indeed, I can remember 
having experienced this one myself. I had kept such strict control over my food that I forgot what it meant to be 
hungry, remaining without food for two or three days and still feeling no desire for it whatsoever, unless prompted 
by others. Then, through the wiles of the devil, I was so tormented by insomnia that, having remained awake for 
many nights, I begged God to grant me a little sleep. Thus I was in greater danger because of my immoderate fasting 
and insomnia than I was from gluttony and too much sleep.' 

Abba Moses so cheered us with teaching of this kind that we could not help glorifying the Lord who grants such 
great wisdom to those who fear Him; for to Him belong honor and power through all the ages. Amen.  
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Little can be affirmed with confidence about the life of St Mark the Ascetic, also known as Mark the Monk or Mark the 
Hermit. St Nikodimos dates him to the early fifth century, and this seems to be correct; according to another but less probable 
view, he lived at the beginning of the sixth century. Like his contemporary St Neilos, he may have been a disciple of St John 
Chrysostom, but this is not certain. As the Letter to Nicolas the Solitary indicates, Mark was living at one stage of his life as a 
hermit in the desert, although we cannot be sure where this was; both Palestine and Egypt have been suggested. Prior to this he 
may have been superior of a community near Ankyra (Ankara), in Asia Minor. In addition to the three works included in the 
Philokalia, Mark wrote at least six other treatises, the most important being those on baptism, on repentance, and against 
Nestorios. In his spiritual teaching, which is directed particularly against the heretical Syrian movement of Messalianism, he 
lays great emphasis upon the role played by baptismal grace and provides a detailed analysis of the nature of temptations.1 

In addition to the Greek text provided by St Nikodimos, we have had before us the variant readings found in the earliest 
Greek manuscripts of Mark's writings; we have indicated in the footnotes when we depart from the text of the printed Greek 
Philokalia. In our translation of the treatises On the Spiritual Law and On Those who Think that They are Made Righteous by 
Works, the numbering of sections follows that in the Greek Philokalia. In Migne, Patrologia Graeca, lxv, the numbering is 
slightly different. 

In the Orthodox Church Mark is commemorated as a saint on 5 March. 
1 See I. Hausherr, 'L'erreur fondamentale et la logique de Messalianisme', in Orientalia Christiana Periodica, i (1935), pp. 328-60, reprinted in 

I. Hausherr, Etudes de spiritualite oriental (Orientalia Christiana Analecto, 183, Rome, 1969), pp. 64-96; and Kallistos Ware, 'The Sacrament 
of Baptism and the Ascetic Life in the Teaching of Mark the Monk', in Studia Patristica, x (Texte und Untersuchungen, 107, Berlin, 1970), pp. 
441-52. 
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1.  Because you have often asked what the Apostle means when he says that 'the law is spiritual’ (Rom. 7:14), and 
what kind of spiritual  knowledge and action characterizes those who wish to observe it, we shall speak of this 
as far as we can. 

2.  First of all, we know that God is the beginning, middle and end of everything good; and it is impossible for us 
to have faith in anything good or to carry it into effect except in Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit. 

3.  Everything good is given by the Lord providentially; and he who has faith that this is so will not lose what he 
has been given. 

4.  Steadfast faith is a strong tower; and for one who has faith Christ comes to be all. 

5.  May He who inaugurates every good thing inaugurate all that you undertake, so that it may be done with His 
blessing. 

6.  When reading the Holy Scriptures, he who is humble and engaged in spiritual work will apply everything to 
himself and not to someone else. 

7.  Call upon God to open the eyes of your heart, so that you may see the value of prayer and of spiritual reading 
when understood and applied. 

8.  If a man has some spiritual gift and feels compassion for those who do not have it, he preserves the gift because 
of his compassion. But a boastful man will lose it through succumbing to the temptations of boastfulness. 

9.  The mouth of a humble man speaks the truth; but he who speaks against the truth is like the servant who struck 
the Lord on the face (cf. Mark 14:65). 
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10.  Do not become a disciple of one who praises himself, in case you learn pride instead of humility. 

11. Do not grow conceited about your interpretations of Scripture, lest your intellect fall victim to blasphemy. 

12. Do not attempt to explain something difficult with contentiousness, but in the way which the spiritual law 
enjoins: with patience, prayer and unwavering hope. 



13. Blind is the man crying out and saying: 'Son of David, have mercy on me' (Luke 18:38). He prays with the body 
alone, and not yet with spiritual knowledge. 

14. When the man once blind received his sight and saw the Lord, he acknowledged Him no longer as Son of David 
but as Son of God, and worshipped Him (cf. John 9; 38). 

15.  Do not grow conceited if you shed tears when you pray. For it is Christ who has touched your eyes and given 
you spiritual sight. 

16. He who, like the blind man, casts away his garment and draws near to the Lord, becomes His disciple and a 
preacher of true doctrine (cf. Mark 10:50). 

17. To brood on evil makes the heart brazen; but to destroy evil through self-restraint and hope breaks the heart. 

18. There is a breaking of the heart which is gentle and makes it deeply penitent, and there is a breaking which is 
violent and harmful, shattering it completely. 

19. Vigils, prayer and patient acceptance of what comes constitute a breaking that does not harm but benefits the 
heart, provided we do not destroy the balance between them through excess. He who perseveres in them will be 
helped in other ways as well; but he who is slack and negligent will suffer intolerably on leaving this life. 

20. A self-indulgent heart becomes a prison and chain for the soul when it leaves this life; whereas an assiduous 
heart is an open door. 

21. 'The iron gate that leads into the city' is a hard heart (Acts 12 : 10); but to one who suffers hardship and affliction 
the gate will open of its own accord, as it did to Peter. 

22. There are many differing methods of prayer. No method is harmful; if it were, it would be not prayer but the 
activity of Satan. 

23. A man wanted to do evil, but first prayed as usual; and finding himself prevented by God, he was then extremely 
thankful. 

24. When David wanted to kill Nabal the Carmelite, but was 
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reminded of the divine retribution and abandoned his intention, he was extremely thankful. Again, we know what he 
did when he forgot God, and how he did not stop until Nathan the Prophet reminded him (cf. 1 Sam. 25; 2 Sam. 12). 

25. At the times when you remember God, increase your prayers, so that when you forget Him, the Lord may 
remind you. 

26. When you read Holy Scripture, perceive its hidden meanings. 'For whatever was written in past times was 
written for our instruction' (Rom. 15:4). 



27. Scripture speaks of faith as 'the substance of things hoped for' (Heb. 11:1), and describes as 'worthless' those 
who do not know the indwelling of Jesus (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5). 

28. Just as a thought is made manifest through actions and words, so is our future reward through the impulses of the 
heart. 

29. Thus a merciful heart will receive mercy, while a merciless heart will receive the opposite. 

30. The law of freedom teaches the whole truth. Many read about it in a theoretical way, but few really understand 
it, and these only in the degree to which they practice the commandments. 

31. Do not seek the perfection of this law in human virtues, for it is not found perfect in them. Its perfection is 
hidden in the Cross of Christ. 

32. The law of freedom is studied by means of true knowledge, it is understood through the practice of the 
commandments, and is fulfilled through the mercy of Christ. 

33. When we are compelled by our conscience to accomplish all the commandments of God, then we shall 
understand that the law of the Lord is faultless (cf. Ps. 19:8. LXX). It is performed through our good actions, 
but cannot be perfected by men without God's mercy. 

34. Those who do not consider themselves under obligation to perform all Christ's commandments study the law of 
God in a literal manner, 'understanding neither what they say nor what they affirm' (1 Tim. 1:7). Therefore they 
think that they can fulfill it by their own works.  

35. There are acts which appear to be good, but the motive of the person who does them is not good; and there are 
other acts which appear to be bad, while the motive of the doer is good. The same is true of some statements. 
This discrepancy is due sometimes to 
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inexperience or ignorance, sometimes to evil intention, and sometimes to good intention. 

36. When a man outwardly praises someone, while accusing and disparaging him in his heart, it is hard for the 
simple to detect this. Similarly a person may be outwardly humble but inwardly arrogant. For a long time such 
men present falsehood as truth, but later they are exposed and condemned. 

37. One man does something apparently good, in defense of his neighbor; another, by not doing it, gains in 
understanding. 

38. Rebukes may be given in malice and self-defense, or out of fear of God and respect for truth. 

39. Cease rebuking a man who has stopped sinning and who has repented. If you say that you are rebuking him in 
God's name, first reveal the evils in yourself. 



40. God is the source of every virtue, as the sun is of daylight. 

41. When you have done something good, remember the words 'without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). 

42. Afflictions bring blessing to man; self-esteem and sensual pleasure, evil. 

43. He who suffers injustice escapes sin, finding help in proportion to his affliction. 

44. The greater a man's faith that Christ will reward him, the greater his readiness to endure every injustice.  

45. By praying for those who wrong us we overthrow the devil; opposing them we are wounded by him. 

46. Better a human than a demonic sin. Through performing the Lord's will we overcome both. 

47. Every blessing comes from the Lord providentially. But this fact escapes the notice of the ungrateful and the 
idle. 

48. Every vice leads in the end to forbidden pleasure; and every virtue to spiritual blessing. Each arouses what is 
akin to it. 

49. Censure from men afflicts the heart; but if patiently accepted it generates purity. 

50. Ignorance makes us reject what is beneficial; and when it becomes brazen it strengthens the hold of evil.  

51. Even when nothing is going wrong, be ready for affliction; and since you will have to give an account, do not 
make extortionate demands.  

52. Having sinned secretly, do not try to hide. For 'all things are 
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naked and open to the eyes of Him to whom we have to give an account' (Heb. 4:13). 

53. Reveal yourself to the Lord in your mind. 'For man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the 
heart' (i Sam. 16:7). 

54. Think nothing and do nothing without a purpose directed to God. For to journey without direction is wasted 
effort. 

55. Because God's justice is inexorable, it is hard to obtain forgiveness for sins committed with complete 
deliberation. 

56. Distress reminds the wise of God, but crushes those who forget Him. 

57. Let all involuntary suffering teach you to remember God, and you will not lack occasion for repentance. 

58. Forgetfulness as such has no power, but acquires it in proportion to our negligence. 

59. Do not say; 'What can I do? I don't want to be forgetful but it happens.' For when you did remember, you 
cheated over what you owed. 



60. Do good when you remember, and what you forget will be revealed to you; and do not surrender your mind to 
blind forget-fullness. 

61. Scripture says: 'Hell and perdition are manifest to the Lord' (Prov. 15:11. LXX). This refers to ignorance of heart 
and forgetful-ness. 

62. Hell is ignorance, for both are dark; and perdition is forgetfulness, for both involve extinction. 

63. Concern yourself with your own sins and not with those of your neighbor; then the workplace of your intellect 
will not be robbed. 

64. Failure to do the good that is within your power is hard to forgive. But mercy and prayer reclaim the negligent. 

65. To accept an affliction for God's sake is a genuine act of holiness; for true love is tested by adversities. 

66. Do not claim to have acquired virtue unless you have suffered affliction, for without affliction virtue has not 
been tested. 

67. Consider the outcome of every involuntary affliction, and you will find it has been the destruction of sin. 

68. Neighbors are very free with advice, but our own judgment is best. 
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69.  If you want spiritual health, listen to your conscience, do all it 

 tells you, and you will benefit. 

70.  God and our conscience know our secrets. Let them correct us. 

70a. He who toils unwillingly grows poor in every way, while he who presses ahead in hope is doubly rich. 

71.  Man acts so far as he can in accordance with his own wishes; but God decides the outcome in accordance with 
justice. 

72. If you wish not to incur guilt when men praise you, first welcome reproof for your sins. 

73.  Each time someone accepts humiliation for the sake of Christ's truth he will be glorified a hundredfold by other 
men. But it is better always to do good for the sake of blessings in the life to come. 

74.  When one man helps another by word or deed, let them both recognize in this the grace of God. He who does 
not understand this will come under the power of him who does. 

75.  Anyone who praises his neighbor out of hypocrisy will later abuse him and bring disgrace upon himself. 

76.  He who is ignorant of the enemy's ambush is easily slain; and" he who does not know the causes of the passions 
is soon brought low. 

77.  Knowledge of what is good for him has been given to everyone by God; but self-indulgence leads to 



negligence, and negligence to forgetfulness. 

78.  A man advises his neighbor according to his own understanding; but in the one who listens to such advice, God 
acts in proportion to his faith. 

79.  I have seen unlearned men who were truly humble, and they became wiser than the wise. 

80.  Another unlearned man, upon hearing them praised, instead of imitating their humility, prided himself on being 
unlearned and so fell into arrogance. 

81.  He who despises understanding and boasts of ignorance is unlearned not only in speech but also in knowledge 
(cf. 2 Cor. 11:6). 

82.  Just as wisdom in speech is one thing and sound judgment another, so lack of learning in speech is one thing 
and folly another. 

83. Ignorance of words will do no harm to the truly devout, nor will wisdom in speaking harm the humble. 

84.  Do not say: 'I do not know what is right, therefore I am not 
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to blame when I fail to do it.' For if you did all the good about which you do know, what you should do next would 
then become clear to you, as if you were passing through a house from one room to another. It is not helpful to know 
what comes later before you have done what comes first. For knowledge without action 'puffs up', but 'love edifies', 
because it 'patiently accepts all things' (1 Cor. 8:1; 13:7). 

85. Understand the words of Holy Scripture by putting them into practice, and do not fill yourself with conceit by 
expatiating on theoretical ideas. 

86. He who neglects action and depends on theoretical knowledge holds a staff of reed instead of a double-edged 
sword; and when he confronts his enemies in time of war, 'it will go into his hand, and pierce it' (2 Kgs. 18:21), 
injecting its natural poison. 

87. Every thought has its weight and measure in God's sight. For it is possible to think about the same thing either 
passionately or objectively. 

88.  After fulfilling a commandment expect to be tempted: for love of Christ is tested by adversity. 

89. Never belittle the significance of your thoughts, for not one escapes God's notice. 

90. When you observe some thought suggesting that you seek human fame, you can be sure it will bring you 
disgrace. 

91. The enemy, understanding how the justice of the spiritual law is applied, seeks only the assent of our mind. 
Having secured this, he will either oblige us to undergo' the labors of repentance or, if we do not repent, will 
torment us with misfortunes beyond our control. Sometimes he encourages us to resist these misfortunes so as 



to increase our torment, and then, at our death, he will point to this impatient resistance as proof of our lack of 
faith. 

92. Many have fought in various ways against circumstances; but without prayer and repentance no one has escaped 
evil. 

93. Evils reinforce each other; so do virtues, thus encouraging us to still greater efforts. 

94. The devil belittles small sins; otherwise he cannot lead us into greater ones. 

95. Praise from others engenders sinful desire, while their condemnation of vice, if not only heard but accepted, 
engenders self-restraint. 
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96. A self-indulgent monk has achieved nothing through his renunciation. For what he once did through possessions 
he still does though possessing nothing. 

97. Moreover, the self-controlled man, if he clings to possessions, is a brother in spirit of this kind of monk; because 
they both feel inward enjoyment they have the same mother - though not the same father, since each has a 
different passion. 

98. Sometimes a man cuts off a passion in order to indulge himself more fully, and he is praised by those unaware of 
his aim. He may even be unaware of it himself, and so his action is self-defeating. 

99. All vice is caused by self-esteem and sensual pleasure; you cannot overcome passion without hating them. 

100. 'Avarice is the root of all evil' (1 Tim. 6:10); but avarice is clearly a product of these two components. 

101. The intellect is made blind by these three passions: avarice, self-esteem and sensual pleasure. 

102. Scripture calls these three the daughters of the horseleech, dearly loved by their mother folly (cf. Prov. 30:15. 
LXX). 

103. These three passions on their own dull spiritual knowledge and faith, the foster-brothers of our nature. 

104. It is because of them that wrath, anger, war, murder and all other evils have such power over mankind. 

105. We must hate avarice, self-esteem and sensual pleasure, as mothers of the vices and stepmothers of the virtues. 

106. Because of them we are commanded not to love 'the world' and 'the things that are in the world' (1 John 2:15); 
not so that we should hate God's creation through lack of discernment, but so that we should eliminate the 
occasions for these three passions. 

107. 'The soldier going to war', it is said, 'does not entangle himself in the affairs of this world' (2 Tim. 2:4). For he 
who entangles himself with the passions while trying to overcome them is like a man who tries to put out a fire 
with straw. 



108. If one becomes angry with one's neighbor on account of riches, fame or pleasure, one does not yet realize that 
God orders all things with justice. 

109. When you hear the Lord saying that if someone does not renounce all that he has he 'is not worthy of Me' 
(Matt. 10:37), apply this not only to money but to all forms of vice.  
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110. He who does not know the truth cannot truly have faith; for by nature knowledge precedes faith. 

111. Just as God assigns to everything visible what is appropriate, so He does also to human thoughts, whether we 
wish it or not. 

112. If some obvious sinner who does not repent has suffered nothing before his death, you may be sure that 
judgment in his case will be merciless. 

113. He who prays with understanding patiently accepts circumstances, whereas he who resents them has not yet 
attained pure prayer. 

114. When harmed, insulted or persecuted by someone, do not think of the present but wait for the future, and you 
will find he has brought you much good, not only in this life but also in the life to come. 

115. Just as the bitterness of absinth helps a poor appetite, so misfortunes help a bad character. For the first benefits 
the physical condition, and the second leads to repentance. 

116. If you do not want to suffer evil, do not inflict it, since the suffering of it inevitably follows its infliction. 'For 
whatever a man sows he will also reap' (Gal. 6:7). 

117. Reaping unwillingly the wickedness we deliberately sow, we should marvel at God's justice. 

118. Because an interval of time elapses between sowing and reaping, we begin to think there will be no requital. 

119. When you sin, blame your thought, not your action. For had your intellect not run ahead, your body would not 
have followed. 

120. The secret sinner is worse than those who do evil openly; and so he receives a worse punishment. 

121. The trickster who works mischief in secret is a snake 'lying in wait on the road and biting the horse's heel' (Gen. 
49:17. LXX). 

122. If you praise your neighbor to one man and criticize him to another, you are the slave of self-esteem and 
jealousy. Through praise you try to hide your jealousy, through criticism to appear better than your neighbor. 

123. Just as sheep and wolves cannot feed together, so a man cannot receive mercy if he tricks his neighbor. 



124. He who secretly mingles his own wishes with spiritual counsel is an adulterer, as the Book of Proverbs 
indicates (cf. Prov. 6:32-33); and because of his stupidity he suffers pain and dishonor. 

110. He who does not know the truth cannot truly have faith; for by nature knowledge precedes faith. 

111. Just as God assigns to everything visible what is appropriate, so He does also to human thoughts, whether we 
wish it or not. 

112. If some obvious sinner who does not repent has suffered nothing before his death, you may be sure that 
judgment in his case will be merciless. 

113. He who prays with understanding patiently accepts circumstances, whereas he who resents them has not yet 
attained pure prayer. 

114. When harmed, insulted or persecuted by someone, do not think of the present but wait for the future, and you 
will find he has brought you much good, not only in this life but also in the life to come. 

115. Just as the bitterness of absinth helps a poor appetite, so misfortunes help a bad character. For the first benefits 
the physical condition, and the second leads to repentance. 

116. If you do not want to suffer evil, do not inflict it, since the suffering of it inevitably follows its infliction. 'For 
whatever a man sows he will also reap' (Gal. 6:7). 

117. Reaping unwillingly the wickedness we deliberately sow, we should marvel at God's justice. 

118. Because an interval of time elapses between sowing and reaping, we begin to think there will be no requital. 

119. When you sin, blame your thought, not your action. For had your intellect not run ahead, your body would not 
have followed. 

120. The secret sinner is worse than those who do evil openly; and so he receives a worse punishment. 

121. The trickster who works mischief in secret is a snake 'lying in wait on the road and biting the horse's heel' (Gen. 
49:17. LXX). 

122. If you praise your neighbor to one man and criticize him to another, you are the slave of self-esteem and 
jealousy. Through praise you try to hide your jealousy, through criticism to appear better than your neighbor. 

123. Just as sheep and wolves cannot feed together, so a man cannot receive mercy if he tricks his neighbor. 

124. He who secretly mingles his own wishes with spiritual counsel is an adulterer, as the Book of Proverbs 
indicates (cf. Prov. 6:32-33); and because of his stupidity he suffers pain and dishonor.  
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125. Just as water and fire cannot be combined, so self-justification and humility exclude one another. 

126. He who seeks forgiveness of his sins loves humility, but if he condemns another he seals his own wickedness. 

127. Do not leave unobliterated any fault, however small, for it may lead you on to greater sins. 

128. If you wish to be saved, welcome words of truth, and never reject criticism uncritically. 

129. Words of truth converted the 'progeny of vipers' and warned them 'to flee from the anger to come' (Matt. 3:7). 

130. To accept words of truth is to accept the divine Word; for He says: 'He that receives you receives me' (Matt. 
10:40). 

131. The paralytic let down through the roof (cf. Mark 2:4) signifies a sinner reproved in God's name by the faithful 
and receiving forgiveness because of their faith. 

132. It is better' to pray devoutly for your neighbor than to rebuke him every time he sins. 

133. The truly repentant is derided by the foolish - which is a sign that God has accepted his repentance. 

134. Those engaged in spiritual warfare practice self-control in everything, and do not desist until the Lord destroys 
all 'seed from Babylon' (Jer. 27:16. LXX).  

135. Suppose that there are twelve shameful passions. Indulging in any one of them is equivalent to indulging in 
them all. 

136. Sin is a blazing fire. The less fuel you give it, the faster it dies down; the more you feed it, the more it burns. 

137. When elated by praise, be sure disgrace will follow; for it is said: 'Whoever exalts himself will be abased' (Luke 
14:11). 

138. When we have freed ourselves from every voluntary sin of the mind, we should then fight against the passions 
which result from prepossession. 

139. Prepossession is the involuntary presence of former sins in the memory. At the stage of active warfare we try to 
prevent it from developing into a passion; after victory it is repulsed while still but a provocation. 

140. A provocation is an image-free stimulation in the heart. Like a mountain-pass, the experienced take control of it 
ahead of the enemy. 

141. Once our thoughts are accompanied by images we have  
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 already given them our assent; for a provocation does not involve us in guilt so long as it is not accompanied by 



images. Some people flee away from these thoughts like 'a brand plucked out of the fire' (Zech. 3:2); but others dally 
with them, and so get burnt. 

142. Do not say: 'I don't want it, but it happens.' For even though you may not want the thing itself, yet you welcome 
what causes it. 

143. He who seeks praise is involved in passion; he who laments afflictions is attached to sensual pleasure. 

144. The thoughts of a self-indulgent man vacillate, as though on scales; sometimes he laments and weeps for his 
sins, and sometimes he fights and contradicts his neighbor, justifying his own sensual pleasures. 

145. He who tests all things and 'holds fast that which is good' (1 Thess. 5: 21) will in consequence refrain from all 
evil. 

146. 'A patient man abounds in understanding' (Prov. 14: 29); and so does he who listens to words of wisdom. 

147. Without remembrance of God, there can be no true knowledge  

 but only that which is false. 

148. Deeper spiritual knowledge helps the hard-hearted man: for unless he has fear, he refuses to accept the labor of 
repentance. 

149. Unquestioning acceptance of tradition is helpful for a gentle person, for then he will not try God's patience or 
often fall into sin. 

150. Do not rebuke a forceful man for arrogance, but point out to him the danger of dishonor; if he has any sense he 
will accept this kind of rebuke. 

151. If you hate rebuke, it shows that the passion in which you are involved is due to your own free choice. But if 
you welcome rebuke, the passion is due to prepossession. 

152. Do not listen to talk about other people's sins. For through such listening the form of these sins is imprinted on 
you. 

153. When you delight in hearing evil talk, be angry with yourself and not with the speaker. For listening in a sinful 
way makes the messenger seem sinful. 

154. If you come across people gossiping idly, consider yourself responsible for their talk - if not on account of 
some recent fault of your own, then because of an old debt.  
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155. If someone praises you hypocritically, be sure that in due course he will vilify you.  

156. Accept present afflictions for the sake of future blessings; then you will never weaken in your struggle. 

157. When someone supplies your bodily needs and you praise him as good in his own right apart from God, he will 



later seem to you to be evil. 

158. All good things come from God providentially, and those who bring them are the servants of what is good. 

159. Accept with equanimity the intermingling of good and evil, and then God will resolve all inequity. 

160. It is the uneven quality of our thoughts that produces changes in our condition. For God assigns to our 
voluntary thoughts consequences which are appropriate but not necessarily of our choice. 

161. The sensible derives from the intelligible, by God's decree providing what is needed. 

162. From a pleasure-loving heart arise unhealthy thoughts and words; and from the smoke of a fire we recognize 
the fuel. 

163. Guard your mind, and you will not be harassed by temptations. But if you fail to guard it, accept patiently 
whatever trial comes. 

164. Pray that temptation may not come to you; but when it comes, accept it as your due and not undeserved. 

165. Reject all thoughts of greed, and you will be able to see the devil's tricks. 

166. He who says he knows all the devil's tricks falls unknowingly into his trap. 

167. The more the intellect withdraws from bodily cares, the more clearly it sees the craftiness of the enemy. 

168. A man who is carried away by his thoughts is blinded by them; and while he can see the actual working of sin, 
he cannot see its causes.                

169. It can happen that someone may in appearance be fulfilling a commandment but is in reality serving a passion, 
and through evil thoughts he destroys the goodness of the action. 

170. When you first become involved in something evil, don't say: 'It will not overpower me.' For to the extent that 
you are involved you have already been overpowered by it.  
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171. Everything that happens has a small beginning, and grows the more it is nourished.                           

172. Wickedness is an intricate net; and if someone is careless when partially entangled, he gets completely 
enmeshed. 

173. Do not desire to hear about the misfortunes of your enemies. For those who like listening to such things will 
themselves suffer what they wish for others.                    . 

174. Do not think that every affliction is a consequence of sin. For there are some who do God's will and yet are 



tested. Thus it is written that the ungodly and wicked shall be persecuted (cf. Ps. 37: 28), but also that those who 
'seek to live a holy life in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution' (2 Tim. 3:12). 

175. At a time of affliction, expect a provocation to sensual pleasure; for because it relieves the affliction it is readily 
welcomed. 

176. Some call men intelligent because they have the power of discernment on the sensible plane. But the really 
intelligent people are those who control their own desires. 

177. Until you have eradicated evil, do not obey your heart; for it will seek more of what it already contains within 
itself. 

178. Just as some snakes live in glens and others in houses, so there are some passions which take shape in our 
thoughts while others express themselves in action. It is possible, however, for them to change from one type to 
the other. 

179. When you find that some thought is disturbing you deeply in yourself and is breaking the stillness of your 
intellect with passion, you may be sure that it was your intellect which, taking the initiative, first activated this 
thought and placed it in your heart. 

180. No cloud is formed without a breath of wind; and no passion is born without a thought. 

181. If we no longer fulfill the desires of the flesh, then with the Lord's help the evils within us will easily be 
eliminated. 

182. Images already established in our intellect are more pernicious and stubborn than those which arise while we 
are thinking. The latter precede the former and are their cause.  

183. One kind of evil dwells in the heart through long-continued prepossession; another kind attacks our thoughts 
through the medium of everyday things. 

184. God assesses our action according to our intention; for it is  
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said that the Lord will 'reward you according to your heart’ (Ps. 20:4). 

185. He who does not persevere in examining his conscience will not endure bodily suffering for God's sake. 

186. The conscience is nature's book. He who applies what he reads there experiences God's help. 

187. He who does not choose to suffer for the sake of truth will be chastened more painfully by suffering he has not 
chosen. 

188. He who knows God's will, and performs it according to his power, escapes more severe suffering by suffering a 
little. 



189. If a man tries to overcome temptations without prayer and patient endurance, he will become more entangled in 
them instead of driving them away. 

190. The Lord is hidden in His own commandments, and He is to be found there in the measure that He is sought. 

191. Do not say: 'I have fulfilled the commandments, but have not found the Lord'. For you have often found 
'spiritual knowledge with righteousness', as Scripture says, 'and those who rightly seek Him shall find peace' 
(Prov. 16:8. LXX). 

192. Peace is deliverance from the passions, and is not found except through the action of the Holy Spirit. 

193. Fulfilling a commandment is one thing, and virtue is another, although each promotes the other.  

194. Fulfilling a commandment means doing what we are enjoined to do; but virtue is to do it in a manner that 
conforms to the truth.  

195. All material wealth is the same, but is acquired in many different ways; similarly, virtue is one, but is many-
sided in its operations. 

196. If someone makes a display of wisdom and instead of applying it talks at length, he has a spurious wealth and 
his labors 'come into the houses of strangers' (Prov. 5:10. LXX). 

197. It is said that gold rules everything; but spiritual things are ruled by the grace of God. 

198. A good conscience is found through prayer, and pure prayer through the conscience. Each by nature needs the 
other. 

199. Jacob made for Joseph a coat of many colors (cf. Gen. 37:3), and the Lord gives knowledge of truth to the 
gentle; as  
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it is written, 'He will teach the gentle His ways' (Ps. 25:9. LXX). 

200. Always do as much good as you can, and at a time of greater good do not turn to a lesser. For it is said that no 
man who turns back ‘is fit for the kingdom of heaven' (cf. Luke 9:62). 
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1.  In the texts which follow, the beliefs of those in error will be refuted by those whose faith is well founded and 
who know the truth. 

2. Wishing to show that to fulfill every commandment is a duty, whereas sonship is a gift given to men through His 
own Blood, the Lord said: 'When you have done all that is commanded you, say: "We are useless servants: we 
have only done what was our duty" ' (Luke 17:10). Thus the kingdom of heaven is not a reward for works, but a 
gift of grace prepared by the Master for his faithful servants 

3. A slave does not demand his freedom as a reward; but he gives satisfaction as one who is in debt, and he receives 
freedom as a gift. 

4. 'Christ died on account of our sins in accordance with the Scriptures' (1 Cor. 15:3); and to those who serve Him 
well He gives freedom. 'Well done, good and faithful servant,' He says, 'you have been faithful over a few 
things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your Lord' (Matt. 25:21). 

5. He who relies on theoretical knowledge alone is not yet a faithful servant: a faithful servant is one who expresses 
his faith in Christ through obedience to His commandments. 

6. He who honors the Lord does what the Lord bids. When he sins or is disobedient, he patiently accepts what comes 
as something he deserves.  

7. If you love true knowledge, devote yourself to the ascetic life; for mere theoretical knowledge puffs a man up (cf. 
1 Cor. 8:1). 

8. Unexpected trials are sent by God to teach us to practice the 
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ascetic life; and they lead us to repentance even when we are reluctant. 

9. Afflictions that come to us are the result of our own sins. But if we accept them patiently through prayer, we shall 
again find blessings, 

10. Some people when praised for their virtue are delighted, and attribute this pleasurable feeling of self-esteem to 
grace. Others when reproved for their sins are pained, and they mistake this beneficial pain for the action of sin. 

11. Those who, because of the rigor of their own ascetic practice, despise the less zealous, think that they are made 
righteous by physical works. But we are even more foolish if we rely on theoretical knowledge and disparage 
the ignorant. 

12. Even though knowledge is true, it is still not firmly established if unaccompanied by works. For everything is 
established by being put into practice. 

13. Often our knowledge becomes darkened because we fail to put things into practice. For when we have totally 
neglected to practice something, our memory of it will gradually disappear. 

14. For this reason Scripture urges us to acquire the knowledge of God, so that through our works we may serve 
Him rightly. 

15. When we fulfill the commandments in our outward actions, we receive from the Lord what is appropriate; but 
any real benefit we gain depends on our inward intention. 



16. If we want to do something but cannot, then before God, who knows our hearts, it is as if we have done it. This 
is true whether the intended action is good or bad. 

17. The intellect does many good and bad things without the body, whereas the body can do neither good nor evil 
without the intellect. This is because the law of freedom applies to what happens before we act. 

18. Some without fulfilling the commandments think that they possess true faith. Others fulfill the commandments 
and then expect the kingdom as a reward due to them. Both are mistaken. 

19. A master is under no obligation to reward his slaves; on the other hand, those who do not serve him well are not 
given their freedom. 

20. If 'Christ died on our account in accordance with the Scriptures' (Rom. 5: 8; 1 Cor. 15:3), and we do not 'live for  
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ourselves', but 'for Him who died and rose' on our account (2 Cor. 5:15), it is clear that we are debtors to Christ to 
serve Him till our death. How then can we regard sonship as something which is our due? 

21. Christ is Master by virtue of His own essence and Master by virtue of His incarnate life. For He creates man 
from nothing, and through His own Blood redeems him when dead in sin; and to those who believe in Him He 
has given His grace. 

22. When Scripture says 'He will reward every man according to his works' (Matt. 16: 27), do not imagine that 
works in themselves merit either hell or the kingdom. On the contrary, Christ rewards each man according to 
whether his works are done with faith or without faith in Himself; and He is not a dealer bound by contract, but 
God our Creator and Redeemer. 

23. We who have received baptism offer good works, not by way of repayment, but to preserve the purity given to 
us. 

24. Every good work which we perform through our own natural powers causes us to refrain from the corresponding 
sin; but without grace it cannot contribute to our sanctification. 

25. The self-controlled refrain from gluttony; those who have renounced possessions, from greed; the tranquil, from 
loquacity; the pure, from self-indulgence; the modest, from unchastity; the self-dependent, from avarice; the 
gentle, from agitation; the humble, from self-esteem; the obedient, from quarrelling; the self-critical, from 
hypocrisy. Similarly, those who pray are protected from despair; the poor, from having many possessions; 
confessors of the faith, from its denial; martyrs, from idolatry. Do you see how every virtue that is performed 
even to the point of death is nothing other than refraining from sin? Now to refrain from sin is a work within our 
own natural powers, but not something that buys us the kingdom. 

26. While man can scarcely keep what belongs to him by nature, Christ gives the grace of sonship through the Cross. 

27. Certain commandments are specific, and others are comprehensive. Thus Christ enjoins us specifically to 'share 
with him who has none' (Luke 3:11); and He gives us a comprehensive command to forsake all that we have (cf. 
Luke 14:33). 



28. There is an energy of grace not understood by beginners, and there is also an energy of evil which resembles the 
truth. It is  
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advisable not to scrutinize these energies too closely, because one may be led astray, and not to condemn them out 
of hand, because they may contain some truth, but we should lay everything before God in hope, for He knows what 
is of value in both of them. 

29. He who wants to cross the spiritual sea is long-suffering, humble, vigilant and self-controlled. If he impetuously 
embarks on it without these four virtues, he agitates his heart, but cannot cross. 

30. Stillness helps us by making evil inoperative.1 If it also takes to itself these four virtues in prayer, it is the most 
direct support in attaining dispassion. 

31. The intellect cannot be still unless the body is still also; and the wall between them cannot be demolished 
without stillness and prayer. 

32. The flesh with its desire is opposed to the spirit, and the spirit opposed to the flesh, and those who live in the 
spirit will not carry out the desire of the flesh (cf. Gal. 5:15-17).  

33. There is no perfect prayer unless the intellect invokes God; and when our thought cries aloud without distraction, 
the Lord will listen. 

34. When the intellect prays without distraction it afflicts the heart; and 'a broken and a contrite heart, O God, Thou 
wilt not despise' (Ps. 51:17). 

35. Prayer is called a virtue, but in reality it is the mother of the virtues: for it gives birth to them through union with 
Christ. 

36. Whatever we do without prayer and without hope in God turns out afterwards to be harmful and defective. 

37. Christ's words that the 'first will be last, and the last will be first' (Matt. 19:30) refer to those who participate in 
the virtues and those who participate in love. For love is the last of the virtues to be born in the heart, but it is 
the first in value, so that those born before it turn out to be 'the last’. 

38. If you are listless when you pray or afflicted by various forms of evil, call to mind your death and the torments 
of hell. But it is better to cleave to God through hope and prayer than to think about external things, even 
though such thoughts may be helpful. 

39. No single virtue by itself opens the door of our nature; but all the virtues must be linked together in the correct 
sequence.  
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40. He whose mind teems with thoughts lacks self-control; and even when they are beneficial, hope is more so. 

41. There is a sin which is always ‘unto death' (1 John 5:16): the sin for which we do not repent. For this sin even a 
saint's prayers will not be heard. 

42. He who repents rightly does not imagine that it is his own effort which cancels his former sins; but through this 
effort he makes his peace with God. 

43. If we are under an obligation to perform daily all the good actions of which our nature is capable, what do we 
have left over to give to God in repayment for our past sins?  

44. However great our virtuous actions of today, they do not requite but condemn our past negligence.  

45. He who suffers affliction in his intellect but relaxes physically is like one who suffers affliction in his body while 
allowing his intellect to be dispersed.  

46. Voluntary affliction in one of these parts of our nature benefits the other: to suffer affliction with the mind 
benefits the flesh, and to suffer it with the flesh benefits the mind. When our mind and flesh are not in union,1 
our state deteriorates. 

47. It is a great virtue to accept patiently whatever comes and, as the Lord enjoins, to love a neighbor who hates you. 

48. The sign of sincere love is to forgive wrongs done to us. It was with such love that the Lord loved the world.  

49. We cannot with all our heart forgive someone who does us wrong unless we possess real knowledge. For this 
knowledge shows us that we deserve all we experience.  

50. You will lose nothing of what you have renounced for the Lord's sake. For in its own time it will return to you 
greatly multiplied.  

51.  When the intellect forgets the purpose of true devotion, then external works of virtue bring no profit.  

52. If poor judgment is harmful to everyone, it is particularly so to those who live with great strictness.  

53. Philosophize through your works about man's will and God's retribution. For your words are only as wise and as 
profitable as your works.  



54. Those who suffer for the sake of true devotion receive help.  
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This must be learnt through obeying God's law and our own conscience.  

55. One man received a thought and accepted it without examination. Another received a thought and tested its truth. 
Which of them acted with greater reverence?  

56. Real knowledge is patiently to accept affliction and not to blame others for our own misfortunes.  

57. He who does something good and expects a reward is serving not God but his own will.  

58. A sinner cannot escape retribution except through repentance appropriate to his offence. 

59. There are those who claim that we cannot do good unless we actively receive the grace of the Spirit. 

60. Those who always by choice incline to sensual pleasures refrain from doing what lies within their power on the 
grounds that they lack-help. 

61. Grace has been given mystically to those who have been baptized into Christ; and it becomes active within them 
to the extent that they actively observe the commandments. Grace never ceases to help us secretly; but to do 
good- as far as lies in our power -depends on us. 

62. Initially grace arouses the conscience in a divine manner. That is how even sinners have come to repent and so to 
conform to God's will. 

63. Again, grace may be hidden in advice given by a neighbor. Sometimes it also accompanies our understanding 
during reading, and as a natural result teaches our intellect the truth about itself. If, then, we do not hide the 
talent given to us in this way, we shall enter actively into the joy of the Lord. 

64.  He who seeks the energies of the Spirit, before he has actively observed the commandments, is like someone 
who sells himself into slavery and who, as soon as he is bought, asks to be given his freedom while still keeping 
his purchase-money. 

61. When you have found that external events come to you through God's justice, then in your search for the Lord 
you have found 'spiritual knowledge and justice' (cf. Prov. 16:8. LXX). 

66. Once you recognize that the Lord's judgments 'are in all the earth' (1 Chr. 16:14), then everything that happens to 
you will teach you knowledge of God.  
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67. Everyone receives what he deserves in accordance with his inner state. But only God understands the many 
different ways in which this happens. 



68. When you suffer some dishonor from men, recognize at once the glory that will be given you by God. Then you 
will not be saddened or upset by the dishonor; and when you receive the glory you will remain steadfast and 
innocent. 

69. When God allows you to be praised, do not become boastful on account of this divine providence, lest you then 
fall into dishonor.  

70. A seed will not grow without earth and water; and a man will not develop without voluntary suffering and divine 
help. 

71. Rain cannot fall without a cloud, and we cannot please God without a good conscience. 

72. Do not refuse to learn, even though you may be very intelligent. For what God provides has more value than our 
own intelligence. 

73. When through some sensual pleasure the heart is deflected from the ascetic way, it becomes difficult to control, 
like a heavy stone dislodged on steep ground.  

74. Like a young calf which, in its search for grazing, finds itself on a ledge surrounded by precipices, the soul is 
gradually led astray by its thoughts.  

75. When the intellect, having grown to full maturity in the Lord, wrenches the soul from long-continued 
prepossession, the heart suffers torments as if on the rack, since intellect and passion drag it in opposite 
directions. 

76. Just as sailors, in the hope of gain, gladly endure the burning heat of the sun, so those who hate wickedness 
gladly accept reproof. For the former contend with the winds, the latter with passions. 

77. Just as flight in winter or on the Sabbath day (cf. Matt. 24: 2o) brings suffering to the flesh and defilement to the 
soul, so too does resurgence of the passions in an aged body and a consecrated soul. 

78. No one is as good and merciful as the Lord. But even He does not forgive the unrepentant. 

79. Many of us feel remorse for our sins, yet we gladly accept their causes. 

80. A mole burrowing in the earth is blind and cannot see the stars; and he who does not trust God in temporal 
things will not trust Him in eternal things.  
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81. Real knowledge has been given to men by God as a grace preceding the fullness of grace; it teaches those who 
partake of it to believe above all in the Giver. 

82. When a sinful soul does not accept the afflictions that come to it, the angels say: 'We would have healed 
Babylon, but she was not healed' (Jer. 51:9) 

83. When an intellect forgets real knowledge, it fights with men for harmful things as though they were helpful.  

84. Fire cannot last long in water, nor can a shameful thought in a heart that loves God. For every man who loves 
God suffers gladly, and voluntary suffering is by nature the enemy of sensual pleasure.  



85. A passion which we allow to grow active within us through our own choice afterwards forces itself upon us 
against our will. 

86. We have a love for the causes of involuntary thoughts, and that is why they come. In the case of voluntary 
thoughts we clearly have a love not only for the causes but also for the objects with which they are concerned. 

87. Presumption and boastfulness are causes of blasphemy. Avarice and self-esteem are causes of cruelty and 
hypocrisy. 

88. When the devil sees that our intellect has prayed from the heart, he makes a powerful attack with subtle 
temptations; but he does not bother to destroy the lesser virtues by such powerful attacks. 

89. When a thought lingers within a man, this indicates his attachment to it; but when it is quickly destroyed, this 
signifies his opposition and hostility to it. 

90. The intellect changes from one to another of three different noetic states; that according to nature, above nature, 
and contrary to nature. When it enters the state according to nature, it finds that it is itself the cause of evil 
thoughts, and confesses its sins to God, clearly understanding the causes of the passions. When it is in the state 
contrary to nature, it forgets God's justice and fights with men, believing itself unjustly treated. But when it is 
raised to the state above nature, it finds the fruits of the Holy Spirit: love, joy, peace and the other fruits of 
which the Apostle speaks (cf. Gal. 5:22); and it knows that if it gives priority to bodily cares it cannot remain in 
this state. An intellect that departs from this state falls into sin and all the terrible consequences of sin - if not 
immediately, then in due time, as God's justice shall decide.  
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91. Each man's knowledge is genuine to the extent that it is confirmed by gentleness, humility and love. 

92. Everyone baptized in the orthodox manner has received mystically the fullness of grace; but he becomes 
conscious of this grace only to the extent that he actively observes the commandments. 

93. If we fulfill Christ's commandments according to our conscience, we are spiritually refreshed to the extent that 
we suffer in our heart. But each thing comes to us at the right time. 

94. Pray persistently about everything, and then you will never do anything without God's help. 

95. Nothing is stronger than prayer in its action, nothing more effective in winning God's favor. 

96. Prayer comprises the complete fulfillment of the commandments; for there is nothing higher than love for God. 

97. Undistracted prayer is a sign of love for God; but careless or distracted prayer is a sign of love for pleasure. 

98. He who can without strain keep vigil, be long-suffering and pray is manifestly a partaker of the Holy Spirit. But 
he who feels strain while doing these things, yet willingly endures it, also quickly receives help. 

99. One commandment is higher than another; consequently one level of faith is more firmly founded than another. 

100. There is faith 'that comes by hearing' (Rom. 10:17) and there is faith that 'is the substance of things hoped for' 
(Heb. 11:1). 



101. It is good to help enquirers with words; but it is better to co-operate with them through prayer and the practice 
of virtue. For he who through these offers himself to God, helps his neighbor through helping himself. 

102. If you want with a few words to benefit one who is eager to learn, speak to him about prayer, right faith, and 
the patient acceptance of what comes. For all else that is good is found through these. 

103. Once we have entrusted our hope about something to God, we no longer quarrel with our neighbor over it. 

104. If, as Scripture teaches, everything involuntary has its cause in what is voluntary, man has no greater enemy 
than himself. 

105. The first among all evils is ignorance; next comes lack of faith. 

106. Escape from temptation through patience and prayer. If  
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you oppose temptation without these, it only attacks you more strongly. 

107. He who is gentle in God's sight is wiser than the wise; and he who is humble in heart is stronger than the 
strong. For they bear the yoke of Christ with spiritual knowledge. 

108. Everything we say or do without prayer afterwards turns out to be unreliable or harmful, and so shows us up 
without our realizing it.  

109. One alone is righteous in works, words and thoughts. But many are made righteous in faith, grace and 
repentance.  

110. One who is repentant cannot be haughty, just as one who sins deliberately cannot be humble-minded.  

111.  Humility consists, not in condemning our conscience, but in recognizing God's grace and compassion. 

112. What a house is to the air, the spiritual intellect is to divine grace. The more you get rid of materiality, the more 
the air and grace will come in of their own accord; and the more you increase materiality, the more they will go 
away. 

113. Materiality in the case of a house consists of furnishings and food. Materiality in the case of the intellect is self-
esteem and sensual pleasure. 

114. Ample room in the heart denotes hope in God; congestion denotes bodily care. 

115. The grace of the Spirit is one and unchanging, but energizes in each one of us as He wills (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11). 

116. When rain falls upon the earth, it gives life to the quality inherent in each plant: sweetness in the sweet, 
astringency in the astringent; similarly, when grace falls upon the hearts of the faithful, it gives to each the 
energies appropriate to the different virtues without itself changing. 

117. To him who hungers after Christ grace is food; to him who is thirsty, a reviving drink; to him who is cold, a 
garment; to him who is weary, rest; to him who prays, assurance; to him who mourns, consolation. 

118. When you hear Scripture saying of the Holy Spirit that He 'rested upon each' of the Apostles (Acts 2:3), or 
'came upon' the Prophet (1 Sam. 11:6), or 'energizes' (1 Cor. 12:11), or is 'grieved' (Eph. 4:30), or is 'quenched' 



(1 Thess. 5:19), or is  
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'vexed (Isa. 63:10), and again, that some 'have the first fruits' (Rom. 8:23), and that others are 'filled with the Holy 
Spirit' (Acts 2:4), do not suppose that the Spirit is subject to some kind of division, variation or change; but be sure 
that, in the way we have described, He is unvarying, unchanging and all-powerful. Therefore in all His energies He 
remains what He is, and in a divine manner He gives to each person what is needful. On those who have been 
baptized He pours Himself out in His fullness like the sun. Each of us is illumined by Him to the extent to which we 
hate the passions that darken us and get rid of them. But in so far as we have a love for them and dwell on them, we 
remain in darkness. 

119. He who hates the passions gets rid of their causes. But he who is attracted by their causes is attacked by the 
passions even though he does not wish it. 

120. When evil thoughts become active within us, we should blame ourselves and not ancestral sin. 

121. The roots of evil thoughts are the obvious vices, which we keep trying to justify in our words and actions. 

122. We cannot entertain a passion in our mind unless we have a love for its causes. 

123. For what man, who cares nothing about being put to shame, entertains thoughts of self-esteem? Or who 
welcomes contempt and yet is disturbed by dishonor? And who has 'a broken and a contrite heart' (Ps. 51:17) 
and yet indulges in carnal pleasure? Or who puts his trust in Christ and yet worries or quarrels about transitory 
things? 

124. If a man is treated with contempt by someone and yet does not react with anger in either word or thought, it 
shows he has acquired real knowledge and firm faith in the Lord. 

125. 'The sons of men are false, and cheat with their scales' (Ps. 62:9. LXX), but God assigns to each what is just. 

126. If the criminal will not keep his gains for ever and his victim will not always suffer want, 'surely man passes 
like a shadow and troubles himself in vain' (Ps. 39:6. LXX). 

127. When you see someone suffering great dishonor, you may be sure that he was carried away by thoughts of self-
esteem and is now reaping, much to his disgust, the harvest from the seeds which he sowed in his heart. 

128. He who enjoys bodily pleasures beyond the proper limit will pay for the excess a hundredfold in sufferings.  
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129. A man exercising authority should tell his subordinate his duty; and, if disobeyed, should warn him of the evil 
consequences. 



130. He who suffers wrong and does not demand any reparation from the man who wronged him, trusts in Christ to 
make good the loss; and he is rewarded a hundredfold in this world and inherits eternal life (cf. Mark 10:30). 

131. The remembrance of God is suffering of heart endured in a spirit of devotion. But he who forgets God becomes 
self-indulgent and insensitive. 

132. Do not say that a dispassionate man cannot suffer affliction; for even if he does not suffer on his own account, 
he is under a liability to do so for his neighbor. 

133. When the enemy has booked against a man many forgotten sins, he forces his debtor to recall them in memory, 
taking fall advantage of 'the law of sin' (cf. Rom. 8: 2). 

134. If you wish to remember God unceasingly, do not reject as undeserved what happens to you, but patiently 
accept it as your due. For patient acceptance of whatever happens kindles the remembrance of God, whereas 
refusal to accept weakens the spiritual purpose of the heart and so makes it forgetful. 

135. If you want your sins to be 'covered' by the Lord (cf. Ps. 32:1), do not display your virtues to others. For 
whatever we do with our virtues, God will also do with our sins. 

136. Having hidden your virtue, do not be filled with pride, imagining you have achieved righteousness. For 
righteousness is not only to hide your good actions, but also never to think forbidden thoughts. 

137. Rejoice, not when you do good to someone, but when you endure without rancor the hostility that follows. For 
just as night follows day, so acts of malice follow acts of kindness. 

138. Acts of kindness and generosity are spoilt by self-esteem, meanness and pleasure, unless these have first been 
destroyed by fear of God. 

139. The mercy of God is hidden in sufferings not of our choice; and if we accept such sufferings patiently, they 
bring us to repentance and deliver us from everlasting punishment. 

140. Some, when they actively observe the commandments, expect this to outweigh their sins; others, who observe 
the commandments without this presumption, gain the grace of Him who  
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died on account of our sins. We should consider which of these is right. 

141. Fear of hell and love for God's kingdom enable us patiently to accept affliction; and this they do, not by 
themselves, but through Him who knows our thoughts. 

142. He who believes in the blessings of the world to come abstains of his own accord from the pleasures of this 
present world. But he who lacks such faith becomes pleasure-loving and insensitive. 

143. Do not ask how a poor man can be self-indulgent when he lacks the material means. For it is possible to be self-
indulgent in a yet more despicable way through one's thoughts. 

144. Knowledge of created beings is one thing, and knowledge of the divine truth is another. The second surpasses 



the first just as the sun outshines the moon. 

145. Knowledge of created beings increases the more we observe the commandments actively; but knowledge of the 
truth grows the more we hope in Christ. 

146. If you wish to be saved and 'to come unto the knowledge of the truth' (1 Tim. 2:4), endeavor always to 
transcend sensible things, and through hope alone to cleave to God. Then you will find principalities and 
powers fighting against you (cf. Eph. 6:12), deflecting you against your will and provoking you to sin. But if 
you prevail over them through prayer and maintain your hope, you will receive God's grace, and this will 
deliver you from the wrath to come. 

147. If you understand what is said in a mystical sense by St Paul, that 'we wrestle . . . against spiritual wickedness' 
(Eph. 6:12), you will also understand the parable of the Lord, which He spoke 'to this end, that men ought 
always to pray, and not to lose heart' (Luke 18:1). 

148. The Law figuratively commands men to work for six days and on the seventh to rest (cf. Exod. 20:9-10). The 
term 'work' when applied to the soul signifies acts of kindness and generosity by means of our possessions - that 
is, through material things. But the soul's rest and repose is to sell everything and 'give to the poor' (Matt. 
19:21), as Christ Himself said; so through its lack of possessions it will rest from its work and devote itself to 
spiritual hope. Such is the rest into which Paul also exhorts us to enter, saying: 'Let us strive therefore to enter 
into that rest' (Heb. 4:11).  
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149. In saying this we are sot forgetting the blessings of the life to come or limiting the universal reward to the 
present life. We are simply affirming that it is necessary in the first place to have the grace of the Holy Spirit 
energizing the heart and so, in proportion to this energizing, to enter into the kingdom of heaven. The Lord 
made this clear in saying: 'The kingdom, of heaven is within you' (cf. Luke 17:21). The Apostle, too, said the 
same: 'Faith is the substance of things hoped for' (Heb. 11:1); 'Run, that you may reach your goal' (1 Cor. 9:24); 
'Examine yourselves whether you are in the faith. ... Do you not know . . . that Jesus Christ is in you unless you 
are worthless' (2 Cor. 13:5). 

150. He who has come to know the truth does not oppose the afflictions that befall him, for he knows that they lead 
him to the fear of God. 

151. To recall past sins in detail inflicts injury on the man who hopes in God. For when such recollection brings 
remorse it deprives him of hope; but if he pictures the sins to himself without remorse, they pollute him again 
with the old defilement. 

152. When the intellect through rejection of the passions attains to unwavering hope, then the enemy makes it 
visualize its past sins on the pretext of confessing them to God. Thus he tries to rekindle passions which by 
God's grace have been forgotten, and so secretly to inflict injury. Then, even though someone is illumined and 
hates the passions, he will inevitably be filled with darkness and confusion at the memory of what he has done. 
But if he is still befogged and self-indulgent, he will certainly dally with the enemy's provocations and entertain 
them under the influence of passion, so that this recollection will prove to be a prepossession and not a 
confession. 



153. If you wish to make a blameless confession to God do not go over your failings in detail, but firmly resist their 
renewed attacks. 

154. Trials come upon us because of our former sins, bringing what is appropriate to each offence. 

155. The man who possesses spiritual knowledge and understands the truth confesses to God, not by recalling what 
he has done, but by accepting patiently what comes. 

156. If you refuse to accept suffering and dishonor, do not claim to be in a state of repentance because of your other 
virtues. For self-esteem and insensitivity can serve sin even under the cover of virtue.  
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157. Just as suffering and dishonor usually give birth to virtues, so pleasure and self-esteem usually give birth to 
vices. 

158. All bodily pleasure results from previous laxity, and laxity results from lack of faith. 

159. He who is under the power of sin cannot by himself prevail over the will of the flesh, because he suffers 
continual stimulation in all his members. 

160. Those who are under the sway of passions must pray and be obedient. For even when they receive help, they 
can only just manage to fight against their preposessions. 

161. He who tries to conquer his own will by means of obedience and prayer is following a wise ascetic method. His 
renunciation of external things indicates his inward struggle. 

162. He who does not make his will agree with God is tripped up by his own schemes and falls into the hands of his 
enemies. 

163. When you see two evil men befriending one another, you may be sure that each is co-operating with the other's 
desires. 

164. The haughty and the conceited gladly agree together; for the haughty man praises the conceited man who fawns 
on him in a servile manner, while the conceited man extols the haughty man who continually praises him. 

165. The man who loves God benefits from both praise and blame: if commended for his good actions he grows 
more zealous, and if reproved for his sins he is brought to repentance. Our outward life should accord with our 
inner progress, and our prayers to God with our life. 

166. It is good to hold fast to the principal commandment, and not to be anxious about particular things or to pray 
for them specifically, but to seek only the kingdom and the word of God (cf. Matt. 6: 25-33). If, however, we 
are still anxious about our particular needs, we should also pray for each of them. He who does or plans 
anything without prayer will not succeed in the end. And this is what the Lord meant when He said; 'Without 
Me you can do nothing' (John 15:5). 



167. If a man disregards the commandment about prayer, he then commits worse acts of disobedience, each one 
handing him over to the next like a prisoner. 

168. He who accepts present afflictions in the expectation of  
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future blessings has found knowledge of the truth; and he will easily be freed from anger and remorse. 

169. He who chooses maltreatment and dishonor for the sake of truth is walking on the apostolic path; he has taken 
up the cross and is bound in chains (cf. Matt. 16: 24; Acts 28:20). But when he tries to concentrate his attention 
on the heart without accepting these two, his intellect wanders from the path and he falls into the temptations 
and snares of the devil.        

170. In our ascetic warfare we can neither rid ourselves of evil thoughts apart from their causes, nor of their causes 
without ridding ourselves of the thoughts. For if we reject the one without the other, before long the other will 
involve us in them both at once. 

171. He who fights against others out of fear of hardship or reproach will either suffer more harshly through what 
befalls him in this life, or will be punished mercilessly in the life to come. 

172. He who wishes to be spared all misfortunes should associate God with everything through prayer; with his 
intellect he should set his hope in Him, putting aside, so far as possible, all concern about things of the senses. 

173. When the devil finds someone preoccupied needlessly with bodily things, he first deprives him of the hard-won 
fruits of spiritual knowledge, and then cuts off his hope in God. 

174. If you should ever reach the stronghold of pure prayer, do not accept the knowledge of created things which is 
presented to you at that moment by the enemy, lest you lose what is greater. For it is better to shoot at him from 
above with the arrows of prayer, cooped up as he is down below, then to parley with him as he offers us the 
knowledge he has plundered, and tries to tear us away from this prayer which defeats him. 

175. Knowledge of created things helps a man at a time of temptation and listlessness; but at a time of pure prayer it 
is usually harmful. 

176. If it is your task to give spiritual instruction and you are disobeyed, grieve inwardly but do not be outwardly 
upset. For if you grieve, you will not share the guilt of the person who disobeys you; but if you are upset you 
will be tested by the same temptations as he is. 

177. When you are explaining things, do not conceal what is  
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relevant to the needs of those present. You should discuss explicitly whatever is seemly, but refer less explicitly to 
what is hard to accept. 

178. If someone is not under obedience to you, do not rebuke him to his face for his faults. For that would imply you 
have authority over him, and are not just giving advice. 

179. What is said without explicit reference to individuals is helpful to all, for each applies it to himself according to 
his own conscience. 

180. He who speaks rightly should recognize that he receives the words from God. For the truth belongs not to him 
who speaks, but to God who is energizing him. 

181. Do not argue with people not under obedience to you when they oppose the truth; otherwise you may arouse 
their hatred. 

182. If you give way when someone who is under obedience to you wrongly contradicts you, you lead him astray 
over the point at issue and also encourage him to repudiate his promise of obedience. 

183. He who with fear of God admonishes or corrects a man who has sinned, gains the virtue that is opposite to that 
sin. But he who reproaches him out of rancor and ill will becomes subject to a similar passion, according to the 
spiritual law.  

184. He who has learned the law properly fears the Lawgiver and, fearing Him, he turns away from every evil.  

185. Do not be double-tongued, saying one thing when your conscience says another. For Scripture places such 
people under a curse (cf. Ecclus. 28:13).  

186. One man speaks the truth and is hated for it by the foolish; another speaks hypocritically and for this reason is 
loved. But in both cases their reward is not long delayed, for at the appropriate moment the Lord renders to each 
his due.  

187. He who wishes to avoid future troubles should endure his present troubles gladly. For in this way, balancing the 
one against the other, through small sufferings he will avoid those which are great.  

188. Guard your speech from boasting and your thoughts from presumption; otherwise you may be abandoned by 
God and fall into sin. For man cannot do anything good without the help of God, who sees everything.  

189. God, who sees everything, rewards at their proper value  not only our actions but also our voluntary thoughts 
and purposes.   
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190. Involuntary thoughts arise from previous sin; voluntary ones from our free will. Thus the latter are the cause of 
the former. 

191. Evil thoughts which arise against our will are accompanied by remorse, and so they soon disappear; but when 
they are freely chosen, they are accompanied by pleasure, and so they are hard to get rid of. 

192. The self-indulgent are distressed by criticism and hardship; those who love God by praise and luxury.  

193. He who does not understand God's judgments walks on a ridge like a knife-edge and is easily unbalanced by 
every puff of wind. When praised, he exults; when criticized, he feels bitter. When he feasts, he makes a pig of 



himself; and when he suffers hardship, he moans and groans. When he understands, he shows off; and when he 
does not understand, he pretends that he does. When rich, he is boastful; and when in poverty, he plays the 
hypocrite. Gorged, he grows brazen; and when he fasts, he becomes arrogant. He quarrels with those who 
reprove him; and those who forgive him he regards as fools. 

194. Unless a man acquires, through the grace of Christ, knowledge of the truth and fear of God, he is gravely 
wounded not only by the passions but also by the things that happen to him. 

195. When you want to resolve a complex problem, seek God's will in the matter, and you will find a constructive 
solution.  

196. When something accords with God's will, all creation aids it. But when God rejects something, creation too 
opposes it.  

197. He who opposes unpleasant events opposes the command of God unwittingly. But when someone accepts them 
with real knowledge, he 'waits patiently for the Lord' (Ps. 27; 14).  

198. When tested by some trial you should try to find out not why or through whom it came, but only how to endure 
it gratefully, without distress or rancor. 

199. Another man's sin does not increase our own, unless we ourselves embrace it by means of evil thoughts. 

200. If it is not easy to find anyone conforming to God's will who has not been put to the test, we ought to thank 
God for everything that happens to us. 

201. If Peter had not failed to catch anything during the night's fishing (cf. Luke 5:5), he would not have caught 
anything during the day. And if Paul had not suffered physical blindness (cf. Acts  
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9:8), he would not have been given spiritual sight. And if Stephen had not been slandered as a blasphemer, he would 
not have seen the heavens opened and have looked on God (cf. Acts 6:15; 7:56). 

202. As work according to God is called virtue, so unexpected affliction is called a test. 

203. God 'tested Abraham' (cf. Gen. 22:1-14), that is, God afflicted him for his own benefit, not in order to learn 
what kind of man Abraham was - for He knew him, since He knows all things before they come into existence - 
but in order to provide him with opportunities for showing perfect faith. 

204. Every affliction tests our will, showing whether it is inclined to good or evil. This is why an unforeseen 
affliction is called a test, because it enables a man to test his hidden desires. 

205. The fear of God compels us to .fight against evil; and when we fight against evil, the grace of God destroys it. 

206. Wisdom is not only to perceive the natural consequence of things, but also to accept as our due the malice of 
those who wrong us. People who go no further than the first kind of wisdom become proud, whereas those who 
attain the second become humble. 

207. If you do not want evil thoughts to be active within you, accept humiliation of soul and affliction of the flesh; 
and this not just on particular occasions, but always, everywhere and in all things. 

208. He who willingly accepts chastening by affliction is not dominated by evil thoughts against his will; whereas he 



who does not accept affliction is taken prisoner by evil thoughts, even though he resists them. 

209. When you are wronged .and your heart and feelings are hardened, do not be distressed, for this has happened 
providentially; but be glad and reject the thoughts that arise within you, knowing that if they are destroyed at the 
stage when they are only provocations, their evil consequences will be cut off, whereas if the thoughts persist 
the evil may be expected to develop. 

210. Without contrition of the heart, it is altogether impossible to rid ourselves of evil. Now the heart is made 
contrite by threefold self-control: in sleep, in food and in bodily relaxation. For excess of these three things 
leads to self-indulgence; and this in turn makes us accept evil thoughts, and is opposed to prayer and to 
appropriate work.  

211. If it is your duty to give orders to your brethren, be mindful  
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of your role and, when they contradict you, do not fail to tell them what is necessary. When they obey you, you will 
be rewarded because of their virtue; but when they disobey you, you will none the less forgive them, and will 
equally be rewarded by Him who said: 'Forgive and it shall be forgiven you' (cf. Matt. 6:14).  

212. Every event is like a bazaar. He who knows how to bargain makes a good profit, he who does not makes a loss.  

213. If someone does not obey you when you have told him once, do not argue and try to compel him; but take for 
yourself the profit which he has thrown away. For forbearance will benefit you more than correcting him. 

214. When the evil conduct of one person begins to affect others, you should not show long-suffering; and instead of 
your own advantage you should seek that of the others, so that they may be saved. For virtue involving many 
people is more valuable than virtue involving only one. 

215. If a man falls into some sin and does not feel remorse for his offence as he should, he will easily fall into the 
same net again. 

216. Just as a lioness does not make friends with a calf, so impudence does not gladly admit the remorse that accords 
with God's will. 

217. Just as a sheep does not mate with a wolf, so suffering of the heart does not couple with satiety for the 
conception of virtues. 

218. No one can experience suffering and remorse in a way that accords with God's will, unless he first loves what 
causes them. 

219. Fear of God and reproof induce remorse; hardship and vigils make us intimate with suffering. 

220. He who does not learn from the commandments and warnings of Scripture will be driven by 'the horse's whip' 
and 'the ass's goad' (cf. Prov. 26:3. LXX). And if he refuses to obey these as well, his 'mouth must be controlled 
with bit and bridle' (Ps. 32:9). 

221. He who is easily overcome by the lesser will inevitably be enslaved by the greater. But he who is superior to 
the lesser will also with the Lord's help resist the greater. 

222. When someone boasts about his virtues, do not try to help him by reproving him. For a man cannot love 



showing off and at the same time love the truth. 

223. Every word of Christ shows us God's mercy, justice and wisdom and, if we listen gladly, their power enters into 
us. That is  
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why the unmerciful and the unjust, listening to Christ with repugnance, were not able to understand the wisdom of 
God, but even crucified Him for teaching it. So we, too, should ask ourselves whether we listen to Him gladly. For 
He said: 'He who loves Me will keep My commandments, and he will be loved by My Father, and I will love him, 
and will manifest Myself to him’ (cf. John 14: 21). Do you see how He has hidden His manifestation in the 
commandments? Of all the commandments, therefore, the most comprehensive is to love God and our neighbor. 
This love is made firm through abstaining from material things, and through stillness of thoughts. 

224. Knowing this, the Lord enjoins us 'not to be anxious about the morrow’ (Matt. 6:34); and rightly so. For if a 
man has not freed himself from material things and from concern about them, how can he be freed from evil 
thoughts? And if he is beset by evil thoughts, how can he see the reality of the sin concealed behind them? This 
sin wraps the soul in darkness and obscurity, and increases its hold upon us through our evil thoughts and 
actions. The devil initiates the whole process by testing a man with a provocation which he is not compelled to 
accept; but the man, urged on by self-indulgence and self-esteem, begins to entertain this provocation with 
enjoyment. Even if his discrimination tells him to reject it, yet in practice he takes pleasure in it and accepts it. 
If someone has not perceived this general process of sinning, when will he pray about it and be cleansed from 
it? And if he has not been cleansed, how will he find purity of nature? And if he has not found this, how will he 
behold the inner dwelling-place of Christ? For we are a dwelling-place of God, according to the words of 
Prophet, Gospel and Apostle (cf. Zech. 2:10; John 14:23; 1 Cor. 3:16; Heb. 3:6). 

225. Following the sequence just described, we should try to find the dwelling-place and knock with persistent 
prayer, so that either in this life or at our death the Master may open to us and not say because of our 
negligence: 'I do not know where you come from' (Luke 13:25). Not only ought we to ask and receive, but we 
should also keep safely what is given; for some people lose what they have received. A theoretical knowledge 
or chance experience of these things may perhaps be gained by those who have begun to learn late in life or 
who are still young; but the constant and patient practice of these things is barely to be acquired even by devout 
and deeply  
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experienced elders, who have repeatedly lost it through lack of attention and then through voluntary suffering have 
searched for and found it again. So let us constantly imitate them in this, until we, too, have acquired this practice 
irremovably. 



226. Out of the many ordinances of the spiritual law we have come to understand these] few. The great Psalmist 
again and again urges us to learn and practice them as we ceaselessly praise the Lord Jesus. To Him are due 
glory, power and worship, both now and through all the ages. Amen.  
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Since you have recently become much concerned about your salvation, and have been asking yourself how you 
can live a life according to God, you have consulted us and told us about yourself: how with great labor and burning 
desire you wished to cleave to God through a strict way of life, through self-control and much hardship, through 
vigils and intense prayer. You spoke of the conflicts and the swarm of carnal passions stirred up in our bodily nature 
and aroused against the soul by the law of sin that fights against the law of our intellect (cf. Rom. 7:23). You 
deplored the fact that you are especially troubled by the passions of anger and desire, and you asked for some 
method and words of advice indicating what ascetic practices you should adopt to overcome these two destructive 
passions. At that time we talked with you directly and suggested, as far as we could, various ideas to help you, 
explaining how the soul should engage in ascetic efforts with understanding and spiritual knowledge, in accordance 
with the Gospel; and how, living by faith and helped by grace, it can overcome the evils that spring up in the heart, 
and especially the two passions just mentioned. Our soul should fight most vigorously and continually against those 
passions to which it is especially liable through prepossession and habit, until it has subdued the non-spiritual and 
uncontrolled operations of vice to which up till now it has been subject; for the soul is carried away captive through 
its inward assent to the thoughts with which it is constantly and sinfully occupied. 

We are now physically separated from you 'for a short time, in presence but not in heart' (1 Thess. 2:17), for we 
have gone to live in the desert with the true ascetics of Christ. It is our hope that we, too, may to some small extent 
pursue the spiritual way in company with our brethren, who are fighting against the hostile energies and bravely 
resisting the passions. We are trying to shake off sloth and  
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laxity, to free ourselves from negligence, and to make every effort to conform to God's will. So we have decided to 
write you a few words of advice for the benefit of your soul. In this modest letter you will find some of the things we 
mentioned to you in our talk; we ask you to read it carefully, as though we were ourselves present, so that it may 
help you spiritually. 

This, my son, is how you should begin your life according to God. You should continually and unceasingly call to 
mind all the blessings which God in His love has bestowed upon you in the past, and still bestows for the salvation 
of your soul. You must not let forgetfulness of evil or laziness make you grow unmindful of these many and great 
blessings, and so pass the rest of your life uselessly and ungratefully. For this kind of continual recollection, pricking 
the heart like a spur, moves it constantly to confession and humility, to thanksgiving with a contrite soul, and to all 



forms of sincere effort, repaying God through its virtue and holiness. In this way the heart meditates constantly and 
conscientiously on the words from the Psalms; 'What shall I give to the Lord in return for all His benefits towards 
me?' (Ps. 116:12). 

Thus the soul recalls the blessings of God's love which it has received from the moment it came into existence: 
how it has often been delivered from dangers; how in spite of having often fallen by its own free choice into great 
evils and sins, it was not justly given up to destruction and death at the hands of the spirits of deception; and how 
God with long-suffering overlooked its offences and protected it, awaiting its return. It also recalls that although 
through the passions it had become the willing servant of hostile and malicious spirits, He sustained it, guarding it 
and in all ways providing for it; and finally that He guided it with a clear sign to the path of salvation, and inspired it 
with the love of the ascetic life. So He gave it the strength gladly to abandon the world and all the deceitfulness of 
worldly pleasure, adorning it with the angelic habit of the monastic order, and providing for it to be received by holy 
men in an organized brotherhood. 

Can any man consciously call these things to mind and not be moved always to contrition of heart? Having so 
many pledges from past blessings, will he not always have firm hope, in spite of the fact that he himself has so far 
done nothing good? He will say to himself: 'Though I have done nothing good and have committed many sins  
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before Him, living in uncleanness of the flesh and indulging in many other vices, yet He did not deal with me 
according to my sins, or reward me according to my iniquities (cf. Ps. 103:10), but gave me all these gifts of grace 
for my salvation. If, then, from now onwards I give myself completely to His service, living in all purity and 
acquiring the virtues, how many holy and spiritual gifts will He not grant me, strengthening me in every good work, 
guiding and leading me aright.' If a man always thinks in this way and does not forget God's blessings, he 
encourages and urges himself on to the practice of every virtue and of every righteous work, always ready, always 
eager to do the will of God. 

Therefore, my dear son, since through the grace of Christ you possess natural understanding, continue always to 
occupy your mind with such meditation. Do not let yourself be overcome by destructive forgetfulness or by the 
laziness which paralyzes the intellect and turns it away from life; do not allow ignorance, the cause of all evils, to 
darken your thinking; do not be lured by the corrosive vice of negligence; do not be seduced by sensual pleasure or 
defeated by gluttony; do not let your intellect be taken prisoner by lust through assenting to sexual thoughts, defiling 
yourself inwardly; do not be overcome by the anger which causes you to hate your brother and for some pathetic 
reason to inflict and suffer pain, leading you to store up malicious thoughts against your neighbor and to turn away 
from pure prayer. Anger enslaves the intellect, and makes you regard your brother with bestial cruelty; it fetters the 
conscience with uncontrolled impulses of the flesh, and surrenders you for a time to be chastised by the evil spirits 
to whom you have yielded. 

Eventually your intellect, at a loss where to turn, is overwhelmed by dejection and laziness and forfeits all its 
spiritual progress. Then in deep humility it sets out once more on the path of salvation. Laboring much in prayer and 



all-night vigils, it uproots the causes of evil within itself through humility and confession before God and our 
neighbor. In this way it begins to regain the state of watchfulness and, illumined with divine grace and 
understanding of the Gospels, it perceives that no one can become a true Christian unless he gives himself up 
completely to the cross in a spirit of humility and self-denial, and makes himself lower than all, letting himself be 
trampled underfoot, insulted, despised, wronged, ridiculed and mocked; and all this he must endure joyfully for the 
Lord's sake, not  
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claiming for himself in return any human advantages: glory, honor or praise, or the pleasures of food, drink or 
clothes. 

Such are the contests and such the prizes that lie before us. How long, then, shall we mock ourselves by 
pretending to be devout, serving the Lord with hypocrisy, being thought one thing by men but clearly seen to be 
quite different by Him who knows our secrets? Other people regard us as saintly, but we are still savage. Although 
we have indeed an outward form of godliness, we do not possess its power before God (cf. 2 Tim. 3:5). Other people 
regard us as virginal and chaste, but in the sight of Him who knows our secrets, we are inwardly defiled by our 
assent to thoughts of unchastity, and made filthy by the activity of the passions. In spite of this, thanks to our 
seeming asceticism, we attract men's praises and are bowled over and blinded in our intellect. 

How long shall we continue in this manner, our intellect reduced to futility, failing to make the spirit of the Gospel 
our own, not knowing what it means to live according to our conscience, making no serious effort to keep it pure? 
Lacking real knowledge, we still trust solely in the apparent righteousness of our outward way of life, and so lead 
ourselves astray, trying to please men, pursuing the glory, honor and praise which they offer. But the Judge who 
cannot be deceived will certainly come, and 'will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness, and reveal the 
purposes of hearts' (1 Cor. 4:5). He neither respects the wealthy nor pities the poor, but strips away the outward 
appearance and reveals the truth hidden within. In the presence of the angels and before His own Father, He crowns 
those who have truly pursued the spiritual way and lived according to their conscience; and in the presence of the 
heavenly Church of the saints and of all the celestial hosts, He exposes those who possessed merely an outward 
pretence of devotion, which they displayed to men, vainly relying on it and deceiving themselves; and He banishes 
them in shame to outer darkness. 

Such people are like the foolish virgins (cf. Matt. 25:1-12), who did indeed preserve their outer virginity, yet in 
spite of this were not admitted to the marriage-feast; they also had some oil in their vessels, that is, they possessed 
some virtues and external achievements and some gifts of grace, so that their lamps remained alight for a certain 
time. But because of negligence, ignorance and laziness they were not provident, and did not pay careful attention to 
the hidden swarm  
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of passions energized within them by the evil spirits. Their thoughts were corrupted by these hostile energies, while 
they themselves assented to this demonic activity and shared in it. They were secretly enticed and overcome by 
malicious envy, by jealousy that hates everything good, by strife, quarrelling, hatred, anger, bitterness, rancor, 
hypocrisy, wrath, pride, self-esteem, love of popularity, self-satisfaction, avarice, listlessness, by sensual desire 
which provokes images of self-indulgence, by unbelief, irreverence, cowardice, dejection, contentiousness, 
sluggishness, sleep, presumption, self-justification, pomposity, boastfulness, insatiateness, profligacy, greed, by 
despair which is the most dangerous of all, and by the subtle workings of vice. Even the good acts which they 
performed and their life of chastity were all for the sake of being seen and praised by men; and though they had a 
share in some gifts of grace, this they sold to the spirits of self-esteem and popularity. Because of their involvement 
with the other passions, they mixed their virtues with sinful and worldly thoughts, so rendering them unacceptable 
and impure, like Cain's sacrifice (cf. Gen. 4:5). Thus they were deprived of the joy of the Bridegroom and shut out 
from the heavenly bridal chamber. 

 
 
Pondering, assessing and testing all this, let us realize our situation and correct our way of life while we still have 

time for repentance and conversion. Let us perform our good actions with purity, so that they are really good and not 
mixed with worldly thoughts; otherwise they will be rejected, like a blemished sacrifice, because of our irreverence, 
negligence and want of real knowledge. Let us be careful not to waste our days, lest we undergo all the effort of the 
life of virginity - practicing self-control, keeping vigil, fasting, showing hospitality - only to find at the end that, 
because of the passions we have mentioned, our apparent righteousness, like the blemished sacrifice, proves 
unacceptable to the heavenly Priest, Christ our God. 

Therefore, my son, he who wishes to take up the cross and follow Christ must first acquire spiritual knowledge 
and understanding through constantly examining his thoughts, showing the utmost concern for his salvation, and 
seeking God with all his strength. He should question other servants of God who are of the same mind and engaged 
in the same ascetic struggle, so that he does not travel in the dark without a light, not knowing how or where to 
walk. For the  
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man who goes his own way, traveling without understanding of the Gospels and without any guidance, often 
stumbles and falls into many pits and snares of the devil; he frequently goes astray and exposes himself to many 
dangers, not knowing where he is going. For many have endured great ascetic labors, much hardship and toil for 
God's sake; but because they relied on their own judgment, lacked discrimination, and failed to accept help from 
their neighbor, their many efforts proved useless and vain. 



So then, my beloved son, follow the advice I gave you at the beginning of this letter, and do not let yourself be 
dragged down unwittingly by vice and laziness, so that you forget the gifts you have received through God's love. 
Bring before your eyes the blessings, whether physical or spiritual, conferred on you from the beginning of your life 
down to the present, and call them repeatedly to mind in accordance with the words: 'Forget not all His benefits' (Ps. 
103:2). Then your heart will readily be moved to the fear and love of God, so that you repay Him, as far as you can, 
by your strict life, virtuous conduct, devout conscience, wise speech, true faith and humility - in short, by dedicating 
your whole self to God. When you are moved by the recollection of all these blessings which you have received 
through God's loving goodness, your heart will be spontaneously wounded with longing and love through this recol-
lection or, rather, with the help of divine grace; for He has not done for others who are much better than yourself 
such miraculous things as in His ineffable love He has done for you. 

Try, then, to remember unceasingly all the blessings that have been given to you by God. In particular, always 
keep in mind that miraculous grace which you told us He conferred on you when you were sailing with your mother 
from the Holy Land to Constantinople. Recall the terrifying and uncontrollable violence of the storm that broke on 
you during the night, and how everyone in the ship, including the crew and your mother herself, perished in the sea; 
and how by an incredible act of divine power you and two others alone were thrown clear of the wreck and escaped. 
Remember how you came providentially to Ankyra, and how, with fatherly compassion, you were given hospitality 
by a certain freeman, and became friends with his devout son Epiphanios. Then both of you, under the guidance of a 
holy man, entered on the path of salvation, and were received as true sons by the servants of God.  
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What repayment for all these blessings can you possibly make to Him who has called your soul to eternal life? It 

is only right, then, that you should live no longer for yourself, but for Christ, who died for your sake and rose again. 
In your struggle to acquire every virtue and to fulfill every commandment, always seek 'the good, acceptable and 
perfect will of God' (Rom. 12:2), endeavoring with all your strength to pursue it. 

Submit your youth to the word of God, my son, and, as this word commands, present your body as 'a living 
sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, for this is your spiritual worship' (Rom. 12:1). Cool and dry up all the moisture of 
sensual desire by being content with little, drinking little, and keeping all-night vigils, so that you can say in all 
sincerity: 'I am become like a wineskin in the frost; yet I have not forgotten Thy ordinances' (Ps. 119:83. LXX). 
Knowing that you are Christ's, crucify your flesh together with its affections and desires (cf. Gal. 5:24). 'Put to death 
whatever is earthly in you' (Col. 3:5), avoiding not only external acts of unchastity, but also the impurity stimulated 
in your flesh by evil spirits.  

Yet he who hopes to achieve true, undefiled and complete virginity does not stop here. Following the Apostle's 
teaching, he struggles to put to death every trace and stirring of passion itself. Even so, he is still not entirely 
satisfied but he longs intensely for angelic and undefiled virginity to establish itself in his body. He prays for the 
disappearance even of the mere thought of lust, occurring as a momentary disturbance of the intellect, without any 
movement and working of bodily passion. A person can achieve this only through the help and power of the Holy 
Spirit - if indeed there is anyone who is counted worthy of this grace.  



Thus he who hopes to achieve pure, spiritual and undefiled virginity crucifies the flesh through ascetic labors and 
puts to death whatever is earthly in him through intense and persistent self-control. He erodes the outer man, 
refining him, stripping him down to the bone, so that through faith, ascetic effort and the energy of grace the inner 
man may be 'renewed day by day' (2 Cor. 4:16), advancing to a higher state. He grows in love, is adorned with 
gentleness, rejoices greatly in spirit, is ruled by the peace of Christ, led by kindness, guarded by goodness, protected 
by the fear of God, enlightened by understanding and knowledge, illumined by wisdom, guided by humility. The 
intellect, renewed by the Spirit through  

[V1] 154                    

St. Mark the Ascetic 

Letter to Nicolas the Solitary 
these and similar virtues, discovers within itself the imprint of the divine image, and perceives the spiritual and 
ineffable beauty of the divine likeness; and so, learning from itself, it attains the rich wisdom of the inner law. 

Therefore, my son, refine the youthful impulses of your flesh, and through the virtues we have described 
strengthen your immortal soul and renew your intellect with the help of the Spirit. For the flesh of youth, gorged 
with food and wine, is like a pig ready for slaughter. The flames of sensual pleasure kill the soul, while the intellect 
is made a prisoner by the fierce heat of evil desire and cannot then resist such pleasure. For when the blood is heated 
the spirit is cooled. 

Young people should particularly avoid drinking wine, and even getting the smell of it. Otherwise the inward 
action of passion and the wine poured in from outside will produce a double conflagration; the combination of the 
two will bring the flesh's sensual pleasure to boiling point, driving away the spiritual pleasure that accompanies the 
pain of contrition, and producing confusion and hardness of heart. Indeed, their spiritual desire should prevent the 
young from drinking their fill even of water, for this is a great help towards self-restraint. If you try this for yourself, 
experience will show you that it really is so. For in recommending this rule we do not wish to impose on you a yoke 
of compulsion; but with love we advise it, as an aid in attaining true virginity and strict self-restraint, leaving it to 
your own free choice to do as you wish. 

Now let us say something about the senseless passion of anger, which ravages, confuses and darkens every soul 
and, when it is active, makes those in whom it is easily and quickly aroused behave like beasts. This passion is 
strengthened particularly by pride, and so long as it is so strengthened it cannot be destroyed. While the diabolical 
tree of bitterness, anger and wrath has its roots kept moist by the foul water of pride, it blossoms and thrives and 
produces quantities of rotten fruit. Thus the structure of evil in the soul is impossible to destroy so long as it is 
rooted firmly in pride. 

Do you want this tree of disorder - I mean the passion of bitterness, anger and wrath - to dry up within you and 
become barren, so that with the axe of the Spirit it may be 'hewn down and cast into the fire' together with every 
other vice (Matt. 3 :10)? Do you want the destruction of this house of evil which the devil builds  
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in your soul by continually using as stones various plausible or senseless pretexts, whether material or mental, and 
by constructing its foundations out of thoughts of pride ? If this is what you really want, keep the humility of the 
Lord in your heart and never forget it. 

Call to mind who He is; and what He became for our sakes. Reflect first on the sublime light of His Divinity 
revealed to the essences above (in so far as they can receive it) and glorified in the heavens by all spiritual beings: 
angels, archangels, thrones, dominions, principalities, authorities, cherubim and seraphim, and the spiritual powers 
whose names we do not know, as the Apostle hints (cf. Eph. 1:21). Then think to what depth of human humiliation 
He descended in His ineffable goodness, becoming in all respects like us who were dwelling in darkness and the 
shadow of death (cf. Isa. 9:2; Matt. 4:16), captives through the transgression of Adam and dominated by the enemy 
through the activity of the passions. When we were in this harsh captivity, ruled by invisible and bitter death, the 
Master of all visible and invisible creation was not ashamed to humble Himself and to take upon Himself our human 
nature, subject as it was to the passions of shame and desire and condemned by divine judgment; and He became 
like us in all things except that He was without sin (cf. Heb. 4:15), that is, without ignoble passions. All the penalties 
imposed by divine judgment upon man for the sin of the first transgression - death, toil, hunger, thirst and the like - 
He took upon Himself, becoming what we are, so that we might become what He is. The Logos became man, so that 
man might become Logos. Being rich, He became poor for our sakes, so that through His poverty we might become 
rich (cf. 2 Cor. 8:9). In His great love for man He became like us, so that through every virtue we might become like 
Him. 

From the time that Christ came to dwell with us, man created according to God's image and likeness is truly 
renewed through the grace and power of the Spirit, attaining to the perfect love which 'casts out fear' (1 John 4:18) - 
the love which is no longer able to fail, for 'love never fails' (1 Cor. 13:8). Love, says John, is God; and 'he who 
dwells in love dwells in God' (1 John 4:16). The apostles were granted this love, and so were those who practiced 
virtue as they did, offering themselves completely to the Lord, and following Christ with all their heart throughout 
their lifetime. 

So you should continually keep in mind the great humiliation  
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which the Lord took upon Himself in His ineffable love for us: how the divine Logos dwelt in a womb; how He took 
human nature upon Himself; His birth from a woman; His gradual bodily growth; the shame He suffered, the insults, 
vilification, ridicule and abuse; how He was scourged and spat upon, derided and mocked; the scarlet robe, the 
crown of thorns; His condemnation by those in power; the outcry of the unruly Jews, men of His own race, against 
Him: 'Away with him, away with him, crucify him' (John 19:15); the cross, the nails, the lance, the drink of vinegar 
and gall; the scorn of the Gentiles; the derision of the passers-by who said: 'If you are the Son of God, come down 
from the cross and we will believe you' (cf. Matt. 27:39-42); and the rest of the sufferings which He patiently 



accepted for us: crucifixion; death; the three-day burial; the descent into hell. Then keep in mind all that has come 
from these sufferings: the resurrection from the dead; the liberation from hell and from death of those who were 
raised with the Lord; the ascension to the heavens; the enthronement at the right hand of the Father; the honor and 
glory that is 'far above every principality and power . . . and above every name that is named' (Eph. 1:21); the 
veneration of the Firstborn from the dead by all the angels, because of the sufferings He had undergone. As the 
Apostle says: 'Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ Jesus. Though He is in the form of God, He did not 
insist on clinging to His equality with God; but He emptied Himself and took upon Himself the form of a servant, 
and was made in the likeness of man. Being in this likeness. He humbled Himself and became obedient to death, 
even the death of the cross. Therefore God has highly exalted Him and given Him a name which is above every 
name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, things on earth and things under the 
earth' (Phil. 2:5-10). See to what a height of glory the Lord's human nature was raised up by God's justice through 
these sufferings and humiliations. 

If, therefore, you continually recall this with all your heart, the passion of bitterness, anger and wrath will not 
master you. For when the foundations constructed of the passion of pride are sapped through this recalling of 
Christ's humiliation, the whole perverse edifice of anger, wrath and resentment automatically collapses. For can 
anyone keep perpetually in mind the humiliation that the Divinity of the only-begotten Son accepted for our sake, 
and all the  
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sufferings that we have mentioned, and yet be so hard and stonyhearted as not to be shattered, humbled and filled 
with remorse? Will he not willingly become dust and ashes, trampled underfoot by all men ? 

So, when we are humbled and shattered, and keep in mind Christ's humiliation, what anger, wrath or bitterness 
can take possession of us? But when forgetfulness of these life-creating truths is accompanied by the sister vices of 
laziness and ignorance, then these three oppressive and deep-seated passions of the soul, hard to discover and 
correct, overlay and darken us with a terrible futility. They prepare the way for the rest of the evil passions to 
become active and nest in the soul, stifling its sense of awe, making it neglect what is good, and providing easy 
access and free scope for every passion. 

For when the soul has been overlaid by pernicious forgetfulness, by destructive laziness, and by ignorance, the 
mother and nurse of every vice, the afflicted intellect in its blindness is readily enchained by everything that is seen, 
thought or heard. For instance, when we see a beautiful woman, our intellect is at once wounded by sensual desire. 
Then we recall what we have seen, heard, or touched with impassioned pleasure in the past, and so our memory 
forms sinful images within us. These defile the intellect that is still impassioned and afflicted through the activity of 
the demons of unchastity. Then the flesh, too, if it is well fed, full of youthful spirit, or flabby, is easily roused to 
passion by such memories, and moved to lust; and it performs acts of uncleanness either in sleep or awake, even 
though it does not have intercourse physically with a woman. Although such a man is regarded by others as chaste, 
pure and virgin, and may even have the reputation of being a saint, yet he is condemned as defiled, dissolute and 
adulterous by Him who sees into the secrets of men's hearts. At the Last Day he will justly be condemned, unless he 
first laments and mourns and offers to God worthy repentance, refining his flesh in fasting, vigils and unceasing 



prayers, healing and correcting his intellect by meditating on holy themes and on the word of God, in whose sight he 
conceived or did these evil things. For God says truly to each one of us: 'But I say to you that whoever looks at a 
woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart'(Matt. 5:28). 

This is why, if possible, it is very helpful for young monks not to 
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meet women at all, even though these women are considered saintly. And if they can live in seclusion, the warfare 
becomes easier and they can see their own progress more clearly, especially if they confine their attention strictly to 
themselves, pursuing their spiritual struggle through abstemiousness, drinking but little water and being greatly 
vigilant in prayer. They should make every effort to seek the company of experienced spiritual fathers and to be 
guided by them. For it is dangerous to isolate oneself completely, relying on one's own judgment with no one else as 
witness; and it is equally dangerous to live with those who are inexperienced in spiritual warfare. For then we 
become involved in battles of other kinds, because the enemy has many hidden ways of attacking us and sets his 
snares around us on every side. Thus a man should try to live with those who possess spiritual knowledge, or at least 
to consult them continually, so that even if he is still spiritually immature and childish and does not himself possess 
a lamp of true knowledge, he can travel in company with someone who does. Then he will not be walking in the 
dark, in danger from snares and traps; and he will not fall prey to the demons who prowl like beasts in the dark, 
seizing and destroying those who grope there without the spiritual lamp of God's word. 

If then, my son, you wish to acquire within yourself your own lamp of spiritual light and knowledge, so as to walk 
without stumbling in the dark night of this age; and if you wish your steps to be ordered by the Lord, delighting in 
the way of the Gospel - that is, desiring with ardent faith to hold fast to the most perfect gospel commandments, and 
to share in the sufferings of the Lord through aspirations and prayer - then I will show you a wonderful spiritual 
method to help you achieve this. It does not call for bodily exertion, but requires effort of the soul, control of the 
intellect, and an attentive understanding, assisted by fear and love of God. Through this method you can easily put to 
flight the hordes of the enemy, like the blessed David, who through his faith and trust in God destroyed Goliath, the 
giant of the Philistines (cf. 1 Sam. 17: 45), and with the help of his own people easily put to flight the great host of 
the enemy. 

Imagine that there are three powerful and mighty giants of the Philistines, upon whom depends the whole hostile 
army of the demonic Holofernes (cf. Judith 2:4). When these three have been overthrown and slain, all the power of 
the demons is fatally weakened.  
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These three giants are. the vices already mentioned: ignorance, the source of all evils; forgetfulness, its close 

relation and helper; and laziness, which weaves the dark shroud enveloping the soul in murk. This third vice 
supports and strengthens the other two, consolidating them so that evil becomes deep-rooted and persistent in the 
negligent soul. Laziness, forgetfulness and ignorance in their turn support and strengthen the other passions. Helping 



each other, and unable to hold their position apart from one another, they are the mainstay and the chief leaders of 
the devil's army. Through them the whole of this army infiltrates into the soul and is enabled to achieve its 
objectives, which otherwise it could not do. 

If then you wish to conquer these three passions and easily to put to flight the hordes of the demonic Philistines, 
enter within yourself through prayer and with the help of God. Descend into the depths of the heart, and search out 
these three powerful giants of the devil -forgetfulness, laziness and ignorance, the support of the demonic Philistines 
- which enable the rest of the evil passions to infiltrate and be active, to live and prevail in the hearts of the self-
indulgent and in the souls of the uninstructed. Then through strict attention and control of the intellect, together with 
help from above, you will track down these evil passions, about which most men are ignorant, not even suspecting 
their existence, but which are more destructive than all the rest. Take up the weapons of righteousness that are 
directly opposed to them: mindfulness of God, for this is the cause of all blessings; the light of spiritual knowledge, 
through which the soul awakens from its slumber and drives out of itself the darkness of ignorance; and true ardor, 
which makes the soul eager for salvation. 

So, through the power of the Holy Spirit, with all prayer and entreaty, you will contend bravely against the three 
giants of the demonic Philistines. Through mindfulness of God, you will always reflect on 'whatever is true, 
whatever is modest, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good report, whatever is 
holy and deserving of praise' (Phil. 4:8); and in this way you will banish from yourself the pernicious evil of 
forgetfulness. Through the light of spiritual knowledge you will expel the destructive darkness of ignorance; and 
through your true ardor for all that is good you will drive out the godless laziness that enables evil to root itself in 
the soul. When by deep attentiveness and prayer you have acquired these virtues, not only through your own 
personal  
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choice, but also through the power of God and with the help of the Holy Spirit, you will be able to deliver yourself 
from the three powerful giants of the devil. For when real knowledge, mindfulness of God's word and true ardor are 
firmly established in the soul through active grace and are carefully guarded, the combination of these three expels 
from the soul and obliterates every trace of forgetfulness, ignorance, and laziness, and henceforth grace reigns 

within it, through Christ Jesus our Lord. May He be glorified through all the ages. Amen.  
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St. Hesychios The Priest 

(? 8th – 9th Century) 
 

(Volume 1, pp. 161-198) 

 
Introductory Note 

 
St Nikodimos identifies the writer of the work that follows, On Watchfulness and Holiness, with Hesychios of Jerusalem, 

author of many Biblical commentaries, who lived in the first half of the fifth century. But it is today accepted that On 
Watchfulness and Holiness is the work of an entirely different Hesychios, who was abbot of the Monastery of the Mother of 
God of the Burning Bush (Vatos) at Sinai. Hesychios of Sinai's date is uncertain. He is probably later than St John Klimakos 
(sixth or seventh century), with whose book The Ladder of Divine Ascent he seems to be familiar; possibly he lived in the eighth 
or ninth century. As well as drawing upon Klimakos, he incorporates in his work passages from St Mark the Ascetic and St 
Maximos the Confessor.' 

St Nikodimos commends the work of St Hesychios especially for its teaching on watchfulness, inner attentiveness and the 
guarding of the heart. Hesychios has a warm devotion to the Holy Name of Jesus, and this makes his treatise of particular value 
to all who use the Jesus Prayer. 

We have followed the numbering of sections as given in the Greek Philokalia, which differs from that in Migne, Patroloqia 
Graeca, xciii. 
 

1 For further details, see the footnotes to our translation; and compare J. Kirchmeyer, 'Hesychius le Sinaite et ses Centuries', in Le Millenaire 
du Mont Athos 963- 1963. Etudes et  Melanges, i (Chevetogne, 1963), pp. 319-29. 
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On Watchfulness and Holiness 
 

Written for Theodoulos 

1. Watchfulness is a spiritual method which, if sedulously practiced over a long period, completely frees us: with 
God's help from impassioned thoughts, impassioned words and evil actions. It leads, in so far as this is possible, to a 
sure knowledge of the inapprehensible God, and helps us to penetrate the divine and hidden mysteries. It enables us 
to fulfill every divine commandment in the Old and New Testaments and bestows upon us every blessing of the age 
to come. It is, in the true sense, purity of heart, a state blessed by Christ when He says: 'Blessed are the pure in heart, 
for they shall see God' (Matt. 5:8); and one which, because of its spiritual nobility and beauty - or, rather, because of 
our negligence - is now extremely rare among monks. Because this is its nature, watchfulness is to be bought only at 
a great price. But once established in us, it guides us to a true and holy way of life. It teaches us how to activate the 
three aspects of our soul correctly, and how to keep a firm guard over the senses. It promotes the daily growth of the 
four principal virtues, and is the basis of our contemplation. 



2. The great lawgiver Moses - or, rather, the Holy Spirit -indicates the pure, comprehensive and ennobling 
character of this virtue, and teaches us how to acquire and perfect ft, when he says: 
'Be attentive to yourself, lest there arise in your heart a secret thing which is an iniquity' (Deut. 15:9. LXX). Here the 
phrase 'a secret thing' refers to the first appearance of an evil thought. This the Fathers call a provocation introduced 
into the heart by the devil. As soon as this thought appears in. our intellect, our own thoughts chase after it and enter 
into impassioned intercourse with it. 

3. Watchfulness is a way embracing every virtue, every  
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commandment. It is the heart’s stillness and, when free from mental images, it is the guarding of the intellect. 

4. Just as a man blind from birth does not see the sun's light, so one who fails to pursue watchfulness does not see 
the rich radiance of divine grace. He cannot free himself from evil thoughts, words and actions, and because of these 
thoughts and actions he will not be able freely to pass the lords of hell when he dies. 

5. Attentiveness is the heart's stillness, unbroken by any thought. In this stillness the heart breathes and invokes, 
endlessly and without ceasing, only Jesus Christ who is the Son of God and Himself God. It confesses Him who 
alone has power to forgive our sins, and with His aid it courageously faces its enemies. Through this invocation 
enfolded continually in Christ, who secretly divines all hearts, the soul does everything it can to keep its sweetness 
and its inner struggle hidden from men, so that the devil, coming upon it surreptitiously, does not lead it into evil 
and destroy its precious work.  

6. Watchfulness is a continual fixing and. halting of thought at the entrance to the heart. In this way predatory and 
murderous thoughts are marked down as they approach and what they say and do is noted; and we can see in what 
specious and delusive form the demons are trying to deceive the intellect. If we are conscientious in this, we can 
gain much experience and knowledge of spiritual warfare.                             

7. In one who is attempting to dam up the source of evil thoughts and actions, continuity of watchful attention in 
the intellect fat produced by fear of hell and fear of God, by God's withdrawals from the soul, and by the advent of 
trials which chasten and instruct. For these withdrawals and unexpected trials help us to correct our life, especially 
when, having once experienced the tranquility of watchfulness, we neglect it. Continuity of attention produces inner 
stability; inner stability produces a natural intensification of watchfulness; and this intensification gradually and in 
due measure gives contemplative insight into spiritual warfare. This in its turn is succeeded by persistence in the 
Jesus Prayer and by the state that Jesus confers in which the intellect, free from all images, enjoys complete 
quietude.  



8. When the mind, taking refuge in Christ and calling upon Him, stands firm and repels its unseen enemies, like a 
wild beast facing a pack of hounds from a good position of defense, then it inwardly 
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anticipates their inner ambuscades well in advance. Through continually invoking Jesus the peacemaker against 
them, it remains invulnerable, 

9. If you are an adept, initiated into the mysteries and standing before God at dawn (cf. Ps. 5:3), you will divine 
the meaning of my words. Otherwise be watchful and you will discover it.  

10. Much water makes up the sea. But extreme watchfulness and the Prayer of Jesus Christ, undistracted by 
thoughts, are the necessary basis for inner vigilance and unfathomable stillness of soul, for the deeps of secret and 
singular contemplation, for the humility that knows and assesses, for rectitude and love. This watchfulness and this 
Prayer must be intense, concentrated and unremitting.  

11. It is written: 'Not everyone who says to Me: "Lord, Lord" shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that 
does the will of My Father' (Matt. 7:21). The will of the Father is indicated in the words: 'You who love the Lord, 
hate evil’ (Ps. 97:10). Hence we should both pray the Prayer of Jesus Christ and hate our evil thoughts. In this way 
we do God's will.  

12. Through His incarnation God gave us the model for a holy life and recalled us from our ancient fall. In 
addition to many other things. He taught us, feeble as we are, that we should fight against the demons with humility, 
fasting, prayer and watchfulness. For when, after His baptism. He went into the desert and the devil came up to Him 
as though He were merely a man, He began His spiritual warfare by fasting and won the battle by this means - 
though, being God, and God of gods. He had no need of any such means at all.  

13. I shall now tell you in plain, straightforward language what I consider to be the types of watchfulness which 
gradually cleanse the intellect from impassioned thoughts. In these times of spiritual warfare I have no wish to 
conceal beneath words whatever in this treatise may be of use, especially to more simple people. As St Paul puts it: 
'Pay attention, my child Timothy, to what you read' (cf. 1 Tim. 4:13).  

14. One type of watchfulness consists in closely scrutinizing every mental image or provocation; for only by 
means of a mental image can Satan fabricate an evil thought and insinuate this into the intellect in order to lead it 
astray.  



15. A second type of watchfulness consists in freeing the heart from all thoughts, keeping it profoundly silent and 
still, and in praying.  
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16. A third type consists in continually and humbly calling upon the Lord Jesus Christ for help.  

17. A fourth type is always to have the thought of death in one's mind.  

18. These types of watchfulness, my child, act like doorkeepers and bar entry to evil thoughts. Elsewhere, if God 
gives me words, I shall deal more fully with a farther type which, along with the others, is also effective: this is to 
fix one's gaze on heaven and to pay no attention to anything material.  

19. When we have to some extent cut off the causes of the passions, we should devote our time to spiritual 
contemplation; for if we fail to do this we shall easily revert to the fleshly passions, and so achieve nothing but the 
complete darkening of our intellect and its reversion to material things.  

20. The man engaged in spiritual warfare should simultaneously possess humility, perfect attentiveness, the power 
of rebuttal, and prayer. He should possess humility because, as his fight is against the arrogant demons, he will then 
have the help of Christ in his heart, for 'the Lord hates the arrogant' (cf. Prov. 3:34. LXX). He should possess 
attentiveness in order always to keep his heart clear of all thoughts, even of those that appear to be good. He should 
possess the power of rebuttal so that, whenever he recognizes the devil, he may at once repulse him angrily; for it is 
written: 'And I shall reply to those who vilify me; will not my soul be subject to God?' (Pss. 119:42; 62:1. LXX). He 
should possess prayer so that as soon as he has rebutted the devil he may call to Christ with 'cries that cannot be 
uttered' (Rom. 8:26). Then he will see the devil broken and; routed by the venerable name of Jesus — will see him 
and his dissimulation scattered like dust or smoke before the wind. 

21. If we have not attained prayer that is free from thoughts, we have no weapon to fight with. By this prayer I 
mean the prayer which is ever active in the inner shrine of the soul, and which by invoking Christ scourges and 
sears our secret enemy.  

22. The glance of your intellect should be quick and keen, able to perceive the invading demons. When you 
perceive one, you should at once rebut it, crushing it like the head of a serpent. At the same time, call imploringly to 
Christ, and you will experience God's unseen help. Then you will clearly discern the heart's rectitude.  



23. Just as someone in the midst of a crowd, holding a mirror  
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and looking at it, sees not only his own face but also the faces of those looking in the mirror with him, so someone 
who looks into his own heart sees in it not only his own state, but also the black faces of the demons.  

24. The intellect cannot conquer a demonic fantasy by its own unaided powers, and should never attempt to do so. 
"The demons are a sly lot: they pretend to be overcome and then trip us up by filling us with self-esteem. But when 
we call upon Jesus Christ, they do not dare to play their tricks with us even for a second.  

25. Do not become conceited like the ancient Israelites, and so betray yourself into the hands of your spiritual 
enemies. For the Israelites, liberated from the Egyptians by the God of all, devised a molten idol to help them (cf. 
Exod. 32:4).  

26. The molten idol denotes our crippled intellect. So long as the intellect invokes Jesus Christ against the 
demons, it easily routs them, putting their invisible forces to flight with the skill born of knowledge. But when it 
stupidly places all its confidence in itself, it falls headlong like a hawk. For it is written: 'My heart has trusted in God 
and I am helped; and my flesh flowers again' (Ps. 28:7. LXX); and 'Who but the Lord will rise up for me and stand 
with me against the host of wicked droughts?' (cf. Ps. 94:16). Whoever places his confidence in himself and not in 
God will indeed fall headlong. 

27. If you wish to engage in spiritual warfare, let that little animal, the spider, always be your example for stillness 
of heart; otherwise you will not be as still in your intellect as you should be. The spider hunts small flies; but you 
will continually slay 'the children of Babylon' (cf. Ps. 137:9) if during your struggle you are as still in your soul as is 
the spider; and, in the course of this slaughter, you will be blessed by the Holy Spirit.  

28. It is impossible to find the Red Sea among the stars or to walk this earth without breathing air; so too it is 
impossible to cleanse our heart from impassioned thoughts and to expel its spiritual enemies without the frequent 
invocation of Jesus Christ.  

29. Be watchful as you travel each day the narrow but joyous and exhilarating road of the mind, keeping your 
attention humbly in your heart, reproaching yourself, ready to rebut your enemies, thinking of your death and 
invoking Jesus Christ. You will then attain a vision of the Holy of Holies and be illumined by Christ with deep 
mysteries. For in Christ 'the treasures of wisdom and know- 
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ledge' are hidden, and in Him 'the fullness of the Godhead dwells bodily' (Col. 2:3, 9). In the presence of Christ you 
will feel the Holy Spirit, spring up within your soul. It is the Spirit who initiates man's intellect, so that it can see 
with 'unveiled face' (2 Cor. 3:18). For  'no one can say "Lord Jesus" except in the Holy Spirit' (1 Cor. 12:3). In other 
words, it is the Spirit who mystically confirms Christ's presence in us.                                    

30. Those who love true knowledge should also be aware that the demons in their jealousy sometimes hide 
themselves and cease from open spiritual battle. Begrudging us the benefit, knowledge and progress towards God 
that we derive from the battle, they try to make us careless so that they can suddenly capture our intellect and again 
reduce our mind to inattention. Their unremitting purpose is to prevent the heart from being attentive, for they know 
how greatly such attentiveness enriches the soul. We on the contrary, through remembrance of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, should redouble our efforts to achieve spiritual contemplation; and then the intellect again finds itself 
engaged in battle. Let all we do be done with great humility and only, if I may put it like this, with the will of the 
Lord Himself. 

31. We who live in coenobitic monasteries should of our own free choice gladly cut off our whole will through 
obedience to the abbot. In this way, with God's help, we shall become to some degree tractable and free from self-
will. It is good to acquire this art, for then our bile will not be aroused and we shall not excite our incensive power 
unnaturally and uncontrollably, and so be deprived of communion with God in our unseen warfare. If we do not 
voluntarily cut off our self-will, it will become enraged with those .who try to compel us to cut it off; and then our 
incensive power will become abusively aggressive and so destroy that knowledge of the warfare which we have 
gained only after great effort. The incensive power by nature is prone to be destructive. If it is turned against 
demonic thoughts it destroys them; but if it is roused against people it then destroys the good thoughts that are in us. 
In other words, the incensive power, although God-given as a weapon, or, a bow against evil thoughts, can be turned 
the other way and used to destroy good thoughts as well, for it destroys whatever it is  directed against. I have seen a 
spirited dog destroying equally both wolves and sheep.  

32. We should shun loose speech like an asp's venom and too 
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much company like a 'progeny of vipers' (Matt. 3:7), for it can plunge us into total forgetfulness of the inner struggle 
and bring the soul down from the heights of the joy that purity of heart gives us. This accursed forgetfulness is as 
opposed to attentiveness as water to fire, and forcibly fights against it all the time. Forgetfulness leads to negligence, 
and negligence to indifference, laziness and unnatural desire. In this way we return to where we started, like a dog to 



his own vomit (cf. 2 Pet. 2:22). So let us shun loose speech like deadly poison. As for forgetfulness and all its 
consequences, they can be cured by the most strict guarding of the intellect and by the constant invocation of our 
Lord Jesus Christ. For without Him, we can do nothing (cf. John 15:5).  

33. One cannot befriend a snake and carry it about in one's shirt, or attain holiness while pampering and 
cherishing the body above its needs. It is the snake's nature to bite whoever tends it, and the body's to defile with 
sensual pleasure whoever indulges it. When it offends, the body should be whipped mercilessly like a drunken 
runaway slave; it should taste the Lord's scourge. Slavish nocturnal thing of perishable clay that it is, there must be 
no dallying allowed it; it must be made to recognize its true and imperishable mistress. Until you leave this world, 
do not trust the flesh. 'The will of the flesh,' it is said, 'is hostile to God; for it is not subject to the law of God. The 
flesh desires against the Spirit. They that are in the flesh cannot conform to God's will; but we are not in the flesh, 
but in the Spirit' (cf. Rom. 8:7-9; Gal. 5:17).  

34. The task of moral judgment is always to prompt the soul's incensive power to engage in inner warfare and to 
make us self-critical. The task of wisdom is to prompt the intelligence to strict watchfulness, constancy, and spiritual 
contemplation. The task of righteousness is to direct the appetitive aspect of the soul towards holiness and towards 
God. Fortitude's task is to govern the five senses and to keep them always under control, so that through them 
neither our inner self, the heart, nor our outer self, the body,-is defiled.  

35. 'His majesty is upon Israel' (Ps. 68:34. LXX) - that is, upon the intellect that beholds, so far as this is possible, 
the beauty of the glory of God Himself. 'And His strength is in the clouds' (ibid.), that is, in radiant souls that gaze 
towards the dawn. In such souls it reveals the Beloved, He who sits at the right hand of God  

36. A single sinner, says the Holy Scripture, destroys much righteousness (cf. Eccles. 9:18); while an intellect that 
sins loses its heavenly food and drink (cf. Eccles. 9:7).  

37. We are not mightier than Samson, wiser than Solomon, more knowledgeable about God than David, and we 
do not love God better than did Peter, prince of the apostles. So let us not have confidence in ourselves; for he who 
has confidence in himself will fall headlong.                                             

38. Let us learn humility from Christ, humiliation from David, and from Peter to shed tears over what has 
happened; but let us also learn to avoid the despair of Samson, Judas, and that wisest of men, Solomon. 

39. The devil, with all his powers, 'walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour' (1 Pet. 5:8). So 
you must never relax your attentiveness of heart, your watchfulness, your power of rebuttal or your prayer to Jesus 
Christ our God. You will not find a greater help than Jesus in all your life, for He alone, as God, knows the deceitful 
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ways of the demons, their subtlety and their guile.  

40. Let your soul, then, trust in Christ, let it call on Him and never fear; for it fights, not alone, but with the aid of 
a mighty King, Jesus Christ, Creator of all that is, both bodiless and embodied, visible and invisible. 

41. The more the rain falls on the earth, the softer it makes it; similarly, Christ's holy name gladdens the earth of 
our heart the more we call upon it.  

42. Those who lack experience should know that it is only through the unceasing watchfulness of our intellect and 
the constant invocation of Jesus Christ, our Creator and God, that we, coarse and cloddish in mind and body as we 
are, can overcome our bodiless and invisible enemies; for not only are they subtle, swift, malevolent and skilled in 
malice, but they have an experience in warfare gained over all the years since Adam. The inexperienced have as 
weapons the Jesus Prayer and the impulse to test and discern what is from God. The experienced have the best 
method and teacher of all: the activity, discernment and peace of God Himself.  

43. Just as a child, young and guileless, delights in seeing a 
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conjuror and in his innocence follows him about, so our soul, simple and good because created thus by its Master, 
delights in the delusive provocations of the devil. Once deceived it pursues something sinister as though it were 
good, just as a dove is lured away by the enemy of her children. In this way its thoughts become entwined in the 
fantasy provoked by the devil, whether this happens to be the face of a beautiful woman or some other thing 
forbidden by the commandments of Christ. Then, seeking to contrive some means through which it can actually 
attain what attracts it, the soul assents to the provocation and, to its own condemnation, turns this unlawful mental 
fantasy into a concrete, action by means of the body. 

44. Such is the cunning of the evil one, and with these arrows he poisons every soul. It is therefore not safe to 
allow these thoughts to enter the heart in order to increase the intellect's experience of warfare, especially to start 
with, when the soul still greatly enjoys these demonic provocations and delights in pursuing them. But as soon as we 
perceive them, we should counter-attack and repulse them. Once the intellect has matured in this excellent activity, 
it is disciplined and perceptive. From .then on it is unceasingly engaged in the battle of perceiving in their true light 
these 'little foxes', as the Prophet calls them (S. of S. 2:15), and it easily lays hold of them. Only when we have such 
knowledge and experience should we admit them and censure them.  

45. Just as it is impossible for fire and water to pass through the same pipe together, so it is impossible for sin to 
enter the heart without first knocking at its door in the form of a fantasy provoked by the devil. 

46. The provocation comes first, then our coupling with it, or the mingling of our thoughts with those of the 
wicked demons. Third comes our assent to the provocation, with both sets of intermingling thoughts contriving how 



to commit the sin in practice. Fourth comes the concrete action - that is, the sin itself. If, however, the intellect is 
attentive and watchful, and at once repulses the provocation by counter-attacking and gainsaying it and invoking the 
Lord Jesus, its consequences remain inoperative; for the devil, being a bodiless intellect, can deceive our souls only 
by means of fantasies and thoughts. David was speaking about these provocations of the devil when he said: 'Early 
in the morning I destroyed all the wicked of the earth, that I might cut off all evildoers  

from the city of the Lord’ (Ps 101:8. LXX); and Moses was 
referring to the act of assent to a provocation in his words: ‘You 
shall make no covenant with them, nor with their gods' (Exod. 
23:53). 

47. Intellect is invisibly interlocked in battle with intellect, the 
demonic intellect with our own. So from the depths of our heart we must at each instant call on Christ to drive the 
demonic intellect away from us and in His compassion give us the victory. 

48. Let your model for stillness of heart be the man who holds a mirror into which he looks. Then you will see 
both good and evil imprinted on your heart. 

49. See that you never have a single thought in your heart, whether senseless or sensible; then you can easily 
recognize that alien tribe, the firstborn sons of the Egyptians.  

50. Watchfulness is a graceful and radiant virtue when guided by Thee, Christ our God, and accompanied by the 
alertness and deep humility of the human intellect. Its branches reach to the seas and to deep abysses of 
contemplation, its shoots to the rivers of the beauteous and divine mysteries (cf. Ps. 80:11). Again, it cleanses the 
intellect consumed in ungodliness by the brine of demonic thoughts and the hostile will of the flesh, which is death 
(cf. Rom. 8:6-8).  

51. Watchfulness is like Jacob's ladder: God is at the top while the angels climb it. It rids us of everything bad, 
cuts out loose chatter, abuse, backbiting, and all other evil practices of this kind. Yet in doing this, not for an instant 
does it lose its own sweetness.  

52. We should zealously cultivate watchfulness, my brethren; and when - our mind purified in Christ Jesus - we 
are exalted by the vision it confers, we should review our sins and our former life, so that shattered and humbled at 
the thought of them We may never lose the help of Jesus Christ our God in the invisible battle. If   because of pride, 
self-esteem or self-love we are deprived of Jesus' help, we shall lose that purity of heart through which God is 
known to man. For, as the Beatitude states, purity of heart is the ground for the vision of God (cf. Matt. 5:8).  

53. An intellect that does not neglect its inner struggle will find that - along with the other blessings which come 
from always keeping a guard on the heart - the five bodily senses, too, are freed from all external evil influences. For 
while the intellect is wholly  
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attentive to its own virtue and watchfulness and longs to enjoy holy thoughts, it does not allow itself to be plundered 
and carried away when vain material thoughts approach it through the senses. On the contrary, recognizing the 
wiliness of these thoughts, it withdraws the senses almost completely into itself. 

54. Guard your mind and you will not be harassed by temptations. But if you fail to guard it, accept patiently 
whatever trial comes. 

55. Just as the bitterness of absinth helps a poor appetite, so misfortunes help a bad character. 

56. If you do not want to suffer evil, do not inflict it, since the suffering of it inevitably follows its infliction. 'For 
whatever a man sows he will also reap' (Gal. 6:7). Reaping unwillingly the wickedness we deliberately sow, we 
should marvel at God's justice. 

57. The intellect is made blind by these three passions: avarice, self-esteem and sensual pleasure.  

58. These three passions on their own dull spiritual knowledge and faith, the foster-brothers of our nature.  

59. It is because of them that wrath, anger, war, murder and all other evils have such power over mankind.  

60. He who does not know the truth cannot truly have faith; for by nature knowledge precedes faith. What is said 
in Scripture is said not solely for us to understand, but also for us to act upon.  

61. We should therefore set about our task, for by doing so and advancing steadily we will find that hope in God, 
sure faith, inner knowledge, release from temptations, gifts of grace, heart-felt confession and prolonged tears come 
to the faithful through prayer. For not only these blessings, but the patient acceptance of affliction, sincere 
forgiveness of our neighbor, knowledge of the spiritual law, the discovery of God's justice, frequent visitations of 
the Holy Spirit, the giving of spiritual treasures and all that God has promised to bestow to men of faith now and in 
the future age - in short, the manifestation of the soul in accordance with the image of God — can come only 
through God's grace and man's faith when. he guards his mind with great humility and undistracted prayer.  
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62. We have learned from experience that for one who wishes to purify his heart it is a truly great blessing 
constantly to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus against his intelligible enemies. Notice how  what I speak of from 
experience concurs with the testimony of Scripture. It is written: 'Prepare yourself, O Israel, to call upon the name of 
the Lord your God' (cf. Amos 4:12. LXX); and the Apostle says: 'Pray without ceasing' (1 Thess. 5:17). Our Lord 
Himself says: 'Without Me you can do nothing. If a man dwells in Me, and I in him, then he brings forth much fruit'; 
and again: 'If a man does not dwell in Me, he is cast out as a branch' (John 15:5-6). Prayer is a great blessing, and it 
embraces all blessings, for it purifies the heart, in which God is seen by the believer. 

63. Because humility is by nature something that exalts, something loved by God which destroys in us almost all 
that is evil and hateful to Him, for this reason it is difficult to attain. Even if you can easily find someone who to 
some extent practices a number of virtues, you will hardly find the odor of humility in him, however you search for 
it. It is something that can be acquired only with much diligence. Indeed, Scripture refers to the devil as 'unclean’ 
because from the beginning he rejected humility and espoused arrogance. As a result he is called an unclean spirit 
throughout the Scriptures. For what bodily uncleanliness could one who is completely without body, fleshless and 
weightless, bring about in himself so as to be called 'unclean’ as a result? Clearly he was called unclean because of 
his arrogance, defiling himself thus after having been a pure and radiant angel. 'Everyone that is arrogant is unclean 
before the Lord’ (Prov. 16:5. LXX), for it is written that the first sin was arrogance (cf. Ecclus. 10:13). And it was in 
arrogance that Pharaoh said: 'I, do not know the Lord, neither will I let Israel go' (Exod. 5:2).  

64. If we are concerned with our salvation, there are many things the intellect can do in order to secure for us the 
blessed gift of humility. For example, it can recollect the sins we have committed in word, action and thought; and 
there are many other things which, reviewed in contemplation, contribute to our humility. True humility is also 
brought about by meditating daily on the achievements of our brethren, by extolling their natural superiorities and 
by comparing our gifts with theirs. When the intellect sees in this way how worthless we are and how far we fall 
short of the perfection  
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of our brethren, we will regard ourselves as dust and ashes, and not as men but as some kind of cur, more defective 
in every respect and lower than all men on earth. 

65. St Basil the Great, mouthpiece of Christ and pillar of the Church, says that a great help towards not sinning 
and not committing daily the same faults is for us to review in our conscience at the end of each day what we have 
done wrong and what we have done right. Job did this with regard both to himself and to his children (cf. Job 1:5). 
These daily reckonings illumine a man's hour by hour behavior.  

66. Someone else wise in the things of God has said that as the fruit begins with the flower, so the practice of the 
ascetic life begins with self-control. Let us then learn to control ourselves with due measure and judgment, as the 
Fathers teach us. Let us pass all the hours of the day in the guarding of the intellect, for by doing this we shall with 
God's help and with a certain forcefulness be able to quell and reduce the evil in us. For the spiritual life, through 



which the kingdom of heaven is given, does indeed require a certain forcefulness (cf. Matt. 11:12).  

67. Dispassion and humility lead to spiritual knowledge. Without them, no one can see God.  

68. He who always concentrates on the inner life will acquire self-restraint. He will also be able to contemplate, 
theologize and pray. This is what the Apostle meant when he said: 'Walk in the Spirit, and you will not fulfill the 
desire of the flesh' (Gal. 5:16).  

69. One ignorant of the spiritual path is not on his guard against his impassioned thoughts, but devotes himself 
entirely to the flesh. He is either a glutton, or dissipated, or full of resentment, anger and rancor. As a result, he 
darkens his intellect, or he practices excessive asceticism and so confuses his mind.  

70. He who has renounced such things as marriage, 'possessions and other worldly pursuits is outwardly a monk, 
but may not yet be a monk inwardly. Only he who has renounced the impassioned thoughts of his inner self, which 
is the intellect, is a true monk. It is  
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easy to be a monk in one’s outer self if one wants to be; but no small struggle is required to be a monk in one’s inner 
self. 

71. Who in this generation is completely free from impassioned thoughts and has been granted uninterrupted, 
pure, and spiritual prayer? Yet this is the mark of the inner monk. 

72. Many passions are hidden in the soul; they can be checked only when their causes are revealed.                             

73. Do not devote all your time to your body but apply to it a measure of asceticism appropriate to its strength and 
then turn all your intellect to what is within. 'Bodily asceticism has only a limited use, but true devotion is useful in 
all things' (1 Tim. 4:8).  

74. We grow proud when the passions cease to be active in us, and this whether they are inactive because their 
causes have been eradicated or because the demons have deliberately withdrawn in. order to deceive us.  

75. Humility and ascetic hardship free a man from all sin, for the one cuts out the passions of the soul, the other 
those of the body. It is for this reason that the Lord says: 'Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God' (Matt. 
5:8). They shall see God and the riches that are in Him when they have purified themselves through love and self-
control; and the greater their purity, the more they will see.  



76. David's watchman prefigures the circumcision of the heart; for the guarding of the intellect is a watchtower 
commanding a view over our whole spiritual life (cf. 2 Sam. 18:24).  

77. Just as in the world of the senses we are harmed when we see something harmful, so in the world of the 
intellect the same is true.  

78. Just as someone who wounds the heart of a plant withers it completely, so too sin, when it wounds a man's 
heart, withers it completely. We must watch for such moments, because brigands are always at work.  

79. Wishing to show that to fulfill every commandment is a duty, whereas sonship is a gift given to men through 
His own Blood, the Lord said, 'When you have done all that is commanded you, say: "We are useless servants: we 
have only done what was our duty"’ (Luke 17:10). Thus the kingdom of heaven is not a reward for works, but a gift 
of grace prepared by the Master for His faithful servants. A slave does not demand his freedom as a reward: but he  
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gives thanks as one who is in debt, and he receives freedom as a gift. 

80. 'Christ died on account of our sins in accordance with the Scriptures' (1 Cor. 15:3); and to those who serve 
Him well He gives freedom. 'Well done, good and faithful servant,' He says, 'you have been faithful over a few 
things, I will make you ruler over many things: enter into the joy of your Lord' (Matt. 25: 21). He who relies on 
theoretical knowledge alone is not yet a faithful servant: a faithful servant is one who expresses his faith in Christ 
through obedience to His commandments.  

81. He who honors the Lord does what the Lord bids. When he sins or is disobedient, he patiently accepts what 
comes as something he deserves. If you love true knowledge, devote yourself to the ascetic life; for mere theoretical 
knowledge puffs a man up (cf. 1 Cor. 8:1).  

82. Unexpected trials are sent by God to teach us to practice the ascetic life.  

83. Light is the property of a star, as simplicity and humility are the property of a holy and God-fearing man. 
Nothing distinguishes more clearly the disciples of Christ than a humble spirit and a simple way of life. The four 
Gospels shout this aloud. Whoever has not lived in this humble manner is deprived of his share in Him who 
'humbled Himself... to death, even the death of the cross' (Phil. 2:8), the actual Lawgiver of the divine Gospels. 

84. It is said that those who thirst should go to the waters (cf. Isa. 55:1). Those who thirst for God should go in 
purity of mind. But he who through such purity soars aloft should also keep an eye on the earth of his own lowliness 
and simplicity, for no one is more exalted than he who is humble. Just as when light is absent, all things are dark and 



gloomy, so when humility is absent, all our efforts to please God are vain and pointless. 

85. ‘Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: fear God and keep His commandments' (Eccles. 12:13), both 
where the intellect and where the senses are concerned. If you force yourself to keep the commandments on the 
plane of the intellect, you will seldom need great effort to keep those that refer to the senses. In the words of David 
the Prophet, ‘I wished to carry out Thy will and Thy law in my inward parts' (cf. Ps. 40:8. LXX).  
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86. If a man does not carry out the will and law of God ‘in his inward parts’, that is, in his heart, he will not be 
able to carry them out easily in the outward sphere of the senses either. The careless and unwatchful man will say to 
God: 'I do not want to know Thy ways' (Job 21:14. LXX), obviously because he lacks divine illumination. But he 
who participates in that light will be confident and steadfast in matters that concern God.  

87. Just as salt seasons our bread and other food and keeps certain meats from spoiling for quite a time, so the 
spiritual sweetness and marvelous working which result from the guarding of the intellect effect something similar. 
For in a divine manner they season and sweeten both the inner and the outer self, driving away the stench of evil 
thoughts and keeping us continually in communion with good thoughts.  

88. Many of our thoughts come from demonic provocation, and from these derive our evil outward actions. If with 
the help of Jesus we instantly quell the thought, we will avoid its corresponding outward action. We will enrich 
ourselves with the sweetness of divine   knowledge and so will find God, who is everywhere. Holding the mirror of 
the intellect firmly towards God, we will be illumined constantly as pure glass is by the sun. Then the intellect, 
having reached the term of its desires, will in Him cease from all other contemplation.  

89. Because every thought enters the heart in the form of a mental image of some sensible object, the blessed light 
of the Divinity will illumine the heart only when the heart is completely empty of everything and so free from all 
form. Indeed, this light reveals itself to the pure intellect in the measure to which the intellect is purged of all 
concepts.  

90. The more closely attentive you are to your mind, the greater the longing with which you will pray to Jesus; 
and the more carelessly you examine your mind, the farther you will separate yourself from. Him. Just as close 
attentiveness brilliantly illumines the mind, so the lapse from watchfulness and from the sweet invocation Jesus will 
darken it completely. All this happens naturally, not in any other way; and you will experience it if you test it out in 
practice. For there is no virtue - least of all this blessed light-generating activity - which cannot be learnt from 
experience.  

91. To invoke Jesus continually with a sweet longing is to fill  
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the heart in its great attentiveness with joy and tranquility. But it is Jesus Christ, the Son of God and Himself God, 
cause and creator of all blessings, who completely purifies the heart; for it is written: 'I am God who makes peace' 
(cf. Isa. 45:7). 

92. The soul that is being given blessings and sweetness by Jesus repays her Benefactor by offering thanks to Him 
with a certain exultation and love; joyfully and gratefully she calls upon Him who gives her peace, and with the eyes 
of the intellect she sees Him within herself destroying the demonic fantasies. 

93. 'My spiritual eyes have looked upon my spiritual enemies,' says David the Prophet, 'and my ear shall hear 
those who in their wickedness rise up against me’ (cf. Ps. 92:11. LXX). And again: 'I have seen God's requital of 
sinners take place within me' (cf. Ps. 91:8). When there are no fantasies or mental images in the heart, the intellect is 
established in its true nature, ready to contemplate whatever is full of delight, spiritual and close to God.  

94. Watchfulness and the Jesus Prayer, as I have said, mutually reinforce one another; for close attentiveness goes 
with constant prayer, while prayer goes with close watchfulness and attentiveness of intellect.  

95. The unremitting remembrance of death is a powerful trainer of body and soul'. Vaulting over all that lies 
between ourselves and death, we should always visualize it, and even the very bed on which we shall breathe our 
last, and everything else connected with it.  

96. If you want never to be wounded, do not succumb to sleep. There are only two choices: to fall and be 
destroyed, stripped of all virtue; or, armed with the intellect, to stand firm through everything. For the enemy and his 
host stand always ready for battle. 

97. A certain God-given equilibrium is produced in our intellect through the constant remembrance and 
invocation of our Lord Jesus Christ, provided that we do not neglect this constant spiritual entreaty or our close 
watchfulness and diligence. Indeed, our true task is always the same and is always accomplished in the same way: to 
call upon our Lord Jesus Christ with a burning heart so that His holy name intercedes for us. In virtue as in vice, 
constancy is the mother of habit; once acquired, it rules us like nature. When the intellect is in such a state of 
equilibrium, it searches out its enemies like a hound searching for a hare in a thicket. But the hound searches in 
order to get food, the intellect in order to destroy.  
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98. Whenever we are filled with evil thoughts, we should throw the invocation of our Lord Jesus Christ into their 
midst. Then, as experience has taught us, we shall see them instantly dispersed like smoke in the air. Once the 
intellect is left to itself again, we can renew our constant attentiveness and our invocation. Whenever we are 



distracted, we should act in this way.  

99. Just as it is impossible to fight battles without weapons, or to swim a great sea with clothes on, or to live 
without breathing, so without humility and the constant prayer to Christ it is impossible to master the art of inward 
spiritual warfare or to set about it and pursue it skillfully.  

100. That great spiritual master David said to the Lord: 'I shall preserve my strength through Thee' (cf. Ps. 59:9 
LXX). So the strength of the heart's stillness, mother of all the virtues, is preserved in us through our being helped 
by the Lord. For He has given us the commandments, and when we call upon Him constantly He expels from us that 
foul forgetfulness which destroys the heart's stillness as water destroys fire. Therefore, monk, do not 'sleep unto 
death’ (Ps. 13:3. LXX) because of your negligence; but lash the enemy with the name of Jesus and, as a certain wise 
man has said, let the name of Jesus adhere to your breath, and then you will know the blessings of stillness.  

101. When in fear, trembling and unworthiness we are yet permitted to receive the divine, undefiled Mysteries of 
Christ, our King and our God, we should then display even greater watchfulness, strictness and guard over our 
hearts, so that the divine fire, the body of our Lord Jesus Christ, may consume our sins and stains, great and small. 
For when that fire enters into us, it at once drives the evil spirits from our heart and remits the sins we have 
previously committed, leaving the intellect free from the turbulence of wicked thoughts. And if after this, standing at 
the entrance to our heart, we keep strict watch over the intellect, when we ace again permitted to receive those 
Mysteries the divine body will illumine our intellect still more and make it shine like a star.  

102. Forgetfulness can extinguish our guard over our intellect as water extinguishes fire; but the continuous 
repetition of the  
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Jesus Prayer combined with strict watchfulness uproots it from our heart. The Jesus Prayer requires watchfulness as 
a lantern requires a candle. 

103. We should strive to preserve the precious gifts which preserve us from all evil, whether on the plane of the 
senses or on that of the intellect. These gifts are the guarding of the intellect with the invocation of Jesus Christ, 
continuous insight into the heart's depths, stillness of mind unbroken even by thoughts which appear to be good, and 
the capacity to be empty of all thought. In this way the demons will not steal in undetected; and if we suffer pain 
through remaining centered in the heart, consolation is at hand.  

104. The heart which is constantly guarded, and is not allowed to receive the forms, images and fantasies of the 
dark and evil spirits, is conditioned by nature to give birth from within itself to thoughts filled with light. For just as 
coal engenders a flame, or a flame lights a candle, so will God, who from our baptism dwells in our heart, kindle our 
mind to contemplation when He finds it free from the winds of evil and protected by the guarding of the intellect.  

105. The name of Jesus should be repeated over and over in the heart as flashes of lightning are repeated over and 
over in the sky before rain. Those who have experience of the intellect and of inner warfare know this very well. We 



should wage this spiritual warfare with a precise sequence: first, with attentiveness; then, when we perceive the 
hostile thought attacking, we should strike at it angrily in the heart, cursing it as we do so; thirdly, we should direct 
our prayer against it, concentrating the heart through the invocation of Jesus Christ, so that the demonic fantasy may 
be dispersed at once, the intellect no longer pursuing it like a child deceived by some conjuror.  

106. Let us exert ourselves like David, crying out 'Lord Jesus Christ’ until our throats are sore; and let our spiritual 
eyes never cease to give us hope in the Lord our God (cf. Ps. 69:3).  

107. If we constantly bear in mind the parable of the unjust judge, which the Lord related in order to show us that 
we ought always to pray and not to lose heart, we shall both profit and be vindicated (cf. Luke 18:1-8).  

108. Just as he who looks at the sun cannot but fill his eyes with light, so he who always gazes intently into his 
heart cannot fail to be illumined.  
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109. Just as it is impossible to live this present life without eating or drinking, so it is impossible for the soul to 
achieve anything spiritual and in accordance with God's will, or to be free from mental sin, without that guarding of 
the intellect and purity of heart truly described as watchfulness; and this is so even if one forces oneself not to sin 
through the fear of punishment. 

110. Nevertheless, those who force themselves to refrain from active sin are blessed by God, angels and men; for 
they take the kingdom of God by force (cf. Matt. 11:12).  

111. The intellect's great gain from stillness is .this: all the sins which formerly beat upon the intellect as thoughts 
and which, once admitted by the mind, were turned into outward acts of sin, are now cut off by mental watchfulness. 
For, with the help of our Lord Jesus Christ, this watchfulness does not allow these sins to enter our inner self and so 
to burgeon into outward acts of evil.  

112.' The Old Testament is an icon of outward bodily asceticism. The Holy Gospel, or New Testament, is an icon 
of attentiveness, that is, of purity of heart. For the Old Testament did not perfect or fulfill the relationship of the 
inner self to God - 'the law made no one perfect', as the Apostle says (cf. Heb. 7:19) - it simply forbade bodily sins. 
But to cut off evil thoughts from the heart, as the Gospel commands, contributes much more to purity of soul than an 
injunction against putting out. a neighbor’s eye or knocking out his teeth. Similarly, it contributes more than other 
bodily discipline and ascetic practice, such as fasting and self-control, sleeping on the ground, standing, vigils and 
the rest, which are related to the body and stop that aspect of the body which is vulnerable to passion from 
committing sinful acts. Like the Old Testament itself, these things are also good, for they train the outer self and are 
guard against the workings of passion; but they are not a defense against and they do not prevent mental sins, so as 
to free us, with God's help, from jealousy, anger, and so on.  



113. If we preserve, as we should, that purity of heart or watch and guard of the intellect whose image is the New 
Testament, this will not only uproot all passions and evils from our hearts; it will also introduce joy, hopefulness, 
compunction, sorrow, tears,, an understanding of ourselves and of our sins, mindfulness of death, true humility, 
unlimited love of God and man, and an intense and heartfelt longing for the divine.  

[V1] 182  
St Hesychios the Priest 

On Watchfulness and Holiness 
Written for Theodoulos 

114. Just as it is impossible when walking not to part the air, so it is impossible for a man's heart not to be assailed 
continually by demons or be secretly energized by them, however great his bodily asceticism.  

115. If you wish to be 'in the Lord', do not just seem to be a monk, and good, and gentle, and always at one with 
God; decide to be such a person in truth. With all your strength pursue the virtue of attentiveness - that guard and 
watch of the intellect, that perfect stillness of heart and blessed state of the soul when free from images, which is all 
too rarely found in man.  

116. This is the path of true spiritual wisdom. In great watchfulness and fervent desire travel along it with the 
Jesus Prayer, with humility and concentration, keeping the lips of both the senses and the intellect silent, self-
controlled in food and drink and in all things of a seductive nature; travel along it with a mind trained in 
understanding, and with God's help it will teach you things you had not hoped for; it will give you knowledge, 
enlightenment and instruction of a kind to which your intellect was impervious while you were still walking in the 
murk of passions and dark deeds, sunk in forgetfulness and in the confusion of chaos.  

117. Just as valleys produce copious wheat, so this wisdom produces copious blessings in the heart - or, rather, 
our Lord Jesus Christ produces them, for without Him we can do nothing (cf. John 15:5). At first, you will find that 
it is a ladder; then, a book to be read; then, as you advance, you will find that it is the heavenly city of Jerusalem, 
and you will have a clear spiritual vision of Christ, King of the hosts of Israel, together with His co-essential Father 
and the Holy Spirit, adored in our worship.  

118. The demons always lead us into sin by means of deceitful fantasies. Through the fantasy of gaining wealth 
they led the wretched Judas to betray the Lord and God of all; through the deceit of worthless bodily comfort and of 
esteem, gain and glory they put the noose around his neck and brought him to age-long death. The scoundrels 
requited him with precisely the opposite of what their fantasy, or provocation, had suggested to him.  

119. Do you see how the enemies of our salvation make us fell by means of their fantasies, deceits and empty 
promises? Satan himself was cast down like lightning from the heights because he fancied himself to be the equal of 
God (cf. Luke 10: 18); and he sundered  

[V1] 183  
St Hesychios the Priest 

On Watchfulness and Holiness 
Written for Theodoulos 

Adam from God by making him fancy that he could be of divine rank (cf. Gen. 3:5). In the same way the lying and 



crafty deceives all who fall into sin. 

120. We embitter the heart with the poison-of evil thoughts when we are led by forgetfulness to long neglect of 
inner attention and the Jesus Prayer. But we sweeten it with the sense of blessed delight when in intense desire for 
God we practice this attention and ' prayer resolutely, keenly and diligently in the mind's workshop. Then we are 
eager to pursue stillness of heart simply for the sweetness and delight it produces in the soul. 

121. The science of sciences and art of arts is the mastery of evil thoughts. The best way to master them is to see 
with spiritual vision the fantasy in which the demonic provocation is concealed and to protect the mind from it. It is 
just the same as the way in which we protect our bodily eyes, looking sharply about us and doing all we can to 
prevent anything, however small, from striking them.                               

122. Just as snow will not produce a name, or water a fire, or the thorn-bush a fig, so a person's heart will not be 
freed from demonic thoughts, words and actions until it has first purified itself inwardly, uniting watchfulness with 
the Jesus Prayer, attaining humility and stillness of soul, and eagerly pressing forward on its path. But in its lack of 
spiritual understanding, the inattentive soul will be devoid of every good and perfect thought, and barren and stupid 
as the mule. The soul's true peace lies in the gentle name of Jesus and in its emptying itself of impassioned thoughts.  

123. When the soul conspires with the body in wickedness, then' together they build a city of vanity and a tower 
of pride, and they people them with unholy thoughts. But the Lord disrupts and destroys their concord through the 
fear of hell (cf. Gen. 11:1-9), forcing the soul, our ruling part, to think and say things opposed to the body. Out of 
this fear there arises a division, 'because the will of the flesh is hostile to God, for it is not subject to the law of God' 
(Rom. 8:7).  

124. Each hour of the day we should note and weigh our actions and in the evening we should do what we can to 
free ourselves, from the burden of them by means of repentance - if, that is, we wish, with Christ's help, to overcome 
wickedness. We should also make sure that we perform all our outward tasks in a manner that accords  

[V1] 184  
St Hesychios the Priest 

On Watchfulness and Holiness 
Written for Theodoulos 

 

with God's will, before God and for God alone, so that we are not mindlessly seduced by the senses.  

125. For if with God's help we make progress daily by means of our watchfulness, we should not behave 
indiscriminately and damage ourselves through a host of random meetings and conversations. On the contrary, we 
should scorn all vanities for the sake of the beauty and blessings of holiness. 

126. We should use the three aspects of the soul fittingly and in accordance with nature, as created by God, We 
should use our incensive power against our outer self and against Satan. 'Be incensed', it is written, 'against sin' (cf. 



Ps. 4:4), that is, be incensed with yourselves and the devil, so that you will not sin against God. Our desire should be 
directed towards God and towards holiness. Our intelligence should control our incensive power and our desire with 
wisdom and skill, regulating them, admonishing them, correcting them and ruling them as a king rules over his 
subjects. Then, even should they rebel against it, our inmost intelligence will direct the passions in a way that 
accords with God's will, for we shall have set it in charge of them. The brother of the Lord declares: 'He who does 
not lapse in his inmost intelligence is a perfect man, able also to bridle the whole body' (Jas. 3:2). For the truth is 
that every sin and transgression is brought about through these three aspects of the soul, just as every virtue and 
good action is also produced through them.  

127. Our intellect is darkened and remains fruitless whenever we speak words of worldly import or, entertaining 
such words in our mind, begin to give them our attention, or whenever the body and the intellect waste their time in 
some outward matter, or whenever we give ourselves over to vanities. For then we immediately lose our fervor, our 
sense of compunction, and our intimacy with God and knowledge of Him. So long as we concentrate our attention 
on the intellect, we are enlightened; but when we are not attentive to it we are in darkness.        

128. Whoever aspires day and night to peace and stillness of intellect finds it easy to be indifferent to all material 
matters and so does not labor in vain. But if he scorns or cheats his own conscience, he will sleep bitterly the death 
of forgetfulness. This is the death that David prayed not to sleep (cf. Ps. 13:3); and the Apostle says: 'To know how 
to do good and yet not to do it is sin' (Jas. 4:17).  
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129. If we give attention to the intellect and assiduously reestablish its activity, it will stop being neglectful and 
will regain its proper state and its watchfulness.  

130. A donkey going round and round in a mill cannot step out of the circle to which it is tethered, nor can the 
intellect which is not inwardly chastened advance in the path of holiness. With its inner eyes blinded, it cannot 
perceive holiness or the radiant light of Jesus.  

131. A proud and spirited horse steps out delightedly once the rider is in the saddle. But the delighted intellect 
delights in the light of the Lord when, free from concepts, it enters into the dawn of spiritual knowledge. By 
continually denying itself, it advances from the wisdom necessary for the practice of the virtues to an ineffable 
vision in which it contemplates holy and ineffable things. Then the heart is filled with perceptions of infinite and 
divine realities and sees the God of gods in its own depths, so far as this is possible. Astounded, the intellect 
lovingly glorifies God, the Seer and the Seen, and the Savior of those who contemplate Him in this way.  

132. When the heart has acquired stillness it will perceive the heights and depths of knowledge; and the ear of the 
still intellect will be made to hear marvelous things from God.  

133. A traveler setting out on a long, difficult and arduous journey and foreseeing that he may lose his way when 
he comes back, will put up signs and guideposts along his path in order to make his return simpler. The watchful 
man, foreseeing this same thing, will use sacred texts to guide him.  

134. For the traveler it is a source of joy to return to where he started. But for the watchful man to turn back is the 



death of his deiform soul and the sign of his apostasy from thoughts, words and actions that accord with God's will. 
In the lethal sleep of his soul he will have thoughts stirring him up like goads with remembrance of the heavy torpor 
and indolence that is his because of his negligence.  

135. When we are in trouble or despair or have lost hope, we should do what David did: pour out our hearts to 
God and tell Him of our needs and troubles, just as they are (cf. Ps. 142:2). It is because He can deal with us wisely 
that we confess to God; He can make our troubles easy to bear, if this is for our benefit, and can save us from the 
dejection which destroys and corrupts.  

136. The incensive power roused in an unnatural fashion against  
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men, sorrow that does not accord with God's will and listlessness are all equally destructive of holy thoughts and 
spiritual knowledge. If we confess these things the Lord will rid us of them and fill us with joy.  

137. When combined with watchfulness and deep understanding, the Jesus Prayer will erase from our heart even 
those thoughts rooted there against our will.  

138. When under the pressure of stupid thoughts, we will find relief and joy by rebuking ourselves truthfully and 
unemotionally, or by confessing everything to the Lord as to a human being. In both these ways we will always find 
tranquility, whatever troubles us.  

139. The Fathers regard Moses the Lawgiver as an icon of the intellect. He saw God in the burning bush (cf. 
Exod. 3:2-4:17); his face shone with glory (cf. Exod. 34:30); he was made a god to Pharaoh by the God of gods (cf. 
Exod. 7:1); he flayed Egypt with a scourge; he led Israel out of bondage and gave laws. These happenings, when 
seen metaphorically and spiritually, are activities and privileges of the intellect.  

140. Aaron, the brother of Moses, is an icon of the outer self. On this account we too should bring angry 
accusations against our outer self as Moses did against Aaron when he sinned: 'In what way did Israel do you wrong, 
that you should hasten to turn them from the Lord, the living God and Ruler of all?' (cf. Exod. 32: 21).  

141. Among many other good things, the Lord showed us, when He was about to raise Lazarus from the dead (cf. 
John 11:33), that we should reject with angry indignation all that is womanish and unstable in our soul; we should 
strive after firmness of .character, for this is able to free our self-reproach from arrogance, pride and self-love.  

142. Just as it is impossible to cross the sea without a boat, so it is impossible to repulse the provocation of an evil 
thought without invoking Jesus Christ.  

143. Rebuttal bridles evil thoughts, but the invocation of Jesus Christ drives them from the heart. Now when the 
provocation has taken the form of a mental image of a sensory object, the evil thought behind it can be identified. 
For instance, if the image is of the face of someone who has angered us, or of a beautiful woman, or of gold or 
silver, it can at once be shown that it is the thought of rancor, or of unchastity, or of avarice that fills our heart with 
fantasies. And if our  
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intellect is experienced, well-trained and used to guarding itself; and to examining clearly and openly the seductive 
fantasies and deceits of the demons, it will instantly ‘quench the fiery darts of the devil’ (cf. Eph. 6:16), counter-
attacking by means of its power of rebuttal and the Jesus Prayer. It will not allow the impassioned fantasy to consort 
with it or allow our thoughts passionately to conform themselves to the fantasy, or to become intimate with it, or be 
distracted by it, or give assent to it. If anything like this happens, then evil actions will follow as surely as night 
follows day.  

144. If our intellect is inexperienced in the art of watchfulness it at once begins to entertain whatever impassioned 
fantasy appears in it, and plies it with illicit questions and responds to it illicitly. Then our own thoughts are 
conjoined to the demonic fantasy, which waxes and burgeons until it appears lovely and delectable to the welcoming 
and despoiled intellect. The intellect then is deceived in much the same way as lambs when a stray dog comes into 
the field in which they happen to be: in their innocence they often run towards the dog as though it were their 
mother, and their only profit in coming near it is that they pick up something of its stench and foulness. In the same 
way our thoughts run ignorantly after demonic fantasies that appear in our intellect and, as I said, the two join 
together and one can see them plotting to destroy the city of Troy like Agamemnon and Menelaus. For they plot 
together the course of action they must take in order to bring about, in practice and by means of the body, that 
purpose which the demons have persuaded them is sweet and delectable. In this Way sins are produced in the soul: 
and hence the need to bring out into the open what is in our hearts.  

145. The intellect, being good-natured and innocent, readily goes in pursuit of lawless fantasies; and it can be 
restrained only on condition that its intelligence, the ruler of the passions always bridles it and holds it back.  

146. Contemplation and spiritual knowledge are indeed the guides and agents of the ascetic life; for when the 
mind is raised up by them it becomes indifferent to sensual pleasures and to other material attractions, regarding 
them as worthless.  

147. The life of attentiveness, brought to fruition in Christ Jesus, the father of contemplation and spiritual 
knowledge. Linked to humility, it engenders divine exaltation and droughts of the  
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wisest kind. As the prophet Isaiah says: ‘They that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount 
up with wings and soar aloft through the power of the Lord’ (cf. Isa. 40:31).  

148. To human beings it seems hard and difficult to still the mind so that it rests from all thought. Indeed, to 



enclose what is bodiless within the limits of the body does demand toil and struggle, not only from the uninitiated 
but also from those experienced in inner immaterial warfare. But he who through unceasing prayer holds the Lord 
Jesus within his breast will not tire in following Him, as the Prophet says (cf. Jer. 17:16. LXX). Because of Jesus' 
beauty and sweetness he will not desire what is merely mortal. Nor will he be disgraced by his enemies, the wicked 
demons that walk on every side; for he confronts them at the entrance to his heart and, with Jesus' help, drives them 
away.  

149. If the soul has Christ with it, it will not be disgraced by its enemies even at death, when it rises to heaven's 
entrance; but then, as now, it will boldly confront them. But let it not tire in calling upon the Lord Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God, day and night until the time of its departure from this mortal life, and He will speedily avenge it in 
accordance with the promise which He Himself made when speaking of the unjust judge (cf. Luke 18:1-8). Indeed, 
He will avenge it both in this present life and after its departure from its body.  

150. As you sail across the sea of the intellect, put your trust in Jesus, for secretly in your heart He says: 'Fear not, 
my child Jacob, the least of Israel; fear not, you worm Israel, I will protect you' (cf. Isa. 41:13-14). If God is for us, 
what evil one is against us (cf. Rom. 8:31)? For He has blessed the pure of heart and given the commandments; and 
so Jesus, who alone is truly pure, in a divine way readily enters into hearts that are pure and dwells in them. 
Therefore, as Paul counsels, let us ceaselessly exercise our intellect in devotion (cf.1 Tim. 4:7). For devotion uproots 
the seeds sown by the devil, and is the path of the intelligence.  

151. David's words, 'He will delight himself in the abundance of peace' (cf. Ps. 37:11), apply to him who is not 
taken in by the appearance of man and who judges injustice in his heart. That is to say, they apply to one who is not 
taken in by the forms of the demons and who is not led to meditate sin because of these forms, judging unjustly in 
the land of his heart and giving over to sin what is  
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righteous. For the great gnostic Fathers in some of their writings call the demons 'men' because demons too are 
endowed with intelligence. For example, in the gospel passage the Lord says: 'An evil man has done this, and mixed 
tares among the wheat' (cf. Matt. 13:24-30). Those who commit evil lack the power swiftly to rebut their evil 
thoughts. Hence they are consumed and destroyed by them. 

152. We will travel the road of repentance correctly if, as we begin to give attention to the intellect, we combine 
humility with watchfulness, and prayer with the power to rebut evil thoughts. In this way we will adorn the chamber 
of our heart with the holy and venerable name of Jesus Christ as with a lighted lamp, and will sweep our heart clean 
of wickedness, purifying and embellishing it. But if we trust only in our own watchfulness and attentiveness, we 
shall quickly be pushed aside by our enemies. We shall be overturned and cast down by their extreme craftiness. We 
will become ever-more fully entangled in their nets of evil thought, and will readily be slaughtered by them, lacking 
as we do the powerful sword of the name of Jesus Christ. For only this sword, swiftly turning in the undivided heart, 
is able to cut them down, to bum and obliterate them as fire the reed.  



153. It is the task of unceasing watchfulness - and one of great benefit and help to the soul - to see the mental 
images of evil thoughts as soon as they are formed in the intellect. The task of rebuttal is to counter and expose such 
thoughts when they attempt to infiltrate our intellect in the form of an image of some material thing. What instantly 
extinguishes and destroys every demonic concept, thought, fantasy, illusion and idol is the invocation of the Lord. 
And in our intellect we ourselves can observe how our great God, Jesus, triumphs over them all, and how He 
avenges us, poor, base and useless as we are.                       . 

154. Most of us do not realize that all evil thoughts are but images of material and worldly things. Yet if we 
persist in watchful prayer, this will rid our mind of all such images; it will also make if conscious both of the devices 
of our enemies and of the great benefit of prayer and watchfulness. 'With year eyes you will see how spiritual 
sinners are recompensed; you yourself will see spirituality and understand', says David the divine poet (cf. Ps. 91:8).  

155. Whenever possible, we should always remember death, for this displaces all cares and vanities, allowing us 
to guard our intellect  
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and giving us unceasing prayer, detachment from our body and hatred of sin. Indeed, it is a source of almost every 
virtue. We should therefore, if possible, use it as we use our own breathing. 

156. A heart that has been completely emptied of mental images gives birth to divine, mysterious intellections that 
sport within it like fish and dolphins in a calm sea. The sea is fanned by a soft wind, the heart's depth by the Holy 
Spirit. 'And because you are sons, God has sent forth the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying: "Abba, Father" ' 
(Gal. 4:6).  

157. Every monk will be uncertain about his spiritual work until he has achieved watchfulness of intellect. Either 
he will be ignorant of the beauty of this watchfulness or, if he is aware of it, he will fail to achieve it because of his 
negligence. He will resolve his uncertainty only when he has learnt to guard his intellect. This guarding is rightly 
called mental philosophy or the practical wisdom of the intellect. Through it one finds the way of Him who said, 'I 
am the way, the resurrection and the life' (cf. John 11:25; 14:6).  

158. Again, every monk will be at a loss when he sees the abyss of his evil thoughts and the swarming children of 
Babylon. But again Christ will resolve this doubt if we always base our mind firmly on Him. By dashing them 
against this rock we can repulse all the children of Babylon (cf. Ps. 137:9), thus doing what we want with them, in 
accordance with the sayings: 'Whoever keeps the commandment will know no evil thing’ (Eccles. 8:5. LXX), and 
'Without Me you can do nothing' (John 15:5).  

159. A true monk is one who has achieved watchfulness; and he who is truly watchful is a monk in his heart.  



160. Human life extends cyclically through years, months, weeks, days and nights, hours and minutes. Through 
these periods we should extend our ascetic labors - our watchfulness, our prayer, our sweetness of heart, our diligent 
stillness - until our departure from this life.  

161. The hour of death will come upon us, it will come, and we shall not escape it. May the prince of this world 
and of the air (cf. John 14:30; Eph. 2:2) find our misdeeds few and petty when he comes, so that he will not have 
good grounds for convicting us. Otherwise we shall weep in vain. 'For that servant who knew his lord's will and did 
not do it as a servant, shall be beaten with many stripes' (cf. Luke 12 :47).  
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162. 'Woe to those who have lost their heart; what will they do at at the visitation of the Lord?' (cf. Ecclus. 2:14. 
LXX). Therefore, brethren, we should labor in earnest.  

163. Impassioned droughts follow hard upon thoughts that appear to be innocent and dispassionate: the latter open 
the way for the former. This we have found through years of experience and observation.  

 164. We should indeed be cut in two by a wise decision of our own free will; we should be .our own worst 
enemy. If we want to fulfill, the first and greatest commandment; - by which I mean the Christ-like way of life, 
blessed humility, the life of the incarnate God - we should have the same feelings toward ourselves as a person 
might have toward someone who had time and again grievously injured him and treated him unjustly. Indeed, we 
should have even stronger feelings than these. Hence the Apostle says: 'Who shall deliver me from the body of this 
death? . . . For it is not subject to the law of God' (Rom. 7:24; 8:7). Here he shows that to subject the body tothe will 
of God is something within our own power. 'For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged; but when we 
are judged, we are chastened by the Lord' (1Cor. 11:31-32).  

165. The fruit starts in the flower; and the guarding of the intellect begins with self-control in food and drink, the 
rejection of all evil thoughts and abstention from them, and stillness of heart.  

166. While we are being strengthened in Christ Jesus and beginning to move forward in steadfast watchfulness. 
He at first appears in our intellect like a torch which, carried in the hand of the intellect, guides us along the tracks of 
the mind; then He appears like a full moon, circling the heart's firmament; then He appears to us like the sun, 
radiating justice, clearly revealing Himself in the full light of spiritual vision.  

167. Jesus mystically reveals these things to the intellect that perseveres in the commandment: 'Circumcise the 
foreskin of your heart' (Deut. 10:16). As has been said, the assiduous practice of watchfulness teaches a man 
marvelous droughts. 'For God is impartial' (Rom. 2:11); and therefore the Lord says; 'Hear Me and understand: for 
to him who has, more shall be given and he shall have in abundance; and from him who has not, shall be taken even 
what he thinks he has' (cf. Luke 8:18). 'All things work together for  
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good to them that love God'  (Rum. 8:28); how much the more, then, will the virtues work together in the case of 
such people?  

168. A ship does not go far without water; and there is no progress whatsoever in the guarding of the intellect 
without watchfulness, humility and the Jesus Prayer.  

169. Stones form the foundation of a house; but the foundation of sanctity - and its roof - is the holy and venerable 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. A foolish captain can easily wreck his ship during a storm, dismissing the sailors, 
throwing the sails and oars into the sea, and going to sleep himself; but the soul can be sent to the bottom even more 
swiftly by the demons if it neglects watchfulness and does not call upon the name of Jesus Christ when they begin 
their provocations. 

170. We write of what we know; and for those who want to understand what we say, we bear witness to all that 
we have seen as we journeyed on our path. He Himself has declared: 'If a man does not abide in Me, he is cast out as 
a branch; and men gather it, and cast it into the fire, and it is burned. If he abides in Me, I abide in him' (cf. John 
15:5-6). The sun cannot shine without light; nor can the heart be cleansed of the stain of destructive thoughts 
without invoking in prayer the name of Jesus. This being the case, we should use that name as we do our own 
breath. For that name is light, while evil thoughts are darkness; it is God and Master, while evil thoughts are slaves 
and demons. 

171. The guarding of the intellect may appropriately be called 'light-producing', 'lightning-producing', 'light-
giving' and 'fire-bearing', for truly it surpasses endless virtues, bodily and other. Because of this, and because of the 
glorious light to which it gives birth, one must honor this virtue with worthy epithets. Those who are seized by love 
for this virtue, from being worthless sinners, ignorant, profane, uncomprehending and unjust, are enabled to become 
just, responsive, pure, holy, and wise through Jesus Christ. Not only this, but they are able to contemplate mystically 
and to theologize; and when they have become contemplatives, they bathe in a sea of pure and infinite light, 
touching it ineffably and living and dwelling in it. They have tasted that the Lord is good (cf. Ps. 34:8), and in these 
harbingers are fulfilled the words of David: 'Surely the righteous shall give thanks unto Thy name; and the upright 
shall dwell in Thy presence' (Ps. 140:13). Such men alone  
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truly call upon God and give thanks to Him, and in their love for Him continually speak with Him. 

172. Woe to what is within from what without! For the inner self suffers great distress from the outer senses, and 
when it suffers in this way it scourges the outer senses. He who has experienced this knows already what it means.  



173. According to the Fathers, if our inner self is watchful it can protect the outer self. But we and the demons 
combine in committing sins. The demons work through evil thoughts alone by forming in the intellect what fanciful 
pictures they wish; while we sin both inwardly through evil thoughts and outwardly through our actions. Lacking the 
density of physical bodies, the demons through deceitfulness and guile are purveyors of torment, both to themselves 
and to us, by means of evil thoughts alone. If they did not lack the density of physical bodies, they would always be 
sinning through outward actions as well, for their will is always disposed to ungodliness.  

174. The single-phrased Jesus Prayer destroys and consumes the deceits of the demons. For when we invoke 
Jesus, God and Son of God, constantly and tirelessly. He does not allow them to project in the mind's mirror even 
the first hint of their infiltration - that is to say, their provocation - or any form, nor does He allow them to have any 
converse with the heart. If no demonic form enters the heart, it will be empty of evil thoughts, as we have said; for it 
is the demons' habit to converse with the soul by means of evil thoughts and so deceitfully to pervert it.  

175. It is through unceasing prayer that the mind is cleansed of the dark clouds, the tempests of the demons. And 
when it is cleansed, the divine light of Jesus cannot but shine in it, unless we are puffed up with self-esteem and 
delusion and a love of ostentation, and elevate ourselves towards the unattainable, and so are deprived of Jesus' help. 
For Christ, the paradigm of humility, loathes all such self-inflation.  

176. Let us hold fast, therefore, to prayer and humility, for together with watchfulness they act like a burning 
sword against the demons. If we do this, we shall daily and hourly be able to celebrate a secret festival of joy within 
our hearts.  

177. Every evil thought is subsumed in the eight principal evil thoughts and all take their origin from these eight, 
much as every  
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accursed demon-god of the Greeks derives from Hera and Zeus according to their myths. These eight approach the 
heart's entrance and, if they find the intellect unguarded, one by one they enter, each in its own time. Whichever of 
the eight enters the heart introduces a swarm of other evil thoughts as well; and having thus darkened the intellect, it 
stimulates the body and provokes it to sinful actions. 

178. Whoever, then, watches out for the head of the serpent, and strikes it vehemently with all his power of 
rebuttal, will ward off the fight. By crushing the serpent's head he repulses a host of evil thoughts and actions. The 
mind then remains undisturbed, God approving its vigilance over its thoughts. In return it is given the ability to 
know how to overcome its adversaries, and how little by little to purify the heart from thoughts that defile the inner 
self. As the Lord Jesus said, 'Out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, and these are the things 
which defile a man' (cf. Matt. 15:19-20).  



179. In this way the soul can attain in the Lord that state of beauty, loveliness and integrity in which it was created 
by God in the beginning. As Antony, the great servant of God, said, 'Holiness is achieved when the intellect is in its 
natural state.' And again he said: ‘The soul realizes its integrity when its intellect is in that state in which it was 
created.' And shortly after this he adds: 'Let us purify our mind, for I believe that when the mind is completely pure 
and is in its natural state, it gains penetrating insight, and it sees more clearly and further than the demons, since the 
Lord reveals things to it.' So spoke the renowned Antony, according to the Life of Antony by Athanasios the Great.  

180. Every evil thought produces in the intellect the image of some material thing; for since the devil is an 
intellect he cannot deceive us except by making use of things we are in the habit of perceiving by means of the 
senses.  

181. Since we are human beings, it is not in our nature to pursue birds through the air or to fly as they do. 
Similarly, without watchful and frequent prayer we cannot prevail over bodiless, demonic droughts, or fix the eye of 
the intellect fully and intently upon God. Without such prayer, we merely hunt after earthly things.  

182. If you really wish to cover your-evil droughts with shame,  
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to be still and calm, and to watch over your heart without hindrance, let the Jesus Prayer cleave to your breath, and 
in a few days you will find that this is possible. 

183. Letters cannot be written on air; they have to be inscribed on some material if they are to have any 
permanence. Similarly, we should weld our hard-won watchfulness to the Jesus Prayer, so that this watchfulness 
may always be attached to Him and may through Him remain with us for ever. 

184. Bring your works to the Lord, and you will find grace. Then the words of the Prophet will not be spoken of 
you: 'Thou art near in their mouth, 0 Lord, and far from their reins '(cf. Jer. 12; 2). None but Jesus Christ Himself, 
unifier of what is disunited, can give your heart lasting peace from passions. 

185. Both mental converse with evil thoughts and external encounters and chatter alike darken the soul. If we are 
not to injure the intellect, we must not spare either of these chatterboxes, whether they be our own thoughts or other 
people. And we must not spare them for a most cogent reason: because otherwise our intellect will be darkened and 
we will lose our watchfulness. If we are darkened by forgetfulness, we destroy the intellect.  

186. He who with all diligence keeps his purity of heart will have Christ, establisher of that purity, as his teacher, 
and Christ will secretly communicate His will to him. 'I will hear what God the Lord will speak within me', says 
David, giving expression to this (Ps. 85:8. LXX). Speaking of the intellect's investigation of itself in the course of 



the unseen war, and of Ac help given by God, he says: 'And a man will say. Is there a reward for the righteous?' 
Then, giving the solution to this problem, he says: 'Truly, he is a God that judges those in the earth' (Ps. 58:11. 
LXX) - that is to say, judges the wicked demons in the earth of the heart. And elsewhere he says: 'A man shall 
approach, and the heart is deep, and God shall be exalted' (Ps. 64:6-7. LXX). Then we will regard the attacks of the 
demons as stones thrown by infants.  

187. Let us live every moment in 'applying our hearts to wisdom' (Ps. 90:12), as the Psalmist says, continually 
breathing  Jesus Christ, the power of God the Father and the wisdom of God (cf. 1 Cor. 1:24). If, however, we are 
distracted by some circumstance or other and grow slack in our spiritual effort, the following morning let us again 
gird up the loins of our intellect and once more set to  
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work forcefully. There is no excuse for us if, knowing what is to be done, we do not do it, 

188. Noxious foods give trouble when taken into the body; but as soon as he feels the pain, the person who has 
eaten them can quickly take some emetic and so be unharmed. Similarly, once the intellect that has imbibed evil 
thoughts senses their bitterness, it can easily expel them and get rid of them completely by means of the Jesus Prayer 
uttered from the depths of the heart. This lesson, and the experience corresponding to it, have by God's grace 
conveyed understanding to those who practice watchfulness.  

189. With your breathing combine watchfulness and the name of Jesus, or humility and the unremitting study of 
death. Both may confer great blessing.  

190. The Lord said: 'Learn from Me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls' 
(Matt. 11:29).  

191. The Lord said: 'Whoever humbles himself as this little child will be exalted; and whoever exalts himself will 
be abased' (cf. Matt. 18:4; 23:12). 'Learn, from Me', He said. Do you see how this learning means humility? For His 
commandment is eternal life (cf. John 12:50), and this in turn is humility. Thus he who is not humble has lost life 
and obviously will be found with its opposite.  

192. If every virtue comes into being through soul and body, and soul and body are the creation of God, how shall 
we not be utterly mad if we boast of accidental adornments of soul or body, and puff ourselves up, supported by our 
vanity as by a flimsy staff? Worst of all, how, through our extreme wickedness and folly, shall we not rouse against 
us God who transcends us so infinitely? 'For God ranges Himself against the proud' (Jas. 4:6). Because of our 
arrogance and vanity, instead of imitating the Lord in humility, we embrace His enemy, the demon of pride. It was 
with reference to this that the Apostle said: 'For what do you have which you did not receive?' (1 Cor. 4:7). Did you 
create yourself? And if you received from God both soul and body, from which and in which and through which 



every virtue comes into being, 'why do you boast as if you had not received?' (1 Cor. 4:7). For it is the Lord who has 
given you these things.  

193. Purification of heart, through which we acquire humility and every blessing that comes from above, consists 
simply in our not letting evil droughts enter the soul.  
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194. If with God's help and for His sake alone we manage to guard the intellect for some time, it acquires a certain 
good sense in pursuing the spiritual battle. This good sense in its turn gives us, in no small measure, the ability to 
arrange our work and regulate our words with a judgment that accords with God's will.  

195. The high priest's emblems in the Old Testament are models for purity of heart. They teach us so to give 
attention to the gold disc of the heart (cf. Exod. 28:22. LXX) that, should we tarnish it through sin, we should 
cleanse it with tears, repentance and prayer. For the intellect is very receptive and hard to hold back from illicit 
droughts. It pursues with equal readiness both good and evil images.  

196. Truly blessed is the man whose mind and heart are as closely attached to the Jesus Prayer and to the ceaseless 
invocation of His name as air to the body or flame to the wax. The sun rising over the earth creates the daylight; and 
the venerable and holy name of the Lord Jesus, shining continually in the mind, gives birth to countless intellections 
radiant as the sun.  

197. When clouds are scattered the air is clear; and when the fantasies of passion are scattered by Jesus Christ, the 
sun of righteousness, bright and star-like intellections are born in the heart, for the heart is then illumined by Jesus. 
Solomon says: "They that trust in the Lord shall understand truth, and the faithful in love shall abide with Him' 
(Wisd. 3:9).  

198. One of the saints has said: 'Let the rancorous man vent his rancor on the demons, and let the belligerent man 
turn his hostility once and for all against his own body. The flesh is a treacherous friend, and the more it is coddled 
the more it fights back.' And again: 'Be hostile to your body, and fight against your stomach.'  

199. In the paragraphs up to this point - those comprising the first and second centuries - we have set down how to 
learn the difficult art of stilling the intellect. These paragraphs are the fruit not of our mind alone, but also of what 
the holy Fathers teach us about purity of intellect. Now, after a few words indicating the value of guarding the 
intellect, we shall draw to a close.  

200. Come, then, you who long in spirit to see days of blessing, follow me towards that union attained through the 
guarding of the intellect; and I, in the Lord, will instruct you in your task on earth and the angelic life. For neither 
the angels nor the intellect rivaling them in purity will ever be sated with praising the Creator. And  
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just as the angels, being immaterial, do not concern themselves with food, so neither do material beings when once 
they have entered the heaven of the intellect's stillness and have themselves become angelic. 

201. Just as the angels do not concern themselves with property and money, so those who have purified the soul's 
vision and who have attained the state of holiness are not troubled by the evil ploys of the demons. And just as the 
richness that comes from moving closer to God is evident in the angels, so love and intense longing for God is 
evident in those who have become angelic and gaze upwards towards the divine. Moreover, because the taste of the 
divine and the ecstasy of desire make their longing ever more intense and insatiable as they ascend, they do not stop 
until they reach the Seraphim; nor do they rest from their watchfulness of intellect and the intense longing of their 
aspiration until they have become angels in Christ Jesus our Lord.  

202. There is no venom more poisonous than that of the asp or cobra, and there is no evil greater than that of self-
love. The winged children of self-love are self-praise, self-satisfaction, gluttony, unchastity, self-esteem, jealousy 
and the crown of all these, pride. Pride can drag down not men alone, but even angels from heaven, and surround 
them with darkness instead of light.  

203. This, then, Theodoulos, comes to you from Hesychios, who bears the name of stillness even if he belies it in 
practice. Yet perhaps it is not from us, but has been given by God, who is praised and glorified in the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Spirit by every spiritual being, men and angels, and by all creation fashioned by the Holy Trinity, the 
one God. May we, too, reach His glorious kingdom through the prayers of the most pure Mother of God and of our 
holy Fathers. To the unattainable God be everlasting glory. Amen. 

 
[V1] 199 

St Neilos The Ascetic 
(d. c. 430) 

(Volume 1, pp. 199-251) 

 
Introductory Note 

 

St Neilos the Ascetic was abbot of a monastery near Ankyra (Ankara) in the early decades of the fifth century, and seems to 
have died around the year 430.  Possibly he was a disciple of St John Chrysostom. According to the traditional biography of 
Neilos - accepted as authentic by St Nikodimos, but now considered legendary - he was originally from Constantinople, and after 
serving as prefect of the city during the reign of Theodosios the Great (379-95) he became a hermit near Sinai. There seems in 
fact to be no good reason for connecting him with the Sinaite peninsula. 

The Ascetic Discourse of Neilos contains a valuable section on the relationship between the spiritual father and his disciples. 
In other of his writings, although not in this work, St Neilos refers to the invocation of the name of Jesus. Along with St 
Diadochos of Photiki, his younger contemporary, Neilos is the earliest writer to refer explicitly to the Jesus Prayer.1 

 
1 See Neilos, Letters, ii, 140, 214; iii, 273, 278 (Migne, Patrologia Graeca, lxxix, 260A, 261D, 312C, 520C, 52IBC). Compare I. Hausherr, 

Noms du Christ et voics d'oraison (Orientalia Christiana Analeda, 157, Rome, 1960), pp. 195-6. 
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Many Greeks and not a few Jews attempted to philosophize; but only the disciples of Christ have pursued true 
wisdom, because they alone have Wisdom as their teacher, showing them by His example the way of life they 
should follow. For the Greeks, like actors on a stage, put on false masks; they were philosophers in name alone, but 
lacked true philosophy. They displayed their philosophic calling by their cloak, beard and staff, but indulged the 
body and kept their desires as mistresses. They were slaves of gluttony and lust, accepting this as something natural. 
They were subject to anger and excited by glory, and they gulped down rich food like dogs. They did not realize that 
the philosopher must be above all a free man, and not a slave of the passions who can be bought or sold. A man of 
upright life can be the slave of others and yet suffer no harm; but to be enslaved to the passions and pleasures brings 
a man into disgrace and great ridicule. 

Some of the Greeks imagined themselves to be engaged in metaphysics, but they neglected the practice of the 
virtues altogether. Some were star-gazers, explaining the inexplicable, and claiming to know the size of the heavens, 
the dimensions of the sun and the movement of the stars. At times they even tried to theologize, although here the 
truth lies beyond man's unaided grasp, and speculation is dangerous; yet in their way of life they were more 
degraded than swine wallowing in the mud. And when some of them did try to apply their principles in practice, 
they became worse than those who only theorized, for they sold their labors for glory and praise. Usually their only 
object was to show off, and they endured hardships simply to gain cheap applause. Moreover, what can be more 
stupid than to keep silent continually, live on vegetables, cover oneself with ragged garments of hair and spend one's 
days in a barrel,  
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if one expects no recompense after death? If the rewards of virtue are restricted to this present life, then one is 
engaged in a contest where no prizes are ever offered, wrestling all one's life for no return but the toil and the sweat.  

Those of the Jews, on the other hand, who hold philosophy in honor - the Rechabites, the descendants of Jonadab 
(cf. Jer. 35:6) - do indeed encourage their disciples to follow an appropriate way of life. They always live in tents, 
abstaining from wine and all luxuries; their fare is frugal and provision for their bodily needs is moderate. While 
devoting fall attention to the practice of the virtues, they also attach great importance to contemplation, as their 
name 'Essene' indicates. In short, they pursue the goal of philosophy while avoiding the things that conflict with 
their calling. But what do they gain from their arduous ascetic contest, since they deny Christ, who acts as judge and 
gives the award? So they, too, fail to gain from their labors, falling short of the true goal of philosophy.  

For philosophy is a state of moral integrity combined with a doctrine of true knowledge concerning reality. Both 



Jews and Greeks fell short of this, for they rejected the Wisdom that is from heaven and tried to philosophize 
without Christ, who alone has revealed the true philosophy in both His life and His teaching. For by the purity of His 
life He was the first to establish the way of true philosophy. He always held His soul above the passions of the body, 
and in the end, when His death was required by His design for man's salvation. He laid down even His soul. In this 
He taught us that the true philosopher must renounce all life's pleasures, mastering pains and passions, and paying 
scant attention to the body: he must not overvalue even his soul, but must readily lay it down when holiness 
demands.  

The apostles received this way of life from Christ and made it their own, renouncing the world in response to His 
call, disregarding fatherland, relatives and possessions. At once they adopted a harsh and strenuous way of life, 
facing every kind of adversity, afflicted, tormented, harassed, naked, lacking even necessities; and finally they met 
death boldly, imitating their Teacher faithfully in all things. Thus through their actions they left behind a true image 
of the highest way of life.  

Although all Christians should have modeled their own life on this image, most of them either lacked the will to 
do so or else made  
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only feeble efforts. There were, however, a few who had the Strength to rise above the turmoil of the world and to 
flee from the agitation of cities. Having escaped from this turbulence, they embraced the monastic life and 
reproduced in themselves the pattern of apostolic virtue. They preferred voluntary poverty to possessions, because 
this freed them from distraction; and so as to control the passions, they satisfied their bodily needs with food that 
was readily available and simply prepared, rather than with richly dressed dishes. Soft and unnecessary clothing they 
rejected as an invention of human luxury, and they wore only such plain garments as are required for the body. It 
seemed to them a betrayal of philosophy to turn their attention from heavenly things to earthly concerns more 
appropriate to animals. They ignored the world, being above-human passions. 

They did not seek excessive gain by exploiting each other; nor did they bring lawsuits against one another, for 
each had his own conscience as an impartial judge. One was not rich while another was destitute, nor did one 
overeat while another starved. The generosity of those who were well off made good what others lacked, this 
willingness to share eliminating every anomaly and establishing equality and fairness - though even then inequality 
still existed, produced not as it is now by the mad struggle for social status, but by a great desire to live more humbly 
than others. Envy, malice, arrogance and haughtiness were banished, along with all that leads to discord. Some were 
impervious or dead to the coarser passions; they had so firmly repudiated all traces of them from the start that now, 
through daily asceticism and perseverance, they had acquired inner stability and did not even have fantasies of them 
in their dreams. In short, they were lights shining in darkness; they were fixed stars illuminating the jet-black night 
of life; they were harbor walls unshaken by storms. They showed everyone how simple it is to escape unharmed 
from the provocations of the passions. 

But this strict and angelic way of life has suffered the fate of a portrait many times recopied by careless hands, 
until gradually all likeness to the original has been lost. Though we are crucified to the world, though we have 
renounced this transitory life and our purely human limitations, aspiring to the state of the angels by sharing their 
dispassion, yet we have relapsed and fallen back. Because of our material concerns and shameful acquisitiveness, we 
have blunted the edge of true asceticism; and by our negligence we  
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discredit even those who through their genuine sanctity truly deserve to be honored. Wearing the monastic habit, we 
have 'put our hand to the plough', yet we look back, forgetting and even strongly rejecting our duties, and so do not 
become 'fit for the kingdom of heaven' (cf. Luke 9:62).  

So we no longer pursue plainness and simplicity of life. We no longer value stillness, which helps to free us from 
past defilement, but prefer a whole host of things which distract us uselessly from our true goal. Rivalry over 
material possessions has made us forget the counsel of the Lord, who urged us to take no thought for earthly things, 
but to seek only the kingdom of heaven (cf. Matt. 6:33). Deliberately doing the opposite, we have disregarded the 
Lord's commandment, trusting in ourselves and not in His protection. For He says: 'Behold the fowls of the air: for 
they do not sow or reap or gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them' (Matt. 6:26); and again: 'Consider 
the lilies of the field, how they grow; they do not toil or spin' (Matt. 6:28). When He sent the apostles out to declare 
the good news to their fellow men. He even forbade them to carry wallet, purse or staff, and told them to be content 
with His promise: 'The workman is worthy of his food' (Matt. 10:10). This promise is to be trusted far more than our 
own resources.  

Despite all this we go on accumulating as much land as we can, and we buy up flocks of sheep, fine oxen and fat 
donkeys - the sheep to supply us with wool, the oxen to plough and provide food for us and fodder for themselves 
and for the other animals, the donkeys to transport from foreign lands the goods and luxuries which our own country 
lacks. We also select the crafts which give the highest return, even though they absorb all our attention and leave no 
time for the remembrance of God. It is as if we accused God of being incapable of providing for us, or ourselves of 
being unable to fulfill the commitments of our calling. Even if we do not admit this. openly, our actions condemn us; 
for we show approval of the ways of worldly men by engaging in the same pursuits, and perhaps working at them 
even harder than they do.  

Thus, like so many others, we look on the ascetic way as a means of gain, and follow the once unworldly life of 
blessedness merely in order to avoid hard work through a feigned piety, and to gain greater scope for indulging in 
illusory pleasures. We shamelessly  
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revile those who live simply, and sometimes even our own superiors, as though we thought the spiritual life was a 
matter of aggressiveness, not of humility and gentleness. As a result, instead of being respected, we are regarded as a 
useless crowd, involved in buying and selling just as much as the man in the street. Nothing marks us out as it 
should from others, and we distinguish ourselves merely by the habit that we wear, not by our way of life. We reject 
all ascetic effort, but madly desire a reputation for asceticism. We have debased the truth into play-acting.  

Today, a person wears the monastic habit without washing away the stains on his soul, or erasing the marks which 
past sins have stamped upon his mind; indeed, he may still take lustful pleasure in the fantasies these sins suggest. 
He has not yet trained his character so as to fit his vocation, nor does he grasp the purpose of the divine philosophy. 
Already he has developed a Pharisaic superciliousness, being filled with conceit by his robes. He goes about 



carrying various tools the use of which he does not understand. By virtue of his outward dress he lays claim to a 
knowledge -which in reality he has not tasted even with the tip of his tongue. He is a reef, not a harbor; a whited 
sepulcher, not a temple; a wolf, not a sheep; the ruin of those decoyed by his appearance.  

Unable to endure the strictness of life in their monastery, such monks run away and swarm into a city like a party 
of revelers. Then, when they get hungry, they begin to deceive others with an outward show of piety, and are ready 
to do anything to satisfy their needs; for nothing is more compelling and inventive than the demands of the body, 
especially when one is idle. Their techniques get more and more cunning and ingenious. They hang about the doors 
of the wealthy like parasites, and like slaves they dance attendance on them through the streets, shoving people out 
of the way and clearing a path for them. All this they do for the sake of a meal, never having leamt to control their 
gluttony. Nor do they obey Moses and carry on their girdle a trowel for covering their excrement (cf. Deut. 23:13. 
LXX). They do not realize that indulgence in gluttony leads only to further hunger, and that they should satisfy the 
needs of the body only with whatever food is at hand, thus quelling their shameful and disordered appetites.  

This is why the name of God is blasphemed, and the ascetic way of life, instead of inspiring men, fills them with 
disgust. The  
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attainments of genuine ascetics are dismissed as trickery. Cities are full of vagabonds, and people are pestered at 
home, revoked by the very sight of these monks, seeing them standing at their doors more shamelessly than beggars. 
Many have even been admitted into people's homes, where for a little while they make a pretence of piety, 
deceitfully concealing their wicked plans; then they rob their hosts and make off, thus bringing the whole monastic 
life into disrepute. Once the monks taught self-restraint; now they are banished from cities as a corrupting influence, 
and shunned like lepers. People would rather trust thieves and burglars than those who follow the monastic life, 
thinking straightforward criminals easier to guard against than plausible tricksters.  

These monks have not so much as begun the ascetic life, far less learnt the value of stillness. Perhaps they came to 
the monastic life because of some pressure, not realizing what is involved; so they regard it merely as a way of 
earning their living. This attitude might change to something more spiritual, if only they would stop knocking on 
every door and if, shamed by their monastic habit into restraining their gross acquisitiveness, they were willing to 
impose a much-needed curb on their body. But, being self-indulgent, they do not realize how their soft living 
constantly breeds new and extravagant desires.  

It is difficult to treat those who suffer from chronic diseases. For how can you explain the value of health to 
people who have never enjoyed it, but have been sickly from birth? Because this is their customary state, they regard 
it as a misfortune of nature, and even as perfectly normal. It is useless to offer advice to those who have no intention 
of taking it, but continue regardless on the downward path. In particular, those with a lust for any kind of gain, 
however shameful, are completely deaf to advice.  

As for ourselves, who claim to have renounced Worldly life and its desires in our longing for holiness, and who 
profess to follow Christ, why do we entangle ourselves once more in worldly distractions? Why do we wrongly 
build again what we have rightly torn down? Why do we share in the folly of those who are disloyal to their 
vocation? Why in our pursuit of empty trivialities do we kindle the appetites of our weaker brethren and fill them 
with greed? The Lord has commanded us to watch over those who are easily misled, not inciting them to evil, and 



preferring their advantage to our  
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pleasure. In this way, by not following our own unconsidered impulses, we help many of our simpler brethren to be 
more careful, and set them an example by our attitude to worldly concerns.  

Why do we attach such value to material things, seeing that we have been taught to despise them? Why do we 
cling to money and possessions, and disperse our intellect among a host of useless cares? Our preoccupation with 
such things diverts us from what is more important and makes us neglect the well-being of the soul, leading us to 
perdition. For we who profess to be philosophers and pride ourselves on being superior to pleasure are seen to 
pursue material gain with more zest than anyone else. Nothing brings such severe punishment on us as our 
persuasion of others to imitate our own evil ways.  

Let no one despise these words. Either correct your evil conduct, which brings disgrace upon the divine 
philosophy, leading others to indifference, or else give up all claim to be a philosopher. For the true philosopher 
possessions are superfluous, since he detaches himself from bodily concerns for the sake of the soul's purity. If your 
aim is material riches and pleasure, why pretend to honor philosophy while you act in a manner which entirely 
conflicts with it, cloaking your conduct under fine words?  

So great is our preoccupation with material things that we feel no shame when, on breaking the Savior’s 
commandments, we are rebuked even by those whom we despise because they still live 'in the world'; for they now 
teach us instead of us teaching them. When we are quarrelling, they remind us that 'the servant of Christ must not 
engage in strife, but be gentle to all men' (2 Tim. 2:24); when we are disputing about money and possessions, they 
quote to us the text, 'If anyone . . . takes away your coat, let him have your cloak also' (Matt. 5:40). They ridicule 
and deride us because of the incongruity between our actions and our vocation. Indeed, is it ever right to engage in 
disputes in order to protect our property? Suppose that someone destroys the boundary of our vineyard and adds it to 
his own land: someone else lets his animal loose in it; and someone else diverts the water supply from our garden. 
Must we then lose all self-control in such situations, and become worse than madmen? But in that case our intellect, 
which should be engaged in the contemplation of created beings, must now give its attention to lawsuits, turning its 
contemplative power to  
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worldly cunning, so as to defend a quantity of unnecessary possessions.  

Why do we try to make other people's property our own,' weighing ourselves down with material fetters, and 
paying HO attention to the prophet's imprecation: 'Woe to him who gathers what is not his own, and heavily loads his 
yoke' (cf. Hab. 2:6. LXX). Those who pursue us are, as Jeremiah says, 'swifter than the eagles of heaven' (Lam. 



4:19); but we weigh ourselves down with worldly things, move slowly along the road and so are easily overtaken by 
our pursuer, covetousness, which Paul taught us to flee (cf. Col. 3: s). Even if we are not heavily laden, we must still 
run as fast as we can, or else the enemy will overtake us. 

Attachment to worldly things is a grave obstacle to those who are striving after holiness, and often brings ruin to 
both soul and body. For what destroyed Naboth the Israelite? Was not his vineyard the cause of his death, because it 
roused the jealousy of his neighbor Ahab (cf. 1 Kgs. 21:1-16)? What made the two and a half tribes stay outside the 
promised land, but their huge herds and flocks (cf. Num. 34:15)? What divided Lot and Abraham? Was it not also 
their huge herds and flocks which caused continual quarrels among the herdsmen, and in the end forced them to part 
(cf. Gen. 13:5-11)?  

So possessions arouse feelings of jealousy against their owners, cut off their owners from men better than 
themselves, divide families, and make friends hate one another. Possessions, moreover, have no place in the life to 
come, and even in this present life have no great use. Why, then, do we abandon the service of God and devote 
ourselves entirely to empty trivialities? For it is God who supplies us with all that we need. Human efforts inevitably 
fail unless God helps us; while God in His providence bestows every blessing without man's assistance. What 
benefits were gained from their efforts by those to whom God said: 'You sowed much and gathered little, and I blew 
it away out of your hands' (cf. Hag. 1:9)? And what did the righteous lack, though they gave no thought at all for 
their needs? Were not the Israelites fed in the desert for forty years, without cultivating the land? They always had 
enough to eat, for in a strange and miraculous way quails came in from the sea and manna fell from the sky (cf. 
Exod. 16), and a dry rock, when struck, gushed water (cf. Exod. 17:6); and throughout the whole forty  
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years their clothes and shoes never wore out (cf. Deut. 8:4). What land was tilled beside the brook Kerith where 
Elijah hid? Did not the ravens bring him food (cf. 1 Kgs. 17:6)? And when he came to Sarepta, did not the widow, 
despite her desperate need, give him bread, snatching it from the mouth other own children (cf. 1 Kgs. 17:10-16)? 
All this shows that we should seek holiness, not clothing, food and drink. 

Strange though all these things may seem, they are by no means impossible. A man can live without eating if God 
so wills. For how did Elijah complete a journey of forty days with the strength received from a single meal (cf. 1 
Kgs. 19:8)? And how did Moses remain on the mountain in communion with God for eighty days without tasting 
human food? After forty days he came down and, enraged by the image of the calf which the Israelites had made, 
immediately he broke the tablets of stone engraved with the Law and went back up the mountain, remaining there 
for another forty days; and only then, after receiving two further tablets of stone, did he go down again to the people 
(cf. Exod. 24:12-18; 31:18-34: 3 5). How can the human mind explain this miracle? How did his bodily nature 
survive without anything to replenish its daily loss of strength? This enigma is solved by the divine Logos, when He 
says: 'Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God’ (Matt. 4:4).  

Why, then, do we drag the monastic way of life down from heaven to earth, burying ourselves in material 
anxieties? Why do we who once were 'brought up in scarlet' now 'embrace dunghills', as Jeremiah says in his 
Lamentations (Lam. 4:5)? For when we are refreshed with radiant and fiery thoughts, we are 'brought up in scarlet'; 



but when we leave this state and involve ourselves in material things, we 'embrace dunghills'. Why do we abandon 
hope in God and rely on the strength of our own arm, ascribing the gifts of God's providence to the work of our 
hands? Job considered that his greatest sin was to raise his hand to his mouth and kiss it (cf. Job 31: 27), but we feel 
no qualms in doing this. For many people are accustomed to kiss their hands, saying that it is their hands which 
bring them prosperity. The Law refers to such people symbolically when it says: 'Whatever goes upon its paws is 
unclean', and 'whatever goes upon all fours or has many feet is always unclean' (cf. Lev. 11:27, 42). Now the phrase 
'goes upon its paws'  
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indicates someone who relies on his own hands and places all his hope in them, while to 'go on all fours' is to trust in 
sensory things and continually to seduce one's intellect into worrying about them; and to have 'many feet' signifies 
clinging to material objects. 

This is why the author of Proverbs, speaking figuratively, does not wish the perfect man to have even two feet, but 
only one, and this one seldom involving him in material things; for he says:  

'Seldom set your foot within your friend's house, lest he grow weary of you, and so hate you' (Prov. 25:17. LXX). 
'You are my friends', says the Savior to His disciples (John 15:14); and if we try not to worry our friends about our 
bodily needs, then we should only seldom trouble Christ about such matters; for if we keep worrying our friends 
they will come to hate us. What will our fate be, and how shall we escape condemnation, if we are constantly 
occupied with these bodily needs, and never stand upright or straighten our legs, so as to raise ourselves from the 
ground? For our two legs together carry the whole mass of the body, and by crouching a little we are able to spring 
upwards; and in the same way our faculty of discrimination, after stooping to attend to the needs of the body, can 
once more look upwards unimpeded, separating itself from all worldly thoughts.  

Standing upright, then, is characteristic of men who do not constantly indulge their lower impulses; it is also 
characteristic of the angelic powers, because they have no need of physical things and feel no longing for them. That 
is what Ezekiel meant when he said: ‘Their legs were straight and their feet were winged' (Ezek. 1:7. LXX). This 
signifies the unbending steadfastness of their outlook and the swiftness of their movement towards spiritual things. 
Men, on the other hand, have been given legs that bend: in this way they can descend sometimes to fulfill the needs 
of the body, and at other times ascend to fulfill those of the soul. Because of the soul's kinship with the heavenly 
powers, we should for the most part dwell with them on high; as regards the body, we should turn our attention to 
material things only in so far as some necessity forces us to do so. But always to be creeping on the ground in search 
of pleasure is defiling and degrading for someone with experience of spiritual knowledge.  

Strictly speaking, we should call someone unclean, not because he  
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goes on all fours, but only if he does so continually; for God allows those who are in a body to attend from time to 
time to their bodily needs. Thus Jonathan, when fighting Nahash the Ammonite, gained the victory over him by 
moving on all fours (cf. 1 Sam. 14:13); but he did this solely because he had to. When fighting the snake that creeps 
on its belly - for this is what the name Nahash means - he was forced for a short time to do the same by going on all 
fours; and then, standing up again in the usual way, he easily defeated his opponent. 

The story of Ish-bosheth also teaches us not to be over-anxious about bodily things, and not to rely on the senses 
to protect us. He was a king who went to rest in his chamber, leaving a woman as door-keeper. When the men of 
Rechab came, they found her dozing off as she was winnowing wheat; so, escaping her notice, they slipped in and 
slew Ish-bosheth while he was asleep (cf. 2 Sam. 4:5-8). Now when bodily concerns predominate, everything in man 
is asleep: the intellect, the soul and the senses. For the woman at the door winnowing wheat indicates the state of 
one whose reason is closely absorbed in physical things and trying with persistent efforts to purify them. It is clear 
that this story in Scripture should not be taken literally. For how could a king have a woman as doorkeeper, when he 
ought properly to be guarded by a troop of soldiers, and to have round him a large body of attendants? Or how could 
he be so poor as to use her to winnow the wheat? But improbable details are often included in a story because of the 
deeper truth they signify. Thus the intellect in each of us resides within like a king, while the reason acts as door-
keeper of the senses. When the reason occupies itself with bodily things - and to winnow wheat is something bodily 
- the enemy without difficulty slips past unnoticed and slays the intellect. This is why Abraham did not entrust the 
guarding of the door to a woman, knowing that the senses are easily deceived; for they take pleasure in the sight of 
sensory things, and so divide the intellect and persuade it to share in sensual delights, although this is clearly 
dangerous. But Abraham himself sat by the door (cf. Gen. 18:1), allowing free entry to divine thoughts, while 
barring the way to worldly cares.  

What advantage do we gain in life from all our useless toil over worldly things? 'Is not all man's labor for the sake 
of his mouth' (Eccles. 6:7)? Now, according to the Apostle (1 Tim. 6:8), 'food  
 
 
 
[V1] 211 

St Neilos The Ascetic 
Ascetic Discourse 

and raiment' are all we need to maintain our humble flesh. Why, then, as Solomon asks, do we labor endlessly 'for 
the wind’    (Eccles. 5:16)? Through our anxiety about worldly things we hinder the soul from enjoying divine 
blessings and we bestow on the flesh greater care and comfort than are good for it. We nourish it with what is 
harmful and thus make it an adversary, so that it not only wavers in battle but, because of over-indulgence, it fights 
vigorously against the soul, seeking honors and rewards. What in fact are the basic needs of the body that we use as 
a pretext when indulging an endless succession of desires? Simply bread and water. Well, do not the springs provide 
running water in abundance, while bread is easily earned by those who have hands? In this way we can satisfy the 
needs of the body, while suffering little or no distraction. And does our clothing call for much care? Again, no - if 
we reject a stupid conformity to fashion, and consider only our actual needs. For what fine-spun clothing, what linen 
or purple or silk did the first man wear? Did not the Creator command him to wear a coat of skins and to eat herbs 
(cf. Gen. 3:18, 21)? Such were the limits He set to the needs of the body - far different from the civilized 



shamelessness of today. 
I am not arguing here that He who feeds the birds of the air and clothes the lilies of the field with such glory will 

certainly provide also for us if we pursue holiness; for those who are still far from real faith in God cannot as yet be 
persuaded by this argument. But who, when asked, will refuse to give what is needful to one who lives a holy life? 
The barbarous Babylonians who took Jerusalem by force showed respect for the holiness of Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 40:4-
5), and provided him abundantly with all his bodily requirements, giving him not only food but the vessels with 
which it was the custom to serve guests. Surely, then, our own fellow-countrymen, since they are not totally 
barbarous, will appreciate goodness and admire what is holy, and so will show respect for our ascetic life. Even if 
they themselves cannot follow the ascetic way owing to the weakness of their nature, at least they hold this way in 
honor and venerate those who pursue it. What persuaded the Shunammite woman to build a chamber for Elisha, and 
to put there a table, bed and candlestick (cf. 2 Kgs. 4:10)? Was it not Elisha's holiness? And what made the widow, 
when the whole country was ravaged by famine, place the needs of the Prophet before her own (cf. 1 Kgs. 17:10-
16)?  
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Had she not been amazed by Elijah's spiritual wisdom, she would not have deprived herself and her children of what 
small material solace still remained to them, and given it to him. She expected in any case to die before long, but in 
her generosity to the stranger she was ready to do so even before the time came. 

Men such as Elijah and Elisha became what they were through their courage, perseverance and indifference to the 
things of this life. They practiced frugality; by being content with little they reached a state in which they wanted 
nothing, and so came to resemble the bodiless angels. As a result, though outwardly insignificant and unnoticed, 
they became stronger than the greatest of earthly rulers; they spoke more boldly to crowned monarchs than any king 
does to his own subjects. In what weapons or strength did Elijah trust when he rebuked Ahab, saying: 'It is not I who 
have troubled Israel, but you and your father's house' (1 Kgs. 18:18)? How was Moses able to withstand Pharaoh 
when he had nothing but holiness to give him courage (cf. Exod. 5)? When the armies of the kings of Israel and 
Judah were gathered for war, how did Elisha dare to say to Jehoram: 'As the Lord of hosts lives, before whom I 
stand, surely, were it not that I regard the presence of Jehoshaphat the king of Judah, I would not look toward you, 
nor see you' (2 Kgs. 3:14)? He was afraid neither of the assembled troops nor of the king's anger, which was likely 
to flare up for no good reason in time of war, when his mind was confused and anxious. Can any king achieve what 
holiness achieves? What robe of royal purple divided a river, as did the mantle of Elijah (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:8)? And what 
royal crown cured diseases, as did the handkerchiefs of the apostles (cf. Acts 19:12)? A solitary prophet once 
censured a king for his unlawful acts, when the king had his whole army with him. Incensed by the criticisms, the 
king stretched out his hand to seize the prophet; yet not only did he fail to catch hold of him, but he was unable to 
draw his hand back again, for it had withered (cf. 1 Kgs. 13:4). Here was a contest between holiness and a king's 
power; and victory went to holiness. The prophet did not fight; it was holiness that routed the enemy. The combatant 
himself did nothing while his faith acted. The king's allies stood by as judges of the contest; and the king's hand 
stuck fast, showing that holiness had won. 

These holy men achieved such things because they had resolved to live for the soul alone, turning away from the 
body and its  
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wants. The fact of needing nothing made them superior to all men. They chose to forsake the body and to free 
themselves from life in the flesh, rather than to betray the cause of holiness and, because of their bodily needs, to 
flatter the wealthy. But, as for us, when we lack something, instead of struggling courageously against our 
difficulties, we come fawning to the rich, like puppies wagging their tails in the hope of being tossed a bare bone or 
some crumbs. To get what we want, we call them benefactors and protectors of Christians, attributing every virtue to 
them, even though they may be utterly wicked. We do not investigate how the saints lived, although supposedly it is 
our aim to imitate their holiness.  

Naaman, the commander of the Syrian army, came to Elisha with many gifts. And what did the prophet do? Did 
he go out to meet him? Did he run towards him? No, he sent a lad to find out why Naaman had come, and did not 
even admit him to his presence. This was to prevent anyone thinking that he had cured Naaman in return for the gifts 
that he brought (cf. 2 Kgs. 5:8-16). This story, without teaching us to be arrogant, shows us that we should not 
flatter, because of our needs, those who value highly the very things it is our vocation to despise.  

Why do we forsake the pursuit of spiritual wisdom, and engage in agriculture and commerce? What can be better 
than to entrust our anxieties to God, so that He may help us with the farming? The soil is tilled and the seeds are 
sown by human effort; then God sends the rain, watering the seeds in the soft womb of the earth and enabling them 
to develop roots. He makes the sun rise, warming the soil, and with this warmth He stimulates the growth of the 
plants. He sends winds tempered to their development. When young shoots begin to come up, He fans them with 
gentle breezes, so that the crop is not scorched by hot streams of air. Then with steady winds He ripens the milky 
substance of the grains inside the husks. At threshing-time He provides fiery heat; for winnowing, suitable breezes. 
If one of these factors is missing, all our human toil is wasted; our efforts achieve nothing when they are not sealed 
by God's gifts. Often, even when all these factors are present, a violent and untimely storm of rain spoils the grain as 
it is being threshed or when it has been heaped up clean. Sometimes, again, it is destroyed by worms in the granary: 
the table, as it were, is already laid and then the food is suddenly snatched from our very mouths. What,  
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then, is the use of relying on our own efforts, since God controls the helm and directs all things as He wills? 

We are apt to say that in sickness the body needs some relief. But is it not much better to die rather than do 
something unworthy of our vocation? In any case, if God wishes us to go on living, either He will give our body 
enough strength to bear the pain of the illness, and will reward us for our courage; or else He will find some way to 
relieve the pain, for the Fountain of Wisdom never lacks a remedy.  

What we need to do above all else is to return to the blessed way of life followed by the first monks. This way can 
easily be attained by all who wish. And then, if any suffering comes, it will not be fruitless; for there is this 



consolation: that it corrects our faults and enables us to make progress. Such suffering also confers great benefit on 
those who have embarked on the spiritual path but then abandoned it, in that it makes them return to this path once 
more.  

Let us avoid staying in towns and villages; it is better for their inhabitants to come and visit us. Let us seek the 
wilderness and so draw after us the people who now shun us. For Scripture praises those who 'leave the cities and 
dwell in the rocks, and are like the dove' (cf. Jer. 48:28). John the Baptist lived in the wilderness and the population 
of entire towns came out to him. Men dressed in garments of silk hastened to see his leather girdle; those who lived 
in houses with gilded ceilings chose to endure hardship in the open air; and rather than sleep on beds adorned with 
jewels they preferred to lie on the sand. All this they endured, although it was contrary to their usual habits; for in 
their desire to see John the Baptist and in their wonder at his holiness they did not notice the hardships and 
discomfort. For holiness is held in higher honor than wealth; and the life of stillness wins greater fame than a large 
fortune. How many rich men there were at that time, proud of their glory, and yet today they are quite forgotten; 
whereas the miraculous life of this humble desert-dweller is acclaimed until this day, and his memory is greatly 
revered by all. For the renown of holiness is eternal, and its intrinsic virtues proclaim its value.  

Let us give up our flocks and herds, and so become real shepherds. Let us abandon sordid commerce, and so 
acquire the 'pearl of great price' (Matt. 13:46). Let us stop tilling the earth which 'brings forth thorns and thistles' 
(Gen. 3:18), and so become cultivators and keepers of paradise. Let us give up everything and choose the 
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life of stillness, and so put to silence those who now reproach us for owning possessions. The best way to abash our 
critics is discreetly to correct in ourselves the faults for which they revile us; for such a change in those reproached 
puts their reproachers to shame. 

There is another thing which in my opinion is truly disgraceful, and for which with good reason we are ridiculed 
by all. When someone has just entered the monastic life and has leamt merely about the outward practices of 
asceticism - how and when monks pray, what they eat and how they dress - at once he claims to teach others 
concerning things he has not mastered himself. He goes about with a bevy of disciples, although himself still 
needing instruction; he thinks it easy to be a spiritual guide, not realizing that the care of other men's souls is of all 
things the most difficult. For men must first be purified from old defilements, and then with close attention must 
learn about holiness. But when a person imagines that there is nothing beyond bodily ascetic practice, how will he 
correct the moral character of his pupils? How will he refashion those enslaved to evil habits? How will he help 
those attacked by the passions, when he knows nothing about mental warfare? How will he heal the wounds they 
receive when fighting, since he himself lies wounded and is in need of aid? 

To master any art requires time and much instruction; can the art of arts alone be mastered without being leamt? 
No one without experience would go in for farming; nor would someone who has never been taught medicine try to 
practice as a doctor. The first would be condemned for making good farmland barren and weed-infested; the second, 
for making the sick worse instead of better. The only art which the uninstructed dare to practice, because they think 



it the simplest of all, is that of the spiritual way. What is difficult the majority regard as easy; and what Paul says he 
has not yet apprehended (cf. Phil. 3:12), they claim to know through and through, although they do not know even 
this: that they are totally ignorant.  

This is why the monastic life has come to be treated with contempt, and those who follow it are mocked by 
everyone. For who would not laugh when he sees someone who yesterday served in a tavern, posing today as a 
teacher of virtue, surrounded by pupils? Or when he sees a man who has just left a life of civic dishonesty  
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now swaggering all over the market-place with a crowd of disciples? If such people realized clearly how much 
painful toil is required to guide others on the spiritual way, and if they knew the risks involved, they would certainly 
abandon the task as beyond their powers. But because they remain ignorant of this and regard it as a glory to be the 
guide of others, they will when the moment comes tumble headlong into the pit. They think nothing of leaping into a 
burning furnace. They provoke laughter in those who know their previous life, and arouse God's anger by their 
foolhardiness. Because Eli failed to correct his children, nothing could avert God's wrath from him - neither his 
venerable old age, nor his past freedom of communion with God, nor the honor due to his priesthood (cf. 1 Sam. 
2:12, 29; 4:18). How, then, will they escape His wrath whose previous actions have not commended them to God, 
who understand neither the workings of sin nor how to correct it, and who embark on this dangerous task without 
experience, incited by love for glory? 

At first sight it seems that the only teachers our Lord had in mind were the Pharisees when He said: 'Woe to you, 
scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you scour sea and land to gain one proselyte, and when he is gained, you 
make him twice as much the child of hell as yourselves' (Matt. 23:15) But in reality, by rebuking the Pharisees in 
this way, He was warning those who in the future would fall into the same mistake; so that, heeding His words 'Woe 
to you . . .', from fear of His condemnation they would restrain their improper desire for human glory. They should 
also recall the example of Job, and either care for their disciples as he cared for his children, or else renounce all 
claim to give spiritual direction. Wishing his sons to be free from sins in their mind, Job offered sacrifices every day 
on their behalf in case, as he said, 'my sons have thought evil in their minds against God' (Job 1:5. LXX). But these 
men cannot discern even outward sins, because their intelligence is still obscured by dust from the battle which they 
are waging against the passions. How, then, do they rashly take upon themselves the direction and cure of others, 
when as yet they have not cured their own passions, and when they cannot lead others to victory, since they have not 
yet gained the victory for themselves? First we must struggle against our own passions, watching and keeping in 
mind the course of the battle; and then on the basis of personal experience  
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we can advise others about this warfare, and render victory easier for them by describing the tactics beforehand. 



There are some who gain control over their passions by practicing great austerities; but, as happens in skirmishes 
by night, they do not know how victory was won, and have no clear idea of the snares laid against them by the 
enemy. This is indicated symbolically by what Joshua did: while his army was crossing the Jordan at night, he 
ordered his men to take stones out of the river, set them up on the bank, and then cover them with whitewash and 
write on them how they had passed over the Jordan (cf. Josh. 4: 2-9). By this he signified that the hidden thoughts 
underlying our passionate behavior should be brought into the open and pilloried, and that we should not mind 
sharing this knowledge with others. In this way, not only will the one who has crossed know how he did it, but 
others who wish to do the same will cross more easily because they have been instructed. Through such experience 
the first teaches others.  

But these self-appointed teachers lack personal experience, and do not even listen when others speak to them. 
Relying solely on their own self-assurance, they order their brethren to wait on them like slaves. They glory in this 
one thing: to have many disciples. Their main objective is to ensure that, when they go about in public, their retinue 
of followers is no smaller than those of their rivals. They behave like mountebanks rather than teachers. They think 
nothing of giving orders, however burdensome, but they fail to teach others by their own conduct. Thus they make 
their purpose obvious to all: they have insinuated themselves into a position of leadership, not for the benefit of their 
disciples, but to promote their own pleasure.  

They should learn from Abimelech and Gideon that it is not words but actions that inspire people to follow a 
leader. Abimelech prepared a load of wood, then laid it on his own shoulders, saying: 'Make haste, and do what you 
have seen me do' (Judg. 9:48). Gideon also shared tasks with his men and by his. own example showed them what to 
do, saying: 'Look at me, and do the same’ (Judg. 7:17). Similarly, the Apostle said: 'These hands have ministered to 
my necessities, and to those who were with me' (Acts 20:34), while the Lord Himself first acted and then taught. All 
this proves that it is more convincing to teach through actions than through words.  
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But false teachers are blind to such examples, and arrogantly tell men what to do. Imagining that they know 
something about these matters at second hand, they are like the inexperienced shepherds who were rebuked by the 
prophet for carrying a sword on their arm: 

'The sword is on their arm ... and their right eye will be blinded’ (cf. Zech. 11:17. LXX). For in their foolishness 
they have neglected right action, and so they have extinguished the light of contemplation. Yet as shepherds they are 
harsh and inhuman whenever they can inflict punishment. So their contemplative understanding is immediately 
destroyed, and then their actions, deprived of this understanding, prove misguided; for those who do not gird their 
sword to their thigh but carry it on their arm can neither do nor see anything. To 'gird the sword to the thigh' means 
to use the incisive power of the intelligence to cut off one's own passions, while to bear it 'on the arm' means to have 
punishment ready for the sinful acts of others. Thus Nahash the Ammonite, whose name means 'snake', threatened 
the Israelites gifted with contemplative insight, that he would put out all their right eyes (cf. 1 Sam. 11:2), thus 
depriving them of any right understanding to lead them to right action. He knew that when people proceed from 
contemplation to action, this right understanding enables them to make great progress. The action is good because it 
has first been contemplated by the clear-sighted eyes of spiritual knowledge. 



Experience shows that the task of guiding others should be undertaken by someone who is equable and has no 
personal advantage in view. For such a person, having tasted stillness and contemplation, and begun in some 
measure to be inwardly at peace, will not choose to entangle his intellect with bodily cares; he will not want to turn 
it away from knowledge and drag it down from the spiritual to the material. This point is underlined in the well-
known parable which Jotham told the men of Shechem: 'Once upon a time the trees went out to anoint a king over 
them; and they said ... to the vine, "Come and reign over us." And the vine said to them: "Should I leave my wine, 
which cheers God and man, and go to be promoted over the trees?"' Similarly, the fig-tree declined because of its 
sweetness, and the olive because of its own good qualities. Then a bramble, a barren plant full of thorns, accepted 
the sovereignty which they offered, though it possessed neither a special good quality of its own, nor those of the 
trees that were to be subject to it (cf. Judg.  
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9:7-15). Now in this parable the trees which sought a ruler were not cultivated but wild. The vine, the fig-tree and 
the olive refused to rule over the wild trees, preferring to bear their own fruits rather than to occupy a position of 
authority. Likewise, those who perceive in themselves some fruit of virtue and feel its benefit, refuse to assume 
leadership even when pressed by others, because they prefer this benefit to receiving honor from men. 

The curse which befell the trees in the parable also falls on these people who act in a similar way. 'Let fire come 
out of the bramble,' it says, 'and devour the trees of the forest; or let. it come out of the trees and devour the 
bramble.' For when these people make a harmful agreement, inevitably it proves dangerous not only to those who 
place themselves under an inexperienced teacher, but equally to the teacher who assumes authority over inattentive 
disciples. The teacher's ineptitude destroys the disciples, and the disciples' negligence endangers the teacher, 
especially when, because of his ineptitude, they grow lazy. For it is the teacher's duty to notice and correct all his 
disciples' faults, and it is the disciples' duty to obey all his instructions. It is a serious and dangerous thing both for 
them to commit sins and for him to overlook them.  

Let no one imagine that to be a spiritual guide is an excuse for ease and self-indulgence, for nothing is so 
demanding as the charge of souls. Those who have charge of horses and other animals keep them under control, and 
so they generally achieve their purpose. But to govern men is harder, because of the variety of their characters and 
their deliberate cunning. Anyone undertaking this task must prepare himself for a severe struggle. He must treat the 
faults of all with great forbearance, and patiently teach them things of which in their ignorance they are not aware. 

This is the reason why, in the temple, oxen support the basin for washing (cf. 1 Kgs. 7:25); and why the whole 
candlestick was made of solid enchased gold (cf. Exod. 25:31). Now the candlestick signifies that whoever intends 
to enlighten others must be altogether solid and firmly based, and have nothing about him empty or hollow; 
everything in him which is superfluous and cannot serve others as an example of holiness must be cut away. And the 
oxen supporting the basin signify that anyone undertaking this work should not avoid what comes to him, but ought 
to bear the burdens and the defilement of those weaker than himself, so long as it is safe for him to do so.  
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For if he is going to purify the actions of those who come to him, he must to some degree himself share their 
defilement, just as a basin of water, while cleaning the hands of those who wash, itself receives their dirt. For one 
who speaks about the passions and wipes others clean of their stain cannot escape undefiled, since the act of dis-
cussing them inevitably defiles the mind of the speaker. And even though he does not depict the sins in vivid colors, 
yet by speaking about them he stains the surface of his intellect. 

The spiritual director must also possess knowledge of all the devices of the enemy, so that he can forewarn those 
under his charge about snares of which they are unaware, thus enabling them to gain victory without difficulty. Such 
a person is rare and not easily found. It is true that Paul says of himself: 'We are not ignorant of Satan's devices' (2 
Cor. 2:11); but Job asks in perplexity: 'Who will reveal the face of his garment? And who can enter within the folds 
of his breastplate? Who will open the doors of his face?' (Job 41:13-14 [41:4-5. LXX]). What he means is something 
like this: Satan has no visible Face, for he conceals his cunning beneath many garments. He deceitfully entices men 
with his outward appearance, while lying in wait secretly and devising their destruction. And Job, to show that he 
himself is not ignorant of Satan's ways, speaks clearly about his sinister powers, saying: 'His eyes are like the 
morning star, but his inward parts are asps' (Job 41:18 [41:10, 6. LXX]). All this he says to expose the devil's 
wickedness. For Satan entices men by simulating the beauty of the morning star, and when they draw near, he 
schemes to kill them with the asps inside him. 

There is .a proverb which emphasizes the hazards involved in undertaking spiritual direction: 'He who chops 
wood is in danger if the head of the axe flies off’ (Eccles. 10:9-10. LXX). For when someone makes distinctions 
between things that are generally thought to be the same, trying to show the fundamental difference .between what is 
apparently and what is really good, he runs a grave risk: if he makes a mistake, he will lead his hearers into error. 
Remember how one of Elisha's followers was cutting wood by the Jordan, and the head of his axe flew off and fell 
into the river. Realizing that he was in trouble - for the axe had been borrowed - he cried out to his teacher: 'Alas, 
master!' (2 Kgs. 6: 5). The same thing happens to those who try to teach on the basis of what they  
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have wrongly understood from others, and who cannot complete the task because they do not speak from personal 
experience. Half-way through they are discovered to be contradicting themselves; and then they admit their 
ignorance, finding themselves in trouble because their teaching is merely borrowed. 

In the Biblical story Elisha then threw a stick into the Jordan and brought to the surface the axe-head his disciple 
had lost (cf. 2 Kgs. 6:6); that is to say, he revealed a thought which his disciple believed to be hidden deep within 
him and he exposed it to the view of those present. Here the Jordan signifies speaking about repentance, for it was in 
the Jordan that John performed the baptism of repentance. Now if someone does not speak accurately about 
repentance, but makes his listeners despise it by failing to communicate its hidden power, he lets the axe-head fall 
into the Jordan. But then a stick - and this signifies the Cross - brings the axe-head up from the depths to the surface. 
For prior to the Cross the full meaning of repentance was hidden, and anyone who tried to say something about it 



could easily be convicted of speaking rashly and inadequately. After the Crucifixion, however, the meaning of 
repentance became clear to all, for it had been revealed at the appointed time through the wood of the Cross. 

My aim in saying all this is not to discourage people from assuming the spiritual direction of beginners, but to 
urge them first to acquire the inward state needed for so great a task, and not to undertake it without adequate 
preparation. They should not think of the pleasures they will enjoy - disciples to wait on them, praise from outsiders 
-and so overlook the dangers involved. Before peace has been established, they should not turn the weapons of war 
into tools for cultivation. When a man has subdued all the passions, is no longer troubled by warfare, and is not 
forced to use weapons in self-defense, then he may properly undertake the direction of others. But so long as the 
passions oppress us and we are involved in carnal war against the will of the flesh, we should constantly keep hold 
of our weapons; otherwise our enemies will take advantage of our relaxation and overpower us without a fight  

In order to encourage those who have Struggled successfully to attain holiness, but who in their great humility 
think that they are not yet victorious, Scripture says: 'Beat your swords into ploughshares, and your spears into 
pruning hooks' (cf. Isa. 2; 4). This  
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means that they should stop worrying pointlessly about their defeated enemies, and should for the benefit of others 
re-equip the powers of their soul, diverting them from warfare to the cultivation of those still rank with the weeds of 
wickedness. But Scripture gives the opposite advice to those who, before reaching this stage, through inexperience 
or foolishness undertake what lies beyond their power; for to them it says: 'Beat your ploughshares into swords, and 
your pruning-hooks into spears' (Joel 3:10). For what is the use of farming when there is war in the land, and the 
produce will be enjoyed by the enemy, not by those who did the work? This is probably why the Israelites, so long 
as they were fighting various nations in the desert, were not permitted to take up farming, since this would have 
hindered them as soldiers. But once they had made peace with the enemy, they were allowed to engage in farming; 
for they had been told that until they entered the promised land they should do no planting. Understandably, the 
entry must precede the planting; for when a man has not yet reached perfection and lacks stability, the qualities he 
tries to implant in others will not take root. 

In the spiritual life, more than anywhere else, the proper order and sequence must be observed from the start. 
Guests at a dinner may not like the introductory dishes and may feel more attracted by what comes later, but they are 
forced to comply with the order of the courses. Likewise Jacob despised Leah's ugly eyes and was more attracted by 
Rachel's beauty; but first he had to serve seven years to gain Leah (cf. Gen. 29:15-28). To become a true monk a 
man should not work backwards from the end to the beginning, but start at the beginning and so advance towards 
perfection. In this way he will himself gain what he seeks, and will also be able to guide his disciples to holiness.  

Most people, however, without exerting any effort or making any real progress, small or great, in the practice of 
virtue, simply chase after the status of spiritual director, not realizing how dangerous this is. When others urge them 
to undertake the work of teaching, they do not refuse; indeed, they even wander about the back streets, recruiting 
anyone they find, and they promise all kinds of perquisites, as if making a contract with servants about food and 



clothing. Spiritual directors of this kind like to appear in public supported by a large crowd of attendants, and to 
have all the outward pomp of an  
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abbot, as if playing a part on the stage. So as not to lose the services of their disciples, they are forced to keep on 
gratifying their whims. They are like a charioteer who drops the reins and lets his horses go where they like. Their 
disciples are allowed to run wild: carried away by their desires, they fall over precipices or stumble at every obstacle 
in their path, because there is no one to stop them or to restrain their disordered impulses. 

Such teachers should note how Ezekiel condemns those who indulge the pleasures of others. In giving way to 
everyone's wishes they are treasuring up future punishment for themselves. 'Woe to the women that sew patches on 
every elbow,' says Ezekiel, 'and put veils on the heads of people of every age ... so as to slay souls for a handful of 
barley and a piece of bread' (Ezek. 13:18-19. LXX). These false teachers are acting similarly, for they supply their 
bodily needs from the contributions of their disciples and wear clothes sewn together as it were from rags. By 
making others put veils on their heads they bring shame upon them, for men ought to pray or prophesy with their 
heads uncovered (cf. 1 Cor. 11:4); they render them effeminate and destroy souls that ought not to die.  

Instead of doing this they ought to obey the true teacher Christ, and to refuse, as far as possible, to assume the 
direction of others. For He says to His disciples: 'Do not be called Rabbi' (Matt. 13:8). And if He admonished Peter 
and John and the rest of the apostles to avoid such work and to consider themselves unworthy of such a position, 
how can anyone imagine himself superior to them and claim for himself the office from which they were debarred? 
For in saying 'Do not be called Rabbi', He does not mean that we are free to assume the office so long as we avoid 
the title.  

But what if someone, not from any choice of his own, is obliged to accept one or two disciples, and so to become 
the spiritual director of others as well? First, let him examine himself carefully, to see whether he can teach them 
through his actions rather than his words, setting his own life before them as a model of holiness. He must take care 
that, through copying him, they do not obscure the beauty of holiness with the ugliness of sin. He should also realize 
that he ought to work as hard for his disciples' salvation as he does for his own; for, having once accepted 
responsibility for them, he will be accountable to God for them as well as for himself. That is why the saints tried to 
leave behind them disciples whose  
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holiness was no less than their own, and to change these disciples from their original condition to a better state. Thus 
Paul the Apostle changed Onesimus from a runaway slave into a martyr (cf. Philem. 10-19); Elijah turned Elisha 
from a ploughman into a prophet (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:19); Moses transmitted special gifts to Joshua, though he was 



younger than all the rest (cf. Deut. 31:7-8); and Eli made Samuel greater than himself (cf. 1 Sam. 3:19-20). In each 
of these cases the disciple was helped by his own efforts, but the chief cause of his progress was the fact that he had 
found a teacher capable of fanning the smoldering spark of his zeal and of kindling it into flame. So these teachers 
became God's spokesmen, communicating His will to others; for God says: 'If you bring forth the precious from the 
vile, you shall be as My mouth' (Jer. 15:19). 

God also showed Ezekiel what the teacher's attitude should be, and what kind of change he should bring about in 
his disciples: 'Son of man,' He says, 'take a tile, and lay it before you, and portray upon it the city, even Jerusalem' 
(Ezek. 4:1). This means that the teacher should transform his disciple from clay into a holy temple. The words 'and 
lay it before you' are particularly significant, for the disciple will quickly improve if he is continually in the sight of 
his teacher. The constant influence of a good example marks other souls with its own impress, so long as they are 
not completely stubborn and insensitive. The reason Gehazi and Judas succumbed, the first to theft and the second to 
treachery, was that they withdrew from the sight of their teachers: had they remained under the restraining influence 
of their teacher's eye, they would not have sinned.  

God likewise indicates that the disciples' negligence endangers the teacher himself, when He says: 'And you shall 
set a frying-pan between yourself and the tile; and it shall be a wall between the tile and you' (cf. Ezek. 4:3). For if 
the teacher wishes to avoid the punishment suffered by a lazy disciple whom he has changed from clay into a city, 
he should tell this disciple of the chastisement that awaits those who relapse; and then his words of warning will 
serve as a wall, separating the innocent from the guilty. That is what God means when He says to Ezekiel: 'Son of 
man, I have set you as a watchman over the house of Israel; and if you see the sword threatening one of them and do 
not give him warning, and he dies, I will require his soul at your hand' (cf. Ezek. 3:17-18).  

Moses made such a wall for himself when he said to the Israelites: 
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'Watch yourselves, so that you do not try to follow them after they have been destroyed before you' (Deut. 12:30. 
LXX). For if someone does not watch his mind attentively, he will find that, after he has cut down the passions, the 
images of past fantasies begin to emerge again like young shoots. If he constantly allows these images to force their 
way into his intellect and does not bar their entry, the passions will once more establish themselves within him; 
despite his previous victory, he will have to struggle against them again. For, after being tamed and taught to graze 
like cattle, the passions can become savage once more through our negligence and regain the ferocity of wild beasts. 
It is to prevent this that Scripture says: 'Do not try to follow them after they have been destroyed before you’; that is, 
we must not allow our soul to form the habit of taking pleasure in fantasies of this kind, and so to relapse into its 
previous wickedness. 

Realizing this, Jacob hid the images of the strange gods at Shechem, and 'destroyed them up to the present day' 
(Gen. 35:4. LXX); for he knew that to look at such things and constantly to think about them harms the mind by 
impressing upon it clear and distinct images of shameful fantasies. Our struggle against the passions should hide and 
destroy them, not just for a short time, but 'up to the present day', that is, for all time; since 'the present day' is co-
extensive with every age, always referring to the present moment. Now Shechem means 'to shoulder', thus 



signifying the struggle against the passions. Joseph was sent to Shechem and fought an arduous battle there against 
the passions (cf. Gen. 37:12-28). Likewise Jacob said that he took Shechem by sword and bow (cf. Gen. 34: 26), 
meaning that he subdued the passions after a hard struggle, hiding them in the earth at Shechem.  

Now there is evidently a difference between hiding gods at Shechem and placing an idol in a secret place. The 
first action is praised while the second is condemned, for Scripture says: 'Cursed is he who puts an idol in a secret 
place' (cf. Deut. 27:15). To hide something completely in the earth is not the same as putting it in a secret place; for 
what is hidden in the earth and no longer perceived by the senses is in time erased even from the memory, whereas 
what is put in a secret place may escape the attention of others, but it is constantly seen by whoever put it there, and 
so the memory of it is kept fresh, since it is carried about secretly as an  
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image in the mind. Every shameful thought formed in the mind is a secret idol. If it is disgraceful to disclose such 
thoughts to others, it is also dangerous to set them as an idol in a secret place; and it is even more dangerous to 
search for images that have already been made to disappear, since our mind readily inclines towards a passion that 
we have previously expelled, and we are drawn towards it by sensual pleasure. 

From this we may understand that virtue is a thing most delicately balanced, and that if neglected it quickly turns 
into its opposite. Scripture seems to refer to this symbolically, saying: 'The land into which you go so as to inherit it 
is a land subject to change through the movement of the peoples' (Ezra 9:11. LXX). For as soon as someone who has 
attained the state of virtue inclines towards its opposite, his virtue is thereby altered, being ‘a land subject to change'. 
So from the moment that harmful fantasies appear we should deny them entry into our mind. We should not allow it 
to 'go down into Egypt', for from there it is led away into captivity by the Assyrians (cf. Jer. 42 :19; 43:2-3). For 
when the mind descends into the darkness of impure thoughts — and that is what Egypt means — then the passions 
drag it forcibly and against its will into their service. 

This is why the Lawgiver, symbolically commanding us to deny entry to sensual pleasure, told us to watch the 
head of the serpent, because it is watching our heel (cf. Gen. 3:15). Its aim is to bite our heel and so to poison us; 
whereas our aim is to crush every provocation to sensual pleasure, for when the provocation is crushed, sensuality 
has little power over us. Samson surely would not have been able to bum the Philistines' crops unless he had first 
turned the foxes' heads in opposite directions, tied their tails together, and put a burning torch between them (cf. 
Judg. 15:4). This means that we should learn to detect the attack of deceitful thoughts from premonitory signs and to 
watch their first beginnings, which they contrive to make attractive in appearance so as to attain their end; then we 
can expose the wickedness of these thoughts by comparing their first beginnings with the final results. This is to tie 
the tails together and to set between them a torch, thus showing things up for what they are. 

To clarify what has been said, let us take two examples. Often the vice of unchastity has its first beginning in self-
esteem; the gateway at the entrance appears attractive, but hidden behind it lies  
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the destructive path that leads the mindless into the realm of death. Under the influence of self-esteem, a man may 
perhaps enter the priesthood or the life of monastic perfection; and because many come to him for help, his self-
esteem makes him think highly of himself thanks to what he says and does. So, by beguiling him with such 
thoughts, self-esteem draws him far away from the inner watchfulness that he should possess. Then it suggests to 
him that he should meet a woman of supposedly holy life, and so leads him to assent to an act of carnal lust, 
depriving his conscience of its intimate communion with God and plunging it into abject disgrace. To 'tie tail to tail' 
like Sampson, let us reflect how this man's thought began and where it led him; and let us consider how he was 
punished for his self-esteem by falling into a shameful act of unchastity. Then we  shall see clearly the contrast 
between the beginning and .the end, and the way they are linked together. 

To take a second example: the vice of gluttony can lead to that of unchastity; and this in turn can lead to the vice 
of dejection. For as soon as one who has been overcome by the vice of unchastity regains the state of inner 
watchfulness, he is filled with despondency and dejection. When pursuing the spiritual way, therefore, we should 
not be influenced by the pleasures of eating or the allurements of sensuality, but should consider where they both 
end up. And when we find that they lead to dejection, we have 'tied tail to tail' and, by showing things up for what 
they are, we have set the crops of the Philistines on fire with a burning torch. 

Since warfare against the passions requires such knowledge and experience, anyone who assumes the task of 
spiritual direction should realize how much he needs to know in order to lead those under his charge to 'the prize of 
the high calling' (Phil. 3:14), and to teach them clearly all that this warfare entails. He should not pretend to gain the 
victory by shadow-boxing, but must engage in a real battle with the enemy and inflict deadly wounds upon him. 
This struggle is far harder than any gymnastic contest. When an athlete's body is thrown to the ground, he can easily 
get up; but in the spiritual warfare it is men's souls that fall, and then it is very difficult for them to rise once more. 

If a man, while still battling against the passions and stained with blood, tries to build a temple of God out of 
souls made in the divine image, he should listen to these words: 'You shall not build Me  
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a temple, because you are a man of blood' (cf. 1 Chr. 22:8). To build a temple for God one must be in a state of 
peace. Moses took the tabernacle and pitched it outside the camp (cf. Exod. 33:7): this shows that the teacher must 
be far removed from the tumult of war and the confusion of the camp, and must have attained a peaceful and 
unwarlike state.  

But even when such teachers have been found, they require disciples who have renounced themselves and their 
own will, so as to become exactly like dead bodies or the raw material in the craftsman's hand. Just as the soul acts 
as it wishes in the body, without the body offering any opposition, and just as the raw material does not resist the 



craftsman when he demonstrates his skill by working upon it, so disciples should be obedient to their teacher when 
he is guiding them to holiness, and should not contradict him in any way. If they become over-curious about the 
manner in which he is performing his task and start questioning his instructions, they hinder their own progress.  

What seems reasonable and convincing to the inexperienced is not necessarily correct. The skilled craftsman 
judges things quite differently from the unskilled man, for the first is guided by precise knowledge, the second by 
what seems to him probable. Now probability relies on guesswork and is usually wrong, for it is closely related to 
error. For example, when a ship is sailing close to the wind, the helmsman tells the people on board to do what 
seems the more improbable: to leave the side of the ship which has risen up out of the water and against which the 
wind is exerting greater pressure, and to sit on the side which is dipping down into the waves. Considerations of 
probability would lead us to expect exactly the opposite advice. Nevertheless, those who are in the ship obey the 
helmsman rather than their own ideas; of necessity they defer to the skill of the man in charge, however questionable 
his instructions may appear. Surely, then, those who have entrusted their salvation to others should abandon all 
notions of probability and submit to the skill of the expert, judging his knowledge more trustworthy than their own 
opinions.  

Those who renounce the world should in the first place make sure that they keep back nothing. They should fear 
the terrible example of Ananias, who thought that no one would notice if he kept back something for himself, and 
who was condemned by God for stealing  
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(cf. Acts 5:1-10). They should renounce not only themselves but everything they have, knowing that whatever they 
retain will form an object of continuing attraction to their minds, and so will draw them away from higher things and 
eventually cut them off altogether from the brotherhood. Let us recall the lives of the men of old, written by the 
Holy Spirit: here appropriate examples can be found to bring each man to the truth, whatever his way of life. When 
Elisha placed himself under his teacher, how did he renounce the world? Scripture says that he was plowing with 
twelve pairs of oxen before him, and that he killed the cattle, made a fire of their harness, and roasted them (cf. 1 
Kgs. 19:19, 21). This gives us some idea how eager he was. He did not say, 'I shall sell the harness and distribute the 
money appropriately'; he did not calculate that the things would do more good if sold. Entirely absorbed by his 
desire to join his teacher, he despised all visible things and sought to get rid of them, because they would distract 
him from his intention; 
and he knew that delay often leads to a change of mind. And why did the Lord, when He spoke to the rich man 
about the life of perfection ordained by God, instruct him to sell his possessions and give the money to the poor, 
keeping back nothing for himself (cf. Matt. 19:21)? Was it not because He knew that anything kept back would give 
rise to all kinds of distractions? And I think that when Moses requires those who wish to sanctify themselves 
through intense prayer to shave their entire body, he is likewise demanding the complete renunciation of possessions 
(cf. Num. 8:7). 

In the second place, those embracing the monastic life should forget their relatives and friends to such an extent 
that they are never troubled at all by memories of them. When the Ark was being pulled in a cart by two cows, it 
made them forget their own nature. Their calves had been taken from them and shut up at home, and there was no 
one driving the cows; yet they finished the journey without making a mistake, turning aside to neither right nor left 
(cf. 1 Sam. 6:12). Though distressed by the separation from their calves, they did not moo; though laboring under 



the weight of the Ark and subject to the tyranny of their natural instincts, they kept to the direct route as though 
walking along a straight line, so overwhelming was their reverence for the Ark that was in the cart. If cows acted in 
this manner, should not equal reverence be shown by those who have undertaken to carry the spiritual Ark? Indeed, 
their  
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reverence should be far greater; otherwise human nature formed in God's image would be surpassed by the beasts, 
for men would be failing to do by conscious choice what animals did by necessity. 

Perhaps the reason why Joseph wandered in the desert was because he sought to attain perfection without 
renouncing the bonds of kinship (cf. Gen. 37:15-16). Thus the man who asked him the reason for his wandering 
gathered from his answer that it was his attachment to his relatives, and not the fact that he was a shepherd; for he 
said: 'I seek my brethren; tell me, I pray you, where they feed their flocks.' But had he possessed a true 
understanding of the shepherd's art, he would have said 'tend' and not 'feed'. The man answered: 'They have gone 
away; for I heard them say. Let us go to Dothan' (Gen. 37:17). Now Dothan means 'sufficient detachment'; and so 
the man's answer teaches one who is still wandering because of attachment to his relatives that it is not possible to 
attain perfection unless one has fully abandoned all such attachment. It is not enough to depart from Haran (cf. Gen. 
29:4), a name which means 'caves', and so signifies the senses. Again, it is not enough to go put from the valley of 
Hebron (cf. Gen. 37:14), that is, of humble works, and to leave the desert in which those who seek perfection are 
still wandering. For unless we reach Dothan — that is, attain sufficient detachment - we gain nothing from our 
efforts; if bonds of kinship still hold us under their spell, we shall fail to attain perfection. Indeed, the Lord himself 
strongly urged us to abandon bonds of kinship; for He rebuked Mary the Mother of God because she sought Him 
among His relatives (cf. Luke 2:49), and He said that whoever loves father and mother more than Him is unworthy 
of Him (cf. Matt. 10:37). 

After they have succeeded in these two things, those who have only recently escaped from the agitation of the 
world should be advised to practice stillness; otherwise, by frequently going out, they will reopen the wounds 
inflicted on their mind through the senses. They should take care not to add new images to their old fantasies. Those 
who have only just renounced the world find stillness hard to practice, for memory now has time to stir up all the 
filth that is within them, whereas previously it had no chance to do this because of their many preoccupations. But, 
though hard to practice, stillness will in time free the intellect from being disturbed by impure thoughts. Since the 
aim is to cleanse the soul and purify it  
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from all defilement, such people should avoid everything that makes it unclean. They should keep their intelligence 
in a state of profound calm, far from all that irritates it, and should refrain from talking with men of frivolous 
character. They should embrace solitude, the mother of wisdom. 



If these people mix freely with the confusion of the outside world, it is easy for them to be caught again in the 
snares from which they thought they had escaped. When one is aiming at holiness it is useless to indulge in the very 
things one has condemned and run away from. But such is the force of habit that they are in danger of losing the 
stillness which they have acquired with so much effort, and of reverting to their shameful ways, reviving memories 
of forgotten sins. The intellect of someone who has lately withdrawn from sin is like a body that has begun to 
recover from a protracted illness: when the physical organism is in this state, something quite trivial is enough to 
cause a relapse, since it has not yet fully regained its strength. Likewise, when a man has only just embarked on the 
monastic life, the sinews of his intellect are weak and flabby and there is a danger that his passions will return, for 
they are naturally aroused by contact with the tumult of the world outside. That is why Moses ordered those who 
wished to escape the destroying angel to stay indoors, saying: 'None of you shall go out of the door of his house, lest 
the destroyer touch him’ (cf. Exod. 12:22-23). Jeremiah, too, seems to give the same advice: 'Do not go out into the 
field, or walk by the way, for the sword of the enemy ... is on every side' (Jer. 6:25).  

A veteran of tested courage goes out to engage the enemy at close quarters, but anyone incapable of fighting 
should stay at home out of harm's way, keeping safe from danger by remaining quiet and in stillness. Joshua, the son 
of Nun, acted in this way; for it is written: 'His servant Joshua, a young man, did not go out of the tabernacle' (Exod. 
33:11). He knew from the story of Abel that those who go out into the battlefield and engage prematurely in the 
fight are killed by their relatives and friends (cf. Gen. 4:8). The same lesson may be learnt from the story of Dinah 
(cf. Gen. 34: 1ff). It is the mark of a girlish mind for one to attempt things beyond one's power, and falsely to 
imagine that one's own resources are adequate. If Dinah had not rashly gone to see what was going on in the 
neighborhood, supposing herself strong enough to resist its  
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attractions, her soul's judgment would not have been seduced by sensory things and corrupted before growing to 
maturity; for her lawful husband, the spiritual power of the intelligence, was not yet known to her. Wishing to 
uproot this passion of presumption that has established itself within man, God said to Moses: ‘Fill the children of 
Israel with a spirit of reverence' (Lev. 15:31. LXX). For rashly to undertake tasks beyond one's power is contrary to 
the spirit of reverence. 

Before we are properly trained, then, we should avoid the agitation of city life and keep our minds far from all 
distracting noise. It is no great gain to renounce things, and then to listen all the time to gossip about them - to leave 
the city and its activities, and yet to sit at the gate like Lot (cf. Gen. 19:1) and be filled with the tumult that comes 
from inside. But like Moses we should abandon the city altogether, avoiding not only its activities but also any talk 
about them. 'When I depart from the city', says Moses, 'and stretch out my hands, the sounds will cease' (Exod. 9:29. 
LXX).  

When we not only refrain from worldly actions but no longer call them to mind, we have attained true tranquility. 
This gives the soul the opportunity to look at the impressions previously stamped on the mind, and to struggle 
against each one and eliminate it. So long as we go on receiving new impressions, our intelligence is occupied with 
them and so it is not possible to erase the earlier ones. In consequence our struggle to eradicate the passions is 
inevitably far harder, since these passions have become strong through being allowed to increase gradually; and 



now, like a river in full flood, they drown the soul's discernment with one fantasy after another. 

If we want to make a river-bed dry, perhaps to investigate something of interest, it is no use drawing off the water 
in the particular place where we imagine the thing to be, since more water keeps flowing down. But if we cut off the 
flow from above, the river-bed becomes dry without any further effort on our part: the water automatically runs 
away, and so we can examine what interests us. Likewise, as soon as the senses are no longer supplying material 
from outside, it becomes easy to empty our mind of the impressions that produce the passions. But when the senses 
keep conveying a constant stream of impressions, it 'is not just difficult but completely impossible to free the 
intellect from this inundation.  

Now when we are continually meeting other people, we are not  
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consciously troubled by the passions, because they lack the opportunity to become active; yet they persist unnoticed 
within us, and the longer they remain, the stronger they grow. If the ground is constantly trodden underfoot, the 
weeds, though present in it, do not rise above the surface; but they thrust vigorous and thriving roots deep into the 
earth, and then, as soon as they get the chance, they shoot up above ground. Similarly, if we are always meeting 
other people, the passions are prevented from emerging into the open; nevertheless they grow steadily more 
powerful and then, taking advantage of the life of stillness which we have begun to pursue, they attack us with great 
force. Our struggle with them is hard and dangerous because we failed to fight against them when they first 
occurred.  

That is why the prophet commanded the Israelites to 'destroy the seed from Babylon' (Jer. 50:16 [27:16. LXX]), 
meaning that we should erase sense-impressions before they penetrate into the mind. For if we let them enter the 
earth of our mind and grow, and if we allow them to be watered with violent rains by repeatedly thinking about 
them, they will produce a plentiful crop of evil. The Psalms praise those who do not wait for the passions to grow to 
full strength but kill them in infancy: 'Blessed is he who seizes your little ones and dashes them against the rock' (Ps. 
137:9). Perhaps Job, too, is hinting at some such thing when, reflecting on the course of his life, he says that the rush 
and the flag flourish in the river, but wither when deprived of water (cf. Job. 8:11). And his statement that the 'ant-
lion’ has perished for lack of food' (Job 4:11. LXX) would seem to have a similar significance. Wishing to show 
how the passions ensnare us, he coined this composite name from the boldest of all creatures, the lion, and the most 
trivial, the ant. For the provocations or the passions begin with trivial fantasies, creeping up unnoticed like an ant; 
but eventually the passions grow to an enormous size and their attack is as dangerous as a lion's. One who is 
pursuing the spiritual way should therefore fight the passions when they approach like ants, hoping to deceive him 
by their trivial appearance. For if they are allowed to gain a lion's strength, it is hard to resist them and to refuse 
them the food they demand.  

Now the food of the passions, as we have already stated many 
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times, consists of sense-impressions. They nourish the passions by attacking the soul with a succession of mental 
fantasies or idols. This is why Moses put screens of latticework round the altar in the tabernacle (cf. Exod. 27:4), 
signifying that if we wish to keep our mind pure like a tabernacle we should do the same. Just as the lattices round 
the altar prevented anything unclean from entering, so we should weave a mental barrier against the senses by 
reflecting on the terrors of the coming judgment, and so bar the entry to unclean impressions. Ahaziah became ill 
because he fell from a lattice-window (cf. 2 Kgs. 1:2); and to fall from a lattice-window means to succumb to 
sensual pleasure because, when tempted, we did not reflect seriously about the future retribution. And what can be 
worse than this kind of illness? For the body falls ill when the balance of its constituent elements is impaired, 
because one of them has come to predominate in a manner contrary to nature. But the soul falls ill when its right 
judgment is impaired and it is overcome by the passions which cause disease.  

Solomon wove such lattices for the eyes of all those capable of understanding his meaning when he said: 'When 
your eyes see a strange woman, your mouth will speak crooked things' (Prov. 23:33. LXX). By 'crooked things' he 
means the answer which, after sinning, we shall give at the time of retribution; but when we judge things in the right 
way, this prevents any dangerous gazing with our eyes and saves us from the confusion we should otherwise be in at 
that time. Solomon continues: 'Be like someone who lies down in the midst of the sea, and like a pilot in a great 
storm' (Prov. 23:34. LXX). Now if someone at the actual moment of temptation resists the sight which is tempting 
him, he is struggling to escape future punishment like a man battling in a storm at sea. Then he easily overcomes his 
assailants, not noticing the wounds they inflict, and he is able to say: ‘They struck me, but I felt no pain; they 
mocked me, but I paid no attention' (Prov. 23:35. LXX). ‘They struck me,' he is saying, 'and thought they had made 
a fool of me; yet I did not notice the wounds - for they were like children's arrows - and I paid no attention to their 
tricks, but behaved as if they were not there.' David also despised such adversaries, for he said: 'When the evil one 
turned away from me, I did not notice' (Ps. 101:4. LXX). By this he means: 'I perceived them neither when they 
approached nor when they withdrew.'  
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Many of us, however, do not even realize that through the senses we enter into close association with sensory 
objects, and that such association leads easily to deception. We do not suspect the harm that results from this, but are 
unguardedly carried away by these sense-impressions. How, then, at the moment when we are being deceived will 
we recognize the trap that has been laid for us, since we have not been trained to discern such things? The war 
fought by the Assyrians against the men of Sodom (cf. Gen. 14:1-2) shows how the senses fight against sensory 
objects, and how the latter exact tribute from the senses when these are defeated. The Scriptural narrative records the 
agreement, truce and peace-offerings made at the Dead Sea by the four kings of the Assyrians and the five kings of 
the regions round Sodom; then the bondage of the five kings for twelve years; then their revolt in the thirteenth year, 
and the war that ensued in the fourteenth year when the four kings attacked the five and took them captive.  

Such was the external course of events. Now this story teaches us something about ourselves and about the 
warfare of our senses against sensory objects. The five kings represent the five senses and the four kings the objects 



of sense-perception. All of us, from birth up to the age of twelve, uncritically allow our senses to be controlled by 
the objects of sense-perception, because our power of discrimination has not yet been purified. We let our senses 
obey sensory objects as if they were the masters; our sense of sight is controlled by things visible, our hearing by 
sounds, our taste by flavors, our sense of smell by odors, and our sense of touch by physical objects. Because we are 
children, we cannot discriminate between the various things we perceive or offer any opposition to them. But when 
our judgment starts to mature and. we become aware of the harm we are suffering, we at once begin to think of 
rebelling against this slavery and escaping from it. And if we continue firm in this resolve, we can escape from these 
cruel masters and remain for ever free. But if we waver in our decision, we betray our senses into captivity once 
more: they are overcome by the power of sensory objects, and from then on they endure a tyrannical servitude 
without any hope of escape. This is why the five kings in the story, after being defeated by the four, were driven to 
wells of pitch (cf. Gen. 14:10. LXX); in other words those who are overcome by sensory things turn with each of 
their senses to the objects  
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proper to that sense, as if to pits and wells. Henceforth they think about nothing except visible objects, because they 
have fixed their desire upon what is earthly and are more attached to the things of this world than to those of the 
intellect. 

Similarly, when a slave has come to love his master and his own wife and children, he may reject true freedom 
because of his bonds of physical kinship; and so he becomes a slave for ever, allowing his ear to be pierced through 
with an awl (cf. Exod. 21:6). He will never hear the word that can set him free, but will remain perpetually a slave in 
his love for present things. This is why the Law commanded that a woman's hand should be cut off if she seized 
hold of the genitals of a man who was fighting with another (cf. Deut. 25:11); in other words, when there was a 
battle between her thoughts, whether to choose worldly or heavenly blessings, she failed to choose the heavenly and 
grasped those which are subject to generation and corruption - for by the genitals the Law signifies the things which 
belong to the realm of change.  

We gain nothing, therefore, by our decision to renounce earthly things if we do not abide by it, but continue to be 
attracted by such things and allow ourselves to keep thinking about them. By constantly looking back like Lot's wife 
towards what we have renounced, we make clear our attachment, to it. For she looked back and was turned into a 
pillar of salt, remaining to this day an example to the disobedient (cf. Gen. 19:26). She symbolizes the force of habit, 
which draws us back again after we have tried to make a definitive act of renunciation.  

What does the Law mean when it commands anyone entering the temple not to return, after finishing his prayers, 
by the door through which he entered, but to go straight out through the opposite door without changing direction? It 
means that we should keep to the path that leads straight to holiness, not allowing any doubts to make us turn back. 
By habitually thinking about what we have left behind, we undermine our determination to advance and we are 
pulled in the opposite direction, returning to our old sins. It is a terrible thing when the force of habit holds us fast, 
not allowing us to rise to the state of virtue which we possessed initially. For habit leads to a set disposition, and this 
in turn becomes what may be called 'second nature'; and it is hard to shift and alter nature. For though it may yield a 
little to pressure, it quickly reasserts  



 
 
 
[V1] 237 

St Neilos The Ascetic 
Ascetic Discourse 

itself. It may be shaken and forced to give way, but it is not permanently changed, unless through prolonged effort 
we retrace our steps, abandoning our bad habits and returning to the state of virtue we possessed when we first made 
our renunciation. 

The soul that succumbs to past habits and gives all its attention to material things, which lack true reality, is like 
Rachel sitting on Laban's idols; it does not listen to the teaching which would raise it up to higher things, but says 
like Rachel: 'I cannot rise up before you, for the custom of women is upon me' (Gen. 31: 35). For the soul which has 
long been brooding on the things of this life is indeed 'sitting on idols'. Insubstantial in themselves, these idols are 
given substance by human artifice. Wealth, fame and the other things of this life all lack substance, for there is 
nothing clear and distinct about them. They possess a specious resemblance to reality, but change from day to day. 
We ourselves give them substance when in our thoughts we shape fantasies about things that serve no real purpose. 
With our fertile imagination we exceed the basic needs .of the body to the point of impossible luxury; we lavish 
innumerable sauces on our food; to show off, we dress up in expensive and luxurious clothes; and when criticized 
for this useless extravagance we answer that we are merely doing what is fitting and proper. What else are we trying 
to do in all this but to give substance to what in itself lacks reality?  

We rightly spoke of such a soul as 'sitting on idols'. For when the soul becomes firmly attached to these unreal 
objects, it is enslaved to habit instead of serving truth, and through habit it is defiling the real nature of things, as 
though with menstrual blood. Scripture uses the expression 'sitting' to signify both failure to do what is right and also 
love of pleasure. It has in mind failure to do what is right when it speaks of 'those that sit in darkness and the shadow 
of death, fettered by poverty and iron' (Isa. 9:2; Ps. 107:10. LXX), for darkness and fetters prevent us from taking 
action. And it has in mind love of pleasure when it speaks of those who in their hearts turned back toward Egypt and 
said one to another: 'We remembered how we sat by the flesh-pots and ate our fill of meat' (cf. Exod. 16:3). Those 
who love pleasure, keeping their appetites hot and humid, are indeed sitting by the flesh-pots; for gluttony engenders 
love of pleasure and many other passions as well. It is the root from which the rest of the passions spring up in 
vigorous growth, little  
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by little developing as suckers alongside the mother tree, and putting out branches of evil that reach up to the sky. 

Avarice, anger and dejection are all offshoots of gluttony. For the glutton needs money first of all, so as to satisfy 
his ever-present desire — even though it never can be satisfied. His anger is inevitably aroused against those who 
obstruct his acquisition of money, and in turn gives place to dejection when he proves too weak to get his way. He is 
like the snake which goes 'on its breast and belly' (Gen. 3:14. LXX). For when he possesses the material means for 



pleasure, he goes on his belly; but when he lacks these he goes on his breast, since this is where the incensive power 
has its seat. For those who love pleasure, when deprived of it, grow angry and embittered. Moses therefore made the 
priest wear a breastplate, intimating through this symbol that he should inwardly restrain every impulse to anger by 
means of the intelligence; for it is termed 'the breastplate of judgment' (Exod. 28:15). Now the priest must control 
this passion by means of the intelligence, for he is imperfect. Moses, however, being perfect, totally removed from 
himself the impulse to anger; figuratively speaking, he does not wear a breastplate but removes, as it were, his own 
breast. Thus Scripture says: 'Moses removed the breast, and brought it as an offering before the Lord' (Lev. 8:29. 
LXX). There are others who neither eliminate anger completely nor control it with the intelligence, but who 
overcome it by laborious efforts. They are said to remove the breast 'with their arm', the arm being a symbol of toil 
and work. Similarly, to go 'on the belly' is a very apt symbol for the life of pleasure, since the belly is the cause of 
virtually all the pleasures: when the belly has been filled, our desires for other pleasures are intensified, but when it 
is not full they subside.  

Here is another illustration of the difference between one who is perfect and one who is still making progress. 
Moses, completely rejecting the pleasures of food, 'washed the belly and the feet with water' (Lev. 8:21). Here 'belly' 
signifies pleasure, and 'feet' a man's ascent and progress. He who is still progressing, on the other hand, washes what 
is inside the belly, but not the belly as a whole. Note that in this passage it says 'he washed', not 'they shall wash'. 
The first represents something voluntary, while the second indicates an action performed in obedience to a 
command. He who is perfect does what is right, not because of any command, but by his own free  
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choice; whereas he who is still progressing acts in obedience to his superior. With very great care he removes, as it 
were, the breast in its entirety, but he does not remove the belly - he only washes it. The wise man is able altogether 
to renounce and eradicate wrath, but he is unable to eliminate the belly, since nature compels even the most ascetic 
to eat a bare minimum of food. 

When, however, the soul does not submit to the true and stable guidance of the intelligence, but has been 
corrupted by impure pleasures, the belly becomes distended; for even when the body is sated, desire is unsatisfied. 
And if the belly is swollen, the thigh will rot (cf. Num. 5:22); for when the belly is inflamed by luxurious foods, the 
mind loses all power to conceive what is good and is paralyzed in its spiritual efforts. It is to these spiritual efforts 
that the Law is referring when it talks about the thigh.  

The lover of pleasure, then, goes on his belly, wallowing in sensual indulgence. But one who is beginning to 
pursue the spiritual way gets rid of the fat round his belly by giving up rich food. One who has progressed further 
cleanses what is inside his belly, while he who is perfect washes the whole of the belly, entirely rejecting what is 
superfluous to his basic needs. Very appropriately, Scripture applies the word 'goes' (Gen. 3:14) to the man who has 
sunk down upon his chest and belly, for sensual pleasure is characteristic of those who are restless and fall of 
agitation, not of those who are still and calm.  

Sexual desire is even more closely related to gluttony than are the passions of anger and dejection mentioned 



above. Nature herself has indicated the intimate connection between the two by placing the organs of sexual 
intercourse immediately below the belly. If lust is weak, it is because the belly has been made to go in want; while if 
lust is easily excited, it is from the belly that it derives its strength. 

As well as nursing and feeding these passions, gluttony also destroys everything good. Once it gains the upper 
hand, it drives out self-control, moderation, courage, fortitude and all the other virtues. This is what Jeremiah 
cryptically indicates when he says: 'And the chief cook of the Babylonians pulled down the wall of Jerusalem round 
about' (cf. 2 Kgs. 25:9-10; Jer. 52:14. LXX). Here the 'chief cook' signifies the passion of gluttony; for a chef  
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makes every effort to minister to the belly, devising innumerable ways of giving it pleasure, and gluttony does just 
the same. A great variety of different foods overthrows the fortress of the virtues and razes it to the ground. Sauces 
and condiments are the siege-engines that batter against virtue and overthrow it, even when it is already firmly 
established. And while over-indulgence destroys the virtues, frugality destroys the stronghold of vice. Just as the 
chief cook of the Babylonians pulled down the walls of Jerusalem (and Jerusalem means a soul that is at peace) by 
encouraging fleshly pleasures through the art of cooking, so in the dream the Israelite's cake of barley bread, rolling 
down the hill, knocked down the Midianite tent (cf. Judg. 7:13); for a frugal diet, steadily maintained - gathering 
impetus, as it were, from year to year - destroys the impulse to unchastity. The Midianites symbolize the passions of 
unchastity, because it was they who introduced this vice into Israel and deceived a great number of the young people 
(cf. Num. 31:9). Scripture aptly says that the Midianites had tents while Jerusalem had a wall; for all the things that 
contain virtue are well-founded and firm, whereas those that contain vice are an external appearance - a tent - and 
are no different from fantasy.  

In order to escape such vice, the saints fled from the towns and avoided meeting a large number of people, for 
they knew that the company of corrupt men is more destructive than a plague. This is why, indifferent to gain, they 
let their estates become sheep-pastures, so as to avoid distractions. This is why Elijah left Judea and went to live on 
Mount Carmel (cf. 1 Kgs. 18:19), which was desolate and full of wild animals; and apart from what grew on trees 
and shrubs there was nothing to eat, so he kept himself alive on nuts and berries. Elisha followed the same mode of 
life, inheriting from his teacher, besides many other good things, a love of the wilderness (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:25). John, 
too, dwelt in the wilderness of Jordan, 'eating locusts and wild honey' (Mark 1:6); thus he showed us that our bodily 
needs can be satisfied without much trouble, and he reproached us for our elaborate pleasures. Possibly Moses was 
instituting a general law in this matter when he commanded the Israelites to gather daily no more than one day's 
supply of manna (cf. Exod. 16:16-17), thereby ordaining in a concealed fashion that men should live from day to 
day and not make preparations for the morrow. He thought it right that creatures made in the divine image  
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should be content with whatever comes to hand and should trust God to supply the rest; otherwise, by making 



provision for the future, they seem to lack faith in God's gifts of grace and to be afraid that He will cease to bestow 
His continual blessings upon mankind. 

In short, this is why all the saints, 'of whom the world was not worthy', left the inhabited regions and "wandered in 
deserts and in mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth', going about 'in sheepskins, in goatskins, being 
destitute, afflicted, tormented' (Heb. 11:37-38). They fled from the sophisticated wickedness of men and from all the 
unnatural things of which the towns are full, not wishing to be swept off their feet and carried along with all the 
others into the whirlpool of confusion. They were glad. to live with the wild beasts, judging them less harmful than 
their fellow men. They avoided men as being treacherous, while they trusted the animals as their friends; for animals 
do not teach us to sin, but revere and respect holiness. Thus men tried to kill Daniel but the lions saved him, 
preserving him when he had been unjustly condemned out of malice (cf. Dan. 6:16-23); and when human justice had 
miscarried, the animals proclaimed his innocence. Whereas Daniel's holiness gave rise to strife and envy among 
men, among the wild animals it evoked awe and veneration.  

All of us, then, who long to make spiritual progress should strive to imitate the holiness of the saints. Let us rid 
ourselves of enslavement to the body's demands and pursue freedom. The wild ass was made by the Creator to run 
free in the wilderness: he does not hear the chiding of the driver and laughs to scorn the crowds in the town (cf. Job 
39:5-7). But until this moment we have made him carry burdens, placing him under the yoke of passion and sin. Let 
us now loose him from his bonds, despite the objections of those who through long habit have acquired control over 
him, even though they are not his masters by nature. Certainly when they hear us say, not with our tongue alone but 
in all sincerity, 'The Lord has need of him' (Mark 11:3), they will at once release him. Then, covered with the 
apostles' garments, he will become the bearer of the divine Logos. Set loose in his original place of grazing, he will 
be able to 'search after every green thing' (Job 39:8) - which means he will seek the riches of Holy Scripture and so 
be led to the life of perfection, gaining nourishment and joy. But why, we ask, does the  
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wild ass, created by God to live in the salt land of the desert, 'search after every green thing', since generally such 
land is not suitable for the growth of plants? The answer must be that, where the moisture of the passions has dried 
up and there is a desert, it is possible to seek the inner truth contained in Scripture. 

Let us leave behind worldly things and raise ourselves towards the soul's true good. How long shall we continue 
with trivial playthings? Will we never assume a manly spirit? We are more feeble than tiny children, and unlike 
them we make no progress towards greater things. When they grow up, they abandon their games, readily 
relinquishing their attachment to the things they played with - nuts, knucklebones, balls and so on. They are attached 
to these and prize them so long as their understanding is immature; but when they grow up and become men, they 
drop such things and devote their full attention to the affairs of adult life. We, however, have remained children, 
enchanted by what really deserves mockery and derision. Abandoning all effort to attain higher things and to 
develop an adult intelligence, we are seduced by worldly amusements, making ourselves a laughing-stock to those 
who judge things at their true value. It is disgraceful for a grown man to be seen sitting and drawing pictures in the 
dust to amuse children; and it is equally disgraceful - indeed much more so - for those whose professed aim is the 
enjoyment of eternal blessings to be seen groveling in the dust of worldly things, shaming their vocation by 



incongruous behavior.  

Probably the reason why we act like this is because we never think about anything superior to the visible objects 
around us. We do not appreciate how much better the blessings of the spiritual world are than the tawdry attractions 
of this present world, which dazzle us with their specious glory and draw all our desire to them. m the absence of 
what is better, what is worse will take its place and be held in honor. If only we had a deeper understanding of the 
realities of the divine world, we would not be taken in by the attractions of this world.  

Let us begin, then, to withdraw from the things of this world. Let us despise possessions and money and all that 
swamps and drowns our intelligence. Let us cast overboard our cargo, so that our ship may float more buoyantly. 
Hard-pressed by the storm, let us jettison the greater part of our equipment; then our helmsman - the intellect, 
together with its thoughts - will be saved. Those who  
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travel by sea, when overtaken by a storm, do not worry about their merchandise but throw it into the waters with 
their own hands, considering their property less important than their life. Why, then, do we not follow their example, 
and for the sake of the higher life despise whatever drags our soul down to the depths? Why is fear of God less 
powerful than fear of the sea? In their desire not to be deprived of this transitory life, they judge the loss of their 
goods no great disaster; but we, who claim to be seeking eternal life, do not look with detachment on even the most 
insignificant object, but prefer to perish with the cargo rather than be saved without it. 

Let us strip ourselves of everything, since our adversary stands before us stripped. Do athletes compete with their 
clothes on? No, the rules require them to enter the stadium naked. Whether it is warm or cold, that is how they enter, 
leaving their clothes outside; and if anyone refuses to strip, he excludes himself from the contest. Now we too claim 
to be athletes, and we are struggling against opponents far more skilful than any that are visible. Yet, instead of 
stripping ourselves, we try to engage in the contest while carrying countless burdens on our shoulders, thus giving 
our opponents many chances of getting a grip on us. How can someone encumbered with material possessions 
contend against 'spiritual wickedness’ (Eph. 6:12), since he is vulnerable from every angle? How can someone 
weighed down with wealth wrestle with the demon of avarice? How can someone clothed in worldly preoccupations 
race against demons stripped of every care? Holy Scripture says, ‘The naked shall run swiftly in that day’ (Amos 
2:16. LXX) - the naked, not the one who is hindered in running by thoughts about money and material possessions.  

A naked person is hard or even impossible to catch. If Joseph had been naked, the Egyptian woman would not 
have found anything to seize hold of, for the Scriptures say that 'she caught him by his garment, saying: "Lie with 
me" ' (Gen. 39:12). Now 'garments' are the physical things whereby sensual pleasure seizes hold of us and drags us 
about; for whoever is encumbered with such things will of necessity be dragged about by them against his will. 
When Joseph saw that, because of his body's need for clothes, he was being dragged into intimacy and union with 
sensual pleasure, he abandoned them and fled; he realized that, unless he was naked, the mistress of the house would 
seize him and hold him back by force. So when he left  
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he was naked except for his virtue, like Adam in Paradise; for God allowed Adam to go about naked as a special 
privilege, but after the fall he needed to wear clothes. So long as Adam resisted the enemies who urged him to break 
God's commandment, he stood naked like an athlete in the arena; but once he had been defeated in the contest, it 
was appropriate for him to put on clothes. This is why the writer of Proverbs says to the intelligence, our trainer: 
'Take away his garment, for he has entered’ (Prov. 27:13. LXX). So long as someone does not compete but stays 
outside the arena, he will of course remain clothed, smothering beneath the garments of sensory things the manly 
strength required for the contest; but once he enters the contest, his garment is taken away, for he must compete 
naked. 

Indeed, we must be not only naked but anointed with oil. Stripping prevents our opponent from getting a grasp on 
us, while oil enables us to slip away should he in fact seize hold of us. That is why a wrestler tries to cover his 
opponent's body with dust; this will counteract the slipperiness of the oil and make it easier for him to get a hold. 
Now what dust is in their case, worldly things are in the case of our own struggle; and what oil is in their case, 
detachment is in ours. In physical wrestling, someone anointed with oil easily breaks free from his opponent's grip, 
but if he is covered with dust he finds it hard to escape. Similarly, in our case it is difficult for the devil to seize hold 
of one who has no worldly attachments. But when a man is full of anxiety about material things the intellect, as 
though covered with dust, loses the agility which detachment confers upon it; and then it is hard for him to escape 
from the devil's grip.  

Detachment is the mark of a perfect soul, whereas it is characteristic of an imperfect soul to be worn down with 
anxiety about material things. The perfect soul is called a 'lily among thorns' (S. of S. 2:2), meaning that it lives with 
detachment in the midst of those who are troubled by such anxiety. For in the Gospel the lily signifies the soul that is 
detached from worldly care: 'They do not toil or spin ... yet even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of 
them' (Matt. 6:28-29). But of those who devote much anxious thought to bodily things, it is said: 'All the life of the 
ungodly is spent in anxiety' (Job 15:20. LXX). It is indeed ungodly to pass one's whole life worrying about bodily 
things and to give  
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no thought to the blessings of the age to come - to spend all 'one's time on the body, though it does not need much 
attention, and not to devote even a passing moment to the soul, though the journey before it is so great that a whole 
lifetime is too short to bring it to perfection. Even if we do seem to allot a certain amount of time to it, we do this 
carelessly and lazily, for we are always being attracted by visible things. 

We are like people enticed by ugly prostitutes who lack true beauty but conceal their ugliness with the help of 
cosmetics, producing a counterfeit beauty that ensnares those who see it. Having once been overcome by the vain 



things of this present life, we are unable to see the ugliness of matter, for we are fooled by our attachment to it. For 
this reason, we do not remain content with basic necessities, but become dependent on all sorts of possessions, 
ruining our lives by our greed. We do not see that our possessions should be limited according to our bodily needs, 
and that what exceeds these is in bad taste and unnecessary. A cloak measured to fit the body is both necessary and 
in good taste; while one which is too long, getting entangled in our feet and dragging on the ground, not only looks 
unsightly, but also proves a hindrance in every kind of work. Similarly, possessions superfluous to our bodily needs 
are an obstacle to virtue, and are strongly condemned by those capable of understanding the true nature of things.  

We should therefore pay no attention to such as are deceived by sensory things, and should not uncritically follow 
those who remain attached to what is worldly because they have never given thought to spiritual realities. To rely 
upon such men, and to consider that they have made a wise choice in pursuing transitory pleasures, is to put our trust 
in those who lack any criterion for making a sound judgment; it is like using the blind as judges of color or the deaf 
as music critics. For those whose intelligence is crippled are truly blind, since they lack the basic criterion whereby 
to distinguish between the important and the trivial. One such man was Achan, the son of Carmi, who confessed to 
Joshua that the stolen things were hidden in his tent, buried in the ground, with the silver underneath them (cf. Josh. 
7:21). For he who assigns a higher position to the varied attractions of material things and buries his intelligence 
beneath them, is led astray like a fool, yielding to whatever takes his fancy, because he has. deposed his intelligence 
from its royal  
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throne and assigned it a place among those it should be ruling - or, rather, among condemned criminals. But if his 
intelligence were established in its proper position and entrusted with the judging of sensory matters, it would 
deliver a just and sound verdict, punishing the impulse that chases after deceptive things. 

We should remain, then, within the limits imposed by our basic needs and strive with all our power not to exceed 
them. For once we are carried a little beyond these limits in our desire for the pleasures of this life, there is then no 
criterion by which to check our onward movement, since no bounds can be set to that which exceeds the necessary. 
Pointless effort and endless labor wasted on what is unnecessary only serve to increase our longing for it, adding 
more fuel to the flames. Once a man has passed beyond the limits of his natural needs, as he grows more 
materialistic he wants to put jam on his bread; and to water he adds first the modicum of wine required for his 
health, and then the most expensive vintages. He does not rest content with essential clothing, but starts to purchase 
clothes made from brightly-colored wool of the very best quality; next he demands clothes made from a mixture of 
linen and wool; next he searches for silken clothes - at first just for plain silk, and then for silk embroidered with 
scenes of battles and hunting and the like. He acquires vessels of silver and gold, not just for banqueting but for 
animals to feed from and for use as chamber-pots. What need is there to say more about such absurd ostentation, 
extending as it does to the basest needs, so that even chamber-pots must be made of nothing less than silver? Such is 
the nature of sensual pleasure: it embraces even the lowliest things and leads us to invest the meanest of functions 
with material luxury. 

All this is contrary to nature, for the Creator has ordained the same natural way of life for both us and the animals. 



'Behold,' says God to man, 'I have given you every herb of the field, to serve as food for you and for the beasts' (cf. 
Gen, 1:29-30). Thus we have been given a common diet with the animals; but if we use our powers of invention to 
turn this into something extravagant, shall we not rightly be judged more unintelligent than they? The animals 
remain within the boundaries of nature, not altering in any way what God has ordained; but we, who have been 
honored with the power of intelligence, have completely abandoned His original ordinance. Do animals demand a 
luxury diet? What chefs and pastry- 
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cooks pander to their bellies? Do they not prefer the original simplicity, eating the herbs of the field, content with 
whatever is at hand, drinking water from springs - and this only infrequently? In this way they diminish sexual lust 
and do not inflame their desires with fatty foods. They become conscious of the difference between male and female 
only during the one season of the year ordained by the law of nature for them to mate in, so as to propagate and con-
tinue their species. The rest of the year they keep away from one another as if they had altogether forgotten any such 
appetite. In men, on the other hand, as a result of the richness of their food, an insatiable desire for sexual pleasure 
has grown up, producing in them frenzied appetites which never allow this passion to be still. 

Since, then, possessions are the cause of great harm and, like a source of disease, they give rise to all the passions, 
we must eliminate this cause if we are really concerned for the well-being of "our souls. Let us cure the passion of 
avarice through voluntary poverty. By embracing solitude let us avoid meeting those who do us no good, for the 
company of frivolous people is harmful and undermines our state of peace. Just as those who live in an unhealthy 
climate are generally ill, so those who spend their time with worthless men share in their vices.  

What do those who have renounced the world still have in common with the world? 'In order to please the leader 
who has chosen him, the soldier going to war does not entangle himself in the affairs of this world' (2 Tim. 2:4). 
Preoccupation with business hinders military training; and if we are untrained, how can we stand our ground when 
fighting against experienced troops? Rather, to tell the truth, we fight so half-heartedly that we do not withstand the 
enemy even when he is lying on the ground. We who stand upright are the prey of him who is fallen. We suffer the 
same miserable fate as those who, out of avarice, despoil corpses in wartime. After the battle has been won, they 
come up to someone who lies half-dead and start searching his body; and then, taken unawares, they receive a 
mortal blow from him, foolishly bringing disgrace upon themselves after their glorious victory. In the same way, 
when we have overthrown the enemy through our self-control and restraint - or rather, when we think we have 
overthrown him -we become attracted by his clothes, that is, by the different things men prize: wealth, power, good 
living, fame. We approach our  
 
 
 
[V1] 248 

St Neilos The Ascetic 
Ascetic Discourse 

fallen enemy in our longing to take his things; and so we are killed, having led ourselves to the slaughter. That was 
how the five virgins came to grief (cf. Matt. 25:1-13); through their purity they had destroyed the enemy, but 



because of their hardness of heart, which is engendered by avarice, they drove the enemy's sword through their own 
bodies, when he himself lay helpless. 

Let us not seek anything that belongs to the enemy, lest in so doing we lose our own life. For even now he is 
urging us to take what is his, especially when he finds us ready to comply. He even urged the Lord himself in this 
way, saying: 'All these things will I give Thee, if Thou wilt fall down and worship me' (Matt. 4:9). So with the 
specious allurements of this life he tried to deceive the Son of God, who has no need of any such things. How, then, 
could he fail to think of deceiving men who are easily led astray and attracted to the enjoyment of sensory things?  

Once we have learnt to train our body, let us also train our intellect in true devotion. For 'bodily asceticism has 
only a limited use', in this respect resembling elementary education; whereas 'true devotion is useful in all things' (1 
Tim. 4:8), and brings well-being to the souls of those who seek to defeat their enemies, the passions. Children who 
are training for sports need to exercise their bodies, to move their limbs constantly, to make every effort to gain an 
athlete's strength, and to anoint themselves with oil in preparation for the sacred games. Likewise those who are 
beginning the life of holiness should try to hinder the activity of the passions. At this stage they are still driven 
frantic by the pleasures that accompany the passions, and habit forces them into sin, almost without any act of 
choice on their part; they have therefore done well if they can control the passions. But those in whom the practice 
of the virtues has become established can also direct their attention to the mind. They should make every effort to 
keep watch over their intelligence so that it does not get out of control and go astray. In short, beginners try to train 
their body, while the more advanced attempt to restrain the impulses of their intelligence, so that its workings may 
accord solely with the teachings of wisdom, and no worldly fantasy may distract it from thoughts about God.  

One who is pursuing the spiritual way should direct all his desire towards the Lord whom he loves; then human 
thoughts will find no opportunity whatever to activate within him the corresponding  
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passions. Each passion, when active within someone whom it controls, holds his intelligence in chains; why, then, 
cannot zeal for holiness keep our mind free from everything else? When an angry man fights in his imagination 
against the person who has offended him, is he conscious of anything external? Is not the same true of the man who 
desires material possessions, when he imagines ways of getting what he wants? And the lustful man, even when in 
the company of others, often becomes oblivious of his surroundings and sits like a block of stone, saying nothing, 
thinking only of the women he desires; turning in upon himself, he is completely absorbed by his own fantasies. 
Perhaps it is a soul such as this that the Law describes as 'sitting apart’ (Lev. 15:33. LXX); sitting far from the 
senses, it concentrates all its activities within itself, totally unconscious of external things because of the shameful 
fantasy that dominates it. 

Now if our attachment to such things gives them this power over our intelligence and stops the senses from 
functioning, how much more should the love of wisdom cause our intellect to renounce both sensory things and the 
senses themselves, lifting it up and concentrating it upon the contemplation of spiritual things? Just as someone who 
is cut or burnt can think of nothing else because of the intense pain, so a man who is thinking passionately about 



some object has no thoughts for anything else; the passion that dominates him affects his whole intelligence. Intense 
pain makes hard work impossible; sorrow excludes joy, and dejection mirth; hard work in its turn excludes sensual 
pleasure. Thus opposing passions are mutually exclusive and will never unite; co-operation between them is 
impossible, because of the implacable enmity and opposition that separates them by nature.  

Do not, therefore, let the purity of your virtue be clouded by thoughts of worldly things: do not let the intensity of 
your contemplation be disturbed by bodily cares. Then true wisdom will stand revealed in its full beauty and it will 
no longer be maligned by insolent men because of our shortcomings, or mocked by those who know nothing about 
it; but it will be praised, if not by men, at any rate by the angelic powers and by Christ our Lord. It was His praise 
that was desired by the saints, such as David, who despised human glory but sought honor from God, saying: 'My 
praise shall be from Thee', and 'My soul shall be praised by the Lord’ (Ps. 22:25;  
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34:2. LXX). From malice men often speak slanderously of what is good; but the tribunal on high gives judgment 
with impartiality, and delivers its verdict in accordance with the truth. 

Let us, then, bring joy to this heavenly tribunal, which rejoices in our acts of righteousness. We need not worry 
about men's opinions, for men can neither reward those who have lived well nor punish those who have lived 
otherwise. If because of envy or worldly attachment they seek to discredit the way of holiness, they are defaming 
with deluded blasphemies the life honored by God and the angels. At the time of judgment those who have lived 
rightly will be rewarded with eternal blessings, not on the basis of human opinion, but in accordance with the true 
nature of their life. May all of us attain these blessings through the grace and love of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom 
be glory together with the Father and the Holy Spirit, now and ever and through all the ages. Amen.  

 
[V1] 251 

St Diadochos of Photiki 
 

(c. 400 – c. 486) 
 

(Volume 1, pp. 251-296) 

 
Introductory Note 

 
St Diadochos, who was born around 400 and died before 486, was bishop of Photiki in Epirus (North Greece); he wrote 

against the Monophysites and supported the Council of Chalcedon (451). In the work On Spiritual Knowledge and 
Discrimination he reveals, as St Nikodimos puts it, 'the deepest secrets of the virtue of prayer'. Written in a sensitive style of 
great beauty, the work is of basic importance for an understanding of Orthodox mystical theology. Diadochos' thought is of 
exceptional subtlety and precision, and his exact meaning is not easy to grasp. 

St Diadochos borrows many of the Evagrian technical terms, but his work contains certain features not found in Evagrios: an 
emphasis, for instance, upon the primacy of love (see especially §§ 90-92), upon the sacraments, and upon the heart as well as 



the intellect (nous). His teaching on baptism (§§ 76-78) is closely parallel to that of St Mark the Ascetic; here, and in many other 
passages of the work, St Diadochos has particularly in view the errors of the Messalians. St Diadochos emphasizes the 
fundamental unity of man's body and soul: our present state of dividedness is the consequence of the fall (§§ 24-25). He attaches 
great importance to the continual remembrance and invocation of the Lord Jesus (§§ 31, 32, 33, 59, 61, 85, 88, 97). 

In our translation we have used the critical Greek text of E. des Places, Diadoque de Photice: Oeuvres spirituelles (Sources 
chretiennes 5: 2nd edition, reprinted with additions, Paris, 1966). 
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Definitions 

Faith: dispassionate understanding of God.  

Hope: the Flight of the intellect in love towards that for which it 
hopes.  

 
Patience: with the eyes of the mind always to see the Invisible as 

visible.  
 
Freedom from avarice: to desire not to have possessions with the same fervor as men generally desire to have 

possessions. 
 

Knowledge: to lose awareness of oneself through going out to God in ecstasy. 
 
Humility: attentive forgetfulness of what one has accomplished.  
 
Freedom from anger: a real longing not to lose one's temper.  
 
Purity: unwavering perception of God.  
 
Love: growing affection for those who abuse us.  
 
Total transformation: through delight in God, to look on the repulsiveness of death as a joy. 
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One Hundred Texts 

1. All spiritual contemplation should be governed by faith, hope and love, but most of all by love. The first two 
teach us to be detached from visible delights, but love unites the soul with the excellence of God, searching out the 
Invisible by means of intellectual perception. 

2. Only God is good by nature, but with God's help man can become good through careful attention to his way of 
life. He transforms himself into what he is not when his soul, by devoting its attention to true delight, unites itself to 
God, in so far as its energized power desires this. For it is written: 'Be good and merciful as is your Father in heaven' 
(cf. Luke 6:36; Matt. 5:48). 

3. Evil does not exist by nature, nor is any man naturally evil, for God made nothing that was not good. When in 
the desire of his heart someone conceives and gives form to what in reality has no existence, then what he desires 
begins to exist. We should therefore turn our attention away from the inclination to evil and concentrate it on the 
remembrance of God; for good, which exists by nature, is more powerful than our inclination to evil. The one has 
existence while the other has not, except when we give it existence through our actions. 

4. All men are made in God's image; but to be in His likeness is granted only to those who through great love 
have brought their own freedom into subjection to God. For only when we do not belong to ourselves do we become 
like Him who through love has reconciled us to Himself. No one achieves this unless he persuades his soul not to be 
distracted by the false glitter of this life. 
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5. Free will is the power of a deiform soul to direct itself by deliberate choice towards whatever it decides. Let us 
make sure that our soul directs itself deliberately only towards what is good, so that we always consume our 
remembrance of evil with good thoughts. 

6. The light of true knowledge is the power to discriminate without error between good and evil. Then the path of 
righteousness leads the intellect upward towards the Sun of Righteousness and brings it into the boundless 
illumination of spiritual knowledge, so that henceforward it will grow more and more confident in its quest for love. 
With an incensive power free from anger we should snatch righteousness from the hands of those who dare to 
outrage it, since the aspiration for holiness triumphs not by hating others, but by convincing them of their faults. 

7. Spiritual discourse fully satisfies our intellectual perception, because it comes from God through the energy of 
love. It is on account of this that the intellect continues undisturbed in its concentration on theology. It does not 
suffer then from the emptiness which produces a state of anxiety, since in its contemplation it is filled to the degree 
that the energy of love desires. So it is right always to wait, with a faith energized by love, for the illumination 
which will enable us to speak. For nothing is so destitute as a mind philosophizing about God when it is without 
Him. 

8. The unilluminated should not embark on spiritual speculations nor, on the other hand, should anyone try to 
speak while the light of the Holy Spirit is shining richly upon him. For where there is emptiness, ignorance is also to 
be found, but where there is richness of the Spirit, no speech is possible. At such a time the soul is drunk with the 
love of God and, with voice silent, delights in His glory. We should therefore watch for the middle point between 
these two extremes before we begin to speak of God. This balance confers a certain harmony on our words 
glorifying God; as we speak and teach, our faith is nourished by the richness of the illumination and so, because of 
our love, we are the first to taste the fruits of knowledge. For it is written: 'The farmer who does the work should be 
the first to eat of the produce' (2 Tim. 2; 6). 



9. Wisdom and spiritual knowledge are both gifts of the one Holy Spirit, as are all the divine gifts of grace; but 
each has its own distinctive energy. For this reason the Apostle testifies that to one is  
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given wisdom, to another spiritual knowledge by the same Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:8). Such knowledge unites man to 
God through experience, but does not move him to express outwardly what he knows. Some, then, of those who 
practice the solitary life are consciously illuminated by spiritual knowledge, yet do not speak about God. But when 
wisdom, with the fear of God, is given to someone at the same time as spiritual knowledge - and this seldom 
happens - it leads him to express outwardly the inner energies of this knowledge within him; for spiritual knowledge 
illuminates men through its inner energy while wisdom does so through being expressed outwardly. Spiritual 
knowledge comes through prayer, deep stillness and complete detachment, while wisdom comes through humble 
meditation on Holy Scripture and, above all, through grace given by God. 

10. When the soul's incensive power is aroused against the passions, we should know that it is time for silence, as 
the hour of battle is at hand. But when this turbulence grows calm, whether through prayer or through acts of mercy, 
we may then be moved by a desire to proclaim God's mysteries, restraining the wings of our intellect with the cords 
of humility. For unless a man sets himself utterly at naught, he cannot speak of the majesty of God. 

11. Spiritual discourse always keeps the soul free from self-esteem, for it gives every part of the soul a sense of 
light, so that it no longer needs the praise of men. In the same way, such discourse keeps the mind free from fantasy, 
transfusing it completely with the love of God. Discourse deriving from the wisdom of this world, on the other hand, 
always provokes self-esteem; because it is incapable of granting us the experience of spiritual perception, it inspires 
its adepts with a longing for praise, being nothing but the fabrication of conceited men. It follows, therefore, that we 
can know with certainty when we are in the proper state to speak about God, if during the hours when we do not 
speak we maintain a fervent remembrance of God in untroubled silence. 

12. Whoever loves himself cannot love God; but if, because of 'the overflowing richness' of God's love, a man 
does not love himself, then he truly loves God (Eph. 2:7). Such a man never seeks his own glory, but seeks the glory 
of God. The man who loves himself seeks his own glory, whereas he who loves God loves the glory of his Creator. 
It is characteristic of the soul which consciously  
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senses the love of God always to seek God's glory in every commandment it performs, and to be happy in its low 
estate. For glory befits God because of His majesty, while lowliness befits man because it unites us with God. If we 
realize this, rejoicing in the glory of the Lord, we too, like St John the Baptist, will begin to say unceasingly, 'He 
must increase, but we must decrease' (cf. John 3:30). 

13. I know a man who loves God with great intensity, and yet grieves because he does not love Him as much as 
he would wish. His soul is ceaselessly filled with burning desire that God should be glorified in him and that he 
himself should be as nothing. This man does not think of what he is, even when others praise him. In his great desire 
for humility he does not think of his priestly rank, but performs his ministry as the rules enjoin. In his extreme love 



for God, he strips himself of any thought of his own dignity; and with a spirit of humility he buries in the depths of 
divine love any pride to which his high position might give rise. Thus, out of desire to humble himself, he always 
sees himself in his own mind as a useless servant, extraneous to the rank he holds. We too should do the same, 
fleeing all honor and glory in the overflowing richness of our love for the Lord who loves us so greatly. 

14. He who loves God consciously in his heart is known by God (cf. 1 Cor. 8:3), for to the degree that he receives 
the love of God consciously in his soul, he truly enters into God's love. From that time on, such a man never loses an 
intense longing for the illumination of spiritual knowledge, until he senses its strength in his bones and no longer 
knows himself, but is completely transformed by the love of God. He is both present in this life and not present in it; 
still dwelling in the body, he yet departs from it, as through love he ceaselessly journeys towards God in his soul. 
His heart now bums constantly with the fire of love and clings to God with an irresistible longing, since he has once 
and for all transcended self-love in his love for God. As St Paul writes: 'If we go out of ourselves, it is because of 
God; if we are restrained, it is for your sake' (2 Cor. 5:13. 

15. When a man begins to perceive the love of God in all its richness, he begins also to love his neighbor with 
spiritual perception. This is the love of which all the scriptures speak. Friendship after the flesh is very easily 
destroyed on some slight pretext, since it is not held firm by spiritual perception. But when a person is  
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spiritually awakened, even if something irritates him, the bond of love is not dissolved; rekindling himself with the 
warmth of the love of God, he quickly recovers himself and with great joy seeks his neighbor’s love, even though he 
has been gravely wronged or insulted by him. For the sweetness of God completely consumes the bitterness of the 
quarrel. 

16. No one can love God consciously in his heart unless he has first feared Him with all his heart. Through the 
action of fear the soul is purified and, as it were, made malleable and so it becomes awakened to the action of love. 
No one, however, can come to fear God completely in the way described, unless he first transcends all worldly 
cares; for when the intellect reaches a state of deep stillness and detachment, then the fear of God begins to trouble 
it, purifying it with full perception from all gross and cloddish density, and thereby bringing it to a great love for 
God's goodness. Thus the fear which characterizes those who are still being purified is accompanied by a moderate 
measure of love. But perfect love is found in those who have already been purified and in whom there is no longer 
any fear, for 'perfect love casts out fear' (1 John 4:18). Fear and love are found together only in the righteous who 
achieve virtue through the energy of the Holy Spirit in them. For this reason Holy Scripture says in one place: '0 fear 
the Lord, all you who are His saints' (Ps. 34:9), and in another: ‘0 love the Lord, all you who are His saints' (Ps. 
31:23). From this we see clearly that the righteous, who are still in the process of being purified, are characterized 
both by fear and by a moderate measure of love; perfect love, on the other hand, is found only in those who have 
already been purified and in whom there is no longer any thought of fear, but rather a constant burning and binding 
of the soul to God through the energy of the Holy Spirit. As it is written, ‘My soul is bound to Thee: Thy right hand 
has upheld me' (Ps. 63:8. LXX). 

17. If wounds in the body have been neglected and left unattended, they do not react to medicine when the 
doctors apply it to them; but if they have first been cleansed, then they respond to the action of the medicine and so 
are quickly healed. In the same way, if the soul is neglected and wholly covered with the leprosy of self-indulgence, 
it cannot experience the fear of God, however persistently it is warned of the terror and power of God's judgment. 
When, however, through great attentiveness the soul begins to be  
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purified, it also begins to experience the fear of God as a life-giving medicine which, through the reproaches it 
arouses in the conscience, bums the soul in the fire of dispassion. After this the soul is gradually cleansed until it is 
completely purified; its love increases as its fear diminishes, until it attains perfect love, in which there is no fear but 
only the complete dispassion which is energized by the glory of God. So let us rejoice endlessly in our fear of God 
and in the love which is the fulfilling of the law of perfection in Christ (cf. Rom. 13:10). 

18. A person who is not detached from worldly cares can neither love God truly nor hate the devil as he should, 
for such cares are both a burden and a veil. His intellect cannot discern the tribunal which will judge him, neither 
can it foresee the verdict which will be given at his trial. For all these reasons, then, withdrawal from the world is 
invaluable. 

19. The qualities of a pure soul are intelligence devoid of envy, ambition free from malice, and unceasing love for 
the Lord of glory. When the soul has these qualities, then the intellect can accurately assess how it will be judged, 
seeing itself appear before the most faultless of tribunals. 

20. Faith without works and works without faith will both alike be condemned, for he who has faith must offer to 
the Lord the faith which shows itself in actions. Our father Abraham would not have been counted righteous because 
of his faith had he not offered its fruit, his son (cf. Jas. 2:21; Rom. 4:3). 

21. He who loves God both believes truly and performs the works of faith reverently. But he who only believes 
and does not love, lacks even the faith he thinks he has; for he believes merely with a certain superficiality of 
intellect and is not energized by the full force of love's glory. The chief part of virtue, then, is faith energized by 
love. 

22. The deep waters of faith seem turbulent when we peer into them too curiously; but when contemplated in a 
spirit of simplicity, they are calm. The depths of faith are like the waters of Lethe, making us forget all evil; they 
will not reveal themselves to the scrutiny of meddlesome reasoning. Let us therefore sail these waters with 
simplicity of mind, and so reach the harbor of God's will. 

23. No one can either love truly or believe truly unless he has first brought accusation against himself. For so 
long as our conscience is troubled with self-reproach, the intellect is no longer able  
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to sense the perfume of heavenly blessings, but at once becomes divided and ambivalent. Because of the experience 
it once enjoyed it reaches out fervently towards faith, but can no longer perceive faith in the heart through love 
because of the pricks of an accusing conscience. But when we have purified ourselves by closer attentive-ness, then 
with a fuller experience of God we shall attain what we desire. 

24. Just as the senses of the body impel us almost violently towards what attracts them, so the perceptive faculty 
of the intellect, once it tastes the divine goodness, leads us towards invisible blessings. Everything longs for what is 
akin to itself: the soul, since it is bodiless, desires heavenly goods, while the body, being dust, seeks earthly 
nourishment. So we shall surely come to experience immaterial perception if by our labors we refine our material 
nature. 



25. Divine knowledge, once it is awakened in us, teaches us that the perceptive faculty natural to our soul is 
single, but that it is split into two distinct modes of operation as a result of Adam's disobedience. This single and 
simple perceptive faculty is implanted in the soul by the Holy Spirit; but no one can realize this singleness of 
perception except those who have willingly abandoned the delights of this corruptible life in the hope of enjoying 
those of eternity, and who have caused every appetite of the bodily senses to wither away through self-control. Only 
in such men does the intellect, because of its freedom from worldly care, act with its full vigor so that it is capable of 
perceiving ineffably the goodness of God. Then, according to the measure of its own progress, the intellect 
communicates its joy to the body too, rejoicing endlessly in the song of love and praise: ‘My heart has trusted in 
Him and I am helped; my flesh flowers again, and with all my being I will sing His praise’ (Ps. 28:7. LXX). The joy 
which then fills both soul and body is a true recalling of the life without corruption. 

26. Those pursuing the spiritual way must always keep the mind free from agitation in order that the intellect, as 
it discriminates among the thoughts that pass through the mind, may store in the treasuries of its memory those 
thoughts which are good and have been sent by God, while casting out those which are evil and come from the devil. 
When the sea is calm, fishermen can scan its depths and therefore hardly any creature moving in the water escapes 
their  
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notice. But when the sea is disturbed by the winds, it hides beneath its turbid and agitated waves what it was happy 
to reveal when it was smiling and calm; and then the fishermen's skill and cunning prove vain. The same thing 
happens with the contemplative power of the intellect, especially when it is unjust anger which disturbs the depths of 
the soul. 

27. Very few men can accurately recognize all their own faults; 
indeed, only those can do this whose intellect is never torn away from the remembrance of God. Our bodily eyes, 
when healthy, can see everything, even gnats and mosquitoes flying about in the air; but when they are clouded by 
some discharge, they see large objects only indistinctly and small things not at all. Similarly if the soul, through 
attentiveness, reduces the blindness caused by the love of this world, it will consider its slightest faults to be very 
grave and will continually shed tears with deep thankfulness. For it is written, 'The righteous shall give thanks unto 
Thy name' (Ps. 140:13). But if the soul persists in its worldly disposition, even though it commits a murder or some 
other act deserving severe punishment, it takes little notice; and it is quite unable to discern its other faults, often 
considering them to be signs of progress, and in its wretchedness it is not ashamed to defend them heatedly. 

28. Only the Holy Spirit can purify the intellect, for unless a greater power comes and overthrows the despoiler, 
what he has taken captive will never be set free (cf. Luke 11:21-22). In every way, therefore, and especially through 
peace of soul, we must make ourselves a dwelling-place for the Holy Spirit. Then we shall have the lamp of spiritual 
knowledge burning always within us; and when it is shining constantly in the inner shrine of the soul, not only will 
the intellect perceive all the dark and bitter attacks of the demons, but these attacks will be greatly weakened when 
exposed for what they are by that glorious and holy light. That is why the Apostle says: 'Do not quench the Spirit' (1 
Thess. 5:19), meaning: 'Do not grieve the goodness of the Holy Spirit by wicked actions or wicked thoughts, lest 
you be deprived of this protecting light.' The Spirit, since He is eternal and life-creating, cannot be quenched; but if 
He is grieved - that is if He withdraws - He leaves the intellect without the light of spiritual knowledge, dark and full 
of gloom. 

29. The loving and Holy Spirit of God teaches us, as we have said, that the perceptive faculty natural to our soul 
is single; indeed,  
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even the five bodily senses differ from each other only because of the body's varying needs. But this single faculty 
of perception is split because of the dislocation which, as a result of Adam's disobedience, takes place in the intellect 
through the modes in which the soul now operates. Thus one side of the soul is carried away by the passionate part 
in man, and we are then captivated by the good things of this life; but the other side of the soul frequently delights in 
the activity of the intellect and, as a result, when we practice self-restraint, the intellect longs to pursue heavenly 
beauty. If, therefore, we learn persistently to be detached from the good things of this world, we shall be able to 
unite the earthly appetite of the soul to its spiritual and intellectual aspiration, through the communion of the Holy 
Spirit who brings this about within us. For unless His divinity actively illumines the inner shrine of our heart, we 
shall not be able to taste God's goodness with the perceptive faculty undivided, that is, with unified aspiration. 

30. The perceptive faculty of the intellect consists in the power to discriminate accurately between the tastes of 
different realities. Our physical sense of taste, when we are healthy, leads us to distinguish unfailingly between good 
food and bad, so that we want what is good; similarly, our intellect, when it begins to act vigorously and with 
complete detachment, is capable of perceiving the wealth of God's grace and is never led astray by any illusion of 
grace which comes from the devil. Just as the body, when it tastes the delectable foods of this earth, knows by 
experience exactly what each thing is, so the intellect, when it has triumphed over the thoughts of the flesh, knows 
for certain when it is tasting the grace of the Holy Spirit; for it is written: 'Taste and see that the Lord is good' (Ps. 
34:8). The intellect keeps fresh the memory of this taste through the energy of love, and so unerringly chooses what 
is best. As St Paul says: 'This is my prayer, that your love may grow more and more in knowledge and in all 
perception, so that you choose what is best' (Phil. 1:9-10). 

31. When our intellect begins to perceive the grace of the Holy Spirit, then Satan, too, importunes the soul with a 
sense of deceptive sweetness in the quiet times of the night, when we fall into a light kind of sleep. If the intellect at 
that time cleaves fervently to the remembrance of the glorious and holy name of the Lord Jesus and uses it as a 
weapon against Satan's deception, he gives up this trick  
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and for the future will attack the soul directly and personally. As a result the intellect clearly discerns the deception 
of the evil one and advances even further in the art of discrimination. 
    32. The experience of true grace comes to us when the body is awake or else on the point of falling asleep, while 
in fervent remembrance of God we are welded to His love. But the illusion of grace comes to us, as I have said, 
when we fall into a light sleep while our remembrance of God is half-hearted. True grace, since its source is God, 
gladdens us consciously and impels us towards love with great rapture of soul. The illusion of grace, on the other 
hand, tends to shake the soul with the winds of deceit; for when the intellect is strong in the remembrance of God, 
the devil tries to rob it of its experience of spiritual perception by taking advantage of the body's need for sleep. If 
the intellect at that time is remembering the Lord Jesus attentively, it easily destroys the enemy's seductive 
sweetness and advances joyfully to do battle with him, armed not only with grace but also with a second weapon, 
the confidence gained from its own experience. 



33. Sometimes the soul is kindled into love for God and, free from all fantasy and image, moves untroubled by 
doubt towards Him; and it draws, as it were, the body with it into the depths of that ineffable love. This may occur 
when the person is awake or else beginning to fall asleep under the influence of God's grace, in the way I have 
explained. At the same time, the soul is aware of nothing except what it is moving towards. When we experience 
things in this manner, we can be sure that it is the energy of the Holy Spirit within us. For when the soul is 
completely permeated with that ineffable sweetness, at that moment it can think of nothing else, since it rejoices 
with uninterrupted joy. But if at that moment the intellect conceives any doubt or unclean thought, and if this con-
tinues in spite of the fact that the intellect calls on the holy name -not now simply out of love for God, but in order to 
repel the evil one - then it should realize that the sweetness it experiences is an illusion of grace, coming from the 
deceiver with a counterfeit joy. Through this joy, amorphous and disordered, the devil tries to lead the soul into an 
adulterous union with himself. For when he sees the intellect unreservedly proud of its own experience of spiritual 
perception, he entices the soul by means of certain plausible illusions of grace, so that it is seduced by that dank and 
debilitating sweetness  
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and fails to notice its intercourse with the deceiver. From all this we can distinguish between the Spirit of truth and 
the spirit of error. It is impossible, however, for someone consciously to taste the divine goodness or consciously to 
realize when he is experiencing the bitterness of the demons, unless he first knows with assurance that grace dwells 
in the depths of his intellect, while the wicked spirits cluster round only the outside of the heart. This is just what the 
demons do not want us to know, for fear that our intellect, once definitely aware of it, will arm itself against them 
with the remembrance of God. 

34. The natural love of the soul is one thing, and the love which comes to it from the Holy Spirit is another. The 
activity of the first depends on the assent of our will to our desire. For this reason it is easily taken over and 
perverted by evil spirits when we do not keep firmly to our chosen course. But the love which comes from the Holy 
Spirit so inflames the soul that all its parts cleave ineffably and with utter simplicity to the delight of its love and 
longing for the divine. The intellect then becomes pregnant through the energy of the Holy Spirit and overflows with 
a spring of love and joy. 

35. Just as a rough sea naturally subsides when oil is poured upon it, so the soul readily grows calm when 
anointed with the grace of the Holy Spirit. For it submits joyfully to the dispassionate and ineffable grace which 
overshadows it, in accordance with the Psalmist's words: 'My soul, be obedient to God' (Ps. 62:5. LXX). As a result, 
no matter how greatly it is provoked by the demons, the soul remains free from anger and is filled with the greatest 
joy. No man can enter or remain in such a state unless he sweetens his soul continually with the fear of God; for the 
fear of the Lord Jesus confers a measure of purity on those pursuing the spiritual way. 'The fear of the Lord is pure, 
and endures for ever' (Ps. 19:9. LXX). 

36. Let no one who hears us speak of the perceptive faculty of the intellect imagine that by this we mean that the 
glory of God appears to man visibly. We do indeed affirm that the soul, when pure, perceives God's grace, tasting it 
in some ineffable manner; but no invisible reality appears to it in a visible form, since now 'we walk by faith, not by 
sight', as St Paul says (2 Cor. 5:7) light or some fiery form should be seen by one pursuing the spiritual way, he 
should not on any account accept such a vision: it is an obvious deceit of the enemy. Many indeed have had this 
experience and, in  
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their ignorance, have turned aside from the way of truth. We ourselves know, however, that so long as we dwell in 
this corruptible body, 'we are absent from the Lord' (2 Cor. 5:6) - that is to say, we know that we cannot see visibly 
either God Himself or any of His celestial wonders. 

37. The dreams which appear to the soul through God's love are unerring criteria of its health. Such dreams do not 
change from one shape to another; they do not shock our inward sense, resound with laughter or suddenly become 
threatening. But with great gentleness they approach the soul and fill it with spiritual gladness. As a result, even 
after the body has woken up, the soul longs to recapture the joy given to it by the dream. Demonic fantasies, 
however, are just the opposite: they do not keep the same shape or maintain a constant form for long. For what the 
demons do not possess as their chosen mode of life, but merely assume because of their inherent deceitfulness, is not 
able to satisfy them for very long. They shout and menace, often transforming themselves into soldiers and 
sometimes deafening the soul with their cries. But the intellect, when pure, recognizes them for what they are and 
awakes the body from its dreams. Sometimes it even feels joy at having been able to see through their tricks; indeed 
it often challenges them during the dream itself and thus provokes them to great anger. There are, however, times 
when even good dreams do not bring joy to the soul, but produce in it a sweet sadness and tears unaccompanied by 
grief. But this happens only to those who are far advanced in humility. 

38. We have now explained the distinction between good and bad dreams, as we ourselves heard it from those 
with experience. In our quest for purity, however, the safest rule is never to trust to anything that appears to us in our 
dreams. For dreams are generally nothing more than images reflecting our wandering thoughts, or else they are the 
mockery of demons. And if ever God in His goodness were to send us some vision and we were to refuse it, our 
beloved Lord Jesus would not be angry with us, for He would know we were acting in this way because of the tricks 
of the demons. Although the distinction between types of dreams established above is precise, it sometimes happens 
that when the soul has been sullied by an unperceived beguilement - something from which no one, it seems to me, 
is exempt - it loses its sense of accurate discrimination and mistakes bad dreams for good.  
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39. As an illustration of what I mean, take the case of the servant whose master, returning at night after a long 
absence abroad, calls to him from outside his house. The servant categorically refuses to open the door to him, for he 
is afraid of being deceived by some similarity of voice, and so of betraying to someone else the goods his master has 
entrusted to him. Not only is his master in no way angry with him when day comes; but on the contrary he even 
praises him highly, because in his concern not to lose any of his master's goods he even suspected the sound of his 
master's voice to be a trick. 

40. You should not doubt that the intellect, when it begins to be strongly energized by the divine light, becomes 
so completely translucent that it sees its own light vividly. This takes place when the power of the soul gains control 
over the passions. But when St Paul says that 'Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light' (2 Cor. 11:14), he 
definitely teaches us that everything which appears to the intellect, whether as light or as fire, if it has a shape, is the 
product of the evil artifice of the enemy. So we should not embark on the ascetic life in the hope of seeing visions 
clothed with form or shape; for if we do, Satan will find it easy to lead our soul astray. Our one purpose must be to 
reach the point when we perceive the love of God fully and consciously in our heart - that is, 'with all your heart, 



and with all your soul . . . and with all your mind' (Luke 10:27). For the man who is energized by the grace of God 
to this point has already left this world, though still present in it. 

41. It is well known that obedience is the chief among the initiatory virtues, for first it displaces presumption and 
then it engenders humility within us. Thus it becomes, for those who willingly embrace it, a door leading to the love 
of God. It was because he rejected humility that Adam fell into the lowest depths of Hades. It was because He loved 
humility that the Lord, in accordance with the divine purpose, was obedient to His Father even to the cross and 
death, although He was in no way inferior to the Father; and so through His own obedience He has freed mankind 
from the crime of disobedience and leads back to the blessedness of eternal life all who live in obedience. Thus 
humility should be the first concern of those who are fighting the presumption of the devil, for as we advance it will 
be a sure guide to all the paths of virtue.  
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42. Self-control is common to all the virtues, and therefore whoever practices self-control must do so in all things. 
If any part, however small, of a man's body is removed, the whole man is disfigured; likewise, he who disregards 
one single virtue destroys unwittingly the whole harmonious order of self-control. It is therefore necessary to 
cultivate not only the bodily virtues, but also those which have the power to purify our inner man. What is the good 
of a man keeping the virginity of his body if he lets his soul commit adultery with the demon of disobedience? Or 
what is the good of a man controlling gluttony and his other bodily desires if he makes no effort to avoid vanity and 
self-esteem, and does not endure with patience even the slightest affliction? At the judgment what crown will he 
deserve, when a just reward is given only to those who have accomplished works of righteousness in a spirit of 
humility? 

43. Those pursuing the spiritual way should train themselves to hate all uncontrolled desires until this hatred 
becomes habitual. With regard to self-control in eating, -we must never feel loathing for any kind of food, for to do 
so is abominable and utterly demonic. It is emphatically not because any kind of food is bad in itself that we refrain 
from it. But by not eating too much or too richly we can to some extent keep in check the excitable parts of our 
body. In addition we can give to the poor what remains over, for this is the mark of sincere love. 

44. It is in no way contrary to the principles of true knowledge to eat and drink from all that is set before you, 
giving thanks to God; for 'everything is very good' (cf. Gen. 1:31). But gladly to abstain from eating too pleasurably 
or too much shows greater discrimination and understanding. However, we shall not gladly detach ourselves from 
the pleasures of this life unless we have fully and consciously tasted the sweetness of God. 

45. When heavy with over-eating, the body makes the intellect spiritless and sluggish; likewise, when weakened 
by excessive abstinence, the body makes the contemplative faculty of the soul dejected and disinclined to 
concentrate. We should therefore regulate our food according to the condition of the body, so that it is appropriately 
disciplined when in good health and adequately nourished when weak. The body of one pursuing the spiritual way 
must not be enfeebled; he must have enough strength for his labors,  

 
 

[V1] 267 
St Diadochos of Photiki 

On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimination   

One Hundred Texts 



so that the soul may be suitably purified through bodily exertion as well. 
46. When, as a result of visits from some of our brethren or some strangers, we are fiercely attacked by thoughts 

of self-esteem, it is good to relax our normal regime to a certain extent. In this way the demon will be frustrated and 
driven out, regretting his attempt; 
moreover, we shall properly fulfill the rule of love, and by relaxing our usual practice we shall keep hidden the 
mystery of our self-control. 

47. Fasting, while of value in itself, is not something to boast of in front of God, for it is simply a tool for training 
those who desire self-restraint. The ascetic should not feel proud because he fasts; but with faith in God he should 
think only of reaching his goal. For no artist ever boasts that his accomplishment is simply due to his tools; but he 
waits for the work itself to give proof of his skill. 

48. When watered in due measure the earth yields a good, clean crop from the seed sown in it; but when it is 
soaked with torrential rain it bears nothing but thistles and thorns. Likewise, when we drink wine in due measure, 
the earth of the heart yields a clean crop from its natural seed and produces a fine harvest from what is sown in it by 
the Holy Spirit. But if it is soaked through excessive drinking, the thoughts, it bears will be nothing but thistles and 
thorns. 

49. When our intellect is swimming in the waves of excessive drink, it not only regards with passion the images 
formed in it by the demons while we sleep, but also itself forms attractive appearances, treating its own fantasies as 
if they were women whom it ardently loved. For when the sexual organs are heated by wine, the intellect cannot 
avoid forming in itself pleasurable pictures reflecting our passion. So we must keep due measure and escape the 
harm that comes from excess. For when the intellect is not affected by the pleasure that seduces it to the picturing of 
sin, it remains completely free from fantasy and debility. 

50. People, who wish to discipline the sexual organs should avoid drinking those artificial concoctions which are 
called 'aperitifs' - presumably because they open a way to the stomach for the vast meal which is to follow. Not only 
are they harmful to our bodies, but their fraudulent and artificial character greatly offends the conscience wherein 
God dwells. For what does wine lack that we  
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should sap its healthy vigor by adulterating it with a variety of condiments? 
51. Jesus Christ, our Lord and Teacher in this holy way of life, was offered vinegar to drink during His Passion 

by those executing the devil's orders, and thus He left us, it seems to me, a clear example for spiritual combat. Those 
struggling against sin should not, He says, indulge themselves in agreeable food and drink, but should patiently bear 
the bitterness of the warfare. Hyssop, too, must be added to the sponge of ignominy (cf. John 19:29), so that the 
pattern of our purification may conform perfectly to His example; for sharpness pertains to spiritual combat, just as 
purification does to being made perfect. 

52. No one would maintain that it is strange or sinful to take baths, but to refrain from them out of self-control I 
regard as a sign of great restraint and determination. For then our body will not be debilitated by this self-indulgence 
in hot and steamy water; neither shall we be reminded of Adam's ignoble nakedness, and so have to cover ourselves 
with leaves as he did. All this is especially important for us, who have recently renounced the vileness of this fallen 
life, and ought to be acquiring the beauty of self-restraint through the purity of our body. 

53. There is nothing to prevent us from calling a doctor when we are ill. Since Providence has implanted remedies 
in nature, it has been possible for human experimentation to develop the art of medicine. All the same, we should 
not place our hope of healing in doctors, but in our true Savior and Doctor, Jesus Christ. I say this to those who 



practice self-control in monastic communities or towns, for because of their environment they cannot at all times 
maintain the active working of faith through love. Furthermore, they should not succumb to the conceit and 
temptation of the devil, which have led some of them publicly to boast that they have had no need of doctors for 
many years. If, on the other hand, someone is living as a hermit in more deserted places together with two or three 
like-minded brethren, whatever sufferings may befall him let him draw near in faith to the only Lord who can heal 
'every kind of sickness and disease' (Matt. 4:23). For besides the Lord he has the desert itself to provide sufficient 
consolation in his illness. In such a person faith is always actively at work, and in addition he has no scope to 
display the fine quality of his patience before others, because  
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he is protected by the desert. For 'the Lord settles the solitaries in a dwelling' (Ps. 68:6. LXX). 
54. When we become unduly distressed at falling ill, we should recognize that our soul is still the slave of bodily 

desires and so longs for physical health, not wishing to lose the good things of this life and even finding it a great 
hardship not to be able to enjoy them because of illness. If, however, the soul accepts thankfully the pains of illness, 
it is clear that it is not far from the realm of dispassion; as a result it even waits joyfully for death as the entry into a 
life that is more true. 

55. The soul will not desire to be separated from the body unless it becomes indifferent to the very air it breathes. 
All the bodily senses are opposed to faith, for they are concerned with the objects of this present world, while faith is 
concerned only with the blessings of the life to come. Thus one pursuing the spiritual way should never be too 
greatly preoccupied with beautifully branched or shady trees, pleasantly flowing springs, flowery meadows, fine 
houses or even visits to his family; neither should he recall any public honors that he happens to have been given. 
He should gratefully be content with bare necessities, regarding this present life as a road passing through an alien 
land, barren of all worldly attractions. For it is only by concentrating our mind in this way that we can keep to the 
road that leads back to eternity. 

56. Eve is the first to teach us that sight, taste and the other senses, when used without moderation, distract the 
heart from its remembrance of God. So long as she did not look with longing at the forbidden tree, she was able to 
keep God's commandment carefully in mind; she was still covered by the wings of divine love and thus was ignorant 
of her own nakedness. But after she had looked at the tree with longing, touched it with ardent desire and then tasted 
its fruit with active sensuality, she at once felt drawn to physical intercourse and, being naked, she gave way to her 
passion. All her desire was now to enjoy what was immediately present to her senses, and through the pleasant 
appearance of the fruit she involved Adam in her fall. Thereafter it became hard for man's intellect to remember God 
or His commandments. We should therefore always be looking into the depths of our heart with continued 
remembrance of God, and should pass through this deceitful life like men who have lost their sight. It is the mark of 
true spiritual wisdom always to  
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clip the wings of our love for visible appearances, and this is what Job, in his great experience, refers to when he 



says: 'If my heart has followed my eye . . .' (Job 31:7. LXX). To master ourselves in this way is evidence of the 
greatest self-control. 

57. He who dwells continually within his own heart is detached from the attractions of this world, for he lives in 
the Spirit and cannot know the desires of the flesh. Such a man henceforward walks up and down within the fortress 
of the virtues which keep guard at all the gates of his purity. The assaults of the demons are now ineffective against 
him, even though the arrows of sensual desire reach as far as the doorways of his senses. 

58. When our soul begins to lose its appetite for earthly beauties, a spirit of listlessness is apt to steal into it. This 
prevents us from taking pleasure in study and teaching, and from feeling any strong desire for the blessings prepared 
for us in the life to come; it also leads us to disparage this transient life excessively, as not possessing anything of 
value. It even depreciates spiritual knowledge itself, either on the grounds that many others have already acquired it 
or because it cannot teach us anything perfect. To avoid this passion, which dejects and enervates us, we must 
confine the mind within very narrow limits, devoting ourselves solely to the remembrance of God. Only in this way 
will the intellect be able to regain its original fervor and escape this senseless dissipation. 

59. When we have blocked all its outlets by means of the remembrance of God, the intellect requires of us 
imperatively some task which will satisfy its need for activity. For the complete fulfillment of its purpose we should 
give it nothing but the prayer ‘Lord Jesus', 'No one', it is written, 'can say "Lord Jesus" except in the Holy Spirit' (1 
Cor. 12:3). Let the intellect continually concentrate on these words within its inner shrine with such intensity that it 
is not turned aside to any mental images. Those who meditate unceasingly upon this glorious and holy name in the 
depths of their heart can sometimes see the light of their own intellect. For when the mind is closely concentrated 
upon this name, then we grow fully conscious that the name is burning up all the filth which covers the surface of 
the soul; for it is written: 'Our God is a consuming fire' (Deut. 4:24). Then the Lord awakens in the soul a great love 
for His glory; for when the intellect with fervor of heart maintains persistently its remembrance of the precious 
name, then that name  
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implants in us a constant love for its goodness, since there is nothing now that stands in the way. This is the pearl of 
great price which a man can acquire by selling all that he has, and so experience the inexpressible joy of making it 
his own (cf. Matt. 13; 46). 

60. Initiatory joy is one thing, the joy of perfection is another. The first is not exempt from fantasy, while the 
second has the strength of humility. Between the two joys comes a 'godly sorrow' (2 Cor. 7:10) and active tears; 'For 
in much wisdom is much knowledge; and he that increases knowledge increases sorrow' (Eccles. 1:18). The soul, 
then, is first summoned to the struggle by the initiatory joy and then rebuked and tested by the truth of the Holy 
Spirit, as regards both its past sins and the vain distractions in which it still indulges. For it is written: 'With rebukes 
Thou hast corrected man for iniquity, and made his soul waste away like a spider's web' (Ps. 39: n. LXX). In this 
manner the soul is tested by divine rebuke as in a furnace, and through fervent remembrance of God it actively 
experiences the joy exempt from fantasy. 

61. When the soul is disturbed by anger, confused by drunkenness, or sunk in deep depression, the intellect 
cannot hold fast to the remembrance of God no matter how hard we try to force it. Completely darkened by the 
violence of the passions, it loses totally the form of perception which is proper to it. Thus our desire that our intellect 
should keep the remembrance of God cannot make any impression, because the recollective faculty of our mind has 
been hardened by the rawness of the passions. But, on the other hand, when the soul has attained freedom from these 
passions, then, even though the intellect is momentarily deprived by forgetfulness of the object of its longing, it at 



once resumes its proper activity. The soul now has grace itself to share its meditation and to repeat with it the words 
'Lord Jesus', just as a mother teaches her child to repeat with her the word 'father', instead of prattling in his usual 
way, until she has formed in him the habit of calling for his father even in his sleep. This is why the Apostle says: 
'Likewise the Spirit also helps our infirmities; for we do not know what to pray for as we should, but the Spirit 
Himself makes intercession for us with cries that cannot be uttered' (Rom. 8:26). Since we are but children as 
regards perfection in the virtue of prayer, we have need of the Spirit's aid so that all our thoughts may be 
concentrated and  
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gladdened by His inexpressible sweetness, and so that with all our being we may aspire to the remembrance and 
love of our God and Father. For, as St Paul says, it is in the Spirit that we pray when we are taught by Him to cry 
without ceasing to God the Father, 'Abba, Father' (Rom. 8:15). 

62. The incensive power usually troubles and confuses the soul more than any other passion, yet there are times 
when it greatly benefits the soul. For when with inward calm we direct it against blasphemers or other sinners in 
order to induce them to mend their ways or at least feel some shame, we make our soul more gentle. In this way we 
put ourselves completely in harmony with the purposes of God's justice and goodness. In addition, through 
becoming deeply angered by sin we often overcome weaknesses in our soul. Thus there is no doubt that if, when 
deeply depressed, we become indignant in spirit against the demon of corruption, this gives us the strength to 
despise even the presumptuousness of death. In order to make this clear, the Lord twice became indignant against 
death and troubled in spirit (cf. John 12:27, 13:21); and despite the fact that, untroubled, He could by a simple act of 
will do all that He wished, none the less when He restored Lazarus' soul to his body He was indignant and troubled 
in spirit (cf. John 11:33)- which seems to me to show that a controlled incensive power is a weapon implanted in our 
nature by God when He creates us. If Eve had used this weapon against the serpent, she would not have been 
impelled by sensual desire. In my view, then, the man who in a spirit of devotion makes controlled use of his 
incensive power will without doubt be judged more favorably than the man who, because of the inertness of his 
intellect, has never become incensed. The latter seems to have an inexperienced driver in charge of his emotions, 
while the former, always ready for action, drives the horses of virtue through the midst of the demonic host, guiding 
the four-horsed chariot of self-control in the fear of God. This chariot is called 'the chariot of Israel’ in the 
description of the taking up of the prophet Elijah (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:12); 
for God spoke clearly about the four cardinal virtues first of all to the Jews. This is precisely why Elijah ascended in 
a fiery chariot, guiding his own virtues as horses, when he was carried up by the Spirit in a gust of fire. 

63. Whoever has participated in divine knowledge and tasted the sweetness of God should not defend himself in 
law, and still less  
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prosecute, even though someone should go so far as to strip him of his clothes. The justice of the rulers of this world 
is in every way inferior to that of God or, rather, it is as nothing when compared with it. For what is the difference 



between the children of God and those of this world, if it is not that the justice of the latter appears imperfect when 
compared with that of the former, so that we call the one human and the other divine? Thus it was that our Lord 
Jesus, 'when He was reviled, did not revile in return; when He suffered. He did not threaten' (1 Pet. 2:23); He even 
kept silent when stripped of His clothes and, what is more, prayed to His Father for the salvation of those who were 
maltreating Him. The men of this world, however, never stop going to court unless, as sometimes happens, they are 
given out of court more than they are actually claiming, especially if they have already been receiving interest on the 
sum involved. In such cases, their justice often becomes the occasion for great injustice. 

64. I have heard certain pious men declare that, when people rob us of what we possess for our own support or for 
the relief of the poor, we should prosecute them, especially if the culprits are Christians; for, it is argued, not to 
prosecute might encourage crime in those who have wronged us. But this is simply a specious excuse for preferring 
one's possessions to one's self. For if I abandon prayer and cease to guard the door of my heart, and begin to bring 
cases against those who wrong me, frequenting the corridors of the courts, it is clear that I regard the goods which I 
claim as more important than my own salvation - more important even than the commandment of Christ. For how 
can I possibly follow the injunction: 'When someone takes away your goods, do not try to recover them' (Luke 
6:30), unless I gladly endure their loss? Even if we do go to court and recover all we claim, we do not thereby free 
the criminal from his sin. Human tribunals cannot circumscribe the eternal justice of God, and the accused is 
punished only according to those laws under which his case is heard. It is therefore better to endure the lawlessness 
of those who wish to wrong us, and to pray for them, so that they may be released from their guilt through 
repentance, rather than through restoring what they have taken. Divine justice requires that we receive back not the 
objects of theft, but the thief himself, freed through repentance from sin. 

65. Once the spiritual way has become a reality for us, we shall  
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End it proper and helpful to follow the Lord's commandment and sell all our possessions immediately, distributing 
the money we receive (cf. Matt. 19:21), rather than to neglect this injunction on the excuse that we wish always to 
be in a position to obey the commandments. In the first place, this will secure our complete detachment, and a 
poverty which is in consequence invulnerable and impervious to all lawlessness and litigation, since we no longer 
have the possessions which kindle the fire of crime in others. Then, more than all the other virtues, humility will 
warm and cherish us; 
in our nakedness she will give us rest in her bosom, like a mother who takes her child into her arms and warms it 
when, with childish simplicity, it has pulled off what it is wearing and thrown it away, innocently delighting more in 
nakedness than in pretty clothes. For it is written: 'The Lord preserves the little ones; I humbled myself and He 
saved me' (Ps. 116:6. LXX). 

66. The Lord will demand from us an account of our help to the needy according to what we have and not 
according to what we have not (cf. 2 Cor. 8:12). If, then, from fear of God I distribute in a short space of time what I 
might have given away over many years, on what grounds can I be accused, seeing that I now have nothing? On the 
other hand, it might be argued: 'Who now will give help to the needy that depend on regular gifts out of my modest 
means?' A person who argues in this way must learn not to insult God because of his own love of money. God will 
not fail to provide for His own creation as He has done from the beginning; for before this or that person was 
prompted to give help, the needy did not lack food or clothing. Understanding this, we should reject, in a spirit of 
true service, the senseless presumption which arises from wealth and we should hate our own desires - which is to 
hate our own soul (cf. Luke 14:26). Then, no longer possessing wealth which we enjoy distributing, we shall begin 
to feel our worthlessness intensely, because we find we cannot now perform any good works. Certainly, provided 



there is some good in us, we gladly obey the divine command and, as long as we are well off, we enjoy giving things 
away. But when we have exhausted everything an ill-defined gloom and a sense of abasement come over us, 
because we think we are doing nothing worthy of God's righteousness. In this deep abasement the soul returns to 
itself, so as to procure through the labor of prayer, through patience and humility what it can no longer acquire by 
the  
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daily giving of help to the needy. For it is written: 'The poor and needy shall praise Thy name, 0 Lord' (Ps. 74:21. 
LXX). God is not prepared to grant the gift of theology to anyone who has not first prepared himself by giving away 
all his possessions for the glory of the Gospel; then in godly poverty he can proclaim the riches of the divine 
kingdom. This is made clear in the Psalm, for after the words '0 God, in Thy love Thou hast provided for the poor', it 
continues, 'The Lord shall give speech to those who proclaim the gospel with great power’ (Ps. 68:10-11. LXX). 

67. All God's gifts of grace are flawless and the source of everything good; but the gift which inflames our heart 
and moves it to the love of His goodness more than any other is theology. It is the early offspring of God's grace and 
bestows on the soul the greatest gifts. First of all, it leads us gladly to disregard all love of this life, since in the place 
of perishable desires we possess inexpressible riches, the oracles of God. Then it embraces our intellect with the 
light of a transforming fire, and so makes it a partner of the angels in their liturgy. Therefore, when we have been 
made ready, we begin to long sincerely for this gift of contemplative vision, for it is full of beauty, frees us from 
every worldly care, and nourishes the intellect with divine truth in the radiance of inexpressible light. In brief, it is 
the gift which, through the help of the holy prophets, unites the deiform soul with God in unbreakable communion. 
So, among men as among angels, divine theology — like one who conducts the wedding feast - brings into harmony 
the voices of those who praise God's majesty. 

68. Our intellect often finds it hard to endure praying because of the straightness and concentration which this 
involves; but it joyfully turns to theology because of the broad and unhampered scope of divine speculation. 
Therefore, so as to keep the intellect from expressing itself too much in words or exalting itself unduly in its joy, we 
should spend most of our time in prayer, in singing psalms and reading the Holy Scriptures, yet without neglecting 
the speculations of wise men whose faith has been revealed in their writings. In this way we shall prevent the 
intellect from confusing its own utterances with the utterances of grace, and stop it from being led astray by self-
esteem and dispersed through over-elation and loquacity. In the time of contemplation we must keep the intellect 
free of all fantasy and image, and so ensure that with almost all our  
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thoughts we shed tears. When it is at peace in times of stillness, and above all when it is gladdened by the sweetness 
of prayer, not only does it escape the faults we have mentioned, but it is more and more renewed in its swift and 
effortless understanding of divine truth, and with great humility it advances in its knowledge of discrimination. 
There is, moreover, a prayer which is above even the broadest scope of speculation; but this prayer is granted only to 
those who fully and consciously perceive the plenitude of God's grace within them. 



69. At the start of the spiritual way, the soul usually has the conscious experience of being illumined with its own 
light through the action of grace. But, as it advances further in its struggle to attain theology, grace works its 
mysteries within the soul for the most part without its knowledge. Grace acts in these two ways so that it may first 
set us rejoicing on the path of contemplation, calling us from ignorance to spiritual knowledge, and so that in the 
midst of our struggle it may then keep this knowledge free from arrogance. On the one hand, we need to be 
somewhat saddened by feeling ourselves abandoned, so that we become more humble and submit to the glory of the 
Lord; on the other hand, we need to be gladdened at the right time through being lifted up by hope. For just as great 
sadness brings the soul to despair and loss of faith, so great joy incites it to presumption (I am speaking of those who 
are still beginners). Midway between illumination and abandonment lies the experience of trial, and midway 
between sadness and joy lies hope. This is why the Psalmist says: 'I waited patiently for the Lord; and He heard me' 
(Ps. 40: 1); and again: 'According to the multitude of the sufferings in my heart, Thy blessings have gladdened my 
soul' (Ps. 94:19. LXX). 

70. When the door of the steam baths is continually left open, the heat inside rapidly escapes through it; likewise 
the soul, in its desire to say many things, dissipates its remembrance of God through the door of speech, even though 
everything it says may be good. Thereafter the intellect, though lacking appropriate ideas, pours out a welter of 
confused thoughts to anyone it meets, as it no longer has the Holy Spirit to keep its understanding free from fantasy. 
Ideas of value always shun verbosity, being foreign to confusion and fantasy. Timely silence, then, is precious, for it 
is nothing less than the mother of the wisest thoughts.  
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71. Spiritual knowledge teaches us that, at the outset, the soul in pursuit of theology is troubled by many passions, 

above all by anger and hatred. This happens to it not so much because the demons are arousing these passions, as 
because it is making progress. So long as the soul is worldly-minded, it remains unmoved and untroubled however 
much it sees people trampling justice under foot. Preoccupied with its own desires, it pays no attention to the justice 
of God. When, however, because of its disdain for this world and its love for God, it begins to rise above its 
passions, it cannot bear, even in its dreams, to see justice set at naught. It becomes infuriated with evil-doers and 
remains angry until it sees the violators of justice forced to make amends. This, then, is why it hates the unjust and 
loves the just. The eye of the soul cannot be led astray when its veil, by which I mean the body, is refined to near-
transparency through self-control. Nevertheless, it is much better to lament the insensitivity of the unjust than to hate 
them; for even should they deserve our hatred, it is senseless for a soul which loves God to be disturbed by hatred, 
since when hatred is present in the soul spiritual knowledge is paralyzed. 

72. The theologian whose soul is gladdened and kindled by the oracles of God comes, when the time is ripe, to 
the realm of dispassion; for it is written: 'The oracles of the Lord are pure, as silver when tried in fire, and purged of 
earth' (Ps. 12:6. LXX). The Gnostic, for his part, rooted in his direct experience of spiritual knowledge, is 
established above the passions. The theologian, if he humbles himself, may also savor the experience of spiritual 
knowledge, while the Gnostic, if he acquires faultless discrimination, may by degrees attain the virtue of theological 
contemplation. These two gifts, theology and gnosis, never occur in all their fullness in the same person; but 
theologian and Gnostic each marvel at what the other enjoys to a greater degree, so that humility and desire for 
holiness increase in both of them. That is why the Apostle says: 
'For to one is given by the Spirit the principle of wisdom; to another the principle of spiritual knowledge by the same 
Spirit' (1 Cor. 12:8). 

73. When a person is in a state of natural well-being, he sings the psalms with a full voice and prefers to pray out 



loud. But when he is energized by the Holy Spirit, with gladness and completely at peace he sings and prays in the 
heart alone. The first condition is accom- 

 
 

[V1] 278 
St Diadochos of Photiki 

On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimination   

One Hundred Texts 

panied by a delusory joy, the second by spiritual tears and, thereafter, by a delight that loves stillness. For the 
remembrance of God, keeping its fervor because the voice is restrained, enables the heart to have thoughts that bring 
tears and are peaceful. In this way, with tears we sow seeds of prayer in the earth of the heart, hoping to reap the 
harvest in joy (cf. Ps. 126:5). But when we are weighed down by deep despondency, we should for a while sing 
psalms out loud, raising our voice with joyful expectation until the thick mist is dissolved by the warmth of song. 

74. When the soul has reached self-understanding, it produces from within a certain feeling of warmth for God. 
When this warmth is not disturbed by worldly cares, it gives birth to a desire for peace which, so far as its strength 
allows, searches out the God of peace. But it is quickly robbed of this peace, either because our attention is 
distracted by the senses or because nature, on account of its basic insufficiency, soon exhausts itself. This was why 
the wise men of Greece could not possess as they should what they hoped to acquire through their self-control, for 
the eternal wisdom which is the fullness of truth was not at work within their intellect. On the other hand, the feeling 
of warmth which the Holy Spirit engenders in the heart is completely peaceful and enduring. It awakes in all parts of 
the soul a longing for God; its heat does not need to be fanned by anything outside the heart, but through the heart it 
makes the whole man rejoice with a boundless love. Thus, while recognizing the first kind of warmth, we should 
strive to attain the second; for although natural love is evidence that our nature is in a healthy state through self-
control, nevertheless such love lacks the power, which spiritual love possesses, to bring the intellect to the state of 
dispassion. 

75. When the north wind blows over creation, the air around us remains pure because of this wind's subtle and 
clarifying nature; 
but when the south wind blows, the air becomes hazy because it is this wind's nature to produce mist and,, by virtue 
of its affinity with clouds, to bring them from its own regions to cover the earth. Likewise, when the soul is 
energized by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, it is freed completely from the demonic mist; but when the wind of 
error blows fiercely upon it, it is completely filled with the clouds of sin. With all our strength, therefore, we should, 
try always to face towards the life-creating and purifying wind of the  
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Holy Spirit - the wind which the prophet Ezekiel, in the light of spiritual knowledge, saw coming from the north (cf. 
Ezek. 1:4). Then the contemplative faculty of the soul will always remain clear, so that we devote ourselves 
unerringly to the contemplation of the divine, beholding the world of light in an air filled with light. For this is the 
light of true knowledge. 

76. Some have imagined that both grace and sin - that is, the spirit of truth and the spirit of error - are hidden at 
the same time in the intellect of the baptized. As a result, they say, one of these two spirits urges the intellect to 
good, the other to evil. But from Holy Scripture and through the intellect's own insight I have come to understand 



things differently. Before holy baptism, grace encourages the soul towards good from the outside, while Satan lurks 
in its depths, trying to block all the intellect's ways of approach to the divine. But from the moment that we are 
reborn through baptism, the demon is outside, grace is within. Thus, whereas before baptism error ruled the soul, 
after baptism truth rules it. Nevertheless, even after baptism Satan still acts on the soul, often, indeed, to a greater 
degree than before. This is not because he is present in the soul together with grace; on the contrary, it is because he 
uses the body's humors to befog the intellect with the delight of mindless pleasures. God allows him to do this, so 
that a man, after passing through a trial of storm and fire, may come in the end to the full enjoyment of divine 
blessings. For it is written: 'We went through fire and water, and Thou hast brought us out into a place where the 
soul is refreshed' (Ps. 66.12. LXX). 

77. As we have said, from the instant we are baptized, grace is hidden in the depths of the intellect, concealing its 
presence even from the perception of the intellect itself. When someone begins, however, to love God with full 
resolve, then in a mysterious way, by means of intellectual perception, grace communicates something of its riches 
to his soul.-Then, if he really wants to hold fast to this discovery, he joyfully starts longing to be rid of all his 
temporal goods, so as to acquire the field in which he has found the hidden treasure of life (cf. Matt. 13:44). This is 
because, when someone rids himself of all worldly riches, he discovers the place where the grace of God is hidden. 
For as the soul advances, divine grace more and more reveals itself to the intellect. During this process, however, the 
Lord allows the soul to be pestered increasingly by demons.  
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This is to teach it to discriminate correctly between good and evil, and to make it more humble through the deep 
shame it feels during its purification because of the way in which it is defiled by demonic thoughts. 

78. We share in the image of God by virtue of .the intellectual activity of our soul; for the body is, as it were, the 
soul's dwelling-place. Now as a result of Adam's fall, not only were the lineaments of the form imprinted on the soul 
befouled, but our body also became subject to corruption. It was because of this that the holy Logos of God took 
flesh and, being God, He bestowed on us through His own baptism the water of salvation, so that we might be 
reborn. We are reborn through water by the action of the holy and life-creating Spirit, so that if we commit ourselves 
totally to God, we are immediately purified in soul and body by the Holy Spirit who now dwells in us and drives out 
sin. Since the form imprinted on the soul is single and simple, it is not possible, as some have thought, for two 
contrary powers to be present in the soul simultaneously. For when through holy baptism divine grace in its infinite 
love permeates the lineaments of God's image - thereby renewing in the soul the capacity for attaining the divine 
likeness - what place is there for the devil? For light has nothing in common with darkness (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14). We 
who are pursuing the spiritual way believe that the protean serpent is expelled from the shrine of the intellect 
through the waters of baptism; but we must not be surprised if after baptism we still have wicked as well as good 
thoughts. For although baptism removes from us the stain resulting from sin, it does not thereby heal the duality of 
our will immediately, neither does it prevent the demons from attacking us or speaking deceitful words to us. In this 
way we are led to take up the weapons of righteousness, and to preserve through the power of God what we could 
not keep safe through the efforts of our soul alone. 

79. Satan is expelled from the soul by holy baptism, but is permitted to act upon it through the body for. the 
reasons already mentioned. The grace of God, on the other hand, dwells in the very depths of the soul - that is to say, 
in the intellect. For it is written: 'All the glory of the king's daughter is within' (Ps. 45:13. LXX), and it is not 
perceptible to the demons. Thus, when we fervently remember God, we feel divine longing well up within us from 
the depths of our heart. The evil spirits invade and lurk in  
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the bodily senses, acting through the compliancy of the flesh upon those still immature in soul. According to the 
Apostle, our intellect always delights in the laws of the Spirit (cf. Rom. 7:22), while the organs of the flesh allow 
themselves to be seduced by enticing pleasures. Furthermore, in those who are advancing in spiritual knowledge, 
grace brings an ineffable joy to their body through the perceptive faculty of the intellect. But the demons capture the 
soul by violence through the bodily senses, especially when they find us faint-hearted in pursuing the spiritual path. 
They are, indeed, murderers provoking the soul to what it does not want. 

80. There are some who allege that the power of grace and the power of sin are present simultaneously in the 
hearts of the faithful; and to support this they quote the Evangelist who says: 'And the light shines in the darkness; 
and the darkness did not grasp it' (John 1:5). In this way they try to justify their view that the divine radiance is in no 
way defiled by its contact with the devil, no matter how close the divine light in the soul may be to the demonic 
darkness. But the very words of the Gospel, show that they have departed from the true meaning of Holy Scripture. 
When John the Theologian wrote in this way, he meant that the Logos of God chose to manifest the true light to 
creation through His own flesh, with great compassion kindling the light of His holy knowledge within us. But the 
mentality of this world did not grasp the will of God, that is, it did not understand it, since 'the will of the flesh is 
hostile to God' (Rom. 8:7). Indeed, shortly afterwards the Evangelist goes on to say: 'He was the true light, who 
illumines every man that comes into the world '- meaning by this that He guides every man and gives him life - and: 
'He was in the world, and the world was made by Him, and the world did not know Him. He came to His own, and 
His own did not receive Him. But to those who received Him He gave power to become the sons of God, even to 
those who believe in His name' (John 1:9-12). Paul, too, interprets the words 'did not grasp it' when he says, 'Not as 
though I had already grasped it or were already perfect, but I press on in the hope of grasping it; for it was to this 
end that I have been grasped by Jesus Christ' (Phil. 3:12). Thus the Evangelist does not say it is Satan who has failed 
to grasp the true light. Satan was a stranger to it from the beginning, since it does not shine in him. Rather, the 
Evangelist is censuring men who hear of the powers and wonders of  
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the Son of God, and yet in the darkness of their hearts refuse to draw near to the light of spiritual knowledge. 
81. Spiritual knowledge teaches us that there are two kinds of evil spirits: some are more subtle, others more 

material in nature. The more subtle demons attack the soul, while the others hold the flesh captive through their 
lascivious enticements. Thus there is a complete contrast between the demons that attack the soul and those that 
attack the body, even though they have the same propensity to inflict harm on mankind. When grace does not dwell 
in a man, they lurk like serpents in the depths of the heart, never allowing the soul to aspire towards God. But when 
grace is hidden in the intellect, they then move like dark clouds through the different parts of the heart, taking the 
form of sinful passions or of all kinds of day-dreams, thus distracting the intellect from the remembrance of God and 
cutting it off from grace. When the passions of our soul, especially presumption, the mother of all evils, are inflamed 
by the demons that attack the soul, then it is by thinking on the dissolution of our body that we grow ashamed of our 



gross love of praise. We should also think about death when the demons that attack the body try to make our hearts 
seethe with shameful desires, for only the thought of death can nullify all the various influences of the evil spirits by 
bringing us back to the remembrance of God. If, however, the demons that attack the soul induce in us by this 
thought an excessive depreciation of human nature on the grounds that, being mortal, it is valueless - and this is 
what they like to do when we torment them with the thought of death - we should recall the honor and glory of the 
heavenly kingdom, though without losing sight of the bitter and dreadful aspects of judgment. In this way we both 
relieve our despondency and restrain the frivolity of our hearts. 

82. In the Gospels the Lord teaches us that when Satan returns and finds his home swept and empty - finds, that is 
to say, the heart barren - he then musters seven other spirits and enters it and lurks there, making its last state worse 
than its first (cf. Matt. 12:44-45). From this we must understand that so long as the Holy Spirit is in us, Satan cannot 
enter the depths of the soul and remain there. Paul too clearly conveys this same spiritual understanding. When he 
looks at the matter from the viewpoint of those still engaged in the ascetic struggle, he says: 'For with the inward 
man I delight in the law of God; but I see another law in my members, warring against the law  
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of my intellect, and bringing me into captivity to the law of sin which is in my members' (Rom. 7; 22—23). But 
when he looks at it from the viewpoint of those who have attained perfection, he says: 'There is therefore now no 
condemnation of those who are in Christ Jesus, who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit. 
For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has freed me from the law of sin and death' (Rom. 8:1-2). Again, so as 
to teach us once more that it is through the body that Satan attacks the soul which participates in the Holy Spirit, he 
says: 'Stand, therefore, having girded your loins with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness, and 
having shod your feet with the gospel of peace; above all, taking the shield of faith with which you will be able 
quench all the fiery arrows of the evil one. And take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word of God' (Eph. 6:14-17). 

Captivity is one thing, battle is another. Captivity signifies a violent abduction, while battle indicates a contest 
between equally matched adversaries. For precisely this reason the Apostle says that the devil attacks with fiery 
arrows those who carry Christ in their souls. For someone who is not at close grips with his enemy uses arrows 
against him, attacking him from a distance. In the same way, when, because of the presence of grace, Satan can lurk 
no longer in the intellect of those pursuing a spiritual way, he lurks in the body and exploits its humors, so that 
through its proclivities he may seduce the soul. We should therefore weaken the body to some extent, so that the 
intellect does not slide down the smooth path of sensual pleasure because of the body's humors. We should believe 
the Apostle when he says that the intellect of those pursuing the spiritual way is energized by divine light, and 
therefore obeys and rejoices in the law of God (cf. Rom. 7:22). But the flesh, because of its proclivities, readily 
admits evil spirits, and so is sometimes enticed into serving their wickedness. 

Thus it is clear that the intellect cannot be the common dwelling-place of both God and the devil. How can St 
Paul say that 'with my intellect I serve the law of God, but with the flesh the law of sin' (Rom. 7:25), unless the 
intellect is completely free to engage in battle with the demons, gladly submitting itself to grace, whereas the body is 
attracted by the smell of mindless pleasures? He can only say this because the wicked spirits of deception are free to 
lurk  
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in the bodies of those pursuing a spiritual way; 'for I know that in me - that is, in my flesh - there dwells nothing 
good' (Rom. 7:18), says the Apostle, referring to those who are resisting and struggling against sin. Here he is not 
merely expressing a personal opinion. The demons attack the intellect, but they do so by trying through lascivious 
temptations to entice the flesh down the slope of sensual pleasure. It is for a good purpose that the demons are 
allowed to dwell within the body even of those who are struggling vigorously against sin; for in this way man's free 
will is constantly put to the test. If a man, while still alive, can undergo death through his labors, then in his entirety 
he becomes the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit; for such a man, before he has died, has already risen from the 
dead, as was the case with the blessed Apostle Paul and all those who have struggled and are struggling to the 
utmost against sin. 

83. It is true that the heart produces good and bad thoughts from itself (cf. Luke 6:45). But it does this not because 
it is the heart's nature to produce evil ideas, but because as a result of the primal deception the remembrance of evil 
has become as it were a habit. It conceives most of its evil thoughts, however, as a result of the attacks of the 
demons. But we feel that all these evil thoughts arise from the heart, and for this reason some people have inferred 
that sin dwells in the intellect along with grace. That is why, in their view, the Lord said: 'But those things which 
proceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and they defile the man. For out of the heart proceed evil 
thoughts, adulteries', and so on (Matt. 15:18-19). They do not realize, however, that the intellect, being highly 
responsive, makes its own the thoughts suggested to it by the demons through the activity of the flesh; and, in a way 
we do not understand, the proclivity of the body accentuates this weakness of the soul because of the union between 
the two. The flesh delights endlessly in being flattered by deception, and it is because of this that the thoughts sown 
by the demons in the soul appear to come from the heart; and we do indeed make them our own when we consent to 
indulge in them. This was what the Lord was censuring in the text quoted above, as the words themselves make 
evident. Is it not clear that whoever indulges in the thoughts suggested to him by Satan's cunning and engraves them 
in his heart, produces them thereafter as the result of his own mental activity? 

84. The Lord says in the Gospel that a strong man cannot be  
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xpelled from a house unless someone stronger than himself disarms him, binds him and casts him out (cf. Matt. 
12:29). How, then, can such an intruder, cast out in this shameful way, return and dwell together with the true master 
who now lives freely in his own house? A king, after defeating a rebel who has tried to usurp his throne, does not 
dream of allowing him to share his palace. Rather, he slays him immediately, or binds him and hands him over to his 
soldiers for prolonged torture and a miserable death. 

85. The reason why we have both good and wicked thoughts together is not, as some suppose, because the Holy 
Spirit and the devil dwell together in our intellect, but because we have not yet consciously experienced the 
goodness of the Lord. As I have said before, grace at first conceals its presence in those who have been baptized, 
waiting to see which way the soul inclines; but when the whole man has turned towards the Lord, it then reveals to 
the heart its presence there with a feeling which words cannot express, once again waiting to see which way the soul 
inclines. At the same time, however, it allows the arrows of the devil, to wound the soul at the most inward point of 
its sensitivity, so as to make the soul search out God with warmer resolve and more humble disposition. If, then, a 



man begins to make progress in keeping the commandments and calls ceaselessly upon the Lord Jesus, the fire of 
God's grace spreads even to the heart's more outward organs of perception, consciously burning up the tares in the 
field of the soul. As a result, the demonic attacks cannot now penetrate to the depths of the soul, but can prick only 
that part of it which is subject to passion. When the ascetic has finally acquired all the virtues - and in particular the 
total shedding of possessions - then grace illumines his whole being with a deeper awareness; warming him with 
great love of God. From now on the arrows of the fiery demon are extinguished before they reach the body; for the 
breath of the Holy Spirit, arousing in the heart the winds of peace, extinguishes them while they are still in mid-air. 
Nevertheless, at times God allows the demons to attack even one who has reached this measure of perfection, and 
leaves his intellect without light, so that his free will shall not be completely constrained by the bonds of grace. The 
purpose of this is not only to lead us to overcome sin through ascetic effort but also to help us advance still further in 
spiritual experience. For what is considered perfection in a pupil is far from perfect when compared with the  
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richness of God, who instructs us in a love which would still seek to surpass itself, even if we were able to climb to 
the top of Jacob's ladder by our own efforts. 

86. The Lord himself declares that Satan fell from heaven like lightning (cf. Luke 10:18); this was to prevent him, 
in his hideous-ness, from looking on the dwelling-places of the holy angels. But if he may not share the company of 
the righteous servants of God, how then can he dwell in the intellect of man together with God Himself? It will be 
said that this is possible because God recedes a little and makes room for him. But this explanation is inadequate. 
For there are two different ways in which God recedes. First He recedes in order to educate us. But this receding 
does not by any means deprive the soul of divine light. As I have said, all that happens is that grace often hides its 
presence from the intellect, so that the soul may advance through resisting the attacks of the demons by seeking help 
from God with great humility and fear; and in this way it gradually comes to know the wickedness of its enemy. A 
mother does much the same when she finds her child rebellious over feeding: she pushes it away for a moment so 
that, being alarmed by the sight of some animals or rough-looking men, it will return crying with fright to her breast. 
The second kind of receding is when God withdraws altogether from the soul that does not want Him; and this 
indeed delivers the soul captive to the demons. We, however, are not children from whom God has withdrawn - 
heaven forbid!  We believe ourselves to be true children of God's grace, which nurses us by briefly concealing its 
presence and then revealing itself once more, so that through its goodness we may grow to our full stature. 

87. When God recedes in order to educate us, this brings great sadness, humility and even some measure of 
despair to the soul. The purpose of this is to humble the soul's tendency to vanity and self-glory, for the heart at once 
is filled with fear of God, tears of thankfulness, and great longing for the beauty of silence. But the receding due to 
God's complete withdrawal fills the soul with despair, unbelief, anger and pride. We who have experienced both 
kinds of receding should approach God in each case in the appropriate way. In the first case we should offer Him 
thanks as we plead in our own defense, understanding that He is disciplining our unruly character by concealing His 
presence, so as to teach us, like  
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a good father, the difference between virtue and vice. In the second case, we should offer Him ceaseless confession 
of our sins and incessant tears, and practice a greater seclusion from the world, so that by adding to our labors we 
may eventually induce Him to reveal His presence in our hearts as before. Yet we must realize that when there is a 
direct struggle between Satan and the soul -and I am speaking here of the struggle that takes place when God 
recedes in order to educate us - then grace conceals itself a little, as I have said, but nevertheless supports the soul in 
a hidden way, so that in the eyes of its enemies the victory appears to be due to the soul alone. 

88. When a man stands out of doors in winter at the break of day, facing the east, the front of his body is warmed 
by the sun, while his back is still cold because the sun is not on it. Similarly, the heart of those who are beginning to 
experience the energy of the Spirit is only partially warmed by God's grace. The result is that, while their intellect 
begins to produce spiritual thoughts, the outer parts of the heart continue to produce thoughts after the flesh, since 
the members of the heart have not yet all become fully conscious of the light of God's grace shining upon them. 
Because some people have not understood this, they have concluded that two beings are fighting one another in the 
intellect. But just as the man in our illustration both shivers and yet feels warm at the touch of the sun, so the soul 
may have both good and evil thoughts simultaneously. Ever since our intellect fell into a state of duality with regard 
to its modes of knowledge, it has been forced to produce at one and the same moment both good and evil thoughts, 
even against its own will; and this applies especially in the case of those who have reached a high degree of 
discrimination. While the intellect tries to think continually of what is good, it suddenly recollects what is bad, since 
from the time of Adam's disobedience man's power of dunking has been split into two modes. But when we begin 
wholeheartedly to carry out the commandments of God, all our organs of perception will become fully conscious of 
the light of grace; grace will consume our thoughts with its flames, sweetening our hearts in the peace of 
uninterrupted love, and enabling us to think spiritual thoughts and no longer worldly thoughts. These effects of grace 
are always present in those who are approaching perfection and have the remembrance of the Lord Jesus 
unceasingly in their hearts.  
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89. Divine grace confers on us two gifts through the baptism of regeneration, one being infinitely superior to the 

other. The first gift is given to us at once, when grace renews us in the actual waters of baptism and cleanses all the 
lineaments of our soul, that is, the image of God in us, by washing away every stain of sin. The second -our likeness 
to God - requires our co-operation. When the intellect begins to perceive the Holy Spirit with full consciousness, we 
should realize that grace is beginning to paint the divine likeness over the divine image in us. Artists first draw the 
outline of a man in monochrome, and then add one color after another, until little by little they capture the likeness 
of the subject down to the smallest details. In the same way the grace of God starts by remaking the divine image in 
man info what it was when he was first created. But when it sees us longing with all our heart for the beauty of the 
divine likeness and humbly standing naked in its atelier, then by making one virtue after another come into flower 
and exalting the beauty of the soul 'from glory to glory' (2 Cor. 3:18), it depicts the divine likeness on the soul. Our 
power of perception shows us that we are being formed into the divine likeness; but the perfecting of this likeness 
we shall know only by the light of grace. For through its power of perception the intellect regains all the virtues, 
other than spiritual love, as it advances according to a measure and rhythm which cannot be expressed; but no one 
can acquire spiritual love unless he experiences fully and clearly the illumination of the Holy Spirit. If the intellect 
does not receive the perfection of the divine likeness through such illumination, although it may have almost every 



other virtue, it will still have no share in perfect love. Only when it has been made like God - in so far, of course, as 
this is possible - does it bear the likeness of divine love as well. In portraiture, when the full range of colors is added 
to the outline, the painter captures the likeness of the subject, even down to the smile. Something similar happens to 
those who are being repainted by God's grace in the divine likeness: when the luminosity of lo' e is added, then it is 
evident that the image has been fully transformed into the beauty of the likeness. Love alone among the virtues can 
confer dispassion on the soul, for 'love is the fulfilling of the law' (Rom. 13:10). In this way our inner man is 
renewed day by day through the experience of love, and in the perfection of love it finds its own fulfillment.  
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90. If we fervently desire holiness, the Holy Spirit at the outset gives the soul a full and conscious taste of God's 

sweetness, so that the intellect will know exactly of what the final reward of the spiritual life consists. But later He 
often conceals this precious and life-creating gift. He does this so that, even if we acquire all the other virtues, we 
should still regard ourselves as nothing because we have not acquired divine love in a lasting form. It is at this stage 
that the demon of hate troubles the soul of the spiritual contestant more and more, leading him to accuse of hatred 
even those who love him, and defiling with hatred even the kiss of affection. The soul suffers all the more because it 
still preserves the memory of divine love; yet, since it is below the highest level of the spiritual life, it cannot 
experience this love actively. It is therefore necessary to work upon the soul forcefully for a while, so that we may 
come to taste divine love fully and consciously; for no one can acquire the perfection of love while still in the flesh 
except those saints who suffer to the point of martyrdom, and confess their faith despite all persecution. Whoever 
has reached this state is completely transformed, and does not easily feel desire even for material sustenance. For 
what desire will someone nourished by divine love feel for such things? It is for this reason that St Paul proclaims to 
us the future joy of the saints when he says: 'For the kingdom of God is not food and drink, but righteousness, peace 
and joy in the Holy Spirit' (Rom. 14:17), which are the fruits of perfect love. Those who have advanced to perfection 
are able to taste this love continually, but no one can experience it completely until 'what is mortal in us is 
swallowed up by life' (2 Cor. 5:4). 

91. A man who loves the Lord with unflagging resolve once said to me: 'Because I desired conscious knowledge 
of divine love, God granted me a full and active experience of such love. I felt its energy so strongly that my soul 
longed with an inexpressible joy and love to leave the body and go to the Lord, and to become in a sense unaware of 
this transient form of life.' Once a man has experienced this love, he does not become angry however much he is 
insulted and harmed - for one pursuing the spiritual life still suffers such things - but he remains united in love to the 
soul of the man who has insulted or harmed him. His anger is kindled only against those who injure the poor or who, 
as the Scripture says, 'speak iniquity against God' (Ps. 75:5. LXX), or follow other forms of  
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wickedness. Whoever loves God far more than himself, or rather no longer loves himself but only God, no longer 
vindicates his own honor; for his sole wish is that the divine righteousness, which has accorded him eternal honor, 
should alone be held in honor. This he no longer wishes in a half-hearted way, but with the force of an attitude 



established in him through his deep experience of the love of God. We should know, moreover, that a person 
energized by God to such love rises, at that moment, even above faith, since by reason of his great love he now 
senses consciously in his heart the One whom he previously honored by faith. The holy Apostle expresses this 
clearly when he says: 'Now there are three things that endure: faith, hope, love; but the greatest of them is love' (1 
Cor. 13:13). For, as I have said, he who holds God in all the richness of love transcends at that moment his own 
faith, since he is wholly rapt in divine longing. 

92. When spiritual knowledge is active within us to a limited degree, it makes us feel acute remorse if, because of 
sudden irritation, we insult someone and make an enemy of him. It never  stops prodding our conscience until, with 
a full apology, we have restored in the person we have insulted the feelings he had towards us before. Even when a 
worldly person becomes angry with us for no reason, this intense compunction in our conscience fills us with 
uneasiness and anxiety because, in some way, we have become a stumbling-block to one of those who speak after 
'the wisdom of this world' (1 Cor. 2:6). As a result the intellect also neglects contemplation; for spiritual knowledge, 
consisting wholly of love, does not allow the mind to expand and embrace the vision of the divine, unless we first 
win back to love even one who has become angry with us for no reason. If he refuses to lay aside this anger or 
avoids the places we ourselves frequent, then spiritual knowledge bids us visualize his person with an overflowing 
of compassion in our soul and so fulfill the law of love in the depths of our heart. For it is said that if we wish to 
have knowledge of God we must bring our mind to look without anger even on persons who are angry with us for no 
reason. When we have done this, not only can our intellect devote itself to theology, but it also ascends with great 
boldness to the love of God, rising unhindered from the second level to the first. 

93. To those who are just beginning to long for holiness the  
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path of virtue seems very rough and forbidding. It appears like this not because it really is difficult, but because our 
human nature from the womb is accustomed to the wide roads of sensual pleasure. But those who have traveled 
more than half its length find the path of virtue smooth and easy. For when a bad habit has been subjected to a good 
one through the energy of grace it is destroyed along with the remembrance of mindless pleasures; and thereafter the 
soul gladly journeys on all the ways of virtue. Thus, when the Lord first leads us into the path of salvation, He says: 
'How narrow and strait is the way leading to the kingdom and few there are who follow it’ (cf. Matt. 7:14); but to 
those who have firmly resolved to keep His holy commandments He says: 'For My yoke is easy, and My burden is 
light' (Matt. 11:30). At the beginning of the struggle, therefore, the holy commandments of God must be fulfilled 
with a certain forcefulness of will (cf. Matt. 11:12); then the Lord, seeing our intention and labor, will grant us 
readiness of will and gladness in obeying His purposes. For 'it is the Lord who makes ready the will' (Prov. 8:35. 
LXX), so that we always do what is right joyfully. Then shall we truly feel that 'it is God who energizes in you both 
the willing and the doing of His purpose' (Phil. 2:13). 

94. As wax cannot take the imprint of a seal unless it is warmed or softened thoroughly, so a man cannot receive 
the seal of God's holiness unless he is tested by labors and weaknesses. That is why the Lord says to St Paul: 'My 
grace is sufficient for you: for My power comes to its fullness in your weakness'; and the Apostle himself proudly 
declares: 'Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me' 
(2 Cor, 12:9). In Proverbs, too, it is written: 'For whom the Lord loves He disciplines; He chastens every son He 
accepts' (Prov. 3:12. LXX). By weaknesses the Apostle means the attacks made by the enemies of the Cross, attacks 
which continually fell upon him and all the saints of that time, to prevent them from being 'unduly elated by the 
abundance of revelations', as he says himself (2 Cor. 12:7). Because of their humiliation they persevered still more 
in the life of perfection, and when they were treated with contempt they preserved the divine gift in holiness. But by 



weaknesses we now mean evil thoughts and bodily illnesses. In those times, since their bodies were submitted to 
deadly tortures and other afflictions, men pursuing the spiritual way were raised far above the passions which  
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normally attack human nature as a result of sin. Today, however, since by the Lord's grace peace prevails in the 
Church, the bodies of. those contending for holiness have to be tested by frequent illnesses, and their souls tried by 
evil thoughts. This is the case especially for those in whom divine knowledge is fully and consciously active, so that 
they can be stripped of all self-esteem and conceit, and can therefore, as I said, receive in their hearts the seal of 
divine beauty through their great humility. As the Psalmist says, 'We have been marked by the light of Thy 
countenance, 0 Lord' (Ps. 4:6. LXX). We must therefore submit to the Lord's will thankfully; for men our frequent 
illnesses and our fight against demonic thoughts will be counted a second martyrdom. The devil, who once said to 
the holy martyrs through the mouths of lawless rulers, 'Deny Christ, choose earthly honors', is now present among us 
in person constantly saying the same to the servants of God. in times past he tortured the bodies of the saints, 
inflicting the utmost outrage upon spiritual teachers held in honor by using such people as served his diabolic 
schemes; and now he attacks the confessors of holiness with the various passions, and with much insult and 
contempt, especially when for the glory of the Lord they give determined help to the poor and downtrodden. So we 
should fulfill our inward martyrdom before God with confidence and patience, for it is written: 'I waited patiently 
for the Lord; and He heard me' (Ps. 40:1). 

95. Humility is hard to acquire, and the deeper it is, the greater the struggle needed to gain it. There are two 
different ways in which it comes to those who share in divine knowledge. In the case of one who has advanced 
halfway along the path of spiritual experience, his self-will is humbled either by bodily weakness, or by people 
gratuitously hostile to those pursuing righteousness, or by evil thoughts. But when the intellect fully and consciously 
senses the illumination of God's grace, the soul possesses a humility which is, as it were, natural. Wholly filled with 
divine blessedness, it can no longer be puffed up with its own glory; for even if it carries out God's commandments 
ceaselessly, it still considers itself more humble than all other souls because it shares His forbearance. The first type 
of humility is usually marked by remorse and despondency, the second by joy and an enlightened reverence. Hence, 
as I have said, the first is found in those half-way along the spiritual path, while the second is given to those nearing 
perfection. That is why  
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the first is often undermined by material prosperity, while the second, even if offered all the kingdoms of this world, 
is not elated and is proof against the arrows of sin. Being wholly spiritual, it is completely indifferent to all material 
glory. We cannot acquire the second without having passed through the first; for unless God's grace begins by 
softening our will by means of the first, testing it through assaults of the passions, we cannot receive the riches of 
the second. 

96. Those who love the pleasures of this present life pass from evil thoughts to actual sins. Since they lack 
discrimination, they turn almost all their sinful thoughts into wicked words or unholy deeds. Those, on the other 



hand, who are trying to pursue the ascetic life, struggle first against external sins and then go on to struggle against 
evil thoughts and malicious words. So when the demons find such people cheerfully abusing others, indulging in 
idle and inept talk, laughing at the wrong time, uncontrollably angry or desiring vain and empty glory, they join 
forces to attack them. Using love of praise in particular as a pretext for their evil schemes, the demons slip into the 
soul - as though through a window at night - and despoil it. So those who wish to live virtuously should not hanker 
after praise, be involved with too many people, keep going out, or abuse others (however much they deserve it), or 
talk excessively, even if they can speak well on every subject. Too much talk radically dissipates the intellect, not 
only making it lazy in spiritual work but also handing it over to the demon of listlessness,  who first enervates it 
completely and then passes it on to the demons of dejection and anger. The intellect should therefore devote itself 
continually to keeping the holy commandments and to deep mindfulness of the Lord of glory. For it is written: 
'Whoever keeps the commandment will know no evil thing' (Eccles. 8:5. LXX) - that is, will not be diverted to base 
thoughts or words. 

97. When the heart feels the arrows of the demons with such burning pain that the man under attack suffers as if 
they were real arrows, then the soul hates the passions violently, for it is just beginning to be purified. It if does not 
suffer greatly at the shamelessness of sin, it will not be able to rejoice fully in the blessings of righteousness. He who 
wishes to cleanse his heart should keep it continually aflame through practicing the remembrance of the Lord Jesus, 
making this his only study and his ceaseless task. Those who  
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desire to free themselves from their corruption ought to pray not merely from time to time but at all times; they 
should give themselves always to prayer, keeping watch over their intellect even when outside places of prayer. 
When someone is trying to purify gold, and allows the fire of the furnace to die down even for a moment, the 
material which he is purifying will harden again. So, too, a man who merely practices the remembrance of God from 
time to time loses through lack of continuity what he hopes to gain through his prayer. It is a mark of one who truly 
loves holiness that he continually bums up what is worldly in his heart through practicing the remembrance of God, 
so that little by little evil is consumed in the fire of this remembrance and his soul completely recovers its natural 
brilliance with still greater glory. 

98. Dispassion is not freedom from attack by the demons, for to be free from such attack we must, as the Apostle 
says, 'go out of the world' (1 Cor. 5:10); but it is to remain undefeated when they do attack. Troops protected by 
armor, when attacked by adversaries with bows and arrows, hear the twang of the bow and actually see most of the 
missiles that are shot at them; yet they are not wounded, because of the strength of their armor. Just as they are 
undefeated because they are protected by iron, so we can break through the black ranks of the demons if, because of 
our good works, we are protected by the armor of divine light and the helmet of salvation. For it is not only to cease 
from evil that brings purity, but actively to destroy evil by pursuing what is good. 

99. When the man of God has conquered almost all the passions, there remain two demons that still fight against 
him. The first troubles the soul by diverting it from its great love of God into a misplaced zeal, so that it does not 
want any other soul to be as pleasing to God as itself. The second demon inflames the body with sexual lust. This 
happens to the body in the first place because sexual pleasure with a view to procreation is something natural and so 
it easily overcomes us; and in the second place it happens because God allows it. When the Lord sees an ascetic 
maturing in all the virtues, He sometimes allows him to be defiled by this sort of demon, so that the ascetic will 
regard himself as lower than those living in the world. Of course, this passion troubles men not only after they 
mature in the virtues, but also before that; in either case the soul is made to appear worthless, however great its 



virtues may  
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be. We should fight the first of these demons by means of great humility and love, and the second by means of self-
control, freedom from anger, and intense meditation on death, until we come to perceive unceasingly the energy of 
the Holy Spirit within us and rise with the Lord's help above even these passions. 

100. Those of us who come to share in the knowledge of God will have to account for all our vain imaginings, 
even when they are involuntary. 'For Thou hast marked even my involuntary transgressions', as Job rightly says (Job 
14: 17. LXX). For if we had not ceased from the remembrance of God and neglected His holy commandments, we 
would not have succumbed to either voluntary or involuntary sin. We must therefore offer to the Lord at once a strict 
confession even of our involuntary failings in the practice of our normal rule - and it is impossible for a human being 
to avoid such human failings - until our conscience is assured through tears of love that we have been forgiven. 'If 
we confess our sins, He is faithful and just, and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness' (1 
John 1:9). We should pay close attention to maintaining inward awareness during confession, so that our conscience 
will not deceive itself into believing that the confession it has made to God is adequate; for though we may not be 
aware that we have done anything wrong, the judgment of God is far more severe than our conscience. This is what 
Paul in his wisdom teaches us when he says: 'I do not judge myself; for although I am not conscious of anything 
against myself, yet I am not thereby acquitted. But it is the Lord who judges me’ (1Cor. 4: 3-4). 

If we do not confess our involuntary sins as we should, we shall discover an ill-defined fear in ourselves at the 
hour of our death. We who love the Lord should pray that we may be without fear at that time; for if we are afraid 
then, we will not be able freely to pass by the rulers of the nether world. They will have as their advocate to plead 
against us the fear which our soul experiences because of its own wickedness. But the soul which rejoices in the love 
of God, at the hour of its departure, is lifted with the angels of peace above all the hosts of darkness. For it is given 
wings by spiritual love, since it ceaselessly carries within itself the love which 'is the fulfilling of the law’ (Rom. 
13:10). At the coming of the Lord those who have departed the present life with such confidence as this will be 
'caught up' together with all the saints (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17);  
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but those who feel fear even for an instant at the moment of their death will be left behind with the rest of mankind 
to be tried by the fire of judgment (cf. 1 Pet. 1:7), and will receive from our God and King, Jesus Christ, the lot due 
to them according to their works. For He is the God of justice and on us who love Him He bestows the blessings of 
His kingdom through all the ages. Amen. 
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Introductory Note 

 
St Nikodimos says that he has little information about St John of Karpathos: 'It is not known when he was active or where he 

underwent his ascetic struggles.' Our knowledge today is only a little more extensive. Presumably John came from the island of 
Karpathos, situated between Crete and Rhodes in the archipelago of the Sporades. It is thought that he lived there as a monk in a 
coenobium, and then became bishop of the island; he may be identical with a bishop John of the island 'Karpathion' who signed 
the acts of the sixth Ecumenical Council (68o-1), but this is hypothetical. The monks in India, to whom his two writings are 
addressed, were perhaps living in Ethiopia. His primary aim is to offer encouragement to those tempted to abandon the monastic 
life. 
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When making a request to an earthly king, sometimes men bring with them as an offering nothing more than a 
bunch of spring flowers; yet often, so far from rejecting their request, the king has even presented them with gifts in 
return. In the same way I, at your command, have gathered from various sources a century of spiritual texts: this is 
my offering to you who are 'citizens of heaven' (Phil. 3:20). I hope that you will accept what I offer and grant me in 
return the gift of your prayers. 

1. The King of all reigns for ever, and there is neither beginning nor end to His kingdom. To those, then, who 
choose to serve Him and who for His sake strive to attain holiness, He grants a reward infinitely greater than that 
given by any earthly ruler. The honors of this present life, however splendid, come to an end when we die; 
but the honors bestowed by God on those whom He regards as worthy are incorruptible and so endure for ever. 

2. David in one of his Psalms describes the praise offered to God by the whole of creation (cf. Ps. 104). He speaks 
of the angels and all the invisible powers, but he also descends to the earth and includes wild animals, cattle, birds 
and reptiles. All of them, he believes, worship the Creator and sing His praise; for it is God's will that everything He 
has made should offer Him glory. How, then, can the monk, who may be compared to the gold of Ophir (cf. 1 Kgs. 
10:11), allow himself to be sluggish or apathetic when singing God's praise?        . 



3. Just as the bush burned with fire but was not consumed (cf. Exod. 3:2), so those who have received the gift of 
dispassion are not troubled or harmed, either physically or in their intellect, by   
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the heat of their body, however ponderous or fevered it may be. For the voice of the Lord holds back the flames of 
nature (cf. Ps. 29:7): God's will and His word separate what by nature is united. 

4. The moon as it waxes and wanes illustrates the condition of man: sometimes he does what is right, sometimes 
he sins and then through repentance returns to a holy life. The intellect of one who sins is not destroyed (as some of 
you think), just as the physical size of the moon does not diminish, but only its light. Through repentance a man 
regains his true splendor, just as the moon after the period of waning clothes itself once more in its full light. If a 
man believes in Christ, 'even though he dies, he shall live' (John 11:25); he shall know that 'I the Lord have spoken, 
and will do it' (Ezek. 17:24. LXX). 

5. If you give in and are defeated when a swarm of evil thoughts rises up against you in your mind, you should 
know that for a time you have been cut off from the grace of God, and by His just sentence abandoned to your fate. 
Make every effort, then, never through your own negligence to be deprived of grace, even for a single moment. If 
you manage to avoid falling, if you succeed in leaping over the barrier formed by impassioned thoughts, and if you 
overcome the unclean provocations that the enemy in his ingenuity continually suggests to you, do not ignore the 
gift conferred on you from above. As the Apostle says, 'It was not I but the grace of God which was with me' (1Cor. 
15:10) that won this victory, raising me above the impure thoughts that assailed me. It was His grace that 'delivered 
me from the wicked man' (cf. Ps. 18:48. LXX), that is, from the devil and from the 'old man' within me (cf. Rom. 
6:6). Lifted by the wings of the Spirit and freed from the weight of my body, I was able to soar above the predatory 
demons, who catch man's intellect with the bird-lime of sensual indulgence, tempting it in a forcible and violent 
manner. It was God who brought me out from the land of Egypt, that is, from the soul-destructiveness of the world; 
it was God who fought on my behalf and with His unseen hand put Amalek to flight (cf. Exod. 17:8-16), thus giving 
me cause to hope that He will also drive out the other tribes of impure passions before me. He is our God, and will 
give us both 'wisdom and power' (Dan. 2:23); for some have received wisdom but not the power of the Spirit to 
defeat their enemies. He will 'lift up your head above your enemies' (cf. Ps. 27:6); He will  
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give you 'the wings of a dove', so that you can 'fly away and be at rest' with God (Ps. 55:6). The Lord will make your 
arms as a 'bow of bronze' (Ps. 18:34. LXX), giving you strength and endurance against the enemy, subduing under 
your feet all that rise against you (cf. Ps. 18:39). It is to the Lord, then, that you should ascribe the grace of purity, 
for He did not surrender you to the desires of your flesh and your blood, and to the impure spirits that trouble and 
corrupt them; but He guarded you with His own right hand. Build Him, then, an altar as Moses did after defeating 
Amalek (cf. Exod. 17:15). 'Therefore will I give thanks to Thee, 0 Lord, and sing praises to Thy name' (Ps. 18:49), 
glorifying Thy mighty acts; for Thou hast 'redeemed my life from destruction' (Ps. 103:4), and snatched me from the 
midst of all the specious and deceptive snares and nets of evil. 

6. The demons in their malice revive and rekindle the unclean passions within us, causing them to increase and 
multiply. But the visitation of the divine Logos, especially when accompanied by our tears, dissolves and kills the 
passions, even those that are inveterate. It gradually reduces to nothing the destructive and sinful impulses of soul 
and body, provided we do not grow listless but cling to the Lord with prayer and with hope that is unremitting and 
unashamed. 

7. Why does Christ accept praise from the mouths of the faithful who are 'little children in regard to evil' (1 Cor. 
14:20; cf. Matt. 21:16)? It is because through such praise He destroys the 'enemy and avenger' (Ps. 8:2), who 
tyrannizes us harshly; for the devil is an enemy of holiness and an avenger in the cause of evil. By praising the Lord 
with simplicity of heart we overthrow and destroy the schemes of this enemy; for 'in the fullness of Thy glory Thou 
hast crushed the enemy' (Exod. 15:7). 

8. If someone is figuratively speaking an abortion, misshapen by sin, it is said that half his flesh is devoured in 
this life and half in the life to come (cf. Num. 12:12). For each of us will certainly experience the consequences of 
his own actions. 

9. A monk should practice the virtue of fasting, avoid ensnare-ment by the passions, and at all times cultivate 
intense stillness. 

10. In their hatred of our souls, the demons sometimes prompt others to pay us empty compliments, and thus 
cause us to grow slack because we are praised. If as a result we give way to conceit and self-esteem, our enemies 
have no difficulty in taking us prisoner.  
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11. Accept scornful criticism rather than words of praise; for a flatterer 'is no different from one who curses' 
(Prov. 27:14. LXX). 

12. If you try to keep the rules of fasting and cannot do so because of ill health, then with contrition of heart you 
should give thanks to Him who cares for all and judges all. If you always behave with humility before the Lord, you 
will never show arrogance towards anyone. 

13. The enemy knows that prayer is our invincible weapon against him, and so he tries to keep us from praying. 
He fills us with a desire for secular learning, and encourages us to spend our time on studies that we have already 
renounced. Let us resist his suggestions; otherwise, if we neglect our own fields and go wandering elsewhere, we 
shall harvest thorns and thistles instead of figs and grapes. 'For the wisdom of this world is folly in God's sight' (1 



Cor. 3:19). 
14. It is written: 'I bring you good tidings of great joy which shall come to all people' (Luke 2:10) - not just to 

some people. Again, it is written: 'Let all the earth worship Thee and sing to Thee' (Ps. 66:4. LXX) - not just part of 
the earth. This singing is an expression not of grief but of rejoicing. Since this is so, let us not despair, but pass 
through this present life cheerfully, conscious of its joys. Yet we should temper our gladness with the fear of God, 
keeping in mind the words: 'Rejoice in the Lord with trembling' (Ps. 2:11). Mary Magdalene and the women with 
her ran from Christ's tomb with both fear and great joy (cf. Matt. 28:8); and perhaps we, too, shall one day come out 
from our spiritual tomb with fear and joy. I should be surprised if we were to do so without fear, for there is no one 
without sin, not even Moses or the Apostle Peter. But, at the time of the departure of such men from this life, God's 
love proves victorious and casts out fear (cf. 1 John 4:18). 

15. The Scriptures testify that if a man still under the sway of the passions believes humbly yet with all his heart, 
he will receive the gift of dispassion. For it is said: 'Today you shall be with Me in paradise' (Luke 23:43), and: 
'Your faith has saved you; go in peace' (Luke 7:50) - the peace, that is, of blessed dispassion. Other texts express the 
same idea - for example: 'The grapes shall ripen at seedtime' (Amos 9:13. LXX), and: 'According to your faith so be 
it done to you' (Matt. 9: 29). 

16. When we fiercely oppose the passions, the demons trouble us all the more severely with shameful thoughts. 
At such a time, we  
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should reaffirm our faith in the Lord and set our hope steadfastly in the eternal blessings that He has promised us. In 
their jealousy our enemies wish to estrange us from these promised blessings and to deprive us of them; indeed, the 
very fact that the demons burn with such envy against us shows how great these blessings are. Continually 
bombarding us with unclean thoughts, the demons seek in this way to appease the frenzy within themselves, hoping 
to drive us to despair through these constant and unbearable attacks. 

17. Some hold that the practice of the virtues constitutes the truest form of spiritual knowledge. In that case, we 
should make every effort to manifest our faith and knowledge through our actions. Whoever trusts blindly to 
knowledge alone should call to mind the words: 'They claim to know God, but in their actions they deny Him' (Titus 
1:16). 

18. For the most part it is at the time of Great Feasts and during the Divine Liturgy - especially when we are 
intending to receive Holy Communion - that the demons try to defile the ascetic with impure fantasies and the flow 
of semen. Yet they cannot break down the resistance of one accustomed to withstand all things firmly and 
courageously. Hunchbacks should not exult over us as if they stood upright. 

19. The demons try to undermine your inward resolution by buffeting your souls with an untold variety of 
temptations. Yet out of these many tribulations a garland is woven for you; Christ's power 'comes to its fullness in us 
in our weakness' (2 Cor. 12:9). It is usually when our situation is most gloomy that the grace of the Spirit flowers 
within us. 'Light has shone in darkness for the righteous' (Ps. 112:4. LXX) - if, that is, 'we hold fast to our 
confidence and the rejoicing of our hope firmly to the end' (Heb. 3:6). 

20. Nothing so readily obliterates virtue as frivolous talk and making fun of things. On the other hand, nothing so 
readily renews the decrepit soul, and enables it to approach the Lord, as fear of God, attentiveness, constant 
meditation on the words of Scripture, the arming of oneself with prayer, and spiritual progress through the keeping 



of vigils. 
21. It is most necessary and helpful for the soul to endure with fortitude every tribulation, whether inflicted by 

men or by demons. We should recognize that our sufferings are no more than we deserve, and we should never 
blame anyone but ourselves. For  
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whoever blames others for his own tribulations has lost the power of judging correctly what is to his own advantage. 
22. There are times when trials and temptations multiply and cause a man, despite his diligence, to deviate from 

the true path; 
for all his wisdom and skill are swallowed up. This happens so as to prevent us from trusting in ourselves: 'lest Israel 
boast, saying, My own hand has saved me' (Judg. 7:2). But once the evil one has withdrawn from us, driven away at 
God's command, we may hope to be restored to the good state that we possessed previously. Urging us to sin, the 
evil one encourages us to look at everything and listen to it with senses and thoughts imbued with passion. He 
coarsens our intellect, enveloping it in thick fog, and he makes our body seem an unspeakable weight and burden. 
Our innate intelligence, which at the outset is simple and undeveloped like a newborn child, he turns into something 
complex and highly experienced in every kind of sin, poisoning and distorting it through indecision and doubt. 

23. When a man grows inwardly and increases in holiness, he is something great and marvelous. But just as the 
elephant fears the mouse, so the holy man is still afraid of sin, lest after preaching to others he himself 'should be 
cast away' (cf. 1 Cor. 9:27). 

24. It is not only in the period close to the end of the world that the devil will 'speak words against the Most High' 
(Dan. 7:25). Even now, acting through our thoughts, he sometimes sends up to heaven monstrous blasphemies 
against the Most High, against all He has created and against the Holy Mysteries of Christ. But, climbing the rock of 
spiritual knowledge, we should not be terrified by this or astonished at the insolence of the avenger. Growing ever 
more fervent in our faith and prayer, we shall receive help from above and so resist the enemy. 

25. When the soul leaves the body, the enemy advances to attack it, fiercely reviling it and accusing it of its sins 
in a harsh and terrifying manner. But if a soul enjoys the love of God and has faith in Him, even though in the past it 
has often been wounded by sin, it is not frightened by the enemy's attacks and threats. Strengthened by the Lord, 
winged by joy, filled with courage by the holy angels that guide it, encircled and protected by the light of faith, it 
answers the malicious devil with great boldness: 'Enemy of God, fugitive from heaven, wicked slave, what have I to 
do with you? You have no authority over me; Christ the Son of God has authority over me and  
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over all things. Against Him have I sinned, before Him shall I stand on trial, having His Precious Cross as a sure 
pledge of His saving love towards me. Flee far from me, destroyer! You have nothing to do with the servants of 
Christ.' When the soul says all this fearlessly, the devil turns his back, howling aloud and unable to withstand the 
name of Christ. Then the soul swoops down on the devil from above, attacking him like a hawk attacking a crow. 
After this it is brought rejoicing by the holy angels to the place appointed for it in accordance with its inward state. 

26. There is a tiny fish called the remora, which is supposed to have the power to stop a large ship simply by 
attaching itself to the keel. In a similar manner, by God's permission a person advancing on the spiritual way is 
sometimes hindered by a small temptation. Remember how even the great Apostle said; 'We wanted to come to you 
- I, Paul - more than once, but Satan prevented us' (1 Thess. 2:18). Such a hindrance, however, should not upset you: 
resist firmly, with patient endurance, and you will receive God's grace. 

27. When someone far advanced on the spiritual way deviates from it because of indolence, then he is attacked by 
all the evil 'children of the east', by 'the Amalekites and the Midianites', whose 'camels are without number' (Judg. 
7:12). The Midianites signify the forces of unchastity, and their numberless camels are impassioned thoughts. These 
hostile armies 'destroy all the produce of the earth' (Judg. 6:4), that is, every good action and state. So Israel - that is, 
the man of whom we are speaking - is brought to destitution and utter discouragement, and is compelled to call upon 
the Lord. Then, because of his deep faith and humility, the man receives help from heaven, just as Gideon did. 'My 
clan is the humblest in Manasseh,' said Gideon (cf. Judg. 6:15) - too weak to face such a huge army; yet, against all 
expectation, with a weak force of three hundred men he defeated the enemy, because God's grace was fighting on 
his side. 

28. You will not be able to 'tread upon the asp and cobra' (Ps. 91:13. LXX), unless in answer to your constant 
prayers God sends His angels to protect you. They will support you with their hands and raise you above the mire of 
impurity. 

29. When someone is defeated after offering stiff resistance, he should not give up in despair; let him take heart, 
encouraged by the words of Isaiah: 'In spite of all your strength, you will be defeated,  
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wicked demons; and if you should again gather your strength together, again you will be defeated. Whatever plans 
you devise, the Lord will bring them to nothing: for God is with us' (cf. Isa. 8:9-10). God 'raises up all who are 
bowed down' (Ps. 145:14) and produces grief and consternation among our enemies, as soon as we repent.               

30. When you are being tested by trials and temptations, you cannot avoid feeling dejected. But those who till the 
earth of hardship and tribulation in their hearts are afterwards filled with great joy, tears of consolation and holy 
thoughts. 

31. Isaac wanted to bless Esau, and Esau was eager to receive his father's blessing; but they failed in their purpose 
(cf. Gen 27). For God in His mercy blesses and anoints with the Spirit, not necessarily those whom we prefer, but 
those whom He marked out for His service before creating them. Thus we should not be upset or jealous if we see 



certain of our brethren, whom we regard as wretched and insignificant, making progress in holiness. You know what 
the Lord said: 'Make room for this man, so that he can sit in a higher place' (cf. Luke 14:9). I am full of admiration 
for the Judge, who gives His verdict with secret wisdom: He takes one of the humblest of our brethren and sets him 
above us; and though we claim priority on the basis of our asceticism and our age, God puts us last of all. For 'each 
must order his life according to what the Lord has granted him' (1 Cor. 7:17). 'If we live in the Spirit, let us also 
walk in the Spirit' (Gal. 5:25). 

32. Never acquiesce when someone under obedience to you pleads: 'Give me time to resolve on such and such a 
virtuous action; then I will be able to achieve it.' Whoever speaks like this is clearly yielding to his own self-will and 
repudiating his promise of obedience. 

33. However great they may have grown, the passions of body and soul are destroyed, as you will see, by the 
passing of time and at God's command. But the mercy of Christ never fails: 'the mercy of the Lord is from 
everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him' (Ps. 103:17), continuing with them from this present age into the 
age to come.  

34. A royal treasury is full of gold; and the intellect of a true monk is filled with spiritual knowledge.  
35. There are times when a teacher falls into disgrace and undergoes trials and temptations for the spiritual benefit 

of others. 'For  
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we are despised and weak,' says the Apostle, 'brought to disgrace by the thorn in our flesh; but you are honored and 
made strong in Christ' (cf. 1 Cor. 4:10; 2 Cor. 12 :7). 

36. Impassioned thoughts are the source and foundation of the corruption which comes to us through the flesh. 
But if, after sinning, we return to watchfulness through repentance, we expel such thoughts from our soul. It is a 
good thing that you have been 'filled with grief, so that the wicked and unholy thought that encouraged you to sin 
may be 'taken from your midst' (1 Cor. 5:2). Grief repulses the spirit of corruption. 

37. To anyone among you who is oppressed by a sense of his worthlessness and inability to attain holiness, this is 
our message: if he attains dispassion he can see Jesus, not only in the future, but coming to him here and now 'with 
power and great glory' (Matt. 24:30). Though his soul, like Sarah, has grown old in barrenness, it can still bear a 
holy child, contrary to all expectation; like her he can still say: 'God has made me laugh' (Gen. 21:6) - that is, God 
has granted me great joy after the many years that I have spent in sorrow, dominated by the passions; God has 
shown His tender love to me, so that my youth 'is renewed like an eagle's' (Ps. 103:5). Previously I had grown old in 
sins and shameful passions, but now I am reborn in the fresh vigor of youth; material desires and actions had made 
me rough and hard, but now I am softened. God in His compassion has healed my intellect, and regaining my natural 
simplicity I can now see the things of this world clearly. My flesh, like that of Naaman the Syrian, has become as the 
flesh of a little child, because I have washed in the Jordan of spiritual knowledge (cf. 2 Kgs. 5:14). Now I am at one 
with myself, set free by God's grace from the guile of the serpent and from the great variety of evil thoughts that I 



had acquired in a manner contrary to nature. 
38. Imagine that the Lord is saying to you: 'For a time I have taken away from you this or that gift of grace, in 

which you expected your intellect to find fulfillment, and so to be at peace. To make up for this, I have given you 
instead some other gift. Yet you think only about what has been taken away, not noticing what has been given you in 
its place; and so you feel dejected, pained and full of gloom. Nevertheless, I am glad because of this gloom which I 
have brought on you. I make you dejected for your own good. My purpose is not to destroy but to save you, since I 
regard you as My son.'  
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39. Suppose you have ordered yourself not to eat fish: you will find that the enemy continually makes you long to 
eat it. You are filled with an uncontrollable desire for the thing that is forbidden. In this way you can see how 
Adam's fall typifies what happens to all of us. Because he was told not to eat from a particular tree, he felt 
irresistibly attracted to the one thing that was forbidden him. 

40. God saves one man through spiritual knowledge and another through guilelessness and simplicity. You should 
bear in mind that 'God will not reject the simple' (Job 8:20. LXX). 

41. Anyone who devotes himself with special intensity to prayer is assailed by fearsome and savage temptations. 
42. If you have resolved to clothe yourself in dispassion, do not be negligent, but strive to attain it with all your 

strength. 'For we groan, earnestly desiring to be clothed with our house that is from heaven ... so that what is mortal 
in us may be swallowed up by life' (2 Cor. 5:2-4) - not only in the case of the body after the consummation of this 
age, but also by anticipation here and now, spiritually. For 'death is swallowed up in victory' (1 Cor. 15:54); all the 
pursuing Egyptians that harass us will be swallowed up in the waves, when power is sent down upon us from 
heaven. 

43. Do not forget what St Paul says: 'I fear lest, after preaching to others, I myself should be cast away' (1 Cor. 9: 
27); 'Let anyone who thinks he stands firm take care lest he fall' (1 Cor. 10:12); 'You, who are spiritual . . . look to 
yourself, in case you also are tempted' (Gal. 6:1). Remember how Solomon, after receiving so much grace, turned 
aside to wickedness (cf. 1 Kgs. 11:1-8); remember how St Peter unexpectedly denied his Lord. If you allow yourself 
to forget all this, you will grow over-confident because of your spiritual knowledge; you will become boastful about 
your way of life and complacent because of your many years of strict asceticism, and so will give way to pride. Do 
not become puffed up, my brother, but continue in fear until your last breath, even though you should live as long as 
Moses. Pray in these words: 'Lord, cast me not off in the time of my old age; forsake me not when my strength fails; 
0 God my Savior, my praise shall be continually of Thee' (cf. Ps. 71:6, 9). 

44. The Lord says to you what He said to Matthew: 'Follow Me' (Matt. 9:9). But when you follow the Lord with 
burning love, it may happen that on the road of life you strike your foot against the  
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stone of some passion and fall unexpectedly into sin; or else, finding yourself in a muddy place, you may slip 
involuntarily and fall headlong. Each time you fall and in this way injure your body, you should get up again with 
the same eagerness as before, and continue to follow after your Lord until you reach Him. 'Thus have I appeared 
before Thee in the sanctuary' - the sanctuary of my thoughts - 'that I might behold Thy power and glory', for they are 
my salvation. 'In Thy name will I lift up my hands', and I shall be heard; I shall think myself 'filled with marrow and 
fatness', and my lips will rejoice as they sing Thy praise (Ps. 63 : 2, 4, 5. LXX). It is a great thing for me to be called 
a Christian, as the Lord tells me through Isaiah: 'It is no light thing for you to be called My servant' (Isa. 49:6. LXX). 

45. In one place it is said that the Father 'will give good things to those that ask Him' (Matt. 7:11); elsewhere, that 
He will 'give the Holy Spirit to those that ask Him' (Luke 11:13). From this we learn that those who pray to God 
with steadfast faith in these promises receive not only remission of sins but also heavenly gifts of grace. The Lord 
promised these 'good things' not to the righteous but to sinners, saying: 'If you then, being evil, know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those that ask Him?' 
(Luke 11:13). Ask, then, unremittingly and without doubting, however poor your efforts to gain holiness, however 
weak your strength; and you will receive great gifts, far beyond anything that you deserve. 

46. How can someone with little or no faith be made to realize that an ant grows wings, a caterpillar turns into a 
butterfly, and many other strange and unexpected things happen in nature, so that in this way he shakes off the 
sickness of unbelief and despair, himself acquires wings, and buds in spiritual knowledge like a tree? 'I am He', says 
God, 'who makes the dry tree flourish; I give life to the dry bones' (cf. Ezek. 17:24; 37:1-14). 

47. We should on no account wear ourselves out with anxiety over our bodily needs. With our whole soul let us 
trust in God: as one of the Fathers said, 'Entrust yourself to the Lord, and all will be entrusted to you.' 'Show restraint 
and moderation,' writes the Apostle Peter, 'and be watchful in prayer . . . casting all your care upon God, since He 
cares for you' (1 Pet. 4:7; 5:7). But if you still feel uncertainty, doubting whether He really cares about  
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providing for you, think of the spider and compare it with a human being. Nothing is more weak and powerless than 
a spider. It has no possessions, makes no journeys overseas, does not engage in litigation, does not grow angry, and 
amasses no savings. Its life is marked by complete gentleness, self-restraint and extreme stillness. It does not meddle 
in the affairs of others, but minds its own business; calmly and quietly it gets on with its own work. To those who 



love idleness it says, in effect: 'If anyone refuses to work, he should have nothing to eat' (2 Thess. 3:10). The spider 
is far more silent than Pythagoras, whom the ancient Greeks admired more than any other philosopher because of 
the control that he exercised over his tongue. Although Pythagoras did not talk with everyone, yet he did speak 
occasionally in secret with his closest friends; and often he lavished nonsensical remarks on oxen and eagles. He 
abstained altogether from wine and drank only water. The spider, however, achieves more than Pythagoras: it never 
utters a single word, and abstains from water as well as from wine. Living in this quiet fashion, humble and weak, 
never going outside or wandering about according to its fancy, always hard at work - nothing could be more lowly 
than the spider. Nevertheless the Lord, 'who dwells on high but sees what is lowly' (Ps. 113: 5-6. LXX), extends His 
providence even to the spider, sending it food every day, and causing tiny insects to fall into its web. 

48. One who is enslaved to greed may perhaps object: 'I eat a great deal, and since this involves me in heavy 
expenses, I am inevitably tied up with all kinds of worldly business.' Such a person should think of the huge whales 
that feed in the Atlantic Ocean: God gives them plenty to eat and they never starve, although each of them swallows 
daily more fish than a highly populated city would consume. 'All things wait upon Thee, to give them their food at 
the proper time' (Ps. 104: 27). It is God who provides food both for those who eat much and for those who eat little. 
Bearing this in mind, anyone among you who has a capacious appetite should in future set his faith entirely in God, 
freeing his intellect from all worldly distractions and anxieties. 'Be no longer faithless, but have faith' (John 20:27).  

49. If we truly wish to please God and to enjoy the grace of His friendship, we should present to Him an intellect 
that is stripped bare - not weighed down with anything that belongs to this  
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present life, with any skill or notion or argument or excuse, however highly educated we may be in the wisdom of 
this world. God turns away from those who approach Him presumptuously, puffed up with self-esteem. People who 
suffer from futile conceit we rightly describe as bloated and puffed up. 

50. How can we overcome the sinfulness that is already firmly established within us? We must use force. A man 
labors and struggles, and so by the use of force he escapes front destruction, always striving to raise his thoughts to 
holiness. We are not forbidden to resist force with force. If in any ascetic task we exert force, however slight, then, 
'remaining in Jerusalem', we can wait for the 'power from on high' which will come down upon us (cf. Luke 24:49). 
In other words, if we persevere in unceasing prayer and the other virtues, there will come upon us a mighty force, 
infinitely stronger than any we can exert. This force cannot be described in human language; in its great strength it 
overcomes our worst faults of character and the malice of the demons, conquering both the sinful inclinations of our 
soul and the disordered impulses of our body. 'There came a sound from heaven as of a rushing violent wind' (Acts 
2:2); and this force from heaven drives out the evil that is always forcing us into sin. 

51. The enemy lurks like a lion in his den; he lays in our path hidden traps and snares, in the form of impure and 
blasphemous thoughts. But if we continue wakeful, we can lay for him traps and snares and ambuscades that are far 
more effective and terrible. Prayer, the recitation of psalms and the keeping of vigils, humility, service to others and 



acts of compassion, thankfulness, attentive listening to the words of Scripture - all these are a trap for the enemy, an 
ambuscade, a pitfall, a noose, a lash and a snare. 

52. When already well advanced in years, David offered thanks to God for choosing him, and he said this about 
the final fruits of God's blessing: 'Now has Thy servant found his own heart, so as to offer this prayer' (2 Sam. 7:27. 
LXX). This he said to teach us that a great effort and much time are needed in prayer, before through struggle we 
can reach a state in which our mind is no longer troubled, and so attain the inward heaven of the heart where Jesus 
dwells. As the Apostle says, 'Do you not know that Jesus Christ dwells within you?' (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5).  

53. If Christ is our 'wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and  
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redemption' (1 Cor. 1:30), it is clear that He is also our rest. As He Himself says, 'Come to Me, all that labor and are 
heavy laden, and I will give you rest' (Matt. 11:28). He says also that the Sabbath - and 'sabbath' means 'rest' - was 
made for man (cf. Mark 2: 27); for only in Christ will the human race find rest. 

54. Just as there is 'a cup of calamity and a goblet of wrath' (Isa. 51:17. LXX), so there is a cup of weakness 
which, at the proper time, the Lord takes from our hands and puts into the hands of our enemies. Then it is no longer 
we but the demons who grow weak and fall. 

55. Outwardly men follow different occupations: there are money-changers, weavers, fowlers, soldiers, builders. 
Similarly, we have within us different types of thoughts: there are gamblers, poisoners, pirates, hunters, defilers, 
murderers, and so on. Rebutting such thoughts in prayer, the man of God should immediately shut the door against 
them - arid most of all against the defilers, lest they defile his inward sanctuary and so pollute him. 

56. The Lord can be robbed and made to grant salvation, not only by speech - as in the case of the thief who cried 
out from the cross (cf. Luke 23 :42) - but also by thought. The woman who suffered from a hemorrhage merely 
thought within herself: 'If I can but touch the hem of His garment, I shall be healed' (Matt. 9:21). Another example is 
Abraham's servant, who spoke inwardly to God about Rebekah (cf. Gen. 24:12-28). 

57. Sin itself drives us towards God, once we repent and have become aware of its burden, foul stink and lunacy. 
But if we refuse to repent, sin does not drive us towards God. In itself it holds us fast with bonds that we cannot 
break, making the desires which drive us to our own destruction all the more vehement and fierce. 

58. Guard yourself from the witchcraft of Jezebel (cf. 2 Kgs. 9:22). Her most powerful spells are thoughts of 
delusion and vainglory. By God's grace you can overcome such thoughts, if you regard yourself as worthless and 
despicable, casting yourself down before the Lord, calling upon Him to help you, and acknowledging that every gift 
of grace comes from heaven. For it is written: 'A man can receive nothing, unless it is given him from heaven' (John 
3:27). 

59. The Law says about a bull which is given to goring other bulls: 'If men have protested to the owner and he has 
not destroyed  

 



 
[V1] 312 

St John of Karpathos 

For the Encouragement of the Monks in India who had Written to Him 

One Hundred Texts 
 

the animal, he shall pay' (Exod. 21 :36. LXX). You should apply this to your thoughts and impulses. Sometimes 
during a meal the impulse of self-esteem springs up inside you, urging you to speak at the wrong moment. Then 
angelic thoughts protest within you and tell you to destroy this impulse to speak. If you do not resist the impulse by 
keeping silent as you should, but allow it to come out into the open because you are puffed up by delusion, then you 
will have to pay the penalty. As a punishment you will perhaps be tempted to commit some grave sin; alternatively, 
you may experience severe bodily pain, or be involved in violent conflict with your brethren, or else suffer torment 
in the age to come. We shall have to give account for every idle and conceited word spoken by our ill-disciplined 
tongue. Let us guard our tongue, then, with watchfulness. 

60. The Psalm says of those who are tempted by thoughts of pleasure, anger, love of praise and the like, that the 
sun burns them by day and the moon by night (cf. Ps. 121:6). Pray, then, to be sheltered by the cool and refreshing 
cloud of God's grace, so that you may escape the scorching heat of the enemy. 

61. Never form a close friendship with someone who enjoys noisy and drunken feasts, or who likes telling dirty 
stories, even though he may have been a monk for many years. Do not let his filth defile you; do not fall under the 
influence of people who are unclean and uncircumcised in heart.  

62. Peter was first given the keys, but then he was allowed to fall into the sin of denying Christ; and so his pride 
was humbled by his fall. Do not be surprised, then, if after receiving the keys of spiritual knowledge you fall into 
various evil thoughts. Glorify our Lord, for He alone is wise: through setbacks of this kind He restrains the 
presumption that we tend to feel because of our advance in the knowledge of God. Trials and temptations are the 
reins whereby God in His providence restrains our human arrogance. 

63. Often God takes away His blessings from us, just as He deprived job of his wealth: 'The Lord gave and the 
Lord has taken away' (Job 1:21). But it is equally true that God will also remove from us the adversities He has 
brought upon us. 'Both blessings and adversities come from God' (Ecclus. 11:14); He has caused us to suffer 
adversities, but He will also give us eternal joy and glory. 'As I watched over you,' says the Lord, 'to destroy and 
afflict you,  
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so will I build you up again and will not pull you down; I will plant you and will not uproot you' (cf. Jer. 31: 28; 
24:6). Do not say: 
'It's just my bad luck'; for the Lord, who changed our situation for the worse, can unexpectedly alter it again for the 
better. 

64. If someone launches a fierce and determined attack on the demons through his self-control, prayer or any 
other form of holiness, they retaliate by inflicting deeper wounds upon him. Eventually he is reduced to despair, and 
feels in his soul that he has received a spiritual death-sentence. He is even brought to say: 'Who will deliver me from 
the body of this death? For I am compelled against my will to submit to the laws of my adversary' (cf. Rom. 7:23-
24).   

64. The demons say to themselves: 'Let us rise up, and fall upon a people that lives in hope and stillness; come, let 
us go and speak to them with words of spiritual deceit, seducing them from the truth over to our side' (cf. Judg. 
18:27; Isa. 7:6. LXX). So they sharpen the sword of temptation against us who have chosen the life of stillness, and 
continue their attacks up to the last moment of our life. The more fervent our devotion and love for God, the more 
savage are their assaults; they urge us on to acts of sin, making war upon us in ways that we cannot endure, trying in 
this manner to deprive us of our faith in Christ, of prayer and every hope. But for our part we shall not cease to trust 
in God 'until He has mercy upon us' (Ps. 123:2), and those that devour us are driven far away. We shall not cease to 
trust in God, until He commands our tempters to depart, and we are given new life through patience and steadfast 
dispassion. For 'the life of man is a time of testing' (Job 7:1. LXX). God, who watches over the contest, often allows 
us for some definite period of time to be trampled underfoot by our enemies; but it is the mark of a courageous and 
noble soul not to despair in adversity. 

66. If a demon has such strength as to force a man, even against his will, to change from his natural state of 
goodness into a state of sin, how great must be the strength of the angel who at the appointed time is commanded by 
God to restore that man's whole condition. If the icy blast of the north wind is strong enough to give to water the 
hardness of rock, what cannot the warmth of the south wind achieve? If extreme cold forces everything to submit to 
it - for 'who can withstand His cold?' (Ps. 147: 17) - cannot heat in the 
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Same way alter everything? 'Who can abide the burning heat?' (Ecclus. 43:3). So let us confidently believe that the 
cold, dark coals of our mind will sooner or later blaze with heat and light under the influence of the divine fire. 

67. We should mention in this connection an inward state that shows the degree of dispassion attained by the 
Joseph hidden within each of us. Our intellect, departing from Egypt, leaves behind it the burden of the passions and 
the builder's basket of shameful slavery, and it hears a language that it does not understand (cf. Ps. 81:5-6. LXX). It 
hears no longer the demons' language, impure and destructive of all true understanding, but the holy language of the 
light-giving angels, who convert the intellect from the non-spiritual to the spiritual - a language which illumines the 
soul that hears and accepts it. 



68. Once certain brethren, who were always ill and could not practice fasting, said to me: 'How is it possible for 
us without fasting to rid ourselves of the devil and the passions?' To such people we should say: you can destroy 
and banish what is evil, and the demons that suggest this evil to you, not only by abstaining from food, but by 
calling with all your heart on God. For it is written: 'They cried to the Lord in their trouble and He delivered them' 
(Ps. 107:6); and again: 'Out of the belly of hell I cried and Thou heardest my voice . . . Thou hast brought up my life 
from corruption' (Jonah 2:2, 6). Therefore 'until iniquity shall pass away' - that is, as long as sin still troubles me - 'I 
will cry to God most high' (Ps. 57:1-2. LXX), asking Him to bestow on me this great blessing: by His power to 
destroy within me the provocation to sin, blotting out the fantasies of my impassioned mind and rendering it image-
free. So, if you have not yet received the gift of self-control, know that the Lord is ready to hear you if you entreat 
Him with prayer and hope. Understanding the Lord's will, then, do not be discouraged because of your inability to 
practice asceticism, but strive all the more to be delivered from the enemy through prayer and patient thanksgiving. 
If thoughts of weakness and distress force you to leave the city of fasting, take refuge in another city (cf. Matt. 
10:23) -that is, in prayer and thanksgiving. 

69. Pharaoh entreated, saying: 'May God take away from me this death' (Exod. 10: 17), and he was heard. 
Similarly, when the demons asked the Lord not to cast them into the abyss, their request  
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was granted (cf. Luke 8:31). How much more, then, will a Christian be heard when he prays to be delivered from 
spiritual death? 

70. It may happen that for a certain time a man is illumined and refreshed by God's grace, and then this grace is 
withdrawn. This makes him inwardly confused and he starts to grumble; instead of seeking through steadfast prayer 
to recover his assurance of salvation, he loses patience and gives up. He is like a beggar who receives alms from the 
palace, and feels put out because he was not asked inside to dine with the king.  

71. 'Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet have believed' (John 20:29). Blessed also are those who, when 
grace is withdrawn, find no consolation in themselves, but only continuing tribulation and thick darkness, and yet do 
not despair; but, strengthened by faith, they endure courageously, convinced that they do indeed see Him who is 
invisible.  

72. The humility which in due time and by God's grace, after many struggles and tears, is given from heaven to 
those who seek it is something incomparably stronger and higher than the sense of abasement felt by those who have 
lapsed from holiness. This higher humility is granted only to those who have attained true perfection and are no 
longer under the sway of sin.  

73. 'Then the devil left Him, and angels came and ministered to Him' (Matt. 4:11). It does not say that the angels 
were with our Lord during the actual time when He was being tempted. In the same way, when we are being 
tempted, God's angels for a time withdraw a little. Then, after the departure of those tempting us, they come and 
minister to us with divine intellections, giving us support, illumination, compunction, encouragement, patient en-
durance, joyfulness, and everything that saves and strengthens and renews our exhausted soul. As Nathanael was 
told, 'You will see the angels ascending and descending upon the Son of man' (John 1:51); in other words, the 



ministry and assistance of the angels will be given generously to mankind. 
74. Keep in mind that high priest at whose right hand the devil stood, opposing all his good thoughts and words 

and actions (cf. Zech. 3:1). Then you will not be astonished at what happens to yourself.  
75. A monk should understand what it means to be weak, and he should remember the words: 'Have mercy upon 

me, 0 Lord, for  
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I am weak' (Ps. 6:2). He should understand what it means to be in rebellion against God; for this is the sickness with 
which the devil and his angels are afflicted.  

76. Fire makes iron impossible to touch, and likewise frequent prayer renders the intellect more forceful in its 
warfare against the enemy. That is why the demons strive with all their strength to make us slothful in attentiveness 
to prayer, for they know that prayer is the intellect's invincible weapon against them. 

77. When David went out from the city of Ziklag to fight the Amalekites, some of the men with him were so 
exhausted that they stayed behind at the brook Besor and took no part in the battle (cf. i Sam. 30:10). Returning after 
his victory, he heard the rest of his troops saying that no share in the spoils should be given to the men who had 
stayed behind; and he saw that these themselves were ashamed and kept silent. But David recognized that they had 
wanted to fight, and so in his kindness he spoke in their defense, saying that they had remained behind to guard the 
baggage; and on this ground he gave them as large a share in the spoils as he gave to the others who had fought 
bravely in the battle. You should behave in the same way towards a brother who shows fervor at first, but then 
grows slack. In the case of this brother and his salvation, the baggage consists of faith and repentance, humility and 
tears, patience, hope, long-suffering and the like. If in spite of his slackness he yet guards this baggage, waiting 
expectantly for Christ's coming, he is rightly given an eternal reward. 

78. We give the name of Levites and priests to those who dedicate themselves totally to God, alike through the 
practice of the virtues and through contemplation. Those who do not have the strength to hunt down the passions 
may be called 'the cattle of the Levites' (Num. 3:41). They have a genuine and continuing thirst for holiness, and try 
to attain it so far as they can; but they frequently fail, hamstrung by sin. Yet we may expect that at the right moment 
God will grant the gift of dispassion to them as well, solely by virtue of His love; for 'the Lord has heard the desire 
of the poor' (Ps. 10:17. LXX). 

79. We are aware of the torment that the enemy frequently inflicts upon us visibly or invisibly. But we do not 
perceive the torment and anguish that we inflict upon him, when we sometimes succeed in practicing the virtues, 
when we repent over our trans- 
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gressions or show long-suffering and perseverance in our difficulties, or when we pray and do other things which 
pierce him to the heart, torture him and cause him bitter grief. God in His providence conceals all this from us, so as 
to prevent us from growing sluggish. Be sure, however, that 'God thinks it right to repay with affliction those who 
afflict you' (2 Thess. 1:6).  

80. If the base of a felled tree that has grown old in earth and rock 'will bud at the scent of water . . . like a young 
plant' (Job 14:9), it is also possible for us to be awakened by the power of the Holy Spirit and to flower with the 
incorruptibility that is ours by nature, bearing fruit like a young plant, even though we have fallen into sin. 

81. Sometimes our soul grows despondent at the huge swarm of its sins and temptations, and says, 'Our hope is 
gone and we are lost' (Ezek. 37:11. LXX). Yet God, who does not despair of our salvation, says to us: 'You shall 
live, and you shall know that I am the Lord' (Ezek. 37:6). To the soul that doubts how it can ever give birth to Christ 
through great acts of holiness, these words are said: 'The Holy Spirit shall come upon you' (Luke 1:35). Where the 
Holy Spirit is present, do not expect any more the sequence and laws of nature and habit. The Holy Spirit whom we 
worship is all-powerful, and in an astonishing way He brings into existence what does not as yet exist within us. The 
intellect that was previously defeated He now makes victorious; for the Paraclete who in compassion comes upon us 
from above 'is higher than all' (John 3:31), and He raises us above all natural impulses and demonic passions. 

82. Struggle to preserve unimpaired the light that shines within your intellect. If passion begins to dominate you 
when you look at things, this means that the Lord has left you in darkness; He has dropped the reins with which He 
was guiding you, and the light of your eyes is gone from you (cf. Ps. 38 :10). Yet even if this happens, do not 
despair or give up, but pray to God with the words of David: 
'0 send out Thy light and Thy truth to me in my gloom, for Thou art the salvation of my countenance and my God' 
(cf. Ps. 43:3, 5); 'Thou shalt send forth Thy Spirit and they shall be created; and Thou shalt renew the face of the 
earth' (Ps. 104: 30. LXX).  

83. Blessed is he who, with a hunger that is never satisfied, day and night throughout this present life makes 
prayer and the psalms  

 
 

[V1] 318 
St John of Karpathos 

For the Encouragement of the Monks in India who had Written to Him 

One Hundred Texts 
 

his food and drink, and strengthens himself by reading of God's glory in Scripture. Such communion will lead the 
soul to ever-increasing joy in the age to come.  

84. Do all in your power not to fall, for the strong athlete should not fall. But if you do fall, get up again at once 
and continue the contest. Even if you fall a thousand times because of the withdrawal of God's grace, rise up again 



each time, and keep on doing so until the day of your death. For it is written, 'If a righteous man falls seven times' - 
that is, repeatedly throughout his life - seven times 'shall he rise again' (Prov. 24:16. LXX). So long as you hold fast, 
with tears and prayer, to the weapon of the monastic habit, you will be counted among those that stand upright, even 
though you fall again and again. So long as you remain a monk, you will be like a brave soldier who faces the blows 
of the enemy; and God will commend you, because even when struck you refused to surrender or run away. But if 
you give up the monastic life, running away like a coward and a deserter, the enemy will strike you in the back; and 
you will lose your freedom of communion with God. 

85. It is more serious to lose hope than to sin. The traitor Judas was a defeatist, inexperienced in spiritual warfare; 
as a result he was reduced to despair by the enemy's onslaught, and he went and hanged himself. Peter, on the other 
hand, was a firm rock: although brought down by a terrible fall, yet because of his experience in spiritual warfare he 
was not broken by despair, but leaping up he shed bitter tears from a contrite and humiliated heart. And as soon as 
our enemy saw them, he recoiled as if his eyes had been burnt by searing flames, and he took to flight howling and 
lamenting. 

86. The monk should wage a truceless war above all on these three things: gluttony, futile self-esteem, and 
avarice - which is a form of idolatry (cf. Col. 3:5). 

87. There was once a king of Israel who subdued cave-dwellers and other barbarian tribes by using the psalms 
and music of David. You, too, have barbarian cave-dwellers living within you: the demons who have gained 
admittance to your senses and limbs, who torment and inflame your flesh. Because of them lust is in your eyes when 
you look at things; as you listen or use your sense of smell, passion dominates you; you indulge in dirty talk; you are 
full of turmoil inwardly and outwardly, like the city of Babylon. With great faith, then, and with 'psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs'  
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(Eph. 5:19), you too must destroy the cave-dwellers who work evil within you. 
88. The Lord desires one man to be saved through another, and in the same way Satan strives to destroy one man 

through another. So do not spend your time with somebody who is sloppy, a mischief-maker, not guarding his 
tongue, lest you be sent with him into punishment. It is hard enough for one who associates with a good man to 
attain salvation. If you do not watch yourself, but consort with people of evil character, you will be infected with 
their leprosy and destroyed. How can anyone expect pity if he recklessly approaches a poisonous snake? You should 
avoid those who cannot control their tongue, who are quarrelsome and full of agitation inwardly or outwardly. 

89. If you wish to be called wise, intelligent and the friend of God, strive to present your soul to the Lord in the 
same state as you received it from Him: pure, innocent, completely undefiled. Then you will be crowned in heaven 
and the angels will call you blessed. 

90. A single good word made the thief pure and holy, despite all his previous crimes, and brought him into 
paradise (cf. Luke 2 3 :42-43). A single ill-advised word prevented Moses from entering the promised land (cf. 



Num. 20:12). We should not suppose, then, that garrulity is only a minor disease. Lovers of slander and gossip shut 
themselves out from the kingdom of heaven. A chatterbox may meet with success in this world, but he will not do so 
in the next. There he will trip and fall; 'evil will hunt him down and destroy him' (Ps. 140: 11. LXX). It has been 
well said: 'Better to slip on the ground than to slip with your tongue' (Ecclus. 20:18). We should believe James the 
Apostle when he writes: 'Let every man be swift to hear and slow to speak' (Jas. 1:19). 

91. So as not to be deceived and carried away by the vain and empty things that the senses bring before us, we 
should listen to the words of the prophet Isaiah: 'Come, my people, enter into your inner room' - the shrine of your 
heart, which is closed to every conception derived from the sensible world, that image-free dwelling-place illumined 
by dispassion and the overshadowing of God's grace; 'shut your door' - to all things visible; 'hide yourself for a brief 
moment' - the whole of man's life is but a moment; 'until the Lord's anger has passed by' (Isa. 26:20. LXX); or, as 
the  
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Psalms put it, 'until iniquity has passed' (Ps. 57:1). This anger of the Lord and this iniquity may be caused by 
demons, passions and sins; 
as Isaiah says to God, 'Behold, Thou art angry, for we have sinned' (Isa. 64:5). A man escapes this anger by keeping 
his attention fixed continually within his heart during prayer, and by striving to remain within his inner sanctuary. 
As it is written, 'Draw wisdom into your innermost self (Job 28: 18. LXX); 'all the glory of the king's daughter is 
within' (Ps. 4^: 13. LXX). Let us, then, continue to struggle until we enter the holy place of God, 'the mountain of 
Thine inheritance, the dwelling, 0 Lord, which Thou hast made ready, the sanctuary which Thy hands have prepared' 
(Exod. 1^:17). 

92. If you really wish to renounce the world, you should imitate the prophet Elisha, who in his intense and 
burning love for God kept nothing back for himself (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:21). You should distribute all your possessions to 
those in need and so take up the Cross of Christ, hastening eagerly and willingly to die to this world; and you will 
receive in exchange the eternal kingdom. 

93. Once you have realized that the Amorite within you is 'as strong as an oak', you should pray fervently to the 
Lord to dry up 'his fruit from above' - that is, your sinful actions, and 'his roots from beneath' - that is, your impure 
thoughts. Ask the Lord in this way to 'destroy the Amorite from before your face' (Amos 2:9. LXX). 

94. You should not be surprised when those who are themselves incapable of attaining stillness ridicule the 
stillness that we have achieved. Apply the words of the Psalter to them - but without any feeling of rancor. Resist 
them by intensifying your obedience to God, and repeat the words: 'My soul, be obedient to God' (Ps. 62:5. LXX); 
'In return for my love, they made false accusations against me; but I continued to pray' - for their healing as well as 
my own (Ps. 109:4. LXX).  

95. When there is no wind blowing at sea, there are no waves; and when no demon dwells within us, our soul and 
body are not troubled by the passions. 



96. If you always feel the warmth of prayer and divine grace you may apply to yourself the words of Scripture: 
you have 'put on the armor of light' (Rom. 13:12) and 'your garments are warm' (Job 37:17). But your enemies are 
'clothed with shame' (Ps. 109:29) and with the darkness of hell.  
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97. When recalling your sins, do not hesitate to beat your breast. With these blows you will dig into your 
hardened heart and discover within it the gold-mine of the publican (cf. Luke 18:13); and this hidden wealth will 
bring you great joy. 

98. Let the fire of your prayer, ascending upwards as you meditate on the oracles of the Spirit, burn always on the 
altar of your soul. 

99. If at every moment you strive to have 'your feet shod with the gospel of peace' (Eph. 6:15), you will always be 
building up your neighbor’s house as well as your own. But if you are indolent, the demons will spit invisibly in 
your face and, as the Law states, you will be known as 'the man who had his sandal pulled off’ (cf. Deut. 25:9-10). 

100. If, as St John says, 'God is love', then 'he who dwells in love dwells in God, and God in him' (i John 4:16). 
But he who hates his neighbor, through this hatred, is separated from love. He, then, who hates his brother is 
separated from God, since 'God is love, and he who dwells in love dwells in God, and God in him.' To Him be glory 
and power through all the ages. Amen.  
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Never think that a person in the outside world - someone living contentedly with a wife and children - is more 

blessed than a monk because he is able to do good to others and to give generous alms, and seems never to be 
tempted by demons at all. Do not suppose that you are less pleasing in God's sight than he is; do not torture yourself, 
imagining that you are doomed. I do not say that your life is beyond reproach simply because you persevere in the 
monastic state; but even if you happen to be a very great sinner, the anguish of soul and hardship that you endure are 
more precious in God's sight than surpassingly great virtue on the part of someone living in the world. Your deep 
dejection and despondency, your tears and sighs of distress, the torments of your conscience and your doubts, your 
feelings of self-condemnation, the sorrow and lamentation of your intellect and heart, your contrition and 
wretchedness, your gloom and self-abasement - such experiences as these, which frequently overwhelm those cast 



into the iron furnace of trials and temptations, are far more precious and acceptable to God than any good actions by 
a person living in the world. 

Take care, then, not to fall under God's rebuke like those who said: 'What have we gained by going as suppliants 
before the Lord, passing our time continually in his house?' (cf. Mal. 3:14. LXX). Obviously any slave who is near 
the master of the house receives from time to time a thrashing or a savage reprimand. But a slave who works outside 
avoids punishment for the time being, because he is not part of the household and so escapes his master's notice. 
What have we gained, they ask, we who suffer affliction in soul and body,  
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always praying and singing psalms? Do not those who neither pray nor keep vigil enjoy happiness and success 
throughout their lives? Again they complain: 'Behold, the houses of others are built up, and we call others blessed'; 
and the Prophet adds: 'And servants of God who were not ignorant said these things' (cf. Mal. 3:15-16. LXX). Yet 
we should not think it strange that monks endure affliction and various forms of sorrow, patiently awaiting through 
many trials and temptations whatever their Master gives. For they have heard Him say in the Gospels: 'Truly I tell 
you, that you who are near Me shall weep and lament, but the world shall rejoice. Yet after a little while I will visit 
you through the Paraclete and drive away your despondency; I will renew you with thoughts of heavenly life and 
peace and with sweet tears, of all of which you were deprived for a short time when you were being tested. I will 
give you the breast of My grace, as a mother feeds her baby when it cries. When your strength fails in battle I will 
fortify you with power from on high, and I will sweeten you in your bitterness, as Jeremiah says in his 
Lamentations, speaking of the Jerusalem hidden within you. I will look upon you, and your hearts will rejoice at My 
secret visitation; your affliction will be turned to joy, and no one shall take that joy from you' (cf. John 16: 20-22). 

So let us not be blind or short-sighted, regarding those in the world as more blessed than ourselves; but, knowing 
the difference between true sons and bastards, let us rather embrace the apparent misery and afflictions of the 
monastic calling, since they lead to eternal life and to the Lord's unfading crown of glory. Let us, then, welcome the 
tribulations we endure as sinful ascetics (for we should not claim to be righteous). Let us choose to be 'an outcast in 
the house of God' - that is, to be a monk serving Christ continually -rather than to 'dwell in the tents of sinners' (Ps. 
84:10. LXX) and associate ourselves with those in the world, even though they perform acts of great righteousness. 

Listen, monk, to the words of your heavenly Father, who in His infinite love afflicts and oppresses you with 
various trials. 'Know this well, you pitiful monk,' He warns you, 'that as I said by My Prophet, I will be your 
chastiser (cf. Hos. 5:2. LXX). I will meet you on the road in Egypt, testing you with afflictions. I will block your 
evil ways with the thorns of My providence, pricking and obstructing you with unexpected misfortunes, so that you 
cannot  

 
[V1] 324 

St John of Karpathos 
Ascetic Discourse Sent at the Request of the Same Monks in India 



A Supplement to the One Hundred Texts  

fulfill the desires of your foolish heart. I will shut up the sea of your passions with the gates of My mercy (cf. Job 
38:8); like a wild beast I will devour you with thoughts of guilt, condemnation and remorse, as you perceive things 
of which you were ignorant. All these tribulations are a great gift of grace from God. And I will be to you not only a 
beast of prey but a goad, pricking you with thoughts of compunction and with sorrow of heart. Anguish shall not 
depart from your house - that is, from your soul and body - but they will both undergo the salutary harrowing of the 
bitter-sweet torments of God.' 

But all the grim things that befall us on the ascetic way — torments, pain, confusion, shame, fear and despair - 
lead finally to endless joy, inexpressible delight and unutterable glory. 'For this reason have I afflicted you,' God 
says, 'that I may feed you with the manna of spiritual knowledge; I have made you go hungry, so that at the end I 
may grant blessings to you and bring you into the kingdom on high.' When that time comes, lowly monks, you will 
skip like young calves loosed from their bonds (cf. Mal. 4:2. LXX), for you will be set free from carnal passion and 
the temptations of the enemy; you will trample on the wicked demons who now trample on you: 'they shall be ashes 
under the soles of your feet' (Mal. 4: 3). For if you fear God and are humble - not puffed up with vanity, not 
headstrong, but in compunction and contrition regarding yourself as a 'useless servant' (cf. Luke 17:10) - then your 
sinfulness, monk, is better than the righteousness of those who live in the world, and your filthiness is more 
compelling than their purity. 

What is it that so distresses you? No stain is intrinsic. If a man has tar on his hands, he removes it with a little 
cleansing oil; how much more, then, can you be made clean with the oil of God's mercy. You find no difficulty in 
washing your clothes; how much easier is it for the Lord to cleanse you from every stain, although you are bound to 
be tempted every day. When you say to the Lord, 'I have sinned', He answers: 'Your sins are forgiven you; I am He 
who wipes them out and I will remember them no more' (Matt. 9:2; Isa. 43:25); 'as far as the east is from the west, 
so far have I removed your sins from you; and as a father shows compassion to his sons, so will I show compassion 
to you' (cf. Ps. 103:12-13). Only do not rebel against Him who has called you to pray and recite psalms, but cleave 
to Him throughout your life in pure and intimate  
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communion, reverent yet unashamed in His presence, and always full of thanksgiving. 
It is God who, by a simple act of His will, cleanses you. For what God chooses to make clean not even the great 

Apostle Peter can condemn or call unclean. For he is told: 'What God has cleansed, do not call unclean' (Acts 
10:15). For has not God in His love acquitted us? 'Who then will condemn us?' (cf. Rom. 8:33-34). When we call 
upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, it is not hard for our conscience to be made pure, and then we are no 
different from the prophets and the rest of the saints. For God's purpose is not that we should suffer from His anger, 
but that we should gain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us. So then, whether we are watchful 
in virtue or sometimes fall asleep, as is likely to happen because of our failings, yet shall we live with Christ. As we 
look up to Him with cries of distress and continual lamentation, it is He Himself that we breathe. Let us therefore put 



on the breastplate of faith, and take as our helmet the hope of salvation; then the arrows of dejection and despair will 
find no chink through which to wound us (cf. 1 Thess. 5:8-10). 

You say: 'I feel infuriated when I see that those in the world are not tempted at all.' But realize this: Satan has no 
need to tempt those who tempt themselves, and are continually dragged down by worldly affairs. And know this too: 
the prizes and crowns are given to those who are tested by temptation - not to those who care nothing about God, to 
the worldly who lie on their backs and snore. 'But', you say, 'I am severely tempted by many things and my loins 
"are filled with mockings (Ps. 38:7. LXX); I am bowed down in my distress and there is no healing for my flesh, no 
"remedy for my bones'" (Prov. 3:8. LXX). Yet in fact the great Physician of the sick is here beside us, He that bore 
our infirmities, that healed and still heals us by His wounds (cf. Isa. 53:5);  He is here beside us and even now 
administers the medicine of salvation. 'For', He says, 'I have afflicted you by My absence, but I will also heal you. 
So do not fear: for when My fierce anger has passed, I will heal you again. As a woman will not forget to care for 
the offspring of her womb, even so will I not forget you', says the Lord (cf. Deut. 32:39; Isa. 7:4 and 49:15. LXX). 
'For if a bird devotes itself with tender love to its nestlings, visiting them every hour, calling to them and feeding 
them, how much greater is My compassion towards My creatures!  
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How much more do I in tender love devote Myself to you, visiting you when you are forgetful, speaking with you in 
your intellect, feeding your reason when it opens wide its mouth like a young swallow. For as food I give you the 
fear of Him who is mightier than you; I give you longing for heaven and sighs that console you; 

I give you compunction and song, deep knowledge and divine mysteries. If I your Lord and Father am lying when 
I say these things to you, then convict Me of guilt and I will accept it.' It is in this way that the Lord always speaks to 
us inwardly.    

I know that this letter is excessively long, but it is your request that has made it so. I have written at length in 
order to strengthen those in danger of falling away through apathy. For, as you wrote to me, there are certain 
brethren among you in India who find themselves more heavily oppressed by temptations than they expected; they 
have even renounced the monastic life, saying that it completely stifles a man and involves innumerable dangers. 
You told me that they openly regarded those in the outside world as more blessed than themselves, and cursed the 
day on which they took the habit. For this reason I have been compelled to write at length, using plain words, so that 
even a simple and unlettered person can understand what is said. And my aim in writing all this is to show that 
monks should not consider anything worldly as superior to their own monastic vocation; for, without any 
contradiction, monks are higher and more glorious than crowned monarchs, since they are called to be in constant 
attendance upon God. And, having written these things, I beseech you out of love to remember me continually in 
your prayers, that in my wretchedness I may be given grace from the Lord, so as to close my present life in holiness. 
May the Father of mercies and the God of all blessings grant you a hope well founded and everlasting blessings in 
Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory and dominion through all the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 

The piece that follows. On the Character of Men and on the Virtuous Life, is regarded by St Nikodimos as a genuine 
work by St Antony of Egypt (251-356) and so on chronological grounds it is placed as the opening writing in the 
Greek Philokalia. The work contains many passages of deep spiritual insight, and no doubt this is why St 
Nikodimos included it. It is, however, almost certainly not of Christian origin, but seems to be a compilation of 
extracts from various Stoic and Platonic writers of the first to fourth centuries A.D. ; there are passages which closely 
reflect the views of Seneca, Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius and Sallustius. The compiler, whoever he may have been, 
has made some small alterations so as to eliminate non-Christian terminology, but otherwise appears to have left the 
material substantially unchanged. 

St Nikodimos had some doubts about the work, since twice he expresses reservations about the language used 
(see his editorial notes to §§ 127 and 138), and he also found it necessary to defend the Antonian authorship of the 
work in his short introduction. There he argues that the work is quoted as Antony's by Peter of Damaskos; but in 
fact, although there are eight references to Antony in Peter, none of them is to this present piece.1 It will be noted 
that in the work there are no citations from Scripture. Although the Logos is sometimes mentioned (§§ 47, 156), 
there is nothing specifically Christian about these references. Nowhere is there any allusion to Jesus Christ, to the 
Church or to the sacraments. The Trinity is mentioned once (§ 141), but this appears to be an interpolation, as the 
sentence plays no organic part in the argument. Probably the reference to the guardian angel in § 62 is 

1 See I. Hausherr, 'Un ecrit stoiciensous Ie nom de Saint Antoine Ennite', in De Doctrine Spirituals Christianorum Olientaliam Quaestlones et 
Scrlpta, v (Orieataha Christiana, 86, Rome, 1933), pp. 212-16. 
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likewise a Christian interpolation; all that we have in this passage is the notion, familiar in Greek pagan thought, of a 
'personal daemon'. 

Throughout the work the doctrine of man is Stoic or Platonic rather than Christian. Nothing is said about the fall 
or about man's dependence on divine grace; the soul seems to need no redemption, but advances towards God 
through its own inherent powers. The body is sharply contrasted with the soul (§§ 124, 142): it is regarded, not as a 
true part of man, but as a garment to be shed (§ 81) or as an enemy to be hated (§§ 50, 117), although there is also a 
hint that the body may eventually be saved (§ 93). Matter is considered inherently evil (§§ 50, 89). The doctrine of 
providence in the work is Stoic rather than Christian. 



For these reasons, the Editors of the English translation do not regard the work On the Character of Men and on 
the Virtuous Life as a Christian writing, and they have therefore placed it in an appendix. 
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1. Men are often called intelligent wrongly. Intelligent men are not those who are erudite in the sayings and books 
of the wise men of old, but those who have an intelligent soul and can discriminate between good and evil. They 
avoid what is sinful and harms the soul; and with deep gratitude to God they resolutely adhere by dint of practice to 
what is good and benefits the soul. These men alone should truly be called intelligent. 

2. The truly intelligent man pursues one sole objective: to obey and to conform to the God of all. With this single 
aim in view, he disciplines his soul, and whatever he may encounter in the course of his life, he gives thanks to God 
for the compass and depth of His providential ordering of all things. For it is absurd to be grateful to doctors who 
give us bitter and unpleasant medicines to cure our bodies, and yet to be ungrateful to God for what appears to us to 
be harsh, not grasping that all we encounter is for our benefit and in accordance with His providence. For knowledge 
of God and faith in Him is the salvation and perfection of the soul. 

3. We have received from God self-control, forbearance, restraint, fortitude, patience, and the like, which are great 
and holy powers, helping us to resist the enemy's attacks. If we cultivate these powers and have them at our disposal, 
we do not regard anything that befalls us as painful, grievous or unbearable, realizing that it is human and can be 
overcome by the virtues within us. The unintelligent do not take this into account; they do not understand that all 
things happen for our benefit, rightly and as they should, so that our virtues may shine and we ourselves be crowned 
by God. 

4. You should realize that the acquisition of material things and their lavish use is only a short-lived fantasy, and 
that a virtuous way  
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of life, conforming to God's will, surpasses all wealth. When you reflect on this and keep it in mind constantly, you 
will not grumble, whine or blame anyone, but will thank God for everything, seeing that those who rely on repute 
and riches are worse off than yourself. For desire, love of glory and ignorance constitute the worst passion of the 
soul. 

5. The intelligent man, examining himself, determines what is appropriate and profitable to him, what is proper 



and beneficial to the soul, and what is foreign to it. Thus he avoids what is foreign and harmful to the soul and cuts 
him off from immortality. 

6. The more frugal a man's life, the happier he is, for he is not troubled by a host of cares; slaves, farm-workers or 
herds. For when we are attached to such things and harassed by the problems they raise, we blame God. But because 
of our self-willed desire we cultivate death and remain wandering in the darkness of a life of sin, not recognizing our 
true self. 

7. One should not say that it is impossible to reach a virtuous life; but one should say that it is not easy. Nor do 
those who have reached it find it easy to maintain. Those who are devout and whose intellect enjoys the love of God 
participate in the life of virtue; the ordinary intellect, however, is worldly and vacillating, producing both good and 
evil thoughts, because it is changeful by nature and directed towards material things. But the intellect that enjoys the 
love of God punishes the evil which arises spontaneously because of man's indolence. 

8. The uneducated and foolish regard instruction as ridiculous and do not want to receive it, because it would 
show up their uncouthness, and they want everyone to be like themselves. Likewise those who are dissipated in their 
life and habits are anxious to prove that everyone else is worse than themselves, seeking to present themselves as 
innocent in comparison with all the sinners around them. The lax soul is turbid and perishes through wickedness, 
since it contains within itself profligacy, pride, insatiate desire, anger, impetuosity, frenzy, murderousness, 
querulousness, jealousy, greed, rapacity, self-pity, lying, sensual pleasure, sloth, dejection, cowardice, morbidity, 
hatred, censoriousness, debility, delusion, ignorance, deceit and forgetfulness of God. Through these and suchlike 
evils the wretched soul is punished when it is separated from God.  
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9. Those who aim to practice the life of virtue and holiness should not incur condemnation by pretending to a 
piety which they do not possess. But like painters and sculptors they should manifest their virtue and holiness 
through their works, and should shun al] evil pleasures as snares. 

10. A wealthy man of good family, who lacks inward discipline and all virtue in his way of life, is regarded by 
those with spiritual understanding as under an evil influence; likewise a man who happens to be poor or a slave, but 
is graced with discipline of soul and with virtue in his life, is regarded as blessed. And just as strangers traveling in a 
foreign country lose their way, so those who do not cultivate the life of virtue are led astray by their desires and get 
completely lost. 

11. Those who can train the ignorant and inspire them with a love for instruction and discipline should be called 
molders of men. So too should those who reform the dissolute, remodeling their life to one of virtue, conforming to 
God's will. For gentleness and self-control are a blessing and a sure hope for the souls of men. 

12. A man should strive to practice the life of virtue in a genuine way; for when this is achieved it is easy to 
acquire knowledge about God. When a man reveres God with all his heart and with faith, he receives through God's 
providence the power to control anger and desire; for it is desire and anger which are the cause of all evils. 

13. A human being is someone who possesses spiritual intelligence or is willing to be rectified. One who cannot 
be rectified is inhuman. Such people must be avoided: because they live in vice, they can never attain immortality. 

14. When the intelligence is truly operative, we can properly be called human beings. When it is not operative, we 



differ from animals only in respect of our physical form and our speech. An intelligent man should realize that he is 
immortal and should hate all shameful desires, which are the cause of death in men. 

15. Every craftsman displays his skill through the material he uses: one man, for instance, displays it in timber, 
another in copper, another in gold and silver. Likewise we who are taught the life of holiness ought to show that we 
are human beings not merely by virtue of our bodily appearance, but because our souls are truly intelligent. The 
truly intelligent soul, which enjoys the love of God, knows everything in life in a direct and immediate way; it 
lovingly  
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woos God's favor, sincerely gives Him thanks, and aspires with all its strength towards Him. 
16. When navigating, helmsmen use a mark in order to avoid reefs or rocks. Likewise those who aspire to the life 

of holiness must mark carefully what they ought to do and what they ought to avoid; and, cutting off evil thoughts 
from the soul, they must grasp that the true, divine laws exist for their profit. 

17. Helmsmen and charioteers gain proficiency through practice and diligence. Likewise those who seek the life 
of holiness must take care to study and practice what conforms to God's will. For he who so wishes, and has grasped 
that it is possible, can with this faith attain incorruptibility. 

18. Regard as free not those whose status makes them outwardly free, but those who are free in their character and 
conduct. For we should not call men in authority truly free when they are wicked or dissolute, since they are slaves 
to worldly passions. Freedom and happiness of soul consist in genuine purity and detachment from transitory things. 

19. Keep in mind that you must always be setting an example through your moral life and your actions. For the 
sick find and recognize good doctors, not just through their words, but through their actions. 

20. Holiness and intelligence of soul are to be recognized from a man's eye, walk, voice, laugh, the way he spends 
his time and the company he keeps. Everything is transformed and reflects an inner beauty. For the intellect which 
enjoys the love of God is a watchful gate-keeper and bars entry to evil and defiling thoughts. 

21. Examine and test your inward character; and always keep in mind that human authorities have power over the 
body alone and not over the soul. Therefore, should they command you to commit murders or other foul, unjust and 
soul-corrupting acts, you must not obey them, even if they torture your body. For God created the soul free and 
endowed with the power to choose between good and evil. 

22. The intelligent soul endeavors to free itself from error, delusion, boastfulness, deceit, from jealousy, rapacity 
and the like, which are works of the demons and of man's evil intent. Everything is successfully achieved through 
persistent study and practice when one's desire is not impelled towards base pleasures. 

23. Those who lead a life of frugality and of self-privation deliver  
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themselves from dangers and have no need of protection. By overcoming all desire, they easily find the path that 
leads to God. 

24. Intelligent men have no need to listen to much talk, but should attend only to that which is profitable and 
guided by God's will. For in this way men regain life and eternal light. 

25. Those who seek to lead a life of holiness, enjoying the love of God, should free themselves from presumption 
and all empty and false self-esteem, and should try to correct their life and way of thinking. For an intellect that 
steadfastly enjoys the love of God is a way of ascent to Him. 

26. There is no profit in studying doctrines unless the life of one's soul is acceptable and conforms to God's will. 
The cause of all evils is delusion, self-deception and ignorance of God. 

27. Concentration on holiness of living, together with attentive-ness to the soul, lead to goodness and the love of 
God. For he who seeks God finds Him by overcoming all desires through persistence in prayer. Such a man does not 
fear demons. 

28. Those who are deluded by worldly hopes, and know how to practice the life of holiness only in theory, are 
like those who employ drugs and medical instruments without knowing how to use them or bothering to learn. 
Therefore, we must never blame our birth, or anyone but ourselves, for our sinful actions, because if the soul 
chooses to be indolent, it cannot resist temptation. 

29. A man who cannot discriminate between good and evil has no right to judge who is good and who evil. The 
man who knows God is good. If someone is not good, he knows nothing of God and never will; for the way to know 
God is by means of goodness. 

30. Men who are good and enjoy the love of God rebuke evildoers to their face. But when evil-doers are not 
present, such people neither criticize them nor allow others to do so. 

31. When talking with others all harshness should be avoided; for modesty and self-restraint adorn an intelligent 
person even more than a young girl. An intellect that enjoys the love of God is a light that shines on the soul, just as 
the sun shines on the body. 

32. Whatever passion arises in your soul, remember that those who have correct judgment, and want to keep 
secure what they have, take delight not in the ephemeral acquisition of material things, but in true and sound beliefs. 
It is these that make them happy. For wealth may be seized and stolen by more powerful men,  
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whereas holiness of soul is the only possession which is safe and cannot be stolen, and which saves after death those 
who have it. Fantasies about wealth and other pleasures do not delude those who understand this. 

33. Those who are inconstant and uninstructed should not argue with intelligent men. An intelligent man is one 



who conforms to God and mostly keeps silent; when he speaks he says very little, and only what is necessary and 
acceptable to God. 

34. Those who pursue a life of holiness, enjoying the love of God, cultivate the virtues of the soul, because the 
soul is their own possession and an eternal delight. In addition, whenever possible they take pleasure in such 
transitory things as come to them through God's will and gift. Even if these things are rather scanty, they use them 
gladly and gratefully. Luxurious meals nourish the body; but knowledge of God, self-control, goodness, 
beneficence, devoutness and gentleness deify the soul. 

35. Rulers who use force to make men undertake foul and soul-corrupting acts have no dominion over the soul 
because it is created with freedom of will. They may fetter the body, but not the power of decision, of which the 
intelligent man is the arbiter through God who created him. Because of this he is stronger than any authority, 
necessity or force. 

36. Those who consider it a misfortune to lose children, slaves, money or any other of their belongings, must 
realize that in the first place they should be satisfied with what is given them by God; 
and then, when they have to give it back, they should be ready to do so gratefully, without any indignation at being 
deprived of it, or rather at giving it back - for since they have been enjoying the use of what was not their own, they 
are now in fact returning it. 

37. A good man does not sell his inner freedom for money, even if he happens to be offered a huge sum. For 
things belonging to this life are like a dream, and the fantasies of wealth are uncertain and short-lived. 

38. Those who are truly men must endeavor to live with holiness and love of God, so that their holy life shines 
before others. Since men take pains to decorate white garments with narrow purple stripes which stand out and 
attract attention, how much more assiduously should they cultivate the virtues of the soul.  

39. Sensible people should examine carefully both their strength  
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and the degree of alertness of their soul's powers; in this way they should make ready to resist the passions in 
accordance with the strength implanted in their nature by God. It is self-control which resists beauty and all desire 
harmful to the soul, it is fortitude which resists pain and want; it is forbearance which resists abuse and anger; and so 
on. 

40. A man cannot become good and wise immediately, but only through much effort, reflection, experience, time, 
practice and desire for virtuous action. The man who is good and enjoys the love of God, and who truly knows Him, 
never ceases to do ungrudgingly all that accords with His will. Such men are rare. 

41. Men of dull wits should not despair of themselves and become lazy, disdaining the life of virtue and of love 
for God as being unattainable and incomprehensible to them. They should, instead, exercise such powers as they 
possess and cultivate themselves. For even if they cannot attain the highest level in respect of virtue and salvation, 
they may, through practice and aspiration, become either better or at least not worse, which is no small profit for the 
soul. 

42. Through his intelligence man is linked to that power which is ineffable and divine; and through his bodily 
nature he has kinship with the animals. A few men - those who are perfect and intelligent - endeavor both to root 



their mind in God the Savior and to keep their kinship with Him; and this is manifest through their actions and 
holiness of life. But most men, being foolish in soul, have renounced that divine and immortal sonship, turning 
towards a deadly, disastrous and short-lived kinship with the body. Concerning themselves, like animals, with 
material things and enslaved by sensual pleasures, they separate themselves from God; and through their desires 
they drag down their soul from heaven to the abyss. 

43. The man of intelligence, being deeply concerned for participation in the divine and union with it, will never 
become engrossed with anything earthly or base, but has his intellect always turned towards the heavenly and 
eternal. And he knows it is God's will that man should be saved, this divine will being the cause of all that is good 
and the source of the eternal blessings granted to men. 

44. When you find someone arguing, and contesting what is true and self-evident, break off the dispute and give 
way to such a man, since his intellect has been petrified. For just as bad water ruins good  
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wines, so harmful talk corrupts those who are virtuous in life and character. 
45. If we make every effort to avoid death of the body, still more should it be our endeavor to avoid death of the 

soul. There is no obstacle for a man who wants to be saved other than negligence and laziness of soul. 
46. Those who scorn to grasp what is profitable and salutary are considered to be ill. Those, on the other hand, 

who comprehend the truth but insolently enjoy dispute, have an intelligence that is dead; and their behavior has 
become brutish. They do not know God and their soul has not been illumined. 

47. God, by His Logos, created the different kinds of animals to meet the variety of our needs: some for our food, 
others for our service. And He created man to apprehend them and their actions and to appraise them gratefully. 
Man should therefore strive not to die, like the non-rational animals, without having attained some apprehension of 
God and His works. 

One must know that God is omnipotent; nothing can resist Him who is omnipotent. For man's salvation, out of 
nothing He created and creates by His Logos all that He wills. 

48. Celestial beings are immortal because they have divine goodness within them; whereas earthly beings have 
become mortal because of the self-incurred evil within them. This evil comes to the mindless through their laziness 
and ignorance of God. 

49. Death, when understood by men, is deathlessness; but, when not understood by the foolish, it is death. It is not 
this death that must be feared, but the loss of the soul, which is ignorance of God. This is indeed disaster for the 
soul. 

50. Evil is a passion found in matter, and so it is not possible for a body to come into being free from evil. The 
intelligent soul, grasping this, strives to free itself from the evil burden of matter; and when it is free from this 
burden, it comes to know the God of all, and keeps watch on the body as being an enemy and does not yield to it. 
Then the soul is crowned by God for having conquered the passions of evil and of matter. 

51. When the soul has come to recognize evil it hates it like the stench of a foul beast; but he who does not 
recognize evil loves it, and it holds him captive, making a slave of its lover. Then the unfortunate and wretched man 
can neither see nor understand his  
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true interest, but imagines that this evil is an adornment, and so he is happy. 
52. The pure soul, because of its innate goodness, is illumined and made resplendent by God; and then the 

intellect apprehends what is good and begets thoughts that accord with God's will. But when the soul is defiled by 
evil, and God turns away from it, or rather the soul separates itself from God, evil demons enter its thought 
processes and suggest unholy acts to it: adultery, murder, robbery, sacrilege and other such demonic acts. 

53. Those who know God are filled with good impulses; desiring the heavenly, they despise worldly objects. Such 
men neither like nor are liked by many people. Consequently numbers of idiots not only hate but also ridicule them. 
And they patiently endure all that comes from their poverty, knowing that what seems to many to be bad, for them is 
good. For he who comprehends the celestial believes in God, knowing that all are creatures of His will; whereas he 
who does not comprehend the celestial never believes that the world is a work of God and was made for man's 
salvation. 

54. Those who are full of evil and drunk with ignorance do not know God, and their soul is not watchful. God is 
spiritual; and though He is invisible, He is clearly manifest in visible things, as the soul is manifest in the body. And 
just as it is impossible for a body to subsist without a soul, so it is impossible for any thing that is visible and has 
being to subsist without God. 

55. Why was man created? In order that, by apprehending God's creatures, he might contemplate and glorify Him 
who created them for man's sake. The intellect responsive to God's love is an invisible blessing given by God to 
those whose life by its virtue commends itself to Him. 

56. A man is free if he is not a slave to sensual pleasures, but through good judgment and self-restraint masters the 
body and with true gratitude is satisfied with what God gives him, even though it is quite scanty. If the soul and the 
intellect that enjoys the love of God are in harmony, the whole body is peaceful even against its wishes; 
then, should the soul so want, every bodily impulse is extinguished. 

57. When men are not satisfied with what they need so as to remain alive but desire more, they enslave 
themselves to passions that disturb the soul, inflicting upon it thoughts and fantasies that what they have is 
inadequate. And just as tunics that are too large  

 
 
 

[V1] 338 

St Antony the Great 
 

On the Character of Men and on the Virtuous Life 

One Hundred and Seventy Texts 
 



hinder runners in a race, so the desire for more than one needs does not allow one's soul to struggle or to be saved. 
58. Any circumstance in which a man finds himself unwillingly is a prison and a punishment for him. So be 

content with whatever circumstances you may now be in, lest by being ungrateful you punish yourself unwittingly. 
This contentment can be achieved in but one way: through detachment from worldly things. 

59. Just as God has given us sight in order that we may recognize visible things - what is white, and what black - 
so, too, He has given us intelligence in order that we may discern what benefits the soul. Desire, detached from the 
intelligence, begets sensual pleasure, and does not allow the soul to be saved or to attain union with God. 

60. What takes place according to nature is not sinful; sin always involves man's deliberate choice. It is not a sin 
to eat; it is a sin to eat without gratitude, and not in an orderly and restrained manner such as will enable the body to 
be kept alive without inducing evil thoughts. It is not a sin to use one's eyes with purity; it is a sin to look with envy, 
arrogance and insatiable desire. It is a sin to listen not peacefully, but angrily; it is a sin to guide the tongue, not 
towards thanksgiving and prayer, but towards backbiting; it is a sin to- employ the hands, not for acts of 
compassion, but for murders and robberies. And thus every part of the body sins when by man's own choice it 
performs not good but evil acts, contrary to God's will. 

61. If you doubt that every act performed is observed by God, you must reflect that although you are a man and 
but dust, nonetheless you can watch and perceive many places at the same time; how much more, then, can God 
observe, since all things appear to Him as a mustard seed appears to man, and He gives life and food to all creatures 
as He wills? 

62. When you close the doors of your dwelling and are alone, you should know that there is present with you the 
angel whom God has appointed for each man; the Greeks call him the personal daemon. This angel, who is sleepless 
and cannot be deceived, is always present with you; he sees all things and is not hindered by darkness. You should 
know, too, that with him is God, who is in every place; for there is no place and nothing material in which God is 
not, since He is greater than all things and holds all men in His hand. 

65. If soldiers remain loyal to Caesar because he feeds them, how  
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much more ought we to try ceaselessly to give thanks to God with lips that are never silent, and to praise Him who 
created all things for man's sake? 

64. A virtuous way of life and gratitude towards God are fruits of man that are pleasing to God. The fruits of the 
earth are not brought to perfection immediately, but by time, rain and care; similarly, the fruits of men ripen through 
ascetic practice, study, time, perseverance, self-control and patience. And if, because of all you do, anyone should 
ever think that you are a devout man, distrust yourself so long as you are in the body, and think that nothing about 
you is pleasing to God. For you must know that it is not easy for anyone to keep himself sinless until the end. 

65. Nothing is more precious to man than intelligence. Its power is such as to enable us to adore God through 
intelligent speech and thanksgiving. By contrast, when we use futile or slanderous speech we condemn our soul. 
Now it is characteristic of an obtuse man to lay the blame for his sins on the conditions of his birth or on something 
else, while in fact his words and actions are evil through his own free choice. 

66. If we try to cure bodily passions in order to avoid the ridicule of people we chance to meet, how much more 



should we try to cure the passions of the soul; for when we are judged face to face by God we shall not wish to be 
found worthless and ridiculous. Since we have free will, although we may desire to perform evil actions, we can 
avoid doing so; and it is in our power to live in accordance with God's will. Moreover, no one can ever force us to 
do what is evil against our will. It is through this struggle against evil that we shall become worthy to serve God and 
live like angels in heaven. 

67. If you so wish, you are a slave of the passions; and if you so wish, you are free and do not yield to the 
passions. For God created you with free will; and he who overcomes the passions of the flesh is crowned with 
incorruption. If there were no passions there would be no virtues, and no crowns awarded by God to those who are 
worthy. 

68. Those who know what is good, and yet do not see what is to their benefit, are blind in soul and their power of 
discrimination has become petrified. Hence we should pay no attention to them, lest we too become blind and so are 
constrained to fall heedlessly into the same faults.  
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69. We should not become angry with those who sin, even if what they do is criminal and deserves punishment. 
On the contrary, for the sake of justice we ought to correct and, if need be, punish them ourselves or get others to do 
so. But we should not become angry or excited; for anger acts only in accordance with passion, and not in 
accordance with good judgment and justice. Moreover, we should not approve those who show more mercy than is 
proper. The wicked must be punished for the sake of what is good and just, but not as a result of the personal passion 
of anger. 

70. To gain possession of one's soul is the only acquisition which is safe and inviolable. It is achieved through a 
way of life that is holy and conforms to God's will through spiritual knowledge and the practice of good actions. By 
contrast, wealth is a blind guide and a foolish counselor, and he who uses wealth in an evil and self-indulgent 
manner loses his obtuse soul. 

71. Men must not acquire anything superfluous or, if they possess it, must know with certainty that all things in 
this life are by nature perishable, and easily plundered, lost or broken; and they must not be disheartened by 
anything that happens. 

72. You should know that the body's sufferings belong to it by nature, inasmuch as it is corruptible and material. 
The disciplined soul must, therefore, gratefully show itself persevering and patient under such sufferings, and must 
not blame God for having created the body. 

73. Those who compete in the Olympic games are not crowned after achieving victory over their first opponent, 
or their second or third, but only after they have defeated every one of their competitors. In the same way, therefore, 
all who wish to be crowned by God must train their souls to be disciplined in respect not only of bodily matters, but 
also of love of gain, rapacity, mode of life, envy, self-esteem, abuse, death and all such things. 

74. We should not pursue a godly and virtuous way of life in order to win human praise, but we should choose it 
for the sake of our soul's salvation: for death is daily before our eyes, and human affairs are unpredictable. 

75. We can choose to live with self-discipline, but we cannot become wealthy simply by an act of choice. Must 
we then condemn our soul by pursuing or even desiring a wealth which we cannot acquire by an act of choice, and 



which in any case is but a short-  
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lived fantasy? How foolishly we act, not realizing that the first of all the virtues is humility, just as the first of all the 
passions is gluttony and desire for worldly things, 

76. Intelligent people must ceaselessly remember that by enduring slight and passing sufferings in this life, we 
gain the greatest joy and eternal bliss after death. Therefore, if a man falls when struggling against the passions and 
wishing to be crowned by God, he should not lose heart and remain fallen, despairing of himself, but should rise and 
begin again the struggle to win his crown. Until his last breath he should rise whenever he has fallen; for bodily toil 
is a weapon used by the virtues, and brings salvation to the soul. 

77. If they are worthy, ordinary people and ascetics are provided through the circumstances of their life with the 
opportunities to be crowned by God. Hence, during this life they must make their faculties dead to all worldly 
things; for a dead man never concerns himself with anything worldly. 

78. A soul engaged in spiritual training, being deiform, must not cower with fear in the face of the passions, lest it 
be derided for cowardice; since if it is disturbed by fantasies of worldly things, the soul strays from its course. For 
the virtues of the soul lead to eternal blessings, while our self-willed vices result in eternal punishments. 

79. Man is attacked by his senses through the soul's passions. The bodily senses are five: sight, smell, hearing, 
taste and touch. Through these five senses the unhappy soul is taken captive when it succumbs to its four passions. 
These four passions are self-esteem, levity, anger and cowardice. When, therefore, a man through sound judgment 
and reflection has shown good generalship, he controls and defeats the passions. Then he is no longer attacked but 
his soul is at peace; and he is crowned by God, because he has conquered. 

80. When people come to an inn, some receive beds; others, having no bed, sleep on the ground, and these too 
snore just as much as those who sleep on beds. But when, after their night's stay, they leave the inn early next 
morning, all set off alike, each taking with him only what belongs to him. In the same way, all who come into this 
life, both those who live modestly, and those who enjoy wealth and ostentation, leave this life like an inn: each takes 
with him none of its pleasures and riches, but only his own past actions whether good or bad.  
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81. If you are in a position of high authority, do not lightly threaten someone with death, knowing as you do that 
by nature you, too, are subject to death and that the soul sheds the body as if shedding its last garment. Since you 
know this, be gentle and merciful, always giving thanks to God. For he who has no compassion has no virtue. 

82. To escape death is impossible. Knowing this, those who are truly intelligent and practiced in virtue and in 
spiritual thought accept death uncomplainingly, without fear or grief, recognizing that it is inevitable and delivers 
them from the evils of this life. 

83. We must not hate those who ignore the way of life which is good and conforms to God's will, and who pay no 
heed to the teachings that are true and divine. Rather, we must show mercy to them as being crippled in 
discrimination and blind in heart and mind. For in accepting evil as good, they are destroyed by ignorance; and, 
being wretched and obtuse in soul, they do not know God. 

84. Do not try to teach people at large about devoutness and right living. I say this, not because I begrudge them 
such teaching, but because I think that you will appear ridiculous to the stupid. For like delights in like: few - 
indeed, hardly any - listen to such instruction. It is better therefore not to speak at all about what God wills for man's 
salvation. 

8y. The soul suffers with the body, but the body does not suffer with the soul. Thus, when the body is cut, the soul 
suffers too; and when the body is vigorous and healthy, the soul shares its well-being. But when the soul thinks, the 
body is not involved and does not think with it; for thinking is a passion or property of the soul, as also are 
ignorance, arrogance, unbelief, greed, hatred, envy, anger, apathy, self-esteem, love of honor, contentiousness and 
the perception of goodness. All these are energized through the soul. 

86. When meditating on divine realities, be full of goodness, free from envy, devout, self-restrained, gentle, as 
generous as possible, kindly, peaceable, and so on. For to conform to God through such qualities, and not to judge 
anyone or to say that he is wicked and has sinned, is to render the soul inviolate. One should search out one's own 
faults and scrutinize one's own way of life, to see whether it conforms to God. What concern is it of ours if another 
man is wicked? 

87. He who is truly a man tries to be devout; and he is devout  
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when he does not desire what is alien to him. Everything created is alien to man. He is superior to all creatures 
because he is an image of God. A man is the image of God when he lives rightly and in a way that conforms to God. 
But he cannot live like this unless he detaches himself from worldly things. Now a man whose intellect enjoys the 
love of God is fully aware that everything beneficial to his soul and all his devoutness come from this detachment. 
Such a man does not blame another for sins he himself commits. This is the sign of a soul in which salvation is at 
work. 

88. Those who contrive to gain possession of transitory things by force are also attached to their desire to act 
viciously. They ignore the death and destruction of their own soul, and do not consider what is to their interest or 
reflect on what men suffer after death because of wickedness. 

89. Evil is a passion adherent to matter, but God is not the cause of evil. He has given men knowledge and 
understanding, the power of discriminating between good and evil, and free will. It is man's negligence and 



indolence that give birth to evil passions, while God is in no way the cause. The demons, like most men, have 
become evil as a result of the free choice of their own will.  

90. The man who lives devoutly does not allow evil to slip into his soul; and, no evil being present, his soul is safe 
from danger and harm. Such a man is dominated neither by demon nor by fate, for God delivers him from all evil 
and, protected like a god, he lives unharmed. If he is praised, he laughs within himself at those who praise him; if he 
is execrated, he does not defend himself against those who mock him, and he never gets angry at what they say. 

91. Evil clings closely to one's nature, just as verdigris to copper and dirt to the body. But the coppersmith does 
not create the verdigris, nor do parents create the dirt. Likewise, it is not God who has created evil. He has given 
man knowledge and discrimination so that he may avoid evil, knowing that it harms and punishes him. Thus when 
you see someone enjoying power and wealth, mind you are never deluded by some demon into thinking him happy. 
Quickly bring death before your eyes, and you will never have a desire for any evil or worldly object. 

92. Our God has granted immortality to those in heaven, but for those on earth He has created mutability, giving 
life and movement to the whole of creation; and all this for man's sake. So do  
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not be ensnared by the worldly fantasies of the demon who insinuates evil recollections into the soul, but 
immediately call to mind the blessings of heaven and say to yourself: 'If I so wish, it is in my power to win even this 
struggle against passion; but I shall not win if I am set on fulfilling my own desire.' So struggle in this way, since it 
can save your soul. 

93. Life is the union and conjuncture between intellect, soul and body, while death is not the destruction of these 
elements so conjoined, but the dissolution of their inter-relationship; for they are all saved through and in God, even 
after this dissolution. 

94. The intellect is not the soul, but a gift of God that saves the soul; and the intellect that conforms to God goes 
on ahead of the soul and counsels it to despise what is transitory, material and corruptible, and to turn all its desire 
towards eternal, incorruptible and immaterial blessings. And the intellect teaches man while still in the body to 
perceive and contemplate divine and heavenly realities, and everything else as well, through itself. Thus the intellect 
that enjoys the love of God is the benefactor and savior of the human soul. 

9j. When the soul is in the body it is at once darkened and ravaged by pain and pleasure. Pain and pleasure are 
like the humours of the body. But the intellect that enjoys the love of God, counterattacking, gives pain to the body 
and saves the soul, like a physician who cuts and cauterizes bodies. 

96. There are some souls which the intelligence does not control, and the intellect does not govern, in such a way 
as to check and restrain their passions - that is, pain and pleasure. These souls perish like mindless animals, since the 
intelligence is carried away by the passions like a charioteer who loses control over his horses. 

97. The greatest sickness of the soul, its ruin and perdition, is not to know God, who created all things for man 
and gave him the gifts of intellect and intelligence. Winged through these gifts, man is linked to God, knowing Him 
and praising Him. 

98. Soul is in the body, intellect is in the soul, and intelligence is in the intellect. When God is known and praised 



through all these, He makes the soul immortal, granting it incorruptibility and eternal delight; for God has granted 
the gift of being to all creatures solely through His goodness. 

99. God, being full of goodness and ungrudging bounty, not only  
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created man with free will but also endowed him with the capacity to conform to God if he so wishes. It is the 
absence of wickedness in man which conforms him to God. If, then, man praises the good actions and virtues of a 
soul which is holy and enjoys the love of God, and if he condemns ugly and wicked deeds, how much more so does 
God, who wishes for man's salvation. 

100. Whatever is good man receives from God, who is goodness itself: this is why man was created by God. But 
he attracts evils to himself out of himself and out of the wickedness, desire and obtuseness within him. 

101. The unintelligent soul, though immortal and the master of the body, becomes the body's slave through 
sensual pleasure. It does not realize that what delights the body harms the soul; but, stupid and obtuse, it seeks out 
such delight. 

102. God is good, man wicked. There is no evil in heaven, and no goodness on earth. Therefore the intelligent 
man chooses the better part and acknowledges the God of all; he thanks and praises God, and before death he hates 
the body; and he does not allow his evil senses to carry out their desires, for he knows their destructiveness and their 
strength. 

103. The wicked man delights in excess while he despises justice. He takes no account of the uncertainty, 
inconstancy and brevity of life, nor does he reflect that death cannot be bribed and is inexorable. And if an old man 
is shameless and stupid, he is like rotten wood and no use for anything. 

104. We savor pleasure and joy to the degree to which we taste affliction. One does not drink with pleasure 
unless one is thirsty, nor eat with pleasure unless hungry, nor sleep soundly unless very drowsy, nor feel joy without 
grief beforehand. Likewise we shall not enjoy eternal blessings unless we despise transient things. 

105. Intelligence is the servant of the intellect: whatever the intellect wills, the intelligence conceives and 
expresses. 

106. The intellect sees all things, including the celestial. Nothing darkens it except sin. To the pure intellect 
nothing is incomprehensible, just as for the intelligence nothing is beyond expression. 

107. By virtue of his body man is mortal; and by virtue of his intellect and intelligence he is immortal. Through 
silence you come to understanding; having understood, you give expression. It is in  
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silence that the intellect gives birth to the intelligence; and the thankful intelligence offered to God is man's 
salvation. 

108. He who says foolish things has no intellect, for he speaks without understanding. So learn what it befits you 
to do in order to save your soul. 

109. The intelligence which is wedded to the intellect and which gives help to the soul is a gift of God. But the 
intelligence which is full of babbling and which investigates the measurements and distances of sky and earth, and 
the size of the sun and the stars, characterizes a man who labors in vain. Fruitlessly vaunting himself, he pursues 
what is without profit, as if wishing to draw water with a sieve; for no man can resolve these matters. 

110. Only the man who pursues holiness, who knows and glorifies God who created him for salvation and life, 
can perceive heaven and understand heavenly things. For a man who enjoys the love of God is fully aware that 
nothing exists without God. God, being infinite, is everywhere and in all things. 

111. As man comes naked out of his mother's womb, so the soul comes naked out of the body. One soul comes 
out pure and luminous; another, blemished by faults; a third, black with its many sins. Thus the soul that is 
intelligent and enjoys the love of God reflects and meditates on the evils that follow death, and leads a devout life in 
order not to be entangled with them and so condemned. But unbelievers, fools that they are, commit impious and 
sinful acts, ignoring what is to come. 

112. Just as when you leave the womb you no longer remember what pertains to the womb, so when you leave the 
body you no longer remember what pertains to the body. 

113. When you left the womb you grew in bodily strength and excellence; equally, when leaving the body, if you 
are pure and unblemished you will grow in strength and incorruptibility, living in heaven. 

114. Just as the body has to be born when it has completed its time in the womb, so the soul has to leave the body 
when it has completed in the body the time assigned to it by God. 

115. According to how you treat the soul while it is in the body, so will it treat you when it leaves the body. He 
who has treated his body here softly and indulgently has treated himself ill after death. For, like a fool, he has 
condemned his soul. 

116. Just as a body cannot grow perfectly if it leaves its mother's  
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womb in a crippled state, so a soul cannot be saved or united with God if it leaves the body without attaining to 
knowledge of God through a virtuous way of life. 

117. The body, when it is united with the soul, comes from the darkness of the womb into the light. But the soul, 
when it is united with the body, is bound up in the body's darkness. Therefore we must hate and discipline the body 
as an enemy that fights against the soul. For over-indulgence in foods and delicacies excites the passions of vice in 
men, whereas restraint of the belly humbles these passions and saves the soul. 

118. The body sees by means of the eyes, and the soul by means of the intellect. A body without eyes is blind, and 



cannot see the sun shining on earth and ocean or enjoy its light. Likewise the soul without a pure intellect and a holy 
way of life is blind: it does not apprehend God, Creator and Benefactor of all, or glorify Him, and it cannot enjoy 
His incorruptibility and eternal blessings. 

119. Ignorance of God is obtuseness and stupidity of soul. For ignorance gives birth to evil, while from 
knowledge of God comes that goodness which saves the soul. If you are anxious to cut off your desires through 
watchfulness and knowledge of God, then your intellect will be concentrated upon the virtues. But if, drunk through 
ignorance of God, you try to fulfill your evil desires for self-indulgence, you will perish like a beast because you 
disregard the evils that will befall you after death. 

120. Providence is manifested in events which occur in accordance with divine necessity - such as the daily rising 
and setting of the sun, and the yielding of fruits by the earth. Law, similarly, is manifested in events which occur in 
accordance with human necessity. Everything has been created for man's sake. 

121. Since God is good, whatever He does. He does for man's sake. But whatever man does, he does for his own 
sake, both what is good and what is evil. Do not be astonished at the well-being of the wicked: you must realize that 
just as states employ executioners and, while not approving their terrible profession, use them to punish those who 
deserve it, in the same way God allows the wicked to tyrannize others in the worldly sphere as a means of punishing 
the impious. Afterwards He delivers the wicked also to judgment, because they have made people suffer in order to 
serve not God, but their own wickedness.  
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122. If those who worship idols knew and understood in their hearts what they worship, they would not be 
beguiled away from true reverence. Instead, seeing the beauty, order and divine providence of what God has made 
and is making, they would have acknowledged Him who created all this for man. 

123. Man, in so far as he is bad and unjust, is capable of killing. But God never ceases granting life even to the 
unworthy. Bounteous and full of goodness by nature, He willed that the world should be made and it was made. And 
it is made for man and his salvation. 

124. A true man is one who understands that the body is corruptible and short-lived, whereas the soul is divine 
and immortal and, while being God's breath, is joined to the body to be tested and deified. Now he who has 
understood what the soul is regulates his life in a way that is just and conforms to God; not submitting to the body, 
but seeing God with his intellect, he contemplates noetically the eternal blessings granted to the soul by God. 

125. God, being eternally good and bounteous, gave man power over good and evil. He made him the gift of 
spiritual knowledge, so that, through contemplating the world and what is in it, he might come to know Him who 
created all things for man's sake. But the impious are free to choose not to know. They are free to disbelieve, to 
make mistakes and to conceive ideas which are contrary to the truth. Such is the degree to which man has power 
over good and evil. 

126. God has ordained that the soul should be filled with intellect as the body grows, so that man may choose 
from good and evil what conforms to God. A soul which does not choose the good has no intellect. Hence, all bodies 
have souls, but not every soul has intellect. An intellect enjoying the love of God is present in the self-controlled, the 
holy, the just, the pure, the good, the merciful and the devout. The presence of intellect helps a man towards God. 



127. One thing alone is not possible for man: to be deathless.1 But it is possible for him to attain union with God, 
provided that he realizes that he can do so. For if he seeks God with his intellect, with faith and love and through a 
life of holiness, man can enter into communion with God. 

1 This should be understood as referring to the body and not to the soul; indeed, the body will also be rendered 
deathless after the final resurrection [note by St Nikodimos].  
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128. The eye perceives the visible; the intellect apprehends the invisible. The intellect that enjoys the love of God 
is the light of the soul. He who has such an intellect is illumined in his heart, and sees God with his intellect. 

129. No good man is immoral; but if a man is not good, he will certainly be evil and a lover of the body. The first 
virtue is to reject the demands of the flesh. If we detach ourselves from transitory, corruptible and material things - 
by our own free choice and not through lack of means to indulge in them - this makes us heirs of eternal and 
incorruptible blessings. 

130. If someone possesses intellect, he knows himself and what he is; and he knows, too, that man is subject to 
corruption. And he who knows himself knows all things: he knows that all things are created by God and made for 
man's salvation. For it lies in man's power correctly to apprehend all things and to hold correct beliefs concerning 
them. Such a man knows with certainty that those who detach themselves from worldly things must endure some 
slight hardship in this present life, but after death they receive from God eternal blessedness and peace. 

131. Just as the body is dead without the soul, so the soul without the intellect is inert and cannot receive God. 
132. Only to man does God listen. Only to man does God manifest Himself. God loves man and, wherever man 

may be. God too is there. Man alone is counted worthy to worship God. For man's sake God transforms Himself. 
133. For man's sake God has created everything: earth and heaven and the beauty of the stars. Men cultivate the 

earth for themselves; but if they fail to recognize how great is God's providence, their souls lack all spiritual 
understanding. 

134. Goodness is hidden, as are the things in heaven. Evil is manifest, as are earthly things. Goodness is that with 
which nothing can be compared. The man who possesses intellect always chooses what is best. Man alone, by virtue 
of his intellect, can attain an understanding of God and His creation. 

135. The intellect manifests itself in the soul, and nature in the body. The soul is divinized through the intellect, 
but the nature of the body makes the soul grow slack. Nature is present in all bodies, but intellect is not present in 
every soul; and so not every soul is saved.  

128. The eye perceives the visible; the intellect apprehends the invisible. The intellect that enjoys the love of God 
is the light of the soul. He who has such an intellect is illumined in his heart, and sees God with his intellect. 

129. No good man is immoral; but if a man is not good, he will certainly be evil and a lover of the body. The first 
virtue is to reject the demands of the flesh. If we detach ourselves from transitory, corruptible and material things - 
by our own free choice and not through lack of means to indulge in them - this makes us heirs of eternal and 
incorruptible blessings. 

130. If someone possesses intellect, he knows himself and what he is; and he knows, too, that man is subject to 
corruption. And he who knows himself knows all things: he knows that all things are created by God and made for 



man's salvation. For it lies in man's power correctly to apprehend all things and to hold correct beliefs concerning 
them. Such a man knows with certainty that those who detach themselves from worldly things must endure some 
slight hardship in this present life, but after death they receive from God eternal blessedness and peace. 

131. Just as the body is dead without the soul, so the soul without the intellect is inert and cannot receive God. 
132. Only to man does God listen. Only to man does God manifest Himself. God loves man and, wherever man 

may be. God too is there. Man alone is counted worthy to worship God. For man's sake God transforms Himself. 
133. For man's sake God has created everything: earth and heaven and the beauty of the stars. Men cultivate the 

earth for themselves; but if they fail to recognize how great is God's providence, their souls lack all spiritual 
understanding. 

134. Goodness is hidden, as are the things in heaven. Evil is manifest, as are earthly things. Goodness is that with 
which nothing can be compared. The man who possesses intellect always chooses what is best. Man alone, by virtue 
of his intellect, can attain an understanding of God and His creation. 

135. The intellect manifests itself in the soul, and nature in the body. The soul is divinized through the intellect, 
but the nature of the body makes the soul grow slack. Nature is present in all bodies, but intellect is not present in 
every soul; and so not every soul is saved.  

 
 
 

[V1] 350 

St Antony the Great 
 

On the Character of Men and on the Virtuous Life 

One Hundred and Seventy Texts 
 

136. The soul is in the world because it is begotten; but the intellect transcends the world, because it is 
unbegotten. The soul which understands the world and wishes to be saved constantly reflects upon this as her 
inviolable rule: the time for combat and testing is now, and it is not possible to bribe the Judge, and a man's soul 
may be either saved or lost through some small and shameful indulgence. 

137. On earth God has established birth and death; and in heaven, providence and necessity. All things were made 
for the sake of man and his salvation. Since God is not Himself in need of any good thing, it was for man that He 
created heaven, earth and the four elements, freely granting to him the enjoyment of every blessing. 

138. The mortal is inferior to the immortal, yet the immortal serves the mortal: thus the four elements serve man, 
through the inherent goodness of God the Creator and His love for man. 

139. A man whose destitution deprives him of the power to inflict harm is not therefore to be regarded as holy. 
But when someone has the power to inflict harm yet refrains from doing so, out of reverence for God sparing those 
who are weaker, he is greatly rewarded after death. 

140. Through the love of God our Creator, there are many ways that bring men to salvation, converting their souls 
and leading them up to heaven. For men's souls are rewarded for virtue and punished for sin. 

141. The Son is in the Father, and the Spirit is in the Son, and the Father is in both. Through faith man knows all 
the invisible and intelligible realities. Faith involves a voluntary assent of the soul. 

142. Men who are forced by need or circumstance to swim across a great river emerge safely if they are sober and 
watchful; and even if there are violent currents and they are briefly submerged, they save themselves by grasping the 
vegetation that grows on the banks. But if they happen to be drunk, then however well trained they may be as 
swimmers they are overcome by the wine; the current sucks them under and they lose their life. In the same way the 
soul, finding herself dragged down by the currents of worldly distractions, needs to regain sobriety, awakening from 



sinful materiality. She should come to know herself: that, though she is divine and immortal, yet 
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to test her God has joined her to a body, short-lived, mortal and subject to many passions. If, drunken with 
ignorance, indifferent to her true self, not understanding what she is, she lets herself be dragged down by sensual 
pleasures, she perishes and loses her salvation. For, like the current of a river, the body often drags us down into 
shameful pleasures. 

143. When the soul endowed with intelligence firmly exercises her freedom of choice in the right way, and reins 
in like a charioteer the incensive and the appetitive aspects of her nature, restraining and controlling her passionate 
impulses, she receives a crown of victory; and as a reward for all her labors, she is granted life in heaven by God her 
Creator. 

144. The truly intelligent soul is not disturbed when she sees the success of the wicked and the prosperity of the 
worthless. Unlike the stupid, she is not deluded by the gratification enjoyed by such people in this life. For she 
understands clearly the inconstancy of fortune, the uncertainty and brevity of life, and the unbribability of the Judge; 
and she is confident that God will not fail to provide her with the nourishment she needs. 

145. The life of the body, and the enjoyment of great wealth and worldly power are death to the soul. But toil, 
patient endurance, privation accepted with thankfulness, and the death of the body are life and eternal delight to the 
soul. 

146. The soul endowed with intelligence, indifferent to the material world and this swiftly-passing life, chooses 
the delight of heaven and the eternal life that is conferred on her by God because of her holiness. 

147. People with filthy clothes soil the coats of those who rub against them. Likewise, the immoral and wicked, 
when they come into contact with the simple-minded and speak to them about evil, defile such people's souls 
through their talk. 

148. The beginning of sin is desire, and this destroys our soul. The beginning of salvation and of the heavenly 
kingdom for the soul is love. 

149. Just as copper, when it has long lain unused and idle, and has not been cared for properly, deteriorates and 
becomes unserviceable and ugly with verdigris, so it is with the soul when she remains idle, neglecting holiness of 
life and conversion to God. By her evil actions she deprives herself of God's protection; and just as  
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copper is rotted away by verdigris, so is she rotted away by the evil that idleness produces in the material body, and 
she becomes ugly, unserviceable and incapable of attaining salvation. 

150. God is good, dispassionate and immutable. Now someone who thinks it reasonable and true to affirm that 
God does not change, may well ask how, in that case, it is possible to speak of God as rejoicing over those who are 
good and showing mercy to those who honor Him, while turning away from the wicked and being angry with 
sinners. To this it must be answered that God neither rejoices nor grows angry, for to rejoice and to be offended are 
passions; nor is He won over by the gifts of those who honor Him, for that would mean He is swayed by pleasure. It 
is not right to imagine that God feels pleasure or displeasure in a human way. He is good, and He only bestows 
blessings and never does harm, remaining always the same. We men, on the other hand, if we remain good through 
resembling God, are united to Him; but if we become evil through not resembling God, we are separated from Him. 
By living in holiness we cleave to God; but by becoming wicked we make Him our enemy. It is not that He grows 
angry with us in an arbitrary way, but it is our own sins that prevent God from shining within us, and expose us to 
the demons who punish us. And if through prayer and acts of compassion we gain release from our sins, this does 
not mean that we have won God over and made Him change, but that through our actions and our turning to God we 
have cured our wickedness and so once more have enjoyment of God's goodness. Thus to say that God turns away 
from the wicked is like saying that the sun hides itself from the blind. 

151. The truly devout soul knows the God of all. True devotion is simply to do God's will. This means to gain 
knowledge of God by being free from envy, self-restrained, gentle, as generous as possible, kindly, not quarrelsome, 
and by acquiring whatever else accords with God's will. 

152. The knowledge and fear of God are a cure for material passions. As long as ignorance of God is present in 
the soul, the passions remain incurable and rot the soul away; for evil in the soul is like a festering wound. God is 
not responsible for this, since He has given to man spiritual understanding and knowledge. 

153. God has filled man with spiritual understanding and knowledge, for He seeks to purify man from his 
passions and deliberate  
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wickedness; and in His love He desires to transform the mortal into the immortal. 
154. The intellect in a pure, devout soul truly sees God the unbegotten, invisible and ineffable, who is the sole 

purity in the pure of heart. 
155. Holiness, salvation and a crown of incorruption are given to the man who bears misfortunes cheerfully and 

with thankfulness. To control anger, the tongue, the belly and sensual pleasures is of the utmost benefit to the soul. 
156. God's providence controls the universe. It is present everywhere. Providence is the sovereign Logos of God, 

imprinting form on the unformed materiality of the world, making and fashioning all things. Matter could not have 
acquired an articulated structure were it not for the directing power of the Logos, who is the Image, Intellect, 
Wisdom and Providence of God. 

157. Desire that has its origin in the mind is the source of dark passions. And when the soul is engrossed in such 



desire, she forgets her own nature, that she is a breath of God; and so she is Carried away into sin, in her folly not 
considering the evils that she will suffer after death. 

158. Godlessness and love of praise are the worst and most incurable disease of the soul and lead to her 
destruction. The desire for evil signifies a lack of what is good. Goodness consists in doing with all our heart 
whatever is right and pleasing to the God of all. 

159. Man alone is capable of communion with God. For to man alone among the living creatures does God speak 
- at night through dreams, by day through the intellect. And He uses every means to foretell and prefigure the future 
blessings that will be given to those worthy of Him. 

160. For one who has faith and determination, it is not difficult to gain spiritual understanding of God. If you wish 
to contemplate Him, look at the providential harmony in all the things created by His Logos. All are for man's sake. 

161. A man is called holy if he is pure from sin and evil. The highest attainment of man's soul and that which 
most accords with God's will is for there to be no evil in him. 

162. A name designates one particular thing or person. Thus it is foolish to think that God, who is one and unique, 
has any other name,  
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The name 'God' designates Him who has no origin, and who created all things for man's sake. 
163. If you are conscious of sinful actions in yourself, cut the sinfulness out of your soul by thinking of the 

blessings that you hope to receive. For God is just and compassionate. 
164. A man knows God and is known by Him in so far as he makes every effort not to be separated from God; 

and he will succeed in this if he is good in every way and refrains from all sensual pleasure, not because he lacks the 
means to indulge such pleasure, but because of his own determination and self-control. 

165. Do good to one who wrongs you, and God will be your friend. Never slander your enemy. Practice love, 
restraint and moderation, patience, self-control and the like. For this is knowledge of God: to follow Him through 
humility and other such virtues. These are the actions not of every man, but of one whose soul possesses spiritual 
understanding. 

166. Because some people impiously dare to say that plants and vegetables have a soul, I will write briefly about 
this for the guidance of the simple. Plants have a natural life, but they do not have a soul. Man is called an intelligent 
animal because he has intellect and is capable of acquiring knowledge. The other animals and the birds can make 
sounds because they possess breath and soul. All things that are subject to growth and decline are alive; but the fact 
that they live and grow does not necessarily mean that they all have souls. There are four categories of living beings. 
The first are immortal and have souls, such as angels. The second have intellect, soul and breath, such as men. The 
third have breath and soul, such as animals. The fourth have only life, such as plants. The life of plants is without 
soul, breath, intellect or immortality. These four attributes, on the other hand, presuppose the possession of life. 
Every human soul is in continual movement. 

167. When images of some sensual pleasure arise in you, watch yourself so as not to be carried away by it. Pause 
a little, think about death, and reflect how much better it is consciously to overcome this illusory pleasure. 

168. Just as passion is present in the process of generation - for whatever comes into being in this world must 



also perish - so likewise evil is present in every passion. Do not therefore say that God is powerless to extirpate evil: 
to say that is to talk stupid  
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nonsense. All these passions pertain to materiality; yet there was no need for God to extirpate matter. He has, 
however, extirpated evil from men for their own good, by granting them intellect, understanding, spiritual 
knowledge, and the power to discern what is good, so that, realizing the harm that comes from evil, they may avoid 
it. But the fool pursues evil and is proud of doing so: he is like someone caught in a snare, who struggles helplessly 
in its toils. So he is never able to look up, and to see and know God, who has created all things that man may be 
saved and deified. 

169. Mortal creatures know in advance that they must die, and they resent the fact. The saintly soul is granted 
immortality because of her holiness, but mortality befalls the foolish and unhappy soul because of her sins. 

170. When you go to bed with a contented mind, recall the blessings and generous providence of God; be filled 
with holy thoughts and great joy. Then, while your body sleeps, your soul will keep watch; the closing of your eyes 
will bring you a true vision of God; your silence will be pregnant with sanctity, and in your sleep you will continue 
consciously to glorify the God of all with the full strength of your soul. For when evil is absent from man, his thank-
fulness is by itself more pleasing to God than any lavish sacrifice. To Him be glory through all the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 
 
The two works that follow, A Century of Spiritual Texts and Theoretikon,1 are ascribed in the Greek Philokalia 

to St Theodoros the Great Ascetic, a monk of the monastery of St Sabas near Jerusalem, who subsequently became 
bishop of Edessa in Syria (commemorated in the church calendar on 19 July). Historically he remains a shadowy 
figure, since his Life, written by Basil of Emesa, is often untrustworthy. Whereas St Nikodimos dates him to the 
seventh century, probably he should be placed two centuries later. 



The Century may be the work of St Theodoros, but the Theoretikon almost certainly is not. Largely a free 
paraphrase of Evagrios, the Century is not earlier than the seventh century, since it draws on St Maximos the 
Confessor's teaching concerning self-love, and not later than the beginning of the eleventh century, since it is found 
in a manuscript of 1023; a ninth-century date is therefore possible. The Theoretikon, a valuable summary of the 
spiritual life, is hard to fix chronologically, but it is undoubtedly much later than the Century. Its style and outlook 
suggest perhaps a fourteenth-century date, but it may even be as recent as the seventeenth century, which would 
make it one of the latest texts in the Philokalia. It is apparently incomplete, lacking both opening and conclusion. 

1 See J. Gouillard, 'Supercheries et m6prises litteraires. L'oeuvre de saint Theodore d'Edesse', Revue des etudes byzantines v (1947), pp. 137-57. 
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1. Since by God’s grace we have renounced Satan and his works and have sworn   allegiance to Christ, both at 
our baptism and now again through our profession as monks, let us keep His commandments. Not only does our 
double profession demand this of us, but it is also our natural duty, for since we were originally created by God as 
‘very good’ (Gen. 1:31), we owe it to God to be such. Although sin entered us through our negligence and 
introduced into us what is contrary to nature, we have been reclaimed through God’s great mercy, and renewed by 
the passion of Him who is dispassionate. We have been ‘bought with a price’ (1 Cor. 6:20), namely by the blood of 
Christ, and liberated from the ancient ancestral sin. If, then, we become righteous, this is nothing great; but to fall 
from righteousness is pitiable and deserves condemnation. 

2. Just as a good act performed without genuine faith is quite dead and ineffective, so too faith alone without 
works of righteousness does not save us from eternal fire; for ‘he who loves Me’, says the Lord, ‘will keep My 
commandments’, (cf. John 14:45, 23). If, then, we love the Lord and believe in Him, we shall exert ourselves to 
fulfill His commandments, so as to be granted eternal life. But how can we call ourselves faithful if we neglect to 
keep His ordinances, which all creation obeys, and if, although we have been honored above all creation, we are the 
only creatures who disobey the Creator and show ourselves ungrateful to our Benefactor?  

3. When we keep Christ’s commandments we do not benefit Him in any way, since He is in need of nothing and 
is the bestower of every blessing. It is ourselves that we benefit, since we win for ourselves eternal life and the 
enjoyment of ineffable blessings.  

4. If anyone whatsoever opposes us in the fulfillment of God’s commandments, even if it is our father or 
mother, we ought  
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to regard him with hatred and loathing, lest we be told: ‘He who loves father or mother or anyone else whatsoever 
more than Me is not worthy of Me’ (cf. Matt. 10:37).  

5. Let us bind ourselves with all our strength to fulfill the Lord’s commandments, lest we ourselves should be 
held by the unbreakable cords of our evil desires and soul-corrupting pleasures (cf. Prov, 5:22), and lest the sentence 
passed on the barren fig tree should be passed on us as well; ‘Cut it down, so that it does not clutter up the ground’ 
(Luke 13:7). For, as Christ says, whatever ‘does not produce good fruit is hewn down, and cast into the fire’ (Matt. 
3:10).  

6. He who gives himself to desires, and sensual pleasures and lives according to the world’s way will quickly be 
caught in the nets of sin. And sin, when once committed, is like fire put to straw, a stone rolling downhill or a torrent 
eating away its banks. Such pleasures, then, bring complete perdition on him who embraces them.  

7. So long as the soul is in a state contrary to nature, running wild with the weeds and thorns of sensual 
pleasures, it is a dwelling-place of grotesque beasts. Isaiah’s words apply to it: ass-centaurs shall rest there, and 
hedgehogs make their lair in it, and there demons will consort with ass«centaurs (cf. Isa. 34:11, 14. LXX) - for all 
these animals signify the various shameful passions. But the soul, so long as it is joined to the flesh, can recall itself 
to its natural state at any time it wishes; and whenever it does so and disciplines itself with diligent effort, living in 
accordance with God’s law, the wild beasts that were lurking inside it will take to flight, while the angels who guard 
our life will come to its aid, making the soul’s return a day of rejoicing (cf. Luke 15:7). And the grace of the Holy 
Spirit will be present in it, teaching it spiritual knowledge, so that it may be strengthened in what is good and rise to 
higher levels.  

8. The Fathers define prayer as a spiritual weapon. Unless we are armed with it we cannot engage in warfare, 
but are carried off as prisoners to the enemy’s country. Nor can we acquire pure prayer unless we cleave to God with 
an upright heart. For it is God who gives prayer to him who prays and who teaches man spiritual knowledge.  

9. It does not lie within our power to decide whether or not the passions are going to harass and attack the soul. 
But it does lie within  
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power to prevent impassioned thoughts from lingering within us and arousing the passions to action. The first of 
these conditions is not sinful, inasmuch as it is outside our control; where the second is concerned, if we fight 
against the passions and overcome them we are rewarded, but we shall be punished if because of laziness and cow-
ardice we let them over-come us. 



10. There are three principal passions, through which all the rest arise: love of sensual pleasure, love of riches, 
and love of praise. Close in their wake follow five other evil spirits, and from these five arise a great swarm of 
passions and all manner of evil. Thus he who defeats the three leaders and rulers simultaneously overcomes the 
other five and so subdues all the passions.  

11. Memories of all the impassioned actions we have performed exert an impassioned tyranny over the soul. 
But when impassioned thoughts have been completely erased from our heart, so that they no longer affect it even .is 
provocations, this is a sign that our former sinful acts have been forgiven. For so long as the heart is stimulated by 
passion, sin clearly reigns there.  

12. Bodily passions or passions concerned with material things are reduced and withered through bodily 
hardship, while the unseen passions of the soul are destroyed through humility, gentleness and love.  

13. Self-control together with humility withers passionate desire, love calms inflamed anger, and intense prayer 
together with mindfulness of God concentrates distracted thoughts. Thus the tripartite soul is purified. It was to this 
end that the apostle said: ‘Pursue peace with all men and the holiness without which no one will see the Lord’ (Heb. 
12:14).  

14. Many people wonder whether thought stimulates the passions or the passions stimulate thought. Some say 
the first and some the second. My own view is that thoughts are stimulated by the passions. For unless passions were 
in the soul, thoughts about them would not disturb it.  

15. The demons, who are always waging war against us, try to prevent us from performing actions that are 
within our power and that would help us to acquire the virtues, while at the same time they suggest ways of 
accomplishing things that in fact are impossible or else out of place. They compel those progressing in obedience to 
follow the hesychasts’ way of life; and they implant in hesychasts  
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and hermits a desire for the coenobitic rule. They use a similar method with respect to every virtue. So let us be 
mindful of their designs, knowing that all things are good in their proper time and measure, while things lacking 
measure and out of place are noxious. 

16. With those who live in the world and are associated with the material things that feed the passions, the 
demons wage war through practical activities; while with those who dwell in the wilderness, where material things 
are rare, they fight by troubling them with evil thoughts. This second mode of warfare is far more difficult to cope 
with; for warfare through things requires a specific time and place, and a fit occasion, whereas warfare of the 
intellect is mercurial and hard to control. But as our trusty weapon in this incorporeal fight we have been given pure 
prayer: that is why we are told to pray without ceasing (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17), Prayer strengthens the intellect in the 
struggle, since it can be practiced even without the body taking part.  



17. With reference to the perfect mortification of the passions  St Paul says: ‘They that are Christ’s have 
crucified the flesh together with the passions and desires’ (Gal. 5:24). For when we mortify the passions, utterly 
destroy desires, and subjugate the will of the flesh to the Spirit, we take up the cross and follow Christ (cf. Matt. 
16:24). For withdrawal from the world is nothing else but the mortification of the passions and the manifestation of 
the life that is hidden in Christ (cf. Col. 3:3-4).  

18. Those who have given up their hour-by-hour warfare, because of their distress at the rebelliousness of ‘the 
body of this death’ (Rom. 7:24), should blame not the flesh, but themselves. For if they had not given it the strength, 
providing for it so it could gratify its desires (cf. Rom. 13:14), they would not have been so greatly distressed by it. 
Do they not see how those who have crucified themselves together with their passions and desires, and who 
proclaim the death of Jesus in their mortal flesh (cf. 2 Cor. 4:10), have made the flesh tractable and obedient to the 
law of God, so that it proves an ally rather than an adversary in their aspirations towards the divine? Let them do 
likewise and they will enjoy the same peace.  

19. Every assent in thought to some forbidden desire, that is, every submission to self-indulgence, is a sin for a 
monk. For first the thought begins to darken the intellect through the passable aspect of the soul, and then the soul 
submits to the pleasure, not  
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holding out in the fight. This is what is called assent, which - as has been said - is a sin. When assent persists it 
stimulates the passion in question. Then little by little it leads to the actual committing of the sin. This is why the 
prophet calls blessed those who dash the children of Babylon against the stones (cf. Ps. 137: 9). People with 
understanding and discretion will know what is meant.  

20. Being servants of love and peace, the angels rejoice over our repentance (cf. Luke 15:7) and our progress in 
holiness. Hence they try to develop spiritual contemplation within us and they cooperate with us in the achieving of 
every form of blessing. The demons, on the contrary, being producers of anger and of evil, rejoice when holiness 
diminishes in us, and they attempt to seduce our souls with shameful fantasies.  

21. Faith is a quality inherent in our nature. It begets in. us the fear of God; and fear of God instills that keeping 
of the commandments which constitutes the practice of the virtues. From such practice grows the previous flower of 
dispassion. The offspring of dispassion is love, which is the fulfillment of all the commandments (cf. Rom. 13:10), 
bidding and holding them in unity.  

22. When the body’s perception is sound one is aware of what sickness afflicts it, while if one is not aware one 
is a victim of obtuseness. Similarly, the intellect, as long as it preserves its own proper energy, is conscious of its 
powers and knows from where the tyrannizing passions enter it; and it makes a determined stand against them. But it 
is terrible to pass one’s days in a state of oblivion, like one who fights by night, not being able to see the evil 
thoughts against which one is battling.  



23. When our intelligence unyieldingly devotes itself to the contemplation of the virtues, and our desire is 
focused solely on this and on Christ who bestows it, while our soul’s incensive power arms itself against the 
demons, then our faculties are acting according to nature.  

24. Every deiform soul is tripartite, according to Gregory the Theologian. Virtue, then established in the 
intelligence, he calls discretion, understanding and wisdom; when in the incensive power, he calls it courage and 
patience; and when in the faculty of desire, he calls it love, self-restraint and self-control. Justice or  
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right judgment penetrates all three aspects of the soul, enabling them to function in harmony. Through discretion the 
soul fights against the hostile powers and defends the virtues. Through self-restraint it views things dispassionately. 
Through love it urges a man to love all men as himself. Through self-control it eliminates every sensual pleasure. 
Finally, through courage and patience it arms itself against its invisible enemies. This is the harmony of the melo-
dious organ of the soul. 

25. Let him who cultivates self-restraint and longs for blessed purity - which could rightly be called dispassion 
- discipline the flesh and bring it into subjection, with humble thoughts invoking divine grace, and he will achieve 
the aim he desires. But he who feeds the body intemperately will be tormented by the demon of unchastity. Just as 
much water puts out a flame, so hunger or self-control combined with humility of soul extinguishes the fever of the 
flesh and of shameful fantasies.  

26. If you love Christ you must keep the passion of rancor far from your soul. You should on no account yield 
to feelings of hostility: rancor lurking in the heart is like fire hidden in stalks of dry flax. Rather you should pray 
fervently for anyone who has grieved you, and you should help him, if you have the means. By this action your soul 
will be delivered from death (cf. Tobit  4:10) and nothing will hinder your communion with God when you pray.  

27. The Lord dwells in the souls of the humble; but shameful passions fill the hearts of the proud. Nothing so 
strengthens these passions against us as arrogant thoughts, and nothing uproots the evil herbs of the soul so 
effectively as blessed humility. Hence humility is rightly called the executioner of passions.  

28. Let your soul be free of evil fantasies and illumined with thoughts of what is truly noble. Constantly 
remember the saying, ‘A self-indulgent heart becomes a prison and a chain for the soul when it leaves this life; 
whereas an assiduous heart is an open door.’ Truly, when pure souls leave the body they are guided by angels who 
lead them to the life of blessedness. But unclean and unrepentant souls will be taken in charge by the demons.  

29. Beautiful is a head adorned with a precious diadem, set with Indian stones and lustrous pearls. But 
incomparably more beautiful  
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is a soul rich in Acknowledge of God, illumined by the most lucid contemplation and having the Holy Spirit 
dwelling within it. Who can adequately describe the beauty of that blessed soul? 

30. Do not let anger and wrath make their home in you; for ‘an angry man is not dignified’ (Prov. 11:25. LXX), 
whereas wisdom dwells in the hearts of the gentle. If the passion of anger dominates your soul, those who live in the 
world will prove to be better than you, and you will be put to shame as unworthy of monastic solitude.  

31. In every trial and in all warfare use prayer as your invincible weapon, and by the grace of Christ you will 
be victorious. Let your prayer be pure, as our wise teacher counsels. For he says: ‘I would have men pray 
everywhere, lifting up holy hands, without anger and without quarrelling’ (1 Tim. 2:8). But the person who neglects 
such prayer will be delivered over to trials and passions.  

32. ‘Wine makes glad the heart of man’ (Ps. 104:15). But you who have professed sorrow and grief should turn 
away from such gladness and rejoice in spiritual gifts. If you rejoice in wine, you will live with shameful thoughts 
and distress will overwhelm you.  

33. Do not plan to spend feast-days in drinking wine, but in regenerating your intellect and purifying your soul. 
If you eat gluttonously and drink wine you will provoke anger in the person whom the feast is honoring.  

34. We have been instructed to keep vigil - with prayers, readings, and the recitation of the Psalter - at all 
times, and especially at feasts. A monk who keeps vigil refines his mind for contemplation, whereas much! sleep 
coarsens the intellect. But take care that during vigils you do not pass the time in empty gossip or evil thoughts. It is 
better to be asleep than to keep vigil with vain words and thoughts.  

35. He who keeps a serpent in his breast and he who keeps an evil thought in his heart will both be killed, the 
one by being bitten in the body by venomous fangs and the other by injecting a lethal poison into his soul. Let us, 
then, speedily slay the ‘offspring of vipers’ (Matt. 3:7), and let us not bring forth evil thoughts from our heart, lest 
we suffer bitter pangs.  

36. A pure soul can truly be called a ‘chosen vessel’ (Acts 9:15), ‘an enclosed garden’, ‘a sealed fountain’ 
(Song of Solomon 4:12), and ‘a throne of perceptiveness’ (Prov. 12:23. LXX). But a soul polluted with filthy 
impurities stinks like a sewer.  
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37. I have heard from elders experienced in the practice of the virtues that evil thoughts are engendered in the 
soul by showy clothes, the belly’s repletion and bad company.  

38. Desire for material wealth must not lodge in the souls of those pursuing the spiritual way. For a monk with 
many possessions is an over-laden ship, driven by the storm of cares and sinking in the deep waters of distress. Love 
of riches begets many passions, and has aptly been called ‘the root of all evil’ (1 Tim. 6:10).  

39. A condition of total poverty, combined with silence, is a treasure hidden in the field of the monastic life (cf. 
Matt. 13:44). So ‘go and sell all you have and give to the poor’ (Matt. 19:21), and acquire this field. And when you 
have” dug up the treasure, keep it inviolate, so that you may become rich with a wealth that is inexhaustible.  

40. When you have taken up your dwelling with a spiritual father and find that he helps you, let no. one 
separate you from his love and from living with him. Do not judge him in any respect, do not revile him even though 
he censures or strikes you, do not listen to someone who slanders him to you, do not side with anyone who criticizes 
him, lest the Lord should be angered with you and blot you out of the book of the living (cf. Exod. 32:33).  

41. The struggle to achieve obedience is won by means of renunciation, as we have learned. He who seeks to 
be obedient must arm himself with three weapons: faith, hope, and divine and holy love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13). Thus 
defended, he will ‘fight the good fight’ and receive ‘a crown of righteousness’ (2 Tim. 4:7-8).  

42. Do not judge the actions of your spiritual father, but obey his commands. For the demons are in the habit of 
showing you his defects, so that your ears may be deaf to what he tells you. They aim either to drive you from the 
arena as a feeble and cowardly fighter, or simply to terrify you with thoughts that undermine your faith, and so to 
make you sluggish about every form of virtue.  

43. A monk who disobeys the commands of his spiritual father transgresses the special vows of his profession. 
But he who has embraced obedience and slain his own will with the sword of humility has indeed fulfilled fee 
promise that he made to Christ in the presence of many witnesses.  

44. From our own observations we have clearly perceived that the enemies of our life, the demons, are 
exceedingly jealous of those  
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pursuing the ascetic way under obedience to a spiritual father. Gnashing their teeth at them and devising all sorts of 
schemes, they do and suggest everything possible so as to separate a monk from his spiritual father’s care. They 
propose plausible excuses, they contrive irritations, they arouse hatred against the father, they represent his 



admonitions as rebukes, they make his words of correction seem like sharpened arrows. Why, they ask, since you 
are free, have you become a slave - a slave to a merciless master? How long will you wear yourself out under the 
yoke of servitude and not see the light of freedom? Then they make suggestions about giving hospitality, visiting the 
sick and caring for the poor. Next they extol above measure the rewards of extreme stillness and solitude, and sow 
all sorts of evil weeds in the heart of the devout warrior, simply to cast him out of the fold of his spiritual father; and 
having unmoored him from that untroubled haven they drive him out to sea, into the fierce and soul-destroying 
tempest. Finally, when they have enslaved him to their own authority, they use him according to their own evil 
desires. 

45. You who are under obedience to a spiritual father must be alert to the cunning of your enemies and 
adversaries. Do not forget your profession and promise to God; do not be defeated by insults; do not be afraid of 
reproof, mockery or sneering; do not give way to the proliferation of evil thoughts; do not evade your father’s 
strictures; do not dishonor the blessed yoke of humility by daring to be self-satisfied and presumptuous. Instead, 
rooting in your heart the Lord’s words, ‘He who endures to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 10:22), patiently run the 
race that is set before you, ‘looking to Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith’ (Heb. 12:1-2).  

46. The goldsmith purifies gold by smelting it in a furnace. And a novice must surrender himself to the struggle 
for obedience and to the fiery ordeals of a holy life, learning with toil and much patience the practice of obedience. 
And once his old manners and habits have been melted down and he learns true humility, he becomes radiant, fit for 
heavenly treasures, for a life of immortality and a blessed repose whence ‘pain and sorrow have fled away’ (Isa. 
35:10. LXX), and where gladness and continual joy flourish.  

47. True inward faith begets fear of God. Fear of God teaches us to keep the commandments. For where there 
is fear, it is said, there the commandments are kept. The keeping of the commandments  
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establishes practical virtue, the precursor of contemplative virtue. Of these the fruit is dispassion. Through 
dispassion, love is born in us. Concerning love the beloved disciple said, ‘God is love, and he who dwells in love 
dwells in God, and God in him’ (1 John 4:16). 

48. The monk’s way of life is truly full of beauty and excellence, provided it accords with the rules and laws 
laid down by its founders and directors, taught as they were by the Holy Spirit. The warrior of Christ must be above 
material things and detached from all worldly thoughts and deeds; for, as St Paul says: ‘In order to please the leader 
who has chosen him, the soldier going to war does not entangle himself in the affairs of this life’ (2 Tim. 1:4).  

49. The monk, therefore, must be detached from material things, must be dispassionate, free from all evil 
desires, not given to soft living, not a tippler, not slothful, not indolent, not a lover of wealth, pleasure or praise. 
Unless he raises himself above all these things, he will fail to achieve the angelic way of life. For those who do 



achieve it, the yoke is easy and the burden is light (cf. Matt. 11:30), divine hope sustaining them in all things. This 
life and its activities are full of delight, and the lot of the soul that has attained it is blessed and ‘cannot be taken 
away’ (Luke 10:42).  

50. If you have renounced worldly cares and undertaken the ascetic struggle you should not desire to have 
wealth for distribution to the poor. For this is another trick of the devil who arouses self-esteem in you so as to fill 
your intellect with worry and restlessness. Even if you have only bread or water, with these you can still meet the 
dues of hospitality. Even if you do not have these, but simply make the stranger welcome and offer him a word of 
encouragement, you will not be failing in hospitality. Think of the widow mentioned in the Gospel by our Lord: with 
two mites she surpassed the generous gifts of the wealthy (cf. .Mark 12:42-44).  

51. These things apply to monks pursuing the life of stillness. But those under obedience to a spiritual father 
should have only one thought in mind - to depart in nothing from his commands. For if they achieve this, they 
achieve everything. But if they depart from such Strict obedience they will fail completely in the spiritual life and in 
every form of virtue.  

52. Since you are a friend of Christ, let me give you this further piece of advice. You must aspire to live in 
exile, free from the conditions and ways of your own country. Do not be caught up by  
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anxiety for your parents or by ties of affection to your relatives. Do not stay in a town but persevere in the 
wilderness, saying like the prophet: ‘Lo, then would I wander far off, and remain in the wilderness’ (Ps. 55:7 LXX). 

53. Seek out places which are secluded and far from the world. And even if there is a scarcity of essentials in 
the place you choose, do not be afraid. If your enemies should encircle you like bees (cf. Ps. 118:12) or pernicious 
drones, assaulting you and disturbing you with all kinds of thoughts, do not be scared, do not listen to them, do not 
withdraw from the struggle. Rather, endure patiently, always saying to yourself: ‘I waited patiently for the Lord; and 
He heard me, and listened to my supplication’ (Ps. 40:1. LXX). And then you will see the great things God does. His 
help, His care and all His forethought for your salvation.  

54. If you are a friend of Christ you should have as friends persons who are of benefit to you and contribute to 
your way of life. Let your friends be men of peace, spiritual brethren, holy fathers. It is of such that our Lord was 
speaking when He said: ‘My mother and brethren are those who do the will of My Father who is in heaven’ (cf. 
Matt. 12:49-50).  

55. Do not hanker after varied and costly foods or lethal pleasures. For ‘she that indulges in pleasure’, it is said, 
‘is dead while still alive’ (1 Tim. 5: 6). Even with ordinary foods, avoid satiety as far as possible. For it is written; 
‘Do not be deceived by the filling of the belly’ (Prov. 24:15.  LXX).  

56. You must avoid continually wasting time outside your cell, if you have indeed chosen to practice stillness. 



For it is most harmful, depriving you of grace, darkening your mind and sapping your aspiration. This is why it is 
said: ‘Restlessness of desire perverts the guileless intellect’ (Wisd. 4:12). So restrict your relationships with other 
people, lest your intellect should become distracted and your life of stillness disrupted.  

57. When sitting in your cell, do not act in a mindless and lazy manner. ‘To journey without direction’, it is 
said, ‘is wasted effort.’ Instead, work purposefully, concentrate your intellect and always keep before your eyes the 
last hour before your death. Recall the vanity of the world, how deceptive it is, how sickly and  
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worthless; reflect on the dreadful reckoning that is to come, how the harsh keepers of the toll homes will bring 
before as one by one the actions, words and thoughts which they suggested but which we accepted and made our 
own. Recall the chastisements in hell, and the state of the souls imprisoned there. Recall, too, that great and fearful 
day, the day of the general resurrection, when we are brought before God, and the final sentence of the infallible 
Judge. Bring to mind the punishment that befalls sinners, the reproach, the reprobation of the conscience, how they 
will be rejected by God and cast into the age-long fire, to the worm that does not die, to the impenetrable darkness 
where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth (cf. Mark 9:44, Matt. 8:12). Meditate on all the other chastisements, 
and let your tears continually drench your cheeks, your clothes, the place where you are sitting. I have known many 
men in whom such thoughts have produced an abundance of tears, and who in this way have wonderfully cleansed 
all the powers of their soul.  

58. But think also of the blessings which await the righteous: how they will stand at Christ’s right hand, the 
gracious voice of the Master, the inheritance of the heavenly kingdom, the gift which is beyond the intellect’s grasp, 
that sweet light, the endless joy, never interrupted by grief, those heavenly mansions, life with the angels, and all the 
other promises made to those who fear the Lord.  

59. Let these thoughts dwell with you, sleep with you, arise with you. See that you never forget them but, 
wherever you are, keep them in mind, so that evil thoughts may depart and you may be filled with divine solace. 
Unless a soul is strengthened with these thoughts it cannot achieve stillness. For a spring which has no water does 
not deserve its name.  

60. This is the way of life ordained for those who live in still-.ness: fasting to the limit of one’s strength, vigils, 
sleeping on the ground, and every other form of hardship for the sake of future repose. For, says St Paul, ‘the 
sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us’ (Rom. 
8:18). Especially important is pure prayer - prayer which is unceasing and uninterrupted. Such prayer is a safe 
fortress, a sheltered harbor, a protector of virtues, a destroyer of passions. It brings vigor to the soul, purifies the 
intellect, gives rest to those who suffer, consoles those who mourn. Prayer is converse with God, contemplation of 
the invisible, the angelic mode of life, a stimulus  
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towards the divine, the assurance of things longed for, ‘making real the things for which we hope’ (Heb. 11:1). As 
an ascetic you must embrace this queen of the virtues with all your strength. Pray day and night. Pray at times of 
rejection and at times of exhilaration. Pray with fear and trembling, with a watchful and vigilant mind, so that your 
prayer may be accepted by the Lord. For, as the psalmist says: ‘The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous, and His 
ears are open to their prayer’ (Ps. 34:15). 

61. It has been said aptly and appositely by one of the ancients that, among the demons opposing us, there are 
three groups that fight in the front line: those entrusted with the appetites of gluttony, those that suggest avaricious 
thoughts, and those that incite us to self-esteem. All the other demons follow behind and in their turn attack those 
already wounded by the first three groups.  

62. Indeed, we have come to know from out own observations that it is not possible for a man to fall into sin or 
be subject to a particular passion unless he has previously been wounded by one of these three. That is why the devil 
attacked our Savior with these three thoughts (cf. Matt. 4:1-10). But our Lord, having shown Himself superior to 
them, commanded the devil to depart, in His goodness and compassion bequeathing to us the victory He had 
achieved. He assumed a body in all respects like ours, but without sin (cf. Heb. 4:15), and showed us the unerring 
path of sinless-ness, by following which we form in ourselves the new man, who is ‘formed again . . . according to 
the image of his Creator’ (Col. 3:10).  

63. David teaches us to hate the demons ‘with perfect hatred’ (Ps. 139:22), inasmuch as they are the enemies of 
our salvation. This hatred is most necessary for the task of acquiring holiness. But who is the man who hates his 
enemies with perfect hatred? He who no longer sins either in act or in thought. Yet so long as the instruments of our 
friendship with them - that is to say, the things that provoke the passions - are still present in us, how shall we 
achieve such hatred against them? For a self-indulgent heart cannot nurture this hatred within itself.  

64. Dispassion is the wedding garment of the deiform soul that is separated from worldly pleasures, has 
renounced misdirected  
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desires, and is occupied with devout thoughts and the practice of contemplation in its purest form. But through 



intercourse with its shameful passions the soul discards its robe of self-restraint and debases itself by wearing filthy 
rags and tatters. The man in the Gospels who was bound hand and foot and cast into outer darkness was clothed in a 
garment woven out of such thoughts and acts; and so the Logos declared him to be unworthy of the divine and 
immortal wedding-feast (cf. Matt. 22:11-13). 

65. From self-love, which causes hatred for all men, everything evil in men is derived, as a wise man has told 
us. For this terrible enemy, self-love, is the foremost of all evil dispositions, and is like some tyrant with the help of 
which the three principal passions and the five that come in their wake overwhelm the intellect.  

66. I wonder if a man who sates himself with food is able to acquire dispassion. By dispassion I do not mean 
abstinence from actual sin - for this is called self-control. I mean the abstinence that uproots passionate thoughts 
from the mind and is also called purity of heart.  

67. It is less difficult to cleanse an impure soul than to restore to health a soul which was once cleansed but has 
been wounded anew. For it is less difficult for those who have recently renounced the confusion of the world to 
attain dispassion, whatever faults they may previously have committed, than it is for those who have tasted the 
blessed words of God and walked in the path of salvation and then gone back to sin. This is due partly to the 
influence of bad habit and partly to the fact that the demon of dejection is always dangling the image of sin before 
them. But, with the co-operation of divine grace, a diligent and assiduous soul; may readily achieve even this 
difficult feat of regaining its dispassion; for, long-suffering and compassionate, grace invites us to repentance, and 
with inexpressible mercy accepts those who return, as we have been taught in the Gospels through the parable of the 
prodigal son (cf. Luke 15: 11-32).  

68. No one among us can prevail by his own unaided strength  
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over the devices and wiles of the evil one; he can prevail only through the invincible power of Christ. Vainly, 
therefore, do conceited people wander about claiming that they have abolished sin through their ascetic 
accomplishments and their free will. Sin is abolished only through the grace of God, for it was made dead through 
the mystery of the Cross. This is why that luminary of the Church, St John Chrysostom, says: ‘A man’s readiness 
and commitment are not enough if he does not enjoy help from above as well; equally help from above is no benefit 
to us unless there is also commitment and readiness on our part. These two facts are proved by Judas and Peter. For 
although Judas enjoyed much help, it was of no benefit to him, since he had no desire for it and contributed nothing 
from himself. But Peter, although willing and ready, fell because he enjoyed no help from above. So holiness is 
woven of these two strands. Thus I entreat you neither to entrust everything to God and then fall asleep, nor to think, 
when you are striving diligently, that you will achieve everything by your own efforts.  

69. ‘God does not want us to be lying idly on our backs; therefore He does not effect everything Himself. Nor 



does He want us to be boastful; therefore He did not give us everything. But having taken away from each of the two 
alternatives what is harmful, He has left us what is for our good.’ Truly does the psalmist say: ‘Unless the Lord 
builds the house, they labor in vain that build it; unless the Lord guards the city, the watchman keeps awake in vain’ 
(Ps. 127:1). For it is impossible to tread on the asp and basilisk and trample on the lion and dragon’ (Ps. 91:13. 
LXX), unless you have first cleansed yourself as far as you can, and have been strengthened by Him who said to the 
apostles: ‘See, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and on all the enemy’s power’ (Luke 
10:19). It is on this account that we have been commanded to entreat the Master not to ‘lead us into temptation, but 
to deliver us from the evil one’ (Matt. 6:13). For if we are not delivered from ‘the fiery arrows of the evil one’ (Eph. 
6:16) through the power and help of Christ, and found worthy of attaining dispassion, we are laboring in vain, 
thinking that through our own powers or efforts we shall accomplish something. Therefore, he who wishes ‘to stand 
against the wiles of the devil’ (Eph. 6:11) and render  
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them ineffectual, and to share in the divine glory, ought day and night to seek God’s help and divine succor with 
tears and sighs, with insatiable longing and fire in his soul. He who wishes to share in this glory purges his soul of 
all worldly pleasures and of hostile passions and desires. It is of such souls that God Speaks when He says: ‘I will 
dwell in them’ (2 Cor. 6:16). And the Lord said to His disciples: ‘if a man loves Me, he will keep My 
commandments; and My Father will love him, and We will come to him, and take up Our abode with him’ (John 
14:23). 

70. One of the ancients spoke wisely and simply about thoughts. Judge thoughts, he said, before the judgment 
seat of the heart, to discern whether they are ours or those of our enemy. Place those which are good and properly 
our own in the inmost shrine of the soul, keeping them in this inviolable treasury. But chastise hostile thoughts with 
the whip of the intelligence and banish them, giving them no place, no abode within the bounds of your soul. Or, to 
speak more fittingly, slay them completely with the sword of prayer and divine meditation, so that when the robbers 
have been destroyed, their chief may take fright. For, so he says, a man who examines his thoughts strictly is one 
who also truly loves the commandments.  

71. He who is battling to repulse what harasses and wars against him must enlist the help of other allies - I 
mean humility of soul, bodily toil and every other kind of ascetic hardship, together with prayer that springs from an 
afflicted heart and is accompanied by many tears. He must be like David who says: ‘Look on my humility and my 
toil, and forgive all of my sins’ (Ps. 25:18); ‘Do not pass my tears over in silence’ (Ps. 39:12); ‘My tears have been 
my bread day and night’ (Ps. 42:3); and ‘I mingled my drink with weeping’ (Ps. 102:9).  

72. The adversary of our life, the devil, employs many devices to make our sins seem small to us. Often he 
cloaks them with forgetfulness, so that, after suffering a little on their account, we no longer trouble to lament over 
them. But, my brethren, let us not forget our offences, even if we wrongly think that they have been forgiven 



through repentance; let us always remember our sinful acts and never cease to mourn over them, so that we may 
acquire humility as  
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our constant companion, and thus escape the snares of self-esteem and pride.                             : 

73. Let no one think that he endures suffering and achieves holiness through his own powers. For God is the 
cause of all the good that comes to us, just as the demon that deceives our souls is the cause of all the evils. 
Therefore, give thanks to their Cause for whatever good acts you perform; and attribute to their instigator the evils 
that trouble you.  

74. He who yokes the practice of the virtues to spiritual knowledge is a skilful farmer, watering the fields of his 
soul from two pure springs. For the spring of spiritual knowledge raises the immature soul to the contemplation of 
higher realities; while the spring of ascetic practice mortifies our earthly members: ‘unchastity, uncleanness, 
passion, evil desire’ (Col. 3:5). Once these are dead, the virtues come into flower and bear the fruits of the Spirit: 
‘love, joy, peace, long-suffering, kindness, goodness, faith, gentleness, self-control’ (Gal. 5:22-23). And then this 
prudent farmer, having ‘crucified the flesh together with the passions and desires’ (Gal. 5:24), will say together with 
St Paul: ‘I no longer live, but Christ lives in me; and the life I now live ... I live through faith in the Son of God, who 
loved me and gave Himself for me’ (Gal. 2:20).  

75. Take note, too, you who are a good friend of Christ, that if one passion finds a place in you and takes root 
there, it will introduce other passions also into the same shrine. For even though the passions, as well as their 
instigators the demons, are opposed to each other, yet they are all at one in seeking our perdition.  

76. A man who through ascetic effort withers the flower of the flesh, and cuts off all its desires, bears in his 
mortal flesh the marks of the Lord (cf. Gal. 6:17).  

77. The hardships of the ascetic life end in the repose of dis-passion, while soft ways of living breed shameful 
passions.  

78. Do not place reliance on your many years of monastic life and do not fall victim to pride because of the 
harshness of your ascetic struggles and the way you have endured the wilderness; but keep in mind the saying of the 
Lord that you are a ‘useless servant’ (Luke 17:10) and have not yet fulfilled the commandment. Indeed, so long as 
we are in this life, we have not yet been recalled from exile, but are still sitting by the river of Babylon; we still slave 
at making bricks in Egypt, having not yet seen the promised land. Since we  
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Have not yet ‘put off…the old man, who is corrupt because of his deceitful desires’ (Eph. 4:22), we have not yet put 
on ‘the image of him who is from heaven’, for we still bear ‘the image of him who is from earth’ (1 Cor. 15:49). 
Accordingly, we have no cause to boast, but ought to weep, calling in prayer to Him who can save us from the 
burdensome slavery of the harshest of Pharaohs, and can deliver us from this terrible tyranny and bring us to the 
blessings of the promised land, there to find rest in the holy place of God and to be established at the right hand of 
the Most High. For these blessed realities, which are above thought, are not to be attained through our own works, 
however righteous we may think them, but depend on the immeasurable mercy of God. So let us not cease from 
weeping day and night, following the example of him who says: ‘I make myself weary with my sighing; every night 
I bathe my bed with tears, I water my couch with them’ (Ps. 6:6); for ‘they that sow in tears shall reap in joy’ (Ps. 
126:5). 

79. Expel from yourself the spirit of talkativeness. For in it lurk the most dreadful passions: lying, loose 
speech, absurd chatter, buffoonery, obscenity. To put the matter succinctly, ‘through talkativeness you will not 
escape sin’ (Prov. 10:19. LXX), whereas a silent man ‘is a throne of perceptiveness’ (Prov. 12:23. LXX). Moreover, 
the Lord has said that we shall have to give an’ account of every idle word (cf. Matt. 12:36). Thus silence is most 
necessary and profitable.  

80. We have been commanded not to revile or abuse in return those who revile and insult us, but rather to 
speak well of them and to bless them (cf. Matt. 5: 44). For in so far as we are at peace with men we fight against the 
demons; but when we feel rancor towards our brothers and fight against them, we are at peace with the demons, 
whom we have been taught to hate ‘with perfect hatred’ (Ps. 139:22), fighting against them without mercy.  

81. Do not try to trip your neighbor up with deceitful words, lest you yourself be tripped up by the destroyer. 
For, as the prophet affirms, ‘The Lord will abhor the bloody and deceitful man’ (Ps. 5:6), ‘The Lord will destroy all 
deceitful lips, and the tongue that speaks proud words’ (Ps. 12:3). Similarly, do not revile your brother for his faults, 
lest you lapse from kindness and love. For the person who does not show kindness and love towards his brother 
‘does not know God, for God is love’ (1 John 4:8), as John the 
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son of thunder and beloved disciple of Christ proclaims; and he adds that if Christ, the Savior of all, ‘laid down His 
soul for us, then we ought to lay down our souls for our brethren’ (1 John 3:16).  

82. Love has fittingly been called the citadel of the virtues, the sum of the Law and the prophets (cf. Matt. 



22:40; Rom. 13:10). So let us make every effort until we attain it. Through love we shall shake off the tyranny of the 
passions and rise to heaven, lifted up on the wings of the virtues; and we shall see God, so far as this is possible for 
human nature.  

83. If God is love, he who has love has God within himself. If love is absent, nothing is of the least profit to us 
(cf. 1 Cor. 13:3); and unless we love others we cannot say that we love God. For, writes St John, ‘If a man says, I 
love God, and hates his brother, he is a liar’ (1 John 4:20). And again he states: ‘No man has ever seen God. If we 
love one another, God dwells in us, and His love is perfected in us’ (1 John 4:12). From this it is clear that love is 
the most comprehensive and the highest of all the divine blessings spoken of in the Holy Scriptures. And there is no 
form of virtue through which a man may become akin to God and united with Him that is not dependent upon love 
and encompassed by it; for love unites and protects the virtues in an indescribable manner.  

84. When we receive visits from our brethren, we should not consider this an irksome interruption of our 
stillness, lest we cut ourselves off from the law of love. Nor should we receive them as if we were doing them a 
favor, but rather as if it is we ourselves who are receiving a favor; and because we are indebted to them, we should 
beg them cheerfully to enjoy our hospitality, as the patriarch Abraham has shown us. This is why St John, too, says: 
‘My children, let us love not in word or tongue, but in action and truth. And by this we know that we belong to the 
truth’ (1John 3: 18-19).  

85. Accepting the task of hospitality, the patriarch used to sit at the entrance to his tent (cf. Gen. 18:1), inviting 
all who passed by, and his table was laden for all comers including the impious and barbarians, without distinction. 
Hence he was found worthy of that wonderful banquet when he -received angels and the Master of all as his guests. 
We too, then, should actively and eagerly cultivate hospitality, so that we may receive not only angels, but also God 
Himself. For ‘inasmuch’, says the Lord, ‘as you have done it to one of the least of these My brethren you have done 
it to Me’ (Matt. 25:40).  
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It is good to be generous to all, especially those who cannot repay you. 

86. If a man’s heart does not condemn him (cf. 1 John 3:21) for having rejected a commandment of God, or for 
negligence, or for accepting a hostile thought, then he is pure in heart and worthy to hear Christ say to him: ‘Blessed 
are the pure in heart, for they shall see God’ (Matt. 5:8).  

87. Let us try to use our intelligence in training our senses, especially the eyes, the ears and the tongue, not 
allowing them to see, hear and speak in an impassioned way, but only to our profit. For nothing can more easily slip 
into sin than these organs, when they are not trained by the intelligence. Again, (here is nothing more apt for keeping 
them safe than the intelligence, which guides and regulates them and leads them towards what is necessary and what 
it wishes. For when they are rebellious, the sense of smell becomes effeminate, the sense of touch becomes 
indiscriminate, and innumerable passions come swarming in. But when they are subordinate to the intelligence, 



there is deep peace and settled calm in the whole person.  

88. The fragrance of a costly aromatic oil, even though kept in a vessel, pervades the atmosphere of the whole 
house, and gives pleasure not only to those near it but also to others in the vicinity; similarly the fragrance of a holy 
soul, beloved of God, when given out through all the senses of the body, conveys to those who perceive it the 
holiness that lies within. When in the presence of one whose tongue utters nothing harsh and discordant, but only 
what is a blessing and benefit for those who listen, whose eyes are humble, whose ears do not listen to improper 
songs or words, who moves discreetly and whose face is not dissolute with laughter but rather disposed to tears and 
mourning, which of us will not feel that such a soul is filled with the fragrance of holiness? Thus the Savior says: 
‘Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven’ 
(Matt. 5:16).  

89. What Christ our God called the ‘narrow way’ (Matt. 7:14), He also called an ‘easy yoke’ and ‘light burden’ 
(Matt. 11:30). How could He equate these things when they seem to be contraries? For our nature, certainly, this 
path is harsh and steep, but those who pursue it wholeheartedly and with good hope, and who aspire after holiness, 
find it attractive and full of delight, for it brings them  
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pleasure, not affliction. Hence they eagerly follow the narrow and painful way, greatly preferring it to that which is 
broad and spacious. Listen to St Luke, who tells us how the apostles, after being beaten, departed from the presence 
of the council rejoicing (cf. Acts 5:41), even though this is not the natural effect of a beating. For scourges normally 
cause, not pleasure and joy, but pain and suffering. Yet if, because of Christ, they resulted in joy, what wonder is it 
if other forms of bodily hardship and ill-treatment have, because of Him, the same effect? 

90. While we are oppressed and imprisoned by the passions, we are often at a loss to know why we suffer from 
them. We must, therefore, realize that it is because we allow ourselves to be diverted from the contemplation of God 
that we are taken captive in this way. But if a man fixes his intellect without distraction on our Master and God, then 
the Savior of all can Himself be trusted to deliver such a soul from its impassioned servitude. It is of this that the 
prophet speaks when he says: ‘I have set the Lord always before me; for He is at my right hand, so that I shall not be 
moved’ (Ps. 16:8). What is sweeter or safer than always to have the Lord at our right hand, protecting and guarding 
us and not letting us be moved? And to attain this is within our power.  

91. There is no gainsaying what the fathers have so well affirmed, that a man does not find rest except by 
acquiring inwardly the thought that God and he alone exist; and so he does not let his intellect wander at all towards 
anything whatsoever, but longs only for Him, cleaving to Him alone. Such a man will find true rest and freedom 
from the tyranny of the passions. ‘My soul’, as David says, ‘is bound to Thee; Thy right hand has upheld me’ (Ps. 
63:8. LXX).  

92. Self-love, love of pleasure and love of praise banish remembrance of God from the soul. Self-love begets 



unimaginable evils. And when remembrance of God is absent, there is a tumult of the passions within us.  

93. He who has completely uprooted self-love from his heart will, with God’s help, easily conquer all the other 
passions. For a man dominated by self-love is under the power of other passions as well, since from it arise anger, 
irritation, rancor, love of pleasure,  
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licentiousness. By self-love we mean an impassioned disposition towards and love for the body, and the fulfillment 
of carnal desires. 

94. Whatever a man loves, he desires at all costs to be near to continuously and uninterruptedly, and he turns 
himself away from everything that hinders him from being in contact and dwelling with the object of his love. It is 
clear therefore that he who loves God also desires always to be with Him and to converse with Him. This comes to 
pass in us through pure prayer. Accordingly, let us apply ourselves to prayer with all our power; for it enables us to 
become akin to God. Such a man was he who said: ‘0 God, my God, I cry to Thee at dawn; my soul has thirsted for 
Thee’ (Ps. 63:1. LXX). For the man who cries to God at dawn has withdrawn his intellect from every vice and 
clearly is wounded by divine love.  

95. We have been taught that dispassion is born from self-control and humility, while spiritual knowledge is 
born from faith. Through these the soul makes progress in discrimination and love. And once she has embraced 
divine love, she never ceases to rise towards its height on the wings of pure prayer, until she comes ‘to the knowl-
edge of the Son of God’, as St Paul says, ‘to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ’ 
(Eph. 4:13).  

96. Through active virtue desire is brought under control and anger is bridled. Through spiritual knowledge and 
contemplation the intellect makes its spiritual ascent and, being raised above material things, departs towards God, 
attaining true blessedness.  

97. Our first struggle is this: to reduce the passions and to conquer them entirely. Our second task is to acquire 
the virtues, and not allow our soul to be empty and idle. The third stage of the spiritual journey is watchfully to 
preserve the fruits of our virtues and our labors. For we have been commanded not only to work diligently, but also 
to preserve vigilantly (cf. Gen. 2:15).  

98. ‘Let your loins be girded, and your lamps burning’, says the Lord (Luke 12:35). A good girdle for our loins 
- one which enables us to be nimble and unhampered - is self-control combined with humility of heart. By self-
control I mean abstinence from all the passions. Our spiritual lamp is lit by pure prayer and perfect love. Those who 
have prepared themselves in this way are indeed like men who wait expectantly for their Lord. When He comes and 
knocks, they open at once; and when He has entered - together with the Father and the Holy Spirit - He will take up 
His abode with  
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them (cf. John 14:23). Blessed are those servants whom the Lord when He comes will find acting in this manner (cf. 
Luke, 12:37). 

99. A monk, as a son, must love God with all his heart and all his mind (cf. Deut. 6:5, Mark 12:30), and, as a 
servant, he must reverence and obey Him, and fulfill His commandments with ‘fear and trembling’ (Phil. 2:12). He 
must be ‘fervent in spirit’ (Rom. 12: 11), and wear ‘the whole armor’ of the Holy Spirit (cf. Eph. 6:11). He must 
strive for the enjoyment of eternal life and do all that is prescribed. He must be in a state of inner wakefulness, guard 
his heart from evil thoughts, and through good thoughts must continually practice divine meditation. He must 
examine himself daily concerning his evil thoughts and acts, and must correct any defects. He must not become 
proud because of his achievements, but must call himself a ‘useless servant’ (Luke 17:10), altogether in arrears over 
fulfilling his duties. He must give thanks to God and ascribe to Him the grace of his achievements, and do nothing at 
all from self-esteem or love of popularity, but do everything in secret and seek praise only from God (cf. Rom. 
2:29). Above all and in all things he must completely fortify his soul with the Orthodox faith, according to the 
dogmas of the Holy Catholic Church as taught by the divine message-bearers, the apostles, and by the holy fathers. 
Great is the reward for those who live in such a manner. They receive everlasting life and an indestructible abode 
with the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, the coessential Divinity in three Persons.  

100. ‘Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: fear God, and keep His commandments, for this is the 
whole man’ (Eccles. 12:13. LXX). Here the Preacher says to us: I show you in summary form the best way to 
salvation; fear God and keep His commandments. By fear he means not the initial fear of punishments, but the 
perfect and perfecting fear, which we ought to have out of love for Him who has given the commandments. For if 
we refrain from sin merely out of fear of punishment, it is quite clear that, unless punishment had awaited us, we 
should have done things deserving punishment, since our propensity is for sinning. But if we abstain from evil 
actions not through threat of punishment, but because we hate such actions, then it is from love of the Master that we 
practice the virtues, fearful lest we should fall away from Him. For when we fear that we may neglect something 
that has been  
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enjoined, the fear is clean (cf. Ps. 19:9), arising for the sake of the good itself. This fear purifies our souls, being 
equal in power to perfect love. He who has this fear and keeps the commandments is the ‘whole man’, in other 
words, the perfect and complete man.  

Knowing these things, let us fear God and keep His commandments, so that we may be perfect and entire in the 
virtues. And having a humbled spirit and a contrite heart, let us repeat unceasingly to the Lord the prayer of the great 
and divine Arsenios: ‘My God, do not abandon me. I have done nothing good before Thee, but grant me, in Thy 
compassion, the power to make a start.’ For the whole of our salvation lies in God’s mercy and compassion. To Him 
be glory, might and worship: to the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, now and for ever and through all the ages. 
Amen.  
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What an immense struggle it is to break the fetter binding us so strongly to material things, to stop worshipping 
these things, and to acquire instead a state of holiness. Indeed, unless our soul is truly noble and courageous it 
cannot embark on such a task. For our goal is not merely the purification of the passions: this by itself is not real 
virtue, but preparation for virtue. To purification from vicious habits must be added the acquisition of the virtues. 

With respect to its intelligent aspect, to purify the soul is to eradicate and completely expunge from it all 
degrading and distorted features, all ‘worldly cares’, as the Divine Liturgy puts it, all turbulence, evil tendencies and 
senseless prepossessions. With respect to its desiring aspect, it is to purge away every impulsion towards what is 
material, to cease from viewing things according to the senses, and to be obedient to the intelligence. And with 
respect to the soul’s incensive power, purification consists in never being perturbed by anything that happens.  

In the wake of this purification, and the mortification or correction of ugly features, there should follow spiritual 
ascent and deification. For after abandoning what is evil, one must practice what is good. One must first deny 
oneself and then, taking up the cross, must follow the Master towards the supreme state of deification.  

What are ascent and deification? For the intellect, they are perfect knowledge of created things, and of Him who 
is above created things, so far as such knowledge is accessible to human nature. For the will, they are total and 
continuous striving towards primal goodness. And for the incensive power, they are energetic and effective 
impulsion towards the object of aspiration, persistent, relentless, and unarrested by any practical difficulties, 



pressing forward impetuously and undeviatingly.  
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The soul’s impulsion towards beauty should surpass its impulsion towards what is base to the same degree as 
intelligible beauty surpasses sensible beauty. One should provide the body only with what is needed to keep it 
functioning properly. To intend to do this is easy, but to achieve it is more difficult, for without great effort one 
cannot uproot the soul’s well-entrenched habits.  

Nor indeed is knowledge to be acquired without effort. Certainly, to keep one’s vision intently fixed on divine 
things until the will acquires the habit of doing this requires considerable labor over a long period of time. The 
intellect has to exert itself to oppose the downward drag of the senses; and this contest and battle against the body 
continues until death, even if it seems to diminish as anger and desire wither away, and as the senses are subjugated 
to the transcendent knowledge of the intellect.  

It should be remarked, however, that an unillumined soul, since it has no help from God, can neither be 
genuinely purified, nor ascend to the divine light. What was said above refers to those who are baptized.  

Moreover, a distinction should be made between different kinds of knowledge. Knowledge here on earth is of 
two kinds: natural and supernatural. The second can be understood by reference to the first. Natural knowledge is 
that which the soul can acquire through the use of its natural faculties and powers when investigating creation and 
the cause of creation - in so far, of course, as this is possible for a soul bound to matter. For, when speaking of the 
senses, the imagination and the intellect, it has to be said that the energy of the intellect is blunted by being joined 
and mingled with the body. As a result, it cannot have direct Contact with intelligible forms, but requires, in order to 
apprehend them, the imagination, which by nature uses images, and shares in material extension and density. 
Accordingly, the intellect while in the flesh needs to use material images in order to apprehend intelligible forms. 
We call natural knowledge, then, whatever knowledge the intellect in such a state acquires by its own natural means.  

Supernatural knowledge, on the other hand, is that which enters the intellect in a manner transcending its own 
means and power; that is to say, the intelligible objects that constitute such knowledge  
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surpass the capacity of an intellect joined to a body, so that a know-ledge of them pertains naturally only to an 
intellect which is free from the body. Such knowledge is infused by God alone when He finds an intellect purified of 
all material attachment and inspired by divine love.  

Not only knowledge but virtue as well is divided in this way. One kind of virtue does not transcend nature, and 
this can fittingly be called natural virtue. The other, which is energized only by the primal source of beauty, is above 
our natural capacity and state; aid this kind of virtue should be called supernatural.  

Knowledge and virtue, then, are divided in this way. An unil-lumined person may possess natural knowledge 
and virtue, but never those which are supernatural. How could he, since he does not participate in their energizing 
cause? But the illumined man can possess both. Moreover, although he cannot acquire supernatural virtue at all 
unless he has first acquired natural virtue, he can participate in supernatural knowledge without first acquiring 
natural knowledge. In addition, just as sense and imagination are far superior and more noble in man than they are in 
animals, so natural virtue and knowledge are far superior and more noble in the person who is illumined than in the 
person who is unillumined, although both may possess them.  

Further, that aspect of natural knowledge concerned with the virtues and with the habits opposing them also 
seems to be of two kinds. One kind is theoretical knowledge, when a man speculates about these matters but lacks 
experience of them, and is sometimes unsure about what he says. The other is practical and, so to speak, alive, since 
the knowledge in question is confirmed by experience, and so is clear and trustworthy, and in no way uncertain or 
doubtful.  

In view of all this, there appear to be four obstacles which hinder the intellect in the acquisition of virtue. First, 
there is prepossession, that is, the ingrained influence of habits running counter to virtue; and this, operative over a 
long period, exerts a pressure which drags the intellect down towards earthly things. Secondly, there is the action of 
the senses, stimulated by sensible beauty and drawing the intellect after it. Thirdly, there is the dulling of noetic 
energy due to the intellect’s connection with the body. The intellect of an embodied soul is not related to an 
intelligible object in the same way as sight is to a visible object or, in general, the senses are  
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to sensory objects. Immaterial intellects apprehend intelligible objects more effectively than sight apprehends visible 
objects. But just as faulty sight visualizes its images of natural objects somewhat indistinctly and unclearly, so does 



our intellect, when embodied, apprehend intelligible objects. And since it cannot BOW clearly discern intelligible 
beauties, it cannot aspire after them either. For one has a longing for something only to the degree that one possesses 
knowledge of it. Hence the intellect - since it cannot help being drawn towards what appears to be beautiful, whether 
or not it really is so - is drawn down to sensible beauty, for this now makes a clearer impression on it. 

The fourth of the obstacles impeding the intellect in its acquisition of virtue is the pernicious influence of 
unclean and hostile demons. It is impossible to speak of all the various snares they set on the spiritual path, making 
use of the senses, the reason, the intellect - in fact, of everything that exists. If He who carries the lost sheep on His 
shoulders (cf. Luke 15:5) did not in His infinite care protect those who turn to Him, not a single soul would escape.  

Three things are needed in order to overcome these obstacles. The first and most important thing is to look to 
God with our whole soul, to ask for help from His hand, and to put all our trust in Him, knowing full well that 
without His assistance we shall inevitably be dragged away from Him, The second - which I regard as an overture to 
the first - is constantly to nourish the intellect with knowledge. By knowledge I mean that of all created things, 
sensible and intelligible, both as they are in themselves and with reference to the primal Source, since they derive 
from it and are related to it; and in addition to this, the contemplation, as far as is possible, of the Cause of all 
created things, through the qualities that appertain to Him. To be concerned with the nature of created things has a 
very purifying effect. It frees us from passionate-attachment to them and from delusion about them; and it is the 
surest of means for raising our soul to the Source of all. For all beauty, miracle, magnificence reflects what is 
supremely beautiful, miraculous and magnificent - reflects, rather, the Source that is above beauty, miracle and 
magnificence.  

If the mind is always occupied with these things, how can it not long for supernal goodness itself? If it can be 
drawn to what is alien to it, how will it not be far more strongly drawn to what is cognate?  
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When the soul cleaves to what is kindred to it, how can it turn away from what it loves to anything inferior? It 
will even resent its incarnate life, finding it a hindrance to the attaining of the beautiful. For though the intellect, 
while living in matter, beholds intelligible beauty but dimly, yet intelligible blessings are such that even a slight 
emanation from that overflowing beauty, or a faint vision of it, can impel the intellect to soar beyond all that is 
outside the intelligible realm, and to aspire to that alone, never letting itself lapse from the delight it offers, come 
what distress there may. 

The third way by which we can overcome the obstacles already mentioned is to mortify our partner, the body; 
for otherwise we cannot attain a clear and distinct vision of the intelligible world. The flesh is mortified or, rather, 
crucified with Christ, through fasting, vigils, sleeping on the ground, wearing coarse clothing and only what is 



essential, through suffering and toil. In this fashion it is refined and purified, made light and subtle, readily and 
unresistingly following the guidance of the intellect and rising upwards with it. Without such mortification all our 
efforts are vain.  

When these three holy ways are established in mutual harmony, they beget in the soul the choir of blessed 
virtues; for those whom they adorn are free from all trace of sin and blessed with every virtue. Yet the rejection of 
material wealth, or of fame, may distress the intelligence; for the soul, still bound to such things, is pierced by many 
passions. None the less I firmly maintain that a soul attached to wealth and praise cannot mount upwards. Equally I 
say that a soul loses all attachment to these things once it has practiced this triad of ways sufficiently for it to have 
become habitual. For if the soul is persuaded that only the beauty which is beyond everything is to be regarded as 
truly beautiful, while of other things the most beautiful is that which is most like the supreme beauty, and so on 
down the scale, how can it relish silver, gold or fame, or any other degrading thing?  

Even what most holds us back - I mean our cares and concerns -is no exception to the rule. For what cares will a 
man have, if he is not attached to anything worldly or involved with it? The cloud of cares comes from the fumes, so 
to speak, of the main passions -self-indulgence, avarice, love of praise. Once you are free of these you will also have 
cast off your cares.  

Sound moral judgment has the same effect as wisdom, and is  
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a most powerful factor drawing us upwards. Hence it too has its part to play. For the knowledge of the virtues 
involves the most scrupulous discrimination between good and evil; and this requires sound moral judgment. 
Experience and the struggle with the body teach us how to use such judgment in our warfare. 

Fear also comes into the argument. For the greater our longing for God the greater grows our fear; and the more 
we hope to attain God, the more we fear Him. If we are wounded by divine love, the sting of fear exceeds that of a 
thousand threats of punishment. For as nothing is more blessed than to attain God, so nothing is more terrible than 
this great fear of losing Him.  

To come to another point: everything may be understood in terms of its purpose. It is this that determines the 
division of everything into its constituent parts, as well as the mutual relationship of those parts. Now the purpose of 
our life is blessedness or, what is the same thing, the kingdom of heaven or of God. This is not only to behold the 
Trinity, supreme in Kingship, but also to receive an influx of the divine and, as it were, to suffer deification; for by 
this influx what is lacking and imperfect in us is supplied and perfected. And the provision by such divine influx of 
what is needed is the food of spiritual beings. There is a kind of eternal circle, which ends where it begins. For the 
greater our noetic perception, the more we long to perceive; and the greater our longing, the greater our enjoyment; 



and the greater our enjoyment, the more our perception is deepened, and so the motionless movement, or the 
motionless immobility, begins again. Such then is our purpose, in so far as we can understand it. We must now see 
how we can attain it.  

To intelligent souls, which as intellective beings are only a little lower than angelic intellects, life in this world 
is a struggle and incarnate life an open contest. The prize of victory is the state we have described, a gift worthy both 
of God’s goodness and of His justice: of His justice, because these blessings are attained not without our own sweat; 
of His goodness, because His boundless generosity surpasses all our toil -.especially as the very capacity for doing 
good and the actual doing of it are themselves gifts of God.  

What, then, is the nature of our contest in this world? The intelligent soul is conjoined with an animal-like body, 
which has its being from the earth and gravitates downwards. It is so mixed with the body that though they are total 
opposites they form a single  
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being. Without change or confusion in either of them, and with each acting in accordance with its nature, they 
compose a single person, or hypostasis, with two complete natures. In this composite two-natured being, man, each 
of his natures functions in accordance with its own particular powers. It is characteristic of the body to desire what is 
akin to it. This longing for what is akin to them is natural to created beings, since indeed their existence depends on 
the intercourse of like with like, and on their enjoyment of material things through the senses. Then, being heavy, 
the body welcomes relaxation. These things are proper and desirable for our animal-like nature. But to the intelligent 
soul, as an intellective entity, what is natural and desirable is the realm of intelligible realities and its enjoyment of 
them in the manner characteristic of it. Before and above all what is characteristic of the intellect is an intense 
longing for God. It desires to enjoy Him and other intelligible realities, though it cannot do this without 
encountering obstacles. 

The first man could indeed, without any hindrance, apprehend and enjoy sensory things by means of the senses 
and intelligible things with the intellect. But he should have given his attention to the higher rather than to the lower, 
for he was as able to commune with intelligible things through the intellect, as he was with sensory things through 
the senses. I do not say that Adam ought not to have used the senses, for it was not for nothing that he was invested 
with a body. But he should not have indulged in sensory things. When perceiving the beauty of creatures, he should 
have referred it to its source and as a consequence have found his enjoyment and his wonder fulfilled in that, thus 
giving himself a twofold reason for marveling at the Creator. He should not have attached himself, as he did, to 
sensory things and have lost himself in wonder at them, neglecting the Creator of intelligible beauty.  

Thus Adam used the senses wrongly and was spellbound by sensory beauty; and because the fruit appeared to 



him to be beautiful and good to eat (Gen. 3:6), he tasted it and forsook the enjoyment of intelligible things. So it was 
that the just Judge judged him unworthy of what he had rejected - the contemplation of God and of created beings - 
and, making darkness His secret place (cf. 2 Sam. 22:12; Ps. 18:11), deprived him of Himself and of immaterial 
realities. For holy things must not be made available to the impure. What he fell in love with. God permitted him to 
enjoy,  
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allowing him to live according to the senses, with but faint vestiges of intellectual perception.  

Henceforward our struggle against the things of this world became harder, because it is now no longer in our 
power to enjoy intelligible realities in a way corresponding to that in which we enjoy sensory realities with the 
senses, even though we are greatly assisted by baptism, which purifies and exalts us. Yet, in so far as we can, we 
must give our attention to the intelligible and not to the sensible world. We must reverence it and aspire to it; but we 
must not reverence any sensory object in and for itself, or try to enjoy it in that way; for in truth what; is sensory 
cannot compare with what is intelligible. Just as the essence of the one far excels that of the other, so does its beauty. 
To aspire to what is ugly rather than to what is beautiful, to what is ignoble rather than to what is noble, is sheer 
lunacy. And if that is the case where both sensible and intelligible creations are involved, how much more so is it 
when we prefer matter, formless and ugly, to God Himself.  

This, then, is our contest and struggle: strictly to watch ourselves, so that we always strive to enjoy intelligible 
realities, directing intellect and appetite to that end, and never allowing them secretly to be beguiled by the senses 
into revering sensory things for their own sake. And if we have to use the senses, we should use them in order to 
grasp the Creator through His creation, seeing Him reflected in created things as the sun is reflected in water, since 
in their inner beings, they are in varying degrees images of the primal cause of all.  

Such, then, is our aim. How can we achieve it? As we said, the body desires to enjoy through the senses what is 
akin to it; and the stronger it is, the stronger its desire. But this conflicts with the soul’s purpose. So the soul must 
make every effort to curb the senses, so that we do not indulge in sensible realities in the way described. But since 
the stronger the body, the stronger its desire, and the stronger its desire the harder it is to check, the soul must 
mortify the body through fasting, vigils, standing, sleeping on the ground, going unwashed, and through every other 
kind of hardship, thus reducing its strength and making it tractable and obedient to the soul’s noetic activities. This 
is the aim. Yet it is easy to wish, hard to achieve; and failures greatly outnumber the successes, because even if we 
are most attentive, the senses often beguile us. So a third  
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remedy has been devised: prayer and tears. Prayer gives thanks for blessings received and asks for failures to be 
forgiven and for power to strengthen us for the future; for without God’s help the soul can indeed do nothing. None 
the less, to persuade the will to have the strongest possible desire for union with and enjoyment of Him, for whom it 
longs, and to direct itself totally towards Him, is the major part of the achievement of our aim. And tears too have 
great power. They gain God’s mercy for our faults, purify us of the defilements produced through sensual pleasures, 
and Spur our desire upwards. 

Thus, our aim is the- contemplation of intelligible realities and total aspiration towards them. The mortification 
of the flesh, together with the fasting, self-restraint and other things that contribute to it, are all practiced as a means 
to this end. And in their company is prayer. Each has many aspects; some contribute to one thing, some to another.  

Love of praise and love of material wealth must not be regarded as pertaining to the body. Only the love of 
sensual pleasure pertains to the body. The fitting remedy for this is bodily hardship. Love of praise and love of 
material wealth are the progeny of ignorance. Having no experience of true blessings and no knowledge of noetic 
realities, the soul has adopted such bastard offspring, thinking that riches can supply its needs. Also it plunges after 
material wealth in order to satisfy its love for pleasure and praise, and even for its own sake, as if such wealth were a 
blessing in itself. All this results from ignorance of true blessings. Love of praise does not derive from any lack on 
the part of the body, for it satisfies no physical need. Inexperience and ignorance of primal goodness and true glory 
give rise to it. Indeed, ignorance is the root of all evils. For no one who has once grasped as he should the true nature 
of things - from where each thing comes and how it is perverted - can then totally disregard his own purpose and be 
dragged down to worldly things. The soul does not want a good that is only apparent. And if it is under the sway of 
some habit, it is also quite able to overcome this habit. Yet even before the habit was formed it had been deceived by 
ignorance. Hence one should above all strive after a true knowledge of created beings, and then spur one’s will 
towards primal goodness, scorning all worldly things and aware of their great vanity. For what do they contribute to 
our own true purpose?  

To sum up briefly. An intelligent soul, while in the body, has but  
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one task: to realize its own purpose. But since the will’s energy  remains unstimulated unless there is intellection, we 
begin by trying to energize noetically. Noetic activity is either for the sake of willing or, more commonly, for its 



own sake as well as for the sake of willing. Blessedness - of which any significant life on earth is not only an 
overture but also a prefigurement - is characterized by both energies; by both intellection and willing, that is, by both 
love and spiritual pleasure. Whether both these energies are supreme, or one is superior to the other, is open to 
discussion. For the moment we shall regard both of them as supreme. One we call contemplative and the other 
practical. Where these supreme energies are concerned, the one cannot be found without the other, m the case of the 
lower energies, sequent to these two, each may be found singly. Whatever hinders these two energies, or opposes 
them, we call vice. Whatever fosters them, or frees them from obstacles, we call virtue. Energies that spring from 
the virtues are good; those that spring from their opposites are distorted and sinful. The supreme goal, whose energy, 
as we know, is compound of intellection and willing, endows each particular energy with a specific form, which 
may be used for either good or evil.  
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The extreme importance of St Maximos the Confessor (580-662) for the Orthodox spiritual tradition is indicated by 
the fact that no other writer is assigned so much space in the Philokalia. A member of the aristocracy, after 
receiving an elaborate education St Maximos served at first in the civil service, perhaps as secretary to the Emperor  
Heraklios. Around 614 he became a monk at the monastery of Philippikos in Chrysopolis (Scutari), close to 
Constantinople, subsequently moving to another monastery not far distant at Cyzikos (Erdek). In 626, at the time of 
the Persian invasion, he fled to Crete and eventually to Africa, where he remained for some years. From 633-4 
onwards he played a leading part in opposing the heresies of Monoenergism and Monotheletism, and because of 
this he was arrested in 653 by the imperial authorities, brought to Constantinople for trial, and sent into exile. 
Further trials and condemnations followed, the last being at Constantinople in 662, after which he was flogged, his 
tongue was plucked out and his right hand cut off. He died soon afterwards as an exile in the Caucasus. His 
memorial is observed in the Orthodox Church on 21 January, and also on the day of his death, 13 August. 

In his numerous writings St Maximos discusses almost all aspects of Christian truth, including the interpretation 
of Scripture, the doctrine of the incarnation, ascetic practice, and the Divine Liturgy. He insists upon the close link 
between dogma and prayer. When he opposed Monotheletism, this was not because of some technicality, but 
because such a view subverted the understanding of the full reality of man's salvation and deification in Christ. The 
Monotheletes wished to reconcile the supporters of the Council of Chalcedon (451), who ascribed two natures to 
the incarnate Christ, with the Monophysites, who believed that He has only one nature; and so they proposed as a 
compromise the theory that Christ has two natures, the one divine and the other human, but only a single  
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will. Against this St Maximos maintained that human nature without a human will is an unreal abstraction: if Christ 
does not have a hu- man will as well as a divine will, He is not truly man; and if He is not truly man, the Christian 
message of salvation is rendered void. What we see in Christ our Saviour is precisely a human will, genuinely free 



yet held in unwavering obedience to His divine will; and it is by virtue of this voluntary co-operation of manhood 
with divinity in Christ, which restored the integrity of human nature, that we are enabled to make our own wills 
freely obedient to the will of God and so to attain salvation. St Maximos' teaching was confirmed after his death by 
the Sixth Ecumenical Council, meeting at Constantinople in 680-1. 

The Philokalia contains four works under the name of St Maximos: 

(1) Four Hundred Texts on Love. This is the most immediately attractive of all his works and also one of the 
easiest to understand. It is among his earlier writings, probably composed by 626, while he was at Cyzikos.1 

    (2) Two Hundred Texts on Theology and the Incarnate Dispensation of the Son of God.  This seems to have 
been written in Africa between 63o and 634, and is far more complex in its argument. With remarkable subtlety St 
Maximos has adapted and drawn into a single synthesis ideas taken from Origen (c. 185- c. 254), Evagrios (345/6-
399) and St Dionysios the Areopagite (c. 500).2 Although doubts have sometimes been expressed, there seems no 
good reason to question the attribution to St Maximos. 

(3) Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice (500 in number). In the Greek edition of 
the Philokalia this is treated as a continuation of the preceding treatise, Two Hundred Texts; but in fact the two 
works are altogether distinct, and are treated as such in this translation. The Various Texts, in their present form, are 
not an authentic work of St Maximos himself but rather a  

 

1 There is an earlier English translation, with valuable introduction and notes, by Dom Polycarp Sherwood, St. Maximus the Confessor: The 
Ascetic Life, The Four Centuries on Charity, (Ancient Christian Writers 21: Westminster, Maryland, 1955). 

2 On St Maximos' use of his sources, see Hans Urs von Balthasar, Die 'Gnostischen Centurien' des Maximus Confessor (Freiburger 
Theologische Studien 61 : Freiburg im Breisgau, 1941); incorporated, in revised form, in Kosmischg Liturgi.e. Das Weltbild Maximus' des 
Bekenners (2nd ed., Einsiedeln, 1961), pp. 482-643. For a French translation of the first century of the Two Hundred Texts, see A. Riou, Le 
monde et I'Eglise scion Maxime le Confessour (Thiologie Historique 22: Paris, 1973), pp. 240-61.   
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'Maximian anthology', a collection of extracts from his writings made by a later compiler, probably not before the 

eleventh or twelfth century. The sources of this anthology are as follows: 

Various Texts i, 1-25 cannot be traced in the known writings of St Maximos. The manuscript evidence strongly 
suggests that sections 1-15 are his genuine work; in the case of sections 16-25 Maximian authorship is less certain, 
but is not to be excluded. 

i, 26-47 are extracted from his Letters. 
i, 48-v, 61 are taken from the treatise To Thalassios: On Various Questions relating to Holy Scripture, which was 

probably written in Africa during 630-4. Together with extracts from St Maximos, the compiler has also included 
many passages from the. scholia or commentaries on the work To Thalassios: On Various Questions; there is 
general agreement that these scholia are not by St Maximos himself and they probably date for the most part from 
the tenth century. 

v, 62-100 are taken from the Ambiqua, a discussion of disputed texts in the works of St Gregory of Nazianzos, 
which St Maximos wrote in Africa during 628-34. The compiler has inserted here some extracts from St Dionysios 
the Areopagite. 

In an appendix we have briefly indicated which of the Various Texts are from St Maximos, and which from the 
scholiast or St Dionysios.1 As can be seen from marginal notes in the Greek Philokalia, St Nikodimos and St 
Makarios realized that parts of the Various Texts came not from St Maximos himself but from the scholiast. Why, 
in that case, did they choose to include this later compilation, and not the original text of To Thalassios: On 
Various Questions? A possible answer is that the original text is very lengthy and at times highly obscure; the 
compiler, while sometimes increasing the obscurity by omitting vital passages, has on the whole selected the 
sections more immediately relevant to the spiritual life. Perhaps, then, by choosing the later anthology and not the 
original work, the editors hoped to render these writings accessible to a wider readership.  

1 For fuller details, with exact references, see W. Soppa, Die Diversa Capita unter den Schriften des hl. Maximus Confessor in deutscher 



Bearbeitung und quellenkritischer Beleuchtung (Dresden, 1922); M.-Th. Disdier, 'Une oeuvre douteuse de saint Maxime le Confesseur: Les 
cinq Centuries theologiques', Echos d'Orient xxx (1931), pp. 160-78; P. Sherwood, An Annotated Date-List of the Works of Maximus the 
Confessor (Studia Anselmiana 30: Rome, 1952), pp. 35-36.  
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(4.) On the Lord's Prayer. This is generally accepted as an authentic work of St Maximos, perhaps written about 
628-30.1 

For the Four Hundred Texts on Love we have used the critical edition of the Greek text by A. Ceresa-Gastaldo 
(Yerba Seniorum, N.S. 3: Rome, 1963). For the other three works we have compared the Greek text in the 
Philokalia with that of Combefis and Oehler in Migne, P.G. xc-xci, which is on the whole more reliable.  

 
1 French translation in Riou, op. cit., pp. 214-39. 
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Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Foreword to Elpidios the Presbyter 

In addition to my treatise on the ascetic life I am also sending you, Father Elpidios, this treatise on love divided, on 
the analogy of the four Gospels, into four centuries of chapters. It may not fulfill your expectations, but it is the best 
that I can do. Moreover, you should know, Father, that these chapters are not the products of my own mind. On the 
contrary, I have gone through the writings of the holy fathers and collected from them passages relevant to my sub-
ject, condensing much material into short paragraphs and in this way making it easy to remember and to assimilate. 

In sending these chapters to you I beg you to read them with sympathy and to seek out only what is profitable in 
them, overlooking the inelegant language. I also ask you to pray for my unworthy self, bereft as I am of all spiritual 
blessing. I have this request too: do not be annoyed by what I have written, for I have merely carried out what I was 
commanded to do. I say this because we who plague people with words are many nowadays, while those who teach 
or are taught by actions are very few. 

Please give careful attention to each chapter. For I suspect that not all the chapters are easy for everyone to 
understand. Many of them will need to be studied closely by most readers even if what they say seems to be very 
simple. If anything in these chapters should prove useful to the soul, it will be revealed to the reader by the grace of 
God, provided that he reads, not out of curiosity, but in the fear and love of God. If a man reads this or any other 
work not to gain spiritual benefit but to track down matter with which to abuse the author, so that in his conceit he 
can show himself to be the more learned, nothing profitable will ever be revealed to him in anything.  
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1. Love is a holy state of the soul, disposing it to value knowledge of God above all created things. We cannot 
attain lasting possession of such love while we are still attached to anything worldly.  

2. Dispassion engenders love, hope in God engenders dispassion, and patience and forbearance engender hope in 
God; these in turn are the product of complete self-control, which itself springs from fear of God. Fear of God is 
the result of faith in God.  



3. If you have faith in the Lord you will fear punishment, and this fear will lead you to control the passions. Once 
you control the passions you will accept affliction patiently, and through such acceptance you will acquire hope 
in God. Hope in God separates the intellect from every worldly attachment, and when the intellect is detached in 
this way it will acquire love for God.  

4. The person who loves God values knowledge of God more than anything created by God, and pursues such 
knowledge ardently and ceaselessly.  

5. If everything that exists was made by God and for God, and God is superior to the things made by Him, he who 
abandons what is superior and devotes himself to what is inferior shows that he values things made by God 
more than God Himself.  

6. When your intellect is concentrated on the love of God you will pay little attention to visible things and will 
regard even your own body as something alien.  

7. Since the soul is more noble than the body and God incomparably more noble than the world created by Him, 
he who values the body more than the soul and the world created by God more than the Creator Himself is 
simply a worshipper of idols.  

8. If you distract your intellect from its love for God and  

 
[V2] 54 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

First Century 

concentrate it, not on God, but on some sensible object, you thereby show that you value the body more than the 
soul and the things made by God more than God Himself.  

9. Since the light of spiritual knowledge is the intellect’s life, and since this light is engendered by love for God, it 
is rightly said that nothing is greater than divine love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13).  

10. When in the intensity of its love for God the intellect goes out of itself, then it has no sense of itself or of any 
created thing. For when it is illumined by the infinite light of God, it becomes insensible to everything made by 



Him, just as the eye becomes insensible to the stars when the sun rises.  

11. All the virtues co-operate with the intellect to produce this intense longing for God, pure prayer above all. For 
by soaring towards God through this prayer the intellect rises above the realm of created beings.  

12. When the intellect is ravished through love by divine knowledge and stands outside the realm of created beings, 
it becomes aware of God’s infinity. It is then, according to Isaiah, that a sense of amazement makes it conscious 
of its own lowliness and in all sincerity it repeats the prophet’s words: ‘How abject I am, for I am pierced to the 
heart; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell among a people of unclean lips; and my eyes have seen 
the King, the Lord of hosts’ (Isa. 6:5).  

13. The person who loves God cannot help loving every man as himself, even though he is grieved by the passions 
of those who are not yet purified. But when they amend their lives, his delight is indescribable and knows no 
bounds.  

14. A soul filled with thoughts of sensual desire and hatred is unpurified.  

15. If we detect any trace of hatred in our hearts against any man whatsoever for committing any fault, we are 
utterly estranged from love for God, since love for God absolutely precludes us from hating any man.  

16. He who loves Me, says the Lord, will keep My commandments (cf. John 14:15, 23); and ‘this is My 
commandment, that you love one another’ (John 15:12). Thus he who does not love his neighbor fails to keep 
the commandment, and so cannot love the Lord.  

17. Blessed is he who can love all men equally. 
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18. Blessed is he who is not attached to anything transitory or corruptible.  

19. Blessed is the intellect that transcends all sensible objects and ceaselessly delights in divine beauty.  



20. If you make provision for the desires of the flesh (cf. Rom. 13:14) and bear a grudge against your neighbor on 
account of something transitory, you worship the creature instead of the Creator.  

21. If you keep your body free from disease and sensual pleasure it will help you to serve what is more noble.  

22. He who forsakes all worldly desires sets himself above all worldly distress.  

23. He who loves God will certainly love his neighbor as well. Such a person cannot hoard money, but distributes it 
in a way befitting God, being generous to everyone in need.  

24. He who gives alms in imitation of God does not discriminate between the wicked and the virtuous, the just and 
the unjust, when providing for men’s bodily needs. He gives equally to all according to their need, even though 
he prefers the virtuous man to the bad man because of the probity of his intention.  

25. God, who is by nature good and dispassionate, loves all men equally as His handiwork. But He glorifies the 
virtuous man because in his will he is united to God. At the same time, in His goodness He is merciful to the 
sinner and by chastising him in this life brings him back to the path of virtue. Similarly, a man of good and 
dispassionate judgment also loves all men equally. He loves the virtuous man because of his nature and the 
probity of his intention; and he loves the sinner, too, because of his nature and because in his compassion he 
pities him for foolishly stumbling in darkness.  

26. The state of love may be recognized in the giving of money, and still more in the giving of spiritual counsel and 
in looking after people in their physical needs.  

27. He who has genuinely renounced worldly things, and lovingly and sincerely serves his neighbor, is soon set free 
from every passion and made a partaker of God’s love and knowledge.  

28. He who has realized love for God in his heart is tireless, as Jeremiah says (cf. Jer. 17:16. LXX), in his pursuit of 
the Lord his God, and bears every hardship, reproach and insult nobly, never thinking the least evil of anyone.  
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29. When you are insulted by someone or .humiliated, guard against angry thoughts, lest they arouse a feeling of 
irritation, and so cut you off from love .and place you in the realm of hatred.  

30. You should know that you Save been greatly benefited when you have suffered deeply because of some insult 
or indignity; for by means of the indignity self-esteem has been driven out of you.  

31. Just as the thought of fire does not warm the body, so faith without love does not actualize the light of spiritual 
knowledge in the soul.  

32. Just as the light of the sun attracts a healthy eye, so through love knowledge of God naturally draws to itself the 
pure intellect.  

33. A pure intellect is one divorced from ignorance and illumined by divine light.  

34. A pure soul is one freed from passions and constantly delighted by divine love.  

35. A culpable passion is an impulse of the soul that is contrary to nature.  

36. Dispassion is a peaceful condition of the soul in which the soul is not easily moved to evil.  

37. A man who has been assiduous in acquiring the fruits of love will not cease loving even if he suffers a thousand 
calamities. Let Stephen, the disciple of Christ, and others like him persuade you of the truth of this (cf. Acts 
7:60). Our Lord Himself prayed for His murderers and asked the Father to forgive them because they did not 
know what they were doing (cf. Luke 23:34).  

38. If love is long-suffering and kind (cf. 1 Cor. 13:4), a man who is contentious and malicious clearly alienates 
himself from love. And he who is alienated from love is alienated from God, for God is love.  

39. Do not say that you are the temple of the Lord, writes Jeremiah (cf. Jer. 7:4); nor should you say that faith alone 
in our Lord Jesus Christ can save you, for this is impossible unless you also acquire love for Him through your 
works. As for faith by itself, ‘the devils also believe, and tremble’(Jas. 2:19).  



40. We actively manifest love in forbearance and patience towards our neighbor, in genuinely desiring his good, 
and in the right use of material things.  

41. He who loves God neither distresses nor is distressed with anyone on account of transitory things. There is only 
one kind of  
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distress which he both suffers and inflicts on others: that salutary distress which the blessed Paul suffered and which 
he inflicted on the Corinthians (cf. 2 Cor. 7:8-11).  

42. He who loves God lives the angelic life on earth, fasting and keeping vigils, praying and singing psalms and 
always thinking good of every man.  

43. If a man desires something, he makes every effort to attain it. But of all things which are good and desirable the 
divine is incomparably the best and the most desirable. How assiduous, then, we should be in order to attain 
what is of its very nature good and desirable.  

44. Stop defiling your flesh with shameful deeds and polluting your soul with wicked thoughts; then the peace of 
God will descend upon you and bring you love.  

45. Afflict your flesh with hunger and vigils and apply yourself tirelessly to psalmody and prayer; then the 
sanctifying gift of self-restraint will descend upon you and bring you love.  

46. He who has been granted divine knowledge and has through love acquired its illumination will never be swept 
hither and thither by the demon of self-esteem. But he who has not yet been granted such knowledge will 
readily succumb to this demon. However, if in all that he does he keeps his gaze fixed on God, doing everything 
for His sake, he will with God’s help soon escape.  

47. He who has not yet attained divine knowledge energized by love is proud of his spiritual progress. But he who 
has been granted such knowledge repeats with deep conviction the words uttered by the patriarch Abraham 



when he was granted the manifestation of God: ‘I am dust and ashes’ (Gen. 18:27).  

48. The person who fears the Lord has humility as his constant companion and, through the thoughts which 
humility inspires, reaches a state of divine love and thankfulness. For he recalls his former worldly way of life, 
the various sins he has committed and the temptations which have befallen him since his youth; and he recalls, 
too, how the Lord delivered him from all this, and how He led him away from a passion-dominated life to a life 
ruled by God. Then, together with fear, he also receives love, and in deep humility continually gives thanks to 
the Benefactor and Helmsman of our lives.  

49. Do not befoul your intellect by clinging to thoughts filled  
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with anger and sensual desire. Otherwise you will lose your capacity for pure prayer and fall victim to the demon of 
listlessness.  

50. When the intellect associates with evil and sordid thoughts it loses its intimate communion with God.  

51. The foolish man under attack from the passions, when stirred to anger, is senselessly impelled to leave his 
brethren. But when heated by desire he quickly changes his mind and seeks their company. An intelligent 
person behaves differently in both cases. When anger flares up he cuts off the source of disturbance and so frees 
himself from his feeling of irritation against his brethren. When desire is uppermost he checks every unruly 
impulse and chance conversation.  

52. In time of trial do not leave your monastery but stand up courageously against the thoughts that surge over you, 
especially those of irritation and listlessness. For when you have been tested by afflictions in this way, 
according to divine providence, your hope in God will become firm and secure. But if you leave, you will show 
yourself to be worthless, unmanly and fickle.  

53. If you wish not to fall away from the love of God, do not let your brother go to bed feeling irritated with you, 
and do not go to bed yourself feeling irritated with him. Reconcile yourself with your brother, and then come to 
Christ with a clear conscience and offer Him your gift of love in earnest prayer (cf. Matt. 5:24).  



54. St Paul says that, if we have all the gifts of the Spirit but do not have love, we are no further forward (cf. 1 Cor. 
13:2). How assiduous, then, we ought to be in our efforts to acquire this love.  

55. If ‘love prevents us from harming our neighbor’ (Rom. 13:10), he who is jealous of his brother or irritated by 
his reputation, and damages his good name with cheap jibes or in any way spitefully plots against him, is surely 
alienating himself from love and is guilty in the face of eternal judgment.  

56. If love is the fulfilling of the law’ (Rom. 13:10), he who is full of rancor towards his neighbor and lays traps for 
him and curses him, exulting in his fall, must surely be a transgressor deserving eternal punishment.  

57. If ‘he who speaks evil of his brother, and judges his brother, speaks evil of the law, and judges the law’ (Jas. 
4:11), and the law of Christ is love, surely he who speaks evil of Christ’s love falls away from it and is the 
cause of his own perdition.  
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58. Do not listen gleefully to gossip at your neighbor’s expense or chatter to a person who likes finding fault. 
Otherwise you will fall away from divine love and find yourself cut off from eternal life.  

59. Do not permit any abuse of your spiritual father or encourage anyone who dishonors him. Otherwise the Lord 
will be angry with your conduct and will obliterate you from the land of the living (cf. Deut. 6:15).  

60. Silence the man who utters slander in your hearing. Otherwise you sin twice over: first, you accustom yourself 
to this deadly passion and, second you fail to prevent him from gossiping against his neighbor.  

61. ‘But I say to you,’ says the Lord, ‘love your enemies ... do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who 
mistreat you’ (Matt. 5:44). Why did He command this? To free you from hatred, irritation, anger and rancor, 
and to make you worthy of the supreme gift of perfect love. And you cannot attain such love if you do not 
imitate God and love all men equally. For God loves all men equally and wishes them ‘to be saved and to come 
to the knowledge of the truth’ (1 Tim. 2:4).  



62. ‘But I say to you, do not resist evil; but if someone hits you on the right cheek, turn to him the other cheek as 
well. And if anyone sues you in the courts, and takes away your coat, let him have your cloak also. And if 
anyone forces you to go a mile, go with him for two miles’ (Matt. 5:39-41). Why did He say this? Both to keep 
you free from anger and irritation, and to correct the other person by means of your forbearance, so that like a 
good Father He might bring the two of you under the yoke of love.   

63. We carry about with us impassioned images of the things we have experienced. If we can overcome these 
images we shall be indifferent to the things which they represent. For fighting against the thoughts of things is 
much harder than fighting against the things themselves, just as to sin in the mind is easier than to sin through 
outward action.  

64. Some passions pertain to the body, others to the soul. The first are occasioned by the body, the second by 
external objects. Love and self-control overcome both kinds, the first curbing the passions of the soul and the 
second those of the body.  

65. Some passions pertain to the soul’s incensive power, and  
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others to its desiring aspect. Both kinds are aroused through the senses. They are aroused when the soul lacks love 
and self-control.  

66. The passions of the soul’s incensive power are more difficult to combat than those of its desiring aspect. 
Consequently our Lord has given a stronger remedy against them; the commandment of love.  

67. While passions such as forgetfulness and ignorance affect but one of the soul’s three aspects - the incensive, the 
desiring or the intelligent - listlessness alone seizes control of all the soul’s powers and rouses almost all the 
passions together. That is why this passion is more serious than all the others. Hence our Lord has given us an 
excellent remedy against it, saying: “You will gain possession of your souls through your patient endurance’ 
(Luke 21:19).  



68. Never strike any of the brethren, especially without reason, in case he is unable to bear the affliction and leaves 
the monastery. For then you would never escape the reproach of your conscience. It would always bring you 
distress in the time of prayer and divert your intellect from intimate communion with God.  

69. Shun all suspicions and all persons that cause you to take offence. If you are offended by anything, whether 
intended or unintended, you do not know the way of peace, which through love brings the lovers of divine 
knowledge to the knowledge of God.  

70. You have not yet acquired perfect love if your regard for people is still swayed by their characters - for 
example, if, for some particular reason, you love one person and hate another, or if for the same reason you 
sometimes love and sometimes hate the same person.  

71. Perfect love does not split up the single human nature, common to all, according to the diverse characteristics of 
individuals; but, fixing attention always on this single nature, it loves all men equally. It loves the good as 
friends and the bad as enemies, helping them, exercising forbearance, patiently accepting whatever they do, not 
taking the evil into account at all but even suffering on their behalf if the opportunity offers, so that, if possible, 
they too become friends. If it cannot achieve this, it does not change its own attitude; it continues to show the 
fruits of love to all men alike. It was on account of this that our Lord and God Jesus Christ, showing His love 
for us, suffered for the whole of mankind and gave to all men an equal hope of resurrection, although each man 
determines his own fitness for glory or punishment.  
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72. If you are not indifferent to both fame and dishonor, riches and poverty, pleasure and distress, you have not yet 
acquired perfect love. For perfect love is indifferent not only to these but even to this fleeting life and to death.  

73. Listen to the words of those who have been granted perfect love: ‘What can separate us from the love of Christ? 
Can affliction, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or the sword? As it is written, “For 
Thy sake we are put to death all the day long; we are regarded as sheep for slaughtering (Ps. 44:22). But in all 
these things we are more than conquerors through Him that loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor 
life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor 
any other created thing, can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord’ (Rom. 8:35-39). 
Those who speak and act thus with regard to divine love are all saints.  



74. Listen now to what they say about love for our neighbor: ‘I speak the truth in Christ, I do not lie, my conscience 
also bears me witness in the Holy Spirit: I have great distress and continual sorrow in my heart. For I could wish 
that I myself were severed from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh, who are 
Israelites’ (Rom. 9:1-3). Moses and the other saints speak in a similar manner.  

75. He who is not indifferent to fame and pleasure, as well as to the love of riches that exists because of them and 
increases them, cannot cut off occasions for anger. And he who does not cut these off cannot attain perfect love.  

76. Humility and ascetic hardship free a man from all sin, for the one cuts out the passions of the soul, the other 
those of the body. This is what the blessed David indicates when he prays to God, saying, ‘Look on my humility 
and my toil, and forgive all my sins’ (Ps. 25:18).  

77. It is through our fulfilling of the commandments that the Lord makes us dispassionate; and it is through His 
divine teachings that He gives us the light of spiritual knowledge.  

78. All such teachings are concerned either with God, or with things visible and invisible, or eke with the 
providence and judgment relating to them.  

79. Almsgiving heals the soul’s incensive power; fasting withers  
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sensual desire; prayer purifies the intellect and prepares it for the contemplation of created beings. For the Lord has 
given us commandments which correspond to the powers of the soul.  

80. ‘Learn from Me’, He said ‘for I am gentle and humble in heart’ (Matt. 11:29). Gentleness keeps the soul’s 
incensive power in a calm state; humility frees the intellect from conceit and self-esteem.  

81. Fear of God is of two kinds. The first is generated in us by the threat of punishment. It is through such fear that 
we develop in due order self-control, patience, hope in God and dispassion; and it is from dispassion that love 
comes. The second kind of fear is linked with love and constantly produces reverence in the soul, so that it does 



not grow indifferent to God because of the intimate communion of its love.  

82. The first kind of fear is expelled by perfect love when the soul has acquired this and is no longer afraid of 
punishment (cf. 1 John 4:18). The second kind, as we have already said, is always found united with perfect 
love. The first kind of fear is referred to in the following two verses: ‘Out of fear of the Lord men shun evil’ 
(Prov. 16:6), and ‘Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (Ps. 111:10). The second kind is mentioned in 
the following verses: ‘Fear of the Lord is pure, and endures for ever’ (Ps. 19:9. LXX), and “Those who fear the 
Lord will not want for anything’ (Ps. 34:10. LXX).  

83. ‘Put to death therefore whatever is earthly in you: unchastity, uncleanliness, passion, evil desire and greed’ 
(Col. 3:5). Earth is the name St Paul gives to the will of the flesh. Unchastity is his word for the actual 
committing of sin. Uncleanness is how he designates assent to sin. Passion is his term for impassioned thoughts. 
By evil desire he means the simple act of accepting the thought and the desire. And greed is his name for what 
generates and promotes passion. All these St Paul ordered us to mortify as ‘aspects’ expressing the will of the 
flesh.  

84. First the memory brings some passion-free thought into the intellect. By its lingering there, passion is aroused. 
When the passion is not eradicated, it persuades the intellect to assent to it. Once this assent is given, the actual 
sin is then committed. Therefore, when writing to converts from paganism, St Paul in his wisdom orders them 
first to eliminate the actual sin and then systematically to work back to the cause. The cause, as we have already 
said, is  
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greed, which generates and promotes passion. I think that greed in this case means gluttony, because this is the 
mother and nurse of unchastity. For greed is a sin not only with regard to possessions hut also with regard to food, 
just as self-control likewise relates to both food and possessions.  

85. When a sparrow tied by the leg tries to fly, it is held back by the string and pulled down to the earth. Similarly, 
when the intellect that has not yet attained dispassion flies up towards heavenly knowledge, it is held back by 
the passions and pulled down to the earth.  



86. The intellect, once totally free from passions, proceeds un-distracted to the contemplation of created beings, 
making its way towards knowledge of the Holy Trinity.  

87. When in a pure state, the intellect, on receiving the conceptual images of things, is moved to contemplate these 
things spiritually. But when it is sullied through indolence, while its conceptual images may in general be free 
from passion, those concerned with people produce in it thoughts that are shameful or wicked.  

88. When during prayer no conceptual image of anything worldly disturbs your intellect, then know that you are 
within the realm of dispassion.  

89. Once the soul starts to feel its own good health, the images in its dreams are also calm and free from passion.  

90. Just as the physical eye is attracted to the beauty of things visible, so the purified intellect is attracted to the 
knowledge of things invisible. By things invisible, I mean things incorporeal.  

91. It is already much not to be roused to any passion by material things. It is even more to remain dispassionate 
when presented with mental images of such things. For the war which the demons wage against us by means of 
thoughts is more severe than the war they wage by means of material things.  

92. He who has succeeded in attaining the virtues and is enriched with spiritual knowledge sees things clearly in 
their true nature. Consequently, he both acts and speaks with regard to all things in a manner which is fitting, 
and he is never deluded. For according to whether we use things rightly or wrongly we become either good or 
bad.  

93. If the conceptual images that continually rise up in the heart are free from passion whether the body is awake or 
asleep, then we may know that we have attained the highest state of dispassion.  
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94. Through fulfilling the commandments the intellect strip itself of the passions. Through spiritual contemplation 
of things visible it casts off impassioned conceptions of such things. Through knowledge of things invisible it 



discards the contemplation of things visible. Finally it denudes itself even of this through knowledge of the 
Holy Trinity.  

95. When the sun rises and casts its light on the world, it reveals both itself and the things it illumines. Similarly, 
when the Sun of righteousness rises in the pure intellect. He reveals both Himself and the inner principles of all 
that has been and will be brought into existence by Him.  

96. We do not know God from His essence. We know Him rather from the grandeur of His creation and from His 
providential care for all creatures. For through these, as though they were mirrors, we may attain insight into 
His infinite goodness, wisdom and power.  

97. The pure intellect is occupied either with passion-free conceptual images of human affairs, or with the natural 
contemplation of things visible or invisible, or with the light of the Holy Trinity.  

98. When the intellect is engaged in the contemplation of things visible, it searches out either the natural principles 
of these things or the spiritual principles which they reflect, or else it seeks their original cause.  

99. When the intellect is absorbed in the contemplation of things invisible, it seeks their natural principles, the 
cause of their generation and whatever follows from this, as well as the providential order and judgment which 
relates to them.  

100. When the intellect is established in God, it at first ardently longs to discover the principles of His essence. But 
God’s inmost nature does not admit of such investigation, which is indeed beyond the capacity of everything 
created. The qualities that appertain to His nature, however, are accessible to the intellect’s longing: I mean the 
qualities of eternity, infinity, indeterminateness, goodness, wisdom, and the power of creating, preserving and 
judging creatures. Yet of these, only infinity may be grasped fully; and the very fact of knowing nothing is 
knowledge surpassing the intellect, as the theologians Gregory of Nazianzos and Dionysios have said.  
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1. He who truly loves God prays entirely without distraction, and he who prays entirely without distraction loves 



God truly. But he whose intellect is fixed on any worldly thing does not pray without distraction, and 
consequently he does not love God.  

2. The intellect that dallies with some sensible thing clearly is attached to it by some passion, such as desire, 
irritation, anger or rancor; and unless it becomes detached from that thing it will not be able to free itself from 
the passion affecting it.  

3. When passions dominate the intellect, they separate it from God, binding it to material things and preoccupying 
it with them. But when love of God dominates the intellect, it frees it from its bonds, persuading it to rise above 
not only sensible things but even this transitory life.  

4. The effect of observing the commandments is to free from passion our conceptual images of things. The effect 
of spiritual reading and contemplation is to detach the intellect from form and matter. It is this which gives rise 
to undistracted prayer.  

5. Unless various successive spiritual contemplations also occupy the intellect, the practice of virtues by itself 
cannot free it so entirely from passions that it is able to pray undistractedly. Practice of the virtues frees the 
intellect only from dissipation and hatred; spiritual contemplation releases it also from forgetfulness and ignor-
ance. In this way the intellect can pray as it should.  

6. Two states of pure prayer are exalted above all others. One is to be found in those who have not advanced 
beyond the practice of the virtues, the other in those leading the contemplative life. The first is engendered in 
the soul by fear of God and a firm hope in Him, the second by an intense longing for God and by total 
purification. The sign of the first is that the intellect, abandoning all conceptual  
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images of the world, concentrates itself and prays without distraction or disturbance as if God Himself were present, 
as indeed He is. The sign of the second is that at the very onset of prayer the intellect is so ravished by the divine 
and infinite light that it is aware neither of itself nor of any other created thing, but only of Him who through love 
has activated such radiance in-it. It is then that, being made aware of God’s qualities, it receives clear and distinct 
reflections of Him.  



7. Whatever a man loves he inevitably clings to, and in order not to lose it he rejects everything that keeps him 
from it. So he who loves God cultivates pure prayer, driving out every passion that keeps him from it.  

8. He who drives out self-love, the mother of the passions, will with God’s help easily rid himself of the rest, such 
as anger, irritation, rancor and so on. But he who is dominated by self-love is overpowered by the other 
passions, even against his will. Self-love is the passion of attachment to the body.  

9. Men love one another, commendably or reprehensibly, for the following five reasons; either for the sake of 
God, as the virtuous man loves everyone and as the man not yet virtuous loves the virtuous ; or by nature, as 
parents love their children and children their parents; or because of self-esteem, as he who is praised loves the 
man who praises him; or because of avarice, as with one who loves a rich man for what he can get out of him; 
or because of self-indulgence, as with the man who serves his belly and his genitals. The first of these is 
commendable, the second is of an intermediate kind, the rest are dominated by passion.  

10. If there are some men you hate and some you neither love nor hate, and others you love strongly and others 
again you love but moderately, recognize from this inequality that you are far from perfect love. For perfect 
love presupposes that you love all men equally.  

11. ‘Shun evil and do good’ (Ps. 34:14), that is to say, fight the enemy in order to diminish the passions, and then be 
vigilant lest they increase once more. Again, fight to acquire the virtues and then be vigilant in order to keep 
them. This is the meaning of ‘cultivating’ and ‘keeping’ (cf. Gen. 2:15).  

12. Those permitted by God to test us either inflame the desiring aspect of the soul, or stir up its incensive power, or 
darken its  
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intelligence, or envelop its body in pain, or deprive us of bodily necessities.  

13. The demons either tempt us themselves or arm against us those who have no fear of the Lord. They tempt us 
themselves when we withdraw from human society, as they, tempted our Lord in the desert. They tempt us 
through other people when we spend our time in the company of others, as they tempted our Lord through the 
Pharisees. But whichever line of attack they choose, let us repel them by keeping our gaze fixed on the Lord’s 



example.  

14. When the intellect begins to advance in love for God, the demon of blasphemy starts to tempt it, suggesting 
thoughts such as no man but only the devil, their father, could invent. He does this out of envy, so that the man 
of God, in his despair at thinking such thoughts, no longer dares to soar up to God in his accustomed prayer. But 
the demon does not further his own ends by this means. On the contrary, he makes us more steadfast. For 
through his attacks and our retaliation we grow more experienced and genuine in our love for God. May his 
sword enter into his own heart and may his bows be broken (cf. Ps. 37:15).  

15. When the intellect turns its attention to the visible world, it perceives things through the medium of the senses 
in a way that accords with nature. And the intellect is not evil, nor is its natural capacity to form conceptual 
images of things, nor are the things themselves, nor are the senses, for all are the work of God. What, then, is 
evil? Clearly it is the passion that enters into the conceptual images formed in accordance with nature by the 
intellect; and this need not happen if the intellect keeps watch.  

16. Passion is an impulse of the soul contrary to nature, as in the case of mindless love or mindless hatred for 
someone or for some sensible thing. In the case of love, it may be for needless food, or for a woman, or for 
money, or for transient glory, or for other sensible objects or on their account. In the case of hatred, it may be 
for any of the things mentioned, or for someone on account of these things.  

17. Again, vice is the wrong use of our conceptual images of things, which leads us to misuse the things 
themselves. In relation to women, for example, sexual intercourse, rightly used, has as its purpose the begetting 
of children. He, therefore, who seeks in it only sensual pleasure uses it wrongly, for he reckons as good what is  
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not good. When such a man has intercourse with a woman, he misuses her. And the same is true with regard to other 
things and our conceptual images of them.  

18. When the demons expel self-restraint from your intellect and besiege you with thoughts of unchastity, turn to 
the Lord with tears and say, ‘Now they have driven me out and encircled me’ (Ps. 17:11. LXX); ‘Thou art my 
supreme joy: deliver me from those who encircle me’ (Ps. 32:7. LXX). Then you will be safe.  



19. The demon of unchastity is powerful and violently attacks those who struggle against passion, particularly if 
they are lax about matters of diet and often meet women. With the lubricity of sensual pleasure he 
imperceptibly steals into the intellect and thereafter persecutes the hesychast by means of the memory, setting 
his body on fire and presenting various forms to his intellect. In this way he evokes his assent to sin. If you do 
not want these forms to linger in you, turn again to fasting, labor, vigils and blessed stillness with intense 
prayer.  

20. Those who are always trying to lay hold of our soul do so by means of impassioned thoughts, so that they may 
drive it to sin either in the mind or in action. Consequently, when they find the intellect unreceptive, they will 
be disgraced and put to shame; and when they find the intellect occupied with spiritual contemplation, they will 
‘be turned back and suddenly ashamed’ (Ps. 6:l0).  

21. He who anoints his intellect for spiritual contest and drives all impassioned thoughts out of it has the quality of 
a deacon. He who illuminates his intellect with the knowledge of created beings and utterly destroys false 
knowledge has the quality of a priest. And he who perfects his intellect with the holy myrrh of the knowledge 
and worship of the Holy Trinity has the quality of a bishop.  

22. The demons are weakened when the passions in us decrease through our keeping the commandments; and they 
are defeated totally when they are routed by dispassion, for then they no longer find anything through which 
they can enter the soul and fight against it. This is what is meant by ‘they will be weakened and defeated before 
Thy face’ (Ps. 9:3).  

23. Some men abstain from the passions because of human fear, others because of self-esteem, and others through 
self-control. Some, however, are delivered from the passions by divine providence.  

 

 
[V2] 69 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Second Century 

24. All the discourses of our Lord contain these four elements: commandments, doctrines, threats and promises. 
With the help of these we patiently accept every kind of hardship, such as fasting, vigils, sleeping on the 
ground, toil and labor in acts of service, insults, dishonor, torture, death and so on. ‘Helped by the words of Thy 
lips,’ says the psalmist, I have kept to difficult paths’ (Ps. 17:4. LXX).  



25. The reward of self-control is dispassion, and the reward of faith is spiritual knowledge. Dispassion engenders 
discrimination, and spiritual knowledge engenders love for God.  

26. When the intellect practices the virtues correctly, it advances in moral understanding. When it practices 
contemplation, it advances in spiritual knowledge. The first leads the spiritual contestant to discriminate 
between virtue and vice; the second leads the participant to the inner qualities of incorporeal and corporeal 
things. Finally, the intellect is granted the grace of theology when, carried on wings of love beyond these two 
former stages, it is taken up into God and with the help of the Holy Spirit discerns - as far as this is possible for 
the human intellect - the qualities of God.  

27. If you are about to enter the realm of theology, do not seek to descry God’s inmost nature, for neither the human 
intellect nor that of any other being under God can experience this; but try to discern, as far as possible, the 
qualities that appertain to His nature - qualities of eternity, infinity, indeterminateness, goodness, wisdom, and 
the power of creating, preserving and judging creatures, and so on. For he who discovers these qualities, to 
however small an extent, is a great theologian.  

28. He who combines the practice of the virtues with spiritual knowledge is a man of power. For with the first he 
withers his desire and tames his incensiveness, and with the second he gives wings to his intellect and goes out 
of himself to God.  

29. When our Lord says, ‘I and My Father are one’ (John 10:30), He indicates their identity of essence. Again, 
when He says, ‘I am in the Father, and the Father in Me’ (John 14:11), He shows that the Persons cannot be 
divided. The tritheists, therefore, who divide the Son from the Father, find themselves in a dilemma. Either they 
say that the Son is coeternal with the Father, but nevertheless  

 

 
[V2] 70 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Second Century 

divide Him from the Father, and so they are forced to say that He is not begotten from the Father; thus they fell into 
the error of claiming that there are three Gods and three first principles. Or else they say that the Son is begotten 
from the Father but nevertheless divide Him from the Father, and so they are forced to say that He is not coetemal 
with the Father; thus they make the Lord of time subject to time. For, as St Gregory of Nazianzos says, it is 



necessary both to maintain the one God and to confess the three Persons, each in His own individuality. According 
to St Gregory, the Divinity is divided but without division and is united but with distinctions. Because of this both 
the division and the union are paradoxical. For what paradox would there be if the Son were united to the Father and 
divided from Him only in the same manner as one human being is united to and divided from another, and nothing 
more?  

30. For him who is perfect in love and has reached the summit of dispassion there is no difference between his own 
or another’s, or between Christians and unbelievers, or between slave and free, or even between male and 
female. But because he has risen above the tyranny of the passions and has fixed his attention on the single 
nature of man, he looks on all in the same way and shows the same disposition to all. For in him there is neither 
Greek nor Jew, male nor female, bond nor free, but Christ who ‘is all, and in all’ (Col. 3:11; cf. Gal. 3:28).  

31. The passions lying hidden in the soul provide the demons with the means of arousing impassioned droughts in 
us. Then, fighting the intellect through these thoughts, they force it to give its assent to sin. When it has been 
overcome, they lead it to sin in the mind; and when this has been done they induce it, captive as it is, to commit 
the sin in action. Having thus desolated the soul by means of these thoughts, the demons then retreat, taking the 
thoughts with them, and only the specter or idol of sin remains in the intellect. Referring to this our Lord says, 
‘When you see the abominable idol of desolation standing in the holy place (let him who reads understand) . . .’ 
(Matt. 24:15). For man’s intellect is a holy place and a temple of God in which the demons, having desolated 
the soul by means of impassioned thoughts, set up the idol of sin. That these things have already taken place in 
history no one, I think,  
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who has read Josephus will doubt; though some say that they will also come to pass in the time of the Antichrist.  

32. There are three things that impel us towards what is holy: natural instincts, angelic powers and probity of 
intention. Natural instincts impel us when, for example, we do to others what we would wish them to do to us 
(cf. Luke 6:31), or when we see someone suffering deprivation or in need and naturally feel compassion. 
Angelic powers impel us when, being ourselves impelled to something worthwhile, we find we are 
providentially helped and guided. We are impelled by probity of intention when, discriminating between good 
and evil, we choose the good.  



33. There are also three things that impel us towards evil: passions, demons and sinfulness of intention. Passions 
impel us when, for example, we desire something beyond what is reasonable, such as food which is unnecessary 
or untimely, or a woman who is not our wife or for a purpose other than procreation, or else when we are 
excessively angered or irritated by, for instance, someone who has dishonored or injured us. Demons impel us 
when, for example, they catch us off our guard and suddenly launch a violent attack upon us, stirring up the 
passions already mentioned and others of a similar nature. We are impelled by sinfulness of intention when, 
knowing the good, we choose evil instead.  

34. The rewards for the toils of virtue are dispassion and spiritual knowledge. For these are mediators of the 
kingdom of heaven, just as passions and ignorance are mediators of eternal punishment. It is because of this that 
he who seeks these rewards for the sake of human glory and not for their intrinsic goodness is rebuked by the 
words of Scripture, ‘You ask, and do not receive, because you ask wrongly’ (Jas. 4:3).  

35. Many human activities, good in themselves, are not good because of the motive for which they are done. For 
example, fasting and vigils, prayer and psalmody, acts of charity and hospitality are by nature good, but when 
performed for the sake of self-esteem they are not good.  

36. In everything that we do God searches out our purpose to see whether we do it for Him or for some other 
motive.  

37. When you hear the words of Scripture, ‘Thou shalt render to  
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every man according to his work’ (Ps. 62:12. LXX), do not think that God bestows blessings when something is 
done for the wrong purpose, even though it seems be good. Quite clearly He bestows blessings only when something 
is done for the right purpose. For God’s judgment looks not at the actions but at the purpose behind them.  

38. The malice of the demon of pride takes two forms. Either he persuades the monk to ascribe his achievements to 



himself and not to God, the Giver of all goodness and helper in every achievement; or, if this fails, he suggests 
that he should belittle those of his brethren who are as yet less perfect than himself. Influenced in this way, he 
does not realize that the demon is persuading him to deny God’s help. For if he belittles his brethren for their 
lack of achievement, he clearly infers that he has achieved something through his own powers. But this is 
impossible, since, as our Lord has said, ‘Without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). For even when impelled 
towards what is good, our weakness cannot bring anything to fruition without the Giver of all goodness.  

39. The person who has come to know the weakness of human nature has gained experience of divine power. Such 
a man, having achieved some things and eager to achieve others through this divine power, never belittles 
anyone. For he knows that just as God has helped him and freed him from many passions and difficulties, so, 
when God wishes, He is able to help all men, especially those pursuing the spiritual way for His sake. And if in 
His providence He does not deliver all men together from their passions, yet like a good and loving physician 
He heals with individual treatment each of those who are trying to make progress. 

40. We grow proud when the passions cease to be active in us, and this whether they are inactive because their 
causes have been eradicated or because the demons have deliberately withdrawn in order to deceive us. 

41. Almost every sin is committed for the sake of sensual pleasure; and sensual pleasure is overcome by hardship 
and distress arising either voluntarily from repentance, or else involuntarily as a result of some salutary and 
providential reversal. ‘For if we would judge ourselves, we should not be judged; but when we are judged, we 
are chastened by the Lord, so that we should not be condemned with the world’ (1Cor. 11:31-32). 

42. When a trial comes upon you unexpectedly, do not blame  
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the person through whom it came but try to discover the reason why it came, and then you will find a way of dealing 
with it. For whether through this person or through someone else you had in any case to drink the wormwood of 
God’s judgments. 

43. As long as you have bad habits do not reject hardship, so that through it you may be humbled and eject your 
pride. 



44. Sometimes men are tested by pleasure, sometimes by distress or by physical suffering. By means of His 
prescriptions the Physician of souls administers the remedy according to the cause of the passions lying hidden 
in the soul. 

45. Trials are sent to some so as to take away past sins, to others so as to eradicate sins now being committed, and 
to yet others so as to forestall sins which may be committed in the future. These are distinct from the trials that 
arise in order to test men in the way that Job was tested. 

46. The sensible man, taking into account the remedial effect of the divine prescriptions, gladly bears the sufferings 
which they bring upon him, since he is aware that they have no cause other than his own sin. But when the fool, 
ignorant of the supreme wisdom of God’s providence, sins and is corrected, he regards either God or men as 
responsible for the hardships he suffers. 

47. Certain things stop the movement of the passions and do not allow them to grow; others subdue them and make 
them diminish. For instance, where desire is concerned, fasting, labor and vigils do not allow it to grow, while 
withdrawal, contemplation, prayer and intense longing for God subdue it and make it disappear. The same is 
true with regard to anger. Forbearance, freedom from rancor, gentleness, for example, all arrest it and prevent it 
from growing, while love, acts of charity, kindness and compassion make it diminish. 

48. When a man’s intellect is constantly with God, his desire grows beyond all measure into an intense longing for 
God and his incensiveness is completely transformed into divine love. For by continual participation in the 
divine radiance his intellect becomes totally filled with light; and when it has reintegrated its passible aspect, it 
redirects this aspect towards God, as we have said, filling it with an incomprehensible and intense longing for 
Him and with unceasing love, thus drawing it entirely away from worldly things to the divine.  
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49. If a man is not envious or angry, and does not bear a grudge against someone who has offended him, that does 
not necessarily mean that he loves him. For, while still lacking love, he may be capable of not repaying evil 
with evil, in accordance with the commandment (cf. Rom. 12:17), and yet by no means be capable of rendering 
good for evil without forcing himself. To be spontaneously disposed to ‘do good to those who you hate you’ 



(Matt. 5:44) belongs to perfect spiritual love alone.  

50. If a man does not love someone, it does not necessarily mean that he hates him; and conversely, if he does not 
hate him, it does not necessarily mean that he loves him, since he can be neutral towards him, that is, neither 
love him nor hate him. For the disposition to love is created only in the five ways listed in the ninth text of this 
Century, one commendable, one of an intermediate kind, and three reprehensible. 

51. When you find your intellect occupied pleasurably with material things and becoming fondly attached to its 
conceptual images of them, you may be sure that you love these things more than God. ‘For where your treasure 
is, there will your heart be also’ (Matt. 6:21). 

52. The intellect joined to God for long periods through prayer and love becomes wise, good, powerful, 
compassionate, merciful and long-suffering; in short, it includes within itself almost all the divine qualities. But 
when the intellect withdraws from God and attaches itself to material things, either it becomes self-indulgent 
like some domestic animal, or like a wild beast it fights with men for the sake of these things. 

53. Scripture calls material things ‘the world’; and worldly men are those who occupy their intellect with these 
things. It is such men that Scripture rebukes when it says: ‘Do not love the world or the things that are in the 
world . . . The desire of the flesh, and the desire of the eyes, and pride in one’s possessions, are not of God but 
of the world’ (cf. 1 John 2:15-16). 

54. A monk is a man who has freed his intellect from attachment to material things and by means of self-control, 
love, psalmody and prayer cleaves to God. 

55. The herdsman signifies the man practicing the virtues, for moral achievements may be represented by 
cattle. That is why Jacob said, ‘Your servants are herdsmen’ (Gen. 46:34). The  
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shepherd signifies the gnostic, for sheep represent thoughts pastured by the intellect on the mountains of 
contemplation. That is why ‘every shepherd is an abomination to the Egyptians’ (Gen. 46:34), that is, to the demonic 
powers. 



56. When the body is urged by the senses to indulge its own desires and pleasures, the corrupted intellect readily 
succumbs and assents to its impassioned fantasies and impulses. But the regenerated intellect exercises self-
control and withholds itself from them. Moreover, as a true philosopher it studies how to rectify such impulses. 

57. There are virtues of the body and virtues of the soul. Those of the body include fasting, vigils, sleeping on the 
ground, ministering to people’s needs, working with one’s hands so as not to be a burden or in order to give to 
others (cf. 1 Thess. 2:9, Ephes. 4:28). Those of the soul include love, long-suffering, gentleness, self-control and 
prayer (cf. Gal, 5:22). If as a result of some constraint or bodily condition, such as illness or the like, we find we 
cannot practice the bodily virtues mentioned above, we are forgiven by the Lord because He knows the reasons. 
But if we fail to practice the virtues of the soul, we shall not have a single excuse, for it is always within our 
power to practice them. 

58. Love for God leads him who shares in it to be indifferent to every transient pleasure and every labor and 
distress. Let all the saints, who have suffered joyfully so much for Christ, convince you of this. 

59. Guard yourself from that mother of vices, self-love, which is mindless love for the body. For it gives birth with 
specious justification to the three first and most general of the impassioned thoughts. I mean those of gluttony, 
avarice and self-esteem, which take as their pretext some so-called need of the body. All further vices are 
generated by these three. You must therefore be on your guard, as we have already said, and fight against self-
love with great vigilance. For when this vice is eradicated, all the others are eradicated too.  

60. The passion of self-love suggests to the monk that he should have pity on his body and in the name of its proper 
care and governance should take food more often than is fitting; for in this way self-love will lead him on step 
by step to fall into the pit of self-indulgence. On the other hand, self-love prompts those who are not monks to 
fulfill the body’s desires at once.  
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61. It is said that the highest state of prayer is reached when the intellect goes beyond the flesh and the World, and 
while praying is utterly free from matter and form. He who maintains this state has truly attained unceasing 
prayer. 



62. When the body dies, it is wholly separated from the things of this world. Similarly, when the intellect dies while 
in that supreme state of prayer, it is separated from all conceptual images of this world. If it does not die such a 
death, it cannot be with God and live with Him. 

63. Let no one deceive you, monk, with the notion that you can be saved while a slave to sensual pleasure and self-
esteem. 

64. When the body sins through material things, it has the bodily virtues to teach it self-restraint. Similarly, when 
the intellect sins through impassioned conceptual images, it has the virtues of the soul to instruct it, so that by 
seeing things in a pure and dispassionate way, it too may learn self-restraint. 

65. Just as night follows day and winter summer, so distress and pain follow self-esteem and sensual pleasure, 
either in this life or after death. 

66. No sinner can escape future judgment without experiencing in this life either voluntary hardships or afflictions 
he has not chosen. 

67. There are said to be five reasons why God allows us to be assailed by demons. The first is so that, by attacking 
and counterattacking, we should learn to discriminate between virtue and vice. The second is so that, having 
acquired virtue through conflict and toil, we should keep it secure and immutable. The third is so that, when 
making progress in virtue, we should not become haughty but learn humility. The fourth is so that, having 
gained some experience of evil, we should ‘hate it with perfect hatred’ (cf. Ps. 139:22). The fifth and most 
important is so that, having achieved dispassion, we should forget neither our own weakness nor the power of 
Him who has helped us. 

68. Just as the intellect of a hungry man imagines bread and that of a thirsty man water, so the intellect of a glutton 
imagines a profusion of foods, that of a sensualist the forms of women, that of a vain man worldly honor, that of 
an avaricious man financial gain, that of a rancorous man revenge on whoever has offended him, that of an 
envious man how to harm the object of his envy, and so on with all the other passions. For an intellect agitated 
by passions is beset by  
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impassioned conceptual images whether the body is awake or asleep. 

69. When desire grows strong, the intellect in sleep imagines things that give sensual pleasure; and when the 
incensive power grows strong, it imagines things that cause fear. For the impure demons, finding an ally in our 
negligence, strengthen and excite the passions. But holy angels, by inducing us to perform works of virtue, 
make them weaker. 

70. When the desiring aspect of the soul is frequently excited, it implants in the soul a habit of self-indulgence 
which is difficult to break. When the soul’s incensive power is constantly stimulated, it becomes in the end 
cowardly and unmanly. The first of these failings is cured by long exercise in fasting, vigils and prayer; the 
second by kindness, compassion, love and mercy. 

71. The demons fight against us either through things themselves or through our impassioned conceptual images of 
these things. They fight through things against those who are occupied with things and through conceptual 
images against those who are not attached to things. 

72. Just as it is easier to sin in the mind than in action, so warfare through our impassioned conceptual images of 
things is harder than warfare through the things themselves, 

73. Things are outside the intellect, but the conceptual images of these things are formed within it. It is 
consequently in the intellect’s power to make good or bad use of these conceptual images. Their wrong use is 
followed by the misuse of the things themselves. 

74. The intellect receives impassioned conceptual images in three ways: through the senses, through the body’s 
condition and through the memory. It receives them through the senses when the senses themselves receive 
impressions from things in relation to which we have acquired passion, and when these things stir up 
impassioned thoughts in the intellect; through the body’s condition when, as a result either of an undisciplined 
way of life, or of the activity of demons, or of some illness, the balance of elements in the body is disturbed and 
again the intellect is stirred to impassioned thoughts or to thoughts contrary to providence; through the memory 
when the memory recalls the conceptual images of things in relation to which we were once made passionate, 
and so stirs up impassioned thoughts in a similar way.  
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75. Some of the things given to us by God for our use are in the soul, others are in the body and others relate to the 
body. In the soul are its powers; in the body are the sense organs and other members; relating to the body are 
food, money, possessions and so on. Our good or bad use of these things given us by God, or of what is con-
tingent upon them, reveals whether we are virtuous or evil. 

76. Of the things contingent upon those given us by God, some are in the soul, some are in the body, and some 
relate to the body. Those in the soul are spiritual knowledge and ignorance, forgetful-ness and memory, love 
and hate, fear and courage, distress and joy, and so on. Those in the body are pleasure and pain, sensation and 
numbness, health and disease, life and death, and so on. Those relating to the body are having children and not 
having children, wealth and poverty, fame and obscurity, and so on. Some of these are regarded as good and 
others as evil. Not one of them is evil in itself. According to how they are used they may rightly be called good 
or evil. 

77. Both spiritual knowledge and health are good by nature, yet their contraries have been of more benefit to many 
people. For such knowledge may serve no good purpose where the wicked are concerned, even though, as we 
have said, it is good in itself. The same is true with regard to health, riches and joy, for they are not used 
advantageously by such people. But certainly their contraries do benefit them. Therefore not one of them is evil 
in itself, even though it may appear to be evil. 

78. Do not misuse your conceptual images of things, lest you are forced to make a wrong use of the things 
themselves. For if a man does not first sin in his mind, he will never sin in action. 

79. The principal vices - stupidity, cowardice, licentiousness, injustice - are the ‘image’ of the ‘earthy’ man. The 
principal virtues - intelligence, courage, self-restraint, justice - are the ‘image’ of the ‘heavenly’ man. As we 
have borne the image of the earthy, let us also bear the image of the heavenly (cf. 1 Cor. 15:49). 

80. If you wish to find the way that leads to life, look for it in the Way who says, ‘I am the way, the door, the truth 
and the life’ (John 10:7; 14:6), and there you will find it. Only let your search be diligent and painstaking, for 
‘few there are that find it’ (Matt. 7:14) and if you are not among the few you will find yourself with the many.  
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81, Five things make a soul cut itself off from sin: fear of judgment, hope of future reward, love of God and, lastly, 
the prompting of conscience. 

82. Some say that there would be no evil in the created world unless there were some power outside this world 
dragging us towards evil. But this so-called power is in fact our neglect of the natural energies of the intellect. 
For those who nurture these energies always do good, never evil. If this, then, is what you too wish to do, get rid 
of negligence and you will also drive out evil, which is the wrong use of our conceptual images of things, 
followed by the wrong use of the things themselves. 

83. In its natural state, the human intelligence is subject to the divine intelligence and itself rules over the non-
intelligent element in us. Let this order be maintained in all things, and there will be no evil among creatures nor 
anything which draws us towards evil. 

84. Some thoughts are simple, others are composite. Thoughts which are not impassioned are simple. Passion-
charged thoughts are composite, consisting as they do of a conceptual image combined with passion. This being 
so, when composite thoughts begin to provoke a sinful idea in the mind, many simple thoughts may be seen to 
follow them. For instance, an impassioned thought about gold rises in someone’s mind. He has the urge 
mentally to steal the gold and commits the sin in his intellect. Then thoughts of the purse, the chest, the room 
and so on follow hard on the thought of the gold. The thought of the gold was composite - for it was combined 
with passion - but those of the purse, the chest and so on were simple; for the intellect had no passion in relation 
to these things. And the same is true for every thought - thoughts of self-esteem, women and so on. For not all 
thoughts which follow impassioned thought are themselves impassioned, as our example has shown. From this, 
then, we may know which conceptual images are impassioned and which are not. 

85. Some say that the demons first touch the genitals during sleep and so arouse the passion of unchastity. Once 
aroused, the passion, by means of the memory, brings the form of a woman into the intellect. But others say that 
the demons appear first to the intellect in the guise of a woman and then excite the appetite by touching the 
genitals and so fantasies arise. Yet others say that the passion dominant in the approaching demon stirs the 
corresponding  
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passion in us, and thus the soul is incited to sinful thoughts and brings these female forms into the intellect by means 
of the memory. The same is true with regard to other impassioned fantasies. Some say they happen in one way, 
others in another. However, if love and self-control are present in the soul, the demons have no power to arouse any 
passion at all in any of the ways described, whether the body is awake or asleep. 

86. Some commandments of the Mosaic Law must be kept both physically and spiritually, others only spiritually. 
For example, ‘You shall not commit adultery, you shall not kill, you shall not steal’ (Exod. 20:13-15) and so on 
must be kept both physically and spiritually (the spiritual observance is threefold, as explained below). To be 
circumcised (cf. Lev. 12: 3), to keep the Sabbath (cf. Exod. 31:13), and to slaughter the lamb and eat 
unleavened bread with bitter herbs (cf. Exod. 12:8; 23:15) and similar injunctions are to be kept only spiritually. 

87. There are three main inner states characterizing the life of the monk. The first consists in not sinning in actions; 
the second in not allowing the soul to dally with impassioned thoughts; the third in being able to contemplate 
dispassionately in the mind the forms of women and of those who have given one offence. 

88. A man who is truly without possessions is one who has renounced all his worldly goods and has absolutely 
nothing on earth except his body; and who, breaking his attachment to the body, has entrusted himself to the 
care of God and of the devout. 

89. Some people with possessions possess them dispassionately, and so when deprived of them they are not 
dismayed but are like those who accepted the seizure of their goods with joy (cf. Heb. 10:34). Others possess 
with passion, so that when they are in danger of being dispossessed they become utterly dejected, like the rich 
man in the Gospel who went away full of sorrow (cf. Matt. 19:22); and if they actually are dispossessed, they 
remain dejected until they die. Dispossession, then, reveals whether a man’s inner state is dispassionate or 
dominated by passion. 

90. The demons attack the person who has attained the summits of prayer in order to prevent his conceptual images 
of sensible things from being free from passion; they attack the gnostic so that he will dally with impassioned 
thoughts; and they attack the person who has not advanced beyond the practice of the virtues so as to persuade  
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him to sin through his actions.. They contend with all men by every possible means in order to separate them from 
God. 

91. Those whom divine providence is leading towards holiness in this life are tested by the following three tests: by 
the gift of agreeable things, such as health, beauty, fine children, money, fame and so on; by afflictions causing 
distress, such as the loss of children, money and fame; and by bodily sufferings, such as disease, torture and so 
on. To those in the first category the Lord says, ‘If a person does not forsake all that he has, he cannot be My 
disciple’ (Luke 14:33); and to those in the second and third He says, ‘You will gain possession of your souls 
through your patient endurance’ (Luke 21:19). 

92. The following four things are said to change the body’s temperament and through it to produce either 
impassioned or dispassionate thoughts in the intellect: angels, demons, the winds and diet. It is said that angels 
change it by thought, demons by touch, the winds by varying, and diet by the quality of our food and drink and 
by whether we eat too much or too little. There are also changes brought about by means of memory, hearing 
and sight - namely when the soul is affected by joyful or distressing experiences as a result of one of these three 
means, and then changes the body’s temperament. Thus changed, this temperament in its turn induces 
corresponding thoughts in the intellect. 

93. Death in the true sense is separation from God, and ‘the sting of death is sin’ (1 Cor. 15:56). Adam, who 
received the sting, became at the same time an exile from the tree of life, from paradise and from God (cf. Gen. 
3); and this was necessarily followed by the body’s death. Life, in the true sense, is He who said, ‘I am the life’ 
(John 11:25), and who, having entered into death, led back to life him who had died. 

94. A man writes either to assist his memory, or to help others, or for both reasons; or else he writes in order to 
injure certain people, or to show off, or out of necessity. 

95. In Psalm 23, ‘green pasture’ represents the practice of the virtues; ‘water of refreshment’, spiritual knowledge 
of created things. 



96. ‘The shadow of death’ is human life. Therefore if a man is with God and God is with him, clearly he is able to 
say, ‘Though I walk through the midst of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me’.  
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97. A pure intellect sees things correctly. A trained intelligence puts them in order. A keen hearing takes in what is 
said. He who is lacking in these three qualities insults the person who has spoken.  

98. He who knows the Holy Trinity, the Trinity’s creation, and providence, and who has brought his soul’s passible 
aspect into a state of dispassion, is with God.  

99. Again in Psalm 23 ‘the rod’ is said to signify God’s judgment and ‘the staff’ His providence. So he who has 
received spiritual knowledge of these things is able to say, ‘Thy rod and Thy staff have comforted me.’ 

100. When the intellect is stripped of passions and illuminated with the contemplation of created beings, then it can 
enter into God and pray as it should.  
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1. An intelligent use of conceptual images and their corresponding physical objects produces self-restraint, 
love and spiritual knowledge; an unintelligent use produces licentiousness, hatred and ignorance. 

2. ‘You have prepared a table before me . . .’ (Ps. 23:5). In this passage, ‘table’ stands for the practice of the 
virtues, for this has been prepared for us by Christ to use ‘against those who afflict’ us. The ‘oil’ anointing 
the intellect is the contemplation of created things. The ‘cup’ of God is the knowledge of God. His ‘mercy’ 



is His divine Logos. For through His incarnation the Logos pursues us ‘all the days’ until He overtakes all 
those who are to be saved, as He did in the case of Paul (cf. Phil. 3:12). The ‘house’ is the kingdom in 
which all the saints will dwell. ‘Length of days’ means eternal life. 

3. When we misuse the soul’s powers their evil aspects dominate us. For instance, misuse of our power of 
intelligence results in ignorance and stupidity; misuse of our incensive power and of our desire produces 
hatred and licentiousness. The proper use of these powers produces spiritual knowledge, moral judgment, 
love and self-restraint. This being so, nothing created and given existence by God is evil. 

4. It is not food that is evil but gluttony, not the begetting of children but unchastity, not material things but 
avarice, not esteem but self-esteem. This being so, it is only the misuse of things that is evil, and such 
misuse occurs when the intellect fails to cultivate its natural powers. 

5. Among the demons, says the blessed Dionysios, evil takes the form of mindless anger, desire uncontrolled 
by the intellect, and  

 
 
[V2] 84 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Third Century 

impetuous imagination. But mindlessness, lack of intellectual control and impetuosity in intelligent beings are 
privations of intelligence, intellect and circumspection. But a privation is posterior to the possession of something. 
There was a time, then, when the demons possessed intelligence, intellect and devout circumspection. This being the 
case, not even the demons are evil by nature, but they have become evil through the misuse of their natural powers.  

6. Some of the passions produce licentiousness, some hatred, while others produce both dissipation and 
hatred.  

7. Overeating and gluttony cause licentiousness. Avarice and self-esteem cause one to hate one’s neighbor. 
Self-love, the mother of vices, is the cause of all these things.  

8. Self-love is an impassioned, mindless love for one’s body. Its opposite is love and self-control. A man 
dominated by self-love is dominated by all the passions.  



9. ‘No man has ever hated his own flesh’, says the Apostle (Eph. 5:29), but he disciplines it and makes it his 
servant (cf. 1 Cor. 9:27), allowing it nothing but food and clothing (cf.1 Tim. 6:8), and then only what Is 
necessary for life. In this way a man loves his flesh dispassionately and nourishes it and cares for it as a 
servant of divine things, supplying it only with what meets its basic needs. 

10. If a man loves someone, he naturally makes every effort to be of service to that person. If, then, a man 
loves God, he naturally strives to conform to His will. But if he loves the flesh, he panders to the flesh. 

11. Love, self-restraint, contemplation and prayer accord with God’s will, while gluttony, licentiousness and 
things that increase them pander to the flesh. That is why ‘they that are in the flesh cannot conform to 
God’s will’ (Rom. 8:8). But ‘they that are Christ’s have crucified the flesh together with the passions and 
desires’ (Gal. 5:24).  

12. If the intellect inclines to God, it treats the body as its servant and provides it with no more than it needs to 
sustain life. But if it inclines to the flesh, it becomes the servant of the passions and is always thinking 
about how to fulfill its desires.  

13. If you wish to master your thoughts, concentrate on the passions and you will easily drive the thoughts 
arising from them out of your intellect. With regard to unchastity, for instance, fast and keep vigils, labor 
and avoid meeting people. With regard to anger  
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and resentment, be indifferent to fame, dishonor and material things. With regard to rancor, pray for him who has 
offended you and you will be delivered.  

14. Do not compare yourself with weaker men but rather apply yourself to fulfilling the commandment of love. 
For by comparing yourself with the weak you will fall into the pit of conceit, but by applying yourself to 
the commandment of love you will reach the height of humility. 



15. It you totally fulfill the command to love your neighbor, you will feel no bitterness or resentment against 
him whatever he does. If this is not the case, then the reason why you fight against your brother is clearly 
because you seek after transitory things and prefer them to the commandment of love. 

16. It is not so much because of need that gold has become an object of desire among men, as because of the 
power it gives most people to indulge in sensual pleasure.  

17. There are three things which produce love of material wealth: self-indulgence, self-esteem and lack of faith. 
Lack of faith is more dangerous than the other two. 

18. The self-indulgent person loves wealth because it enables him to live comfortably; the person full of self-
esteem loves it because through it he can gain the esteem of others; the person who lacks faith loves it 
because, fearful of starvation, old age, disease, or exile, he can save it and hoard it. He puts his trust in 
wealth rather than in God, the Creator who provides for all creation, down to the least of living things.  

19. There are four kinds of men who hoard wealth: the three already mentioned and the treasurer or bursar. 
Clearly, it is only the last who conserves it for a good purpose - namely, so as always to have the means of 
supplying each person’s basic needs.  

20. All impassioned thoughts either stimulate the soul’s desiring power, or disturb its incensive power, or 
darken its intelligence. It is in this way that the intellect’s capacity for spiritual contemplation and for the 
ecstasy of prayer is dulled. And for this reason a monk, especially the hesychast, must pay close attention to 
such thoughts, searching out and eliminating their causes. For example, the soul’s power of desire is 
stimulated by impassioned thoughts of women. Such thoughts are caused by intemperance in eating and 
drinking, and by frequent and senseless talk with the women in question; and  
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they are cut off by hunger, thirst, vigils and withdrawal from human society. Again, the incensive power is disturbed 
by impassioned thoughts about those who have offended us. This is caused by self-indulgence, self-esteem and love 



of material things. For it is on account of such vices that the passion-dominated man feels resentment, being 
frustrated or otherwise failing to attain what he wants. These thoughts are cut off when the vices provoking them are 
rejected .and nullified through the love of God. 

21. God knows Himself and He knows the things He has created. The angelic powers, too, know God and know the 
things He has created. But they do not know God and the things He has created in the same way that God 
knows Himself and the things He has created. 

22. God knows Himself through knowing His blessed essence. And the things created by Him He knows through 
knowing His wisdom, by means of which and in which He made all things. But the angelic powers know God 
by participation, though God Himself transcends such participation; and the things He has created they know by 
apprehending that which may be spiritually contemplated in them. 

23. Although the intellect apprehends its vision of created things within itself, they are actually outside it. This is 
not the case with respect to God’s knowledge of Created things, for He is eternal, infinite and undetermined, 
and has bestowed on everything that exists its being, well-being and eternal being. 

24. Natures endowed with intelligence and intellect participate in God through their very being, through their 
capacity for well-being, that is for goodness and wisdom, and through the grace that gives them eternal being. 
This, then, is how they know God. They know God’s creation, as we have said, by apprehending the har-
monious wisdom to be contemplated in it. This wisdom is apprehended by the intellect in a non-material way, 
and has no independent existence of its own. 

25. When God brought into being natures endowed with intelligence and intellect He communicated to them, in His 
supreme goodness, four of the divine attributes by which He sustains, protects and preserves created things. 
These attributes are being, eternal being, goodness and wisdom. Of the four He granted the first two, being and 
eternal being, to their essence, and the second two, goodness and wisdom, to their volitive faculty, so that what 
He is in  
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His essence the creature may become by participation. This is why man is said to have been created in the image and 
likeness of God (cf. Gen. 1:26). He is made in the image of God, since his being is in the image of God’s being, and 
his eternal being is in the image of God’s eternal being (in the sense that, though not without origin, it is 
nevertheless without end). He is also made in the likeness of God, since he is good in the likeness of God’s 
goodness, and wise in the likeness of God’s wisdom, God being good and wise by nature, and man by grace. Every 
intelligent nature is in the image of God, but only the good and the wise attain His likeness. 

26. All beings endowed with intelligence and intellect are either angelic or human. All angelic beings may be 
subdivided further into two general moral categories or classes, the holy and the accursed — that is, the holy 
powers and the impure demons. All human beings may also be divided into two moral categories only, the 
godly and the ungodly. 

27. Since God is absolute existence, absolute goodness and absolute wisdom, or rather, to put it more exactly, since 
God is beyond all such things, there is nothing whatsoever that is opposite to Him. Creatures, on the other hand, 
all exist through participation and grace, while those endowed with intelligence and intellect also have a 
capacity for goodness and wisdom. Hence they do have opposites. As the opposite to existence they have non-
existence, and as the opposite to the capacity for goodness and wisdom they have evil and ignorance. Whether 
or not they are to exist eternally lies Within the power of their Maker. But whether or not intelligent creatures 
are to participate in His goodness and wisdom depends on their own will. 

28. The ancient Greek philosophers say that the being of created things has coexisted with God from all eternity and 
that God has only given it its qualities. They say that this being itself has no opposite, and that opposition lies 
only in the qualities. But we maintain that only the divine essence has no opposite, since it is eternal and infinite 
and bestows eternity on other things. The being of created things, on the other hand, has non-being as its 
opposite. Whether or not it exists eternally depends on the power of Him who alone exists in a substantive 
sense. But since ‘the gifts of God are irrevocable’ (Rom. 11:29), the being of created things always is and 
always will be sustained by His almighty power, even though it  
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has, as we said, an opposite; for it has been brought into being from non-being, and whether or not it exists depends 
on the will of God. 

29. Just as evil is a privation of good, and ignorance a privation of knowledge, so non-being is a privation of being - 
not of being in a substantive sense, for that does not have any opposite, but of being that exists by participation 
in substantive being. The first two privations mentioned depend on the will of creatures; the third lies in the will 
of the Maker, who in His goodness wills beings always to exist and always to receive His blessings. 

30. All creatures are either endowed with intelligence and intellect, and thus possess a capacity for opposites such 
as virtue and vice, knowledge and ignorance; or else they are physical bodies of various kinds made up of 
opposites, that is, of earth, air, fire and water. The former are altogether incorporeal and immaterial, although 
some of them are joined to bodies; the latter are composed of matter and form.  

31. By nature all bodies lack a capacity for motion; they are given motion by the soul, either by one that is 
intelligent, or by one without intelligence, or by one that is insensate, as the case may be. 

32. The soul has three powers: first, the power of nourishment and growth; second, that of imagination and instinct; 
third, that of intelligence and intellect. Plants share only in the first of these powers; animals share in the first 
and second; men share in all three. The first two powers are perishable; the third is clearly imperishable and 
immortal. 

33. In communicating illumination to each other, the angelic powers also communicate either their virtue or their 
knowledge to human nature. As regards their virtue, they communicate a goodness which imitates the goodness 
of God, and through this goodness they confer blessings on themselves, on one another and on their inferiors, 
thus making them like God. As regards their knowledge, they communicate either a more sublime knowledge 
about God - for, as Scripture says, ‘Thou, Lord, art most high for evermore’ (Ps. 92:8) - or a more profound 
knowledge about embodied beings, or one that is more exact about incorporeal beings, or more distinct about 
divine providence, or more precise about divine judgment. 

34. Impurity of intellect consists first in having false knowledge;  

secondly in being ignorant of any of the universals (I refer to the human intellect, for it is a property of the 
angelic intellect not to be  
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ignorant even of particulars); thirdly in having impassioned thoughts; and fourthly in assenting to sin.            . 

35. Impurity of soul lies in its not functioning in accordance with nature. It is because of this that impassioned 
thoughts are produced in the intellect. The soul functions in accordance with nature when its passible aspects - 
that is, its incensive power and its desire - remain dispassionate in the face of provocations both from things and 
from the conceptual images of these things. 

36. Impurity of body consists in the actual committing of sin. 

37. He who is not attracted by worldly things cherishes stillness. He who loves nothing merely human loves all 
men. And he who takes no offence at anyone either on account of their faults, or on account of his own 
suspicious thoughts, has knowledge of God and of things divine. 

38. It is a great achievement not to be attracted by things. But it is a far greater achievement to remain dispassionate 
in the face both of things and of the conceptual images we derive from them.   

39. Love and self-control keep the intellect dispassionate in the face both of things and of the conceptual images we 
form of them. 

40. The intellect of a man who enjoys the love of God does not fight against things or against conceptual images of 
them. It battles against the passions which are linked with these images. It does not, for example, fight against a 
woman, or against a man who has offended it, or even against the images it forms of them; but it fights against 
the passions which are linked with the images. 

41. The whole purpose of the monk’s warfare against the demons is to separate the passions from conceptual 
images. Otherwise he will not be able to look on things dispassionately. 

42. A thing, a conceptual image and a passion are all quite different one from the other. For example, a man, a 
woman, gold and so forth are things; a conceptual image is a passion-free thought of one of these things; a 



passion is mindless affection or indiscriminate hatred for one of these same things. The monk’s battle is 
therefore against passion. 

43. An impassioned conceptual image is a thought compounded of passion and a conceptual image. If we separate 
the passion from the conceptual image, what remains is the passion-free thought. We can make this separation 
by means of spiritual love and self-control, if only we have the will.  
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44. The virtues separate the intellect from the passions; spiritual contemplation separates it from its passion-free 
conceptual images of things; pure prayer brings it into the presence of God Himself.  

45. The virtues exist for the sake of the knowledge of creatures; 

knowledge for the sake of the knower; the knower, for the sake of Him who is known through unknowing and 
who knows beyond all knowledge. 

46. God, full beyond all fullness, brought creatures into being not because He had need of anything, but so that they 
might participate in Him in proportion to their capacity and that He Himself might rejoice in His works (cf. Ps. 
104:31), through seeing them joyful and ever filled to overflowing with His inexhaustible gifts. 

47. There are many people in the world who are poor in spirit, but not in the way that they should be; there are 
many who mourn, but for some financial loss or the death of their children; many are gentle, but towards 
unclean passions; many hunger and thirst, but only to seize what does not belong to them and to profit from in-
justice ; many are merciful, but towards their bodies and the things that serve the body; many are pure in heart, 
but for the sake of self-esteem; many are peace-makers, but by making the soul submit to the flesh; many are 
persecuted, but as wrongdoers; many are reviled, but for shameful sins. Only those are blessed who do or suffer 
these things for the sake of Christ and after His example. Why? Because theirs is the kingdom of heaven, and 
they shall see God (cf. Matt. 5:3-12). It is not because they do or suffer these things that they are blessed, for 
those of whom we have spoken above do the same; it is because they do them and suffer them for the sake of 



Christ and after His example. 

48. As has been said many times, in everything we do God examines our motive, to see whether we are doing it for 
His sake or for some other purpose. Thus when we desire to do something good, we should not do it for the sake 
of popularity; we should have God as our goal, so that, with our gaze always fixed on Him, we may do 
everything for His sake. Otherwise we shall undergo all the trouble of performing the act and yet lose the 
reward. 

49. In time of prayer clear your intellect of both the passion-free conceptual images of human things and the 
contemplation of creatures. Otherwise in imagining lesser things you may fall away from Him who is 
incomparably greater than all created beings.  
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50. Through genuine love for God we can drive out the passions. Love for God is this: to choose Him rather than 
the world, and the soul rather than the flesh, by despising the things of this world and by devoting ourselves 
constantly to Him through self-control, love, prayer, psalmody and so on. 

51. If we persistently devote ourselves to God and keep a careful watch on the soul’s passible aspect, we are no 
longer driven headlong by the provocations of our thoughts. On the contrary, as we acquire a more exact 
understanding of their causes and cut them off, we become more discerning. In this way the following words 
come to apply to us: ‘My eye also sees my enemies, and my ear shall hear the wicked that rise up against me’ 
(Ps. 92:11. LXX). 

52. When you see that your intellect reflects upon its conceptual images of the world with reverence and justice, 
you may be sure that your body, too, continues to be pure and sinless. But when you see that your intellect is 
occupied with thoughts of sin, and you do not check it, you may be sure that before very long your body, too, 
will fall into those sins. 

53. As the world of the body consists of things, so the world of the intellect consists of conceptual images. And as 



the body fornicates with the body of a woman, so the intellect, forming a picture of its own body, fornicates 
with the conceptual image of a woman. For in the mind it sees the form of its own body having intercourse with 
the form of a woman. Similarly, through the form of its own body, it mentally attacks the form of someone who 
has given it offence. The same is true with respect to other sins. For what the body acts out in the world of 
things, the intellect also acts out in the world of conceptual images. 

54. One should not be startled or astonished because God the Father judges no one but has given all judgment to the 
Son (cf. John 5:22). The Son teaches us, ‘Do not judge, so that you may not be judged’ (Matt. 7:1); ‘Do not 
condemn, so that you may not be condemned’ (Luke 6:37). St Paul likewise says, ‘Judge nothing before the 
time, until the Lord comes’ (1 Cor. 4:5); and ‘By judging another you condemn yourself’ (Rom. 2:1). But men 
have given up weeping for their own sins and have taken judgment away from the Son. They themselves judge 
and condemn one another as if they were sinless. ‘Heaven was amazed at this’ (Jer. 2:12. LXX) and earth 
shuddered, but men in their obduracy are not ashamed.  
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55. He who busies himself with the sins of others, or judges his brother on suspicion, has not yet even begun to 
repent or to examine himself so as to discover his own sins, which are truly heavier than a great lump of lead; 
nor does he know why a man becomes heavy-hearted when he loves vanity and chases after falsehood (cf. Ps. 
4:1). That is why, like a fool who walks in darkness, he no longer attends to his own sins but lets his 
imagination dwell on the sins of others, whether these sins are real or merely the products of his own suspicious 
mind. 

56. Self-love, as has often been said, is the cause of all impassioned thoughts. For from it are produced the three 
principal thoughts of desire; those of gluttony, avarice and self-esteem. From gluttony is born the thought of 
unchastity; from avarice, the thought of greed; from self-esteem, the thought of pride. All the rest - the thoughts 
of anger, resentment, rancor, listlessness, envy, backbiting and so on - are consequent upon one or other of these 
three. These passions, then, tie the intellect to material things and drag it down to earth, pressing on it like a 
massive stone, although by nature it is lighter and swifter than fire. 

57. The origin of all the passions is self-love; their consummation is pride. Self-love is a mindless love for the body. 
He who cuts this off cuts off at the same time all the passions that come from it. 



58. Just as parents have a special affection for the children who are the fruit of their own bodies, so the intellect 
naturally clings to its own thoughts. And just as to passionately fond parents their own children seem the most 
capable and most beautiful of all - though they may be quite the most ridiculous in every way - so to a foolish 
intellect its own thoughts appear the most intelligent of all, though they may be utterly degraded. The wise man 
does not regard his own thoughts in this way. It is precisely when he feels convinced that they are true and good 
that he most distrusts his own judgment. He makes other wise men the judges of his thoughts and arguments -
lest he should run, or may have run, in vain (cf. Gal. 2:2) - and from them receives assurance. 

59. When you overcome one of the grosser passions, such as gluttony, unchastity, anger or greed, the thought of 
self-esteem at once assails you. If you defeat this thought, the thought of pride succeeds it.  
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60. All the gross passions that dominate the soul drive from it the thought of self-esteem. But when all these 
passions have been defeated, they leave self-esteem free to take control. 

61. Self-esteem, whether it is eradicated or whether it remains, begets pride. When it is eradicated, it generates self-
conceit; when it remains, it produces boastfulness. 

62. Self-esteem is eradicated by the hidden practice of the virtues, pride, by ascribing our achievements to God. 

63. He who has been granted knowledge of God, and fully enjoys the pleasure that comes from it, despises all the 
pleasures produced by the soul’s desiring power. 

64. He who desires earthly things desires either food, or things which satisfy his sexual appetite, or human fame, or 
wealth, or some other thing consequent upon these. Unless the intellect finds something more noble to which it 
may transfer its desire, it will not be persuaded to scorn these things completely. The knowledge of God and of 
divine things is incomparably more noble than these earthly things. 

65. Those who scorn sensual pleasures do so either from fear, or from hope, or from knowledge and love for God. 



66. Passion-free knowledge of divine things does not persuade the intellect to scorn material things completely; it is 
like the passion-free thought of a sensible thing. It is therefore possible to find many men who have much 
knowledge and yet wallow in the passions of the flesh like pigs in the mire. Through their diligence they 
temporarily cleanse themselves and attain knowledge, but then they grow negligent. In this they resemble Saul: 
for Saul was granted the kingdom, but conducted himself unworthily and was driven out with terrible wrath (cf. 
1 Sam. 10-15). 

67. Just as passion-free thought of human things does not compel the intellect to scorn divine things, so passion-free 
knowledge of divine things does not fully persuade it to scorn human things. For in this world truth exists in 
shadows and conjectures. That is why there is need for the blessed passion of holy love, which binds the 
intellect to spiritual contemplation and persuades it to prefer what is immaterial to what is material, and what is 
intelligible and divine to what is apprehended by the senses. 

68. If a man has cut off the passions and so has freed his thoughts from passion, it does not necessarily mean that 
his thoughts are  
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already orientated towards the divine. It may be that he feels no passionate attraction either for human or for divine 
things. This occurs in the case of those simply living the life of ascetic practice without yet having been granted 
spiritual knowledge. Such men keep the passions at bay either by fear of punishment or by hope of the kingdom. 

69. ‘We walk by faith, not by sight’ (2 Cor. 5:7) and we gain spiritual knowledge through symbols, indistinctly as 
in a mirror (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12). Thus we must devote much time to this kind of knowledge, so that by long study 
and constant application we may achieve a persistent state of contemplation. 

70. If we cut off the causes of the passions for only a short while, and occupy ourselves with spiritual contemplation 
without making it our sole and constant concern, we easily revert to the passions of the flesh, gaining nothing 
from our labor but theoretical knowledge coupled with conceit. The result is a gradual darkening of this 
knowledge itself and a complete turning of the intellect towards material things. 



71. The passion of love, when reprehensible, occupies the intellect with material things, but when rightly directed 
unites it with the divine. For the intellect tends to develop its powers among those things to which it devotes its 
attention; and where it develops its powers, there it will direct its desire and love. It will direct them, that is to 
say, either to what is divine, intelligible and proper to its nature, or to the passions and things of the flesh. 

72. God created both the invisible and the visible worlds, and so He obviously also made both the soul and the 
body. If the visible world is so beautiful, what must the invisible world be like? And if the invisible world is 
superior to the visible world, how much superior to both is God their Creator? If, then, the Creator of everything 
that is beautiful is superior to all His creation, on what grounds does the intellect abandon what is superior to all 
and engross itself in what is worst of all - I mean the passions of the flesh? Clearly this happens because the 
intellect has lived with these passions and grown accustomed to them since birth, whereas it has not yet had 
perfect experience of Him who is superior to all and beyond all things. Thus, if we gradually wean the intellect 
away from this relationship by long practice of controlling our indulgence in pleasure and by persistent 
meditation on divine realities, the  

 
[V2] 95 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Third Century 

intellect will gradually devote itself more and more to these realities, will recognize its own dignity, and finally 
transfer all its desire to the divine. 

73. He who speaks dispassionately of his brother’s sins does so either to correct him or to benefit another. If he 
speaks for any other reason, either to the brother himself or to another person, he speaks to abuse him or ridicule 
him. In this case he will not escape being abandoned by God. On the contrary, he will fall into the same sin or 
other sins and, censured and reproached by other men, will be put to shame.  

74. It is not always for the same reason that sinners commit the same sin. The reasons vary. For example, it is one 
thing to sin through force of habit and another to sin through being carried away by a sudden impulse. In the 
latter case the man did not deliberately choose the sin either before committing it, or afterwards; on the 
contrary, he is deeply distressed that the sin has occurred. It is quite different with the man who sins through 
force of habit. Prior to the act itself he was already sinning in thought, and after it he is still in the same state of 
mind. 

75. He who cultivates the virtues for the sake of self-esteem also seeks after spiritual knowledge for the same 



reason. Such a man plainly does not do anything or discuss anything for the edification of others. On the 
contrary, he always seeks the praise of those who see him or hear him. His passion is brought to light when 
some of these people censure his actions or words. This distresses him greatly, not because he has failed to 
edify them - for that was not his aim - but because he has been humiliated. 

76. The presence of the passion of avarice reveals itself when a person enjoys receiving but resents having to give. 
Such a person is not fit to fulfill the office of treasurer or bursar. 

77. A man endures suffering either for the love of God, or for hope of reward, or for fear of punishment, or for fear 
of men, or because of his nature, or for pleasure, or for gain, or out of self-esteem, or from necessity. 

78. It is one thing to be delivered from sinful thoughts and another to be free from passions. Frequently a man is 
delivered from such thoughts when the things which rouse his passions are not present. But the passions lie 
hidden in the soul and are brought to light when the things themselves are present. Hence one must  
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watch over the intellect in the presence of things and must discern for which of them it manifests a passion. 

79. A true friend is one who in times of trial calmly and imperturbably suffers with his neighbor the ensuing 
afflictions, privations and disasters as if they were his own. 

80. Do not treat your conscience with contempt, for it always advises you to do what is best. It sets before you the 
will of God and the angels; it frees you from the secret defilements of the heart; and when you depart this life it 
grants you the gift of intimacy with God. 

81. If you wish to be a person of understanding and moderation, and not to be a slave to the passion of conceit, 
continually search among created things for what is hidden from your knowledge. When you find that there are 
vast numbers of different things that escape your notice, you will wonder at your ignorance and abase your 



presumption. And when you have come to know yourself, you will understand many great and wonderful 
things; for to think that one knows prevents one from advancing in knowledge. 

82. The person who truly wishes to be healed is he who does not refuse treatment. This treatment consists of the 
pain and distress brought on by various misfortunes. He who refuses them does not realize what they 
accomplish in this world or what he will gain from them when he departs this life. 

83. Self-esteem and avarice produce each other. Those who are full of self-esteem acquire riches and those who are 
rich become full of self-esteem. That is what happens to people living in the world. In the case of a monk, if he 
has renounced possessions, he becomes still more full of self-esteem; but if he has money he is ashamed and 
hides it as something unworthy of one who wears the habit. 

84. The mark of monastic self-esteem is to be puffed up about one’s virtue and its consequences. The mark of 
monastic pride is to be conceited about one’s own achievements, to ascribe these achievements to oneself and 
not to God, and to hold others in contempt. The mark of worldly self-esteem and pride is to be puffed up and 
conceited about one’s beauty, wealth, power and moral judgment. 

85. The achievements of the worldly man constitute the failings of the monk, and the achievements of the monk 
constitute the failings of the worldly man. For example, the achievements of the worldly man are wealth, fame, 
power, luxury, comfort, children  
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and what is consequent upon all these things. But the monk is destroyed if he obtains any of them. His achievements 
are the total shedding of possessions, the rejection of esteem and power, self-control, hardship, and all that is 
consequent upon them. If a lover of the world obtains these against his will, he considers it a great calamity and is 
often in danger even of killing himself; some people have actually done this. 

86. Food was created for nourishment and healing. Those who eat food for purposes other than these two are 
therefore to be condemned as self-indulgent, because they misuse the gifts God has given us for our use. In all 



things misuse is a sin. 

87. Humility consists in constant prayer combined with tears and suffering. For this ceaseless calling upon God for 
help prevents us from foolishly growing confident in our own strength and wisdom, and from putting ourselves 
above others. These are dangerous diseases of the passion of pride. 

88. It is one thing to fight against a passion-free thought so that it will not stimulate a passion; it is another to fight 
against an impassioned thought so that there will be no assent to it. Both these two forms of counter-attack 
prevent the thoughts themselves from persisting. 

89. Resentment is linked with rancor. When the intellect forms the image of a brother’s face with a feeling of 
resentment, it is clear that it harbors rancor against him. ‘The way of the rancorous leads to death’ (Prov. 12:28. 
LXX), because ‘whoever harbors rancor is a transgressor’ (Prov.  21:24. LXX). 

90. If you harbor rancor against anybody, pray for him and you will prevent the passion from being aroused; for by 
means of prayer you will separate your resentment from the thought of the wrong he has done you. When you 
have become loving and compassionate towards him, you will wipe the passion completely from your soul. If 
somebody regards you with rancor, be pleasant to him, be humble and agreeable in his company, and you will 
deliver him from his passion. 

91. You will find it hard to check the resentment of an envious person, for what he envies in you he considers his 
own misfortune. You cannot check his envy except by hiding from him the thing that arouses his passion. If this 
thing benefits many but fills him with resentment, which side will you take? You have to help the majority  

 

 
[V2] 98 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Third Century 

but without, as far as possible, disregarding him, and without being seduced by the cunning of the passion itself, for 
you are defending not the passion but the sufferer. You must in humility consider him superior to yourself, and 
always, everywhere and in every matter put his interest above yours. As for your own envy, you will be able to 
check it if you rejoice with the man whom you envy whenever he rejoices, and grieve whenever he grieves, thus 



fulfilling St Paul’s words, ‘Rejoice with those who rejoice, and weep with those who weep’ (Rom. 12:15). 

92. Our intellect lies between angel and demon, each of which works for its own ends, the one encouraging virtue 
and the other vice. The intellect has both the authority and the power to follow or resist whichever it wishes to. 

93. The angelic powers urge us towards what is holy. Our natural instincts and our probity of intention assist us. 
But the passions and sinfulness of intention reinforce the provocations of the demons. 

94. When the intellect is pure, sometimes God Himself approaches and teaches it; and sometimes the angelic 
powers, or the nature of the created things that it contemplates, suggest holy things to it. 

95. An intellect which has been granted spiritual knowledge must keep its conceptual images free from passion, its 
contemplation unfaltering, and its state of prayer untroubled. But it cannot always guard these from intrusions 
by the flesh, because it is obscured by the ploys of demons. 

96. The things that distress us are not always the same as those that make us angry, the things that distress us being 
far more numerous than those which make us angry. For example, the fact that something has been broken, or 
lost, or that a certain person has died, may only distress us. But other things may both distress us and make us 
angry, if we lack the spirit of divine philosophy. 

97. When the intellect gives attention to conceptual images of physical objects, it is assimilated to the configuration 
of each image. If it contemplates these objects spiritually, it is transformed in various ways according to which 
of them it contemplates. But once it is established in God, it loses form and configuration altogether, for by 
contemplating Him who is simple it becomes simple itself and wholly filled with spiritual radiance.  
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98. A soul is perfect if its passible aspect is totally orientated towards God. 



99. A perfect intellect is one which by true faith and in a manner beyond all unknowing supremely knows the 
supremely Unknowable; and which, in surveying the entirety of God’s creation, has received from God an all-
embracing knowledge of the providence and judgment which governs it - in so far, of course, as all this is 
possible to man. 

100. Time has three divisions. Faith is coextensive with all three, hope with one, and love with the remaining two. 
Moreover, faith and hope will last to a certain point; but love, united beyond union with Him who is more than 
infinite, will remain for all eternity, always increasing beyond all measure. That is why ‘the greatest of them is 
love’ (1 Cor. 13:13).  
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1. First the intellect marvels when it reflects on the absolute infinity of God, that boundless sea for which it longs 
so much. Then it is amazed at how God has brought things into existence out of nothing. But just as ‘His 
magnificence is without limit’ (Ps. 145:3. LXX), so ‘there is no penetrating His purposes’ (Isa. 40:28). 

2. How can the intellect not marvel when it contemplates that immense and more than astonishing sea of 
goodness? Or how is it not astounded when it reflects on how and from what source there have come into being 
both nature endowed with intelligence and intellect, and the four elements which compose physical bodies, 
although no matter existed before their generation? What kind of potentiality was it which, once actualized, 
brought these things into being? But all this is not accepted by those who follow the pagan Greek philosophers, 
ignorant as they are of that all-powerful goodness and its effective wisdom and knowledge, transcending the 
human intellect. 

3. God is the Creator from all eternity, and He creates when He wills, in His infinite goodness, through His 
coessential Logos and Spirit. Do not raise the objection: ‘Why did He create at a particular moment since He is 
good from all eternity?’ For I reply that the unsearchable wisdom of the infinite essence does not come within 
the compass of human knowledge. 

4. When the Creator willed, He gave being to and manifested that knowledge of created things which already 
existed in Him from all eternity. For in the case of almighty God it is ridiculous to doubt that He can give being 
to anything when He so wills. 



5. Try to learn why God created; for that is true knowledge. But do not try to learn how He created or why He did 
so comparatively recently; for that does not come within the compass of your intel- 
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lect. Of divine realities some may be apprehended by men and others may not. Unbridled speculation, as one of the 
saints has said, can drive one headlong over the precipice. 

6. Some say that the created order has coexisted with God from eternity; but this is impossible. For how can things 
which are limited in every way coexist from eternity with Him who is altogether infinite? Or how are they 
really creations if they are coeternal with the Creator? This notion is drawn from the pagan Greek philosophers, 
who claim that God is in no way the creator of being but only of qualities. We, however, who know almighty 
God, say that He is the creator not only of qualities but also of the being of created things. If this is so, created 
things have not coexisted with God from eternity. 

7. Divinity and divine realities are in some respects knowable and in some respects unknowable. They are 
knowable in the contemplation of what appertains to God’s essence and unknowable as regards that essence 
itself. 

8. Do not look for conditions and properties in the simple and infinite essence of the Holy Trinity; otherwise you 
will make It composite like created beings - a ridiculous and blasphemous thing to do in the case of God. 

9. Only the infinite Being, all-powerful and creative of all things, is simple, unique, unqualified, peaceful and 
stable. Every creature, consisting as it does of being and accident, is composite and always in need of divine 
providence, for it is not free from change. 

10. Both intelligible and sensible nature, on being brought into existence by God, received powers to apprehend 
created beings. Intelligible nature received powers of intellection, and sensible nature powers of sense-
perception. 

11. God is only participated in. Creation both participates and communicates: it participates in being and in well-
being, but communicates only well-being. But corporeal nature communicates this in one way and incorporeal 



nature in another. 

12. Incorporeal nature communicates well-being by speaking, by acting, and by being contemplated; corporeal 
nature only by being contemplated. 

13. Whether or not a nature endowed with intelligence and       intellect is to exist eternally depends on the will of 
the Creator whose  
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every creation is good; but whether such a nature is good or bad depends on its own will. 

14. Evil is not to be imputed to the essence of created beings, but to their erroneous and mindless motivation. 

15. A soul’s motivation is rightly ordered when its desiring power is subordinated to self-control, when its 
incensive power rejects hatred and cleaves to love, and when its power of intelligence, through prayer and 
spiritual contemplation, advances towards God. 

16. If in time of trial a man does not patiently endure his afflictions, but cuts himself off from the love of his 
spiritual brethren, he does not yet possess perfect love or a deep knowledge of divine providence. 

17. The aim of divine providence is to unite by means of true faith and spiritual love those separated in various 
ways by vice. Indeed, the Savior endured His sufferings so that ‘He should gather together into one the scattered 
children of God’ (John 11: 52). Thus, he who does not resolutely bear trouble, endure affliction, and patiently 
sustain hardship, has strayed from the path of divine love and from the purpose of providence. 

18. If ‘love is long-suffering and kind’ (1 Cor. 13:4), a man who is fainthearted in the face of his afflictions and 
who therefore behaves wickedly towards those who have offended him, and stops loving them, surely lapses 
from the purpose of divine providence. 

19. Watch yourself, lest the vice which separates you from your brother lies not in him but in yourself. Be 



reconciled with him without delay, so that you do not lapse from the commandment of love.  

20. Do not hold the commandment of love in contempt, for through it you will become a son of God. But if you 
transgress it, you will become a son of Gehenna. 

21. What separates us from the love of friends is envying or being envied, causing or receiving harm, insulting or 
being insulted, and suspicious thoughts. Would that you had never done or experienced anything of this sort and 
in this way separated yourself from the love of a friend. 

22. Has a brother been the occasion of some trial for you and has your resentment led you to hatred? Do not let 
yourself be overcome by this hatred, but conquer it with love. You will succeed in this by praying to God 
sincerely for your brother and by accepting his  
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apology; or else by conciliating him with an apology yourself, by regarding yourself as responsible for the trial and 
by patiently waiting until the cloud has passed.  

23. A long-suffering man is one who waits patiently for his trial to end and hopes that his perseverance will be 
rewarded. 

24. ‘The long-suffering man abounds in understanding’ (Prov. 14:29), because he endures everything to the end 
and, while awaiting that end, patiently bears his distress. The end, as St Paul says, is everlasting life (cf. Rom. 
6:22). ‘And this is life eternal, that they might know Thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast 
sent’ (John 17:3). 

25. Do not lightly discard spiritual love: for men there is no other road to salvation. 

26. Because today an assault of the devil has aroused some hatred in you, do not judge as base and wicked a brother 



whom yesterday you regarded as spiritual and virtuous; but with long-suffering love dwell on the goodness you 
perceived yesterday and expel today’s hatred from your soul. 

27. Do not condemn today as base and wicked the man whom yesterday you praised as good and commended as 
virtuous, changing from love to hatred, because he has criticized you; but even though you are still full of 
resentment, commend him as before, and you will soon recover the same saving love. 

28. When talking with other brethren, do not adulterate your usual praise of a brother by surreptitiously introducing 
censure into the conversation because you still harbor some hidden resentment against him. On the contrary, in 
the company of others give unmixed praise and pray for him sincerely as if you were praying for yourself; then 
you will soon be delivered from this destructive hatred. 

29. Do not say, ‘I do not hate my brother’, when you simply efface the thought of him from your mind. Listen to 
Moses, who said, ‘Do not hate your brother in your mind; but reprove him and you will not incur sin through 
him’ (Lev. 19:17. LXX). 

30. If a brother happens to be tempted and persists in insulting you, do not be driven out of your state of love, even 
though the same evil demon troubles your mind. You will not be driven out of that state if, when abused, you 
bless; when slandered, you praise; 

and when tricked, you maintain your affection. This is the way of  
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Christ’s philosophy: if you do not follow it you do not share His company. 

31. Do not think that those who bring you reports which fill you with resentment and make you hate your brother 
are affectionately disposed towards you, even if they seem to speak the truth. On the contrary, turn away from 
them as if they were poisonous snakes, so that you may both prevent them from uttering slanders and deliver 
your own soul from wickedness. 



32. Do not irritate your brother by speaking to him equivocally; 

otherwise you may receive the same treatment from him and so drive out both your love and his. Rather, rebuke 
him frankly and affectionately, thus removing the grounds for resentment and freeing both him and yourself 
from your irritation and distress. 

33. Examine your conscience scrupulously, in case it is your fault that your brother is still hostile. Do not cheat 
your conscience, for it knows your secrets, and at the hour of your death it will accuse you and in time of prayer 
it will be a stumbling-block to you. 

34. In times of peaceful relationships do not recall what was said by a brother when there was bad feeling between 
you, even if offensive things were said to your face, or to another person about you and you subsequently heard 
of them. Otherwise you will harbor thoughts of rancor and revert to your destructive hatred of your brother. 

35. The deiform soul cannot nurse hatred against a man and yet be at peace with God, the giver of the 
commandments. ‘For’, He says, ‘if you do not forgive men their faults, neither will your heavenly Father 
forgive you your faults’ (cf. Matt. 6:14-15). If your brother does not wish to live peaceably with you, 
nevertheless guard yourself against hatred, praying for him sincerely and not abusing him to anybody. 

36. The perfect peace of the holy angels lies in their love for God and their love for one another. This is also the 
case with all the saints from the beginning of time. Most truly therefore is it said that ‘on these two 
commandments hang all the law and the prophets’ (Matt. 22:40).  

37. Stop pleasing yourself and you will not hate your brother; stop loving yourself and you will love God. 

38. Once you have decided to share your life with spiritual brethren, renounce your own wishes from the start. 
Unless you do  
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this you will not be able to live peaceably either with God or with your brethren. 

39. He who has attained perfect love, and has ordered his whole life in accordance with it, is the person who says 
‘Lord Jesus’ in the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). 

40. Love for God always aspires to give wings to the intellect in its communion with God; love for one’s neighbor 
makes one always think good thoughts about him. 

41. The man who still loves empty fame, or is attached to some material object, is naturally vexed with people on 
account of transitory things, or harbors rancor or hatred against them, or is a slave to shameful thoughts. Such 
things are quite foreign to the soul that loves God, 

42. If you have no thought of any shameful word or action in your mind, harbor no rancor against someone who has 
injured or slandered you, and, while praying, always keep your intellect free from matter and form, you may be 
sure that you have attained the full measure of dispassion and perfect love. 

43. It is no small struggle to be freed from self-esteem. Such freedom is to be attained by the inner practice of the 
virtues and by more frequent prayer; and the sign that you have attained it is that you no longer harbor rancor 
against anybody who abuses or has abused you. 

44. If you want to be a just person, assign to each aspect of yourself - to your soul and your body - what accords 
with it. To the intelligent aspect of the soul assign spiritual reading, contemplation and prayer; to the incensive 
aspect, spiritual love, the opposite of hatred; to the desiring aspect, moderation and self-control; to the fleshly 
part, food and clothing, for these alone are necessary (cf. 1 Tim. 6:8).  

45. The intellect functions in accordance with nature when it keeps the passions under control, contemplates the 
inner essences of created beings, and abides with God.  

46. As health and disease are to the body of a living thing, and light and darkness to the eye, so virtue and vice are 
to the soul, and knowledge and ignorance to the intellect. 

47. The commandments, the doctrines, the faith: these are the three objects of the Christian’s philosophy. The 



commandments separate the intellect from the passions; the doctrines lead it to the  
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spiritual knowledge of created beings; and faith to the contemplation of the Holy Trinity. 

48. Some of those pursuing the spiritual way only repel impassioned thoughts; others cut off the passions 
themselves. Such thoughts are repelled by psalmody, or by prayer, or by raising one’s mind to God, or by 
occupying one’s attention in some similar way. The passions are cut off through appropriate detachment from 
those things by which they are roused. 

49. The passions are roused in us by, for example, women, wealth, fame and so on. We can achieve detachment 
with regard to women when, after withdrawing from the world, we wither the body, as we should, through self-
control. We can achieve detachment where wealth is concerned when we make up our mind to be frugal in all 
things. We can become indifferent to fame by practicing the virtues inwardly, in a way visible only to God. And 
we can act in a similar fashion with respect to other things. A person who has achieved such detachment as this 
will never hate anybody. 

50. He who has renounced such things as marriage, possessions and other worldly pursuits is outwardly a monk, but 
may not yet be a monk inwardly. Only he who has renounced the impassioned conceptual images of these 
things has made a monk of the inner self, the intellect. It is easy to be a monk in one’s outer self if one wants to 
be; but no small struggle is required to be a monk in one’s inner self.  

51. Who in this generation is completely freed from impassioned conceptual images, and has been granted 
uninterrupted, pure and spiritual prayer? Yet this is the mark of the inner monk. 

52. Many passions are hidden in our souls; they can be brought to light only when the objects that rouse them are 
present. 



53. A man can enjoy partial dispassion and not be disturbed by passions when the objects which rouse them are 
absent. But once those objects are present, the passions quickly distract his intellect. 

54. Do not imagine that you enjoy perfect dispassion when the object arousing your passion is not present. If when 
it is present you remain unmoved by both the object and the subsequent thought of it, you may be sure that you 
have entered the realm of dispassion. But even so do not be over-confident; for virtue when habitual kills the 
passions, but when it is neglected they come to life again.  
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55. He who loves Christ is bound to imitate Him to the best of his ability. Christ, for example, was always 
conferring blessings on people; He was long-suffering when they were ungrateful and blasphemed Him; and 
when they beat Him and put Him to death, He endured it, imputing no evil at all to anyone. These are the three 
acts which manifest love for one’s neighbor. If he is incapable of them, the person who says that he loves Christ 
or has attained the kingdom deceives himself. For ‘not everyone who says to Me: “Lord, Lord” shall enter into 
the kingdom of heaven; but he that does the will of My Father’ (Matt. 7:21); and again, ‘He who loves Me will 
keep My commandments’ (cf. John 14:15, 23). 

56. The whole purpose of the Savior’s commandments is to free the intellect from dissipation and hatred, and to 
lead it to the love of Him and one’s neighbor. From this love springs the light of active holy knowledge. 

57. When God has granted you a degree of spiritual knowledge, do not neglect love and self-control; for it is these 
which, once they have purified the soul’s passible aspect, always keep open for you the way to such knowledge. 

58. Dispassion and humility lead to spiritual knowledge. Without them no one will see the Lord.  

59. Since ‘knowledge puffs up, but love edifies’ (1 Cor. 8:1), unite love with knowledge and you will free yourself 
from arrogance and be a spiritual builder, edifying both yourself and all who draw near you. 

60. Love edifies because it does not envy, or feel any bitterness towards those who are envious, or ostentatiously 



display what provokes envy; it does not reckon that its purpose has yet been attained (cf. Phil. 3:13), and it 
unhesitatingly confesses its ignorance of what it does not know. Hence it frees the intellect from arrogance and 
always equips it to advance in knowledge. 

61. It is natural for spiritual knowledge to produce conceit and envy, especially in the early stages. Conceit comes 
only from within, but envy comes both from within and from without - from within when we feel envious of 
those who have knowledge, from without when those who love knowledge feel envious of us. Love destroys all 
three of these failings: conceit, because love is not puffed up; envy from within, because love is not jealous; and 
envy from without, because love is ‘long-suffering and kind’ (1 Cor. 13:4). A  
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person with spiritual knowledge must, then, also acquire love, so that he may always keep his intellect in a healthy 
state. 

62. He who has been granted the grace of spiritual knowledge and yet harbors resentment, rancor or hatred for 
anybody, is like someone who lacerates his eyes with thorns and thistles. Hence knowledge must be 
accompanied by love. 

63. Do not devote all your time to your body but apply to it a measure of asceticism appropriate to its strength, and 
then turn all your intellect to what is within. ‘Bodily asceticism has only a limited use, but true devotion is 
useful in all things’ (1Tim. 4:8). 

64. He who always concentrates on the inner life becomes restrained, long-suffering, kind and humble. He will also 
be able to contemplate, theologize and pray. That is what St Paul meant when he said: ‘Walk in the Spirit’ (Gal. 
5:16). 

65. One ignorant of the spiritual path is not on his guard against impassioned conceptual images, but devotes 
himself entirely to the flesh. He is either a glutton, or licentious, or fall of resentment, anger and rancor. As a 
result he darkens his intellect, or he practices excessive asceticism and so confuses his mind. 



66. Scripture does not forbid anything which God has given us for our use; but it condemns immoderation and 
thoughtless behavior. For instance, it does not forbid us to eat, or to beget children, or to possess material things 
and to administer them properly. But it does forbid us to be gluttonous, to fornicate and so on. It does not forbid 
us to think of these things — they were made to be thought of - but it forbids us to think of them with passion. 

67. Some of the things which we do for the sake of God are done in obedience to the commandments; others are 
done not in obedience to the commandments but, so to speak, as a voluntary offering. For example, we are 
required by the commandments to love God and our neighbor, to love our enemies, not to commit adultery or 
murder and so on. And when we transgress these commandments, we are condemned. But we are not 
commanded to live as virgins, to abstain from marriage, to renounce possessions, to withdraw into solitude and 
so forth. These are of the nature of gifts, so that if through weakness we are unable to fulfill some of the 
commandments, we may by these free gifts propitiate our blessed Master. 

68. He who honors celibacy and virginity must keep his loins girded and his lamp burning (cf. Luke 12:35). He 
keeps his loins  
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girded through self-control, and his lamp burning through prayer, contemplation and spiritual love. 

69. Some of the brethren think that they are excluded from the Holy Spirit’s gifts of grace. Because they neglect to 
practice the commandments they do not know that he who has an unadulterated faith in Christ has within him 
the sum total of all the divine gifts. Since through our laziness we are far from having an active love for Him - a 
love which shows us the divine treasures within us - we naturally think that we are excluded from these gifts. 

70. If, as St Paul says, Christ dwells in our hearts through faith (cf. Eph. 3:17), and all the treasures of wisdom and 
spiritual knowledge are hidden in Him (cf. Col. 2:3), then all the treasures of wisdom and spiritual knowledge 
are hidden in our hearts. They are revealed to the heart in proportion to our purification by means of the 
commandments. 



71. This is the treasure hidden in the field of your heart (cf. Matt. 13:44), which you have not yet found because of 
your laziness. Had you found it, you would have sold everything and bought that field. But now you have 
abandoned that field and give all your attention to the land nearby, where there is nothing but thorns and 
thistles. 

72. It is for this reason that the Savior says, ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God’ (Matt. 5:8) for He 
is hidden in the hearts of those who believe in Him. They shall see Him and the riches that are in Him when 
they have purified themselves through love and self-control; and the greater their purity, the more they will see. 

73. And that is why He also says, ‘Sell what you possess and give alms’ (Luke 12:33), ‘and you will find that all 
things are clean for you’ (Luke 11:41). This applies to those who no longer spend their time on things to do with 
the body, but strive to cleanse the intellect (which the Lord calls ‘heart’) from hatred and dissipation. For these 
defile the intellect and do not allow it to see Christ, who dwells in it by the grace of holy baptism. 

74. In Scripture the virtues are called ‘ways’. The greatest of all the virtues is love. That is why St Paul said, ‘Now I 
will show you the best way of all’ (1 Cor. 12:31), one that persuades us to scorn material things and value 
nothing transitory more than what is eternal.  
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75. Love of God is opposed to desire, for it persuades the intellect to control itself with regard to sensual pleasures. 
Love for our neighbor is opposed to anger, for it makes us scorn fame and riches. These are the two pence 
which our Savior gave to the innkeeper (cf. Luke 10:31), so that he should take care of you. But do not be 
thoughtless and associate with robbers; otherwise you will be beaten again and left not merely unconscious but 
dead. 

76. Cleanse your intellect from anger, rancor and shameful thoughts, and you will be able to perceive the 
indwelling of Christ. 

77. Who enlightened you with faith in the holy, coessential and adorable Trinity? Or who made known to you the 



incarnate dispensation of one of the Holy Trinity? Who taught you about the inner essences of incorporeal 
beings, or about the origin and consummation of the visible world, or about the resurrection from the dead and 
eternal life, or about the glory of the kingdom of heaven and the dreadful judgment? Was it not the grace of 
Christ dwelling in you, which is the pledge of the Holy Spirit? What is greater than this grace? What is more 
noble than this wisdom and knowledge? What is more lofty than these promises? But if we are lazy and 
negligent, and if we do not cleanse ourselves from the passions which defile us, blinding our intellect and so 
preventing us from seeing the inner nature of these realities more clearly than the sun, let us blame ourselves 
and not deny the indwelling of grace. 

78. God, who has promised you eternal blessings (cf. Tit. 1:2) and has given you the pledge of the Spirit in your 
hearts (cf. 2 Cor. 1:22), has commanded you to pay attention to how you live, so that the inner man may be 
freed from the passions and begin here and now to enjoy these blessings. 

79. When you have been granted the higher forms of the contemplation of divine realities, give your utmost 
attention to love and self-control, so that you may keep your soul’s passible aspect undisturbed and preserve the 
light of your soul in undiminished splendor. 

80. Bridle your soul’s incensive power with love, quench its desire with self-control, give wings to its intelligence 
with prayer, and the light of your intellect will never be darkened. 

81. Disgrace, injury, slander either against one’s faith or one’s manner of life, beatings, blows and so on - these are 
the things which dissolve love, whether they happen to oneself or to any of  
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one’s relatives or friends. He who loses his love because of these things has not yet understood the purpose of 
Christ’s commandments. 

82. Strive as hard as you can to love every man. If you cannot yet do this, at least do not hate anybody. But even 
this is beyond your power unless you scorn worldly things. 

83. Has someone vilified you? Do not hate him; hate the vilification and the demon which induced him to utter it. If 



you hate the vilifier, you have hated a man and so broken the commandment. What he has done in word you do 
in action. To keep the commandment, show the qualities of love and help him in any way you can, so that you 
may deliver him from evil. 

84. Christ does not want you to feel the least hatred, resentment, anger or rancor towards anyone in any way or on 
account of any transitory thing whatsoever. This is proclaimed throughout the four Gospels. 

85. Many of us are talkers, few are doers. But no one should distort the word of God through his own negligence. 
He must confess his weakness and not hide God’s truth. Otherwise he will be guilty not only of breaking the 
commandments but also of falsifying the word of God. 

86. Love and self-control free the soul from passions; spiritual reading and contemplation deliver the intellect from 
ignorance; and the state of prayer brings it into the presence of God Himself.  

87. When the demons see that we scorn the things of this world in order not to hate men on account of such things, 
and so to fall away from love, then they incite slanders against us. In this way they hope that, unable to contain 
our resentment, we will be provoked into hating those who slander us. 

88. Nothing pains the soul more than slander, whether directed against one’s faith or one’s manner of life. No one 
can be indifferent to it except those who like Susanna have their eyes firmly fixed on God (cf. Sus. verse 35). 
For only God has the power to rescue from peril, as He rescued her, to convince men of the truth, as He did in 
her case, and to encourage the soul with hope. 

89. To the extent that you pray with all your soul for the person who slanders you, God will make the truth known 
to those who have been scandalized by the slander. 

90. Only God is good by nature (cf. Matt. 19:17), and only he  
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who imitates God is good in will and purpose. For it is the intention of such a person to unite the wicked to Him who 
is good by nature, so that they too may become good. That is why, though reviled by them, he blesses; persecuted, 
he endures; vilified, he supplicates (cf. 1 Cor. 4:12-13); put to death, he prays for them. He does everything so as not 
to lapse from the purpose of love, which is God Himself. 

91. The Lord’s commandments teach us to use neutral things intelligently. Such use purifies the soul’s state. A state 
of purity begets discrimination; discrimination begets dispassion; and it is from dispassion that perfect love is 
born. 

92. If when some trial occurs you cannot overlook a friend’s fault, whether real or apparent, you have not yet 
attained dispassion. For when the passions which lie deep in the soul are disturbed, they blind the mind, 
preventing it from perceiving the light of truth and from discriminating between good and evil. If you are in 
such a state you have likewise not yet attained perfect love, the love which expels the fear of judgment (cf. 1 
John 4:18). 

93. ‘A faithful friend is beyond price’ (Ecclus. 6:15), since he regards his friend’s misfortunes as his own and 
suffers with him, sharing his trials until death. 

94. Friends are many, but in times of prosperity (cf. Prov. 19:4). In times of adversity you will have difficulty in 
finding even one. 

95. One should love every man from the soul, but one should place one’s hope only in God and serve Him with all 
one’s strength. For so long as He protects us against harm, all our friends treat us with respect and all our 
enemies are powerless to injure us. But once He abandons us, all our friends turn away from us while all our 
enemies prevail against us. 

96. There are four principal ways in which God abandons us. The first is the way of the divine dispensation, so that 
through our apparent abandonment others who are abandoned may be saved. Our Lord is an example of this (cf. 
Matt. 27:46). The second is the way of trial and testing, as in the case of job and Joseph; for it made Job a pillar 
of courage and Joseph a pillar of self-restraint (cf. Gen. 39:8). The third is the way of fatherly correction, as in 
the case of St Paul, so that by being humble he might preserve the superabundance of grace (cf. 2 Cor. 12:7). 
The fourth is the way of rejection,  



 

 
[V2] 113 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Four Hundred Texts on Love 

Fourth Century 

as in the case of the Jews, so that by being punished they might be brought to repentance. These are all ways of 
salvation, full of divine blessing and wisdom. 

97. Only those who scrupulously keep the commandments, and are true initiates into divine judgments, do not 
abandon their friends when God permits these friends to be put to the test. Those who scorn the commandments 
and who are ignorant about divine judgments rejoice with their friend in the times of his prosperity; 

but when in times of trial he suffers hardships, they abandon him and sometimes even side with those who 
attack him. 

98. The friends of Christ love all truly but are not themselves loved by all; the friends of the world neither love all 
nor are loved by all. The friends of Christ persevere in love to the end; the friends of the world persevere only 
until they fall out with each other over some worldly thing.  

99. ‘A faithful friend is a strong defense’ (Ecclus. 6:14); for when things are going well with you, he is a good 
counselor and a sympathetic collaborator, while when things are going badly, he is the truest of helpers and a 
most compassionate supporter.  

100. Many have said much about love, but you will find love itself only if you seek it among the disciples of Christ. 
For only they have true Love as love’s teacher. ‘Though I have the gift of prophecy’, says St Paul, ‘and know 
all mysteries and all knowledge . . . and have no love, it profits me nothing’ (1 Cor. 13:2-3). He who possesses 
love possesses God Himself, for ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8). To Him be glory throughout the ages. Amen.  
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1. God is one, unoriginate, incomprehensible, possessing completely the total potentiality of being, altogether 
excluding notions of when and how, inaccessible to all, and not to be known through natural image by any 
creature. 

2. So far as we are able to understand, for Himself God does not constitute either an origin, or an intermediary 
state, or a consummation, or anything else at all which can be seen to qualify naturally things that are sequent to 
Him. For He is undetermined, unchanging and infinite, since He is infinitely beyond all being, potentiality and 
actualization. 

3. Every being whose self-limitation is intrinsic to it is by nature the origin of the activity perceived as’ potentially 
present within it. Every natural activity in the process of actualization - and such activity is, on the conceptual 
level, sequent to the being itself but prior to its own actualization - is an intermediary state, since by nature it 
lies between the being in which it is present potentially and its own actualization. Every actualization, limited as 
it naturally is by its own inner principle, is the consummation of that activity which has its origin in the being 
and which, conceptually speaking, precedes the actualization. 

4. God is not a being either in the general or in any specific sense of the word, and so He cannot be an “origin. Nor 
is He a potentiality either in the general or in any specific sense, and so He is not an intermediary state. Nor is 
He an actualization in the  
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general or in any specific sense, and so He cannot be the consummation of that activity which proceeds from a being 
in which it is  perceived to pre-exist as a potentiality. On the contrary, He is the author of being and simultaneously 
an entity transcending being; He is the author of potentiality and simultaneously the ground transcending 
potentiality; and He is the active and inexhaustible state of all actualization. In short, He is the author of all being, 
potentiality and actualization, and of every origin, intermediary state and consummation.                  . 

5. Origin, the intermediary state and consummation characterize things divided by time, as indeed they 
characterize things existing in the eon. For time, by which change is measured, is defined numerically; while the 
eon, whose existence presupposes a ‘when’, possesses dimensionality, since its existence has an origin. And if 
time and the eon have an origin, how much more so will those things that exist within them. 

6. God by nature is always one and alone, substantively and absolutely, containing in Himself all-inclusively the 
totality of substantive being, since He transcends even substantiveness itself. If this is so, there is nothing 
whatsoever among all the things to which we ascribe being that possess substantive being. Thus nothing what-
soever different in essence from God can be envisaged as coexisting with Him from eternity - neither the eon, 
nor time, nor anything which exists within them. For substantive being and being which is not substantive never 
coincide. 

7. No origin, intermediary state or consummation can ever be altogether free from the category of relationship. 
God, being infinitely beyond every kind of relationship, is by nature neither an origin, nor an intermediary state, 
nor a consummation, nor any of those things to which it is possible to apply the category of relationship. 

8. Created beings are termed intelligible because each of them has an origin that can be known rationally. But God 
cannot be termed intelligible, while from our apprehension of intelligible beings we can do no more than 
believe that He exists. On this account no intelligible being is in any way to be compared with Him. 

9. Created beings can be known rationally by means of the inner principles which are by nature intrinsic to such 
beings and by which  
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they are naturally defined. But from our apprehension of these principles inherent in created beings we can do no 
more than believe that God exists. To the devout believer God gives something more sure than any proof: the 
recognition and the faith that He substantively is. Faith is true knowledge, the principles of which are beyond 
rational demonstration; for faith makes real for us things beyond intellect and reason (cf. Heb. 11:1 ). 

10. God is the origin, intermediary state and consummation of all created things, but as acting upon things not as 
acted upon, which is also the case where everything else we call Him is concerned. He is origin as Creator, 
intermediary state as provident ruler, and consummation as final end. For, as Scripture says, ‘All things are 
from Him and through Him, and have Him as their goal’ (Rom. 11:36). 

11. No deiform soul is in its essence of greater value than any other deiform soul. For when God in His supernal 
goodness creates each soul in His own image, He brings it into being endowed with self-determination. By 
exercising this freedom of choice each soul either reaffirms its true nobility or through its actions deliberately 
embraces what is ignoble. 

12. God, it is said, is the Sun of righteousness (cf. Mal. 4:2), and the rays of His supernal goodness shine down on 
all men alike. The soul is wax if it cleaves to God, but clay if it cleaves to matter. Which it does depends upon 
its own will and purpose. Clay hardens in the sun, while wax grows soft. Similarly, every soul that, despite 
God’s admonitions, deliberately cleaves to the material world, hardens like clay and drives itself to destruction, 
just as Pharaoh did (cf. Exod. 7:13). But every soul that cleaves to God is softened like wax and, receiving the 
impress and stamp of divine realities, it becomes ‘in spirit the dwelling-place of God’ (Eph. 2:22). 

13. If a person’s intellect is illumined with intellections of the divine, if his speech is unceasingly devoted to 
singing the praises of the Creator, and if his senses are hallowed by unsullied images - he has enhanced that 
sanctity which is his by nature, as created in the image of God, by adding to it the sanctity of the divine likeness 
that is attained through the exercise of his own free will. 

14. A man keeps his soul undefiled before God if he compels his mind to meditate only on God and His supreme 
goodness, makes his thought a true interpreter and exponent of this goodness, and teaches his senses to form 
holy images of the visible world and all  
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the things in it, and to convey to the soul the magnificence of the inner principles lying within all things.  

15. God has freed us from bitter slavery to tyrannical demons and has given us humility as a compassionate yoke of 
devoutness. It is humility which tames every demonic power, produces in those who accept it every kind of 
sanctity, and keeps that sanctity inviolate. 

16. He who believes fears; he who fears is humble; he who is humble becomes gentle and renders inactive those 
impulses of in-censiveness and desire which are contrary to nature. A person who is gentle keeps the 
commandments; he who keeps the commandments is purified; he who is purified is illumined; he who is 
illumined is made a consort of the divine Bridegroom and Logos in the shrine of the mysteries. 

17. Sometimes when a farmer is looking for a suitable spot to which to transplant a tree, he unexpectedly comes 
across a treasure. Something similar may happen to the seeker after God. If he is humble and unaffected, and if 
his soul, after the example of the blessed Jacob (cf. Gen. 27:11), is sleek, and not hirsute with materiality, then 
God may grant him the contemplation of divine wisdom even though he has not labored for it. But if the Father 
then asks him how he came by this knowledge, saying to him ‘What is this you have found so quickly, My 
son?’ he should reply, as Jacob did, ‘It is what the Lord God has granted to me’ (Gen. 27:20. LXX). We should 
realize in such a case that what he has found is a spiritual treasure; for the devoted seeker after God is a spiritual 
farmer who transplants, as if it were a tree, his contemplation of visible and sensory things to the field of noetic 
realities; and in so doing he find a treasure - the revelation by grace of the wisdom in created things. 

18. Although in his humility he has not expected it, the seeker after God may suddenly receive spiritual knowledge 
of divine contemplation. But this may so devastate the mind of someone else who is unsuccessfully toiling to 



acquire such knowledge for the sake of self-display that, mad with jealousy, he plots to murder his brother and 
grows sick with resentment because he does not experience the elation that comes from being praised. 

19. Those who seek spiritual knowledge with much labor, but do not succeed in finding it, fail either through lack 
of faith or perhaps because in their stupidity and jealousy they have it in mind to  

 

 
[V2] 118 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Two Hundred Texts on Theology  
and the  

Incarnate Dispensation of the Son of God 
 

Written  for  Thalassios 

First Century 

attack those who possess knowledge, just as the people of old once attacked Moses. We can rightly apply to them 
the passage in Scripture which says that when some men tried to force their way up the mountain, the Amorites 
dwelling in that mountain came out and wounded them (cf. Deut. 1:43-44). For inevitably those who put on a show 
of holiness for the sake of self-display not only fail to achieve anything through their false piety, but also are 
wounded by their conscience. 

20. He who pursues spiritual knowledge for the sake of display and fails to attain it should not envy his neighbor or 
be cast down. On the Contrary, as commanded, let him observe the preparation for the Sabbath in some nearby 
place: through the practice of the virtues, by working hard with his body, he will prepare his soul for that 
knowledge. 

21. Those who truly and devoutly aspire to an understanding of created beings, and have no thoughts of self-
display, will find that they are granted lucid insight into such beings and that through this insight they attain the 
knowledge they seek in a most precise fashion. To such people the Law says, ‘You will come and inherit fine 
large cities, and houses which you did not build, full of good things, and deep wells which you did not dig, and 
vines and olive trees which you did not plant’ (cf. Deut. 6:10-11). For he who lives not for himself but for God 
(cf. 2 Cor. 5:15) is filled with all the gifts of grace, which were not previously apparent in him because of the 



disturbance produced by the passions. 

22. There are said to be two forms of sense-perception. The first is a habitual state and persists even when we are 
asleep. It does not grasp any particular object and it serves no purpose because it is not directed towards an 
action. The second is the active sense-perception through which we apprehend sensible objects. Similarly, there 
are two forms of knowledge. First, there is academic knowledge, which is theoretical information, gathered 
merely from habit, about the inner principles of created beings, and which serves no purpose because it is not 
directed towards the practical execution of the commandments. Secondly, there is actively effective knowledge, 
which confers a true experiential apprehension of created beings. 

23. A hypocrite, hunting after the glory that comes from an apparent righteousness, is untroubled so long as he 
thinks that he  
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escapes notice. But when he is detected, he utters streams of imprecation, imagining that by abusing others he can 
hide his own deformity. Because of his craftiness Scripture has compared him to the offspring of vipers and has 
commanded him to bring forth appropriate fruits of repentance (cf. Matt. 3:7-8), that is, to refashion the hidden state 
of his heart so that it conforms to his outward behavior. 

24. Some say that every living creature inhabiting air, earth or sea which the Law does not judge to be clean (cf. 
Lev. 11:1-43) is wild, even if it seems from its behavior to be tame. By the same principle, every man subject to 
some passion is also wild, whatever his outward behavior. 



25. He who puts on a show of friendship in order to do his neighbor some injury is a wolf hiding his wickedness 
under sheep’s clothing. Whenever he finds a custom or saying which is genuinely Christian, although somewhat 
naive, he seizes on it and attacks it; in numberless ways he finds fault with these sayings or customs, prying into 
the liberty which the brethren have in Christ (cf. Gal.2:4). 

26. He who hypocritically keeps silent for some evil purpose prepares a trap for his neighbor; and if his plan fails, 
he slinks off, having brought distress on himself because of his own passion. But he who is silent for a good end 
nourishes friendship and goes on his way rejoicing, for he has received the enlightenment which dispels 
darkness. 

27. If a man impetuously interrupts a speech at a public meeting, he clearly reveals his lust for self-glory. 
Overpowered by this passion, he tries to obstruct the course of the discussion with endless complicated 
proposals. 

28. A wise man, whether teaching or learning, only wishes to learn or teach those things which are useful. He who 
merely has the appearance of wisdom, whether asking or answering questions, only deals with relatively trivial 
things. 

29. A person who through the grace of God partakes of divine blessings is under an obligation to share them 
ungrudgingly with others. For Scripture says, ‘Freely you have received, freely give’ (Matt. 10:8). He who 
hides the gift in the earth accuses the Lord of being hard-hearted and mean (cf. Matt. 25:24), and in order to 
spare the flesh he pretends to know nothing about holiness; while  

 

 
[V2] 120 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Two Hundred Texts on Theology  
and the  

Incarnate Dispensation of the Son of God 
 

Written  for  Thalassios 

First Century 



he who sells the truth to enemies, and is then revealed as avid for self-glory, hangs himself, unable to bear the 
disgrace (cf. Matt. 26:15; 27:5). 

30. Those who still fear the war against the passions and dread the assaults of invisible enemies must keep silent in 
their struggle for virtue they must not enter into disputes with their enemies but through prayer must entrust all 
anxiety about themselves to God. To them apply the words of Exodus: ‘The Lord will fight for you, and you 
must be silent’ (Exod. 14:14). Those, secondly, who have been released from the enemy’s attacks and who 
genuinely seek instruction in the ways of acquiring the virtues, need only to keep the ear of their mind open. To 
them Scripture says, ‘Hear 0 Israel’ (Deut. 6:4). Thirdly, those who as a result of their purification ardently long 
for divine knowledge may commune with God freely. To them it will be said, ‘What is it that you are calling to 
Me?’ (Exod. 14:15. LXX). Thus, he who is commanded to keep silent because of his fear should seek refuge in 
God; he who is commanded to listen should be ready to obey the commandments; and he who pursues spiritual 
knowledge should call ceaselessly to God, beseeching Him for deliverance from evil and thanking Him for 
communion in His blessings. 

31. A soul can never attain the knowledge of God unless God Himself in His condescension takes hold of it and 
raises it up to Himself. For the human intellect lacks the power to ascend and to participate in divine 
illumination, unless God Himself draws it up - in so far as this is possible for the human intellect - and illumines 
it with rays of divine light. 

32. He who imitates the disciples of the Lord does not refuse, out of fear for the Pharisees, to walk through the 
cornfields on the Sabbath and pluck ears of corn (cf. Matt. 12:1-2). On the contrary, when after practicing the 
virtues he attains the state of dispassion, he culls the inner principles of created beings and devoutly nourishes 
himself with the divine knowledge they contain. 

33. According to the Gospel, the person who is simply a man of faith can remove the mountain of his sin through 
the practice of the virtues (cf. Matt. 17:20), thus freeing himself from his former attachment to the restless 
gyration of sensible things. If he has the capacity to be a disciple he receives fragments of the loaves of spiritual 
knowledge from the hands of the Logos and feeds thousands  
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of people (cf. Matt. 14:19-20), demonstrating by his action how the power of the Logos is increased and multiplied 
by the practice of the virtues. If he also has the strength to be an apostle he cures every disease and infirmity: he 
casts out demons (cf. Matt. 10:8; 

Luke 10:17), that is, he banishes the activity of the passions; he heals the sick, through hope restoring a state of 
devotion to those who have lost it, and through his teaching about judgment stiffening the resolve of those who have 
been softened by sloth. For, since he has been commanded ‘to tread on serpents and scorpions’ (Luke 10:19), he 
destroys the beginning and end of sin. 

34. An apostle is necessarily also a disciple and a man of faith. A disciple is not necessarily also an apostle but he is 
certainly a man of faith. A person who is simply a man of faith is neither a disciple nor an apostle. However, 
through his manner of life and through contemplation he can be raised to the rank and dignity of a disciple, and 
a disciple can be raised to the rank and dignity of an apostle. 

35. When what has been created in time according to the temporal order has reached maturity, it ceases from 
natural growth. But when what has been brought about by the knowledge of God through the practice of the 
virtues has reached maturity, it starts to grow anew. For the end of one stage constitutes the starting-point of the 
next. He who has put an end to the root of corruption in himself by practicing the virtues is initiated into other 
more divine experiences. There is never an end, as there is never a beginning, to the good which God does: just 
as the property of light is to illuminate, so the property of God is to do good. Thus in the Law, which is 
concerned with the structure of temporal things subject to generation and decay, the Sabbath is honored by rest 
from work (cf. Exod. 31:14), whereas in the Gospel, which initiates us into the realm of spiritual realities, luster 
is shed on the Sabbath by good actions (cf. Luke 6:9; John 5:16-17). This is so in spite of the indignation of 
those who do not yet understand that ‘the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath’, and that ‘the 
Son of Man is Lord also of the Sabbath’ (Mark 2:27-28). 

36. In the Law and the prophets reference is made to the Sabbath (cf. Isa.66:23), Sabbaths (cf. Exod. 31:13) and 
Sabbaths of Sabbaths (cf. Lev. 16:31. LXX); and to circumcision and circumcision of circumcision (cf. Gen. 
17:10-13); and to harvest (cf. Gen. 8:22) and harvest of harvest, as in the text, ‘when you harvest  
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your harvest’ (cf. Lev. 23:10). The texts about the Sabbath surely refer to the full attainment of practical, natural and 
theological philosophy; the texts about circumcision, to separation from things that are subject to generation and 
from the inner principles of these things; the texts about harvest, to the ingathering and enjoyment of more exalted 
spiritual principles on the part of the senses and the intellect. Through studying these three sets of texts the person of 
spiritual knowledge may discover the reasons why Moses, when he dies, takes his Sabbath rest outside the holy land 
(cf. Deut. 34:5), why Joshua carried out the circumcisions after crossing the Jordan (cf. Josh. 5:3), and why those 
who inherited the promised land brought to God the superabundant fruits of the double harvest (cf. Lev. 23:11). 

37. The Sabbath signifies the dispassion of the deiform soul that through practice of the virtues has utterly cast off 
the marks of sin. 

38. Sabbaths signify the freedom of the deiform soul that through the spiritual contemplation of created nature has 
quelled even the natural activity of sense-perception. 

39. Sabbaths of Sabbaths signify the spiritual calm of the deiform soul that has withdrawn the intellect even from 
contemplation of all the divine principles in created beings, that through an ecstasy of love has clothed it 
entirely in God alone, and that through mystical theology has brought it altogether to rest in God. 

40. Circumcision signifies the quelling of the soul’s impassioned predilection for things subject to generation. 

41. Circumcision of circumcision signifies the complete discarding and stripping away also of even the soul’s 
natural feelings for things subject to generation. 

42. Harvest signifies the deiform soul’s ingathering and knowledge of the more spiritual principles of created 
beings in a manner conforming to both virtue and nature. 



43. Harvest of harvest signifies the apprehension of God which follows the mystical contemplation of noetic 
realities and which, inaccessible to all, is consummated in the intellect in a manner beyond understanding. Such 
apprehension is fittingly reaped by the person who in a worthy manner honors the Creator because of what He 
has created, whether visible or invisible. 

44. There is another more spiritual harvest, which is said to belong to God Himself; there is another more mystical 
circumcision;  
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and there is another more hidden Sabbath, which God celebrates when he rests from his own labors. This is shown 
in the following texts: ‘The harvest is abundant, but the laborers are few’ (Matt. 9:37).  ‘Circumcision of the heart in 
the spirit’ (Rom. 2:29); and ‘ God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because in it God rested from all the 
works He had begun to do’ (Gen. 2:3. LXX).  

45. The harvest of God signifies the total dwelling and stability of the saints in God at the consummation of the 
ages. 

46. Circumcision of the heart in the spirit signifies the utter stripping away from the senses and the intellect of their 
natural activities connected with sensible and intelligible things. This stripping away is accomplished by the 
Spirit’s immediate presence, which completely transfigures body and soul and makes them more divine. 

47. The Sabbath rest of God signifies the complete reversion of created beings to God. It is then that God suspends 
in created beings the operation of their natural energy by inexpressibly activating in them His divine energy. It 
is by virtue of this natural energy that each created being naturally acts; and God suspends its operation in each 



created being to the degree to which that being participates in His divine energy and so establishes its own 
natural energy within God Himself. 

48. One should learn from those imbued with spiritual knowledge what is to be understood by the works which God 
began to do and what by those which He did not begin to do. For if He rested from all the works which He 
began to do, clearly He did not rest from those works which He did not begin to do. Perhaps, then, all that 
participates in being, such as the various essences of creatures, are works of God which began to be in time. For 
they have non-being as prior to their own being, since participant beings have not always existed. Participable 
beings in which participant beings participate by grace, such as goodness and all that is included in the principle 
of goodness, are perhaps works of God which did not begin to be in time. Briefly, these include all life, 
immortality, simplicity, immutability and infinity, and all the other qualities that contemplative vision perceives 
as substantively appertaining to God. These are works of God, yet not begun in time. For non-being is  
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never prior to goodness, nor to any of the other things we have listed, even if those things which participate in them 
do in themselves have a beginning in time. All goodness is without beginning because there is no time prior to it: 
God is eternally the unique author of its being. 

49. God is infinitely above all beings, whether participant or participable. For whatever belongs to the category of 
being is a work of God, even though participant beings had a temporal origin, whereas participable beings were 
implanted by grace among things that come into existence in time. In this way participable beings are a kind of 
innate power clearly proclaiming God’s presence in all things. 



50. All immortal things and immortality itself, all living things and life itself, all holy things and holiness itself, all 
good things and goodness itself, all blessings and blessedness itself, all beings and being itself are manifestly 
works of God. Some things began to be in time, for they have not always existed. Others did not begin to be in 
time, for goodness, blessedness, holiness and immortality have always existed. Those things which began in 
time exist and are said to exist by participation in the things which did not begin in time. For God is the creator 
of all life, immortality, holiness and goodness; and He transcends the being of all intelligible and describable 
beings. 

51. The sixth day of creation, according to Scripture, represents the completion of the beings that are subject to 
nature. The seventh day marks the limit of the flow of temporal existence. The eighth day betokens the quality 
of that state which is beyond nature and time. 

52. He who observes the sixth day only according to the Law, fleeing the active, soul-afflicting domination of the 
passions, passes fearlessly through the sea to the desert (cf. Exod. 16:1): his Sabbath consists simply of rest 
from the passions. But when he has crossed the Jordan (cf. Josh. 3:17) and has left behind this state of simply 
resting from the passions, he enters into possession of the virtues. 

53. He who observes the sixth day according to the Gospel, having already put to death the first impulses of sin, 
through cultivating the virtues attains a state of dispassion which, like a desert, is bare of all evil: his Sabbath is 
a rest of his intellect even from the  
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merest images suggested by the passions. But when he has crossed the Jordan he passes over into the land of 
spiritual knowledge, where the intellect, the temple mystically built by peace, becomes in spirit the dwelling place of 
God. 



54. He who after the example of God has completed the sixth day with fitting actions and thoughts, and has himself 
with God’s help brought his own actions to a successful conclusion, has in his understanding traversed the 
condition of all things subject to nature and time and has entered into the mystical contemplation of the eons 
and the things inherent in them; his Sabbath is his intellect’s utter and incomprehensible abandonment and 
transcendence of created beings. But if he is also found worthy of the eighth day he has risen from the dead - 
that is, from all that is sequent to God, whether sensible or intelligible, expressible or conceivable. He ex-
periences the blessed life of God, who is the only true life, and himself becomes god by deification. 

55. The sixth day is the complete fulfillment, on the part of those practicing the ascetic life, of the natural activities 
which lead to virtue. The seventh day is the conclusion and cessation, in those leading the contemplative life, of 
all natural thoughts about inexpressible spiritual knowledge. The eighth day is the transposition and 
transmutation of those found worthy into a state of deification. The Lord, giving perhaps a mysterious hint of 
the seventh and the eighth days, spoke of a day and an hour of consummation which encompasses the mysteries 
and the inner essences of all things. Apart from their Creator, the blessed Divinity Himself, there is no power 
whatsoever in heaven or on earth that can know that day and hour before the actual experience of them (cf. 
Matt. 24:36). 

56. The sixth day betokens the inner, essence of the being of created things. The seventh signifies the quality of the 
well-being of created things. The eighth denotes the inexpressible mystery of the eternal well-being of created 
things. 

57. Since we know that the sixth day is a symbol of practical activity, let us during this day fully discharge our debt 
of virtuous works, so that it may also be said of us, ‘And God saw everything He had made, and behold, it was 
very good’ (Gen. 1:31). 

58. He who exerts himself bodily in order to adorn the soul with the manifold virtues pays to God the debt of good 
work that is required of him.  
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59. He who has completed the sixth day, the day of preparation, in works of righteousness has crossed over to the 
repose of spiritual contemplation. During such contemplation his intellect, grasping in a divine manner the inner 
essences of created beings, ceases from all movement. 

60. He who for our sake shared in God’s rest of the seventh day also for our sake participates in God’s deifying 
energy on the eighth day, that is, in the mystical resurrection, and leaves lying in the sepulcher His linen clothes 
and the napkin that was about his head (cf. John 20:6-7). Those who perceive this, like Peter and John, are 
convinced that the Lord has risen. 

61. The Lord’s tomb stands equally either for this world or for the heart of each faithful Christian. The linen clothes 
are the inner essences of sensible things together with their qualities of goodness. The napkin is the simple and 
homogeneous knowledge of intelligible realities, together with the vision of God, in so far as it is granted. 
Through these things the Logos is initially recognized, for without them any higher apprehension of what He is 
would be altogether beyond our capacity. 

62. Those who bury the Lord with honor will also see Him risen with glory, but He is not seen by anyone else. For 
He can no longer be apprehended by His enemies as He does not wear those outer coverings through which He 
seemed to let Himself be captured by those who sought Him, and in which He endured suffering for the 
salvation of all. 

63. He who buries the Lord with honor is revered by all who love God. For he has not allowed the Lord’s body, 
nailed to the cross, to be left exposed to the blasphemy of unbelievers, but has befittingly delivered Him from 
derision and insult. Those who sealed the tomb and set soldiers to watch (cf. Matt. 27:66) are hateful because of 
their scheming. When the Logos had risen, they slandered Him, saying that His body had been stolen away. In 
the same way, as they bribed the false disciple with silver to betray the Lord - by false disciple I mean a 
pretence of holiness for the sake of display - so they bribed the soldiers to make a false accusation against the 
risen Savior. Whoever possesses spiritual knowledge knows the significance of what has been said, for he is not 
ignorant of how and in how many ways the Lord is crucified, buried and rises again. Such a person makes 
corpses, as it were, of the impassioned  
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thoughts which have been insinuated by the demons into his heart, and which through the temptations they suggest 
cut in pieces the qualities of moral beauty as if they were garments (cf. Matt. 27:35); and he breaks like seals the 
impressions stamped deeply into his soul by the sins of prepossession. 

64. Whenever a lover of riches who feigns virtue by an outward show of devotion finds he has procured the 
material possessions he desires, he repudiates the way of Me that made people think he was a disciple of the 
Logos. 

65. When you see arrogant men not able to endure praise being given to others better than themselves, and 
contriving to suppress the truth by denying it with countless insinuations and baseless slanders, you must 
understand that the Lord is -again crucified by these men and buried and guarded with soldiers and seals. But 
the Logos rises afresh and puts them to confusion. The more the Logos is attacked, the more clearly He reveals 
Himself, as steeled in dis-passion through His sufferings. The Logos is stronger than all else: not only is He 
called truth but He is truth.  

66. The mystery of the incarnation of the Logos is the key to all the arcane symbolism and typology in the 
Scriptures, and in addition gives us knowledge of created things, both visible and intelligible. He who 
apprehends the mystery of the cross and the burial apprehends the inward essences of created things; while he 
who is initiated into the inexpressible power of the resurrection apprehends the purpose for which God first 
established everything. 

67. All visible realities need the cross, that is, the state in which they are cut off from things acting upon them 
through the senses. All intelligible realities need burial, that is, the total quiescence of the things which act upon 
them through the intellect. When all relationship with such things is severed, and their natural activity and 
stimulus is cut off, then the Logos, who exists alone in Himself, appears as if risen from the dead. He 
encompasses all that comes from Him, but nothing enjoys kinship with Him by virtue of natural relationship. 
For the salvation of the saved is by grace and not by nature (cf. Eph. 2:5). 



68. Ages, times and places belong to the category of relationship, and consequently no object necessarily associated 
with these things can be other than relative. But God transcends the category of relationship; for nothing else 
whatsoever is necessarily associated with  
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Him. Therefore if the inheritance of the saints is God Himself, he who is found worthy of this grace will he beyond 
all ages, times and places: he will have God Himself as his place, in accordance with the text, ‘Be to me a God who 
is a defender and a fortified place of my salvation’ (Ps. 71:3. LXX). 

69. The consummation bears no resemblance whatsoever to the intermediary state, for otherwise it would not be a 
consummation. The intermediary state consists of everything that is sequent to the origin but falls short of the 
consummation. But if all ages, times and places, together with all that is necessarily associated with them, are 
sequent to God - since He is an unoriginate origin - and also fall far short of God - since He is an infinite 
consummation - then clearly they belong to the intermediary state. The consummation of those who are saved is 
God; in this supreme consummation no trace of the intermediary state will be observed in those who have been 
saved. 

70. The whole world, limited as it is by its own inner principles, is called both the place and age of those dwelling 
in it. There are modes of contemplation natural to it which are able to engender in created beings a partial 
understanding of the wisdom of God that governs all things. So long as they make use of these modes to gain 
understanding, they cannot have more than a mediate and partial apprehension. But when what is perfect 
appears, what is partial is superseded: all mirrors and indistinct images pass away when truth is encountered 
face to face (cf. 1 Cor. 13:10-12). When he who is saved is perfected in God, he will transcend all worlds, ages 
and places in which hitherto he has been trained as a child. 



71. Pilate is a type of the natural law; the Jewish crowd is a type of the written law. He who has not risen through 
faith above the two laws cannot therefore receive the truth which is beyond nature and expression. On the 
contrary, he invariably crucifies the Logos, for he sees the Gospel either, like a Jew, as a stumbling-block or, 
like a Greek, as foolishness (cf. 1 Cor. 1:23). 

72. When you see Herod and Pilate making friends with each other in order to destroy Jesus (cf. Luke 23:12), you 
may discern in this the concurrence of the demons of unchastity and self-esteem, who combine together to put 
to death the Logos of virtue and spiritual knowledge. For the demon of self-esteem, making a pretence of 
spiritual knowledge, refers to the demon of unchastity, and  
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the demon of unchastity, putting on a hypocritical show of purity, refers back to the demon of self-esteem. Thus if is 
said, ‘When Herod had arrayed Jesus in a gorgeous robe, he seat Him again to Pilate’(Luke 23:11). 

73. The intellect should not yield to the flesh or cling to the passions. For, it is said, ‘men do not gather figs from 
looms’, that is, they do not gather virtue from the passions, ‘nor do they gather grapes from a bramble bush’ (cf. 
Matt. 7:16), that is, they do not gather from the flesh that spiritual knowledge which gladdens the heart. 

74. An ascetic tested by the patient acceptance of trials and temptations, purified by bodily training, and perfected 
by attention to the higher forms of contemplation, receives the blessings of divine grace. ‘For the Lord’, says 
Moses, ‘came from Sinai,’ that is, from trials and temptations, ‘and appeared to us from Seir,’ that is, from 
bodily hardships, ‘and hastened down from mount Paran with ten thousands of Kadesh’ (Deut. 33:2. LXX), that 
is, from the mountain of faith with untold sacred knowledge.  



75. Herod exemplifies the will of the flesh; Pilate, the senses; Caesar, sensible things; and the Jews, the soul’s 
thoughts. When the soul through ignorance associates with sensible things, it betrays the Logos into the hands 
of the senses to be put to death and proclaims within itself the kingship of perishable things. For the Jews say, 
‘We have no king but Caesar’ (John 19:15).  

76. Again, Herod exemplifies the activity of the passions; Pilate, a disposition that is deluded by them; Caesar, the 
ruler of the world of darkness; and the Jews, the soul. When the soul submits to the passions and betrays virtue 
into the power of an evil disposition, it manifestly denies the kingdom of God and transfers itself to the 
destructive tyranny of the devil. 

77. The subjugation of the passions is not sufficient to ensure spiritual happiness for the soul unless the soul also 
acquires the virtues by keeping the commandments. Scripture says, ‘Do not rejoice because the spirits are 
subject to you,’ that is, the operations of the passions, but ‘because your names are written in heaven’ (Luke 
10;20), having been transferred to the place of dispassion by the grace of sonship gained through the virtues. 

78. Whoever possesses spiritual knowledge must always possess as well a rich store of virtue gained through his 
conduct. Scripture  
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says, ‘He who has a purse,’ that is, spiritual knowledge, ‘let him take it, and his knapsack as well’ (Luke 22:36), that 
is, the stoic from which he liberally nourishes his soul with virtue. He who does not have a purse and a knapsack, 
that is, knowledge and virtue, ‘let him sell his garment and buy a sword’ (ibid.). By this Scripture means: let him 



give his own flesh willingly to labors in pursuit of virtue, and for the sake of the peace of God let him wisely wage 
war against passions and demons, that is, let him acquire the skill of discriminating in the word of God between the 
lower and the higher. 

79. The Lord appeared when He was thirty years old, and with this number secretly teaches those with discernment 
the mysteries relating to Himself. For, mystically understood, the number thirty presents the Lord as the Creator 
and provident ruler of time, nature, and the intelligible realities that lie beyond visible nature. The number seven 
signifies that He is the Creator of time, for time has a sevenfold character. The number five signifies that He is 
the Creator of nature, for nature has a fivefold character because of the fivefold division of the senses. The 
number eight signifies that He is the Creator of intelligible realities, for intelligible realities come into being 
outside the cycle that is’ measured by time. And the number ten signifies that He is the provident ruler, because 
it is the ten holy commandments that lead men towards perfection, and also because the symbol for ten1 is the 
first letter of the name taken by the Lord when He became man. By adding up five, seven, eight and ten you 
obtain the number thirty. Thus he who truly knows how to follow the Lord as his master will understand why, 
should he attain the age of thirty, he will also be empowered to proclaim the gospel of the kingdom. For when 
through his ascetic practice he has irreproachably created the world of the virtues as if it were a world of visible 
nature, not allowing his soul to be diverted from its course by the hostile powers as he passes through time; and 
when he unerringly gathers spiritual knowledge through contemplation, and is providentially able to engender 
the same state in others, then he himself, whatever his physical age, is thirty years old in spirit and makes 
manifest in others the power of the blessings which he himself possesses. 
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80. He who yields to the pleasures of the body is neither diligent in virtue nor readily receptive of spiritual 
knowledge. For this reason he has no one - that is, no intelligent thought - to put him into the pool when the 



water is disturbed (cf. John 5:7), that is, into a state of virtue capable of receiving spiritual knowledge and of 
healing every sickness. On the contrary, although sick, he procrastinates because of laziness and is forestalled 
by someone else, who prevents him from being cured. And so he lies there with his illness for thirty-eight years. 
He who does not contemplate the visible creation so as to discern God’s glory in it, and does not reverently 
raise his inner vision to the noetic world, quite fittingly remains ill for the number of years specified. For the 
number thirty, understood with reference to nature, signifies the sensible world, while with reference to the 
ascetic life it signifies the practice of the virtues. The number eight, understood mystically, denotes the 
intelligible nature of incorporeal beings, while understood in terms of spiritual knowledge it denotes the 
supreme wisdom of theology. Whoever does not advance towards God by these means remains paralyzed until 
the Logos comes to teach him how he can obtain prompt healing, saying to him, ‘Rise, take up your bed and 
walk’ (John 5:8); that is to say, the Logos commands him to upraise his intellect from the love of pleasure 
which dominates him, to shoulder the body of the virtues and to go home, that is, to heaven. Better that the 
higher should raise the lower up to virtue on the shoulders of ascetic practice than that, through soft living, the 
lower should drag the higher down into self-indulgence. 

81. Until our minds in purity have transcended our own being and that of all things sequent to God, we have not yet 
acquired a permanent state of holiness. When this noble state has, by means of love, been established in us, we 
shall know the power of the divine promise. For we must believe that where the intellect, taking the lead, has by 
means of love rooted its power, there the saints will find a changeless abode. He who has not transcended 
himself and all that is in any way subject to intellection, and has not come to abide in the silence beyond 
intellection, cannot be entirely free from change. 

82. Every intellection has either a multiple or at least a dual aspect. For it is an intermediate relationship between 
two extremes - an intellective being and an intelligible being - and links the one to the other. Hence neither 
extreme can possess an absolute  
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simplicity. An intellective being is a subject/and so the capacity of apprehending some intelligible object is 
necessarily associated with it. And an intelligible being necessarily either is a subject or exists in a subject: as a 
subject it possesses the intrinsic capacity of being apprehended by an intellective being; as existing in a subject it 
presupposes a being in which it exists potentially. For no creature is in itself a simple being or intellection, in such a 
way as to constitute an indivisible unity. Thus, if we call God a being, then the capacity to be apprehended by a 
process of intellection is not inherent in His nature, for if it were He would be composite. Or if we call Him an 
intellection, then He does not possess an essence with a natural capacity for being an intellective subject, but He 
Himself is intellection in His very essence; the whole of God is intellection and intellection alone. But in terms of 
intellection He is also being: the whole of God is being and being alone. And yet the whole of God is beyond being 
and beyond intellection, because He is an indivisible unity, simple and without parts. Thus whoever, to whatever 
degree, still apprehends by means of intellection has not yet transcended duality. But he who has advanced 
altogether beyond intellection, and has renounced it because he has transcended it, has come to dwell to some extent 
in unity. 

83. In the multiplicity of beings there is diversity, dissimilarity and difference. But in God, who is in an absolute 
sense one and alone, there is only identity, simplicity and similarity. It is therefore not safe to devote oneself to 
the contemplation of God before one has advanced beyond the multiplicity of beings. Moses showed this when 
he pitched the tent of his mind outside the camp (cf. Exod. 33:7) and then conversed with God. For it is 
dangerous to attempt to utter the inexpressible by means of the spoken word, for the spoken word involves 
duality or more than duality. The surest way is to contemplate pure being silently in the soul alone, because 
pure being is established in undivided unity and not among the multiplicity of things. The high priest, who was 
commanded to go into the holy of holies within the veil only once every year (cf. Lev. 16; Heb. 9:7), shows us 
that only he who has passed through what is immaterial and holy and has entered the holy of holies - that is, 
who has transcended the whole natural world of sensible and intelligible realities, is free from all that is specific 
to creatures and whose mind is unclad and naked - is able to attain the vision of God.  
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84. When Moses pitches his tent outside the camp (cf. Exod. 33:7) - that is, when he establishes his will and mind 
outside the world of visible things - he begins to worship God. Then, entering into the darkness (cf. Exod. 
20:21) - that is, into the formless and immaterial realm of spiritual knowledge - he there celebrates the most 
sacred rites. 

85. The darkness is that formless, immaterial and bodiless state which embraces the knowledge of the prototypes of 
all created things. He who like another Moses enters into it, although mortal by nature, understands things that 
are immortal. Through this knowledge he depicts in himself the beauty of divine excellence, as if painting a 
picture which is a faithful copy of archetypal beauty. Then he comes down from the mountain and offers 
himself as an example to those who wish to imitate that excellence. In this way he manifests the love and 
generosity of the grace he has received. 

86. Those who apply themselves with a pure heart to divine philosophy derive the greatest gain from the knowledge 
it contains. For their will and purpose no longer change with circumstances, but readily and with firm assurance 
they undertake all that conforms to the standard of holiness.  

87. Baptized in Christ through the Spirit, we receive the first in-corruption according to the flesh. Keeping this 
original incorruption spotless by giving ourselves to good works and by dying to our own will, we await the 
final incorruption bestowed by Christ in the Spirit. No one who possesses this final incorruption fears the loss of 
the blessings he has obtained.  

88. When God in His mercy resolved to send down from heaven the grace of His divine power to us on earth. He 
established the sacred tabernacle with all its contents as a symbolical image, type and imitation of wisdom. 

89. The grace of the New Testament is mystically hidden in the letter of the Old. That is why St Paul says that ‘the 
Law is spiritual’ (Rom. 7:14). Thus the letter of the Law, superseded, grows old and decays (cf. Heb. 8:13), 
while its spirit, perpetually renewed, stays young. For grace is altogether immune from decay. 

90. The Law is the shadow of the Gospel. The Gospel is the image of the blessings held in store. The Law checks 
the actualization of evil. The Gospel brings about the realization of divine blessings.  
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91. All sacred Scripture can be divided into flesh and spirit as if it were a spiritual man. For the literal sense of 
Scripture is flesh and its inner meaning is soul or spirit. Clearly someone wise abandons what is corruptible and 
unites his whole being to what is incorruptible.  

92. The Law is the flesh of the spiritual man who here corresponds to sacred Scripture; the prophets are the senses; 
the Gospel is the noetic soul that functions through the flesh of the Law and the senses of the prophets, 
revealing its power in its actions. 

93. The Law is a shadow and the prophets are an image of the divine and spiritual blessings contained in the 
Gospel. The truth itself, foreshadowed in the Law and prefigured in the prophets, is revealed in the Gospel as 
now present to us through actual events. 

94. He who fulfils the Law in his private and public life only abstains from the actual commission of sin, sacrificing 
to God the outward fulfillment of his mindless passions. He is satisfied with this manner of seeking salvation 
because of his spiritual immaturity. 

95. He ‘who has been trained by the prophets’ words not only refrains from the outward fulfillment of the passions 
but also renounces all assent to them in his soul. He is not content simply to appear to abstain from sin in the 
inferior part of himself, the flesh, while secretly allowing its free rein in his superior part, the soul. 

96. He who has truly embraced the life of the Gospel has made himself immune to both the promptings and 
performance of evil, and pursues every virtue in action and thought. He offers a sacrifice of praise and 
thanksgiving (cf. Ps. 116:17), for he has been set free from all disturbance produced by the passions and 



liberated from mental warfare against them; and he feeds his soul with the hope of the blessings held in store, 
his one unquenchable delight. 

97. To the more diligent students of Holy Scripture the Lord is clearly shown as having two forms. The first is 
common and more popular, and it can be perceived by many. The text ‘We saw Him and He had no comeliness 
or beauty’ (Isa. 53:2. LXX) refers to this form. The second is more hidden, and it can be perceived only by a 
few, that is, by those who have already become like the holy apostles Peter and John, before whom the Lord 
was transfigured with a glory that overwhelmed the senses (cf. Matt. 17:2). The  
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text ‘Thou art fairer than the children of men’ (Ps. 45:2) refers to this form. The first of these two forms is consonant 
to beginners; the second to those perfected in spiritual knowledge, in so far as such perfection is possible. The first is 
an image of the Lord’s initial advent, to which the literal meaning of the Gospel refers, and which by means of 
suffering purifies those practicing the virtues. The second prefigures the second and glorious advent, in which the 
spirit of the Gospel is apprehended, and which by means of wisdom transfigures and deifies those imbued with 
spiritual knowledge: because of the transfiguration of the Logos within them ‘they reflect with unveiled face the 
glory of the Lord’ (2 Cor. 3:18). 

98. He who endures suffering for the sake of virtue, without being shaken in his resolve, is inspired by the first 
advent of the Logos, which cleanses him from all defilement. He who through contemplation has raised his 
intellect to the angelic state possesses the power of the second advent, which produces in him dispassion and 
incorruptibility. 

99. Sense-perception pertains to the ascetic who is struggling to attain the virtues through enduring hardships. 



Freedom from sense-perception pertains to the contemplative who draws his intellect away from the flesh and 
the world and concentrates it on God. The first, in his ascetic struggle to loosen the natural bond linking the soul 
to the flesh, constantly submits his will to the hardships he undergoes. The second, who has broken that bond 
through contemplation, is not held back by anything at all: he has already freed himself from the domination of 
those who try to overpower him. 

100. The manna which was given to Israel in the desert (cf. Exod. 16:14-35) is the Logos of God. Those who eat it 
find that it supplies every spiritual delight. It is blended to suit every taste in accordance with the different 
desires of those who eat it, for it has the quality of every kind of spiritual food. Thus, to those who through the 
Spirit have been born from above by means of incorruptible seed (cf. John 3:3-5), it comes as pure spiritual 
milk (cf. 1 Pet. 2:2); to the weak it comes as vegetables (cf. Rom. 14:2) sustaining the soul’s passible aspect; to 
those in whom the soul’s organs of perception have been trained by long practice to distinguish between good 
and evil it serves as solid food (cf. Heb. 5:14). The Logos of God also has other infinite powers which cannot be 
encompassed in this world. If at death a man is worthy to be put in  
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charge of many things or all things because in this world he has been faithful in small things (cf. Matt. 25:21), he 
will also receive all or some of these other powers of the Logos. For the most exalted of the divine gifts of grace 
bestowed in this world is scant and minimal compared with those that are held in store for us.  
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1. God is one because there is one Divinity: unoriginate, simple, beyond being, without parts, indivisible. The 
Divinity is both unity and trinity - wholly one and wholly three. It is wholly one in respect of the essence, 
wholly three in respect of the hypostases or persons. For the Divinity is Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and is in 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The whole Divinity is in the whole Father and the whole Father is in the whole 
Divinity. The whole Divinity is in the whole Son and the whole Son is in the whole Divinity. The whole 
Divinity is in the whole Holy Spirit and the whole Holy Spirit is in the whole Divinity. The whole Divinity is 
both Father and in the whole Father; the whole Father is in the whole Divinity and the whole Divinity is the 
whole Father. The whole Son is in the whole Divinity and the whole Divinity is in the whole Son; the whole 
Son is both the whole Divinity and in the whole Divinity. The whole Divinity is both the Holy Spirit and in the 
whole Holy Spirit; and the whole Holy Spirit is both the whole Divinity and in the whole Divinity. For the 
Divinity is not partially in the Father, nor is the Father part of God. The Divinity is not partially in the Son, nor 
is the Son part of God. The Divinity is not partially in the Holy Spirit, nor is the Holy Spirit part of God. For the 
Divinity is not divisible; nor is the Father, or the Son, or the Holy Spirit incomplete God. On the contrary, the 
whole and complete Divinity is completely in the complete Father; the whole and complete Divinity is 
completely in the complete Son; and the whole and complete Divinity is completely in the complete Holy Spirit. 
For the whole Father is completely in the whole Son and Spirit; and the whole Son is completely in the whole 
Father and Spirit; and the whole Holy Spirit is completely in the whole Father and Son. Therefore the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit are one God. The essence, power and energy of the Father, the Son and the  
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Holy Spirit are one, for none of the hypostases or persons either exists or is intelligible without the others. 

2. Every intellection involves both an intellect that apprehends and an intelligible being that is apprehended. But 
God is neither an apprehending intellect nor an intelligible being: He transcends both. For if He were an 
apprehending intellect He would be  limited by His need for a relationship with an intelligible being; and if He 
were an intelligible being He would be limited because naturally subject to an apprehending intellect capable of 
grasping Him. It follows therefore that God is not to be conceived as either an intellect or an intelligible being, 
and that He is beyond both intellection and intelligibility. Intellection and intelligibility appertain by nature to 
what is sequent to God.  

3. Every intellection inheres as a quality in an apprehending being; and its activity is directed towards a being 
endowed with qualities. For no intellection can be directed towards a being that is absolutely independent, 
simple and self-subsistent, since the intellection itself is not independent and simple. But God is in both respects 
absolutely simple: in so far as He is being. He is independent of any apprehending subject; in so far as He is 
intellection. He is independent of any apprehensible object. Thus God is neither an intelligible object nor an 
intellective subject, for He clearly transcends both being and intellection.  

4. The centre of a circle is regarded as the indivisible source of all the radii extending from it; similarly, by means 
of a certain simple and indivisible act of spiritual knowledge, the person found worthy to dwell in God will 
perceive pre-existing in God all the inner essences of created things.  

5. When intellection is given form through its apprehension of intelligible objects, it ceases to be single and 
becomes many intellections; for it is marked by the form of each intelligible object that it apprehends. But as it 
passes beyond the multiplicity of the sensible and intelligible things that in this way confer their manifold forms 
upon it, it becomes altogether free from form. It is now that the Logos, who is beyond intellection, unites 
Himself to it and makes it His own, giving it rest from those things which by nature change and diversify it with 
the many conceptual forms that they impose upon it. He who experiences this has rested from his works, just as 
God did from His (cf. Gen. 2:2; Heb. 4:10).  
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6. He who reaches such perfection as is attainable by men in this world offers to God the fruits of love, joy, peace 
and long-suffering (cf. Gal. 5:22), and will in the age to be offer those of incorruptibility, eternity and similar 
gifts. The first qualities may be found in the man perfect in the practice of virtues; the second in the man who 
through true spiritual knowledge has passed beyond the world of created things. 

7. Just as the result of disobedience is sin, so the result of obedience is virtue. And just as disobedience leads to 
breaking the commandments and to separation from Him who gave them, so obedience leads to keeping the 
commandments and to union with Him who gave them. Thus he who through obedience has kept the 
commandments has achieved righteousness and, moreover, he has not cut himself off from union in love with 
Him who gave them; and the opposite is equally true. 

8. If you are healed of the breach caused by the fall, you are severed first from the passions and then from 
impassioned thoughts. Next you are severed from nature and the inner principles of nature, then from 
conceptual images and the knowledge relating to them. Lastly, when you have passed through the manifold 
principles relating to divine providence, you attain through unknowing the very principle of divine unity. Then 
the intellect contemplates only its own immutability, and rejoices with an unspeakable joy because it has 
received the peace of God which transcends all intellect and which ceaselessly keeps him who has been granted 
it from falling (cf. Phil. 4:7). 

9. Fear of hell causes beginners to shun evil. Desire to be rewarded with divine blessings confers on those who are 
advancing a readiness to practice the virtues. But the mystery of love transcends all created beings and makes 
the intellect blind to all that is sequent to God. Only upon those who have become blind to all that is sequent to 
Him does the Lord bestow wisdom, showing them what is more divine. 

10. The Logos of God is like a grain of mustard seed (cf. Matt. 13:31): before cultivation it looks extremely small, 
but when; cultivated in the right way it grows so large that the highest principles of both sensible and 
intelligible creation come like birds to revive themselves in it. For the principles or inner essences of all things 
are embraced by the Logos, but the Logos is not embraced by any  
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thing. Hence the Lord has said that he who has faith as a grain of mustard seed can move a mountain by a word of 
command (cf. Matt. 17:20), that is, he can destroy the devil’s dominion over us and remove it from its foundation. 

11. The grain of mustard seed is the Lord, who by faith is sown spiritually in the hearts of those who accept Him. 
He who diligently cultivates the seed by practicing the virtues moves the mountain of earth-bound pride and, 
through the power he has gained, he expels from himself the obdurate habit of sin. In this way he revives in 
himself the activity of the principles and qualities or divine powers present in the commandments, as though 
they were birds.  

12. Let us build on the Lord, as though on a foundation of faith, with gold, silver and precious stones, raising a 
temple of holiness (cf. 1 Cor. 3:12). Let us build, that is to say, with pure undebased theology, with a way of life 
that is lucid and radiant, with divine thoughts and conceptual images more precious than jewels. Let us not use 
wood, hay or stubble, that is, idolatry - which is a passionate desire for sensible things - or a meaningless way of 
life, or thoughts which are impassioned and as empty of wise understanding as straw.  

13. If a man seeks spiritual knowledge, let him plant the foundations of his soul immovably before the Lord, in 
accordance with God’s words to Moses: ‘Stand here by Me’ (Deut. 5:31). But it should be realized that there are 
differences among those who stand before the Lord, as is clear from the text, ‘There are some standing here 
who will not taste death till they have seen the kingdom of God come with power’ (Mark 9:1). For the Lord 
does not always appear in glory to all who stand before Him. To beginners He appears in the form of a servant 
(cf. Phil. 2:7); to those able to follow Him as He climbs the high mountain of His transfiguration He appears in 
the form of God (cf. Matt. 17: 1-9), the form in which He existed before the world came to be (cf. John 17:5). It 
is therefore possible for the same Lord not to appear in the same way to all who stand before Him, but to appear 
to some in one way and to others in another way, according to the measure of each person’s faith.  

14. When the Logos of God becomes manifest and radiant in us, and His face shines like the sun, then His clothes 
will also look white (cf. Matt. 17:2). That is to say, the words of the Gospels  
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will then be clear and distinct with nothing concealed. And Moses said Elijah - the more-spiritual principles of the 
Law and the prophets - will also be present with Him. 

15. It is written that the Son of Man is coming ‘with His angels in the glory of the Father’ (Matt. 16:17). Similarly, 
in those found worthy, the Logos of God is transfigured to the degree to which each has advanced in holiness, 
and He comes to them with His angels in the glory of the Father. For the more spiritual principles in the Law 
and the prophets - symbolized by Moses and Elijah when they appeared with the Lord at His transfiguration - 
manifest their glory according to the actual receptive capacity of those to whom it is revealed.  

16. He who to some degree has been initiated into the inner principle of the divine unity invariably discovers the 
inner principles of divine providence and judgment conjoined with it. That is why, like St Peter, he thinks it 
good that three tabernacles should be made within himself for those who have appeared to him (cf. Matt. 17:4). 
These tabernacles represent three stages of salvation, namely that of virtue, that of spiritual knowledge and that 
of theology. The first requires fortitude and self-restraint in the practice of the virtues: of this the type was 
Elijah. The second requires right discernment in natural contemplation: Moses disclosed this in his own person. 
The third requires the consummate perfection of wisdom: this was revealed by the Lord. They were called 
tabernacles, or temporary dwellings, because beyond them there are other still more excellent and splendid 
stages, through which those found worthy will pass in the age to be.  

17. A man engaged in the practice of the virtues is said to be ‘sojourning’ in the flesh (cf. Gen. 12:10), for by 
practicing the virtues he is severing the soul’s relationship with the flesh and stripping from himself the deceit 
of material things. A man of spiritual knowledge is said to be sojourning in virtue itself, for he still 
contemplates the truth indistinctly, as though in a mirror (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12): he has not yet enjoyed a face-to-face 
vision of the self-subsistent forms of goodness, seeing them as they are in them-selves. For as regards the 
blessings of the age to be, every saint does no more than walk in the image of them, crying, ‘I am a stranger and 
a sojourner as all my fathers were’ (Ps. 39:12).  



18. He who prays must never stand still on the steep ascent that  
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leads to God. just as he has to progress upwards from strength to strength in the practice of the virtues (cf. Ps. 84:5-
7) and to rise  in his contemplation of spiritual truths from glory to glory (cf. 2 Cor. 3:18), and to pass from the letter 
to the spirit of Holy Scripture, so he must advance in a similar manner within the realm of prayer. He must raise his 
intellect and the resolve of his soul from what is human to what is divine, so that his intellect can follow Jesus the 
Son of God, who has passed through the heavens (cf. Heb. 4:14) and who is everywhere. For He has passed through 
all things for us by the dispensation of His incarnation, so that we, by following Him, may pass through all that is 
sequent to Him and so come to be with Him, provided we apprehend Him not according to the limitations to which 
He accommodated Himself in His incarnation but according to the majesty of His natural infinitude.  

19. We should always devote ourselves to God and seek Him out as we have been commanded (cf. Matt. 6:33). 
Although when we seek Him in this present stage of life we cannot come to the limit of His depth, yet perhaps 
if we penetrate His depth even slightly we shall contemplate what is more holy than the holy and more spiritual 
than the spiritual. The high priest shows this to us typologically when he goes from the holy place, which is 
holier than the court, into the holy of holies, which is holier than the holy place (cf. Lev. 16). 

20. The whole Logos of God is neither diffuse nor prolix but is a unity embracing a diversity of principles, each of 
which is an aspect of the Logos. Thus he who speaks about the truth, however fully he deals with his subject, 
speaks always about the one Logos of God. 

21. Since Christ is God and the Logos of the Father, ‘the fullness of the Godhead dwells bodily in Him’ in a manner 
that is according to essence (Col. 2:9). The fullness of the Godhead dwells in us by grace when we gather into 
ourselves all virtue and wisdom, a wisdom which, so far as this is possible in man, does not in any way fall 
short of a faithful imitation of the divine archetype. For it is not incongruous that, by virtue of our relationship 
with the Logos, the fullness of the Godhead, embracing a diversity of spiritual principles, should come to dwell 



also in us. 

22. The thought which springs naturally from our intellect is a messenger of the intellect’s hidden activity. 
Similarly He who is in essence the Logos of God and knows the Father as a thought knows  
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the intellect which conceives it, reveals the Father whom He knows, no creature being able to approach the Father 
without Him. That is why he is called ‘Messenger of great counsel’ (Isa. 9:6  LXX). 

23. The great counsel of God the Father is the unspoken and unknown mystery of the divine dispensation. This the 
only-begotten Son revealed through His incarnation, when He became the Messenger of the great pre-eternal 
counsel of God the Father. He who knows the inner principle of the mystery becomes a messenger of the great 
counsel of God, and he is exalted unceasingly by action and thought through all things until he encounters Him 
who has to a corresponding degree descended towards him.  

24. The Logos of God providentially descended for our sakes into the lower parts of the earth, and also ascended far 
above all the heavens (cf. Eph. 4:9-10), even though by nature He is entirely unmoving. Since through the 
incarnation the Logos has already accomplished in Himself as man all that is to be, let him who delights in 
spiritual knowledge rejoice inwardly as he considers the consummation promised to those who love the Lord.  

25. If the divine Logos of God the Father became son of man and man so that He might make men gods and the 
sons of God, let us believe that we shall reach the realm where Christ Himself now is; for He is the head of the 
whole body (cf. Col. 1:18), and endued with our humanity has gone to the Father as forerunner on our behalf. 
God will stand ‘in the midst of the congregation of gods’ (Ps. 82:1. LXX) - that is, of those who are saved - 
distributing the rewards of that realm’s blessedness to those found worthy to receive them, not separated from 
them by any space.  



26. He who still satisfies the impassioned appetites of the flesh dwells in the land of the Chaldeans as a maker and 
worshipper of idols. But when he has begun to discern what the situation is and has gained some insight into the 
mode of life which nature demands, he leaves the land of the Chaldeans and comes to Haran in Mesopotamia 
(cf. Gen. 11:31). By Haran I mean that intermediate state between virtue and vice - a state not yet purified from 
the delusion of the senses. But if he goes beyond that moderate understanding of goodness which he has 
attained through the senses, he will hasten towards the blessed land, that is, to the state free from all sin and 
ignorance which God, who does not lie, manifests to those who love Him, promising to give it to them as a 
reward for their virtue.  
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27. If for our sakes the Logos of God ‘died on the Cross in weakness’ and was raised ‘by the power of God’ (2 Cor. 
13:4), then in a spiritual sense He is always doing and suffering this on our account, becoming all things to all 
men so that He might save all men (cf. 1 Cor. 9:22). Thus, since the Corinthians were weak, while with them St 
Paul rightly ‘decided to know nothing except Jesus Christ and Him crucified’ (1 Cor. 2:2). But since the 
Ephesians were perfect, he wrote to them that God ‘has raised us up in union with Christ Jesus and enthroned us 
with Him in the heavenly realm’ (Eph. 2:6), thus affirming that the Logos of God adapts Himself according to 
each person’s strength. In this way, He is crucified for those taking their first steps in the ascetic life, and He 
nails their impassioned energies to the cross with divine fear. He rises again and ascends into heaven for those 
who have put off the whole of their fallen selfhood, corrupted by the desires of deceitfulness (cf. Eph. 4:22); 
who have been entirely renewed through the Holy Spirit as man created in the image of God (cf. Eph. 4:24); and 
who draw near to the Father through His grace which is in them, and so are raised ‘far above every principality, 
power, might and dominion, and above every name that is named not only in this age but also in the age to 
come’ (Eph. 1:21). For all things, all names and dignities sequent to God, are likewise inferior to him who 
through grace dwells in God.  

28. Before His visible advent in the flesh the Logos of God dwelt among the patriarchs and prophets in a spiritual 
manner, prefiguring the mysteries of His advent. After His incarnation He is present in a similar way not only to 
those who are still beginners, nourishing them spiritually and leading them towards the maturity of divine 



perfection, but also to the perfect, secretly pre-delineating in them the features of His future advent as if in an 
icon.  

29. Just as the teachings of the Law and the prophets, being harbingers of the coming advent of the Logos in the 
flesh, guide our souls to Christ (cf. Gal. 3:24), so the glorified incarnate Logos of God is Himself a harbinger of 
His spiritual advent, leading our souls forward by His own teachings to receive His divine and manifest advent. 
He does this ceaselessly, by means of the virtues converting those found worthy from the flesh to the spirit. And 
He will do it at the end of the age, making manifest what has hitherto been hidden from all men.  
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30. As long as I remain imperfect and refractory, neither obeying God by practicing the commandments nor 
becoming perfect in spiritual knowledge, Christ from my point of view also appears imperfect and refractory 
because of me.: For I diminish and cripple Him by not growing in spirit with Him, since I am ‘the body of 
Christ and one of its members’ (1 Cor. 12:27). 

31. ‘The sun rises and the sun sets’, says Scripture (Eccles. 1:5). Likewise the Logos appears sometimes as risen 
and sometimes as set, depending on the manner of life and the spiritual status and essence or quality of those 
pursuing virtue and searching for divine knowledge. Blessed is he who like Joshua (cf. Josh. 10:12-13) keeps 
the Sun of righteousness from setting in himself throughout the whole day of this present life, not allowing it to 
be blotted out by the dusk of sin and ignorance. In this way he will truly be able to put to flight the cunning 
demons that rise up against him.  

32. When the Logos of God is raised up in us by our practice of the virtues and by contemplation, He draws all 
things to Himself (cf. John 12:32); He sanctifies in virtue and spiritual knowledge our thoughts and words about 
the flesh, the soul and the nature of beings; He sanctifies also the very members of our bodies and our senses, 
and He places them all under His yoke. So let the visionary of divine things eagerly ascend in pursuit of the 
Logos until he reaches the place where He is. For, as Ecclesiastes puts it, He ‘draws to His place’ (Eccles. 1:5) 
all those who follow Him, and as the great High Priest He brings them into the Holy of Holies, where He 



Himself, who became as we are, has entered as a forerunner on our behalf (cf. Heb. 6:20).  

33. He who devoutly strives to attain wisdom and is on his guard against the invisible powers, should pray that both 
natural discrimination - whose light is but limited - and the illuminating grace of the Spirit abide with him. The 
first by means of practice trains the flesh in virtue, the second illuminates the intellect so that it chooses above 
all else companionship with wisdom; and through wisdom it destroys the strongholds of evil and pulls down ‘all 
the self-esteem that exalts itself against the knowledge of God’ (2 Cor. 10:5). Joshua exemplifies this both when 
he prays for the sun to stand still upon Gibeon, that is, for the light of the knowledge of God to remain unsetting 
as it shines for him over the mountain of spiritual contemplation; and when he asks for the moon to stand still in  
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the valley, that is, for the natural discrimination which watches over the weak flesh to remain changelessly wedded 
to virtue (cf. Josh. 10:12-13). 

34. Gibeon is the spiritual intellect. The valley is the flesh humbled by death. The sun is the Logos, who illumines 
the intellect, supplying it with the power of contemplation and delivering it from all ignorance. The moon is the 
natural law, which persuades the flesh duly to submit to the spirit and accept the yoke of the commandments. 
The moon is the symbol of nature because of its mutability; but among the saints it remains immutable, for in 
them the state of virtue is unchanging. 

35. Those who seek the Lord should not look for Him outside themselves; on the contrary, they must seek Him 
within themselves through faith made manifest in action. For He is near you: ‘The word is ... in your mouth and 
in your heart, that is, the word of faith’ (Rom. 10:8) - Christ being Himself the word that is sought.  

36. When we think of the height of God’s infinity we should not despair of His compassion reaching us from such a 
height; and when we recall the infinite depth of our fall through sin we should not refuse to believe that the 
virtue which has been killed in us will rise again. For God can accomplish both these things: He can come down 



and illumine our intellect with spiritual knowledge, and He can raise up the virtue within us and exalt it with 
Himself through works of righteousness. For it is written: ‘Do not say in your heart, ‘Who shall ascend into 
heaven?’ - that is, to bring Christ down - or, ‘Who shall descend into the depths?’ - that is, to bring Christ up 
again from the dead’ (Rom. 10:6-7). Interpreted in another way, the depths stand for all that is sequent to God, 
in the whole of which the whole divine Logos providentially comes to dwell, as life returning to what is dead. 
For all things whose life depends upon their participation in life are in themselves dead. And heaven stands for 
God’s natural hiddenness, whereby He is incomprehensible to all things. Alternatively, if anyone explains 
heaven as the doctrine of the Holy Trinity, and the depths as the mystery of the incarnation, he will not, I think, 
be far from the mark. For it is hard to grasp the meaning of either doctrine through rational demonstration; or 
rather, their meaning is altogether inaccessible unless explored with faith.  

37. In the life of ascetic practice the Logos, adapted to the cor- 
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poreal action of the virtues, becomes flesh (cf. John 1:14). In the contemplative life the Logos, refined by conceptual 
images that are spiritual, becomes what He was in His principial state, the Logos that was God and was with God 
(cf. John 1:1-2).  

38. If you expound the teaching of the Logos from the standpoint of the moral life, using relatively materialistic 
words and examples which correspond to the capacity of your hearers, you make the Logos flesh. Conversely, if 
you elucidate mystical theology by means of the higher forms of contemplation you make the Logos spirit.  

39. If you theologize in an affirmative or cataphatic manner, starting from positive statements about God, you make 
the Logos flesh, for you have no other means of knowing God as cause except from what is visible and tangible. 
If you theologize in a negative or apophatic manner, through the stripping away of positive attributes, you make 
the Logos spirit or God as He was in His principial state with God: starting from absolutely none of the things 
that can be known, you come in an admirable way to know Him who transcends unknowing.  



40. When like the patriarchs we learn to dig wells of virtue and spiritual knowledge within ourselves by means of 
ascetic practice and contemplation, we will find within us Christ the spring of life (cf. Gen. 26:15-18). Wisdom 
commands us to drink from this spring, saying, ‘Drink water from your own pitchers and from the spring of 
your own wells’ (Prov. 5:15). If we do this we shall find that the treasures of wisdom truly are within us. 

41. Those who animal-like live solely according to the senses make the Logos flesh for themselves in a dangerous 
way: they misuse God’s creation in order to indulge the passions. They do not understand the principle of that 
wisdom which is revealed to all; that we should know and praise God through His creation and that by means of 
the visible world we should understand whence we came, what we are, for what purpose we were made and 
where we are going. On the contrary, they travel through this present age in darkness, fumbling with both hands 
merely their ignorance of God.  

42. Those who abide solely by the letter of Holy Scripture and tie down the dignity of the soul to the external 
worship of the Law make the Logos flesh for themselves in a reprehensible manner. They think that God will be 
pleased with sacrifices of dumb animals. They  
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pay much attention to the body with outward purifications but neglect the soul’s beauty, stained as it is by the 
passions. But it was for the soul that every power of the visible world was brought forth and that every divine 
teaching and law was proclaimed. 

43. ‘For the fall and resurrection of many in Israel is the Lord appointed’, says the Holy Gospel (Luke 2:34). We 
should ask consequently whether He may not be appointed for the fall of those who contemplate the visible 
creation solely according to the senses and of those who stick to the mere letter of Holy Scripture, not being 
able in their folly to go further and grasp the new spirit of grace. And we should ask whether He may not be 
appointed for the resurrection of those who contemplate God’s creatures and listen to His words in a spiritual 
manner, cultivating in appropriate ways only the divine image that is within the soul. 



44. If the Lord’s being appointed for the fall and resurrection of many is understood in the right way, then the fall 
will refer to that of the passions and of evil thoughts in each of the faithful, and the resurrection to that of the 
virtues and of every thought that enjoys God’s blessing.  

45. Those who think of the Lord only as the creator of things which are generated and which decay mistake Him, as 
Mary Magdalene did, for the gardener. It is therefore for their own good that the Master avoids contact with 
such persons, saying, ‘Do not touch Me’ (John 20:17); for they are not yet capable of ascending with Him to the 
Father. He knows that those who are predisposed to think of Him in such mean terms will suffer harm if they 
draw near to Him. 

46. The people assembled in Galilee in the upper room with the doors locked for fear of the Jews are those who, 
having safely reached the height of divine contemplation in the land of revelations and having shut their senses 
like doors for fear of the spirits of evil, receive the presence of the divine Logos of God in a way that cannot be 
conceived. He is revealed to them without the activity of their senses; through His words ‘Peace be with you’ 
He bestows dispassion on them, and breathing on them He grants them participation in the Holy Spirit, giving 
them power to combat evil spirits and showing them the signs of His mysteries (cf. John 20:19-22; Mark 16:17-
18).  

47. The Lord does not ascend to the Father for those who explore  
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divine truth with their faculties as they are in their fallen state; but He does ascend to the Father for those who seek 
out the truth in the Spirit by means of the higher forms of contemplation. The Logos came down out of love for us. 
Let us not keep Him down permanently, but let us go up with Him to the Father, leaving the earth and earthly things 
behind, lest He say to us what He said to the Jews because of their stubbornness: ‘I go where you cannot come’ 
(John 8:21). For without the Logos it is impossible to approach the Father of the Logos. 



48. The land of the Chaldeans is a way of life dominated by the passions, in which the idols of sins are fashioned 
and worshipped. Mesopotamia, the land between the rivers, is a way of life that vacillates between opposites. 
The promised land is a state filled with every blessing. Everyone, then, who like ancient Israel neglects this 
state, loses the freedom which he has been granted, and allows himself once more to be dragged off into slavery 
to the passions. 

49. It should be noted that none of the saints went down to Babylon of his own accord. For it would be inept and 
inane for those who love God to choose what is bad rather than what is good. If some of them were taken there 
by force along with the people (cf. 2 Kings 25, 2 Chron. 36), they are to be understood as those who, not 
premeditatedly but at a time of crisis, and for the sake of saving those who needed their help, abandoned their 
absorption in the higher principle of spiritual knowledge in order to give instruction concerning the passions. 
For this reason St Paul felt that he would be more useful if he was in the flesh - that is, engaged in giving moral 
instruction to the disciples - although his whole desire was to be set free from moral teaching and to be with 
God (cf. Phil. 1:23) through pure intellectual contemplation which transcends the world.  

50. When Saul was being choked by an evil spirit, David sang to the accompaniment of the harp and gave him 
relief (cf. 1 Sam. 16:14-23). In a similar manner every spiritual discourse, sweetened with mystical 
contemplation, brings relief to the intellect possessed by evil spirits and frees it from the bad conscience which 
chokes it.  

51 David’s glowing complexion and beautiful eyes (cf. 1 Sam. 16:12. LXX) signify a man in whom the splendor of 
a holy way of life is enriched by the presence of the principle of spiritual  
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knowledge. In this state ascetic practice and contemplation go together. Ascetic practice is given luster by the 
qualities of the virtues; contemplation is illumined by divine conceptual images. 



52. The reign of Saul is an image of the external worship of the Law, which the Lord abolished because it perfected 
nothing. ‘For the Law’, says Scripture, ‘made nothing perfect’ (Heb. 7:19). But the reign of the great David 
prefigures the worship set forth in the Gospel, for it enshrines to perfection God’s most intimate purposes.  

53. Saul is the natural law originally established by the Lord to rule over nature. But Saul was disobedient: he 
spared Agag, king of Amaiek (cf. 1 Sam. 15:8 - 16:13), that is, the body, and slipped downward into the sphere 
of the passions. He was therefore deposed so that David might take over Israel. David is the law of the Spirit -
the law engendering that peace which so excellently builds for God the temple of contemplation.  

54. Samuel signifies obedience to God. So long as the principle of obedience exercises its priest-like office within 
us, even though Saul spares Agag - that is, the earthly will - yet that principle in its zeal will put him to death 
(cf. 1 Sam. 15:33): it strikes the sin-incited intellect and puts it to shame for having transgressed the divine 
ordinances.  

55. When the intellect scorns the teaching which purifies it from the passions, and ceases to examine what should 
be done and what should not be done, it will through ignorance inevitably be overcome by the passions. As the 
intellect gradually comes to be separated from God, it is more and more involved in difficulties not of its own 
choosing. Obeying the demons, it makes a god of the belly and tries to find relief there from what oppresses it. 
Let Saul convince you of the truth of this: because he did not take Samuel for an adviser in all things he 
inevitably turned to idolatry, putting his trust in a ventriloquist and consulting her as if she were a god (cf. 1 
Sam. 28 : 7-20).  

56. He who asks to receive his daily bread (cf. Matt. 6:11) does not automatically receive it in its fullness as it is in 
itself: he receives it according to his own capacity as recipient. The Bread of Life (cf. John 6:35) gives Himself 
in His love to all who ask, but not in the same way to all; for He gives Himself more fully to those who have 
performed great acts of righteousness, and in smaller measure to  
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those who have not achieved so much. He gives Himself to each person according to that person’s spiritual ability to 
receive Him. 

57. Sometimes the Lord is absent from us; at other times He is present within us. He is absent when we contemplate 
Him indistinctly, as though in a mirror. He is present within us when we contemplate Him face to face (cf. 1 
Cor. 13:12). 

58. For the man living the life of ascetic practice the Lord is present through the virtues; but He is absent from the 
man who does not bother about virtue. Similarly, for a man engaged in the contemplative life, He is present in 
genuine knowledge of created beings, but absent when there is some lapse from this.  

59. When a man passes from the life of ascetic practice to the stage of spiritual knowledge, he is absent from the 
flesh (cf. 2 Cor. 5:8). Caught up as on clouds by the more lofty conceptual images into the translucent air of 
mystical contemplation, he is able to ‘be with the Lord for ever’ (1 Thess. 4:17). A man ‘is absent from the 
Lord’ (2 Cor. 5:6) if he is not yet able to contemplate his conceptual images of things with a pure intellect free 
from the operations of the senses (so far as this is possible), and if he cannot yet embrace the knowledge of the 
Lord in its true simplicity, without the help of symbols. 

60. The Logos of God is called flesh not only inasmuch as He became incarnate, but in another sense as well. When 
He is contemplated in His true simplicity, in His principial state with God the Father (cf. John 1:1-2), although 
He embraces the models of the truth of all things in a distinct and naked manner, He does not contain within 
Himself parables, symbols and stories needing allegorical interpretation. But when He draws near to men who 
cannot with the naked intellect come into contact with noetic realities in their naked state, He selects things 
which are familiar to them, combining together various stories, symbols, parables and dark sayings; and in this 
way He becomes flesh. Thus at the first encounter our intellect comes into contact not with the naked Logos but 
with the incarnate Logos, that is, with various sayings and stories. The incarnate Logos, though Logos by 
nature, is flesh in appearance. Hence most people think they see flesh and not the Logos, although in fact He is 
the Logos. The intellect-that is, the inner meaning-of Scripture is other than what it seems to most people. For 
the Logos becomes flesh in each of the recorded sayings.  
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61. The initial stages of learning about religious devotion are naturally related to the flesh. For in our first encounter 
with religion we come into contact with the letter and not the spirit. But as we get nearer to the spirit and refine 
the materiality of words with the more subtle forms of contemplation, we come to dwell - so far as this is 
possible for man — purely in the pure Christ, so that we can say with St Paul, ‘Though we have known Christ 
according to the flesh, now we no longer know Him in this manner’ (2 Cor. 5:16). That is to say, we no longer 
know Him according to the flesh because, through the intellect’s naked encounter with the Logos stripped of the 
veils covering Him, we have advanced from knowing Him according to the flesh to knowing His ‘glory as of 
the only-begotten Son of the Father’ (John 1:14).  

62. He who is living the life in Christ has gone beyond the righteousness of both the Law and nature. This St Paul 
indicated when he said, ‘For in Christ Jesus there is neither circumcision nor uncircumcision’ (cf. Gal. 5:6). By 
circumcision he meant righteousness according to the Law; by uncircumcision he hinted at natural justice, or 
equity.  

63. Some are reborn through water and the spirit (cf. John 3:5); others receive baptism in the Holy Spirit and in fire 
(cf. Matt. 3:11). I take these four things - water, spirit, fire and Holy Spirit - to mean one and the same Spirit of 
God. To some the Holy Spirit is water because He cleanses the external stains of their bodies. To others He is 
simply spirit because He makes them active in the practice of virtue. To others He is fire because He cleanses 
the interior defilement which lies deep within their souls. To others, according to Daniel, He is Holy Spirit 
because He bestows on them wisdom and spiritual knowledge (cf. Dan. 1:17; 5:11-12). For the single identical 
Spirit takes His different names from the different ways in which He acts on each person.  

64. The Law instituted the Sabbath, says Scripture, so that your ox and your servant might rest (cf. Exod. 20:10). 
Both of these are symbols for the body. For the person engaged in the practice of the virtues, the body is an ox 
under the yoke of his intellect: it is forced to bear the burdens imposed in the ascetic life through the exercising 
of the virtues. For the contemplative the body is the servant of his intellect, because through contemplation it is 
now endowed with intelligence and so serves the intellect’s spiritual commands  
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intelligently. For both the ox and the servant the Sabbath signifies the final goal pursued by them throughout the 
ascetic and the contemplative life, and so it provides for both of them a fitting rest. 

65. The man who attains virtue together with a consonant spiritual knowledge treats his body as an ox: with his 
intelligence he steers it to do what has to be done. The life of active virtue is his servant - the life which 
naturally gives rise to virtue and which is acquired through the exercise of discrimination as if bought with 
money. The Sabbath is a virtuous, dispassionate and peaceful condition of both body and soul. It is an 
unchanging state.  

66. For those still mainly concerned with the bodily forms of virtue, the Logos of God becomes hay and straw, 
sustaining the passible aspect of their souls and guiding it to the service of the virtues. For those who have 
advanced to the true contemplation of divine things, the Logos is bread, sustaining the intellective aspect of 
their souls and guiding it to a godlike perfection. That is why we find the patriarchs on their journeys providing 
themselves with bread and their asses with fodder (cf. Gen. 24:25; 42:25, 27). For the same reason the Levite in 
the Book of Judges said to the old man who questioned him in the street of Gibeah: ‘There is bread for us and 
fodder for our asses, and for your servants there is no lack of anything’ (cf. Judges 19:19).  

67. In Scripture the Logos of God is called and actually is dew (cf. Deut. 32:2), water, spring (cf. John 4:14) and 
river (cf. John 7:38), according to the subjective capacity of the recipient. To some He is dew because He 
quenches the burning energy of the passions which assails the body from without. To those seared in the depths 
of their being by the poison of evil He is water, not only because water through antipathy destroys its opposite 
but also because it bestows a vivifying power conducive to well-being. To those in whom the fountain of 
contemplative experience is continually active He is a spring bestowing wisdom. To those from whom flows the 
true teaching about salvation, He is a river copiously watering men, domestic animals, wild beasts and plants. 
That is to say, those who have remained human are uplifted by the conceptual images they have been given and 
are so deified; those made like domestic animals by the passions are restored to the human state by being shown 
the exact character of the virtuous way of life and so they recover their natural intelligence; those made like 
wild beasts by  
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evil habits and actions are tamed by kind and tender counsel and return to their natural gentleness; those hardened 
like plants against divine blessings are made pliable by the Logos passing deeply through them, and they regain the 
sensitivity that enables them to bear fruit and to sustain the Logos within them. 

68. The Logos of God is the way (cf. John 14:6) for those who run the course of virtue in their ascetic life nobly and 
vigorously, swerving neither to the right through self-esteem, nor to the left through proclivity to the passions, 
but directing their steps in accordance with God’s will. Asa, king of Judah, did not persevere in this to the end 
and so it is said that in his old age he suffered from his feet (cf. 1 Kings 15:23), because he faltered in running 
the race of his life according to God’s will.  

69. The Logos of God is called the door (cf. John 10:9) because He leads to spiritual knowledge those who, in their 
unsullied pursuit of the ascetic life, have nobly traversed the whole way of the virtues, and because He reveals, 
as does light, the lustrous treasures of wisdom. For He Himself is the way, the door, the key and the kingdom. 
He is the way because He guides; He is the key because He both opens and is opened to those found worthy to 
receive divine blessings; He is the door because He gives admittance; He is the kingdom because He is inherited 
and because He enters by participation into all things.  

70. The Lord is called light, life, resurrection and truth (cf. John 8:12; 11:25; 14:6). He is light because He gives 
lucidity to the soul, dispels the darkness of ignorance, illumines the intellect so that it can grasp what is 
unutterable, and reveals mysteries perceptible only to the pure. He is life because He gives souls who love Him 
the activity proper to the divine realm. He is resurrection because He raises the intellect from its lethal 
attachment to material things and purifies it from all decay and mortality. He is truth because He gives to those 
found worthy an unchanging state of sanctity.  

71. The divine Logos of God the Father is mystically present in each of His commandments. God the Father is by 
nature present entirely and without division in His entire divine Logos. Thus, he who receives a divine 
commandment and carries it out receives the Logos of God who is in it; and he who receives the Logos through 
the commandments also receives through Him the Father who is by nature present in Him, and the Spirit who 
likewise is by nature in  
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Him. ‘I tell you truly, he that receives whomever I send receives Me; and he that receives Me receives Him that sent 
Me’ (John 13:20). In this way, he who receives a commandment and carries it out receives mystically the Holy 
Trinity. 

72. It is not the man who worships God with words alone who glorifies God in himself but he who for God’s sake 
bears hardship and suffering in the quest for virtue. Such a man is glorified in return by God with the glory that 
is in God, receiving through participation the grace of dispassion as a reward for virtue. For everyone living the 
life of ascetic practice who glorifies God in himself by suffering for the sake of virtue is himself glorified in 
God through the dispassionate illumination of divine realities perceived during contemplation. For the Lord said 
as He drew near to His passion, ‘Now is the Son of man glorified, and God is glorified in Him. If God is 
glorified in Him, God will also glorify Him in Himself; and He will glorify Him at once’ (John 13:31-32). From 
this it is clear that divine gifts follow sufferings endured for the sake of virtue. 

73. So long as we only see the Logos of God as embodied multifariously in symbols in the letter of Holy Scripture, 
we have not yet achieved spiritual insight into the incorporeal, simple, single and unique Father as He exists in 
the incorporeal, simple, single and unique Son, according to the saying, ‘He who has seen Me has seen the 
Father . . . and I am in the Father and the Father in Me’ (John 14:9-10). We need much knowledge so that, 
having first penetrated the veils of the sayings which cover the Logos, we may with a naked intellect see - in so 
far as men can - the pure Logos, as He exists in Himself, clearly showing us the Father in Himself. Hence a 
person who seeks God with true devotion should not be dominated by the literal text, lest he unwittingly 
receives not God but things appertaining to God; that is, lest he feel a dangerous affection for the words of 
Scripture instead of for the Logos. For the Logos eludes the intellect which supposes that it has grasped the 
incorporeal Logos by means of His outer garments, like the Egyptian woman who seized hold of Joseph’s 
garments instead of Joseph himself (cf. Gen. 39:7-13), or like the ancients who were content merely with the 
beauty of visible things and mistakenly worshipped the creation instead of the Creator (cf. Rom. 1:25).  



74. It is by means of the more lofty conceptual images that the inner principle of Holy Scripture can be stripped 
gradually of the  
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complex garment of words with which it is physically draped. Then to the visionary intellect - the intellect which 
through the total abandonment of its natural activities is able to attain a glimpse of the simplicity that in some 
measure discloses this principle - it reveals itself as though in the sound of a delicate breeze. This was the case with 
Elijah, who was granted such a vision in the cave of Horeb (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:12). Horeb signifies fallow land just 
broken up, which is the firm possession of the virtues established through the new spirit of grace. The cave is the 
hidden sanctuary of wisdom within the intellect; he who enters it will mystically perceive the spiritual knowledge 
that is beyond perception, in which God is said to dwell. Therefore everyone who like Elijah truly seeks God will 
not only arrive at Horeb - that is, not only will he through ascetic practice attain the state of virtue - but will also 
enter the cave at Horeb - that is, as a contemplative he will enter into that hidden sanctuary of wisdom found only by 
those who have attained the state of virtue. 

75. When our intellect has shaken off its many opinions about created things, then the inner principle of truth 
appears clearly to it, providing it with a foundation of real knowledge and removing its former preconceptions 
as though removing scales from the eyes, as happened in the case of St Paul (cf. Acts 9:18). For an under-
standing of Scripture that does not go beyond the literal meaning, and a view of the sensible world that relies 
exclusively on sense-perception, are indeed scales, blinding the soul’s visionary faculty and preventing access 
to the pure Logos of truth.  

76. The Apostle Paul says that he had a partial knowledge of the Logos (cf. 1 Cor. 13:9). The Evangelist John states 
that he has seen His glory: ‘For we beheld His glory,’ he says, ‘the glory as of the only-begotten Son of the 
Father, full of grace and truth’ (John 1:14). Perhaps St Paul says that he has but a partial knowledge of the 
divine Logos because the Logos is known from His energies only to a limited degree, while knowledge of Him 
as He is in essence and person is altogether inaccessible to all angels and men alike. St John, who was initiated 



as perfectly as a man can be into the mystery of the incarnation of the Logos, said that he saw .the glory of the 
Logos as flesh, that is, he saw the purpose for which God, full of grace and truth, became man. For not as God 
in His essence and as coessential with God the Father was the only-begotten Son given to  

 
[V2] 157 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Two Hundred Texts on Theology  
and the  

Incarnate Dispensation of the Son of God 
 

Written  for  Thalassios 

Second Century 

us; only inasmuch as by virtue of God’s providential dispensation He became man by nature and, for our sakes made 
coessential with us, He was given to us who have need of such grace. And from His fullness we always receive the 
grace which corresponds to each step we take along the spiritual path. Thus he who has kept the inner principle of 
things perfectly pure within himself will acquire the glory, full of grace and truth, of the Logos of God made flesh 
for us, who through His coining glorified and sanctified Himself in His human nature for our sake. For ‘when He 
appears,’ says Scripture, ‘we shall be like Him’ (1 John 3:2). 

77. So long as the soul advances ‘from strength to strength’ (Ps. 84:7) and ‘from glory to glory’ (2 Cor. 3:18), that 
is, so long as it advances from one degree of virtue to a greater degree and from one level of spiritual 
knowledge to a higher level, it remains a ‘sojourner’, one who has no permanent home, as in the saying, ‘My 
soul has long been a sojourner’ (Ps. 120:6. LXX). For great is the distance and many are the levels of 
knowledge through which the soul must pass before it reaches ‘the place of the miraculous tabernacle, the house 
of God itself, with the voice of exultation and thanksgiving, and the sound of feasting’ (Ps. 42:4. LXX). It 
advances continually from one hymn of praise to another, from one level of divine contemplation to another, 
full of joy and thankfulness for what it has already seen. For all those who have received the Spirit of grace into 
their hearts celebrate in this festive manner, crying ‘Abba, Father’ (Gal. 4:6).  

78. ‘The place of the miraculous tabernacle’ is a dispassionate and untroubled state of virtue in which the Logos of 
God adorns the soul like a tabernacle with the varied beauties of the virtues. ‘The house of God’ is spiritual 
knowledge compounded of many different forms of contemplation when God dwells in a soul, filling it from the 
bowl of wisdom. ‘Exultation’ is the soul’s leap of joy at the riches of the virtues. ‘Thanksgiving’ is gratitude for 
the bountiful outpouring of wisdom. ‘The sound of feasting’ is the unceasing mystical hymn of glory, which 



exultation and thanksgiving combine to form.  

79. The man who has struggled bravely with the passions of the body, has fought ably against unclean spirits, and 
has expelled from his soul the conceptual images they provoke, should pray for a pure heart to be given him and 
for a spirit of integrity to be renewed within him (cf. Ps. 51:10). In other words, he should pray that by  
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grace he may be completely emptied of evil thoughts and filled with divine thoughts, so that he may become a 
spiritual world of God. splendid and vast, wrought from moral, natural and theological forms of contemplation. 

80. He who has made his heart pure will not only know the inner essences of what is sequent to God and dependent 
on Him but, after passing through all of them, he will in some measure see God Himself, which is the supreme 
consummation of all blessings. When God comes to dwell in such a heart, He honors it by engraving His own 
letters on it through the Holy Spirit, just as He did on the Mosaic tablets (cf. Exod. 31:18). This He does 
according to the degree to which the heart, through practice of the virtues and contemplation, has devoted itself 
to the admonition which bids us, in a mystical sense, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (Gen. 35:11).  

81. A pure heart is perhaps one which has no natural propulsion towards anything in any manner whatsoever. When 
in its extreme simplicity such a heart has become like a writing-tablet beautifully smoothed and polished. God 
comes to dwell in it and writes there His own laws.  

82. A pure heart is one which offers the mind to God free of all image and form, and ready to be imprinted only 
with His own archetypes, by which God Himself is made manifest.  

83. According to the text, ‘But we have the intellect of Christ’ (1 Cor. 2:16), the saints are said to receive Christ’s 
intellect. But this does not come to us through the loss of our own intellectual power; nor does it come to us as a 



supplementary part added to our intellect; nor does it pass essentially and hypostatically into our intellect. 
Rather, it illumines the power of our intellect with its own quality and conforms the activity of our intellect to 
its own. In my opinion the person who has Christ’s intellect is he whose intellection accords with that of Christ 
and who apprehends Christ through all things.  

84. According to the text, ‘We are the body of Christ and each of us is one of its members’ (cf. 1 Cor. 12:27), we 
are said to be the body of Christ. We do not become this body through the loss of our own bodies; nor again 
because Christ’s body passes into us hypostatically or is divided into members; but rather because we conform 
to the likeness of the Lord’s flesh by shaking off the corruption of sin. For just as Christ in His manhood was 
sinless by nature both  
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in flesh and in soul, so we too who believe in Him, and have clothed ourselves in Him through the Spirit, can be 
without sin in Him if we so choose.  

85. According to Scripture there are temporal ages in themselves, and temporal ages which encompass the 
consummation of other ages. This is clear from the text: ‘But now once at the consummation of the ages . . .’ 
(Heb. 9:26). Again there are other ages or eons, free of a temporal nature, after this temporal age established at 
the consummation of the ages. This is shown by the text:’. . . so that in the ages to come He might display the 
overflowing richness . . .’ (Eph. 2:7). But we also find in Scripture a large number of past, present and future 
ages: there are references to ‘ages of ages’ (Ps. 84:4. LXX), ‘age of age’ (Ps. 9:12. LXX), ‘agelong times’ (2 
Tim. 1:9) and ‘generations joined together by the ages’ (Gen. 9:12). But now lest we digress too far from our 
subject by expounding what Scripture means by temporal ages or agelong times or generations, and by 
explaining what are merely ages, what are ages of ages, and what is simply age, and age of age, let us leave 
these matters to the researches of scholars and return to the theme of our chapters.  

86. We know that according to Scripture there is something which transcends the age. Scripture has indicated that 



this thing exists but it has not specified what it is, as the following text shows: ‘The Lord rules the age, and 
above the age, and for ever’ (Exod. 15:18. LXX). There is therefore something above the age, namely the 
inviolate kingdom of God. For it is not right to say that the kingdom of God had a beginning or that it was 
preceded by ages or by time. We believe the kingdom to be the inheritance of those who are saved, their abode 
and their place, as the true Logos has taught us. For it is the final goal of those who long for that which is the 
desire of all desires. Once they have reached it they are granted rest from all movement whatsoever, as there is 
no longer any time or age through which they need to pass. For after passing through all things they will come 
to rest in God, who exists before all ages and whom the nature of ages cannot attain.  

87. Even though a man attains the highest degree of ascetic practice and contemplation possible in this earthly life, 
yet so long as he is still in this life he will possess spiritual knowledge, the power to prophesy and the pledge of 
the Holy Spirit only in part, not in their fullness. But when he comes, beyond the limit of the ages, to that  
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perfect inheritance in which those found worthy behold the truth face to face and as it really is (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12), he 
will no longer have only a part of the fullness but will acquire by participation the whole fullness of grace. For, as St 
Paul says, all who are saved will attain perfect manhood, according to ‘the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ’ (Eph. 4:13), in whom all the treasures of wisdom and spiritual knowledge are hidden (cf. Col. 2:3). When 
these things are revealed, what is partial will cease to exist. 

88. Some seek to discover what the state of perfection of the saints in the kingdom of God is like. Does it involve 
progress and change or is it a fixed condition? In what way must bodies and souls be thought to exist? Speaking 
conjecturally, one may suggest a parallel between the life of the body and that of the soul. In the case of 
physical life the reason for taking food is twofold: first for growth and second for sustenance when we have 
already grown up. Until we reach physical maturity we feed ourselves in order to grow; but when the body 
reaches its full stature it is fed no longer for growth but for sustenance. In the same way the reason for 
nourishing the soul is also twofold. While it is advancing along the spiritual path it is nourished by virtue and 



contemplation, until it transcends all created things and attains ‘the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ’ (Eph. 4:13). Once it has entered this state it ceases from all increase and growth nourished by indirect 
means and is nourished directly, in a manner which passes understanding. Having now completed the stage of 
growth, the soul receives the kind of incorruptible nourishment which sustains the godlike perfection granted to 
it, and receives a state of eternal well-being. Then the infinite splendors inherent in this nourishment are 
revealed to the soul, and it becomes god by participation in divine grace, ceasing from all activity of intellect 
and sense, and at the same time suspending all the natural operations of the body. For the body is deified along 
with the soul through its own corresponding participation in the process of deification. Thus God alone is made 
manifest through the soul and the body, since their natural properties have been overcome by the 
superabundance of His glory.  

89. Some scholars try to discover how the eternal dwelling-places and things promised differ from each other. Is 
there a difference in their actual locality? Or does the difference arise from our conception of the spiritual 
quality and quantity peculiar to each dwelling- 
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place? Some think the first and some the second. He who knows the meaning of “The kingdom of God is within 
you’ (Luke 17:21), and ‘In my Father’s house are many dwelling-places’ (John 14:2), will prefer the second 
explanation. 

90. Some try to discover how the kingdom of heaven differs from the kingdom of God. Is there a difference in their 
actual nature, or is the difference a conceptual one? The answer is that they do not differ in their actual natures, 
but merely in our conception of them. The kingdom of heaven consists in possessing an inviolate and pre-
eternal knowledge of created things through perceiving their inner essences as they exist in God. The kingdom 
of God is the imparting through grace of those blessings which pertain naturally to God. The first concerns the 
consummation of created things, the second our conception of their state after they reach their consummation.  



91. The text, ‘The kingdom of heaven has drawn near’ (Matt. 3:2; 4:17), does not in my judgment imply any 
temporal limitation. For the kingdom ‘does not come in a way that can be observed: one cannot say, “Look, it is 
here” or “Look, it is there” ‘ (Luke 17:20-21). The phrase has reference to the relationship which the saints have 
with the kingdom, each according to his or her inner state. For ‘the kingdom of God’, says Scripture, ‘is within 
you’ (Luke 17:21).  

92. The kingdom of God the Father is present in all believers in potentiality; it is present in actuality in those who, 
after totally expelling all natural life of soul and body from their inner state, have attained the life of the Spirit 
alone and are able to say, ‘I no longer live, but Christ lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20).  

93. Some say that the kingdom of heaven is the way of life which the saints lead in heaven; others that it is a state 
similar to that of the angels, attained by those who are saved; others that it is the very form of the divine beauty 
of those who ‘wear the image of Him who is from heaven’ (1 Cor. 15:49). In my judgment each of these three 
views is correct. For the grace of the kingdom is given to all according to the quality and quantity of the 
righteousness that is in. them.  

94. So long as we are manfully engaged in the holy warfare of ascetic or practical philosophy we retain with us the 
Logos, who in the form of the commandments came from the Father into this world. But when we are released 
from our ascetic struggle with the passions and are declared victor over both them and the demons, we  
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pass, by means of contemplation, to gnostic philosophy; and in this way we allow the Logos mystically to leave the 
world again and make His way to the Father. Hence it is that the Lord says to His disciples: ‘You have loved Me and 
have believed that I come from God. I came from the Father and have come into the world; again I leave the world 
and make My way to the Father’ (John 16:27-28). By the world He meant perhaps the hard task of practicing the 
virtues; by the Father, that intellectual state which transcends the world and is free from all material propensity. 
When we are in this state the Logos of God enters into us, putting an end to our battle with the passions and the 



demons. 

95. He who through practice of the virtues has succeeded in mortifying whatever is earthly in him (cf. Col. 3:5), and 
who by fulfilling the commandments has triumphed over the world of the passions within him, will experience 
no more affliction; for he will have already left the world and come to be in Christ, the conqueror of the world 
of the passions and the source of all peace. He who has not severed his attachment to material things will 
always experience affliction, since his state of mind depends on things that are naturally changeable, and so it 
alters when they do. But he who has come to be in Christ will be totally impervious to such material change. 
That is why the Lord says, ‘I have said these things to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you 
will experience affliction; but have courage, for I have overcome the world’ (John 16:33). In other words, ‘In 
Me, the Logos of virtue, you have peace, for you have been released from the swirl and turmoil of material 
passions and objects; in the world - that is, in a state of attachment to material things - you are afflicted because 
of the successive changes of these things.’ For both he who practices the virtues and he who loves the world 
experience affliction, the first because of the toil which such practice entails and the second because of the 
futility of material things. But the affliction of the first is salutary, that of the second corrupting and destructive. 
The Lord gives release to both: in the case of the first He allays the toil of ascetic practice with the 
contemplation attained through dispassion, and in the case of the second He rescinds attachment to corrupted 
things by means of repentance. 

96. The charge made against the Savior in the inscription on the Cross clearly showed that He who was crucified 
was Lord and king  
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of practical, natural and theological philosophy. For Scripture says that the inscription was written in Latin, Greek 
and Hebrew (cf. John 19:20). I take Latin to signify the practical branch of philosophy, since according to Daniel 
(cf. Dan. 2:40) the Roman empire was appointed to be the most resolute and manful of all the kingdoms on earth; for 
the distinguishing feature of the practice of the virtues, or practical philosophy, is resolution and manfulness, I take 



Greek to signify natural contemplation, since the Greek nation more than any other people has pursued natural 
philosophy. I take Hebrew to signify initiation into the mysteries of theology, since this nation was from the 
beginning clearly consecrated to God through the patriarchs. 

97. We must not only put bodily passions to death but also destroy the soul’s impassioned thoughts. Hence the 
psalmist says, ‘Early in the morning I destroyed all the wicked of the earth, that I might cut off all evil-doers 
from the city of the Lord’ (Ps. 101:8) -that is, the passions of the body and the soul’s godless thoughts.  

98. If we keep the path of virtue undefiled through devout and true knowledge, and do not deviate to either side, we 
will experience the advent of God revealed to us because of our dispassion. For ‘I will sing a psalm and in a 
pure path I will understand when Thou wilt come to me’ (cf. Ps. 101:1-2). The psalm stands for virtuous 
conduct; understanding indicates the spiritual knowledge, gained through virtue, by means of which we 
perceive God’s advent, when we wait for the Lord vigilant in the virtues.  

99. He who is a beginner on the spiritual way must not be brought to practice the commandments by kindness 
alone, but must more often be induced to continue the struggle by being rigorously reminded of God’s 
judgment, in this way he will not only be moved by love to desire what is divine, but will be moved by fear to 
avoid what is evil. For ‘I will sing to Thee, 0 Lord, of mercy and judgment’ (Ps. 101:1. LXX). He will sing to 
God charmed by love, and steeled by fear he will have strength for the song.  

100. He who through virtue and spiritual knowledge has brought his body into harmony with his soul has become a 
harp, a flute and a temple of God. He has become a harp by preserving the harmony of the virtues; a flute by 
receiving the inspiration of the Spirit through divine contemplation; and a temple by becoming a dwelling place 
of the Logos through the purity of his intellect.  
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1. The Good that is beyond being and beyond the unoriginate is one, the holy unity of three persons, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit. It is an infinite union of three infinites. Its principle of being, together with the mode, the nature 
and the quality of its being, is altogether inaccessible to creatures. For it eludes every intellection of intellective 
beings, in no way issuing from its natural hidden inwardness, and infinitely transcending the summit of all 
spiritual knowledge.  



2. The substantive and essential Good is that which has no origin, no consummation, no cause of being and no 
motion whatsoever, so far as its being is concerned, towards any final cause. The goodness to which such terms 
apply is not substantive since it has an origin, a consummation, a cause of being, and motion, so far as its being 
is concerned, towards some final cause. Even if what is not being in the substantive sense is said to be, it exists 
and is said to be by participation, through the will of substantive being.  

3. Not only is the divine Logos prior to the genesis of created beings, but there neither was nor is nor will be a 
principle superior to the Logos. The Logos is not without intellect or bereft of life; He possesses intellect and 
life because the Father is the essentially subsistent intellect that begets Him, and the Holy Spirit is His 
essentially subsistent and coexistent life.  
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4. There is one God, because the Father is the begetter of the unique Son and the fount of the Holy Spirit: one 
without confusion and three without division. The Father is unoriginate Intellect, the unique essential Begetter 
of the unique Logos, also unoriginate, and the .fount of the unique everlasting life, the Holy Spirit.  

5. There is one God because there is one Divinity, a Unity un-riginate, simple, beyond being, without parts and 
undivided. The same Unity is a Trinity, also unoriginate, simple and so on.  

6. Everything that derives its existence from participation in some other reality presupposes the ontological 
priority of that other reality. Thus it is clear that the divine Cause of created beings -which derive their existence 
from participation in that Cause - is incomparably superior to all such beings in every way, since by nature its 
existence is prior to theirs and they presuppose its onto-logical priority. It does not exist as a being with 
accidents, because if that were the case the divine would be composite, its own existence receiving completion 
from the existence of created beings. On the contrary, it exists as the beyond-beingness of being. For if artists in 
their art conceive the shapes of those things which they produce, and if universal nature conceives the forms of 
the things within it, how much more does God Himself bring into existence out of nothing the very being of all 
created things, since He is beyond being and even infinitely transcends the attribution of beyond-beingness. For 
it is He who has yoked the sciences to the arts so that shapes might be devised; it is He who has given to nature 
the energy which produces its forms, and who has established the very is-ness of beings by virtue of which they 
exist.  

7. God, in whose essence created beings do not participate, but who wills that those capable of so doing shall 



participate in Him according to some other mode, never issues from the hiddenness of His essence; for even that 
mode according to which He wills to be participated in remains perpetually concealed from all men. Thus, just 
as God of His own will is participated in - the manner of this being known to Him. alone - in the surpassing 
power of His good-ness, He freely brings into existence participating beings, according to the principle which 
He alone understands. Therefore what has come into being by the will of Him who made it can never be co-
etemal with Him who willed it to exist.  

8. The  divine Logos, who once for all was born in the flesh,  
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always in His compassion desires to be born in spirit in those who desire Him. He becomes an infant and moulds 
Himself in them through the virtues. He reveals as much of Himself as He knows the recipient can accept; He does 
not diminish the manifestation of His own greatness out of lack of generosity but estimates the receptive capacity of 
those who desire to see Him. In this way the divine Logos is eternally made manifest in different modes of 
participation, and yet remains eternally invisible to all in virtue of the surpassing nature of His hidden activity. That 
is why the apostle, when wisely considering the power of this hidden activity, says, ‘Jesus Christ the same 
yesterday, and today, and throughout the ages’ (Heb. 13:8); for he sees the hidden activity as something which is 
always new and never becomes outmoded through being embraced by the intellect. 

9. Christ our God is born and becomes man by adding to Himself flesh endowed with an intellective soul. He who 
from non-being brings created things into being is Himself born supranaturally of a Virgin who does not 
thereby lose her virginity. For just as He Himself became man without changing His nature or altering His 
power, so He makes her who bore Him a Mother while keeping her a Virgin. In this way He reveals one miracle 
through another miracle, at the same time concealing the one with the other. This is because in Himself, 
according to His essence. God always remains a mystery. He expresses His natural hiddenness in such a way 
that He makes it the more hidden through the revelation. Similarly, in the case of the Virgin who bore Him, He 
made her a Mother in such a way that by conceiving Him the bonds of her virginity became even more in-
dissoluble. 

10. Natures are changed into something new and God becomes man. Not only is divine nature, stable and unmoved, 



moved towards what is unstable and subject to movement, in order to stop it from being swept away; not only 
does human nature produce without seed, in a way that is supranatural, the flesh which is brought to perfection 
by the Logos, in order to prevent it too from being swept away; but a star from the east shone in the day and 
guided the Magi (cf. Matt. 2:2-10) to the place where the Logos became incarnate, in order to show in a 
mystical way that the inner teaching of the Law and the prophets is superior to the senses and guides the 
Gentiles towards the supreme light of spiritual knowledge. For  
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clearly the inner teaching of the Law and the prophets, when contemplated devoutly like a star, leads to knowledge 
of the incarnate Logos those who freely respond to the call of grace.  

11. As man I deliberately transgressed the divine commandment, when the devil, enticing me with the hope of 
divinity (cf. Gen. 3:5), dragged me down from my natural stability into the realm of sensual pleasure; and he 
was proud to have thus brought death into existence, for he delights in the corruption of human nature. Because 
of this, God became perfect man, taking on everything that belongs to human nature except sin (cf. Heb. 4:15); 
and indeed sin is not part of human nature, In this way, by enticing the insatiable serpent with the bait of the 
flesh. He provoked him to open his mouth and swallow it. This flesh proved poison to him, destroying him 
utterly by the power of the Divinity within it; but to human nature it proved a remedy restoring it to its original 
grace by that same power of the Divinity within it. For just as the devil poured out his venom of sin on the tree 
of knowledge and corrupted human nature once it had tasted it, so when he wished to devour the flesh of the 
Master he was himself destroyed by the power of the Divinity within it.  

12. The great mystery of the incarnation remains a mystery eternally. Not only is what is not yet seen of it greater 
than what has been revealed - for it is revealed merely to the extent that those saved by it can grasp it - but also 
even what is revealed still remains entirely hidden and is by no means known as it really is. What I have said 
should not appear paradoxical. For God is beyond being and transcends all beyond-beingness; and so, when He 
wished to come down to the level of being. He became being in a manner which transcends being. Thus, too, 
although transcending man, yet out of love for man He truly became man by taking on the substance of men; 
.but the manner in which He became man always remains un-revealed, for He was made man in a way which 
transcends man.  



13. Let us contemplate with faith the mystery of the divine incarnation and in all simplicity let us simply praise Him 
who in His great generosity became man for us. For who, relying on the power of rational demonstration, can 
explain how the conception of the divine Logos took place? How was flesh generated without seed? How was 
there an engendering without loss of maidenhood? How did a mother after giving birth remain a virgin? How 
did He who  

 
[V2] 168 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

First Century 

was supremely perfect develop as He grew up (cf. Luke 2:52)? How was He who was pure baptized? How did He 
who was hungry give sustenance (cf. Matt. 4: 2; 14:14-21)? How did He who was weary impart strength (cf. John 
4:6)? How did He who suffered dispense healing? How did He who was dying bestow life? And, to put the most 
important last, how did God become man? And - what is even more mysterious - how did the Logos, while 
subsisting wholly, essentially and hypostatically in the Father, also exist essentially and hypostatically in the flesh? 
How did He who is wholly God by nature become wholly man by nature, not renouncing either nature in any way at 
all, neither the divine, through which He is God, nor ours, through which He became man? Faith alone can embrace 
these mysteries, for it is faith that makes real for us things beyond intellect and reason (cf. Heb. 11:1).  

14. Because Adam disobeyed, human nature has come to be generated through sensual pleasure; banishing such 
pleasure from human nature, the Lord had nothing to do with engendering by means of seed. Because the 
woman transgressed the commandment, the generation of human nature begins in pain (cf. Gen. 3:16); 
expelling this from human nature through His birth, the Lord did not allow her who bore Him to lose her 
virginity. He did this in order to expel from human nature both pleasure deliberately sought and the resulting 
unsought pain, becoming the destroyer of those things which He did not create. Through this He also mystically 
taught us to embark of our own accord on another way of life, one perhaps begun in pain and labor but 
nevertheless ending in divine pleasure and everlasting gladness. That is why He who made man became a man 
and was born as a man, so that He might save man and, by healing our passions through His passion, might 
Himself supra-naturally destroy the passions that were destroying us, in His compassion renewing us in the 
spirit through His privations in the flesh.  

15. He who longing for the divine has overcome the soul’s predilection for the body is free from physical 
limitations even though he is in a body. For God, who attracts the desire of the person who longs for Him, is 
incomparably higher than all things, and does not allow anyone who longs for Him to direct his desire towards 
anything sequent to Him. Let us therefore long for God with all the strength of our nature and let us keep our 
resolution unfettered by any bodily needs. Let us rise above all sensible and intelligible  
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realities, and let us not allow any physical limitation to compromise our resolve to be with God, who is by nature 
beyond all limitation.  

16. The suffering of the saints lies in the struggle between malice and virtue, the former fighting to win control, the 
latter enduring all things to avoid defeat. The first struggles to nurture sin by chastising the righteous; the 
second to hold good men firm although they experience more than their share of misfortunes. 

17. The task of virtue is to contend against hardship and suffering. The prize for victory, given to those who stand 
their ground, is the soul’s dispassion. In this state the soul is united with God through love, and in inward 
resolution it is separated from the body and the world. Those who stand their ground find that the soul’s 
strength lies in the body’s affliction. 

18. Beguiled from our original state by the deceitfulness of sensual pleasure, we chose death rather than true life. 
Let us then gladly endure the bodily hardship which puts such pleasure to death. In this way the death of 
pleasure will destroy the death which came about through pleasure, and we shall receive back, purchased with 
but slight bodily hardship, the life which we sold for the sake of sensual pleasure.  

19. If when the flesh has an easy life the force of sin tends to grow stronger. It is clear that when the flesh suffers 
affliction the force of virtue will also increase. So let us bravely endure the affliction of the flesh, which 
cleanses the soul’s stains and brings us future glory. For ‘the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be 
compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us’ (Rom. 8:18). 

20. When physicians are treating the body they do not administer the same remedy in all cases. Neither does God, 
when treating the illnesses of the soul, regard a single kind of therapy as suitable for all conditions but He allots 
to each soul what is suitable for it and effects its cure. So let us give thanks while we are being created, however 
great our suffering, for the result is blessed. 

21. Nothing disciplines the disposition of the soul so well as the protests of the afflicted flesh.  If the soul gives way 
to them, it will be evident that it loves the flesh more than God. But if it remains unshaken by these 



disturbances, it will be shown to honor virtue more than the flesh. Through virtue God will come to dwell in it - 
God who for the soul’s sake patiently bears our human suffering –  
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and will say to it as He once did to the disciples, ‘Have courage, for I have overcome the world’ (John 16 : 33). 

22. If all the saints had their share of discipline, we too should thank God that we are disciplined with them, so that 
we may be found worthy to partake of their glory, ‘for whom the Lord loves He disciplines; He chastens every 
son He accepts’ (Prov. 3:12. LXX). 

23. When Adam accepted the sensual pleasure offered to him by Eve, who had come from his side, he expelled 
humanity from paradise (cf. Gen. 3:24). But when the Lord in His agony was pierced in his side by the lance. 
He brought the robber into paradise (cf. Luke 23:43). Let us, then, love the suffering of the flesh and hate its 
pleasure; for the first brings us in and restores God’s blessings to us, while the second drives us out and 
separates us from those blessings. 

24. If God suffers in the flesh when He is made man, should we not rejoice when we suffer, for we have God to 
share our sufferings? This shared suffering confers the kingdom on us. For he spoke truly who said, ‘If we 
suffer with Him, then we shall also be glorified with Him’ (Rom. 8:17).  

25. If we have to suffer because our ancestor involved our nature with sensual pleasure, let us endure our temporary 
sufferings bravely; for they blunt the sharp point of such pleasure for us, and free us from the eternal torment 
which it brings upon us. 

26. Love is the consummation of all blessings, since all who walk in it love leads and guides towards God, the 
supreme blessing and cause of every blessing, and unites them with Him; for love is faithful and never fails (cf. 
1 Cor. 13:8). Faith is the foundation of what comes after it, namely hope and love, since it provides a firm basis 
for truth. Hope is the strength of the two pre-eminent gifts of love and faith, since hope gives us glimpses both 
of that in which we believe and of that for which we long, and teaches us to make our way towards our goal. 
Love is the completion of the other two, embracing entirely the entire desire of all desires, and satisfying the 



yearning of our faith and hope for it; for that which we believe to be and which we hope will come to pass, love 
enables us to enjoy as a present reality. 

27. The most perfect work of love, and the fulfillment of its activity, is to effect an exchange between those it joins 
together, which in some measure unites their distinctive characteristics and  
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adapts their respective conditions to each other. Love makes man god, and reveals and manifests God as man, 
through the single and identical purpose and activity of the will of both.  

28. If we are made, as we are, in the image of God (cf. Gen. 1:27), let us become the image both of ourselves and of 
God; or rather let us all become the image of the one whole God, bearing nothing earthly in ourselves, so that 
we may consort with God and become gods, receiving from God our existence as gods. For in this way the 
divine gifts and the presence of divine peace are honored.  

29. Love is a great blessing and of all blessings the first and supreme, since it joins God and men together around 
him who has love, and it makes the Creator of men manifest Himself as man through the exact likeness of the 
deified man to God, in so far as this is possible for man. This is what I take to be the actualization of the 
commandment, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your 
might, and your neighbor as yourself (cf. Lev. 19:18; Deut. 6:5; Matt. 22:37-39). 

30. The devil has deceived us by guile in a malicious and cunning way, provoking us through self-love to sensual 
pleasure (cf. Gen. 3:1-5). He has separated us in our wills from God and from each other; he has perverted 
straightforward truth and in this manner has divided humanity, cutting it up into many opinions and fantasies. 

31. The greatest authors and instigators of evil are ignorance, self-love and tyranny. Each depends on the other two 
and is supported by them: from ignorance of God comes self-love, and from self-love comes tyranny over one’s 
own kind. The devil establishes these in us when we misuse our own powers, namely our intelligence, our 
desire and our incensive power. 

32. By intelligence we should be stimulated to overcome our ignorance and to seek the one and only God by means 



of spiritual knowledge; through desire - through a passion of self-love which has been purified - we should be 
drawn in longing to the one God; and with an incensive power divorced from all tyrannical propensity we 
should struggle to attain God alone. From these three powers of the soul we should actualize that divine and 
blessed love on account of which they exist, that love which joins the devout man to God and reveals him to be 
a god.  
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33. Since self-love is, as I have said, the origin and mother of evil, when this is eradicated all the things which 
derive from it are eradicated as well. For when self-love is absent, not the slightest trace or form of evil can 
exist in any way at all. 

34. We should care for ourselves and each other in the way that Christ Himself, who patiently suffered for us, has 
already shown us in His own person. 

35. For the sake of love all the saints resisted sin, not showing any regard for this present life. And they endured 
many forms of death, in order to be separated from the world and united with themselves and with God, joining 
together in themselves the broken fragments of human nature. For this is the true and undefiled theosophy of the 
faithful. Its consummation is goodness and truth - if indeed goodness as compassion and truth as devotion to 
God in faith are the marks of love. It unites men to God and to one another, and on this account contains the 
unchanging permanence of all blessings. 

36. The actualization and proof of perfect love for God is a genuine and -willing attitude of goodwill towards one’s 
neighbor. ‘For he who does not love his brother whom he has seen’, says St John, ‘cannot love God whom he 
has not seen’ (1 John 4:20).  

37. The way of truth is love. The Logos of God called Himself the way (cf. John 14:6, 1 John 4:8); and those who 
travel on this way He presents, purified from every stain, to God the Father. 

38. This is the door through which a man enters into the Holy of Holies and is brought to the vision of the 
unapproachable beauty of the Holy and Royal Trinity. 



39. It is a fearful and heinous thing for us, because of our love for things corruptible, deliberately to kill the life that 
was given to us by God as the gift of the Holy Spirit. Those who have trained themselves to prefer truth to self-
love will certainly know this fear.  

40. Let us use peace in the right way: repudiating our evil alliance with the world and its ruler, let us at last break 
off the war which we wage against God through the passions. Concluding an unbreakable covenant of peace 
with Him by destroying the body of sin within us (cf. Rom. 6:6), let us put an end to our hostility towards Him. 

41. Rebelling as we do against God through the passions and agreeing to pay tribute in the form of evil to that 
cunning tyrant  
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and murderer of souls, the devil, we cannot be reconciled with God until we have first begun to fight against the 
devil with all our strength. For even though we assume the name of faithful Christians, until we have made ourselves 
the devil’s enemies and fight against him, we continue by deliberate choice to serve the shameful passions. And 
nothing of profit will come to us from our peace in the world, for our soul is in an evil state, rebelling against its 
own Maker and unwilling to be subject to His kingdom. It is still sold into bondage to hordes of savage masters, who 
urge it towards evil and treacherously contrive to make it choose the way which leads to destruction instead of that 
which brings salvation. 

42. God made us so that we might become ‘partakers of the divine nature’ (2 Pet. 1:4) and sharers in His eternity, 
and so that we might come to be like Him (cf. 1 John 3:2) through deification by grace. It is through deification 
that all things are reconstituted and achieve their permanence; and it is for its sake that what is not is brought 
into being and given existence. 

43. If we desire to belong to God in both name and reality, let us struggle not to betray the Logos to the passions, as 
Judas did (cf. Matt. 26:14-16), or to deny Him as Peter did (cf. Matt. 26:69-75). To deny the Logos is to fail 
through fear to do what is good; to betray Him is deliberately to choose and commit sin. 



44. The outcome of every affliction endured for the sake of virtue is joy, of every labor rest, and of every shameful 
treatment glory; in short, the outcome of all sufferings for the sake of virtue is to be with God, to remain with 
Him for ever and to enjoy eternal rest. 

45. Because He wishes to unite us in nature and will with one another, and in His goodness urges all humanity 
towards this goal, God in His love entrusted His saving commandments to us, ordaining simply that we should 
show mercy and receive mercy (cf. Matt. 5:7). 

46. The self-love and cleverness of men, alienating them from each other and perverting the law, have cut our 
single human nature into many fragments. They have so extended the insensibility which they introduced into 
our nature and which now dominates it, that our nature, divided in will and purpose, fights against itself. Thus 
anyone who has succeeded by sound judgment and nobility of intelligence in resolving this anomalous state of 
our nature has shown  
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mercy to himself prior to showing it to others; for he has molded his will and purpose in conformity to nature, and 
through them he has advanced towards God by means of nature; he has revealed in himself what it means to be ‘in 
the image’ and shown how excellently in the beginning God created our nature in His likeness and as a pure copy of 
His own goodness, and how He made our nature one with itself in every way - peaceable, free from strife and 
faction, bound to God and to itself by love, making us cleave to God with desire and to each other with mutual 
affection. 

47. In His love for man God became man so that He might unite human nature to Himself and stop it from acting 
evilly towards itself, or rather from being at strife and divided against itself, and from having no rest because of 
the instability of its will and purpose. 

48. Nothing sequent to God is more precious for beings endowed with intellect, or rather is more dear to God, than 
perfect love; for love unites those who have been divided and is able to create a single identity of will and 
purpose, free from faction, among many or among all; for the property of love is to produce a single will and 



purpose in those who seek what pertains to it. 

49. If by nature the good unifies and holds together what has been separated, evil clearly divides and corrupts what 
has been unified. For evil is by nature dispersive, unstable, multiform and divisive. 

50. The true love of God, grounded in real knowledge, together with the total repudiation of the soul’s affection for 
the body and this world, is the short road to salvation and brings deliverance from all sins. In this way, casting 
off desire for pleasure and fear of pain, we are freed from evil self-love and are raised to a spiritual knowledge 
of the Creator. In the place of the evil self-love, we receive an uncorrupt and spiritual self-love, separated from 
affection for the body; and we do not cease to worship God through this uncorrupt self-love, always seeking 
from Him sustenance for our souls. For true worship, genuinely pleasing to God, is the strict cultivation of the 
soul through the virtues. 

51. If you do not long for bodily pleasure and have not the slightest fear of pain, you have attained dispassion. For 
by overcoming such longing and fear, together with the self-love which has engendered them, you have killed at 
a single blow all the passions which have come into being through them and from them, as well as the principal 
source of all evil, ignorance. You have become full of  
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that goodness which Is stable and permanent and always remains the same by nature; and in that goodness you stand 
absolutely immovable, ‘with unveiled face reflecting the glory of the Lord’ (2 Cor. 3:18) and contemplating through 
the radiant brightness; within you the divine and unapproachable glory. 

52. Let us reject the pleasure and pain of this present life with what strength we have, and so free ourselves entirely 
from all thoughts of the passions and all machinations of the demons. For we love the passions because of 
pleasure and avoid virtue because of pain. 

53. Since it is the nature of every evil to destroy itself along with the habits which brought it into being, man finds 



by experience that every pleasure is inevitably succeeded by pain, and so directs his whole effort towards 
pleasure and does all he can to avoid pain. He struggles with all his might to attain pleasure and he fights 
against pain with immense zeal. By doing this he hopes to keep the two apart from each other - which is 
impossible - and to indulge his self-love in ways which bring only pleasure and are entirely free from pain. 
Dominated by the passion of self-love he is, it appears, ignorant that pleasure can never exist without pain. For 
pain is intertwined with pleasure, even though this seems to escape the notice of those who suffer it. It escapes 
their notice because desire for pleasure is the dominating force in self-love, and what dominates is naturally 
always more conspicuous and obscures one’s sense of what is present with it. Thus because in our self-love we 
pursue pleasure, and because - also out of self-love - we try to escape pain, we generate untold corrupting 
passions in ourselves. 

54. A man no longer experiences pleasure and pain when, freeing his intellect from its relationship with the body, 
he binds or rather unites it to God, tile real goal of love, longing and desire. 

55. Just as one cannot worship God in a pure way without utterly purifying the soul, so one cannot worship creation 
without pampering the body. By fulfilling, out of concern fop the body, that worship which causes corruption, 
and by thus acquiring self-love, man became subject to the unceasing action of pleasure and pain; eating always 
from the tree of disobedience - the tree of the knowledge of good and evil - in this way he acquired 
experientially through sense-perception a knowledge in which good and evil were intermingled. And it would 
not be untrue to say that the tree of the knowledge of  
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good and evil is the visible created world. For this world is by nature subject to that alternation which produces 
pleasure and pain. 

56. Where intelligence does not rule, the senses naturally assume the dominant role. The power of sin is somehow 
mingled with the senses and induces the soul by means of sensual pleasure to have pity for the flesh, to which it 
is joined. When the soul pursues the impassioned and pleasurable cultivation of the flesh as its natural task, it is 
diverted from a life lived in accordance with nature and is impelled to become the author of evil, which has no 



substantial existence. 

57. Evil is the noetic soul’s forgetfulness of what is good according to nature; and this forgetfulness results from an 
impassioned relationship with the flesh and the world. When the intelligence is in control it dispels this 
forgetfulness through spiritual knowledge, since intelligence, having investigated the nature of the world and 
the flesh, draws the soul to the realm of spiritual realities which is its true home. Into this realm the law of sin 
cannot penetrate; for the link between the soul and the senses has now been broken, and the senses, limited to 
the world of sensible objects, can no longer function as a bridge conveying the law of sin into the intellect. 
When the intellect transcends its relationship with sensible objects and the world to which they pertain, it 
becomes utterly free from the sway of the senses. 

58. When the intelligence dominates the passions it makes the senses instruments of virtue. Conversely, when the 
passions dominate the intelligence they conform the senses to sin. One must watchfully study and reflect how 
the soul can best reverse the situation and use those things through which it had formerly sinned to generate and 
sustain the virtues. 

59. The holy Gospel teaches men to reject life according to the flesh and to embrace life according to the Spirit. I 
am speaking of those who are always dying to what is human - I mean human life in the flesh according to this 
present age - and living for God in the Spirit alone, after the example of St Paul and his followers. They do not 
in any way live their own life but have Christ living in them in the soul alone (cf. Gal. 2:20). Those, then, who 
in this age are truly dead to the flesh can be distinguished in this way: even though they suffer much affliction, 
torment, distress and persecution, and  
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experience innumerable forms of trial and temptation, nevertheless they bear everything with joy. 

60. Every passion always consists of a combination of some perceived object, a sense faculty and a natural power - 
the incensive power, desire or the intelligence, as the case may be - whose natural function has been distorted. 
Thus, if the intellect investigates the final result of these three inter-related factors - the sensible object, the 



sense faculty and the natural power involved with the sense faculty - it can distinguish each from the other two, 
and refer each back to its specific natural function. It can, that is to say, view the sensible object in itself, apart 
from its relationship to the sense faculty, and the sense faculty in itself, apart from its connection with the 
sensible object, and the natural power - desire, for example -apart from its impassioned alliance with the sense 
faculty and the sensible object. In this way, the intellect reduces to its constituent parts whatever passion it 
investigates, in much the same way as the golden calf of Israel in Old Testament days was ground into powder 
and mixed with water (cf. Exod. 32:20): it dissolves it with the water of spiritual knowledge, utterly destroying 
even the passion-free image of the passions, by restoring each of its elements to its natural state. 

61. A life stained with many faults arising from the passions of the flesh is a soiled garment. For from his mode of 
life, as if from some garment, each man declares himself to be either righteous or wicked. The righteous man 
has a holy life as a clean garment; the wicked man has a life soiled with evil actions. Thus a ‘garment stained by 
the flesh’ (Jude, verse 23) is the inner state and disposition of the soul when its conscience is deformed by the 
recollection of evil impulses and actions arising from the flesh. When this state or disposition constantly 
envelops the soul like a garment, it is filled with the stink of the passions. But when the virtues, through the 
power of the Spirit, are interwoven in accordance with the intelligence, they form a garment of incorruption for 
the soul: dressed in this the soul becomes beautiful and resplendent. Conversely, when the passions are 
interwoven under the influence of the flesh, they form a filthy, soiled garment, which reveals the character of 
the soul, imposing on it a form and image contrary to the divine. 

62. A sure warrant for looking forward with hope to the deification of human nature is provided by the incarnation 
of God, which  
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makes man god to the same degree as God Himself became man. For it is clear that He who became man without sin 
(cf. Heb. 4:15) will divinize human nature without changing it into the divine nature, and will raise it up for His own 
sake to the same degree as He lowered Himself for man’s sake. This is what St Paul teaches mystically when he 
says, ‘. . . that in the ages to come He might display the overflowing richness of His grace’ (Eph. 2:7). 



63. When the intelligence is in control of the incensive power and desire, it produces the virtues. When the intellect 
devotes its attention to the inner essences of created things, it reaps genuine spiritual knowledge. Thus the 
intelligence, after rejecting everything alien, discovers what is desirable according to our true nature; and the 
intellect, after passing beyond the things that are known, apprehends the Cause of created things that transcends 
being and knowledge. Then the passion of deification is actualized by grace: the intelligence’s power of natural 
discrimination is suspended, for there is no longer anything to discriminate about; the intellect’s natural 
intellection is brought to a halt, for there is no longer anything to be known; and the person found worthy to 
participate in the divine is made god and brought into a state of rest. 

64. Suffering cleanses the soul infected with the filth of sensual pleasure and detaches it completely from material 
things by showing it the penalty incurred as a result of its affection for them. This is why God in His justice 
allows the devil to afflict men with torments. 

65. Pleasure and distress, desire and fear, and what follows from them, were not originally created as elements of 
human nature, for in that case they would form part of the definition of that nature. I follow in this matter St 
Gregory of Nyssa, who states that these things were introduced as a result of our fall from perfection, being 
infiltrated into that part of our nature least endowed with intelligence. Through them the blessed and divine 
image in man was at the time of our transgression immediately replaced by a clear and obvious likeness to 
animals. Once the true dignity of the intelligence had been obscured, it was inevitable and just that human 
nature should be chastised by those witless elements which it had introduced into itself. In this way God in His 
providence wisely made man conscious of the nobility of his intellect. 
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66. Even the passions become good if we wisely and diligently detach them from what is bodily and direct them 
towards the acquisition of what is heavenly. This happens, for example, when we turn desire into a noetic 
yearning for heavenly blessings; or when we turn pleasure into the gentle delight which the volitive energy of 
the intellect finds in divine gifts; or when we turn fear into protective concern to escape punishments 
threatening us because of our sins; or when we turn distress into corrective remorse for present sin. In short, the 
passions become good if - like wise physicians who use the body of the viper as a remedy against present or 
expected harm resulting from its bite - we use them to destroy present or expected evil, and in order to acquire 



and safeguard virtue and spiritual knowledge. 

67. The law of the Old Testament through practical philosophy cleanses human nature of all defilement. The law of 
the New Testament, through initiation into the mysteries of contemplation, raises the intellect by means of 
spiritual knowledge from the sight of material things to the vision of spiritual realities. 

68. Those who are beginners and stand at the gate of the divine court of the virtues (cf. Exod. 27:9) are called ‘God-
fearing’ by Scripture (cf. Acts 10:2; 13:16, 26). Those who with some measure of stability have acquired the 
principles and qualities of the virtues, it describes as ‘advancing’. Those who in their pursuit of holiness have by 
means of spiritual knowledge already attained the summit of that truth which reveals the virtues, it entitles 
‘perfect’. Thus he who has abandoned his former passion-dominated way of life, and out of fear has submitted 
his entire will to the divine commandments, will lack none of the blessings which are appropriate to beginners, 
even though he has not yet acquired stability in the practice of the virtues or come to share in the wisdom 
spoken among those who are perfect- (cf. 1 Cor. 2:6). And he who is advancing will not lack any of the 
blessings which belong to his degree, even though he has not yet acquired the transcendent knowledge of divine 
realities possessed by the perfect. For the perfect have already been initiated mystically into contemplative 
theology: having purified their intellects of every material fantasy and bearing always the stamp of the image of 
divine beauty in all its fullness, they manifest the divine love present in their hearts. 

69. Fear is twofold; one kind is pure, the other impure. That  
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which is pre-eminently fear of punishment on account of offences committed is impure, for it is sin which gives rise 
to it. It will not last for ever, for when the sin is obliterated through repentance it too will disappear. Pure fear, on the 
other hand, is always present even apart from remorse for offences committed. Such fear will never cease to exist, 
because it is somehow rooted essentially by God in creation and makes clear to everyone His awe-inspiring nature, 
which transcends all kingship and power. 

70. He who does not fear God as judge but holds Him in awe because of the surpassing excellence of His infinite 



power will not justly lack anything; for having reached perfection in love, he loves God with awe and fitting 
reverence. He has acquired the fear that endures for ever and he will lack for nothing (cf. Ps. 19:9; 34:9-10).  

71. From created beings we come to know their Cause; from the differences between created beings we learn about 
the indwelling Wisdom of creation; and from the natural activity of created beings we discern the indwelling 
Life of creation, the power which gives created beings their life - the Holy Spirit.  

72. The Holy Spirit is not absent from any created being, especially not from one which in any way participates in 
intelligence. For being God and God’s Spirit, He embraces in unity the spiritual knowledge of all created things, 
providentially permeating all things with His power, and vivifying their inner essences in accordance with their 
nature. In this way He makes men aware of things done sinfully against the law of nature, and renders them 
capable of choosing principles which are true and in conformity with nature. Thus we find many barbarians and 
nomadic peoples turning to a civilized way of life and setting aside the savage laws which they had kept among 
themselves from time immemorial.  

73. The Holy Spirit is present unconditionally in all things, in that He embraces all things, provides for all, and 
vivifies the natural seeds within them. He is present in a specific- way in all who are under the Law, in that He 
shows them where they have broken the commandments and enlightens them about the promise given con-
cerning Christ. In all who are Christians He is present also in yet another way in that He makes them sons of 
God. But in none is He fully present as the author of wisdom except in those who have understanding, and who 
by their holy way of life have made them- 
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selves fit to receive His indwelling and deifying presence. For everyone who does not carry out the divine will, even 
though he is a believer, has a heart which, being a workshop of evil thoughts, lacks understanding, and a body 
which, being always entangled in the defilements of the passions, is mortgaged to sin. 

74. God, who yearns for the salvation of all men and hungers after their deification, withers their self-conceit like 
the unfruitful fig tree (cf. Matt. 21:19-21). He does this so that they may prefer to be righteous in reality rather 



than in appearance, discarding the cloak of hypocritical moral display and genuinely pursuing a virtuous life in 
the way that the divine Logos wishes them to. They will then live with reverence, revealing the state of their 
soul to God rather than displaying the external appearance of a moral life to their fellow-men. 

75. The principle of active accomplishment is one thing and that of passive suffering is another. The principle of 
active accomplishment signifies the natural capacity for actualizing the virtues. The principle of passive 
suffering signifies experiencing either the grace of what is beyond nature or the occurrence of what is contrary 
to nature. For just as we do not have a natural capacity for what is above being, so we do not by nature have a 
capacity for what lacks being. Thus we passively experience deification by grace as something which is above 
nature, but we do not actively accomplish it; for by nature we do not have the capacity to attain deification. 
Again, we suffer evil as something contrary to nature which occurs in the will; for we do not have a natural 
capacity for generating evil. Thus while we are in our present state we can actively accomplish the virtues by 
nature, since we have a natural capacity for accomplishing them. But, when raised to a higher level, we experi-
ence deification passively, receiving this experience as a free gift of grace. 

76. We accomplish things actively in so far as our intelligence, whose natural task is to accomplish the virtues, is 
active within us, and in so far as there is also active within us our intellect, which is capable of receiving 
unconditionally all spiritual knowledge, of transcending the entire nature of created beings and all that is 
known, and of leaving all ages behind it. We experience things passively when, having completely transcended 
the inner essences of created beings, we come in a manner which is beyond conception to  
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the Cause itself of created beings, aid there suspend the activity of our powers, together with all that is by nature 
finite. Then we become something that is in no sense an achievement of our natural capacities, since nature does not 
possess the power to grasp what transcends nature. For created things are not by nature able to accomplish 
deification since they cannot grasp God. To bestow a consonant measure of deification on created beings is within 
the power of divine grace alone. Grace irradiates nature with a supra-natural light and by the transcendence of its 
glory raises nature above its natural limits. 



77. We cease to accomplish the virtues after this present stage of life. But, on a higher level than that of the virtues, 
we never cease to experience deification by grace. For an experience, or passion, which transcends nature is 
limitless, and so is always active and effective; while an experience, or passion, which is contrary to nature is 
without real existence, and so is impotent. 

78. The qualities of the virtues and the inner principles of created beings are both images of divine blessings, and in 
them God continually becomes man. As His body He has the qualities of the virtues, and as His soul the inner 
principles of spiritual knowledge. In this way He deifies those found worthy, giving them the true stamp of 
virtue and bestowing on them the essence of infallible knowledge. 

79. An intellect faithful in the practice of the virtues is like St Peter when he was taken captive by Herod (cf. Acts 
12:3-18). The name ‘Herod’ means ‘made of skins or leather’, and so Herod signifies the law of leather, that is, 
the will of the flesh. St Peter is guarded by two squads of soldiers and shut in by an iron gate. The two squads 
signify the attacks suffered by the intellect from the activity of the passions and from the mind’s assent to the 
passions. When through the teaching of practical philosophy, as though with the help of an angel, the intellect 
has passed safely through these two squads or prisons, it comes to the iron gate which leads into the city. By 
this I mean the obdurate and stubborn attachment of the senses to sensible things. None the less, the gate is 
opened automatically through spiritual contemplation of the inner essences of created beings; and such 
contemplation then fearlessly impels the intellect, now liberated from Herod’s madness, towards the spiritual 
realities where it truly belongs.  
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80. The devil is both God’s enemy and His avenger (cf. Ps. 8:2). He is God’s enemy when he seems in his hatred 
for God somehow to have acquired a destructive love form men, persuading us by means of sensual pleasure to 
assent to the passions within our control, and to value what is transitory more than what is eternal. In this way 
he seduces all our soul’s desire, separating us utterly from divine love and making us willing enemies of Him 
who made us. He is God’s avenger when - now that we have become subject to him through sin - he lays bare 
his hatred for us and demands our punishment. For nothing pleases the devil more than punishing us. When he 
has been given leave to carry this out, he contrives successive attacks of passions inflicted against our will, and 
like a tempest he pitilessly assails us over whom, by God’s permission, he has acquired authority. He does this, 



not with the intention of fulfilling God’s command, but out of the desire to feed his own passion of hatred 
towards us, so that the soul, sinking down enervated by the weight of such painful calamities, may cut itself off 
from the power of divine hope, regarding the onslaught of these calamities not as a divine admonition but as a 
cause for disbelief in God. 

81. When those who have acquired moral stability and contemplative knowledge employ these for the sake of 
human glory, merely conveying an outward impression of the virtues, and uttering words of wisdom and 
knowledge without performing the corresponding actions; and when in addition they display to others their 
vanity because of this supposed virtue and knowledge, then they are rightly handed over to commensurate 
hardships, in order to learn through suffering that humility which was unknown to them before because of their 
empty conceit. 

82. Each demon promotes the attack of this or that particular temptation according to his innate propensity. For one 
demon is productive of one kind of evil, while another is clearly more abominable than his fellow and has a 
greater propensity for some other form of evil. 

83. Without divine permission even the demons themselves cannot assist the devil in any way at all. For it is God 
Himself in His loving providence who allows the devil, in appropriate ways, to inflict various sufferings 
through his ministers. The book of Job shows this plainly, describing as it does how the devil was utterly unable 
to approach Job unless God willed it (cf. Job 1:11-12).  
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84. Real faith is faith which is manifest and active. Accordingly, to those engaged in the practice of the virtues the 
Logos of God is revealed embodied in the commandments, and as Logos He leads them by means of these 
commandments up to the Father, in whom He subsists by nature. 

85. Reformation of life, angelic worship, the willing separation of the soul from the body, and the beginning of 
divine renewal in spirit - these are proclaimed in the veiled language of the New Testament. For instance, by the 
term ‘spiritual circumcision’ Scripture denotes the excision of the soul’s impassioned attachment to the body 



(cf. Phil. 3:3; Col. 2:11). 

86. Since God is fall of goodness and wishes utterly to eradicate from us the seed of evil - that is to say, the sensual 
pleasure which draws our intellect away from divine love - He allows the devil to afflict us with suffering and 
chastisement. In this way He scrapes the poison of past pleasure from our souls; and He seeks to implant in us a 
hatred and complete revulsion for the things which belong to this world and pander to the senses alone, by 
making us realize that once we have acquired them we gain nothing from their use save chastisement. For He 
wishes to make the devil’s power of chastisement and hatred of men the contingent cause of the return to virtue 
of those who have by their own free choice lapsed from it. 

87. It is entirely fitting and just that those who gladly accept the devil’s cunning suggestions to commit sins through 
their own volition should also be chastised by him. For through the passions to which we willingly accede the 
devil is the begetter of pleasure, and through the experiences that we suffer against our will he is the inflictor of 
pain. 

88. The contemplative and gnostic intellect is often committed for punishment to the devil, deservedly suffering 
hardship and affliction at his hands. This is so that by suffering it may learn patiently to endure affliction rather 
than to trifle arrogantly to no purpose with things that do not exist.  

89. If he who suffers for having transgressed one of God’s commandments recognizes the principle of divine 
providence which is healing him, he accepts the affliction with joy and gratitude, and corrects the fault for 
which he is being disciplined. But if he is insensitive to this treatment, he is justly deprived of the grace that was 
once given him and is handed over to the turbulence of the  
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passions; he is abandoned so that he may acquire by ascetic labor those things for which he inwardly longs. 



90. A person who, knowing what faults he has committed, willingly and with due thankfulness endures the trials 
painfully inflicted on him as a consequence of these faults, is not exiled from grace or from his state of virtue; 
for he submits willingly to the yoke of the king of Babylon (cf. Jer. 27:17) and pays off his debt by accepting 
the trials. In this way, while remaining in a state of grace and virtue, he pays tribute to the king of Babylon not 
only with his enforced sufferings, which have arisen out of the impassioned side of his nature, but also with his 
mental assent to these sufferings, accepting them as his due on account of his former offences. Through true 
worship, by which I mean a humble disposition, he offers to God the correction of his offences. 

91. If you do not accept gratefully the trials which, by God’s permission, are inflicted on you for your correction, 
and do not repent and rid yourself of your conceited opinion that you are righteous, you are given up to 
captivity, manacles, chains, hunger, death and the sword, and dwell a complete exile from your native land; for 
you resist the just penalties decreed by God and refuse to submit willingly to the yoke of the king of Babylon, as 
God has commanded. Banished in this way from your state of virtue and spiritual knowledge as if from your 
native land, you suffer all these things and more besides, because in your pride and vain conceit you refuse to 
make full satisfaction for your offences and to ‘take delight in afflictions, calamities and hardships’ (cf. 2 Cor. 
12:10), as St Paul did. For he knew that the humility produced by bodily sufferings safeguards the divine 
treasures of the soul; and for this reason he was content and endured patiently, both for his own sake and for the 
sake of those to whom he served as an example of virtue and faith, so that if they suffered when guilty, like the 
Corinthian who was censured (cf. 1 Cor. 5:1-5), they might have him who suffers innocently as an 
encouragement and as a model of patience. 

92. If, instead of stopping short at the outward appearance which visible things present to the senses, you seek with 
your intellect to contemplate their inner essences, seeing them as images of spiritual realities or as the inward 
principles of sensible objects, you will be taught that nothing belonging to the visible world is unclean. For by 
nature all things were created good (cf. Gen. 1:31; Acts 10:15).  
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93. He who is not affected by changes in sensible things practices the virtues in a manner that is truly pure. He who 
does not permit the outward appearances of sensible things to imprint themselves on his intellect has received 
the true doctrine of created beings. He whose mind has outstripped the very being of created things has come, as 



a true theologian, close to the One through unknowing. 

94. Every contemplative intellect that has ‘the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God’ (Eph. 6:17), and that 
has cut off in itself the activity of the visible world, has attained virtue. When it has excised from itself the 
image of sensible appearances it finds the truth existing in the inner essences of created beings, which is the 
foundation of natural contemplation. And when it has transcended the being of created things, it will receive the 
illumination of the divine and unoriginate Unity who is the foundation of the mystery of true theology. 

95. God reveals Himself to each person according to each person’s mode of conceiving Him. To those whose 
aspiration transcends the complex structure of matter, and whose psychic powers are fully integrated in a single 
unceasing gyration around God, He reveals Himself as Unity and Trinity. In this way He both shows forth His 
own existence and mystically makes known the mode in which that existence subsists. To those whose 
aspiration is limited to the complex structure of matter, and whose psychic powers are not integrated. He reveals 
Himself not as He is but as they are, showing that they are completely caught in the material dualism whereby 
the physical world is conceived as composed of matter and form. 

96. St Paul refers to the different energies of the Holy Spirit as different gifts of grace, stating that they are all 
energized by one and the same Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11). The ‘manifestation of the Spirit’ (1 Cor. 12:7) is 
given according to the measure of every man’s faith through participation in a particular gift of grace. Thus 
every believer is receptive to the energy of the Spirit in a way that corresponds to his degree of faith and the 
state of his soul; and this energy grants him the capacity needed to carry out a particular commandment. 

97. One person is given the quality of wisdom, another the quality of spiritual knowledge, another the quality of 
faith, and someone else one of the other gifts of the Spirit enumerated by St  
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Paul (cf. 1 Cor. 12:8-11). In the same way, one person receives through the Spirit, according to the degree of his 
faith, the gift  of that perfect and direct love for God which is free from all materiality; another through the same 
Spirit receives the gift of perfect love for his neighbor and another receives something else from the same Spirit. In 



each, as I have said, the gift that conforms with his state is energized. For every capacity for fulfilling a 
commandment is called a gift of the Spirit. 

98. The baptism of the Lord (cf. Matt. 20:22) is the utter mortification of our propensity for the sensible world; and 
the cup is the disavowal of our present mode of life for the sake of truth. 

99. The baptism of the Lord typifies the sufferings we willingly embrace for the sake of virtue. Through these 
Sufferings we wash off the stains in our conscience and readily accept the death of our propensity for visible 
things. The cup typifies the involuntary trials which attack us in the form of adverse circumstances because of 
our pursuit of the truth. If throughout these trials we value our desire for God more than nature, we willingly 
submit to the death of nature forced on us by these circumstances.  

100. The baptism and the cup differ in this way: baptism for the sake of virtue mortifies our propensity for the 
pleasures of this life; the cup makes the devout value truth above even nature itself.  
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1. Christ mentioned the cup before the baptism (cf. Matt. 20:22) because virtue exists for the sake of truth but truth 
does not exist for the sake of virtue. Thus he who practices virtue for the sake of truth is not wounded by the 
arrows of self-esteem; but he who pursues truth for the sake of virtue does harbor the conceit which self-esteem 
generates. 

2. Truth is divine knowledge, and virtue the struggles for truth on the part of those who desire it. A man who 
endures the labors of virtue for the sake of such knowledge is not vainglorious, because he knows that truth 
cannot be grasped naturally through human effort. For it is not in the nature of things for what is primary to be 
circumscribed by what is secondary. But a man who expects to attain knowledge by means of the struggles he 
makes for the sake of virtue invariably suffers from self-esteem, because he imagines he has gained the victor’s 
crown before he has sweated for it. He does not know that labors exist for the sake of crowns, but crowns do not 
exist for the sake of labors. For by nature every spiritual method ceases to be practiced once the purpose for 
which it was intended-has been achieved or is thought to have been achieved.  

3. He who seeks only the outward form of knowledge, that is, knowledge which is merely theoretical, and pursues 
the semblance of virtue that is, a merely theoretical morality, is puffed up, Judaic-wise, with the images of truth. 



4. He who does not view the ritual of the Law with his senses alone, but noetically penetrates every visible symbol 
and thoroughly assimilates the divine principle which is hidden in each, finds God in the Law. For rightly he 
uses his intellect to grope among the material forms of the Law, as among litter, in the hope of finding  
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hidden somewhere in its body that pearl or principle which utterly escapes the senses (cf. Matt. 13:45-46).  

5. Again, he who does not limit his perception of the nature of visible things to what his senses alone can observe, 
but wisely with his intellect searches after the essence which lies within every creature, also finds; God, for 
from the manifest magnificence of created beings he learns what is the Cause of their being. 

6. Discrimination is the distinctive characteristic of one who probes. He then who examines the symbols of the 
Law in a spiritual manner, and who contemplates the visible nature of created beings with intelligence, will 
discriminate in Scripture between letter and spirit, in creation between inner essence and outward appearance, 
and in himself between intellect and the senses; and in Scripture he will choose the spirit, in creation the inner 
essence or logos, and in himself the intellect. If he then unites these three indissolubly to one another, he will 
have found God: he will have come to recognize, as he should and as is possible, the God who is Intellect, 
Logos and Spirit. In this way he will be delivered from all the things which deceive man and seduce him into 
innumerable errors - delivered, that is to say, from the letter, the outward appearance of things, and the senses, 
all of which possess quantitative distinctions and are the negation of unity. But if a man compounds the letter of 
the Law, the outward appearance of visible things, and his own senses with each other, he is ‘so short-sighted as 
to be blind’ (2 Pet. 1:9), sick through his ignorance of the Cause of created beings. 

7. The apostle gives us the following definition of faith: ‘Faith makes real for us things hoped for, gives assurance 
of things not seen’ (Heb. 11:1). One may also justly define it as an engrained blessing or as true knowledge 
disclosing unutterable blessings. 

8. Faith is a relational power or a relationship which brings about the immediate perfect and supranatural union of 
the believer with the God in whom he believes. 



9. Since man is composed of body and soul, he is moved by two laws, that of the flesh and that of the spirit (cf. 
Rom. 7:23). The law of the flesh operates by virtue of the senses; the law of the Spirit operates by virtue of the 
intellect. The first law, operating by virtue of the senses automatically binds one closely to matter; the second 
law, operating by virtue of the intellect, brings about direct union with God. Suppose there is someone who 
does not doubt in  
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his heart (cf. Mark 11:23) - that is to say, who does not dispute in his intellect - and through such doubt sever that 
immediate union with God which has been brought about by faith, but who is dispassionate or, rather, has already 
become god through union with God by faith: then it is quite natural that if such a person says to a mountain, ‘Go to 
another place’, it will go (cf. Matt. 17:20). The mountain here indicates the will and the law of the flesh, which is 
ponderous and hard to shift, and in fact, so far as our natural powers are concerned; is totally immovable and 
unshakeable. 

10. The capacity for unintelligence is rooted so deeply in human nature through the senses that the majority think 
that man is nothing more than flesh, which possesses sense faculties so that he can enjoy this present life. 

11. ‘All things are possible’, says Scripture, ‘for the person who believes’ (Mark 9:23) and does not doubt - that is 
to say, for the person who is not dominated by his soul’s attachment to the body through the senses, and so does 
not separate himself from the union with God which faith has brought about in him through the intellect. 
Whatever alienates the intellect from the world and the flesh brings it, perfected by its spiritual achievements, 
close to God. That is what should be understood as implied in the saying, ‘All things are possible for the person 
who believes.’ 

12. Faith is knowledge that cannot be rationally demonstrated. If such knowledge cannot be rationally 
demonstrated, then faith is a supranatural relationship through which, in an unknowable and so undemonstrable 
manner, we are united with God in a union which is beyond intellection. 

13. When the intellect is in direct union with God, that quality in it by virtue of which it apprehends and is 



apprehended is completely in abeyance. As soon as it activates this quality by apprehending something sequent 
to God, it experiences doubt and severs the union which is beyond intellection. So long as the intellect is joined 
to God in this union, and has passed beyond nature and become god by participation, it will have transposed the 
law of its nature as though shifting an immovable mountain. 

14. He who has just begun to follow a holy way of life, and has received instruction about how to act righteously, 
devotes himself wholly to the practice of the virtues in all obedience and faith, nourishing himself, as if on 
meat, on their manifest aspects, that is  
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to say, on moral training. The inner principles of the commandments, which constitute the knowledge of the perfect, 
in his faith he leaves to God, for he cannot as yet embrace the full magnitude of faith. 

15. The perfect man, who has passed beyond the category not only of beginners but also of those who are 
advancing, is not ignorant of the inner principles of the actions he performs in carrying out the commandments. 
On the contrary, he first spiritually imbibes those principles and then by means of his actions feeds upon the 
whole body of the virtues. In this way he transposes to the plane of spiritual knowledge actions which take place 
in the sensible realm. 

16. The Lord said, ‘First seek the kingdom of God and His righteousness’ (Matt. 6:33). That is, seek the knowledge 
of truth before all things, and therefore seek training in appropriate methods of attaining it. In saying this, He 
showed clearly that believers must seek only divine knowledge and the virtue which adorns it with 
corresponding actions. 

17. Many are the things of which the believer has need in order to attain knowledge of God and virtue: deliverance 
from passions, patient acceptance of trials, the inner principles of virtues, the practice of methods of spiritual 
warfare, the uprooting of the soul’s predilection for the flesh, the breaking of the senses’ attachment to sensible 
objects, the utter withdrawal of the intellect from all created things; and, in short, there are countless other 
things which help us to reject sin and ignorance and to attain knowledge and virtue. It was surely because of this 



that the Lord said, ‘Whatever you ask for in prayer, believing, you will receive’ (Matt. 21:22), stating simply 
that the devout must seek and ask with understanding and faith for all those things, and for those alone, which 
lead to virtue and knowledge of God. For all these things are profitable, and unquestionably the Lord gives them 
to those who ask. 

18. Thus he who for the sake of faith alone - that is to say, for the sake of direct union with. God - seeks all the 
things that contribute towards this union will unquestionably receive them. He who seeks either the things 
which we have mentioned or other things without this motive will not receive them. For he has no faith, but like 
an unbeliever uses divine things to boost his own glory. 

19. He who purges his will from the corruption of sin destroys the corrupting activity of what causes corruption. 
For when one’s  
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free will is itself free from corruption, it prevents nature from being corrupted by hostile forces and keeps it 
incorrupt through the providential grace of the Spirit within it. 

20. Since the principles of nature and of grace are not one and the same, we should not be surprised if certain of the 
saints sometimes resisted the passions and sometimes succumbed to them; for we know that the miracle of 
resistance is due to grace, while the passion belongs to nature. 

21. He who keeps in mind the way of the saints by imitating them not only shakes off the deadly paralysis of the 
passions but also takes up the life of the virtues. 

22. God, who before all ages set the bounds of each man’s life, in the manner which He wills, leads every man, 
whether righteous or unrighteous, towards the final end he deserves. 

23. As I take it, the dark storm which befell St Paul (cf. Acts  28:1-4) is the weight of involuntary trials and 



temptations. The island is the firm unshakeable state of divine hope. The fire is the state of spiritual knowledge. 
The sticks are the nature of visible things. Paul gathered these with his hand, which I take to mean with the 
exploratory capacity of the intellect during contemplation. He fed the state of spiritual knowledge with 
conceptual images derived from the nature of visible things, for the state of spiritual knowledge heals the mental 
dejection produced by the storm of trials and temptations. The viper is the cunning and destructive power 
hidden secretly in the nature of sensible things. It bites the hand, that is, the exploratory noetic activity of 
contemplation, but without harming the visionary intellect; and this, with the light of spiritual knowledge, as if 
with fire at once destroys the destructive power that arises from the contemplation of sensible things and that 
attaches itself to the practical activity of the intellect. 

24. St Paul was a ‘scent of life, leading to life’ (2 Cor. 2:16) because he inspired the faithful by his own example to 
experience the fragrance of the virtues by putting them into practice, or because like a preacher he led those 
who had been converted by the word of grace away from life in the senses to life in the spirit. ‘The scent of 
death leading to death’ (ibid) gives a taste of their future condemnation to those who go from the death of 
ignorance to the death of unbelief. Or, alternatively, the ‘scent of life, leading to life’ refers to those who have 
advanced from the life of ascetic prac- 
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tice to that of contemplation, and the ‘scent of death, leading to death’ refers to those who have passed from the 
mortification of whatever is earthly in their nature (ef. Col. 3:5) to the blessed mortification of impassioned 
conceptual images and fantasies. 

25. The soul has three powers: the intelligence, the incensive power and desire. With our intelligence we direct our 
search; with our desire we long for that supernal goodness which is the object of our search; and with our 
incensive power we fight to attain our object. With these powers these who love God cleave to the divine 
principle of virtue and spiritual knowledge. Searching with the first power, desiring with the second, and 
fighting by means of the third, they receive incorruptible nourishment, enriching the intellect with the spiritual 
knowledge of created beings. 



26. When the Logos of God became man. He filled human nature once more with the spiritual knowledge that it 
had lost; and steeling it against changefulness, He deified it, not in its essential nature but in its quality. He 
stamped it completely with His own Spirit, as if adding wine to water so as to give the water the quality of wine. 
For He becomes truly man so that by grace He may make us gods. 

27. When God created human nature, at the same time as He gave it being and free will He joined to it the capacity 
for carrying out the duties laid upon it. By this capacity I mean the impulse implanted in human nature on the 
level of both being and free will: on the level of being, so that man has the power to achieve the virtues; on the 
level of free will, so that he may use this power in the right way. 

28. We have as a natural criterion the law of nature. This teaches us that, before we can acquire the wisdom that lies 
in all things, we must through mystical initiation seek their Maker. , 

29. Jacob’s well (cf. John 4:5-15) is Scripture. The water is the spiritual knowledge found in Scripture. The depth of 
the well is the meaning, only to be attained with great difficulty, of the obscure sayings in Scripture. The bucket 
is learning gained from the written text of the word of God, which the Lord did not possess because He is the 
Logos Himself; and so He does not give believers the knowledge that comes from learning and study, but grants 
to those found worthy ever-flowing waters of wisdom that spill from the fountain of spiritual grace and never 
run dry. For the bucket - that is to  
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say, learning - can only grasp a very small amount of knowledge and leaves behind all that it cannot lay hold of, 
however it tries. But the knowledge which is received through grace, without study, contains all the wisdom that 
man can attain, springing forth in different ways according to his needs. 

30. There is a great and unutterable difference between the tree of life and the one which is not the tree of life. This 
is clear simply from the fact that the one is called the tree of life while the other is merely called the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (cf. Gen. 2:9). Unquestionably, the tree of life is productive of life; the tree that is 
not called the tree of life, and so is not productive of life, is obviously productive of death. For only death is the 
opposite of life. 



31. The tree of life, when understood as symbolizing wisdom, likewise differs greatly from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, in that the latter neither symbolizes wisdom nor is said to do so. Wisdom is 
characterized by intellect and intelligence, the state which is opposite to wisdom by lack of intelligence and by 
sensation. 

32. Since man came into being composed of noetic soul and sentient body, one interpretation could be that the tree 
of life is the soul’s intellect, which is the seat of wisdom. The tree of the knowledge of good and evil would 
then be the body’s power of sensation, which is clearly the seat of mindless impulses. Man received the divine 
commandment not to involve himself actively and experientially with these impulses; but he did not keep the 
commandment. 

33. Both trees in Scripture symbolize the intellect and the senses. Thus the intellect has the power to discriminate 
between the spiritual and the sensible, between the eternal and the transitory. Or rather, as the soul’s 
discriminatory power, the intellect persuades the soul to cleave to the first and to transcend the second. The 
senses have the power to discriminate between pleasure and pain in the body. Or rather, as a power existing in a 
body endowed  with soul and sense-perception, they persuade the body to embrace pleasure and reject pain. 

34. If a man exercises only sensory discrimination between pain and pleasure in the body, thus transgressing the 
divine commandment, he eats from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, that is to say, he succumbs; to 
the mindless impulses that pertain to the senses; for he possesses only the body’s power of discrimination,  
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which makes him embrace pleasure as something good and avoid pain as something evil. Bat if he exercises only 
that noetic discrimination which distinguishes between the eternal and the transitory, and so keeps the divine 
commandment, he eats from the tree of life, that is to say, from the wisdom that appertains to his intellect; for he 
exercises only the power of discrimination associated with the soul, which makes him cleave to the glory of what is 
eternal as something good, and avoid the corruption of what is transitory as something evil. 

35. Goodness so far as the intellect is concerned is a dispassionate predilection for the spirit; evil is .an impassioned 
attachment to the senses. Goodness so far as the senses are concerned is tile impassioned activity of the body 
under the stimulus of pleasure; evil is the state destitute of such activity. 



36. He who persuades his conscience to regard the evil he is doing as good by nature reaches out with his moral 
faculty as with a hand and grasps the tree of life in a reprehensible manner; for he thinks that what is thoroughly 
evil is by nature immortal. Therefore God, who has implanted in man’s conscience a natural hatred of evil, cuts 
him off from life, for he has now become evil in his will and intention. God acts in this way so that when a man 
does wrong he cannot persuade his own conscience that what is thoroughly evil is good by nature. 

37. The vine produces wine, the wine drunkenness and drunkenness an evil form of ecstasy. Similarly the 
intelligence - which is the vine - when well-nurtured and cultivated by the virtues, generates spiritual 
knowledge; and such knowledge produces a good form of ecstasy which enables the intellect to transcend its 
attachment to the senses. 

38. It is the devil’s practice maliciously to confound the forms and shapes of sensible things with our conceptual 
images of them. Through these forms and shapes are generated passions for the outward aspects of visible 
things, and our intellectual energy, being halted at the level of what pertains to sense-perception, cannot raise 
itself to the realm of intelligible realities. In this way the devil despoils the soul and drags it down into the 
turmoil of the passions. 

39. The Logos of God is at the same time both a lamp and a light (cf. Ps. 119:105; Prov. 6:23). For he humiliates 
those thoughts of the faithful which are in accordance with nature, but bums those  
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which are contrary to nature; He dispels the darkness of sensory life for those who press forward by means of the 
commandments towards the life that they hope for, but punishes with the fire of judgment those who willfully cleave 
to the dark night of this present life because of their love for the flesh. 

40. It is said that he who does not first reintegrate himself with his own being by rejecting those passions which are 
contrary to nature will not be reintegrated with the Cause of his being - that is, with God - by acquiring 
supranatural blessings through grace. For he who would truly unite himself with God must first separate himself 
mentally from created things. 



41. The function of the written Law is to deliver men from passions; that of the natural law is to grant equal rights 
to all men in accordance with natural justice. The fulfillment of the spiritual law is to attain similitude to God, in 
so far as this is possible for man. 

42. The intellect has by nature the capacity to receive a spiritual knowledge of corporeal and incorporeal things; but 
by grace alone does it receive revelations of tike Holy Trinity. While believing that the Trinity exists, the human 
intellect can never presume to grasp what the Trinity is in Its essence, in the way that this is known to the divine 
Intellect. The person without spiritual knowledge is completely ignorant of the way in which sin is purged by 
virtue. 

43. He who loves falsehood is handed over to be harrowed by it, so that by suffering he may come to know what it 
is he willingly pursued, and may learn by experience that he mistakenly embraced death instead of life. 

44. God has knowledge only of what is good, because He is in essence the nature and the knowledge of what is 
good. He is ignorant of evil because He has no capacity for evil. Only of those things for which by nature He 
possesses the capacity does He also possess the essential knowledge. 

45. The breast mentioned in Leviticus (cf. Lev. 7:30, 34) indicates the higher form of contemplation. The shoulder 
(cf. Lev. 7:32, 34) stands for the mental state and activity concordant with the life of ascetic practice. Thus the 
breast and the shoulder denote respectively ritual knowledge and virtue for spiritual knowledge leads the 
intellect directly to God Himself, while virtue in the life of ascetic practice separates it from all involvement in 
generation. In the text in question, breast and shoulder were set aside for the  
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priests, who alone possessed the Lord as their inheritance for ever and had no share at all in earthly things. 

46. These fully endowed by the Spirit with spiritual knowledge and virtue are able, through preaching and 
instruction, to make the hearts of others receptive of true devotion and faith, withdrawing their disposition and 



capacity from its preoccupation with corruptible nature and directing it towards the actualization of supra-
natural and incorruptible blessings. It is therefore fitting that in this same text the breast of the victims offered in 
sacrifice to God - that is, the hearts of those who offer themselves to God - and the shoulder - that is, their life of 
ascetic practice - should be set aside for the priests.  

47. Compared with the righteousness of the age to be, all earthly righteousness fulfils the role of a mirror: it 
contains the image of archetypal realities, not the realities: themselves as they subsist in their true and universal 
nature. And compared with knowledge there, all spiritual knowledge in this world is an indistinct image - it 
contains a reflection of the truth but not the truth itself as it is destined to be revealed (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12).  

48. Since what is divine consists in virtue and spiritual knowledge, the mirror displays the archetypes of virtue and 
the indistinct image reveals the archetypes of spiritual knowledge.  

49. He who has conformed his life to God’s will through practice of the virtues transposes his intellect to the realm 
of intelligible realities by means of contemplation. By so doing he places himself utterly beyond the reach of 
everything that seeks to entrap him, and so is not attracted through some sensory image towards the death that 
lies in the passions.  

50. The person who with the clear eye of faith beholds the beauty of the blessings of the age to be readily obeys the 
command to leave his country and his kindred and his father’s house (cf. Gen. 12:1), and he abandons the flesh, 
the senses and sensory things, together with passionate attachments and inclinations. In times of temptation and 
conflict he rises above nature because he has put the Cause of nature first, just as Abraham put God before Isaac 
(cf. Gen. 22:1-14).  

51. So long as you do not pursue virtue or study Holy Scripture for the sake of glory, or as a cloak for greed (cf. 1 
Thess. 2:5), or from love of flattery and popularity, or for self-display, but do and  
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say and think all things for the sake of God, then you are walking with spiritual knowledge in the way of truth. If, 
however, you have in some respects ‘prepared the way for the Lord’, yet have not ‘made His, paths straight’, He will 
not come to dwell within you (cf. Isa. 40:3. LXX; Mark 1:3). 



52. If you fast and avoid a mode of life which excites the passions, and in general do whatever contributes to your 
deliverance from evil, then you have ‘prepared the way for the Lord’. But if you do these things out of self-
esteem, or greed, or love of flattery, or for some similar motive, and not with a desire to perform God’s will, 
then you have not ‘made His paths straight’. You have endured the labor of preparing the way but do not have 
God walking in your paths. 

53. ‘Every valley shall be filled’ - yet not ‘every’ without qualification, or ‘everyone’s valley’, for the text does not 
refer to the valley of those who have not prepared the way of the Lord and made His paths straight. By a valley 
is meant the flesh or soul of those who have prepared the way of the Lord and made His paths straight in the 
manner I have explained. When such a valley has been filled with spiritual knowledge and virtue by the divine 
Logos who, present in His commandments, walks in its paths, then all the spirits of false knowledge and evil are 
‘abased’; for the Logos treads them down and brings them into subjection. He overthrows that cunning power 
which has raised itself up against human nature; He levels it as if it were high and massive mountains and hills 
which He uses to fill in the valleys. For the rejection of passions which are contrary to nature, and the reception 
of virtues which are in accordance with nature, fills up the valley-like soul and abases the exalted lordship of the 
evil spirits (Isa. 40:4. LXX). 

54. The ‘rough places’ - that is to say, the attacks of trials and temptations suffered against our will - shall be made 
‘smooth’, above all when the intellect, rejoicing and delighting in weakness, affliction and calamity, through its 
unsought sufferings deprives of all their lordship the passions in which we deliberately indulge. For by ‘rough 
places’ Scripture means those experiences of unsought trials and temptations which change to smooth ways 
when endured with patience and thankfulness (cf. Isa. 40:4. LXX). 

55. He who longs for the true life knows that all suffering, whether sought or unsought, brings death to sensual 
pleasure, the  
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mother of death; and so he gladly accepts the harsh attacks of trials and temptations suffered against his will. By 
patiently enduring them he turns afflictions into smooth untroubled paths, unerringly leading whoever devoutly runs 
the divine race along them towards ‘the prize of the high calling’ (Phil. 3:14). For sensual pleasure is the mother of 



death and the death of such pleasure is suffering, whether freely chosen or not. 

56. Everyone, then, who through self-restraint does away with sensual pleasure, which is intricate, convoluted and 
intertwined in many ways with every sensible object, makes the crooked straight. And he who with patience 
withstands and defeats the harsh implacable bouts of suffering turns the rough places into smooth ways. Thus, 
when a person has well and truly struggled, has defeated sensual pleasure with desire for virtue, has overcome 
pain with love for spiritual knowledge, and through both virtue and knowledge has bravely persevered to the 
end of the divine contest, he will see, according to Scripture, ‘the salvation of God’; and this will be his reward 
for virtue and for the efforts he has made to attain it (Isa. 40:4-5. LXX).  

57. The lover of virtue willingly puts out the fire of sensual pleasure. And if a man has dedicated his intellect to the 
knowledge of truth, he will not allow unsought sufferings to thwart the ceaseless aspiration that leads him 
towards God. 

58. When through self-control you have straightened the crooked paths of the passions in which you deliberately 
indulged - that is to say, the impulses of sensual pleasure - and when, by enduring patiently the harsh and 
painful afflictions produced by trials and temptations suffered against your will, you have made the rough ways 
smooth and even, then you may expect to see God’s salvation, for you will have become pure in heart. In this 
state of purity, through the virtues and through holy contemplation, you will at the end of your contest behold 
God, in accordance with Christ’s words: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God’ (Matt. 5:8). And 
because of the sufferings you have endured for the sake of virtue you will receive the gift of dispassion. To 
those who possess this gift there is nothing which reveals God more fully. 

59. In Scripture hearts capable of receiving the heavenly gifts of holy knowledge are called cisterns (cf. 2 Chr. 
26:10). They have been hewn out by the firm principle of the commandments; they  
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have been cleared, as if of earth, of self-indulgence in the passions and of natural attachment to sensible things; and 
they have been filled with that spiritual knowledge which purges the passions and gives life and sustenance to the 



virtues. 

60. The Lord hews out cisterns in the desert, that is to say, in the world and in human nature. He excavates the 
hearts of those who are worthy, clears them of their material sordidness and arrogance, said makes them deep 
and wide in order to receive-the divine rains of wisdom and knowledge. He does this so that they may water 
Christ’s flocks, those who need moral Instruction because of die immaturity of their souls. 

61. Scripture refers to the higher form of the spiritual contemplation of nature as ‘hill-country’ (Deut. 11:11). Its 
cultivators are those who have rejected the images derived from sensible objects, and have advanced to a 
perception of the noetic essences of these objects through the acquisition of the virtues. 

62. So long as the intellect continuously remembers God, it seeks the Lord through contemplation, not superficially 
but in the fear of the Lord, that is, by practicing the commandments. For he who seeks Him through 
contemplation without practicing the commandments does not find Him: he has not sought Him in the fear of 
the Lord and so the Lord does not guide him to success. The Lord guides to success all who combine the 
practice of the virtues with spiritual knowledge: He teaches them the qualities of the commandments and 
reveals to them the true inner essences of created beings. 

63. Sublime knowledge about God stands in the soul like a tower, fortified with the practice of the commandments. 
That is the meaning of the text, ‘Uzriah built towers in Jerusalem’ (2 Chr. 26:9). A man builds towers in 
Jerusalem when he is blessed with success in his search for the Lord through contemplation accompanied by the 
requisite fear, that is, by observing the commandments; for he then establishes the principles of divine 
knowledge in the undivided and tranquil state of his soul. 

64. When the inner principles of particulars  combine with those of universals, they bring about the union of what is 
divided. This is because the more universal a principle is, the greater the degree to which it embraces and 
unifies the more particular principles. Particulars usually have a natural affinity with universals. But there is 
also a  
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certain spiritual principle which relates the intellect to the senses, heaven to earth, sensibles to intelligibles, and 



nature to the principle of nature, uniting them one with another. 

65. If you have been able to free your senses from the passions and have separated your soul from its attachment to 
the senses, you will have succeeded in barring the devil from entering the intellect by means of the senses. It is 
to this end that you should build safe towers in the desert (cf. 2 Chr. 26:10). By ‘desert’ is meant natural 
contemplation; by ‘safe towers’ a true understanding of the nature of created beings. If you take refuge in these 
towers, you will not fear the demons who raid this desert - that is, who insinuate themselves into the nature of 
visible things, deceiving the intellect through the senses and dragging it off into the darkness of ignorance. If 
you acquire a true understanding of each thing, you will not be afraid of the demons who deceive men by means 
of the external appearance of sensible objects. 

66. Every intellect that has the power to contemplate is a true cultivator: so long as it has the remembrance of God 
to sustain it, it keeps the seeds of divine goodness dear of tales through its own diligence and solicitude. For it is 
said, ‘And with fear of the Lord he sought God in the days of Zechariah’ (2 Chr. 26:5. LXX). ‘Zechariah’ 
means ‘remembrance of God’. So let us always pray to God to keep this saving remembrance alive in us, lest 
what our intellect has achieved corrupts our soul, filling it with pride and encouraging it to aspire 
presumptuously, like Uzziah, to what is above nature (cf. 2 Chr. 26:16). 

67. Only a soul which has been delivered from the passions can without error contemplate created beings. Because 
its virtue is perfect, and because its knowledge is spiritual and free from materiality, such a soul is called 
‘Jerusalem’. This state is attained through exclusion not only of the passions but also of sensible images. 

68. Without faith, hope and love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13) nothing sinful is totally abolished, nor is anything good fully 
attained. Faith urges the beleaguered intellect to press on towards God and encourages it by equipping it with a 
full range of spiritual weapons. Hope is the intellect’s surest pledge of divine help and promises the destruction 
of hostile powers. Love makes it difficult or, rather, makes it utterly impossible for the intellect to estrange itself 
from  
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the tender care of God; and when the intellect is under attack, love impels it to concentrate its whole natural power 
into longing for the divine. 



69. Faith encourages the beleaguered intellect and strengthens it with the hope of assistance. Hope brings before its 
eyes this help promised by faith and drives off the enemy’s attack. Love kills the enemy’s provocations within 
the devout intellect, utterly obliterating them with deep longing for the divine. 

70. The first and unique effect of the divine gift of genuine spiritual knowledge is to produce within us by faith the 
resurrection of God. Faith needs to be accompanied, by the right ordering of our will and purpose - that is to 
say, by discrimination - which makes it possible for us bravely to withstand the spate of trials and temptations, 
sought or unsought. Thus faith, rightfully expressing itself through the fulfillment of the commandments, is the 
first resurrection within us of the God whom we have slain through our ignorance. 

71. The return to God clearly implies the fullest affirmation of hope in Him, for without this nobody can accept God 
in any way at all. For it is characteristic of hope that it brings future things before us as if they were present, and 
so it assures those who are attacked by hostile powers that God, in whose name and for whose sake the saints go 
into battle, protects them and is in no way absent. For without some expectation, pleasant or unpleasant, no one 
can ever undertake a return to the divine. 

72. Nothing so much as love brings together those who have been sundered and produces in them an effective union 
of will and purpose. Love is distinguished by the beauty of recognizing the equal value of all men. Love is born 
in a man when his soul’s powers - that is, his intelligence, incensive power and desire - are concentrated and 
unified around the divine. Those who by grace have come to recognize the equal value of all men in God’s sight 
and who engrave His beauty on their memory, possess an ineradicable longing for divine love, for such love is 
always imprinting this beauty on their intellect. 

73. Every intellect girded with divine authority possesses three powers as its counselors and ministers. First, there is 
the intelligence. It is intelligence which gives birth to that faith, founded upon spiritual knowledge, whereby the 
intellect learns that God is always  
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present in an unutterable way, and through which it grasps, with the aid of hope, things of the future as though they 
were present. Second, there is desire. It is desire which generates that divine love through which the intellect, when 
of its own free will it aspires to  pure divinity, is wedded in an indissoluble manner to this aspiration. Third, there is 
the incensive power. It is with this power that the intellect cleaves to divine peace and concentrates its desire on 



divine love. Every intellect possesses these three powers, and they cooperate with it in order to purge evil and to 
establish and sustain holiness.  

74. Without the power of intelligence there is no capacity for spiritual knowledge; and without spiritual knowledge 
we cannot have the faith from which springs that hope whereby we grasp things of the future as though they 
were present. Without the power of desire there is no longing, and so no love, which is the issue of longing; for 
the property of desire is to love something. And without the incensive power, intensifying the desire for union 
with what is loved, there can be no peace, for peace is truly the complete and undisturbed possession of what is 
desired. 

75. Until you have been completely purified from the passions you should not engage in natural contemplation 
through the images of sensible things; for until then such images are able to mould your intellect so that it 
conforms to passion. An intellect which, fed by the senses, dwells in imagination on the visible aspects of 
sensible things becomes the creator of impure passions, for it is not able to advance through contemplation to 
those intelligible realities cognate with it.  

76. When faced with the eruption of the passions, you should courageously close your senses and totally reject the 
images and memories of sensible things, and in every way restrict the intellect’s natural tendency to investigate 
things in the external world. Then, with God’s help, you will abase and overcome the cunning tyrannical power 
which rises up against you.  

77. When intelligence is stupefied, the incensive power precipitate and desire mindless, and when ignorance, a 
domineering spirit and licentiousness govern the soul, then sin becomes a habit, actively entangling one in the 
various pleasures of the senses.  

78. The mature intellect must with spiritual knowledge escape from invisible entanglements. While it is being 
provoked by evil  
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powers it must not engage in natural contemplation or do anything but pray, tame the body with hardship, diligently 
bring the earthly will into subjection, and guard the walls of the city, that is, the virtues which protect the soul or the 



qualities which guard the virtues, namely, self-control and patience. Otherwise he who proffers the soul a foul 
potion may deceive the intellect with what seems to be good and secretly turn its desire away from God, drawing its 
understanding, which seeks what is good, towards what is bad, because it has mistaken the bad for the good. 

79. The person who courageously closes his senses by means of the deliberate and all-embracing practice of self-
control and patience, and prevents sensory forms from entering the intellect through the soul’s faculties, easily 
frustrates the wicked schemes of the devil and turns him back, abased, along the way by which he came. The 
way by which the devil comes consists of material things which seem to be needed for sustaining the body. 

80. The intellect reaps true knowledge from natural contemplation when, in a way that conforms to nature, it unites 
the senses to itself by means of the intelligence. 

81. When Scripture speaks of the springs blocked up by Hezekiah outside the city (cf. 2 Chr. 32:3-4. LXX), the city 
signifies the soul and the springs the totality of sensible things. The waters of these springs are conceptual 
images of sensible things. The river that flows through the middle of the city is knowledge gathered in natural 
contemplation from these conceptual images of sensible things. This knowledge passes through the middle of 
the soul because it links the intellect and the senses. For the knowledge of sensible things is not entirely 
unconnected with the noetic faculty, nor does it depend altogether on the activity of the senses. On the contrary, 
it is as it were the intermediary between the intellect and the senses and between the senses and the intellect, 
and itself brings about the union of the two with each other. So far as the senses are concerned, it impresses on 
them the forms of sensible things, each according to its own kind; so far as the intellect is concerned, it 
transmutes these impressions into the inner essences of the forms. It is therefore fitting that the knowledge of 
visible things should be described as a river flowing through the middle of the city, for it occupies the middle 
ground between the intellect and the senses.  
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82. If during periods of temptation and trial you refrain from natural contemplation and hold fast to prayer, 
withdrawing your intellect from all things and focusing it on itself and on God, you will put to death the inward 
disposition which produces evil and you will send the devil packing with his tail between his legs. For it was the 



devil who insinuated this habit into you and, relying on it, he boastfully approached your soul, vilifying truth 
with proud thoughts. David who had vast experience in the front line of every kind of spiritual battle, was most 
likely not simply familiar with these tactics but actually put them into practice; for he says: ‘While the wicked 
one stood before me I was dumb and humbled myself and refrained from uttering even good words’ (Ps. 39:1-2. 
LXX). Jeremiah, in the same spirit, warned the people not to go out of the city because the sword of the enemy 
lay about it (cf. Jer. 6:25). 

83. We may apply this also to Cain and Abel (cf. Gen. 4:8). Cain is the law of the flesh, and the field into which 
Cain and Abel went is the realm of .natural contemplation. Had Abel kept guard over himself and had he not 
gone out with Cain into the field before attaining dispassion, then the law of the flesh would not have risen up 
and killed him, cleverly deceiving him when he was engaged in the contemplation of created beings before 
being fully prepared. 

84. Similarly, if Dinah the child of Jacob had not gone out to the daughters of the land - that is, into the world of 
sensible images - Shechem the son of Hamor would not have risen up and humiliated her (cf. Gen. 34:1-2). 

85. We should abstain from natural contemplation until we are fully prepared, lest in trying to perceive the spiritual 
essences of visible creatures we reap passions by mistake. For the outward forms of visible things have greater 
power over the senses of those who are immature than the essences hidden in the forms of things have over their 
souls. Of course, those who confine their minds Judaic-wise to the letter alone expect the promises of divine 
blessings to be fulfilled in this present age, for they are ignorant of the qualities naturally inherent in the soul.  

86. He who ‘wears the image of Him who is from heaven’ (1 Cor. 15:49) tries to follow the spirit of Holy Scripture 
in all things, for it is the spirit which, by promoting virtue and spiritual knowledge, sustains the soul. He who 
‘wears the image of him who is from earth’ pays heed only to the letter, for the cultivation of the body by  
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means of the senses is promoted by the letter. Such cultivation in its turn generates the passions. 



87. By the power of God is meant the virtue that destroys the passions and safeguards holy thoughts. Such virtue is 
generated by the practice of the commandments: in this way, with God’s co-operation or, rather, by His strength 
alone, we destroy the forces of evil that are opposed to sanctity. By God’s sublimity is meant the spiritual 
knowledge of the truth, realized through our efforts to attain the contemplation of created beings and the 
practice of the virtues. Through spiritual knowledge we utterly annihilate the truth-opposing power of 
falsehood, abasing and demolishing the vaunting self-assertion of the evil spirits that exalt themselves against 
the knowledge of God (cf. 2 Cor. 10:5).  For just as ascetic practice gives birth to virtue, so contemplation 
engenders spiritual knowledge.  

88. Ineffaceable knowledge, whose spiritual gyration around God’s infinitude is unconditioned and beyond 
intellection, images in its unconditionality the more than infinite glory of the truth. The voluntary imitation of 
divine wisdom and goodness brings as its reward the intellect’s longing for and glorious attainment of likeness 
to God, in so far as this is possible for man. 

89. The tongue is a symbol of the soul’s spiritual energy and the larynx a symbol of natural self-love for the body. 
Thus he who ignobly welds the one to the other cannot give his attention to the tranquil state of virtue and 
spiritual knowledge, for he sedulously indulges in the confusion of bodily passions. 

90. Appetites and pleasures which are in accordance with nature are not reprehensible, since they are a necessary 
consequence of natural appetency. For our ordinary food, whether we wish it or not, naturally produces 
pleasure, since it satisfies the hunger which precedes a meal. Drink: also produces pleasure, since it relieves the 
discomfort of thirst; so does sleep, since it renews the strength expended in our waking hours; and so, too, do all 
our other natural functions necessary for maintaining life and conducive to the acquisition of virtue. But every 
intellect that is trying to escape from the confusion of sin transcends such passions, lest through them it remains 
a slave to passions which are subject to our control, contrary to nature and reprehensible; for these have no 
ground in us other than the activity of the passions which are in accordance with nature,  

 

 
[V2] 207 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Second Century 

although not on that account destined to accompany us into immortal and everlasting life. 



91. If the words of God are uttered merely as verbal expressions, and their message is not rooted in the virtuous 
way of life of those who utter them, they will not be heard. But if they are uttered through the practice of the 
commandments, their sound has such power that they dissolve the demons and dispose men eagerly to build 
their hearts into temples of God through making progress in works of righteousness. 

92. Just as God in His essence cannot be the object of man’s spiritual knowledge, so not even His teaching can be 
fully embraced by our understanding. For though Holy Scripture, being restricted chronologically to the times 
of the events which it records, is limited where the letter is concerned, yet in spirit it always remains unlimited 
as regards the contemplation of intelligible realities. 

93. If you want to absorb the precise spiritual sense of Holy Scripture in a way that accords with Christ’s wishes, 
you must train yourself diligently in the interpretation of names, for in this way you can elucidate the meaning 
of alt that is written. But you must not Judaic-wise drag the sublimity of the Spirit down to the level of the body 
and the earth, and limit the divine inviolate promise of spiritual blessings to things corrupt and transitory. 

94. Since a vow is a promise of some good thing offered by man to God, it may clearly be inferred that prayer is 
petition for the blessings bestowed by God on man with a view to his salvation and as a reward for the good 
inner state of those who make the prayer. Succor is the gift and growth, in the face of demonic attack, of 
virtuous qualities pursued through the practice of the ascetic life and of spiritual vision pursued through the life 
of contemplation. In the cry for such succor God naturally pays heed above all not to the loudness with which it 
is uttered but to the inner state of virtue and spiritual knowledge possessed by those who utter it. 

95. The evil and destructive kingdom of the devil - typified by kingdom of the Assyrians (cf. 2 Kgs.18:11) - has 
organized a war against virtue and spiritual knowledge, plotting to pervert the soul through the soul’s innate 
powers. First it stimulates the soul’s desire to develop an appetite for what is contrary to nature, and persuades it 
to prefer sensible to intelligible things. Then it rouses the soul’s incensive power to struggle with all its might in 
order to  
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attain the sensible object which it desires. Finally it teaches the soul’s intelligence how to contrive opportunities for 
sensual pleasure. 

96. In His supreme goodness God has not only made the divine and incorporeal essences of noetic realities images 
of His unutterable glory, each in its own way reflecting, in so far as this is granted, the supra-noetic splendor of 
His unapproachable beauty; He also permeates with echoes of His majesty things that are sensory and far 
inferior to noetic essences. These enable the human intellect, mounted upon them and carried above all visible 
things, to journey towards God and to attain the summit of blessedness. 

97. Every intellect crowned with virtue and spiritual knowledge is appointed like the great Hezekiah to rule over 
Jerusalem (cf. 2 Kgs. 18:1-2) - that is to say, over the state in which one beholds only peace and which is free 
from all passions. For Jerusalem means ‘vision of peace’. Through the forms which fill creation, such an 
intellect has the whole of creation under its sovereignty. Through the intellect creation offers as gifts to God the 
spiritual principles of knowledge that lie within it; and as gifts to the intellect it presents the qualities conducive 
to virtue which exist within it in accordance with the law of nature. Both through the principles of spiritual 
knowledge and through the qualities of virtue creation honors the intellect so admirably fitted to make right use 
of both - the philosophic intellect perfected in both intelligence and action through contemplation and the 
practice of the ascetic life. 

98. He who has attained the summit of virtue and spiritual knowledge through the practice of the ascetic life and 
contemplation naturally transcends, every carnal and reprehensible passion; he also surmounts the condition of 
so-called natural bodies, that is, of beings subject to generation and corruption. In short, through contemplation 
he gains spiritual knowledge of the inner essences of all sensible forms and passes beyond them, raising his 
intellect to the divine realities that are akin to it.  

99. When, thanks to the hardships you have undergone in the practice of the virtues, you are appointed to dwell in 
the state of dispassion as though in Jerusalem and, freed from all the disturbance of sin, you practice, speak, 
hear and think nothing but peace; and when, after that, you have received through natural contemplation an 
understanding of the nature of visible things - a nature which  
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offers through you as gifts to the Lord the divine essences dwelling within it, and presents to you, as if presenting 
gifts to a king, the laws that lie within it - then you are ‘magnified in sight of all nations’ (2 Chr. 32:23). For you are 
now above all things: through the practice of the virtues you have risen above natural bodies and the passions of the 
flesh, and through contemplation you have passed beyond the indwelling spiritual essences and qualities of alt 
sensible forms.  

100. Practical philosophy sets above the passions the man who practices the virtues. Contemplation establishes 
above visible things the man who attains spiritual knowledge, raising his intellect to the noetic realities akin to 
it.  
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1. The person who combines spiritual knowledge with the practice of the virtues and practice of the virtues with 
spiritual knowledge is a throne and a footstool of God (cf. Isa. 66:1) - a throne because of his spiritual 
knowledge and a footstool because of his ascetic practice. And. the human intellect, purified of all material 
images and occupied or, rather, adorned with the divine principles of the noetic world, is a heaven itself. 

2. When any philosopher - any devout philosopher - fortified with virtue and spiritual knowledge, or with ascetic 
practice and contemplation, sees the power of evil rising up against him through the passions, like the king of 
the Assyrians rising up against Hezekiah (cf. 2 Kgs. 18:13-16; Isa. 36:1-2), he is aware that Only with God’s 
help can he escape. He invokes God’s mercy by crying out silently and by striving to advance still further in 
virtue and knowledge; and he receives as an ally, or rather as his salvation, an angel, that is, one of the higher 
principles of wisdom and knowledge, who cuts off ‘every mighty man, warrior, leader and commander in the 
camp’ (2Chr.32:21). 

3. Every passion has its origin in the corresponding sensible object. For without some object to attract the powers 
of the soul through the medium of the senses, no passion would ever be generated. In other words, without a 
sensible object a passion does not come into being: without a woman there is no unchastity; without food there 



is no gluttony; without gold there is no love of money, and so on. Thus at the origin of every impassioned 
stimulation of our natural powers there is a sensible object or, in other terms, a demon inciting the soul to 
commit sin by means of the sensible object. 

4. Attrition suppresses the actualization of sin; obliteration destroys even the thought of it. For attrition prevents 
the realization  
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of the impassioned act, while obliteration completely annihilates all demonic motivation in the mind itself. 

5. Sensible and noetic realities lie between God and man. When the human intellect moves towards God it 
transcends them, provided that it is not enslaved to sensible realities through outward activity and is not 
dominated in any way by the noetic realities it beholds during contemplation.  

6. Creation is the accuser of the ungodly. For through its inherent spiritual principles creation proclaims its Maker; 
and through the natural laws intrinsic to each individual species it instructs us in virtue. The spiritual principles 
may be recognized in the unremitting continuance of each individual species, the laws in the consistency of its 
natural activity. If we do not ponder on these things, we remain ignorant of the cause of created being and we 
cling to all the passions which are contrary to nature.  

7. Scripture exhorts us to offer gifts to God so that we may become conscious of His infinite goodness. For God 
receives our offerings as if they were entirely our own gifts and He had not already given us anything. In this 
way God’s untold goodness towards us is fully evident, for when we offer Him things which in reality are His 
own He accepts them as if they were ours, and He makes Himself our debtor as though they were not already 
His. 

8. If we perceive the spiritual principles of visible things we learn that the world has a Maker. But we do not ask 
what is the nature of that Maker, because we recognize that this is beyond our scope. Visible creation clearly 



enables us to grasp that there is a Maker, but it does not enable us to grasp His nature. 

9. The wrath of God is the painful sensation we experience when we are being trained by Him. Through this 
painful experience of unsought sufferings God often abases and humbles an intellect conceited about its 
knowledge and virtue; for such sufferings make it conscious of itself and its own weakness. When the intellect 
perceives its own weakness it rejects the vain pretensions of the heart. 

10. The wrath of God is the suspension of gifts of grace – a most salutary experience for every self-inflated intellect 
that boasts of the blessings bestowed by God as if they were its own achievements. 

11. The intellect of every true philosopher and gnostic  possesses both Judah and Jerusalem; Judah is practical 
philosophy and Jerusalem is contemplative intuition. Whenever by the grace of God  

 
[V2] 212 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Third Century 

such an intellect repels the powers of evil with virtue and spiritual knowledge, and wins a complete victory over 
them, yet does not thank God, the true author of this victory, but boasts that the achievement is its own, it brings 
down the wrath of God’s abandonment not only on itself but also on Judah and Jerusalem (cf. 2 Chr. 32:25), that is, 
on both its practice of the virtues and its contemplative life; it has failed to ‘give thanks to God for the gifts that He 
has given’ (ibid.). God at once permits shameful passions to vitiate its practice of the virtues and to sully its 
conscience, which until then was pure; He also permits false concepts to insinuate themselves into its contemplation 
of created beings and to pervert its spiritual knowledge, which until then had been sound. For ignoble passions 
immediately attack an intellect conceited about its virtue, just as an intellect over-elated because of its spiritual 
knowledge will be permitted by God’s just judgment to lapse from true contemplation. 

12. Providence has implanted a divine standard or law in created beings, and in accordance with this law when we 
are ungrateful for spiritual blessings we are schooled in gratitude by adversity, and brought to recognize through 
this experience that all such blessings are produced through the workings of divine power. This is to prevent us 
from becoming irrepressibly conceited, and from thinking in our arrogance that we possess virtue and spiritual 
knowledge by nature and not by grace. If we did this we would be using what is good to produce what is evil: 
the very things which should establish knowledge of God unshaken within us will instead be making us 
ignorant of Him. 



13. We know that the providence which sustains created beings exists in them as a divine rule and law. In 
accordance with God’s justice, when those rich in blessings are ungrateful to Him who bestows them, they are 
schooled in gratitude by this richness being drastically curtailed; and through this adversity they are led to 
recognize the true source of the blessings they receive. For when conceit about one’s virtue is left undisciplined 
it naturally generates arrogance, and this induces a sense of hostility to God. 

14. He who thinks that he has achieved perfection in virtue will never go on to seek the original source of blessing, 
for he has limited the scope of his aspiration to himself and so of his own accord has deprived himself of the 
condition of salvation, namely  

 
[V2] 213 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Third Century 

God. The person aware of his natural poverty where goodness is concerned never relaxes his impetus towards Him 
who can fully supply what he lacks. 

15. He who has perceived how limitless virtue is never ceases from pursuing it, so as not to be deprived of the 
origin and consummation of virtue, namely God, by confining his aspiration to himself. For by wrongly 
supposing that he had achieved perfection he would forfeit true being, towards which every diligent person 
strives.  

16. The arrogant intellect is justly made the object of wrath, that is to say, it is abandoned by God, as I have already 
described, and the demons are permitted to plague it during contemplation. This happens so that it may become 
aware of its own natural weakness and recognize the grace and divine power which shields it and which 
accomplishes every blessing; and so that it may also learn humility, utterly discarding its alien and unnatural 
pride. If this indeed happens, then the other form of wrath - the withdrawal of graces previously given - will not 
visit it, because it has already been humbled and is now conscious of Him who provides all blessings. 

17. The person who has not been recalled to humility by the first form of wrath, namely abandonment, and does not 
through this humility learn true awareness, inevitably brings on himself the other form of wrath, which deprives 
him of the operation of the graces and leaves him destitute of the power that until then had protected him. For ‘I 
will take away its protection’, says God of an ungrateful Israel, ‘and it will be plundered; I will break down its 
wall and it will be trampled under foot; I will destroy My vineyard, it will not be pruned or dug, and: briars will 



grow in it as in ground that is waste; and I will command the clouds not to rain on it’ (Isa. 5:5-6. LXX). 

18. Complete unawareness of the loss of the virtues marks the downward path to godlessness. For the person who 
habitually disobeys God, through indulging in the pleasures of the flesh, will deny God Himself when the 
occasion arises. In preferring the life of the flesh to God, he places a higher value on sensual pleasures than on 
the divine will.                    . 

19. When we think that our intellect has experienced something we must surely believe that its powers of ascetic 
practice and of contemplation have also shared in this experience in accordance  
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with their natural principles, for a subject cannot experience something without the things within the subject also 
sharing in the experience. I call the intellect a subject because it is capable of receiving virtue and spiritual 
knowledge. By the phrase ‘within the subject’ I refer to the life of ascetic practice and the contemplative life, which 
in relation to the intellect are accidents or attributes. Hence they share completely in the experience of the intellect, 
because it is the intellect’s mobility that produces in them any modification which they undergo. 

20. Suppose the demons invisibly attack the intellect of a virtuous, God-loving man who, like Hezekiah, has girded 
himself spiritually with power against them, and who through prayer has received an angel sent to him from 
God (cf. 2 Chr. 32:21), that is to say, has received one of the higher principles of wisdom, and so scatters and 
destroys the whole army of the devil; and suppose this man ascribes this victory and deliverance not to God but 
entirely to himself, then he has failed to ‘give thanks to God for the gifts He has given’ (2 Chr. 32:25). His 
gratitude does not match the greatness of his deliverance, nor does his inner attitude measure up to the bounty of 
his deliverer. 

21. Let us illumine our intellect with intellections of the divine world and make our body refulgent with the quality 
of the spiritual principles we have perceived, so that through the rejection of the passions it becomes a 
workshop of virtue, controlled by the intelligence. If the natural passions of the body are governed by the intelli-
gence there is no reason to censure them. But when their activity is not controlled by the intelligence, they do 



deserve censure. This is why it is said that such passions must be rejected, for although their activity is natural, 
they may often be used, when not governed by the intelligence, in a way that is contrary to nature. 

22. Anyone whose heart exults because of the divine gifts he has received, and who preens himself as though those 
gifts were his own and had not been received (cf. 1 Cor. 4:7), justly calls down wrath on himself. God permits 
the devil to entangle his intellect, to undermine the virtuous quality of his conduct, and to obscure the luminous 
principles of spiritual knowledge during his contemplation. This is to make him realize his own weakness and 
recognize the one power capable of defeating the passions in us. If this happens, he may repent and be brought 
to a state of humility, discarding his load of conceit  
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and being reconciled with God. Then he will avert the wrath that falls on those who do not repent, that takes away 
the grace which guards their souls, and leaves their ungrateful minds destitute. 

23. When wrath takes the form of God allowing the demons to attack an arrogant intellect through the passions, it is 
a means of deliverance. For through suffering these shameful attacks the person that boasts of his virtues is 
enabled to learn who is the giver of these virtues. Otherwise he will be stripped of those things that are not in 
fact his, though he regarded them. as such, forgetting that he had received them as a gift.                          : 

24. Truly blessed is the intellect that dies to all created beings: 

to sensible beings by quelling the activity of the senses, and to intelligible beings by ceasing from noetic 
activity. Through such a death of the intellect the will dies to all things. The intellect is then able to receive the 
life of divine grace and to apprehend, in a manner that transcends its noetic power, not simply created beings, 
but their Creator. 

25. Blessed is he who has united his practice of the virtues to natural goodness and his contemplative life to natural 
truth. For all practice of the virtues is for the sake of goodness and all contemplation seeks spiritual knowledge 



solely for the sake of truth. When goodness and truth are attained, nothing can afflict the soul’s capacity for 
practicing the virtues, or disturb its contemplative activity with outlandish speculations; for the soul will now 
transcend every created and intelligible reality, and will enter into God Himself, who alone is goodness and 
troth and who is beyond all being and all intellection. 

26. Goodness, which is the lull expression of divine activity within us, is said to be the consummation of practical 
virtue. The soul’s intelligent power is drawn towards goodness when it uses its incensive and desiring aspects in 
accordance with nature. In goodness the beauty that is according to God’s likeness is made manifest. The 
consummation of contemplative philosophy is said to be the truth. Truth is the simple, undivided knowledge of 
all the qualities that appertain to God. A pure intellect is draws towards this knowledge when it has nullified all 
judgment based on; the senses. Such knowledge makes manifest the dignity of the divine image in a wholly 
unsullied state. 

27. No one can truly bless God unless he has sanctified his body  
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with the virtues and made his soul luminous with spiritual knowledge. For a virtuous disposition constitutes the face 
of a contemplative intellect, its gaze turned heavenwards to the height of true knowledge. 

28. Blessed is he who knows in truth that we are but tools in God’s hands; that it is God who effects within us all 
ascetic practice and contemplation, virtue and spiritual knowledge, victory and wisdom, goodness and truth; and 
that to all this we contribute nothing at all except a disposition that desires what is good. Zerubbabel had this 
disposition when he said to God: ‘Blessed art Thou who hast given me, wisdom; I give thanks to Thee, 0 Lord 
of our fathers; from Thee comes victory and wisdom; and Thine is the glory and I am Thy servant’ (1 Esd. 4:59-
60). As a truly grateful servant he ascribed all things to God, who had given him everything. He possessed 
wisdom as a gift from God and attributed to Him as Lord of his fathers the efficacy of the blessings bestowed 
on him. These blessings are, as we have said, the union of victory and wisdom, virtue and spiritual knowledge, 



ascetic practice and contemplation, goodness and truth. For when these are united together they shine with a 
single divine glory and brightness. 

29. All the achievements of the saints were clearly gifts of grace from God. None of the saints had the least thing 
other than the goodness granted to him by the Lord God according to the measure of his gratitude and love. And 
what he acquired he acquired only in so far as he surrendered himself to the Lord who bestowed it, 

30. When a man’s intellect is pre-eminent in virtue and spiritual knowledge, and he is determined to keep his soul 
free from evil slavery to the passions, he says, ‘Women are extremely strong but truth conquers all’ (1 Esd. 
3:12). By women he means the divinizing virtues which give rise to the love that unites men with God and with 
one another. This love wrests the soul away from all that is subject to generation and decay and from all 
intelligible beings that are beyond generation and decay, and - in so far as this can happen to human nature - it 
intermingles the soul with God Himself in a kind of erotic union, mystically establishing a single shared life, 
undefiled and divine. By truth he means the sole and unique cause, origin, kingdom, power and glory of created 
beings, from which and through which all things were made and are being made, by which and through which 
the being of all things is sustained,  
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and to which the lovers of God dedicate all their diligence and activity. 

31. Women signify the supreme realization of the virtues, which is love. Love is the unfailing pleasure and 
indivisible union of those who participate through their longing in what is good by nature. Truth signifies the 
fulfillment of all spiritual knowledge and of all the things that can be known. For the natural activities of all 
created things are drawn by a certain universal intelligence to this truth as their origin and fulfillment. For the 
Origin and Cause of created beings has as truth conquered all things naturally, and has drawn their activity to 
Himself.  



32. Because it transcends all things, truth admits of no plurality, and reveals itself as single and unique. It embraces 
the spiritual potentialities of all that is intellective and intelligible, since it transcends both intellective and 
intelligible beings; and by an infinite power it encompasses both the ultimate origin and the ultimate 
consummation of created beings-and draws the entire activity of each to itself. On some it bestows lucid 
spiritual knowledge of the grace they have lost, and to others it grants, through an indescribable mode of 
perception and by means of participation, clear understanding of the goodness for which they long. 

33. The intellect is the organ of wisdom, the intelligence that of spiritual knowledge. The natural sense of assurance 
common to both intellect and intelligence is the organ of the faith established in each of them, while natural 
compassion is the organ of the gift of healing. For, corresponding to every divine gift, there is in us an 
appropriate and natural organ capable of receiving it - a kind of capacity, or intrinsic state or disposition. Thus 
he who purges his intellect of all sensible images receives wisdom. He who makes his intelligence the master of 
his innate passions - that is to say, of his incensive and desiring powers - receives spiritual knowledge. He 
whose intellect and intelligence possess an unshakeable assurance concerning divine realities receives that faith 
with which all things are possible. He who has acquired natural compassion receives, after the utter annihilation 
of self-love, the gifts of healing.  

34. In each of us the energy of the spirit is made manifest according to the measure of his faith (cf. Rom. 12:6). 
Therefore each of us is the steward of his own grace and, if we think logically, we should never envy another 
person the enjoyment of his gifts, since  
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the disposition which makes us capable of receiving divine blessings depends on ourselves. 

35. In other words, divine blessings are bestowed according to the measure of faith in each man. Similarly, the 
strength of our faith is revealed by the zeal with which we act. Thus our actions disclose the measure of our 
faith, and the strength of our faith determines the measure of grace that we receive. Conversely, the extent to 



which we fail to act reveals the measure of our lack of faith, and our lack of faith in turn determines the degree 
to which we are deprived of grace. Hence the person who out of jealousy envies those who practice the virtues 
is more than misguided, for the choice of believing and acting, and of receiving grace according to the measure 
of his faith, clearly depends on him and not on anybody else. 

36. He who aspires to divine realities willingly allows providence to lead him by principles of wisdom towards the 
grace of deification. He who does not so aspire is drawn, by the just judgment of God and against his will, away 
from evil by various forms of discipline. The first, as a lover of God, is deified by providence; the second, 
although a lover of matter, is held back from perdition by God’s judgment. For since God is goodness itself, He 
heals those who desire it through the principles of wisdom, and through various forms of discipline cures those 
who are sluggish in virtue. 

37. Real faith is truth which is all-embracing, all-sustaining and free from all falsehood. A good conscience confers 
on us the power of love, since it is not guilty of any transgression of the commandments. 

38. Scripture says that seven spirits will rest upon the Lord: the spirit of wisdom, the spirit of understanding, the 
spirit of spiritual knowledge, the spirit of cognitive insight, the spirit of counsel, the spirit of strength, and the 
spirit of the fear of God (cf. Isa. 11:2). The effects produced by these spiritual gifts are as follows: by fear, 
abstention from evil; by strength, the practice of goodness; by counsel, discrimination with respect to the 
demons; by cognitive insight, a clear perception of what one has to do; by spiritual knowledge, the active 
grasping of the divine principles inherent in the virtues; by understanding, the soul’s total empathy with the 
things that it has come to know; and by wisdom, an indivisible union with God, whereby the saints attain the 
actual enjoyment of the things for which they long. He who shares in wisdom becomes god by partici- 
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pation and, immersed in the ever-flowing, secret outpouring of God’s mysteries, he imparts to those who long for it 
a knowledge of divine blessedness. 



39. The spirit of the fear of God is abstention from evil deeds. The spirit of strength is an impulse and disposition 
prompt to fulfill the commandments. The spirit of counsel is the habit of discrimination according to which we 
fulfill the divine commandments intelligently and distinguish what is good from what is bad. The spirit of 
cognitive insight is an unerring perception of the ways in which virtue is to be practiced; if we act in accordance 
with this perception we will not deviate at all from the true judgment of our intelligence. The spirit of spiritual 
knowledge is a grasping of the commandments and the principles inherent in them, according to which the 
qualities of the virtues are constituted. The spirit of understanding is acceptance of the qualities and principles 
of the virtues or, to put it more aptly, it is a transmutation by which one’s natural powers commingle with the 
qualities and principles of the commandments. The spirit of wisdom is ascension towards the Cause of the 
higher spiritual principles inherent in the commandments, and union with it. Through this ascension and union 
we are initiated, in so far as this is possible for human beings, simply and through unknowing into those inner 
divine principles of created beings, and in different ways we present to men, as if from a spring welling up in 
our heart, the truth which resides in all things.  

40. We ascend step by step from what is remotest from God, but near to us, to the primal realities which are furthest 
from us but near to God. For we begin by abstaining from evil because of fear, and from this we advance to the 
practice of virtue through strength; from the practice of virtue we advance to the. discrimination conferred by 
the spirit of counsel; from discrimination to a settled state of virtue, which is cognitive insight; from the settled 
state of virtue to the spiritual knowledge of the divine principles inherent in the virtues; from this knowledge to 
a state of understanding, that is, to the transmuted state in which we conform to the divine principles of virtue 
that we have come to know; and from this we advance to the simple and undistorted contemplation of the truth 
that is in all; things. From this point of vantage, as a. result of our wise contemplation of sensible and noetic 
beings, we will be enabled to speak about the truth as we should.  
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41. The first good which actively affects us, namely fear, is reckoned by Scripture as the most remote from God, for 
it is called ‘the beginning of wisdom’ (Ps. 111:10; Prov. 1:7; 9:10). Setting out from this towards our ultimate 
goal, wisdom, we come to understanding, and this enables us to draw close to God Himself, for we have only 



wisdom lying between us and our union with Him. Yet it is impossible for a man to attain wisdom unless first, 
through fear and through the remaining intermediary gifts, he frees himself completely from the mist of 
ignorance and the dust of sin. That is why, in the order established by Scripture, wisdom is placed close to God 
and fear close to us. In this way we can learn the rule and law of good order. 

42. Ascending therefore with these eyes of faith, that is to say, with this enlightenment, we are drawn towards the 
divine unity of wisdom, which is divided into different gifts for our benefit; and by mounting from one virtue to 
another we unite with the source of those gifts. But with God’s help we do not omit any of the stages we have 
already mentioned, lest by gradually growing neglectful we allow our faith to become blind and sightless 
because it is deprived of the enlightenment of the Spirit that comes through works. If this happened, we would 
be punished for endless ages because we have blinded in ourselves the divine eyes which had opened within us 
according to the measure of our faith. 

43. When by neglecting the commandments a person blinds the eyes of faith that are within him, then he is certainly 
doomed, for he no longer has God watching over him. For if Scripture calls the energies of the Spirit the ‘eyes 
of the Lord’ (Deut. 11:12), the person who does not open those eyes by fulfilling the commandments does not 
have God watching over him. God watches us only when through fulfilling the commandments we are 
illumined by the energies of the Spirit, for He has no other eyes by which He looks down on those who dwell on 
earth.  

44. Wisdom is a unity contemplated indivisibly in the various virtues which arise from it; and it is perceived in a 
single form in the operations of the virtues. Again, it appears as a simple unity when the virtues which issued 
from it are reintegrated with it. This happens when we, for whose sake wisdom has produced from itself each 
individual virtue, are drawn upwards towards it by means of each virtue.  
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45. When you fail to carry out the divine precepts of faith, your faith is blind. For if the precepts of God are light 
(cf. Isa. 26:9. LXX), it is clear that when you fail to put the divine precepts into practice you are without divine 
fight. You are God’s servant merely in name, not in reality. 



46. No one can plead the weakness of the flesh as an excuse when he sins; for the union of our humanity with the 
divine Logos through the incarnation, has renewed the whole of nature by lifting the curse, and so we have no 
excuse if our will remains attached to the passions. For the divinity of the Logos, which always dwells by grace 
in those who believe in Him, withers the rule of sin in the flesh. 

47. He who through faith in God and love for Him has conquered the witless desires or impulses of the passions 
which are contrary to nature, moves out of the sphere of natural law and enters wholly into the noetic realm. 
And, together with himself, he delivers from alien servitude his fellow-men and their concerns. 

48. Unless curbed by the fear of God that accompanies the practice of the virtues, spiritual knowledge leads to 
vanity; for it encourages the person puffed up by it to regard as his own what has merely been lent to him, and 
to use his borrowed intelligence to win praise for himself. But when his practice of the virtues increases 
concomitantly with his longing for God, and he does not arrogate to himself more spiritual knowledge than is 
needed for the task in hand, then he is made humble, reduced to himself by principles which are beyond his 
capacity. 

49. Man’s heavenly abode is a dispassionate state of virtue, combined with a spiritual knowledge that has overcome 
all delusory notions. 

50. Plurality is the consummation of unity manifested, and unity is the origin of non-manifest plurality. For the 
origin of every consummation is clearly its non-manifest state, and the consummation of every origin is the full 
development of its potentiality for manifestation. Thus, since faith is the natural origin of the virtues, its con-
summation is the full development of the goodness realized through the virtues; and since natural goodness is 
the consummation of the virtues, its origin is faith. In this way there is an intrinsic reciprocity between faith and 
goodness: faith is implicit goodness and goodness is faith manifested. God is by nature both faithful and good 
(cf.  
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Matt. 19:17); He is faithful as the primal good and good as the desire of all desires. These attributes are in every way 



identical with each other; and, except is our conception of them, they are not divided from each other in any way by 
any act of manifestation that takes its start from Him and ends in Him. Thus plurality, being the manifestation of 
God as the desire of all desires, brings to perfect fulfillment the longing of all that aspires towards Him; while unity, 
being a symbol of God as the primal good, constitutes the perfect ground of all that is made manifest from Him. 

51. The first type of dispassion is complete abstention from the actual committing of sift, and it may be found in 
those beginning the spiritual way. The second is the complete rejection in the mind of all assent to evil thoughts; 
this is found in those who have achieved an intelligent participation in virtue. The third is the complete 
quiescence of passionate desire; this is found in those who contemplate noetically the inner essences of visible 
things through then outer forms. The fourth type of dispassion is the complete purging even of passion-free 
images; this is found in those who have made their intellect a pure, transparent mirror of God through spiritual 
knowledge and contemplation. If, then, you have cleansed yourself from the committing of acts prompted by 
the passions, have freed yourself from mental assent to them, have put a stop to the stimulation of passionate 
desire, and have purged your intellect of even the passion-free images of what were once objects of the 
passions, you have attained the four general types of dispassion. You have emerged from the realm of matter 
and material things, and have entered the sphere of intelligible realities, noetic, tranquil and divine. 

52. The first type of dispassion, in other words, is abstention from the body’s impulsion towards the actual 
committing of sin. The second is the complete rejection of impassioned thoughts in the soul; through this 
rejection the impulsion of the passions mentioned in the first type of dispassion is quelled, since there are now 
no impassioned thoughts to incite it to action. The third is the complete quiescence of passionate desire, and 
through this the second type is generated, since it is brought into being by purity of thought. The fourth type of 
dispassion is the complete exclusion from the mind of all sensible images. This also produces the third type, 
since the mind no longer possesses those images of sensible things which produce imaginings of the passions in 
it.  
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53. Intelligence and reason are to be treated like the bondservants of Hebrew stock who are set free at the end of six 
years (cf. Deut. 15:12). They labor like a servant and a handmaid for everyone who practices the virtues, since 
they conceive and realize the qualities of active virtue, and their whole strength is as it were drawn up against 



the demons that oppose the practice of the virtues. When they have completed the stage of practical philosophy 
- and this completion is represented by the sixth year, for the number six signifies practical philosophy - 
intelligence and reason are set free to devote themselves to spiritual contemplation, that is to say, they 
contemplate the inner essences of created beings. 

54. The incensive power and desire, on the other hand, are to be treated like the servant and the handmaid of 
another tribe (cf. Lev. 25: 4I-42). The contemplative; intellect, through fortitude and self-restraint, subjugates 
them for ever to the lordship of the intelligence, so that they serve the virtues. It does not give them their 
complete freedom until the law of nature is totally swallowed up by the law of the spirit, in the same way as the 
death of the unhappy flesh is swallowed up by infinite life (cf. 2 Cor. 5:4), and until the entire image of the 
unoriginate kingdom is clearly revealed, mimetically manifesting in itself the entire form of the archetype. 
When the contemplative intellect enter this state it gives the incensive power and desire their freedom, 
transmuting desire into the unsullied pleasure and pure enravishment of an intense love for God and the 
incensive power into spiritual fervor, an ever-active fiery elan, a self-possessed frenzy. 

55. The intellect unwavering concentration on spiritual knowl-edge, and the incorruption of the senses when 
hallowed by virtue, constitute an image of the unoriginate kingdom. This occurs when soul and body, through 
the spiritual transmutation of the senses into the intellect, are united with each other solely by the divine law of 
the Spirit. In this state, the ever-active vital energy of the Logos always pervades them, and all unlikeness to the 
divine utterly vanishes.  
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56. Pleasure has been defined as desire realized, since pleasure presupposes the actual presence of something 
regarded as good. Desire, on the other hand, is pleasure that is only potential, since desire seeks tike realization 
in the future of something regarded as good. Incensiveness is frenzy premeditated, and frenzy is incensiveness 
brought into action. Thus he who has subjected desire and incensiveness to the intelligence will find that his 
desire is changed into pleasure through his soul’s unsullied union in grace with the divine, and that his 
incensiveness is changed into a pure fervor shielding his pleasure in the divine, and into a self-possessed frenzy 
in which the soul, ravished by longing, is totally rapt in ecstasy above the realm of created beings. But-so long 
as the world and the soul’s willing attachment to material things are alive in us, we must not give freedom to 



desire and incensiveness, lest they commingle with the sensible objects that are cognate to them, and make war 
against the soul, taking it captive with the passions, as in ancient times the Babylonians took Jerusalem (cf. 2 
Kgs. 25:4). For when Scripture, exhibiting the world of intelligibles through the literal narrative, speaks of an 
age during which the Law commands servants of another tribe to remain in bondage (cf. Lev. 25:40-41), it 
means by ‘age’ the attachment of the soul’s will and purpose to this world, that is, to this present life. 

 

57 Evil has a beginning, for it has its origin in activity on our part which is contrary to nature. But goodness 
does not have a beginning, for it exists by nature before time and before all ages. Goodness is intelligible 
because it can be grasped by intellection. Evil is not intelligible because it cannot be grasped-by intellection. 
Goodness can he spoken about - indeed, it is the only thing we should speak about. It also comes into being - it 
is, in fact, the only thing that should come into being; for although by nature it is uncreated, yet because of 
God’s love for us it allows itself to come into being through us by grace, so that we who create and speak may 
be deified. Evil - which is the only thing that should not come into being - we cannot create. Evil is corruptible 
because corruption is the nature of evil, which does not possess any true existence whatsoever. Goodness is 
incorruptible because it exists eternally and never ceases to be, and watches over everything in which it dwells. 
Goodness, then, is what we should seek with our intelligence, long for with our desire, and keep inviolate with 
our incensive power.  
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With out cognitive insight we should prevent it from being adulterated by anything that is contrary to it. With our 
voice we should make it manifest in speech to those who art ignorant of it. And with our generative power we 
should make it increase or, to put it more accurately, we should be increased by it.       

58. The contemplative intellect, if it is to rule over conceptual images of created things, as well as over its own 
activities, must be in a state barren of evil, that is, one which neither conceives evil in any way nor gives birth to 
it. It must be in this state when it embarks on contemplation lest, in scrutinizing created beings spiritually, it 
inadvertently falls into the power of one of the demons whose nature it is to corrupt the heart’s pure vision by 
means of some sensible object. 



59. He who on account of his virtue or spiritual knowledge falls victim to self-esteem grows his hair like Absalom, 
to no good purpose (cf. 2 Sam. 14:26; 18:9). Outwardly he appears to pursue a moral way of life, but it is 
carefully contrived and mixed (like a mule) with conceit, and designed to deceive onlookers. Puffed up with his 
vainglory, he tries to supplant the spiritual father who gave him birth through the teaching of the Logos; for in 
his pride he wants, like a usurper, to arrogate to himself all the splendor of-the virtue and spiritual knowledge 
which his spiritual father possessed as a gift from God. But when such a man begins to engage in the spiritual 
contemplation of created beings and to fight with his intelligence for truth, because his sensual nature is still full 
of life he is caught by his hair in the oak tree of material appearances; and thus his empty conceit, entangled as 
it is with death, suspends him between heaven and earth (cf. 2 Sam. 18:9). For the victim of self-esteem does 
not possess spiritual knowledge, which like heaven would draw him up out of his degrading conceit, nor does 
he possess earth, that basis, rooted in humility, of practical endeavor which would draw him down from the 
heights to which his arrogance has raised him. The spiritual teacher who gave him birth grieves 
compassionately on seeing him the (cf. 2 Sam. 18:33). In this way his teacher imitates God, who desires not the 
death of a sinner but rather that he should repent and live (cf. Ezek. 33:11). 

60. The origin and consummation of every man’s salvation is wisdom, which initially produces fear but when 
perfected gives rise to loving desire. Or, rather, initially and providentially wisdom  
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manifests itself for our sake as fear, so as to make us who aspire to wisdom desist from evil; but ultimately it exists 
in its natural state for its own sake as loving desire, so as to fill with spiritual mirth those who have abandoned all 
existing things In order to dwell with it. 

61. To those who do not long for it, wisdom is fear, because of the loss which they suffer through their flight from 
it; but in those who cleave to it, wisdom is loving desire, promoting an inner state of joyous activity. For 
wisdom creates fear, delivering a person from the passions by making him apprehensive of punishment; and it 
also produces loving desire, accustoming the intellect through the acquisition of the virtues to behold the 
blessings held in store for us. 



62. Every genuine confession humbles the soul. When it takes the form of thanksgiving, it teaches the soul that it 
has been delivered by the grace of God. When it takes the form of self-accusation, it teaches the soul that it is 
guilty of crimes through its own deliberate indolence. 

63. Confession takes two forms. According to the one, we give thanks for blessings received; according to the 
other, we bring to light and examine what we have done wrong. We use the term confession both for the 
grateful appreciation of the blessings we have received through divine favor, and for the admission of the evil 
actions of which we are guilty. Both forms produce humility. For he who thanks God for blessings and he who 
examines himself for his offences are both humbled. The first judges himself unworthy of what he has been 
given; the second implores forgiveness for his sins. 

64. The passion of pride arises from two kinds of ignorance, and when these two kinds of ignorance unite together 
they form a single confused state of mind. For a man is proud only if he is ignorant both of divine help and of 
human weakness. Therefore pride is a lack of knowledge both in the divine and in the human spheres. For the 
denial of two true premises results in a single false affirmation. 

65. Self-esteem is the replacing of a purpose which accords with God by another purpose which is contrary to the 
divine. For a man full of self-esteem pursues virtue not for God’s glory but for his own, and so purchases with 
his labors the worthless praise of men. 

66. The person who likes to be popular attends solely to the outward show of morality and to the wards of the 
flatterer. With the first he hopes to attract the eyes and with the second the ears of those  
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Who are charmed and impressed only by what is visible and audible, and who judge virtue only with their senses. 
Hence the desire to be popular may be described as an outward display of moral acts and language, as though for the 
sake of virtue but really is  to impress other people. 



67. Hypocrisy is the pretence of friendship, or hatred hidden in the form of friendship, or enmity-operating under 
the guise, of affection, or envy simulating the. character of love, or a style of life adorned with the fiction but 
not the reality of virtue, or  the pretence of righteousness maintained only in external appearance, or deceit with 
the outer form of truth. Hypocrisy is the trade of those who emulate the serpent in their twistings and twinings. 

68. God is the cause of created beings and of their inherent goodness. Thus he who is puffed up with his virtue and 
knowledge, and whose grace-given progress in virtue is not matched by a corresponding recognition of his own 
weakness, falls inevitably into the sin of pride. He who seeks goodness for the sake of his own reputation 
prefers himself to God, for he has been pierced by the nail of self-esteem. By doing or speaking what is virtuous 
in order to be seen by men, he sets a much higher value on the approbation of men than on that of God. In short, 
he is a victim of the desire to be popular. And he who immorally makes use of morality solely to deceive by his 
solemn display of virtue, and hides the evil disposition of his will under the outward form of piety, barters 
virtue for the guile of hypocrisy. He aims at something other than die cause of all things.  

69. The demons of pride, self-esteem, desire for popularity, and hypocrisy, never act by trying to dampen the ardor 
of the virtuous man. Instead, they cunningly reproach him for his shortcomings where the virtues are concerned, 
and suggest that he intensifies his 

efforts, encouraging him in his struggle; They do this in order to entice him to give his full attention to them; in 
this way they make him lose a proper balance and moderation, and lead him imperceptibly to a destination other 
than the one to which he thought he was going. 

70. Neither do these demons hate self-restraint, fasting, almsgiving, hospitality, the singing of psalms, spiritual 
reading, stillness, the most sublime doctrines, sleeping on the ground, vigils, or any of the other things which 
characterize a life lived according to God,  
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so long as the aim and purpose of a person trying to live such a life are tilted in their direction. 

71. A person pursuing the spiritual way is perhaps quicker to recognize the other demons, and so he more easily 
escapes the harm that they do, but in the case of the demons that appear to cooperate with the progress of virtue 
and pretend they want to help in building a temple to the Lord, surely no intellect is so sublime as to recognize 
them without the assistance of the active and living Logos who pervades all things and pierces ‘even to the 
dividing asunder of soul and spirit’ (Heb. 4:12) - who discerns, in other words, which acts or conceptual images 
pertain to the soul, that is, are natural forms or expressions of virtue, and which are spiritual, that is, are 
supranatural and characteristic of God, but bestowed on nature by grace. It is only the Logos who knows 
whether ‘the joints and marrow’, that is, the qualities of virtue and spiritual principles, have been united 
harmoniously or not, and who judges the intentions and thoughts of the heart (ibid.), that is, judges from what is 
said the invisible underlying disposition and the motives hidden in -the soul. For to Him nothing in us is unseen: 
however we think we may escape notice, to Him ‘all things are naked and open’ (Heb. 4:13), not only what we 
do or think, but even what we will do or will think. 

72. By ‘dividing asunder of soul and spirit’ is meant distinguishing between innate virtues, the principles of which 
we possess by nature, and virtues which are from the Spirit, the grace of which we receive as a free gift. The 
Logos discriminates with exactness between the two. 

73. The intentions and thoughts which the Logos discerns are the soul’s relationships with divine principles and 
thoughts, and the causes of these relationships. For an intention moves the mind, which has such a relationship; 
and a thought is directed towards a specific end, which in this way acts as a cause. 

74. If God is essential knowledge, then God is subordinate to the intellect, for clearly the intellect is prior to all 
knowledge that it embraces. Therefore God is beyond knowledge because He is infinitely beyond every 
intellect, whatever the knowledge it embraces.   

75. What man without the divine Logos dwelling in the depths of his heart can overcome the invisible wiles of the 
dissembling  
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demons? How can he on his own, keeping himself free of all con- course with them, found and build the temple of 
the Lord, like Zerubbabel and Joshua and the heads of the clans, who expressly announced to the deceitful spirits of 
pride, self-esteem, desire for popularity and hypocrisy: ‘You cannot share with us in the building of the house for the 
Lord our God; we alone will build for the Lord of Israel’ (1 Esd. 5:70-71)? For concourse with the demons brings 
about the decay and destruction of the whole building, and strips the grace of beauty from divine offerings. 

76. Nobody who accepts, as partners in his struggle for virtue, any of the four demons we have mentioned can build 
for the Lord. If he does accept any of them, as a result of his efforts he will not find God, but will be confirmed 
in the passion that he consolidates through his virtue. 

77. The demons that wage war on us through our shortcomings in virtue are those that teach unchastity, 
drunkenness, avarice and envy. Those that wage war on us through our excessive zeal for virtue teach conceit, 
self-esteem and pride; they secretly pervert what is commendable into what is reprehensible. 

78. When the demons attack us invisibly in the guise of spiritual friendship, pretending that they want to 
accomplish the death of sin by means which in themselves are good, and when they say, ‘Let us build with you 
the temple of your Lord’, would that we might always reply, ‘You cannot share with us in the building of the 
house for the Lord our God; we alone will build for the Lord of Israel’ (1 Esd. 5:70-71). ‘We alone’ because, 
having been freed from the spirits that fight against us through our shortcomings in virtue, and having escaped 
from them, we do not now want to be pierced by those that excite our pride by encouraging us to excessive 
Zeal; because if that happened our fall would be far worse than if we had fallen on account of our shortcomings. 
For had we fallen for this latter reason, there would have been a good chance of recovering, since we would be 
forgiven because of our weakness. But recovery is impossible, or at least difficult, if we fall because we have 
made ourselves hateful through our pride, and in place of what is right have set up something else which we 
regard as better. Yet in another sense we are not building the temple alone because we have the holy angels to 
help us to do what is good; indeed, we even have God Himself, who reveals Himself to us through our works of  
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righteousness said builds us as a holy temple, fit for Himself and free from every passion. 

79. Virtue may be defined as the conscious union of human weakness with divine strength. Thus the person who 
makes no effort to transcend the weakness of human nature has not yet attained the state of virtue. And that is 
why he goes astray, because he has not yet received the power which makes what is weak strong. On the other 
hand, he who willfully relies on his own weakness instead of on divine power, regarding this weakness as 
strength, has completely overshot the bounds of virtue. And that is why he goes astray, because he is unaware 
that he has left goodness behind; indeed, he mistakes his error itself for virtue. Thus the person who makes no 
effort to transcend the limits of his natural weakness is more easily forgiven, because indolence is the main 
reason for his lapse. But he who relies on his own weakness instead of on divine strength in-order to do what is 
right, is likely to have lapsed because of willfulness. 

80. When it is said that ‘the just man’s prayer, made active, has great strength’ (Jas. 5:16), I understand such prayer 
to be made active in two ways. The first is when the person who offers prayer to God supports it with works 
performed in accordance with the commandments. When he does this his prayer is not merely a matter of words 
and of the hollow sound of the tongue, and therefore ineffectual and without real substance, but it is effectual 
and living, animated with the actual fulfilling of the commandments. For prayer and supplication are given real 
substance when the commandments are fulfilled through the practice of the virtues. That is why the just man’s 
prayer is strong and has the power to do all things, for it has been made active in this manner. The second way 
in which a Just man’s prayer is made active is when another person asks for his prayers and then actually carries 
out in practice those things for which he requested the just man to pray; for in such a case this other person “not 
only corrects his former mode of life but also, through his turn for the better, fills the just man’s prayer with 
dynamic strength.  

 

8l. No benefit comes from a just man’s prayer if he who asks for it finds more pleasure in sin than in virtue. For 
Samuel mourned over Saul when he sinned, but he was not able to obtain God’s mercy, for his grief was not 
supported by the necessary change of  
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life on the part of the sinner. Hence God put an end to the pointless grief of His servant, saying to him, ‘How long 
will you mourn for Saul, seeing I have rejected him from reigning over Israel?’ (1 Sam. 16:1). 

82. Again, when the compassionate Jeremiah appealed to God on behalf of the Jewish people because in their 
madness they deludedly worshipped the demons, his prayer was not heard; for it was not supported by the 
actual conversion of the godless Jews from their errors. Hence God also made him desist from his profitless 
prayer, saying:’ Do not pray for this people, do not ask for them to be shown mercy, and do not approach Me 
with farther intercessions on their account, for I will not hear you’ (Jer. 7:16. LXX). 

83. It is indeed the height of folly, not to say of madness, for a person who deliberately takes pleasure in destructive 
sins to seek salvation through the prayers of the just and to ask them to obtain forgiveness for what he actively 
glories in, denied as he is by his own free choice. If he really hates what is evil, he should not ask for the 
prayers of a just man and then allow them to become void and ineffectual; but he should make them active and 
strong, so that winged with his own virtues they may reach Him who has power to grant forgiveness for sins. 

84. The prayer of a just man has great strength when it is made active either by the just man who offers it or by the 
person who asks the just man to offer it for him. When it is made active by the just man, his prayer gives him 
direct communion with God who has the power, to grant what he asks. When the prayer is made active by the 
person who has asked the just man to pray for him, it delivers him from his evil ways and disposes him to 
virtue. 

85. St Peter says, ‘In which you rejoice, even though for a short while you may have to suffer ‘distress from various 
trials’ (1 Pet. 1:6). But how can a person in distress because of such trials rejoice in what distresses him? 

86. There are two kinds of distress. The first is produced imperceptibly in the soul, the second palpably to-the 
senses. The first embraces the fall depth of the soul, tormenting it with the lash of conscience; the second 
pervades all the senses when their natural tendency to turn towards external things is checked by pain. The first 
kind is the result of sensual pleasure, the second of the soul’s felicity. Or rather, the first results from sense 
experiences that we  
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deliberately embrace, the second from those we suffer against our will. 

87. Distress, in my opinion, is a state devoid of pleasure. Absence of pleasure means the presence of pain. Pain is 
clearly a defect in, or a withdrawal of, some natural condition. A defect in some natural condition is a disorder 
or passion in the faculty that functions naturally in that condition. Such a disorder involves the misuse of the 
natural function of that faculty in question. To misuse the natural function is to direct the faculty towards what 
does not exist by nature and lacks substantial being.  

88. The soul’s distress is the result of sensual pleasure. For it is sensual pleasure that produces distress of soul. 
Similarly, distress in the flesh is the result of the soul’s pleasure. For the soul’s felicity is the flesh’s distress. 

89. There are two kinds of distress. The first involves the senses and consists in the absence of bodily pleasures; the 
second involves the intellect and consists in the absence of the soul’s blessings. Trials, or temptations, are 
likewise of two kinds, the first subject to our will and the second not subject to our will. Those subject to our 
will beget bodily pleasure in the senses but distress in the soul. For sin when committed produces distress of 
soul. Those that are not subject to our will become apparent in sufferings undergone unwillingly; they beget 
pleasure in the soul but distress in the senses. 

90. Just as there are two kinds of distress, as I have already explained, so also there are two kinds of trial or 
temptation, the one willingly accepted and the other contrary to our wishes. The first produces intended 
pleasure; the second inflicts unintended pain. For temptation willingly accepted leads to pleasures clearly 
intended by deliberate choice. But a trial undergone contrary to our wishes produces sufferings which are 
obviously not intended by deliberate choice. The first produces distress in the soul, the second in the senses. 

91. Temptation willingly accepted creates distress in the soul, but clearly produces pleasure in the senses. A trial 
undergone contrary to our wishes produces pleasure in the soul but distress in the flesh. 

92. I think that when our Lord and God was teaching His disciples how to pray and said, ‘Lead us not into 
temptation’ (Matt. 6:13), He was teaching them to pray that they should reject the kind of temptation which .we 
accept willingly, that is, to pray that  
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they should not be abandoned to the experience of temptations which, when willingly accepted, lead to intended 
pleasures. But I think that when St James, called the brother of the Lord, was teaching those struggling for truth not 
to be afraid, and said, ‘My brethren, regard it as a great joy when various trials befall you’ (Jas. 1:2), he was 
speaking with reference to the kind of trial which is not subject to our will, that is, to trials which are contrary to our 
wishes and produce suffering. That both these interpretations are correct is clear from the fact that the Lord at once 
adds, ‘But deliver us from the evil one’, and that James continues: ‘Knowing that the testing of your faith produces 
patient endurance; and let this endurance come to fruition, so that you may be perfect and entire, lacking nothing’ 
(Jas. 1:3-4). 

93. The Lord teaches us to pray that we may reject temptations subject to our will because these produce pleasure in 
the flesh and pain in the soul. St James urges us to rejoice in trials contrary to our wishes because these banish 
pleasure from the flesh and pain from the soul. 

94. A perfect man is one who by means of self-control fights against temptations subject to his will, and who 
endures with patience trials that are contrary to his wishes. And an entire man is one whose practice of the 
virtues is completed by spiritual knowledge, and whose contemplation does not remain without practical effect. 

95. Since distress and pleasure each affect both the soul and the senses, he who cultivates the soul’s pleasure and 
patiently accepts the distress of the senses becomes tested, perfect and entire. He is tested by experiencing the 
contrasting effects of pleasure and distress in the senses. He becomes perfect because he fights unremittingly 
against pleasure and distress in the senses with self-control and patience. He becomes entire because, through 
constant obedience to the intelligence, he maintains the conditions that combat the mutually conflicting 
experiences of pleasure and distress in the senses. By these conditions I mean the practice of the virtues and 
contemplation, which he holds together without allowing the one to be in the least disjoined from the other: his 
actions manifest his contemplative knowledge and his-contemplation is protected equally by the intelligence 
and by the practice of the virtues. 

96. He who has had experience of the distress and pleasure of the  
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flesh may be described as tested because he has experienced both the pleasant and the unpleasant aspects of the 
flesh. A perfect man is one who with the power of his intelligence has struggled against the pleasure and pain of the 
flesh and has overcome them. An entire man is one who keeps both his practice of the virtues and his contemplative 
life unvarying through the intensity of his longing for God. 

97. Distress of soul is of two kinds. The first is distress for one’s own sins; the second is distress for the sins of 
others. The cause of such distress is clearly the sensual pleasure either of the man who feels distress or of those 
about whom he is distressed. For strictly speaking there is scarcely ever any sin in man that is not first generated 
by the soul’s witless attachment to the senses for the sake of pleasure. And the cause of pleasure in a man’s soul 
is obviously the distress which he feels in his senses when he delights and rejoices in his own virtues or in those 
of others. For again strictly speaking there is scarcely any virtue in man unless it is first generated by the soul’s 
deliberate detachment from the senses. 

98. When the soul is free of all impassioned attachment to the senses, there is no sin whatsoever in man. Moreover, 
all distress of soul is preceded by pleasure in the flesh. 

99. The true origin of virtue lies in the soul’s voluntary estrangement from the flesh. And the person who subdues 
the flesh with voluntary sufferings imbues his soul with spiritual delight. 

100. When the soul has achieved detachment from the senses for the sake of virtue, the senses will of necessity 
suffer, for the soul’s capacity for devising pleasure will no longer be conjoined with them in a deliberately 
chosen relationship. On the contrary, the soul will now bravely repulse the assaults of natural sensual pleasure 
with self-control; through patient endurance it will implacably resist the attacks of unnatural and involuntary 
suffering; it will not abandon the godlike dignity and glory of virtue for pleasure which has no real substance; 
and it will not fall from the heights of virtue in order to spare the flesh by relieving it of the sufferings induced 
by the pain of the senses. For the cause of distress in the senses is the soul’s complete concentration on what 
accords with nature; and the pleasure of the senses is clearly supported by whatever activity of the soul is 
contrary to nature, for such pleasure can have no principle of existence other than the soul’s rejection of what 
accords with nature.  
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1. The soul has an intellectual capacity that is purposeful and inventive. When this capacity is separated from its 
attachment to the senses, it no longer seeks to satisfy the longing of the flesh for pleasure, as it did previously 
by virtue of their deliberately chosen relationship. Since its entire attention and intention are now fixed on 
divine realities, it refuses to assuage the flesh’s suffering.  

2. The natural energies of the intellect and those of the senses are opposed to one another because of the extreme 
dissimilarity between their objects. The intellect has as its object noetic and incorporeal beings, whose essence 
it is by nature fitted to apprehend; the senses have as object sensible and corporeal entities, which they likewise 
apprehend by virtue of their natural powers. 

3. The origin of sensual pleasure lies in the soul’s rejection of what accords with nature. For when the soul devotes 
its whole strength to the realization of blessings which accord with nature, it has no capacity for seeking out 
sensual pleasure. 

4. When the intelligence takes precedence over the senses in the contemplation of visible things, the flesh is 
deprived of all natural pleasures, because the senses are then kept under control by the intelligence and so are 
not free to pursue their own pleasures. Once the intelligence is dominant in us, the flesh necessarily suffers, be-
cause the intelligence compels it into the service of virtue. 

5. When the intellect regards the senses as its own natural power, it becomes entangled in the superficial aspects of 
sensible things and devises ways of enjoying the pleasures of the flesh. It is unable to transcend the nature of 
visible things because it is held back by its impassioned attachment to the senses. 

6. It can sometimes happen that the intellect is unable to advance to the apprehension of the noetic realities akin to 
it except by  
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way of the contemplation of the intervening sensible objects. But such contemplation is impossible without the 
senses, which are linked to the intellect, yet are naturally akin to sensible objects. As a result the intellect, on 
encountering the superficial aspects of visible things, may well become entangled with them, thinking that the sense-
perception linked with it is its own natural activity. If this occurs, the intellect will fall away from the noetic realities 
which accord with its nature and will grasp with both hands, so to speak, the corporeal entities which are contrary to 
its intelligence; and, because of the victory which the senses have gained over it, the intellect will fill the soul with 
distress. For it will be seared by the whips of conscience because it has become the author of sensual pleasure and 
coarsened itself with thoughts of how to pamper the flesh. But if on the other hand the intellect cuts through the 
superficial aspects of visible things as soon as they strike the senses, it will contemplate the spiritual essences of 
created things stripped of their outer forms. Then it will produce pleasure in the soul, because the soul will not be 
dominated by any of the sensible objects which are contemplated; but in the senses it will produce distress, because 
they will be deprived of every natural sensible object. 

7. Sense-pleasure produces distress or suffering in the soul - the two terms mean the same. The soul’s pleasure, on 
the other hand, produces distress or suffering in the senses. Thus he who longs in hope for life in our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ, through the resurrection of the dead ‘to an inheritance which is incorruptible, pure and 
unfading, kept in heaven’ (1 Pet. 1:4), will exult and feel unutterable joy in his soul, for he will be unceasingly 
full of gladness because of his hope for the blessings held in store; but in his flesh and senses he will experience 
distress, that is to say, the suffering produced by various trials and temptations, and the pain which goes with 
them. For pleasure and suffering accompany every virtue - suffering in the flesh when it is deprived of its 
agreeable lubricious sensuality, and pleasure in the soul, as it delights in spiritual essences stripped of 
everything sensible. 

8. In this present life - for that is what I take ‘this present time’ to mean - the intellect must feel distress with 
respect to the flesh, because of the many sufferings resulting from the trials and temptations that beset it in its 
struggle for virtue; but it must always rejoice with respect to the soul, and delight in the hope of eternal  
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blessings, even though its senses are burdened with suffering. For ‘the sufferings of this present time are not worthy 
to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us’ (Rom. 8:18), says St Paul. 

9. The flesh belongs to the soul, but the soul does not belong to the flesh. For the lesser belongs to the greater, not 
the greater to the lesser. But the law of sin - which is sensual pleasure - has become interlaced with the flesh 
through the fall. Because of this the flesh has been condemned to suffer death, for the purpose of death is to 
destroy the law of the flesh. Hence the man who knows that because of sin death was introduced, in order to 
destroy sin, always rejoices in his soul when he sees that, as a result of his many sufferings, the law of sin is 
withdrawing from his flesh, thus preparing him to receive in the spirit the blessed life that is held in store. For 
unless in this present life the law of sin, evidenced in the will’s attachment to the flesh, is drained from the flesh 
as though from some vessel, no one can receive that blessed life. 

10. He who is full of distress with respect to his flesh because of the sufferings he endures for the sake of virtue, 
rejoices in his soul because of that very virtue; for he beholds as a present reality the beauty of the blessings 
held in store. For the sake of virtue he severs his will from the flesh, and so dies daily, like David (cf. Ps. 
44:22). At the same time, he is continually renewed through his soul’s spiritual regeneration; for he possesses 
both salutary pleasure and profitable distress. By this distress I do not mean that witless distress felt by most 
people, which torments their soul because, after developing unnatural impulses towards what it should reject 
and an aversion for what it should not reject, it then finds itself bereft of passions and material things. On the 
contrary, I have in mind the distress which is purposive and approved by those endowed with divine wisdom, 
and which indicates the presence of something evil. For distress is defined as evil present; and it is produced in 
the soul when sensual pleasure predominates over intelligent discrimination. But it is produced in the senses 
when the soul pursues the path of virtue unhindered; indeed, it induces as much suffering in the senses as it 
creates pleasure and joy in the soul that is brought near to God through the illumination conferred upon it by 
virtue and spiritual knowledge. 

11. Salutary pleasure is the soul’s joy on account of virtue,  
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while profitable distress is the pain the flesh suffers for the sake of virtue. Moreover, he who has given himself up to 
passions and material things generates impulses towards what he should not desire; while he who does not welcome 
the calamities that deprive him of passions and material things creates an aversion for what he should desire. 

12. Divine grace cannot actualize the illumination of spiritual knowledge unless there is a natural faculty capable of 
receiving the illumination. But that faculty itself cannot actualize the illumination without the grace which God 
bestows. 

13. Not even the grace of the Holy Spirit can actualize wisdom in the saints unless there is an intellect capable of 
receiving it; or spiritual knowledge unless there is a faculty of intelligence that can receive it; or faith unless 
there is in the intellect and the intelligence full assurance about the realities to be disclosed hereafter and until 
then hidden from everyone; or gifts of healing unless there is natural compassion; or any other gift of grace 
without the disposition and faculty capable of receiving it. On the other hand, a man cannot acquire a single one 
of these gifts with his natural faculties unless aided by the divine power that bestows them. All the saints show 
that God’s grace does not suspend man’s natural powers; for, after receiving revelations of divine realities, they 
inquired into the spiritual principles contained in what had been revealed to them. 

14. If a person asks without passion, he will receive the grace to enable him to practice the virtues. And if he seeks 
with dispassion, he will through natural contemplation find the truth inherent in created beings. And if he 
dispassionately knocks on the door of spiritual knowledge, he will without hindrance attain the hidden grace of 
mystical theology (cf. Matt. 7:7-8). 

15. He who dispassionately seeks for what is divine will certainly receive what he seeks. He who seeks with any 
passion will fail to find what he seeks. For Scripture says, ‘You ask, and do not receive, because you ask. 
wrongly’ (Jas. 4:3). 

16. The Holy Spirit within us searches out the spiritual knowledge of created beings. But He does not search it out 
for Himself, because He is God and beyond all knowledge; on the contrary, He searches it out for our sakes, 
who are in need of such knowledge. Similarly the Logos, when He accomplished His mystery through the flesh, 
became flesh not for Himself but for us. Yet just as the Logos,  
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as befits God, did not actualize what naturally pertains to the flesh without assuming flesh endowed with soul and 
intellect, so the Holy Spirit does not actualize in the saints a spiritual knowledge of the mysteries apart from that 
faculty in them which naturally searches out such knowledge. 

17. Just as it is impossible for the eye to perceive sensible objects without the light of the sun, so the human 
intellect cannot engage in spiritual contemplation without the light of the Spirit. For physical light naturally 
illuminates the senses so that they may perceive physical bodies; while spiritual light illumines the intellect so 
that it can engage in contemplation and thus grasp what lies beyond the senses. 

18. The faculties which search out divine realities were implanted by the Creator in the essence of human nature at 
its very entrance into being; but divine realities themselves are revealed to man through grace by the power of 
the Holy Spirit descending upon him. When, as a result of the fall, the devil had riveted the attention of these 
faculties to visible things, nobody understood or sought out God, because in all who participated in human 
nature intellect and intelligence were confined to the superficial aspects of sensible things, and so they acquired 
no understanding of what lies beyond the senses. But then, in those who had not of their own free will become 
inwardly subject to deceit, the grace of the Holy Spirit broke the attachment of these faculties to material things 
and restored them to their original state. On receiving them back thus purified, men again sought out divine 
realities, and they have continued to search them out through the same grace of the Holy Spirit. 

19. The soul’s salvation is the consummation of faith (cf. 1 Pet. 1:9). This consummation is the revelation of what 
has been believed. Revelation is the inexpressible interpenetration of the believer with the object of belief and 
takes place according to each believer’s degree of faith (cf. Rom. 12:6). Through that interpenetration the 
believer finally returns to his origin. This return is the fulfillment of desire. Fulfillment of desire is ever-active 
repose in the object of desire. Such repose is eternal uninterrupted enjoyment of this object. Enjoyment of this 
kind entails participation in supra-natural divine realities. This participation consists in the participant becoming 
like that in which he participates. Such likeness involves,  
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so far as this is possible, an identity with respect to energy between the participant and that in which he participates 
by virtue of the likeness. This identity with respect to energy constitutes the deification of the saints. Deification, 
briefly, is the encompassing and fulfillment of all times and ages, and of all that exists in either. This encompassing 
and fulfillment is the union, in the person granted salvation, of his real authentic origin with his real authentic con-
summation. This union presupposes a transcending of all that by nature is essentially limited by an origin and a 
consummation. Such transcendence is effected by the almighty and more than powerful energy of God, acting in a 
direct and infinite manner in the person found worthy of this transcendence. The action of this divine energy 
bestows a more than ineffable pleasure and joy on him in whom the unutterable and unfathomable union with the 
divine is accomplished. This, in the nature of things, cannot be perceived, conceived or expressed. 

20. Nature does not contain the inner principles of what is beyond nature any more than it contains the laws of what 
is contrary to nature. By what is beyond nature I mean the divine and inconceivable pleasure which God 
naturally produces in those found worthy of being united with Him through grace. By what is contrary to nature 
I mean the indescribable pain brought about by the privation of such pleasure. This pain God naturally produces 
in the unworthy when He is united to them in a manner contrary to grace. For God is united with all men 
according to the underlying quality of their inner state; and, at the creation of each person, He provides each 
person with the capacity to perceive and sense Him when He is united in one way or another with all men at the 
end of the ages. 

21. The Holy Spirit leads those who seek the spiritual principles and qualities of salvation to an understanding of 
them; for He does not allow the power with which they naturally seek divine things to remain inactive and 
unproductive in them. 

22. First a man seeks to make his will dead to sin and sin dead to his will, and to this end he investigates how and 
by what means he should make these two dead to one another. When that has been done, he seeks to make his 
will alive in virtue and virtue alive in his will; and to this end he investigates how and by what means he should 
vivify each in the other. To seek is to have an appetite for  
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some object of desire; to investigate is to employ effective means by which the appetite can attain that object. 

23. He who is to be saved must make not only sin dead to his will but also his will dead to sin. He must resurrect 
not only his will by means of virtue but also virtue by means of his will. In this way the will, being put to death 
and entirely disjoined from the totality of sin, which likewise has been put to death, becomes impervious to sin, 
while as revivified it becomes wholly conscious, through its unbroken union with it, of the totality of virtue, 
which itself has been revivified. For he who has made his will dead to sin has been united with the likeness of 
the death of Christ; and he who has given his will new life through righteousness has also become one with His 
resurrection (cf. Rom. 6:5). 

24. When sin and will become dead to each other they become mutually impervious to each other; and when 
righteousness and will have life in each other they become mutually conscious of each other. 

25. Christ is by nature both God and man. In an ineffable and supernatural manner we participate by grace in Him 
as God, while He in His incomprehensible love for men shares as man in our lot for our sake by making 
Himself one with us with a form like ours. The saints foresaw Him mystically in the Spirit and were taught that 
the glory to be revealed in Christ in the future because of His virtue must be preceded by the sufferings which 
He would endure for the sake of virtue (cf. 1 Pet. 1:11). 

26. When the intellect in its longing is drawn in a manner beyond its understanding towards the source of created 
beings, it simply seeks; when the intelligence explores in various ways the true essences in created beings, it 
investigates. 

27. Seeking is the intellect’s first, simple, fervent movement towards its own cause. Investigating is the 
intelligence’s first, simple discernment of its own cause with the help of some concept. Again, seeking occurs 
when the intellect, spurred on by intense longing, moves spiritually, and in cognitive awareness, towards its 
own cause. Investigating occurs when the intelligence, through the operation of the virtues, discerns its own 
cause with the help of some wise and profound concept. 

28. While the holy and divine prophets were seeking out and investigating all that is connected with the salvation of 
souls, the  
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movement of their intellects towards God was spurred on by their longing and kept fervent with cognitive insight 
and spiritual knowledge; and the discriminative power of their intelligence, in its active discernment of divine 
realities, was full of understanding and wisdom. Those who imitate them will also seek the salvation of souls with 
cognitive insight and spiritual knowledge; and by investigating with understanding and wisdom they will be able to 
discern the works of God. 

29. The intelligence recognizes two kinds of knowledge of divine realities. The first is relative, because it is 
confined to the intelligence and its intellections, and does not entail any real perception, through actual 
experience, of what is known. In our present life we are governed by this kind of knowledge. The second is true 
and authentic knowledge. Through experience alone and through grace it brings about, by means of 
participation and without the help of the intelligence and its intellections, a total and active perception of what is 
known. It is through this second kind of knowledge that, when we come into our inheritance, we receive 
supernatural and ever-activated deification. The relative knowledge that resides in the intelligence and its 
intellections is said to stimulate our longing for the real knowledge attained by participation. This real 
knowledge, which through experience and participation brings about a perception of what is known, supersedes 
the knowledge that resides in the intelligence and the intellections. 

30. Knowledge, that is to say, is of two kinds. The first resides in the intelligence and its divine intellections, and 
does not include, in terms of actual vision, a perception of what is known. The second consists solely in the 
actual enjoyment of divine realities through direct vision, without the help of the intelligence and its intellec-
tions. But the intelligence is capable of giving us an intimation of what can be known through true knowledge 
and so of arousing in us a longing for such knowledge. 

31. According to the wise, we cannot use our intelligence to think about God at the same time as we experience 
Him, or have an intellection of Him while we are perceiving Him directly. By ‘think about God’ I mean 
speculate about Him on the basis of an analogy between Him and created beings. By ‘perceiving Him directly’ I 
mean experiencing divine or supernatural realities through participation. By ‘an intellection of Him’ I mean the 
simple and unitary  
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knowledge of God which is derived from created beings. What we have said is confirmed by the fact that, in general, 
our experience of a thing puts a stop to our thinking about it, and our direct perception of it supersedes our 
intellection of it. By ‘experience’ I mean spiritual knowledge actualized on a level that transcends all thought; and 
by ‘direct perception’ I mean a supra-intellective participation in what is known. Perhaps this is what St Paul 
mystically teaches when he says, ‘As for prophecies, they will pass away; as for speaking in tongues, this will cease; 
as for knowledge, it too will vanish’ (1 Cor. 13:8); for he is clearly referring here to the knowledge gained by the 
intelligence through thought and intellection. 

32. It was indeed indispensable that He who is by nature the Creator of the being of all things should Himself, 
through grace, accomplish their deification, and in this way reveal Himself to be not only the author of being 
but also the giver of eternal well-being. Every creature is totally ignorant both of its own essential being and of 
that of every other created thing; in consequence no created thing has by nature foreknowledge of anything that 
will come into existence. Only God has such foreknowledge, and He transcends created things. For He knows 
what He is in His essence and He knows of the existence of everything made by Him before it comes into 
being; and it is His purpose to endow created things through grace with a knowledge both of their own essential 
being and of that of other things; for He will reveal to them the inner principles of their creation, pre-existent in 
a unified manner within Himself. 

33. When God the Logos created human nature He did not make the senses susceptible either to pleasure or to pain; 
instead, He implanted in it a certain noetic capacity through which men could enjoy Him in an inexpressible 
way. By this capacity I mean the intellect’s natural longing for God. But on his creation the first man, through 
an initial movement towards sensible objects, transferred this longing to his senses, and through them began to 
experience pleasure in a way which is contrary to nature. Whereupon God in His providential care for our 
salvation implanted pain in us as a kind of chastising force; and so through pain the law of death was wisely 
rooted in the body, thus setting limits to the intellect’s manic longing, directed, in a manner contrary to nature, 
towards sensible objects.  
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34. Pleasure and pain were not created simultaneously with the flesh. On the contrary, it was the fall that led man to 
conceive and pursue pleasure in a way that corrupted his power of choice, and that also brought upon him, by 
way of chastisement, the pain that leads to the dissolution of his nature. Thus because of pleasure sin became 
the freely chosen death of the soul; and pain, by means of this dissolution, brought about the disintegration of 
the material form of the flesh. For God has providentially given man pain he has not chosen, together with the 
death that follows from it, in order to chasten him for the pleasure he has chosen. 

35. Because of the meaningless pleasure which invaded human nature, a purposive pain, in the form of multiple 
sufferings, also gained entrance. It is in and from these sufferings that death takes its origin. Such pain drives 
out unnatural pleasure, but does not totally destroy it. Its total destruction is effected by the grace of divine 
pleasure when this is active in the intellect. 

36. Sufferings freely embraced and those that come unsought drive out pleasure and allay its impetus. But they do 
not destroy the capacity for pleasure which resides in human nature like a natural law. For the cultivation of 
virtue produces dispassion in one’s will but not in one’s nature. But when dispassion has been attained in one’s 
will the grace of divine pleasure becomes active in the intellect. 

37. All suffering has as its cause some pleasure which has preceded it. Hence all suffering is a debt which those 
who share in human nature pay naturally in return for pleasure. For suffering naturally follows unnatural 
pleasure in all men whose generation has been preceded by submission to the rule of causeless pleasure. I 
describe the pleasure that derives from the fall as ‘causeless’ because clearly it has not come about as the result 
of any previous suffering. 

38. Once human nature had submitted to the syndrome of pleasure freely chosen followed by pain imposed against 
one’s will, it would have been completely impossible for it to be restored to its original life had the Creator not 
become man and accepted by His own free choice the pain intended as a chastisement for man’s freely chosen 
pleasure. But in His case the pain was not preceded by generation according to the rule of pleasure. In this way, 
by accepting a birth which did not originate in pleasure, it was possible for Him to liberate birth from the 
penalty imposed on it.  
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39. After the fall the generation of every man was by nature impassioned and preceded by pleasure. From this rule 
no one was exempt. On the contrary, as if discharging a natural debt, all underwent sufferings and the death that 
comes from them. None could find the way to freedom, for all were under the tyranny of ill-gotten pleasure, and 
so subject to justly deserved sufferings and the still more justly deserved death which they engender. Because of 
this, another kind of suffering and death had to be conceived, first to destroy the ill-gotten pleasure and the 
justly deserved sufferings consequent on it - sufferings which have pitiably brought about man’s disintegration, 
since his life originates in the corruption that comes from his generation through pleasure and ends in the 
corruption that comes through death; and, second, to restore suffering human nature. This other kind of 
suffering and death was both unjust and undeserved: undeserved because it was in no way generated by 
preceding pleasure, and unjust because it was not the consequence of any passion-dominated life. This other 
kind of suffering and death, however, had to be devised so that, intervening between ill-gotten pleasure and 
justly deserved suffering and death, it could completely abolish the pleasure-provoked origin of human life and 
its consequent termination in death, and thus free it from the pleasure-pain syndrome. It would then recover its 
original blessedness, unpolluted by any of the characteristics inherent in beings subject to generation and decay. 

That is why the Logos of God, being by nature fully God, became fully man, with a nature constituted like ours 
of a soul endowed with intellect and a body capable of suffering; only in His case this nature was without sin, 
because His birth in time from a woman was not preceded by the slightest trace of that pleasure arising from the 
primal disobedience. In His love He deliberately accepted the painful death which, because of pleasure, 
terminates human life, so that by suffering unjustly He might abolish the pleasure-provoked and unjust origin 
by which this life is dominated. For, unlike that of everyone else, the Lord’s death was not the payment of a 
debt incurred because of pleasure, but was on the contrary a challenge thrown down to pleasure; and so through 
this death He utterly destroys that justly deserved death which ends human life. For the cause of His being was 
not the illicit pleasure, justly punished by death, through which death entered into human life.  
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40. The Lord is wise, just and mighty by nature. Because He is wise, He could not be ignorant of the way in which 
to heal human nature. Because He is just, He could not save man, whose will was in the grip of sin, in a 
tyrannical fashion. Because He is almighty, He could not prove unequal to the task of completing His healing 
mission. 

41. The wisdom of God is revealed in His becoming by nature a true man. His justice is shown by His assumption, 
at His nativity, of a passible nature identical to our own. His might is shown by His creation, through His 
suffering and death, of a life that is by nature eternal and of a state of dispassion that is immutable. 

42. The Lord revealed His wisdom by the way in which He healed man, becoming man without the slightest change 
or mutation. He demonstrated the equity of justice when in His self-abasement He submitted deliberately to the 
sentence to which what is passible in human nature is subject, and made that sentence a weapon for the 
destruction of sin and of the death which comes through sin - that is, for the destruction of pleasure and of the 
pain which pleasure engenders. It was in this pleasure-pain syndrome that the dominion of sin and death lay: the 
tyranny of sin committed in pursuit of pleasure, and the lordship of the painful death consequent upon sin. For 
the dominion of pleasure and pain clearly applies to what is passible in human nature. And we seek how to 
alleviate through pleasure the penalty of pain, thus in the nature of things increasing the penalty. For in our 
desire to escape pain we seek refuge in pleasure, and so try to bring relief to our nature, hard pressed as it is by 
the torment of pain. But through trying in this way to blunt pain with pleasure, we but increase our sum of 
debts, for we cannot enjoy pleasure that does not lead to pain and suffering. 

43. The Lord gave clear evidence of His supreme power in what He endured from hostile forces when He endowed 
human nature with an incorruptible form of generation. For through His passion He conferred dispassion, 
through suffering repose, and through death eternal life. By His privations in the flesh He re-established and 
renewed the human state, and by His own incarnation He bestowed on human nature the supranatural grace of 
deification. 

44. God became true man and bestowed on human nature a new or second form of generation leading us through 
suffering to the pleasure of the life held in store for us. For when our forefather  
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Adam broke the divine commandment, in the place of the original form of generation he conceived and introduced 
into human nature, at the prompting of the serpent, another form, originating in pleasure and terminating through 
suffering in death. This pleasure was not the consequence of antecedent suffering but, rather, resulted in suffering. 
And because he introduced this ill-gotten pleasure-provoked form of generation, he deservedly brought on himself, 
and on all men born in the flesh from him, the doom of death through suffering. Thus, when the Lord became man 
and created in human nature a new form of generation, accomplished by the Holy Spirit, He accepted that death 
through suffering, justly deserved in the case of Adam, but in His case not deserved at all because His own 
generation was not provoked by the ill-gotten pleasure introduced by our forefather through his disobedience; and 
by doing so He destroyed whatever in the origin and doom of human generation according to Adam was not initially 
from God, and made all those who were reborn spiritually from Him free from its guilt. 

45. The Lord removed the pleasure which arises from the law of sin, in order to nullify the effects of generation 
according to the flesh in those reborn in Him by grace through the Spirit. For when the pleasure of generation 
inherited from Adam is no longer active within them, but only the pain that arose because of Adam, He allows 
them to experience death, which was originally a sentence imposed on human nature as a penalty for sin; but in 
their case it is not a debt payable for sin, but an event that God in His providence permits, because of their 
natural condition, for the purpose of destroying sin. For when death is not born of that pleasure whose 
chastisement is its natural function, it begets eternal life. For just as Adam’s life of pleasure gave birth to death 
and corruption, so the Lord’s death on account of Adam, being unconditioned by the pleasure that originated in 
Adam, was the genitor of eternal life. 

46. After the fall human life was generated by means of pleasure-provoked conception through sperm and of birth 
into the world of transience; and it ended in painful death through corruption. But the Lord was not generated in 
the flesh in the same manner, nor was He conquered by death. 

47. Sin first enticed Adam and tricked him into breaking the commandment; and by giving substance to sensual 
pleasure and by 
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attaching itself through such pleasure to the very root of nature, it brought the sentence of death on all nature, since 
through man it impels all created things towards death. All this was contrived by the devil, that spawn of sin and 
father of iniquity who through pride expelled himself from divine glory, and through envy of us and of God expelled 
Adam from paradise (cf. Wisd. 2:24), in order to destroy the works of God and dissolve what had been brought into 
existence. 

48. Since the devil is jealous both of us and of God, he persuaded man by guile that God was jealous of him (cf. 
Gen. 3:6), and so made him break the commandment. The devil is jealous of God lest His power should be seen 
actually divinizing man: and he is jealous of man lest through the attainment of virtue man should become a 
personal participant in divine glory. The foul thing is jealous not only of us, because of the glory which we 
attain with God through virtue, but also of God, because of that power, worthy of all praise, with which He 
accomplishes our salvation. 

49. In Adam the sentence of death was imposed on nature (cf. Gen. 2:17), since sensual pleasure had become the 
principle of its generation. In Christ it was on sin that the sentence of death was imposed (cf. Rom. 8:3), for in 
Christ nature was given a new form of generation, unconditioned by sensual pleasure. 

50. If we who have been given the honor of becoming the house of God (cf. Heb. 3:6) by grace through the Spirit 
must patiently endure suffering for the sake of righteousness (cf. Heb. 10:36) in order to condemn sin, and must 
readily submit like criminals to insolent death even though we are good, ‘what will be the fate of those who 
refuse to obey the Gospel of God?’ (1 Pet. 4:17). That is to say, what will be the fate or sentence of those who 
not only have diligently kept that pleasure-provoked, nature-dominating Adamic form of generation alive and 
active in their soul and body, will and nature, right up to the end; but who also accept neither God the Father, 
who summons them through His incarnate Son, nor the Son and Mediator Himself, the ambassador of the 
Father (cf. 1 Tim. 2:5)? To reconcile us with the Father, at His Father’s wish the Son deliberately gave Himself 
to death on our behalf so that, just as He consented to be dishonored for our sake by assuming our passions, to 
an equal degree He might glorify us with the beauty of His own divinity. 
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51. God is the limitless, eternal and infinite abode of those who attain salvation. He is all things to all men 
according to their degree of righteousness; or, rather, He has given Himself to each man according to the 
measure in which each man, in the light of spiritual knowledge, has endured suffering in this life for the sake of 
righteousness. Thus He resembles the soul that reveals its activity in the members of the body according to the 
actual capacity of each member, and that itself keeps the members in being and sustains their life. This being 
the case, ‘where will the ungodly and the sinner appear’ (1 Pet. 4:18) if he is deprived of such grace? For if a 
man cannot receive the active presence of God on which his well-being depends, and so fails to attain the divine 
life that is beyond age, time and place, where will he be? 

52. If a person refuses to allow God, the abode of all who are saved and source of their well-being, to sustain his 
life and to assure his well-being, what will become of him? And if the righteous man will be saved only with 
much difficulty (cf. Prov. 11:31. LXX; 1 Pet. 4:18), what will become of the man who has not attained any 
principle of devotion and virtue in this present life? 

53. By a single infinitely powerful act of will God in His goodness will gather all together, angels and men, the 
good and the evil. But, although God pervades all things absolutely, not all will participate in Him equally: they 
will participate in Him according to what they are. 

54. All, whether angels or men, who in everything have maintained a natural justice in their disposition, and have 
made themselves actively receptive to the inner principles of nature in a way that accords with the universal 
principle of well-being, will participate totally in the divine life that irradiates them; for they have submitted 
their will to God’s will. Those who in all things have failed to maintain a natural justice in their disposition, and 
have been actively disruptive of the inner principles of nature in a way that conflicts with the universal principle 
of well-being, will lapse completely from divine life, in accordance with their dedication to what lacks being; 
for they have opposed their will to God’s will. It is this that separates them from God, for the principle of well-
being, vivified by good actions and illumined by divine life, is not operative in their will. 

55. The scales on which the disposition of each being, whether  
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angel or man, will be weighed at the last judgment is the principle of nature, which shows clearly whether that angel 
or man inclines towards well-being or its opposite. It is in accordance with this inclination that each being 
participates or fails to participate in divine life. For God will gather together into His presence all angels and men 
according to their being and their eternal being. But He will gather together in a special way according to their 
eternal well-being only those who are holy, leaving to those who are not holy eternal lack of well-being as the mixed 
fruit of their disposition. 

56. In the mystery of the divine incarnation the distinction between the two natures, divine and human, in Christ 
does not imply that He is divided into two persons. On the one hand, a fourth person is not added to the Trinity, 
which would be the case if the incarnate Christ was divided into two persons; while on the other hand, since 
nothing can be coessential or cognate with the Divinity, there must be a distinction between the divine and 
human natures in Him. In other words, in the incarnation the two natures have united to form a single person, 
not a single nature. Thus not only does the hypostatic union formed by the coming together of the two natures 
constitute a perfect unity, but also the different elements which come together in the indivisible union retain 
their natural character, free from all change and confusion. 

57. With regard to Christ, we do not speak of a distinction of persons, because the Trinity remained a Trinity after 
the incarnation of the Logos. A fourth person was not added to the Holy Trinity as a result of the incarnation. 
We speak of a distinction of natures to avoid asserting that the flesh is coessential in its nature with the Logos. 

58. He who does not distinguish the two natures in Christ has no basis for affirming that the Logos became flesh 
without change. He does not acknowledge that after the union that which assumed and that which was assumed 
are preserved according to their nature in the single person of the one Christ, our God and Savior. 

59. There is after the union a distinction in Christ between the nature of His flesh and that of His divinity, for 
divinity and flesh are never identical in their essence. Hence the union of the two elements, divine and human, 
which have come together has generated not a single nature, but a single person. With regard to this person, 
there is no distinction in Christ of any kind whatsoever, for  
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as a person the Logos is identical with His own flesh. Had there been such a distinction in Christ, He could not be 
one person in every way. Where the person of Christ is concerned, His oneness does not admit of any kind of 
distinction whatsoever, and in every way it is, and is affirmed to be, a unity for all eternity. 

60. With the help of hope, faith perfects our love for God. By making us keep the commandments, a clear 
conscience gives substance to our love for our neighbor. For a clear conscience cannot be charged with the 
breaking of a commandment. Only those who seek true salvation believe in their hearts in these three things, 
faith, hope and love.  

61. Nothing is swifter than believing, and nothing is easier than to confess orally the grace that comes from what 
has been believed. It is his belief that reveals the believer’s living love for his Creator; it is his confession of the 
grace received that reveals his godly affection for his neighbor. Love and genuine affection - that is, faith and a 
clear conscience - are clearly the result of a hidden impulse of the heart; for the heart is fully able to generate 
without using external matter. 

62. If a person’s will is not directed towards what is good, it is inevitably directed towards evil; for it cannot be 
stationary with regard to both. Because it implies obduracy with regard to virtue Scripture describes the soul’s 
sluggishness in pursuing what is good as ‘stones’; while it describes as ‘timber’ the soul’s readiness to commit 
evil (cf. Zech. 5:4). But sense perception allied with the activity of the intellect produces virtue with spiritual 
knowledge. 

63. By ‘dividing wall’ (Eph. 2:14) Scripture means the natural law of the body, and by ‘barrier’ (ibid.) that 
attachment to the passions according to the law of the flesh which constitutes sin. For attachment to shameful 
passions is a barrier set up by the law of nature - of the passible aspect of nature - walling off soul from body, 
and preventing a person from practicing the virtues in such a way that by means of the soul their principle 
passes into the flesh. Once their principle has passed into the flesh and has overthrown the law of nature - of the 
passible aspect of nature - it destroys the attachment to unnatural passions which that law imposes. 

64. When through his guile the devil pillages the knowledge of God inherent in nature and arrogates it to himself, 
he is a thief, because he is attempting to transfer devotion from God to himself.  

 
[V2] 252 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Fourth Century 



This he does by diverting the intellect from its contemplation of the spiritual essences of created things and by 
limiting its scope merely to their superficial visible aspects. Then, after perverting the soul’s natural functions, he 
speciously impels it to practice what is contrary to nature: by means of what appears to be good he persuasively 
attaches its desire to what is evil, and by swearing falsely on the name of the Lord he leads the soul thus persuaded 
towards things other than those he has promised. He is a thief because he arrogates the spiritual knowledge of nature 
to himself; he is a perjurer because he persuades the soul to labor to no purpose for what is contrary to nature. 

65. A thief is a man who in order to deceive his hearers pretends to reverence divine principles. Although he has not 
come to know the true quality of these principles through his actions, he traffics in glory merely by speaking 
about it, hoping that in this manner he will be thought righteous by his hearers and so capture their admiration. 
To put it simply, he whose way of life does not match his speech, and whose inner disposition is opposed to 
spiritual knowledge, is a thief whose appropriation of what is not his proves him to be evil. Scripture fittingly 
addresses these words to him: ‘But to the wicked God says, “Why do you speak of my statutes and appropriate 
my covenant with your mouth?” ‘ (Ps. 50:16. LXX). 

66. A man is also a thief when he conceals his soul’s unseen evil behind a seemingly virtuous way of life, and 
disguises his inner disposition with an affected innocence. Just as one kind of thief filches his audience’s mind 
by uttering words of wisdom, so this kind pilfers the senses of those who see him by his pretence of virtue. To 
him it will be said: ‘Be ashamed of yourselves, all you who are dressed in clothes that do not belong to you’ (cf. 
Zeph. 1:8), and: ‘In that day the Lord will reveal their pretence’ (Isa. 3:17. LXX). I seem to hear God saying 
these things to me daily in the hidden workshop of my heart, and feel that I am explicitly condemned on both 
counts. 

67. A man is a perjurer - that is to say, he swears falsely on the name of the Lord - when he promises God that he 
will lead a life of virtue and instead pursues what is alien to his promise, in this way breaking, through neglect 
of the commandments, the vows of his profession of the religious life. To put it briefly, he who has freely 
chosen to live according to God and is not perfectly dead to this  
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present life is a liar and a perjurer, since he has sworn an oath before God - that is, he has promised Him to follow 
the spiritual path irreproachably - and he has not fulfilled his promise. For this reason he merits no praise at all. For 
although ‘everyone that swears by Him shall be praised’ (Ps. 63:11. LXX), this applies only to those who, having 
dedicated their life to God, fulfill the vows of their promise through truly performing works of righteousness. 

68. He who simulates spiritual knowledge merely by the utterance of words filches the mind of those who hear him 
in order to boost his own reputation. Similarly, he who simulates virtue in his outward behavior pilfers the sight 
of those who look at him, once more in order to promote his own self-glory. Both steal by means of deceit, the 
first perverting his audience’s mind, the second the bodily sense of those who see him.  

69. The person who fulfils the promises he has made merits praise because he has sworn an oath before God and 
has remained faithful to it; conversely, the person who breaks his promises will be impugned and dishonored 
because he has sworn an oath before God and has been found false. 

70. Not every man who comes into this world is necessarily enlightened by the Logos (cf. John 1:9), for many 
remain unenlightened and have no share in the light of knowledge. But every man who comes into the real 
world of the virtues by his own free will, and so through a voluntary birth, is unquestionably enlightened by the 
Logos, receiving an immutable state of virtue and an infallible understanding of true knowledge. 

71. Not all persons and things designated in Holy Scripture by the same word are necessarily to be understood in 
exactly the same way. On the contrary, if we are to infer the meaning of the written text correctly, each thing 
mentioned must clearly be understood according to the significance that underlies its verbal form. 

72. If always understood in the same way, none of the persons, places, times, or any of the other things mentioned 
in Scripture, whether animate or inanimate, sensible or intelligible, will yield either the literal or spiritual sense 
intended. Thus he who wishes to study the divine knowledge of Scripture without floundering must respect the 
differences of the recorded events or sayings, and interpret each in a different way, assigning to it the 
appropriate spiritual sense according to the context of place and time.  
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73. Everyone should be taught to live and govern himself according to his intelligence alone, and to have so little 



concern for his body that he is able to break, through strenuous effort, his soul’s attachment to it, and so to free 
his soul from all images of material things. The senses, which at first rejected the intelligence and accepted the 
folly of sensual pleasure, like a sinuous snake, must be quelled by the intelligence. It was because man had 
rejected intelligence that the sentence of death was justly imposed on him in order to put an end to the devil’s 
access to his soul. 

74. The senses belong to a single family but are divided into five individual types. Through the apprehensive force 
particular to each individual type, the deluded soul is persuaded to desire the corresponding sensible objects 
instead of God. Hence the man of intelligence will choose to die voluntarily according to the flesh before the 
advent of that death which comes whether he likes it or not; and to this end he will completely sever his inner 
disposition from the senses. 

75. When the senses have the intellect in their clutches, they propagate polytheism through each individual sense 
organ; because in their slavery to the passions they pay divine honors to the sensible objects corresponding to 
each organ. 

76. When a man sticks to the mere letter of Scripture, his nature is governed by the senses alone, in this way 
proving his soul’s attachment to the flesh. For if the letter is not understood in a spiritual way, its significance is 
restricted to the level of the senses, which do not allow its full meaning to pass over into the intellect. When the 
letter is appropriated by his senses alone, he receives it Judaic-wise merely in the literal sense, and so lives 
according to the flesh, spiritually dying each day the death of sin on account of his forceful senses; for he 
cannot put his body’s pursuits to death by the Spirit in order to live the life of bliss in the Spirit. ‘For if you live 
according to the flesh, you will die,’ says St Paul, ‘but if through the Spirit you put to death the body’s pursuits, 
you will live’ (Rom. 8:13).  

77. Let us not light the divine lamp - that is, the illuminating principle of knowledge - through contemplation and 
the practice of the virtues, and then place it under the grain bin (cf. Matt. 5:15); for if we do we shall be 
condemned for confining the incomprehensible power of wisdom to the letter. On the contrary, let us put  
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it on a lampstand - the Holy Church - beaconing to all men the light of divine truth from the summit of 



contemplation. 

78. He who like Job and the courageous martyrs bears the assaults of unsought-for trials and temptations with an 
unshakeable will is a powerful lamp; for by his bravery and patience he keeps the light of salvation burning, 
since he possesses the Lord as his strength and his song (cf. Ps. 118:14). And he who is familiar with the tricks 
of the devil and experienced in the close combat of the unseen warfare, is likewise illuminated by the light of 
spiritual knowledge and becomes another lamp, saying with St Paul, ‘We are not ignorant of Satan’s devices’ (2 
Cor. 2:11). 

79. Through fear, devotion and spiritual knowledge the Holy Spirit purifies those blessed with the purity of the 
virtues. Through strength, counsel and understanding He illumines those worthy of light with the knowledge of 
the inner and quickening essences of created beings. Through radiant, simple and complete wisdom He grants 
perfection to those honored with deification, leading them directly towards the Cause of created beings by every 
way that men can be so led. The perfect are known only by the divine qualities of goodness with which they 
recognize themselves in God and God in themselves, since there is no dividing wall between them. For nothing 
intervenes between wisdom and God. They will attain a state not subject to change or mutation, having entirely 
transcended all the intermediate states in which there is a danger of going astray with respect to spiritual 
knowledge. By these intermediate states is meant the being of the intelligible and sensible realities through 
which the human intellect is led on its journey to God, the Cause of all being. 

80. Practical philosophy, or the practice of the virtues, is effectuated by fear, devotion and spiritual knowledge. 
Natural contemplation in the Spirit is achieved through strength, counsel and understanding. Mystical theology 
is granted only by divine wisdom. 

81. A lamp cannot be kept burning without oil; nor can the light of spiritual gifts continue to shine unless one 
inwardly sustains it with actions and thoughts consonant with it. For every spiritual gift requires a 
corresponding inner quality in the recipient to feed it spiritually as though with oil, thus preserving its presence. 

82. Without the olive tree there can be no genuine olive oil. Without a jar to keep it in, oil cannot be kept. Unless a 
lamp is fed  
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with oil, its light will go out. Similarly, without Holy Scripture, no intellection can be truly and divinely effective. 
Without an inward quality or disposition capable, like a jar, of embracing it, no divine intellection can be retained. 
Unless the light of spiritual knowledge present in God’s gifts is fed with divine intellections, it will go out. 

83. I think that the olive tree on the left side of the candlestick (cf. Zech. 4:3) signifies the Old Testament, in which 
the emphasis is mainly on practical philosophy; while that on the right signifies the New Testament, which 
teaches a new revelation and brings each believer to a state of contemplation. The first supplies the qualities of 
virtue, the second the principles of spiritual knowledge to those who meditate on what is divine. The first clears 
away the mist of visible things and raises the intellect to realities that are akin to it when it is purged of all 
material fantasies. The second purifies the intellect of its attachment to materiality, with resolute strength 
knocking out as though with a hammer the nails that rivet will and disposition to the body. 

84. The Old Testament makes the body obedient to the intelligence and raises it towards the soul by means of the 
virtues, preventing the intellect from being dragged down towards the body. The New Testament fires the 
intellect with love and unites it to God. Thus the Old Testament makes the body one in its activity with the 
intellect; the New Testament makes the intellect one with God through the state of grace. So close is the 
likeness to God which the intellect acquires, that God, who is not known as He is by nature in Himself to 
anyone in any way at all, is known through it just as an archetype is known from an image. 

85. Since the Old Testament is a symbol of the practice of the virtues, it brings the body’s activity into harmony 
with that of the intellect. Since the New Testament confers contemplation and spiritual knowledge, it illumines 
with divine intellections and gifts of grace the intellect that cleaves to it mystically. The Old Testament supplies 
the man of spiritual knowledge with the qualities of virtue; the New Testament endows the man practicing the 
virtues with the principles of true knowledge. 

86. God may be called and actually is the Father by grace only of those whose will and disposition have been 
reborn in the Spirit through the practice of the virtues. By means of this birth they bear  
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in their soul and manifest in the virtues the imprint of God their Father. Through their way of life they make those 
who see them glorify God by reforming themselves, and so they provide an excellent pattern of virtue for others to 



imitate. For God is glorified not by mere words but by works of righteousness, which proclaim the majesty of God 
far more effectively than words. 

87. Because it is concerned with the senses, the natural law is represented by the olive tree on the left (cf. Zech. 
4:3): it supplies the qualities of virtue to the intelligence and makes spiritual knowledge express itself in action. 
Because it is concerned with the intellect, the spiritual law is represented by the olive tree on the right: it imbues 
sense-perception with the spiritual principles of created things and makes conduct purposive and intelligent. 

88. He who embodies spiritual knowledge in his practice of the virtues and animates this practice with spiritual 
knowledge has found the perfect method of accomplishing the divine work. He in whom spiritual knowledge 
and ascetic practice are not united either makes the first an unsubstantial illusion or turns the second into a 
lifeless idol. For spiritual knowledge not put into practice does not differ in any way from illusion, lacking such 
practice to give it real substance; and practice uninformed by intelligence is like an idol, since it has no 
knowledge to animate it. 

89. The mystery of our salvation informs our way of life with intelligence and makes intelligence the glory of our 
way of life. It turns our practice of the virtues into contemplation manifest in terms of action, and our 
contemplation into divinely initiated practice. To put it briefly, it makes virtue the manifestation of spiritual 
knowledge and spiritual knowledge the sustaining power of virtue. Through both virtue and spiritual knowledge 
it displays a single compact wisdom. In this way we may know that by grace both Testaments agree in all things 
with each other, in their combination consummating a mystery more single and undivided than soul and body in 
a human being.  

90. Just as soul and body combine to produce a human being, so practice of the virtues and contemplation together 
constitute a unique spiritual wisdom, and the Old and New Testaments together form a single mystery. 
Goodness by nature belongs to God alone, from whom all things capable by nature of receiving light and good-
ness are enlightened and blessed with goodness by participation.  

 

 
[V2] 258 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Fourth Century 



91. He who uses his intellect to apprehend the visible world contemplates the intelligible world. He imbues his 
sense-perception with the noetic realities that he contemplates, and informs his intellect with the inner essences 
of what he perceives with the senses. In various ways he transfers the structure of the noetic world to the world 
of the senses; and conversely he transfers the complex unity of the sensible world to the intellect. He 
apprehends the sensible world in the noetic world, since he has transferred into the intellect the inner essences 
of what can be perceived by the senses; and in the sensible world he perceives the noetic world, for he has 
adeptly harnessed his intellect with its archetypes to his sense-perception. 

92. In the text, ‘My head went down to the clefts of the mountains’ (Jonah 2:6. LXX), the prophet called the first 
principle of unity the head, since it is the source of all virtue. The ‘clefts of the mountains’ are the counsels of 
evil spirits, by which our intellect is engulfed because of the fall. The lowest depths of the earth (cf. Jonah 2:7. 
LXX) are that inner state which has no perception whatsoever of divine knowledge or any impetus towards the 
life of virtue. The abyss (cf. Jonah 2:6. LXX) is the ignorance that overlays an evil disposition, like the deep 
waters covering the sea bed. Alternatively the abyss is the sea bed itself, signifying a firmly grounded evil 
disposition. The eternal bars (cf. Jonah 2:7. LXX) strengthening this abysmal state are impassioned attachments 
to material things. 

93. The patient endurance of the saints exhausts the evil power that attacks them, since it makes them glory in 
sufferings undergone for the sake of truth. It teaches those too much concerned with a life in the flesh to deepen 
themselves through such sufferings instead of pursuing ease and comfort; and it makes the flesh’s natural weak-
ness in the endurance of suffering a foundation for overwhelming spiritual power. For the natural weakness of 
the saints is precisely such a foundation, since the Lord has made their weakness stronger than the proud devil. 

94. The principle of grace has to pass through many trials in order to reach the human race - that is, the Church of 
the Gentiles - just as Jonah had to pass through many trials before he arrived at the great city of Nineveh. Only 
then does it persuade the ruling law of nature to rise from its throne - that is, to abandon its former evil  
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disposition due to its involvement with the senses; to remove its robe - that is, to expunge the vanity of worldly 
glory from its conduct ; to cover itself with sackcloth - that is, with mourning, and with the difficult rough training in 
hardship such as befits a life lived according to God; and to sit in ashes - symbolizing poverty of spirit, in which 
everyone who is learning to live a devout life sits, lashed by his conscience because of the sins he has committed (cf. 



Jonah 3:1-9). 

95. Observe, with reference to this passage from Jonah, how the king represents the natural law. The throne is an 
impassioned disposition in alliance with the senses. The robe is the display of self-esteem. Sackcloth is the grief 
of repentance. Ashes are humility. Men are those who sin in relation to the intelligence; beasts those who sin in 
relation to desire; cattle those who sin in relation to their incensive power; and sheep those who sin in relation to 
the contemplation of visible things. 

96. The passions of the flesh may be described as belonging to the left hand, self-conceit as belonging to the right 
hand (cf. Jonah 4:11). Thus he who through the correct observance of virtue makes himself oblivious to the 
passions of the flesh, and who because of his unfaltering spiritual knowledge is not infected by the disease of 
self-conceit on account of his achievements, has become a man who does not know his left hand or his right 
hand; for he is not excited by the passions of the flesh, and he does not love transitory glory. Hence it seems 
likely that by the right hand Scripture means self-esteem on account of supposed achievements, and by the left 
hand licentiousness in shameful passions. For the principle of virtue does not know the sin of the flesh, which 
belongs to the left hand; and the principle of knowledge does not know the soul’s evil, which belongs to the 
right hand. 

97. Spiritual knowledge of virtue - true and actualized knowledge of the cause of virtue - naturally produces total 
ignorance of the excess and deficiency which lie to the right and left of the norm of virtue. Nothing in the 
intelligence can be contrary to the intelligence. Thus he who has come to apprehend the principle of virtue will 
clearly have no way of knowing the state that is contrary to the intelligence. One cannot examine two opposites 
simultaneously, and know the one at the same time as the other. 

98. There is no principle of unbelief in belief, or natural cause of  
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darkness in light, and the devil and Christ cannot manifest themselves jointly (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14-15). In the same way, 
nothing unintelligent can coexist with what is in accordance with the intelligence. If it is absolutely impossible for 
what is contrary to the intelligence to coexist with what is in accordance with it, he who has come to apprehend the 
principle of virtue does not know the state that is contrary to the intelligence in any way at all; for he knows virtue 
only as it is, not as it is thought to be. That is why he has no knowledge either of his right hand through excess, or of 



his left hand through deficiency. For in both these what is contrary to the intelligence is obviously present. 

99. Unbelief means rejection of the commandments; belief is acceptance of them. Darkness is ignorance of the 
good; light is knowledge of it. Christ is the name given to the essence and subsistence of the good; the devil is 
the depraved state that produces all sins. 

100. If the intelligence is a norm and measure of created beings, what falls short of that norm and measure, or 
alternatively what goes beyond it, is equivalent to unintelligence and so is contrary to the intelligence. Both 
going beyond the norm and falling short of it induce a lapse from what truly exists. The first, by making the 
intellect overstep its measure, produces the conviction that life’s path is uncertain and ill-defined, that it does 
not have God as its preconceived goal, and that there is something better than what is best; the second, through 
slackness of the intellect, produces the conviction that the preconceived goal is confined to the sensory world, 
and so results in attention being given merely to the senses. Only he who unites himself to the principle of 
virtue, and has concentrated the whole power of his intellect in this principle, does not know and experience 
these things; for he cannot be affected by anything that goes beyond the intelligence or is contrary to it.  
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1. Through the diligent practice of the virtues the natural intelligence is raised towards the intellect. Through 
contemplation the intellect leads towards wisdom the man who aspires to spiritual knowledge. Passion, which is 
contrary to the intelligence, induces the man who neglects the commandments to descend to the realm of the 
senses, and the result of this is the intellect’s attachment to sensual pleasure.  

2. Virtue is a stable and utterly dispassionate state of righteousness. Nothing stands opposed to it, for it bears the 
stamp of God, and there is nothing contrary to that. God is the cause of the virtues; and a living knowledge of 
God is realized when the person who has truly recognized God changes his inner state so that it conforms more 
closely to the Spirit.  

3. If intelligence has determined the origin of each created being, no such being by nature either goes beyond itself 
or falls short of itself. Thus the norm for created things is their desire and knowledge of their Cause, and their 
measure is the active imitation of their Cause in so far as this is within their scope. For if created beings are 
carried in their desire beyond the proper norm and measure, this makes their life fruitless, since then they do not 
find their goal in God - and it is in God that the desire of all things finds its repose, receiving the enjoyment of 



Him as its self-subsistent consummation. When created beings in their desire fall short of the norm and 
measure, their life is again fruitless, since then they find their goal not in God but in the realm of the senses, in 
which there is a pleasurable but illusory enjoyment of the passions. 

4. An intellect consecrated -unconditionally to the Cause of created beings will be in a state of complete 
unknowing, since it will not contemplate any creative principle in God who, so far as all  

 
[V2] 262 

St Maximos the Confessor 

Various Texts on Theology, the Divine Economy, and Virtue and Vice 

Fifth Century 

causation is concerned, Is in essence beyond such principles. When an intellect is drawn away from all created 
beings towards God, it does not observe their inner principles, but only contemplates God ineffably, being with Him 
by grace. For the intellect that reaches up to God in ecstasy relinquishes its knowledge of the inner principles of both 
corporeal and incorporeal things. For nothing sequent to God can be contemplated simultaneously with God. 

5. Conceit is a truly accursed passion. It is a combination of two vices, pride and self-esteem. Pride denies the 
Cause of virtue and nature, while self-esteem adulterates nature and virtue itself. A proud man does nothing that 
accords with God’s will, and a man full of self-esteem achieves nothing that accords with nature. 

6. The mark of pride is to deny that God is the author of virtue and nature; the mark of self-esteem is to make 
divisions in nature and so to treat some things as worthless. Conceit is their natural offspring, being an evil state 
composed of a voluntary denial of God and ignorance of the equal dignity that things possess by nature.  

7. Conceit is a mixture of pride and self-esteem. In its contempt for God It blasphemously maligns providence; 
while in its alienation from nature it treats everything belonging to nature in an unnatural way, and thus corrupts 
its beauty by misuse. 

8. The spirit of scorching heat (cf. Jonah 4:8) signifies not only trials and temptations but also that abandonment 
by God which deprived the Jews of the gifts of grace. Affinity with the Spirit dissolves the soul’s proclivity for 
the flesh, concentrates our longing on God and binds our will to Him. 

9. When the intelligence is not dominated by the senses, the natural law persuades all men instinctively to embrace 



what is akin to them and of the same species, since nature itself teaches men to help those in need. In addition, 
the natural law persuades every man to wish for everybody else whatever he considers agreeable when done to 
him by others. This is what the Lord teaches when He says, ‘Treat others as you want them to treat you’ (Luke 
6:31). 

10. The work of the natural law is to bring into harmony all men’s voluntary relationships with one another. Those 
whose nature is governed by the intelligence naturally share a single disposition. When men have the same 
disposition, their morality and living will obviously be of one kind. In such circumstances, the bond linking 
people together voluntarily will also be one and the  
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same, leading all men through-their own volition towards the single principle of nature. When that principle is 
realized, the divisions now prevailing in nature because of man’s self-love will totally vanish. The written law, 
which controls the unruly impulses of the foolish by fear of punishment, accustoms them by its teaching to think 
specifically about giving to each other what is equitable. In this way with the passing of time the rule of justice 
grows ever more firmly established within them, until it becomes part of their nature. It turns fear into a disposition 
which is gently and gradually strengthened by a conscious desire for the good, and habit into an inner state purified 
by a forgetfulness of past sins and giving birth within itself to a love for others. 

11. The written law, by preventing wrongdoing through fear, accustoms one to do what is right. In time such 
custom produces a disposition filled with the love of righteousness, and this in turn produces a settled state of 
goodness, obliterating the memory of past sins.  

12. The law of grace directly teaches those who are led by it to imitate God Himself. For - if it is permitted to speak 
in this way - despite the fact that because of sin we were His enemies, God loved us so much more than Himself 
that, although He is beyond every being, He entered without changing into our being, supra-essentially took on 
human nature, became man and, wishing to reveal Himself as a man among men, did not refuse to make His 
own the penalty we pay. And as in His providence He became man, so He deified us by grace, in this way 
teaching us not only to cleave to one another naturally and to love others spiritually as ourselves, but also, like 
God, to be more concerned for others than for ourselves, and as proof of our love for each other readily to 
choose, as virtue enjoins, to die for others. For, as Scripture tells us, there is no greater love than to lay down 
one’s life for a friend (cf. John 11:13). 



13. To recapitulate: the law of nature is a natural principle which takes control of the sense-realm in order to 
overcome its lack of intelligence; for lack of intelligence sunders what by nature belongs together. The written 
law is a natural principle which, when the lack of intelligence in the sense-realm has been overcome, acquires in 
addition the spiritual desire which maintains the reciprocity and interdependence of kindred beings. The law of 
grace is  
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a principle transcending nature whose purpose is our deification.  It transforms nature without altering its 
fundamental character; and, in a manner which defies comprehension, reveals to human nature, as if in an image, the 
archetype that lies beyond being and nature and is the ground of eternal well-being. 

14. To treat one’s neighbor as oneself is to be concerned simply with his existence. This pertains to the natural law. 
To love one’s neighbor as oneself is to care, in a way that accords with virtue, for his well-being. This is 
prescribed by the written law (cf. Lev. 19:18; Mark 12:33). To love one’s neighbor more than oneself is a 
prerogative of the law of grace. 

15. He who curbs the impulses towards bodily pleasure learns the laws of providence, which restrain the 
inflammatory matter of the passions. He who accepts the whips of bodily pain is taught the laws of judgment, 
which cleanse him from the defilement of his earlier life through unsought sufferings. 

16. Scripture represents Jonah as grieving on account of the booth and the gourd - that is to say, on account of the 
flesh and the pleasure of the flesh - and it represents God as caring for Nineveh (cf. Jonah 4:1-11). From this it 
is clear that, compared with the things valued and prized by men, what is loved by God is better and more 
precious by far. For the things that men value lack being; they only seem to exist because of mistaken judgment, 
but have no principle of existence at all: there is only the fantasy, which cheats the intellect and through passion 
supplies non-existent things with empty form but no real substance. 

17. An accurate knowledge of the utterances of the Spirit is revealed only to those who are worthy of the Spirit. 
When through diligent cultivation of the virtues they have swept the soot of the passions from their intellect, 
and have made it like a pure, resplendent mirror, they receive the knowledge of divine things which, as soon as 
it strikes them, is imprinted upon them and given form in them as a face is reflected in a mirror. Those whose 



life is smutted by the passions may possibly deduce knowledge of divine things by means of plausible 
guesswork; but they cannot grasp or express such knowledge with any accuracy. 

18. A man whose intellect has been formed by the knowledge that comes by dint of the virtues through the divine 
Spirit is said to experience divine things; for he has acquired such knowledge not  
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by nature, thanks simply to his existence, but by grace, thanks to his participation in it. When a man has not received 
knowledge by grace, even though he calls a particular thing spiritual, he does not know its true character from 
experience, for mere learning does not produce a state of spiritual knowledge.    

19. An intellect totally purified by the virtues is automatically initiated into their inner principles, and conies to 
express in its own character the spiritual knowledge which is divinely stamped with their impress. For in itself 
every intellect is formless and without any specific quality of expression: its form is acquired, being either that 
of the knowledge which arises from the virtues through the Spirit, or that of ignorance, which supervenes 
through the passions. 

20. Everyone who has fallen away from divine love is ruled through sensual pleasure by the carnal law. With such a 
law, he cannot keep a single divine commandment, nor does he wish to: preferring a life of pleasure to a life 
ruled by virtue and lived in the Spirit of God, he embraces ignorance instead of knowledge. 

21. A person who does not penetrate with his intellect towards the divine and spiritual beauty contained within the 
letter of the Law develops a propensity for pleasure - that is, an attachment to the world and a love of worldly 
things; for his knowledge derives merely from the literal expression of the Law. 

22. The name Mephibosheth, meaning ‘ignominy of mouth’ (cf. 2 Sam. 4:4) signifies the intellect’s preoccupation 
with thoughts devoted to the world and to bodily indulgence. When we do not penetrate with our intellect 
beyond the material form exhibited in the letter of the Law, such a world-loving disposition and such 
preoccupation with thoughts of sensual indulgence are bound to develop in accordance with the proclivity of 
our will. For our intellect will be preoccupied with whatever it is we gravitate towards. 



23. Or again, ‘ignominy of mouth’ signifies that impulsion of the intellect which gives form to the passions and 
moulds beauty in a way that accords with sensual pleasure. For without the intellect’s inventive power no 
passion can assume form. The name of Mephibosheth’s brother Armoni, meaning ‘anathema’ (cf. 2 Sam. 21:8), 
signifies the gross, ugly and shapeless impulsion of the passions; 

while ‘ignominy of mouth’ signifies that impulsion of the intellect which gives form to the passion so that it can 
be perceived by the  
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senses, and which in the shape of mental images provides the passion with suitable matter to work on.  

24. Anyone who believes that the sacrifices, feasts, Sabbaths, and celebrations of the new moon specified in the 
Law have been instituted by God for the sake of physical license and relaxation will fall completely into the 
power of the passions, and will be ignominiously polluted by the shameful thoughts they stimulate. He will be 
in the sway of the corruptible world and preoccupied with thoughts of bodily indulgence. Dominated by the 
matter and form of passion, he will be unable to value anything except what is subject to decay. senses, and 
which in the shape of mental images provides the passion with suitable matter to work on. 

25. He who persuades himself that physical self-indulgence is commanded by God in the Law gleefully accepts 
gluttony as a gift from God. In this spirit he develops forms of behavior which pollute the senses through 
misuse. senses, and which in the shape of mental images provides the passion with suitable matter to work on. 

26. When the soul’s contemplative faculty embraces self-indulgence as a divine command, it makes an unnatural 
use of the senses, not allowing them to express themselves at all in accordance with nature. In these 
circumstances the soul’s contemplative faculty begets an implicit or else an active state of passion, and accepts 
gluttony as a divine prescription, thus developing forms of behavior that defile the senses by misuse and destroy 
the natural principles and seeds in created beings. 

27. Nobody can embrace the least natural principle or thought if he devotes himself merely to a literal observance 
of the Law, since symbols and nature are not identical. Because of the difference between symbols and Ac 



nature of created beings, a person who stops short at the symbols of the Law is incapable of a noetic vision of 
the nature of created beings and cannot encompass the inner essences implanted in them by their Creator. 

28. He whose God is his belly and who prides himself on his ignominy as if it were something splendid (cf. Phil. 
3:19) is merely cleaving to the shameful passions as if they were divine. Because of this he pursues only what is 
temporal, that is to say, matter and form and the perverted impulses of the five senses. When the senses 
combine with matter and form they produce passion, killing and effacing natural principles. For, in accordance 
with the principle of being, passion and nature in no way coexist with each other: the principle of nature is 
never naturally conjoined with passion, and passion is never co-engendered with nature.  
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25. He who does not believe that the scriptures are spiritual is unaware of his lack of spiritual knowledge, yet wastes 
away with hunger. Strictly speaking, however, hunger is a deprivation of blessings that we already know by 
experience and a total absence and dearth of the spiritual nourishment that sustains the soul. How, then, can one 
regard as hunger or loss one’s complete destitution with regard to what one has never once known in any way at 
all? 

30. The truly hungry are the faithful who have already acquired knowledge of the truth. So, too, is the soul of every 
man who has abandoned the grace of spiritual contemplation and become a slave to the literal and external 
forms of religion; for he does not nourish his intellect with the splendor of his intellections, but imbues his 
perception with impassioned fantasies derived from the material aspects of scriptural symbols. 

31. Everyone who does not apply himself to the spiritual con-templation of Holy Scripture has, Judaic-wise, also 
rejected both the natural and the written law; and he is ignorant of the law of grace which confers deification on 
those who are obedient to it. He who understands the written law in a literal manner does not nourish his soul 
with the virtues. He who does not grasp the inner principles of created beings fails to feast his intellect on the 
manifold wisdom of God. And he who is ignorant of the great mystery of the new grace does not rejoice in the 
hope of future deification. Thus failure to contemplate the written law spiritually results in a dearth of the divine 
wisdom to be apprehended in the natural law; and this in its turn is followed by a complete ignorance of the 
deification given by grace according to the new mystery. 



32. Every intellect endowed by the grace of Christ with discriminative and penetrating vision, always desires said 
seeks the face of the Lord. The face of the Lord is true contemplation and Spiritual knowledge of divine things 
attained through virtue. When one seeks this contemplation and knowledge one learns the cause of one’s 
destitution and dearth. For just as the face is the distinctive feature of each person, so spiritual knowledge Is th6 
special characteristic of what is divine. He who seeks such knowledge is said to seek the face of the Lord. But 
the person who has become carnal through bloody sacrifices performed in accordance with the letter of the Law 
possesses the ignorance which he desires; for he accepts commandments  
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only for the pleasure they give to the flesh and he confines his perception literally to the material sense of the written 
word.  

33. In the case of the person who confines himself to a literal observance of the Law, the matter which. he 
engenders is the act of sin that he commits;, while the form that he devises in a materialistic fashion is the 
intellect’s assent to the sensual pleasures that attract him to the act of sin. He who understands Scripture in a 
spiritual way puts to death both the act of sin, which corresponds to matter, and the assent to it, which 
corresponds to form; and he also puts to death the misuse of the senses for the sake of pleasure. He does this by 
means of thoughts that by nature pertain to higher levels of contemplation. 

34. Once the external observance of the letter of the Law has been superseded, together with the ignorance that goes 
with it, it is then possible to put an end to the matter and form of which we have been speaking, as well as to the 
five ways of misusing the five senses with regard to matter and form - and by this I mean the impassioned and 
unnatural association of the senses with sensible things subject to time and change. The spiritual law, or 
intellect, destroys this association by means of the higher principles and thoughts which are found in natural 
contemplation. In this way the intellect, when it has attained the heights of the law of spiritual contemplation, 
destroys man’s all-pervasive subjection, established through the symbols of temporal things, to sense-perception 
and to the outward form of things. 

35. Without natural contemplation no one can appreciate the disparity between the symbols through which the Law 



is expressed and the divine realities which these symbols represent. Further, if through such contemplation a 
man has not first discerned this disparity and, denying his sense-perception all access to the hidden realm of 
divine and intelligible realities, does not long to penetrate with his intellect into its beauty, he cannot be 
liberated completely from the external diversity to be found in the symbols. So long as he cleaves to the letter, 
his inner hunger for spiritual knowledge will not be satisfied; for he has condemned himself like the wily 
serpent to feed on the earth - that is, on the outward or literal form - of Scripture (cf. Gen. 3:14), and does not, 
as a true disciple of Christ, feed on heaven - that is, on the spirit and soul of Scripture, in other words, on 
celestial and angelic bread. I mean that he does  
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not feed through Christ on the spiritual contemplation and knowledge of the Scriptures, which God gives 
unstintingly to those who love Him, in accordance with the text: ‘He gave them the bread of heaven; man ate the 
food of angels’ (Ps. 78:24-25. LXX). 

36. Interpretation of the outward form of Scripture according to the norms of: sense-perception must be superseded, 
for it clearly promotes the passions as well as proclivity towards what is temporal and transient. That is to say, 
we must destroy the impassioned activity of the senses with regard to sensible objects, as if destroying the 
children and grandchildren of Saul (cf. 2 Sam. 21:1-9); and we must do this by ascending to the heights of 
natural contemplation through a mystical interpretation of divine utterances, if in any way we desire to be filled 
with divine grace. 

37. When the Law is understood only according to the letter, it is hostile to the truth, as the Jews were, and as is 
anyone else who possesses their mentality. For such a person limits the Law’s power merely to the letter, and 
does not advance to natural contemplation, which reveals the spiritual knowledge hidden mystically in the 
letter; for this contemplation mediates between figurative representations of the truth and the truth itself, and 
leads its adepts away from the first and towards the second. On the contrary, he rejects natural contemplation 
altogether and so excludes himself from initiation into divine realities. Those who diligently aspire to a vision of 
these realities must therefore destroy the outward and, evanescent interpretation of the Law, Subject to time and 
change; and they must do this by means of natural contemplation, having ascended to the heights of spiritual 
knowledge. 

38. A man totally obliterates the outward or literal sense of Scripture when through the practice of natural 



contemplation he destroys his soul’s pleasure-provoked and body-indulging subjection - promoted by the 
written Law - to the restless and evanescent world of materiality. In this way he slays, as though it were Saul’s 
children and grandchildren, his earth-bound understanding of the Law. At the same time, through this natural, 
contemplation on the heights of spiritual knowledge, he openly confesses his error of previously interpreting the 
Law according to its outward form. For the text, ‘to hang them before the Lord’ (cf. 2 Sam. 21:9), may be 
understood to mean this: to bring into the light by means of spiritual knowledge his preoccupation with the 
letter of the Law  
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and the prejudice from which he suffers as a result. This is to show that, thanks to contemplation, the letter of the 
Law has been killed by spiritual knowledge. 

39. ‘The letter kills.’ says Scripture, ‘but the Spirit gives life’ (2 Cor. 3:6). Consequently, the letter whose nature it 
is to kill must be killed by the life-giving Spirit. For what is material in the Law and what is divine - namely, the 
letter and the Spirit - cannot coexist, nor can what destroys life be reconciled with that which by nature bestows 
life. 

40. The Spirit bestows life, the letter destroys it. Thus the letter cannot function at the same time as the Spirit, just 
as what gives life cannot coexist with what destroys life and the prejudice from which he suffers as a result. 
This is to show that, thanks to contemplation, the letter of the Law has been killed by spiritual knowledge.  

41. Circumcision, in its mystical sense, is the complete cutting away of the intellect’s impassioned attachment to all 
that comes into being in a contingent manner. Viewing things on the natural level, we recognize that the 
removal of an attribute naturally bestowed by God does not produce perfection. For nature does not bring about 
perfection when it is mutilated by human ingenuity, or when through over-subtlety men deprive it of something 
conferred on it by God at creation. Otherwise we would be attributing to human ingenuity more power to 
establish a perfect order of things than to God, and to an ingenious mutilation of nature the ability to make good 
shortcomings in God’s creation. But if we understand circumcision figuratively, we learn that we .are spiritually 
to circumcise the impassioned disposition of our soul. In this way our will, having freed the intellect from its 
impassioned subjection to the law that rules the birth of contingent things, is brought into harmony with nature. 



42. Uncircumcision is natural. Everything that is natural is the work of divine creation and is excellent: ‘And God 
saw everything that He had made, and, behold, it was very good’ (Gen. 1:31). But the Law, by demanding on 
the grounds of uncleanness that the foreskin should be cutaway by circumcision (cf. Gen. 17:10-14), presents 
God as amending His own work through human skill. This is a most blasphemous way of looking at things. He, 
then, who interprets the symbols whereby the Law is expressed in the light of knowledge attained through 
natural contemplation, knows that God does not set nature aright by means of human skill, but bids us cir-
cumcise the passible aspect of the soul so as to make it obedient to  
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the intelligence. This is indicated figuratively in terms of the body, and means that we are to excise the flaws from 
our will by means of spiritual knowledge acquired through the courageous practice of the virtues. The circumcising 
priest signifies spiritual knowledge, and the knife he uses is the courageous practice of the virtues, which cuts away 
the passions. When the. Spirit triumphs over the letter, the tradition of the Law is abolished. 

43. The Sabbath (cf. Exod. 16:23; 20:10) signifies rest from the passions, and from the intellect’s gravitation 
towards the nature of created beings. It signifies the total quiescence of the passions, a complete cessation of the 
intellect’s gravitation towards created things, and its total entry into the divine. He who has attained this state - 
so far as God permits - by means of virtue and spiritual knowledge, must not ponder on any material thing at all 
for, like sticks (cf. Num. 15:32), such things excite the passions; and he must not call to mind any natural 
principle whatsoever. Otherwise, like the pagans, we will be affirming that God delights in the passions or is 
commensurate with nature. Perfect silence alone proclaims Him, and total and transcendent unknowing brings 
us into His presence. 

44. A crown of goodness (cf. Ps. 65:11) is a pure faith, adorned with eloquent doctrine, and with spiritual principles 
and intellections, as if with precious stones, and set as it were on the head of the devout intellect. Or rather, a 
crown of goodness is the Logos of God Himself, who encircles the intellect as if it were a head, protecting it 
with manifold forms of providence and judgment - that is, with mastery of the passions that lie within our con-
trol and with patient endurance of those we suffer against our will; and who makes this same intellect more 
beautiful by enabling it to participate in the grace of deification.  

45. In the preceding passage it is said that self-control is a work of God’s providence, because it purifies the 



passions which lie within the control of the will. It is also said that patient endurance is a work of God’s 
judgment, because it enables us to resist those trials we suffer against our will. Moreover, being a token of 
practical philosophy, such endurance brings those who have been enslaved in an Egypt of sin across to the 
realm of virtue. 

46. God did not order the Sabbath, the new moons and the feasts to be honored because He wanted men to honor 
the days  
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themselves: this would have been tantamount to decreeing by the Law that men should worship creation rather than 
the Creator (cf. Rom. 1:25), and should regard the days as holy in themselves and therefore to be venerated. On the 
contrary, He indicated that He Himself was to be honored symbolically through the days. For He is the Sabbath, as 
the soul’s repose after its exertions in the flesh, and as the cessation of its sufferings in the cause of righteousness. 
He is the Passover, as the liberator of those held in the bitter slavery of sin. He is the Pentecost, as the origin and 
consummation of all created beings, and as the principle through which all things by nature exist. Thus the Law 
destroys those who apprehend it in a literal or outward way, leading them to worship creation rather than the 
Creator, and to regard as holy in themselves things that were brought into existence for man’s sake; for they remain 
ignorant of Him on whose account they were created. 

47. The world is a finite place and possesses but limited stability. Time is circumscribed movement. It follows that 
the movement of living things within time is subject to change. When nature passes beyond place and time, 
actively ‘and inwardly - that is, when it passes beyond those things which always accompany created being, 
namely, a limited state of stability and limited movement - it is united directly with providence, and finds in 
providence a principle which is by nature simple, stable, without limitation and thus completely without 
movement. 

48. Since nature exists in the world in a temporal mode, its movement is subject to change because of the world’s 
limited stability and its liability to alteration and corruption through the passing of time. When nature has come 
to exist in God through the essential unity of Him in whom it was created, it will possess an ever-moving 
stability and a stable and changeless form of movement generated eternally round that which is one, unique and 
always the same. It has been said that this state is a direct and permanent grounding in the first cause of created 



beings. 

49. The mystery of Pentecost is the direct union with providence of those things that are in its care. It is the union of 
nature with its principle, the Logos, under the guidance of providence; and in this union there is not the slightest 
trace of time or generation. Again,  
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the Logos is our trumpet (ct. Lev. 23:24), summoning us with divine and hidden knowledge. He is our propitiation 
(cf. Lev. 25: 9) since He expiates our offenses in His own person by becoming like us, and divinizes our sinful 
nature by the gift; of grace through the Spirit. He is our booth or tabernacle (cf. Lev. 23:42), since He is the 
realization of that immutability with which our inner being, conformed to God, is concentrated on the divine, and 
also the securing bond of our transformation into an immortal state.  

50. If God rejoiced simply in bloody sacrifices, this would imply that He is governed by passion and wishes those 
who offer sacrifice to Him to value the passions; for the sincere worshipper gladly rejoices in the same things as 
does the God whom he worships. But the sacrifices of which Scripture speaks are rather the slaughter of the 
passions and the offering up of our natural powers. Of these powers, the ram typifies the intelligence (cf. Lev. 
23:42), the bull the incensive power (cf. Exod. 29:36), and the goat represents desire (cf. Num. 15:27).  

51. By spiritual sacrifices is meant not only the putting to death of the passions, slaughtered by ‘the sword of the 
Spirit, which is the word of God’ (Eph. 6:17), and the deliberate emptying out of all life in the flesh, as if it 
were blood; the term also signifies the offering up of the moral state we have gained through the practice of the 
virtues, together with all our natural powers, which we dedicate and offer to God as whole burnt sacrifices, to be 
consumed by the fire of grace in the Spirit, so that they are filled with divine power. 

52. When a materialistic understanding of Scripture dominates the soul, it leads the soul to reject natural principles 
by misusing its natural powers; and so long as this understanding retains its hold it expels, pursues and destroys 
all such principles and droughts. For it limits the Law to the flesh alone, and honors the shameful passions as 
divine. But natural thoughts, made fearless through the law of the Spirit, kill the passions at a stroke. 

53. As soon as anyone practices the virtues with true intelligence, he acquires a spiritual understanding of Scripture. 



He worships God actively in the new way of the Spirit through the higher forms of contemplation, and not in 
the old way of the written, code (cf. Rom. 7:6), which makes man interpret the Law in an outward and sensual 
manner and, Judaic-like, fosters the passions and encourages sin.  
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54. As soon as a person stops interpreting Scripture in an outward and sensual manner, his intellect reverts to its 
natural spiritual state: he accomplishes spiritedly what the Jews performed in a purely external and physical 
manner, thereby provoking God’s anger. 

55. Every intellect caught up by God cuts off simultaneously both the energy of the passions and the uncouth jostle 
of thoughts. In addition to this it also puts an end to the licentious misuse of the senses. For the passions, 
brought triumphantly into subjection by the higher forms of contemplation, are destroyed by the sublime vision 
of nature.  

56. The power of sin - or in other words, the will of the flesh - is destroyed by the grace of holy baptism, and by 
active obedience to God’s commandments. Such obedience destroys the power of sin with the sword of the 
Spirit (cf. Eph. 6:17), that is, with the revelation of divine knowledge in the Spirit; for obedience secretly cries 
to the passion of sin as Samuel cried to Agag: ‘As your .sword has made women childless, so today shall your 
mother be childless among women’ (1 Sam. 15:33). 

57. Using the mellow thought of pleasure as if it were a sword, the passion of gluttony makes many virtues 
childless. By means of dissipation it kills the seeds of self-restraint; through greed it corrupts the equity of 
justice; with self-love it severs the natural bond of compassion, m short, the passion of gluttony destroys all 
virtue’s offspring. 

58. The passion of gluttony kills all the divine offspring of the virtues. But that passion itself is killed through the 
spiritual knowledge acquired by the grace of faith and by obedience to the divine commandments.  

59. Our Lord is truly a light to the Gentiles (cf. Isa. 49:6; Luke 2:32): through true knowledge He opens the eyes of 
their mind, closed as they have been by the darkness of ignorance. Moreover, through His divine conduct He 
has made Himself a noble example of virtue to the faithful, becoming their model and pattern. Looking to Him 



as the author of our salvation, we attain the virtues by imitating Him in our own conduct, so far as this is 
possible for us. 

60. Anyone who hates a man through envy, and maliciously slanders him because he is stronger in the struggle for 
virtue and richer in spiritual knowledge, is choked like Saul by an evil spirit.  
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(cf. 1 Sam. 16:14): he cannot bear to see someone better than himself enjoying the glory that comes through virtue 
and spiritual knowledge. And he rages all the more because he cannot actually kill this good man (cf. 1 Sam, 18:10-
11). In addition, he often bitterly banishes the beloved Jonathan from his presence (cf. 1 Sam. 19:4-5; 20: 30-32) – 
that is, he suppresses the innate judgment of his conscience, which rebukes his unjust hatred and from a love of truth 
recounts the achievements of the man whom he hates. 

61. Let us, too, beseech the noetic David to make our intellect, frenzied by material things, resonant with the lyre of 
spiritual contemplation and knowledge, and to drive out the evil spirit of material inconstancy that dominates 
the world of the senses (cf. 1 Sam. 16:23). In this way we may be able to understand the Law spiritually and 
find the divine principle hidden mystically within it, so that it becomes for us a lasting source of eternal life. 

62. Every lover of salvation is totally committed either to the practice of the virtues or to the contemplative life. For 
without virtue and spiritual knowledge no one can attain salvation in any way whatsoever. For virtue controls 
the body’s impulses, skillfully curbing with sound thoughts its gravitation towards unnatural conduct; while by 
means of contemplation one inwardly lays hold of what has been rightly conceived and intelligently assessed. 

63. Since apprehension is intellective, and what is apprehended is intelligible, what is apprehended is, so to speak, 
the nourishment and substance of that which apprehends, Thus when God is apprehended by incorporeal beings 
- who are themselves intellects - and becomes intelligible to them to the degree to which they come into 
communion with Him, He illumines them from within, their intellects both apprehending Him and being 
nourished by Him. 

64. The intelligible is one thing and the intellective is another, the first in some sense, as we have already indicated, 
nourishing the second. For what is apprehended - the intelligible - is superior and conceptually prior to that 



which apprehends, which is intellective. Beings that apprehend such superior intelligibles with the intellect are 
intellective. What is apprehended is intelligible, and it is this that nourishes the intellective – or, in other words, 
nourishes that which apprehends. 

65. An effect enshrines, as far as possible, the image of its cause. All created things are effects, while what has 
brought them into  
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being is their cause. But there is no exact resemblance between cause and effect.  

66. Although effects enshrine, so far  as possible, the images of their causes, there is no exact resemblance between 
the two, since causes surpass and transcend effects with regard to their mode of origin. For what pertains; to 
effects pre-exists superlatively and essentially in their causes. 

67. Effects comprise all created things in heaven and on earth, while the causes that have brought them into being 
are the three Persons of the Holy Trinity. It is therefore clear that there can be no exact resemblance between the 
two.  

68. Our intellect possesses the power of apprehension through which it perceives intelligible realities; it also 
possesses the capacity for a union that transcends its nature and that unites it with what is beyond its natural 
scope. It is through this union that divine realities are apprehended, not by means of our own natural capacities, 
but by virtue of the fact that we entirely transcend ourselves and belong entirely to God. It is better to belong to 
God than to ourselves; for it is on those who belong to God that divine gifts are bestowed. 

69. When the intellect wants to apprehend something, it descends from its own level to the level of intellection. For 
intellections are inferior to the subject that apprehends, since they are the means through which apprehension 
and understanding take place; and they disperse and divide the intellect’s unity. The intellect is simple and 
integral, while intellections are multiple and dispersive: they are, so to speak, the forms of the intellect. For this 
reason intellective subjects - beings endowed with intellect - are inferior to intelligible realities that are the 
objects of apprehension. It is by virtue of its unity that the intellect reaches out to what is beyond its natural 
scope and attains the contemplation of God. This it does by transcending all that belongs to the sensible and 



intelligible worlds, and even its own activity; for only thus may it receive the ray of divine knowledge.  

70. An intellective being that acts intellectively in accordance with its own principle naturally apprehends with its 
intellect. Moreover it will love what it apprehends and so in a passive manner, under the influence of the erotic 
impulse, it will be drawn out of  
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itself towards that which it loves; and this impulse will grow continually more urgent and intense. In this way it will 
not rest until it is entirely immersed in the total reality of what it loves, wholly and willingly encompassed by the 
wholeness of that reality, welcoming its saving embrace, and completely conformed to that which embraces it. So 
much will this be the case that it will now wish to be recognized not from itself but; from what embraces it, like air 
made luminous by light or iron penetrated through and through by fire, or something else of this kind.                           
: 

71. The relationship between the intellective faculty and intelligible realities, and between the sensory faculties and 
sensible realities, is in each case extremely close. Since man is constituted of soul and sentient body, he is 
limited and defined and he himself imposes limits and makes definitions by virtue of the natural and distinctive 
reciprocity that exists between himself and these two aspects of creation. As a compound of soul and body he is 
limited essentially by intelligible and sensible realities, while at the same time he himself defines these realities 
through his capacity to apprehend intellectually and to perceive with his senses. God, on the other hand, exists 
simply and without limitation beyond all created realities, whether comprehending or comprehended, for He has 
absolutely no relationship with anything at all. 

72. Every forbidden sensual pleasure comes into being as a result of passion and through the perception of some 
sensible object. For sensual pleasure is nothing other than the form of sensation created in the sentient faculty 
by some sensible object, or else the mode of sensitive activity when this is set in motion by desire that is con-
trary to the intelligence. For when desire combines with the senses, it is changed into pleasure, itself contriving 
.the form the pleasure takes. And when the senses are stimulated’ by desire, they produce pleasure, taking 
advantage of the sensible object The saints recognize that the soul assumes .an earthly form when, contrary to 
nature, it is impelled towards material things by means of the flesh; consequently they resolve to redirect their 
impulses in accordance with nature towards God by means of the soul, and to adapt their flesh to Him, adorning 
it as far as possible with images of the divine through the practice of the virtues. 



73. The saints in their nobility pass through this present age of trials by acting unfailingly in accordance with 
nature. Once their  
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intellect has grasped the simple essences  of created things, they unite their senses to it by means of the intelligence; 
then when the intellect has been completely liberated from all impulsion toward created things, and is at rest even 
with its own natural activity, they offer it to God. Wholly united with God in this way, they are totally immingled 
through the spirit with the whole God, since they have put on the whole image of the heavenly (cf. 1 Cor. 15:49) - so 
far as human beings can do this - and have consecrated themselves to God, drawing the divine image to themselves, 
if it be permitted to speak thus, as much as being drawn by it. 

74. We are told that God and man are exemplars of each other. Man’s ability to deify himself through love for 
God’s sake is correlative with God’s becoming man through compassion for man’s sake. And man’s 
manifestation through the virtues of the God who is by nature invisible is correlative with the degree to which 
his intellect is seized by God and imbued with spiritual knowledge. 

75. The person who has mortified the earthly aspects of himself (cf. Col. 3:5), thoroughly extinguishing the will of 
the flesh within him and repudiating the attachment to it which splits asunder the love we owe to God alone; 
who has disowned all the modalities of the flesh and the world for the sake of divine grace, so as to be able to 
say with Paul the apostle, ‘What can separate us from the love of Christ?’ (Rom. 8:35) - such a person has 
become, like Melchisedec, ‘without father, without mother, without descent’ (Heb. 7:3). For, because of the 
union with the Spirit that has taken place within him, he cannot now be dominated by flesh or by nature. 

76. I do not think that the end of this present life is rightly called death. More accurately, it is deliverance from 
death, separation from corruption, liberation from slavery. Cessation of turbulence, destruction of wars, 
dispelling of darkness, rest from suffering, calming of turmoil, eclipsing of shame, escape from passions and, to 
sum up, the termination of all evils. The saints who have achieved these things through voluntary mortification 
live as strangers and pilgrims in this life (cf. Heb. 11:13), fighting bravely against the world and the body and 
the assaults stemming from them. And, having stifled the deceit which both of these engender because of the 



close connection existing between the senses and sensible objects, they keep the dignity of their soul 
unenslaved. 

77. Nature itself gives no small token of the knowledge of  
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providence planted naturally within us whenever it urges us instinctively towards God through prayer in times of 
sudden crisis, and makes us seek salvation from Him. For when we are suddenly overtaken by violent events, before 
thinking of anything else we involuntarily call upon God. It is as if providence itself, without any conscious thought 
on our part, were drawing us to itself, outstripping the speed of our noetic faculty and showing us that divine help is 
stronger than anything else. Nature would not lead us purposelessly to what does not naturally exist. It is clear to 
everyone that whatever is a natural consequence of something demonstrates its own authenticity with the force of 
truth. 

78. Some things are good and others are bad, and these belong either to the present or to the future. A good which is 
expected in the future is called desire, and one which is possessed in the present is called pleasure. Conversely, 
an evil which is expected in the future is called fear, and one which is experienced in the present is called 
distress. Consequently, with regard to good things, whether really good or only thought to be so, pleasure and 
desire both exist and are to be observed; and the same may be said of distress and fear where evil things are 
concerned. Desire when fulfilled produces pleasure, and when frustrated results in distress. 

79. It is said that distress is of its very nature evil. For although a man engaged in the practice of the virtues grieves 
over the evils that befall others, he is compassionate not primarily by deliberate choice but as a consequence of 
whatever misfortune it is that occurs. A contemplative, on the other hand, remains dispassionate in the face of 
such evils, since he has united himself with God and is detached from all that happens in this present life. 

80. Since all the saints have truly grasped the divine and infallible Logos, they pass through this present age without 
printing their soul’s footsteps on any of the delights which are to be found in it. For they have rightly made their 
intellect receptive to the loftiest principles concerning God accessible to man, the principles of goodness and 



love. They have learnt that God, moved by these principles, has endowed created things with being and granted 
them well-being as a gift of grace. Yet perhaps when referring to God, who alone is unmoved, we should speak 
not of movement but of will; for it is God’s will that moves all things, brings all things into existence, sustains 
them, yet is never moved in any way whatsoever.  
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81. Since the soul is an intellective and intelligent substance, it both apprehends with its intellect and uses its 
intelligence. The intellect is its potentiality, the act of intellection its dynamic, and the intellectual concept or 
conceptual image its actualization. For the intellectual concept marks the completion of the act of intellection as 
regards both the intellective subject and the object intellectually apprehended; it intervenes between the two and 
determines their relation to each other. For when’ the soul apprehends, its act of intellection stops once the 
object of that act has been grasped: what has truly been apprehended once and for all no longer calls forth the 
potentiality of the soul to apprehend it. In this way the formation of an intellectual concept brings the act of 
intellection to an end. 

82. Just as ignorance divides those who are deluded, so the presence of spiritual light draws together and unites 
those whom it enlightens. It makes them perfect and brings them back to what really exists; converting them 
from a multiplicity of opinions it unites their varied points of view - or, more accurately, their fantasies - into 
one simple, true and pure spiritual knowledge, and fills them with a single unifying light. 

83. The beautiful is identical with the good, for all things seek the beautiful and good at every opportunity, and 
there is no being which does not participate in them. They extend to all that is, being what is truly admirable, 
sought for, desired, pleasing, chosen and loved. Observe how the divine force of love - the erotic power pre-
existing in the good - has given birth to the same blessed force within us, through which we long for the 
beautiful and good in accordance with the words, ‘I became a lover of her beauty’ (Wisd. 8:2), and ‘Love her 
and she will sustain you; fortify her and she will exalt you’ (Prov. 4: 6, 8). 

84. Theologians call the divine sometimes an erotic force, sometimes love, sometimes that which is intensely 
longed for and loved. Consequently, as an erotic force and as love, the divine itself is subject to movement; and 
as that which is intensely longed for and loved it moves towards itself everything that is receptive of this force 
and love. To express this more clearly; the divine itself is subject to movement since it produces an inward state 
of intense  
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longing and love in those receptive to them; and it moves others since by nature it attracts the desire of those who 
are drawn; to-wards it. In other words, it moves others and itself moves since it thirsts to be thirsted for, longs to be 
longed for, and loves to be loved. 

85. The divine erotic force also produces ecstasy, compelling those who love to belong not to themselves but to 
those whom they love. This is shown by superior beings through their care of inferiors, by those of equal 
dignity through their mutual union, and by lower beings through their divine conversion towards those that are 
highest in rank. It was in consequence of this that St Paul, possessed as he was by this divine erotic force and 
partaking of its ecstatic power, was inspired to say: ‘I no longer live, but Christ lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20). He 
uttered these words as a true lover and, as he himself says, as one who has gone out from himself to God (cf. 2 
Cor. 5:13), not living his own life but that of the beloved, because of his fervent love for Him. 

86. One must also in the name of truth be bold enough to affirm that the Cause of all things, through the beauty, 
goodness and profusion of His intense love for everything, goes out of Himself in His providential care for the 
whole of creation. By means of the supra-essential power of ecstasy, and spell-bound as it were by goodness, 
love and longing. He relinquishes His utter transcendence in order to dwell in all things while yet remaining-
within Himself. Hence those skilled in divine matters call Him a zealous and exemplary lover, because of the 
intensity of His blessed longing for all things and because He rouses others to imitate His own intense desire, 
revealing Himself as their exemplar; for in Him what is desirable is worthy of emulation, and He deserves to be 
imitated by the beings under His care.  

87. God is said to be the originator and begetter of love and the erotic force. For He externalized them from within 
Himself, that is, He brought them forth into the world of created things. This is why Scripture says that ‘God is 
love’ (1 John 4:16), and elsewhere that He is ‘sweetness and desire’ (cf. Song of Songs 5:16. LXX), which 
signifies the erotic force. For what is worthy of love and truly desirable is God Himself. Because loving desire 
is poured out from Him, He Himself, as its begetter, is said to be in movement, while because He is what is 
truly longed for, loved, desired and chosen,  
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He stirs into motion the things that turn towards Him, and which possess the power of desiring each in the degree 
appropriate it.                 

88. You should understand that God stimulates and allures in order to bring about an erotic union in the Spirit; that 
is to say. He is the go-between in this union, the one who brings the parties .together, in order that He may be 
desired and loved by His creatures. God stimulates in that He impels each being, in accordance with its own 
principle, to return to Him. Even though the word ‘allurement’ signifies something impure to the profane, here 
it stands for the mediation which effects the union with God.  

89. The erotic impulsion of the Good, that pre-exists in the Good, is simple and self-moving; it proceeds from the 
Good, and returns again to the Good, since it is without end or beginning. This is why we always desire the 
divine and union with the divine. For loving union with God surpasses and excels all other unions. 

90. We should regard the erotic force, whether divine, angelic, noetic, psychic or physical, as a unifying and 
commingling power. It impels superior beings to care for .those below them, beings of equal dignity to act with 
reciprocity, and, finally, inferior beings, to return to those that are greater and more excellent than they. 

91. Spiritual knowledge unites knower and known, while ignorance is always a cause of change and self-division in 
the ignorant. Hence nothing, according to sacred Scripture, will shift him who truly believes from the ground of 
his true faith, in which resides the permanence of his immutable and unchanging identity. For he who has been 
united with the truth has the assurance that all is well with him, even though most people rebuke him for being 
out of his mind. For without their being aware he has moved from delusion to the truth of real faith; and he 
knows for sure that he is not deranged, as they say, but that through truth - simple and always immutably the 
same - he has been liberated from the fluctuating and fickle turmoil of the manifold forms of illusion. 

92. The saints are full of goodness, compassion, kindliness and mercy. They manifest the same love for the whole 
human race. Because of this they hold fast throughout their lives to the highest of all blessings, humility, that 
conserves, other blessings and destroys their opposites. Thus they become totally immune to vexing trials and 
temptations, whether those due to ourselves and subject to our  
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volition, or net from ourselves and beyond our control. They wither the attacks of the first type through self-control, 
and repel the assaults of the second type with patient endurance. 

93. The perfect practice of virtue is produced by true faith and genuine fear of God. Unerring natural contemplation 
– in the course of the spiritual ascent is produced by a sure hope and a sound understanding. Deification through 
assumption into the divine is produced by perfect love and an intellect voluntarily blinded, because of its 
transcendent state, to created things.  

94. The function of practical philosophy is to purify the intellect of every impassioned fantasy. The function of 
natural contemplation is to initiate the intellect into the true knowledge that is found in created things and 
according to which they possess existence. The function of mystical theology is by grace to make the intellect 
like God and equal to Him - as far as this is possible - so that it becomes totally unaware, because of its 
transcendent state, of anything that is sequent to God. 

95. Ether, or the fiery element, in the world of the senses corresponds in the world of the mind to understanding - a 
state that illumines and manifests the spiritual principles particular to each created being, revealing through 
these principles tike Cause that is present in them all, and drawing out the soul’s desire for the divine. Air in the 
world of the senses corresponds in the world of the mind to courage - a state that quickens, sustains and 
activates this innate life of the spirit, and invigorates the soul’s ceaseless aspiration for the divine. Water in the 
world of the senses corresponds in the world of the mind to self-restraint - a state that produces a vitalizing 
fecundity in the spirit and generates an ever-resurgent erotic enchantment attracting the soul to the divine. Earth 
in the world of the senses corresponds in the world of the mind to justice - a state that begets all the inner 
principles of created things according to their kind, that in spirit shares out the gifts of life to each thing in an 
equitable way, and that is by its own free choice rooted and established immovably in beauty and goodness. 

96. When the flesh flourishes and burgeons, the soul is afflicted and darkened by the passions, because the state of 
virtue and the illumination of spiritual knowledge withdraw. Conversely, when the soul is fortified and made 
resplendent with the divine beauty of the virtues and with the illumination of spiritual knowledge, the  
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outer man is weakened, because the flesh loses its natural vigor through the indwelling of the Logos. 

97. Created man cannot become a son of God and god by grace through deification, unless he is first through his 
own free choice begotten in the Spirit by means of the self-loving and independent power dwelling naturally 
within him. 1”he first man neglected this divinizing, divine and immaterial birth by choosing what is manifest 
and delectable to the senses in preference to the spiritual blessings that were as yet unrevealed. In this way he 
fittingly condemned himself to a bodily generation that is without choice, material and subject to death.  

98. In his present state man acts either to satisfy the uncontrolled fantasies of passions deceitfully provoked for the 
sake of self-indulgence, or to perform work forced on him by some necessity, or in order to discover the natural 
laws of nature. In the beginning none of these things constrained man in this way, for he was above all things. 
That indeed is how it was right for the first man to be: not in the least distracted by anything below him, or 
around him, or over against him, and requiring only one thing for his perfection - an indomitable striving, 
backed by all the strength of his love, towards the God above him. 

99. Nothing that had to be learnt interposed itself between God and the first man, impeding the free relationship that 
was to be sealed by love through his striving towards God. Being dispassionate by grace, he was not subject to 
the delusory fantasies of passions provoked by the desire for sensual pleasure. Being self-sufficient, he was free 
from needs forcing him to engage in some kind of work. Being wise, he possessed a spiritual knowledge that 
made him superior to the study of nature. 

100. God, who created all nature with wisdom and secretly planted in each intelligent being knowledge of Himself as 
its first power, like a munificent Lord gave also to us men a natural desire and longing for Him, combining it in 
a natural way with the power of our intelligence. Using our intelligence, we struggle so as to learn with 
tranquility and without going astray how to realize this natural desire. Impelled by it we are led to search out the 
truth, wisdom and order manifest harmoniously in all creation, aspiring through them to attain Him by whose 
grace we received the desire.  
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On the Lord’s Prayer 

A Short Interpretation 

Addressed to a Devout Christian 

I have, Sir, in receiving your inspiring letters, received you in your own person. Indeed, in spirit you are always 
present and cannot possibly be absent. Bat, following God’s example, you have in your goodness also taken 
advantage of the opportunity God has given you to communicate with your servants. I have greatly admired your 
self-abasement, and have tempered my fear of you with affection, and from both have formed a love based on 
respect and goodwill. I have combined the two in case fear, stripped of affection, should turn into hatred, or 
affection, deprived of fear, should turn into over-familiarity. In this way love becomes an inward law of tenderness, 
assimilating everything naturally akin to It, mastering hatred through goodwill, and over-familiarity through respect. 

David the psalmist says, ‘Fear of the Lord is pure, and endures for ever’ (Ps. 19:9), because he knows that of all 
things fear is best able to preserve divine love. Such a fear is, he realizes, very different from the fear of being 
punished for crimes. This second type of fear is indeed ousted and destroyed by love, as John the Evangelist makes 
clear when he writes, ‘Love casts out fear’ (1 John 4:18). But the fear-David is talking about is a natural expression 
of the law of true tenderness; and it is through this fear that the saints always keep intact the rule and practice of 
love, both for God and for each other.  

Thus, as have said, I too have tempered my fear of you. Sir, with affection and have maintained this law of love until 
now. Hitherto I have been held back from writing through respect, because I did not want to open the door to over-
familiarity; but now I have been  
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impelled to write through goodwill, lest my failure to do so should be construed as hatred. And so, as requested, I 
write, not what I think - for, as Scripture says, ‘men’s thoughts are pathetic’ (Wisd. 9:14) - but what God wills and 
grants by grace so that good may come of it; for ‘the Lord’s counsel stands for ever,’ says David, ‘and the thoughts 
of His heart from generation to generation’ (Ps. 33:11). Perhaps the, counsel of God the Father to which David here 
refers is the unfathomable self-emptying of the only-begotten Son which He brought about for the deification of our 



nature, and by which He has set a limit to the ages; and perhaps the thoughts of His heart are the principles of 
providence and judgment by which He wisely orders our present and future life as if they were separate generations, 
assigning to each its appropriate mode of activity. 

If the purpose of the divine counsel is the deification of our nature, and the aim of divine thoughts is to supply the 
prerequisites of our life, it follows that we should both know and carry into effect the power of the Lord’s Prayer, 
and write about it in the proper way. And since you, Sir, in writing to me your servant have been inspired by God to 
mention this prayer in particular, it is necessarily the subject of my own words as well; hence I beseech the Lord, 
who has taught us this prayer, to open my intellect so that it may grasp the mysteries contained in it, and to give me 
words equal to the task of elucidating what I have understood. For hidden within a limited compass this prayer 
contains the whole purpose and aim of which we have just spoken; or, rather, it openly proclaims this purpose and 
aim to those whose intellects are strong enough to perceive them. The prayer includes petitions for everything that 
the divine Logos effected through His self-emptying in the incarnation, and it teaches us to strive for those blessings 
of which the true provider is God the Father alone through the natural mediation of the Son in the Holy Spirit. For 
the Lord Jesus is mediator between God and men, as the divine apostle says (cf. 1 Tim; 2:5), since He makes the 
unknown Father manifest to men through the flesh, and gives those who have been reconciled to Him access to the 
Father through the Holy Spirit (cf. Eph. 2:18). It was on their behalf and for their sake that without changing He 
became man, and is now the author and teacher of so many and such great new mysteries as yet beyond our 
understanding.  
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Of these mysteries that He has granted to men in His boundless generosity, seven are of more general significance; 
and it is these   whose power, as I have said, lies hidden within the Lord’s Prayer/ These seven are theology, 
adoption as sons by grace, equality with the angels, participation in eternal life, the restoration of human nature 
when it is reconciled dispassionately with itself, the abolition of the law of sin, and the destruction of the tyranny 
that holds us in its power through the deceit of the evil one.  

Let us examine the truth of what we have said. Theology is taught us by the incarnate Logos of God, since He 
reveals in Himself the Father and the Holy Spirit. For the whole of the Father and the whole of the Holy Spirit were 
present essentially and perfectly in the whole of the incarnate Son. They themselves did not become incarnate, but 
the Father approved and the Spirit co-operated when the Son Himself effected- His incarnation. At the incarnation 
the Logos preserved His intellect and His life unimpaired: except by the Father and the Spirit He was not 
comprehended in essence by any other being whatsoever, but in His love for men was united hypostatically with the 
flesh.  

The Logos bestows adoption on us when He grants us that birth and deification which, transcending nature, comes 



by grace from above through the Spirit, The guarding and preservation of this in God depends on the resolve of 
those thus born: on their sincere acceptance of the grace bestowed on them and, through the practice of the 
commandments, on their cultivation .of the beauty given to them by grace. Moreover, by emptying themselves of the 
passions they lay hold of the divine to the same degree as that to which, deliberately emptying Himself of His own 
sublime glory, the Logos of God truly became man.  

The Logos has made men equal to the angels. Not only did He ‘make peace through the blood of His Cross . .. 
between things on earth and things in heaven’ (Col. 1:20), and reduce to impotence the hostile powers that fill in the 
intermediary region between heaven and earth, thereby making the festal assembly of earthly and heavenly powers a 
single gathering for His distribution of divine gifts, with humankind joining joyfully with the powers on high in 
unanimous praise of God’s glory; but also, after fulfilling the divine purpose undertaken on our behalf, when He was 
taken up with the body which He had assumed. He united heaven and earth in Himself,  
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joined what is sensible with what is intelligible, and revealed creation as a single whole whose extremes are bound 
together through virtue and through knowledge of their first Cause. He shows, I think, through what He has 
accomplished mystically, that the Logos unites what is separated and that alienation from the Logos divides what is 
united. Let us learn, then, to strive after the Logos through the practice of the virtues, so that we may be united not 
only with the angels through virtue, but also with God in spiritual knowledge through detachment from created 
things. 

The Logos enables us to participate in divine life by making Himself our food, in a manner understood by Himself 
and by those who have received from Him a noetic perception of this kind. It is by tasting this food that they become 
truly aware that the Lord is full of virtue (cf. Ps. 34:8). For He transmutes with divinity those who eat it, bringing 
about their deification, since He is the bread of life and of power in both name and reality. 

He restores human nature to itself. First, He became man and kept His will dispassionate and free from rebellion 
against nature, so that it did not waver in the slightest from its own natural movement even with regard to those who 
crucified Him; on the contrary, it chose death for their sake instead of life, thereby demonstrating the voluntary 
character of His passion, rooted as it is in His love for humankind. Second, having nailed to the Cross the record of 
our sins (cf. Col. 2:14), He abolished the enmity which led nature to wage an implacable war against itself; and-
having summoned those far off and those near at hand - that is, those under the Law and those outside it - and 



having broken down the obstructive partition-wall - that is, having explained the law of the commandments in His 
teaching to both these categories of humankind - He formed the two into one new man, making peace and 
reconciling us through Himself to the Father and to one another (cf. Eph. 2:14-16): our will is no longer opposed to 
the principle of nature, but we adhere to it without deviating in either will or nature. 

The Logos purifies human nature from the law of sin by not permitting His incarnation for our sake to be preceded 
by sensual pleasure. For His conception took place miraculously without seed, and His birth supranaturally without 
the loss of His Mother’s virginity. That is to say, when God was born from His Mother, through His birth He 
tightened the bonds of her virginity in a manner  
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surpassing nature; and in those that are willing He frees the whole of human nature from the oppressive rule of the 
law which dominates it, in so far as they imitate His self-chosen death by mortifying the earthly aspects of 
themselves (cf. Col. 3:5). For the mystery of salvation belongs to those who choose it, not to those who are 
compelled by force. 

The Logos destroys the tyranny of the evil one, who dominates us through deceit, by triumphantly using as a 
weapon against him the flesh defeated in Adam. In this way he shows that what was once captured and made subject 
to death now captures the captor: by a natural death it destroys the captor’s life and becomes a poison to him, 
making him vomit up all those he was able to swallow because he had the power of death. But to humankind it 
becomes life, like leaven in the dough impelling the whole of nature to rise like dough in the resurrection of life (cf. 
l Cor. 5:6-7). It was to confer this life that the Logos who was God became man - a truly unheard of thing - and 
willingly accepted the death of the flesh. 

The Lord’s Prayer, as I have said, contains a petition for each of these things. First, it speaks of the Father, His 
name, and His kingdom. Second, it shows us that the person who prays is by grace the son of this Father. It asks that 
those in heaven and those on earth may be united in one will. It tells us to ask for our dally bread. It lays down that 
men should be reconciled with one another and unites our nature with itself when we forgive and are forgiven, for 
then it is not split asunder by differences of will and purpose. It teaches us to pray against entering into temptation, 
since this is the law of sin. And it exhorts in to ask for deliverance from the evil one. For the author and giver of 
divine blessings could not but be our teacher as well, providing the words of this prayer as precepts of life for those 
disciples who believe in Him and follow the way He taught in the flesh. Through these words He has revealed the 



hidden treasures of wisdom and knowledge (cf. Col. 2:3) that as pure form exist in Him; and in all who offer this 
prayer He kindles the desire to enjoy such treasures.  

It is for this reason, I think, that scripture calls this teaching ‘prayer’, since it contains petitions for the gifts that God 
gives to men by grace. Our divinely inspired fathers have explained prayer in a similar way, saying that prayer is 
petition for that which God naturally gives men to the manner appropriate to Him, while a vow,  
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conversely, is a promise of what men who worship God sincerely resolve to offer Him. The fathers cite many 
Scriptural texts to illustrate this distinction such as, ‘Make your vows to the Lord our God and perform them’ (Ps. 
76:11. LXX), and ‘I will give Thee, 0 Lord, what I have vowed’ (Jonah 2:10. LXX), which refer to vows. On the 
subject of prayer they quote such texts as ‘Hannah prayed to the Lord, saying, O Lord of hosts, if Thou wilt indeed 
listen to Thy handmaid and give me a child’ (cf. 1Sam. 1:11), and ‘Hezekiah the king of Judah and the prophet 
Isaiah the son of Amoz prayed to the Lord’ (cf. 2 Chr. 32:20), and ‘Pray then like this: Our Father who art in 
heaven’ (Matt. 6:9), as the Lord said to the disciples. Consequently, a vow is a decision to keep the commandments, 
confirmed by a promise on the part of the person making the vow; and a prayer is a petition by one who has kept the 
commandments that he may be transformed by the commandments he has kept. Or, rather, a vow is a contest of 
virtue that God welcomes most readily whenever it is offered to Him; and prayer is the prize of virtue that God gives 
joyfully when the contest is won. 

Since, then, prayer is petition for the blessings given by the incarnate Logos, let us make Him our teacher in prayer. 
And when we have contemplated the sense of each phrase as carefully as possible, let us confidently set it forth; for 
the Logos Himself gives us, in the manner that is best for us, the capacity to understand what He says.  

‘Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name; Thy kingdom come’ (Matt. 6:9-10) It is appropriate that at 
the outset the Lord should teach those who pray to start with theology, and should initiate them into the mode of 
existence of Him who is by essence the created Cause of all things. For these opening words of the prayer contain a 
revelation of the Father, of the name of the Father, and of the kingdom of the Father, so that from this beginning we 
may be taught to revere, invoke and worship the Trinity in unity. For the name of God the Father exists in 
substantial form as the only-begotten son. Again the kingdom of God the Father exists in substantial form as the 
Holy Spirit: what Matthew calls ‘kingdom’ in this context one of the other Evangelists has elsewhere called ‘Holy 
Spirit’, saying, ‘May Thy Holy Spirit                   come and purify  
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us. For the Father’s name is sot something which He has acquired, nor is the kingdom a dignity ascribed to Him: He 
does not have a beginning, so that at a certain moment He begins to be Father or King, but He is eternal and so is 
eternally Father and King. In no sense at all, therefore, has He either begun to exist or begun to exist as Father or 
King. And if He exists eternally, not only is He eternally Father and King but also the Son and Holy Spirit co-exist 
with Him eternally in substantial form, having their being from Him and by nature inhering in Him beyond any 
cause or principle: they are not sequent to Him, nor have they come into existence after Him in a contingent manner. 
The relationship of co-inherence between the Persons embraces all three of them simultaneously, not permitting any 
of the three to be regarded as prior or sequent to the others. 

At the outset of this prayer, then, we honor the coessential and supraessential Trinity as the creative cause of our 
coming into existence. Secondly, we are taught to proclaim the grace of our adoption, since we have been found 
worthy of addressing our Creator by nature as our Father by grace. Thus, venerating this title of our begetter by 
grace, we strive to stamp our Creator’s qualities on our lives, sanctifying His name on earth, taking after Him as our 
Father, showing ourselves to be His children through our actions, and through all that we think or do glorifying the 
author of this adoption, who is by nature Son of the Father. 

We hallow or sanctify the name of our heavenly Father by grace when we mortify our desire for material things and 
purify ourselves of corrupting passions. For sanctification is truly the complete mortification and cessation of desire 
in the senses. When we have achieved this we assuage the uncouth turbulence of our incensive power, for the desire 
that arouses it and persuades it to fight for its own pleasures has now been quelled by holiness. For anger, being by 
nature the protagonist of desire, stops of its own accord when once it sees the desire has been put to death. 

It is thus fitting that, anger and desire repudiated, we should next  
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invoke the rule of the kingdom of God the Father with the words ‘Thy kingdom come’ (Matt. 6:l0), that is, ‘May the 
Holy Spirit come’; for, having put away these things, we are now made into a temple for God through the Holy 
Spirit by the teaching and practice of gentleness. ‘For on whom shall I rest,’ says Scripture, ‘but on him who is 
gentle and humble, and trembles at my words?’ (cf. Isa, 66:2). It is dear from this that the kingdom of God the 
Father belongs to the humble and the gentle. For ‘blessed are the gentle, for they will inherit the earth’ (Matt. 5:5). It 
is not this physical earth, which by nature occupies a middle place in the universe, that God promises as an 
inheritance for those who love Him - not, at least, if He is speaking truly when He says, ‘In the resurrection they 
neither marry nor are given in. marriage, but are as the angels in heaven’ (Matt. 22:30), and ‘Come, you whom my 
Father has blessed, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world’ (Matt. 25:34), and 
elsewhere again to someone else who has striven with goodwill, ‘Enter into the joy of your Lord’ (Matt. 25:21). And 
after the Lord St Paul also says, ‘The trumpet will sound and first the dead in Christ will rise up incorrupt; then we 
who are alive and remain will be caught up with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall be 
with the Lord for ever’ (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16-17). 

Since these things have been promised to those who love the Lord, what man prompted by intelligence and wishing 
to serve it would ever say, from a literal reading of Scripture alone, that heaven, and the kingdom prepared from the 
foundation of the world, and the mystically hidden joy of the Lord, and the perpetual dwelling with the Lord enjoyed 
by the saints, are to be identified with the earth? In this text (Matt. 5:5) I drink that the word ‘earth’ signifies the 
resolution and strength of the inner stability, immovably rooted in goodness, that is possessed by gentle, people. 
This state of stability exists eternally with the Lord, contains unfailing joy, enables the gentle to attain the kingdom 
prepared from the beginning, and has its station and dignity in heaven. It also permits the gentle to inherit the 
principle of virtue, as if virtue were the earth that occupies a middle place in the universe. For the gentle person 
holds a middle position between honor and obloquy, and remains dispassionate, neither puffed up by the first nor 
cast down by the second. For the intelligence is by nature superior to both praise and blame;  
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and so, when it has put away the sensual desire, it is no longer troubled by either the one or the other, having 
anchored the whole power of the soul in divine and unassailable liberty. The Lord, wanting to impart this liberty to 
His disciples says, ‘Take my yoke upon you and learn from Me; for I am gentle and humble in heart; and you will 
find rest for your souls’ (Matt. 11:29). He calls the rule of the divine kingdom ‘rest’ because it confers on those 
worthy of it a lordship free from all servitude. 

If the indestructible power of the pure kingdom is given to the humble and the gentle, what man will be so lacking in 



love and so completely without appetite for divine blessings that he will not desire the greatest degree of humility 
and gentleness in order to take on the stamp of the divine kingdom, so far as this is possible for men, and to .bear in 
himself by grace an exact spiritual likeness of Christ, who is by nature the truly great king? In this likeness, says St 
Paul, ‘there is neither male nor female’ (Gal. 3:28), that is, there is neither anger nor desire. Of these, the first 
tyrannically perverts judgment and makes the mind betray the law of nature; while the second scorns the one 
dispassionate cause and nature, that alone is truly desirable, in favor of what is inferior, giving preference to the 
flesh rather than to the spirit, and taking pleasure more in visible things than in the magnificence and glory of 
intelligible realities. In this way with the lubricity of sensual pleasure it seduces the intellect from the divine 
perception of spiritual realities that is proper to it. 

It is our aim to make the intelligence stand alone, stripped through the virtues of its affection for the body; for this 
affection, even when totally dispassionate, is still natural. The spirit, completely triumphing over nature, has to 
persuade the intellect to desist from moral philosophy m older to commune with the supra-essential Logos through 
direct and undivided contemplation, in spite of the fact that moral philosophy help the intellect to cut itself off from, 
and to go beyond, things pertaining to the flux of time. For when the intellect has become free from its attachment to 
sensible objects, it should not be burdened my longer with preoccupations about morality as with a shaggy cloak. 

Elijah clearly reveals this mystery in a typological manner through his actions (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:11-14). For when he was 
borne aloft he gave Elisha his cloak, that is, the mortification of the flesh which  
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constitutes the chief glory of moral conduct. He did this so that Elisha should have the support of the Spirit in his 
battle against hostile powers and should triumph over the flux and instability of nature, typified by the Jordan; so 
that, in other words, he would not be immersed in the turbidity and slime of material attachment and thus prevented 
from Crossing over into the holy land. Meanwhile, Elijah himself advanced freely towards God, Unencumbered by 
attachment to any created thing. His desire being undivided and his will unmixed, he made his dwelling with Him 
who is simple by nature, carried there by the interdependent cardinal virtues, harnessed spiritually to one another 
like horses of fire. 

Elijah knew that in the disciple of Christ there must be no imbalance of dispositions, for such diversity is proof of a 
lack of inward unity. Thus the passion of desire produces a diffusion of blood around the heart, and the incensive 
power when roused causes the blood to boil. He who already lives and moves and has his being in Christ (cf. Acts 



17:28) has annulled in himself the production of what is imbalanced and disunited: as I have said, he does not bear 
within him, like male and female, the opposing dispositions of such passions. In this way, the intelligence is not 
enslaved by the passions and made subject to their fickleness. Naturally endowed with the holiness of the divine 
image, the intelligence urges the soul to conform itself by its own free choice to the divine likeness, in this way the 
soul is able to participate in the great kingdom that exists in a substantive manner in God, the Father of all, and to 
become a translucent abode of the Holy Spirit, receiving - if it may be expressed in this way - the whole authority of 
the knowledge of the divine nature in so far as this is possible. Where this authority prevails, the production of what 
is inferior automatically comes to an end and only what is superior is generated; for the soul that through the grace 
of its calling resembles God keeps inviolate within itself the Substance of the blessings bestowed upon it. In souls 
such as this Christ always desires to be born in a mystical way, becoming incarnate in those who attain salvation, 
and making the soul that gives birth to Him a Virgin Mother; for such a soul, to put it briefly, is not conditioned by 
categories like those of male and female that typify a nature subject to generation and corruption.  

Let no one be shocked to hear me speak of the corruption that is inherent in generation. For when one has justly and 
dispassionately  
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examined the nature of what comes into being and ceases to be, one will clearly see that generation begins with 
corruption and ends in corruption. Christ, and the Christ-like way of life and understanding, as I have said, are free 
of the passions characteristic of such generation. At least, this is the case if St Paul was speaking the truth when he 
said that in Christ Jesus “there is neither male nor female’ (Gal. 3:28), meaning by these terms the characteristics 
and passions of a nature subject to generation and corruption. For in Christ and the Christ-like way of life there is 
only a deiform understanding imbued with divine knowledge, and a single disposition of will and purpose that 
chooses only virtue. 

Moreover, in Christ there is neither Greek nor Jew (cf. Gal. 3:28). By this is meant differing or, rather, contrary 
views about God. The Greek affirms a host of ruling principles and divides the one fundamental principle into 
opposing operations and powers, devising a polytheistic worship full of contradictions because of the multitude of 
objects to be venerated, and ridiculous because of its many modes of veneration. The Jew affirms a fundamental 
principle which, although one, is narrow, imperfect and almost non-existent, since it is devoid of immanent 
consciousness and life; and so he falls into an evil which is just as bad as that into which the Greek falls for the 
opposite reason, namely disbelief in the true God. For he limits the fundamental principle to a single Person, one 
that exists without Logos and Spirit, or that merely possesses Logos and Spirit as qualities; for he fails to realize 



what kind of God this would be if deprived of these two other Persons, or how He could be God if assigned them as 
accidents by participation, as is the case with created intelligent beings. Neither Greek nor Jew, then, has any place 
at all in Christ. In Him there is only the principle of true religion and the steadfast law of mystical theology, that 
rejects both the dilatation of the Divinity, as in Greek polytheism, and the contraction of the Divinity, as in Jewish 
monotheism. In this way the Divine is not full of internal contradictions, as it is with the Greeks, because of a 
natural plurality, nor is it regarded as passible, as it is by the Jews, because of being a single Person, deprived of 
Logos and Spirit, or only possessing Logos and Spirit as qualities, without itself being Intellect and Logos and 
Spirit. 

Mystical theology teaches us, who through faith have been adopted by grace and brought to the knowledge of truth, 
to recognize  
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one nature and power of the Divinity, that is to say, one God contemplated in Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It teaches 
us to know God as a single unoriginate Intellect, self-existent, the begetter of a single, self-existent, unoriginate 
Logos, and the source of a single everlasting life, self-existent as the Holy Spirit: a Trinity in Unity and a Unity in 
Trinity. The Divinity is not one thing in another thing: the Trinity is not in the Unity like an accident in a substance 
or vice versa, for God is without qualities. The Divinity is not one thing and another thing: the Unity does not differ 
from the Trinity by distinction of nature; the nature is simple and single in both. Nor in the Divinity is one thing 
dependent on or prior to another: the Trinity is not distinguished from the Unity, or the Unity from the Trinity, by 
inferiority of power; nor is the Unity distinguished from the Trinity as something common and general abstracted in 
a purely conceptual manner from the particulars in which it occurs: it is a substantively self-subsistent essence and a 
truly self-consolidating power. Nor in the Divinity has one thing come into being through another: there is within it 
no such mediating relationship as that of cause and effect, since it is altogether identical with itself and free from 
relationships. Nor in the Divinity is one thing derived from another: the Trinity does not derive from the Unity, since 
it is ungenerated and self-manifested. On the contrary, the Unity and the Trinity are both affirmed and conceived as 
truly one and the same, the first denoting the principle of essence, the second the mode of existence. The whole is 
the single Unity, not divided by the Persons; and the whole is also the single Trinity, the Persons of which are not 
confused by the Unity. Thus polytheism is not introduced by division of the Unity or disbelief in the true God by 
confusion of the Persons.  

When Christian doctrine avoids these errors it achieves a genuine splendor. By Christian doctrine I mean the 
teaching of Christ, the new proclamation of truth in which there is neither male nor female, that is, the signs and 



passions of human nature when subject to birth and decay; neither Greek nor Jew, that is, contrary views of the 
Divinity; neither uncircumcision nor circumcision (cf. Col. 3:11), that is, the different kinds of worship appropriate 
to these views, the first divinizing nature because of the passions and setting the creature against the Creator, and the 
second because of its misuse of symbols of the Law vilifying visible creation and  
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slandering the Creator as the source of evil. Both constitute equally an insult to the Divine and lead equally to evil. 
Neither in Christian doctrine is there barbarian or Scythian, that is, the deliberate fragmentation of the single nature 
of human beings which has made them subject to the unnatural law of mutual slaughter; neither is there bond or free, 
that is, the fortuitous division of this same nature which leads to one person despising another although both are by 
nature of an equal dignity, and which encourages men to dominate others tyrannically, thus violating the divine 
image in man. ‘But Christ is all and in all’ (Col. 3:11), in spirit fashioning the unoriginate kingdom by means of that 
which lies beyond nature and law.  

This kingdom is characterized, as we have shown, by humility and gentleness of heart. It is the combination of these 
two qualities that constitutes the perfection of the person-created according to Christ. For every humbler person is 
invariably gentle and every gentle person is invariably humble. A person is humble when he knows that his very 
being is on loan to him. He is gentle when he realizes how to use the powers given to him in a manner that accords 
with nature and, withdrawing their activity completely from the senses, places them at the service of the intelligence 
in order to produce the virtues. In this way his intellect moves incessantly towards God, while where his senses are 
concerned he is not in the least perturbed by any of the things that afflict the body, nor does he stamp his soul with 
any trace of distress, thereby disrupting his joy-creative state. For he does not regard what is painful in the senses as 
a privation of pleasure: He knows only one pleasure, the marriage of the soul with the Logos. To be deprived of this 
marriage is endless torment, extending by nature through all the ages. Thus when he has left the body and all that 
pertains to it, he is impelled towards union with the divine; for even if he were to be master of the whole world, he 
would still recognize only one real disaster: failure to attain by grace the deification for which he is hoping.  

Let us, then, ‘cleanse ourselves from all pollution of the flesh and spirit’ (2 Cor. 7:1), so that when we have 
extinguished our sensual desire, which indecently wantons with the passions, we may hallow the divine name. And 
with our intelligence let us bind fast our anger, deranged and frenzied by sensual pleasure, so that we may  
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receive the kingdom of God the Father, that comes to us through gentleness. 

Having done all this, we may go on to the next phrase of the prayer, saying, ‘Thy will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven’ (Matt. 6:10). He who worships God mystically with the faculty of the intelligence alone, keeping it free 
from sensual desire and anger, fulfils the divine will on earth just as the orders of angels fulfill it in heaven. He has 
become in all things a co-worshipper and fellow-citizen with the angels, conforming to St Paul’s statement, ‘Our 
citizenship is in heaven’ (Phil. 3:20). Among the angels desire does not sap the intellect’s intensity through sensual 
pleasure, nor does anger make them rave and storm indecently at their fellow creatures: there is only the intelligence 
naturally leading intelligent beings towards the source of intelligence, the Logos Himself. God rejoices in 
intelligence alone and this is what He demands from us His servants. He reveals this when He says to David, ‘What 
have I in heaven, and besides yourself what have I desired on earth?’ (Ps. 73:25. LXX). Nothing is offered to God in 
heaven by the holy angels except intelligent worship; and it is this that God also demands from us when He teaches 
us to say in our prayers, ‘Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven’ (Matt. 6:10). 

Let our intelligence, then, be moved to seek God, let our desire be roused in longing for Him, and let our incensive 
power struggle to keep guard over our attachment to Him. Or, more precisely, let our whole intellect be directed 
towards God, tensed by our incensive power as if by some nerve, and fired with longing by our desire at its most 
ardent. For if we imitate the heavenly angels in this way, we will find ourselves always worshipping God, behaving 
on earth as the angels do in heaven. For, like that of the angels, our intellect will not be attracted in the least by 
anything less than God. 

If we live in the way we have promised, we will receive, as daily and life-giving bread for the nourishment of our 
souls and the maintenance of the good state with which we have .been blessed, the Logos Himself; for if was He 
who said, ‘I am the bread that came down from heaven and gives life to the world’, (cf. John 6:33-35). In proportion 
to our capacity the Logos will become everything for us who are nourished through virtue and wisdom; and in 
accordance with His own judgment He will be embodied differently in each recipient of salvation while we are still 
living in this age. This  
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is indicated in the phrase of the prayer which says, ‘Give us this day our daily bread’ (Matt. 6:11).  

I believe that the expression ‘this day’ refers to the present age. It is as if one should say, after a clearer 
understanding of the context of the prayer, ‘Since we are in this present mortal life, give us this day our daily bread 
which Thou hast originally prepared for human nature so that it might become immortal (cf. Gen. 1:9); for in this 
way the food of the bread of life and knowledge will triumph over the death that comes through sin.’ The 
transgression of the divine commandment prevented the first man from partaking of this bread (cf. Gen. 3:19). 
Indeed, had he taken his fill of this divine food, he would not have been made subject to death through sin.  

He who prays to receive this daily bread, however, does not automatically receive it all as it is in itself: he receives it 
in accordance with his receptive capacity. For the Bread of Life in His love gives Himself to all who ask, but He 
does not give to all in the same way. He gives liberally to those who have done great things, and more sparingly to 
those who have achieved less. Thus He gives to each person in accordance with the receptive capacity of his or her 
intellect. 

The Savior Himself has led me to this interpretation of the phrase we are considering, because He commands His 
disciples explicitly not to take any thought at all for sensible food saying, ‘Do not worry about your life, what you 
will eat, or what you will drink, or about your body, what you will put on. For the heathen seek all these things. But 
seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things as well will be given to you’ (Matt. 6:25, 
32, 33). How then can it be that He teaches us to pray for what He commands us not to seek? Obviously He does not 
order us to do anything of the kind: we should ask in prayer only for things that we are commanded to seek. If the 
Savior commanded us to seek only the kingdom of God and righteousness, then surely He intended those who desire 
divine gifts to ask for this kingdom in their prayers, in this way, by showing what petitions are blessed by His grace. 
He conjoins the intention of those who ask with the will of Him who bestows the grace. 

If, however, we also take this clause to mean we should pray for the daily bread that sustains our present life, let us 
be careful not to overstep the bounds of the prayer, presumptuously assuming that  
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we will live for many cycles of years and forgetting that we are mortal and that our life passes by like a shadow; but 
free from anxiety let us pray for bread sufficient for one day at a time, thus showing that as Christian philosophers 
we make life a rehearsal for death, in our purpose anticipating nature and, even before death comes, cutting off the 
soul’s anxiety about bodily things. In this way the soul will not transfer its natural appetite to material things, 
attaching itself to what is corruptible, and will not learn the greed that deprives it of a rich possession of divine 
blessings. 

Let us therefore shun the love of matter and our attachment to matter with all the strength we have, as if washing 
dust from our spiritual eyes; and let us be satisfied simply with what sustains our present life, not with what pampers 
it. Let us pray to God for (his, as we have been taught, so that we may keep our souls unenslaved and absolutely free 
from domination by any of the visible things loved for the sake of the body. Let us show that we eat for the sake of 
living, and not be guilty of living for the sake of eating. The first is a sign of intelligence, the second proof of its 
absence. And let us be exact in the way we observe this prayer, thereby showing through our actions that we cleave 
fast to the one life lived in the spirit alone, and that we use our present life to acquire this spiritual life. We use it, 
that is to say, only in so far as we do not refuse to sustain our body with bread and to keep it as far as possible in its 
natural state of good health, our aim being not just to live but to live for God. For we make the body, rendered 
intelligent by the virtues, a messenger of the soul, and the soul, once it is firmly established in the good, a herald of 
God; and on the natural plane we restrict our prayer for this bread to one day only, not daring to extend our petition 
for it to a second day because of Him who gave us the prayer. When we have thus conformed ourselves to the sense 
of the prayer, we can proceed, in purity to the next petition, saying, ‘And forgive us our debts as we forgive our 
debtors’ (Matt. 6:12). 

According to the first interpretation proposed for the preceding section of the prayer, the words ‘this day’ symbolize 
the present age; and the person who prays in this age for the incorruptible bread of wisdom, from which we were 
cutoff by the original transgression, delights in one thing only: the attainment of divine            blessings. It is God 
who by nature bestows these blessings, but it is the recipient’s free will that safeguards them. Similarly, such a 
person knows only  
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one pain: the failure to attain these blessings. It is the devil who prompts this failure, but it is the person himself who 
makes it an actuality, because of his weakness of will with regard to the divine, and because he does not hold fast to 



the precious gift for which he has prayed. But if someone is not in the least concerned with anything in the visible 
world, and consequently is not overcome by any bodily affliction, then such a person truly and dispassionately for-
gives those who sin against him; for no one can rob him of the good to which he aspires and which by nature is 
unassailable. 

A person of this land makes himself a pattern of virtue for God, if it may be put in this way; for by saying ‘Forgive 
us our debts as we forgive our debtors’, he exhorts God, who is beyond imitation, to come and imitate him; and he 
begs God to treat him as he himself has treated his neighbors. For he wishes to be forgiven by God as he himself has 
forgiven the debts of those who have sinned against him; hence, just as God dispassionately forgives His creatures, 
so such a person must himself remain dispassionate in the face of what happens to him and forgive those who offend 
him. He must not allow the memory of things that afflict him to be stamped on his intellect lest he inwardly sunders 
human nature by separating himself from some other man, although he is a man himself. When a man’s will is in 
union with; the principle of nature in this way, God and nature are naturally reconciled; but, failing such a union, our 
nature remains self-divided in its will and cannot receive God’s gift of Himself. 

This surely is why God wishes us first to be reconciled with one another. He Himself has no need to learn from us 
how to be reconciled with sinners and to waive the penalty for a multitude of atrocious crimes; but He wishes to 
purify us of our passions and show us that the measure of grace conferred on those who are forgiven corresponds to 
their inward state. It is evident that when man’s will is in union with the principle of nature, he is not in a state of 
rebellion against God. Since the principle of nature is a law both natural and divine, and there is nothing in it 
contrary to the Logos, when a man’s will functions in accordance with this principle it accords with God in all 
things. Such a condition of the will is an inner state actively characterized by the grace of what is good by nature and 
hence productive of virtue. 

This, then, is the inner state of the man who prays for Gnostic  
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bread. After him comes the man who, constrained by nature, seeks ordinary bread, but sufficient for one day only. 
He will attain the same inner state as the first when he has forgiven his debtors their debts, as he knows that he is by 
nature mortal. Moreover, by accepting the uncertainty of the future and waiting each day for what is provided by 
nature, he anticipates nature, choosing to become dead to the world and to comply with the text, ‘For Thy sake we 
are put to death all the day long; we are regarded as sheep for slaughtering’ (Ps. 44:22; Rom. 8:36). He makes his 



peace with all in order to be free from all the depravities of this present age when he departs to eternal life, and to 
receive from the Judge and Savior of the universe a just recompense for what he has done in this life. Both these 
kinds of men, therefore, need to exhibit a pure disposition towards those who have offended them. This is true in 
general; but it has particular reference to the concluding words of the prayer: ‘And lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from what is evil’ (Matt. 6:13). 

Scripture reveals in these words that he who has not completely forgiven those who stumble, and has not brought his 
heart to God free from grievance and illuminated with the light of reconciliation with his neighbor, will fail to attain 
the grace of the blessings he has prayed for. Indeed, he will justly be handed over to temptation and to evil, so that, 
having retracted his judgments of other people, he may learn to purify himself of his own sins. Scripture here means 
by temptation the law of sin, of which the first man was free when he was created. And by ‘what is evil’ it means the 
devil, who has mixed this law of sin with human nature, deceitfully persuading man to transfer his soul’s desire from 
what is permitted to what is forbidden, and to turn aside to the transgression of the divine commandment. The result 
of this is the loss of the incorruptibility which had been given by grace. 

Alternatively, by temptation Scripture means the soul’s predilection for the passions of the flesh; and by ‘what is 
evil’ the actual way in which this impassioned proclivity is satisfied. The just Judge does not liberate a man from 
either of these if he has not forgiven his debtors their debts. So long as he prays merely in words for liberation, God. 
allows him to be defiled by the law of sin; and so long as his will is stubborn and raw, He abandons him to the 
domination of evil; for he has chosen the shameful passions (cf. Rom. 1:26),  
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of which the devil is the sower, in preference to nature, of which God is the creator. God leaves him free to incline, 
if he so wishes, towards the passions of the-flesh, and actually to satisfy that inclination. Valuing the insubstantial 
passions more highly than nature, in his concern for these passions he has become ignorant of the principle of 
nature. Had he followed that principle, he would have known what constitutes the law of nature and what the 
tyranny of the passions - a tyranny brought about, not by nature, but by deliberate choice. He would then have 
accepted the law of nature that is maintained through activities which are natural; and he would have expelled the 
tyranny of the passions completely from his will. He would have obeyed nature with his intelligence, for nature in 
itself is pure and undefiled, faultless, free from hatred and alienation, and he would have made his will once more a 
companion to nature, totally stripped of everything not bestowed by the principle of nature. In this way he would 
have eradicated all hatred for and all alienation from what is by nature akin to him, so that when saying this prayer 
he would be heard and would receive from God a double rather than a single grace: forgiveness for offences already 



committed, and protection and deliverance from those which lie in the future. For he would not be allowed to enter 
into temptation and to fall into the power of evil for one simple reason: his readiness to forgive his neighbors their 
debts.  

Thus - to go back a little and comment briefly on what has been said - if we really wish to be delivered from evil and 
not to enter into temptation, we should trust in God and forgive our debtors their debts. ‘For if you do not forgive 
people their sins’, says Scripture, ‘your heavenly Father will not forgive you yours’ (Matt. 6:15). We should do this 
not only to receive forgiveness for the offences we have committed, but also to defeat the law of sin -because then 
we would not be allowed to undergo the experience of being tempted by it - and to trample on the originator of this 
law, the evil serpent from whom we entreat God to deliver us. For Christ, who has overcome the world (cf. John 
16:33), is our leader. He arms us with the laws of the commandments, and by enabling us to reject the passions He 
unites us in pure love with nature itself. Being the bread of life, of wisdom, spiritual knowledge and righteousness, 
He arouses in us an insatiable desire for Himself. If we fulfill His Father’s will He makes us co-worshippers with the  
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angels, when in our conduct we imitate them as we should and so conform to the heavenly state. Then He leads us 
up still further on the supreme ascent of divine truth to the Father of lights, and makes us share in the divine nature 
(cf. 2 Pet. 1:4) through participation by grace in the Holy Spirit. By virtue of this participation we are called children 
of God and, cleansed from all stain, in a manner beyond circumscription, we all encircle Him who is the author of 
this grace and by nature the Son of the Father. From Him, through Him and in Him we have and always will have 
our being, our movement and our life (cf. Acts 17:28). 

When we pray, let our aim be this mystery of deification, which shows us what we were once like and what the self-
emptying of the only-begotten Son through the flesh has now made us; which shows us, that is, the depths to which 
we were dragged down by the weight of sin, and the heights to which we have been raised by His compassionate 
hand. In this way we shall come to have greater love for Him who has prepared this salvation for us with such 
wisdom. Bringing the prayer to fulfillment through our actions, we shall manifestly proclaim God as our true Father, 
by grace. We shall show that the evil one, who is always tyrannically attempting to gain control of our nature 
through the shameful passions, is not the father of our life, and that we are not unwittingly exchanging life for death. 
For both God and the devil naturally impart their qualities to those who approach either of them: God bestows 
eternal life on those who love Him, while the devil, operating through temptations that we subject to our volition, 
causes the death of his followers. 



For according to Scripture there are two kinds of temptation, one pleasurable, the other painful. One is the result of 
deliberate choice; the other is unsought. The first kind generates sin. We have been commanded by the Lord’s 
teaching to pray not to fall into this, for He says, ‘Lead us not into temptation’ (Matt. 6:13), and ‘Watch and pray so 
that you do not enter into temptation’ (Matt. 26:41). The other kind of temptation punishes sin, chastising a sin-
loving disposition with sufferings that are unsought. To the person who endures this kind of temptation - which 
comes in the form of a trial - and who in particular is not riveted to evil, the words of the apostle James may be 
applied: ‘My brethren, regard it as a great joy whenever you find yourselves beset by many trials; because the 
testing of your faith produces patient endurance; this endurance 
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shapes the character; and the character thus shaped should be brought to fruition’ (cf. Jas. 1:2-4; Rom. 5:4). The evil 
one works his malice both through the temptation that is subject to our volition and through the trial that comes 
unsought. Where the first is concerned, by sowing the soul with bodily pleasures and by exciting it in this manner, 
he contrives to divert its desire away from divine love. Where the trial is concerned, in his wish to destroy nature 
through pain, he cunningly tries to force the soul, enervated by its sufferings, to calumniate and abuse the Creator. 

But, knowing the wiles of the evil one, let us pray for deliverance from the temptations subject to our volition, so 
that we do not defied our desire from divine love; and let us bravely endure the trials that come unsought, since they 
visit us with God’s consent and by enduring them we show that we have not put nature before the Creator of nature. 
May all of us who call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ be delivered from the present delights and the future 
afflictions of the evil one by participating in the reality of the blessings held in store and already revealed to us in 
Christ our Lord Himself, who alone with the Father and the Holy Spirit is praised by all creation. Amen. 
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Inroductory Note 
 
St Thalassios, priest and abbot at a monastery in Libya, was a personal friend of St Maximos the Confessor, whose 



largest work, To Thalassios: On Various Questions relating to Holy Scripture, consists of answers to difficulties 
raised by St Thalassios. The Two Hundred Texts on Theology by St Maximos are also dedicated to St Thalassios, 
and in addition five of St Maximos' letters are addressed to him.1 Twice St Maximos describes himself as a disciple 
of St Thalassios.2 Perhaps this is no more than an expression of courtesy towards someone older than himself, and 
it may have been St Thalassios who was in reality the disciple:3  but it is not impossible that St Maximos was 
indeed decisively influenced by him.4 

The four centuries here translated are the only known work of the Libyan abbot. They display at many points the 
influence of Evagrios, but lay greater emphasis upon the integral unity of body and soul. St Thalassios, like St 
Maximos, sees self-love as the source of all the vices, and the two agree in emphasizing the supreme importance of 
love. 

In the church calendar St Thalassios is commemorated on 20 May. For the present translation the Greek  text in 
the Philokalia has been compared with that in Migne, P.G. xci, 1427-70, which is often more reliable. 
 

1 Letters 9, 26, 40-42. 
2 Letter 9 (P.G. xci, 449A); Opuscula (P.G. xci, 29D). 
3 This is the view of M. Viller, 'Aux sources de la spiritualite de S. Maxime', 

Revue d'ascitique et de mystique xi (1930), pp. 262-3.                          
4 See M.-Th. Disdier, 'Le temoignage spirituel de Thalassius le Lybien', Etudes byzantines ii (i 944), pp. 79-118. 
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1. An all-embracing and intense longing for .God binds those who experience it both to God and to one another.  

2. An intellect that has acquired spiritual love does not have thoughts unworthy of this love about anyone.  

3. He who conceals his hypocrisy beneath feigned love blesses with his mouth but curses inwardly.  



4. He who has acquired love endures calmly and patiently the injuries and sufferings that his enemies inflict on 
him.  

5. Love alone harmoniously joins all created things with God and with each other.  

6. A person who does not tolerate suspicion or disparagement of others possesses true love.  

7. He who does nothing to dispel love is precious in the sight of God and among men.  

8. True words from a pure conscience betoken unfeigned love.  

9. If you tell your brother how someone else denigrates him you conceal your own envy in the guise of goodwill.  

10. Worldly virtues promote human glory, spiritual virtues the glory of God.  

11. Love and self-control purify the soul, while pure prayer illumines the intellect.  

12. A strong man is one who repels evil through the practice of the virtues and with spiritual knowledge.  
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13. He who has acquired dispassion and spiritual knowledge has been granted God’s grace.  

14. If you wish to overcome impassioned thoughts, acquire self-control and love for your neighbor.  

15. Guard yourself from hatred and dissipation, and you will not be impeded at the time of prayer.  

16. Perfume is not to be found in mud, nor the fragrance of love in the soul of a rancorous man.  



17. Firmly control anger and desire, and you will speedily rid yourself of evil thoughts.  

18. Inner work destroys self-esteem, and if you despise no one you will repel pride.  

19. The signs of self-esteem are hypocrisy and falsehood; those of pride are presumption and jealousy.  

20. The true ruler is he who rules over himself and has subjected soul and body to the intelligence.  

21. The genuineness of a friend is shown at a time of trial, if he shares the distress you suffer.  

22. Seal your senses with stillness and sit in judgment upon the thoughts that attack your heart.  

23. Respond without rancor to thoughts of dejection, but oppose thoughts of self-indulgence with enmity.  

24. Stillness, prayer, love and self-control are a four-horsed chariot bearing the intellect to heaven.  

25. Waste your body with fasting and vigils, and you will repulse the lethal thoughts of pleasure.  

26. As wax melts before fire, so does an impure thought before the fear of God.  

27. The intelligent soul is greatly harmed when it dallies with an ignoble passion.  

28. Patiently endure the distressing and painful things that befall you, for through them God in His providence is 
purifying you.  

29. Now that you have renounced toe world and material things, renounce evil thoughts as well.  

30. The proper activity of the intellect is to be attentive at every moment to the words of God.  

31. It is God’s task to administer the world and the soul’s task to guide the body.  
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32. With what hope will we meet Christ if we are still enslaved to the pleasures of the flesh?  

33. Hardship and distress, whether of our own choosing or providential, destroy sensual pleasure.  

34. The amassing of money fuels the passions, for it leads to increasing indulgence in all kinds of sensual pleasure.  

35. The failure to secure sensual pleasure breeds dejection, while sensual pleasure itself is linked with all the 
passions.  

36. How God treats you depends upon how you treat your body.  

37. God’s justice is a fair requital for what we have done through our bodies.  

38. Virtue and spiritual knowledge lead to immortality, their absence is the mother of death.  

39. Distress that accords with God’s will puts an end to sensual pleasure, and the destruction of such pleasure is the 
soul’s resurrection.  

40. Dispassion is a state in which the soul does not yield to any evil impulse; and it can be realized only through 
Christ’s mercy.  

41. Christ is the savior of both soul and body, and the person who follows in His footsteps is freed from evil.  

42. If you wish to attain salvation, renounce sensual pleasure and learn self-control, love and how to pray with 
concentration.  

43. The mark of dispassion is true discrimination; for one who has attained the state of dispassion does all things 
with discrimination and according to measure and rule.  



44. Our Lord and God is Jesus Christ, and the intellect that follows Him will not remain in darkness (cf. John 
12:46).  

45. Concentrate your intellect, keep watch over your thoughts, and fight with any of them that are impassioned.  

46. There are three ways through which thoughts arise in you: through the senses, through the memory, and through 
the body’s temperament. Of these the most irksome are those that come through the memory.  

47. The man to whom wisdom has been given knows the inward essences of immaterial things and what is the 
origin and consummation of the world.  

48. Do not neglect the practice of the virtues and your intellect will be illumined; for it is written, ‘I will open for 
you invisible secret treasures’ (Isa. 45:3. LXX).  
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49. The man freed from his passions has been granted God’s grace, and if: he has been found worthy of spiritual 
knowledge he has received great mercy.  

50. The intellect freed from the passions becomes like light, unceasingly illumined by the contemplation of created 
beings.  

51. Holy knowledge is the light of the soul; bereft of it, ‘the fool walks in darkness’ (Eccles. 2:14).  

52. The man who lives in darkness is a fool, and the murk of ignorance awaits him.  

53. The lover of Jesus will be freed from evil; the disciples of Jesus will behold true knowledge.  



54. The intellect freed from the passions forms conceptual images that are also passion-free, whether the body is 
asleep or awake.  

55. The completely purified intellect is cramped by created beings and longs to go beyond them.  

56. Blessed is he who has attained boundless infinity, transcending all that is transitory.  

57. He who stands in awe of God searches for the divine principles that God has implanted in creation; the lover of 
truth finds them.  

58 Rightly motivated, the intellect will find the truth; but motivated by passion it will miss the mark.  

59. As God is unknowable in His essence, so is He infinite in His majesty.  

60. God, whose essence is without origin or consummation, is also impenetrable in His wisdom.  

61. The sublime providence of the Creator preserves everything that is.  

62. In his mercy the Lord supports all who fall, and raises up all who are bowed down’ (Ps. 145:14).  

63. Christ in His justice rewards the living, the dead, and every single action.  

64. If you wish to be in control of your soul and body, forestall the passions by rooting out their causes.  

65. Yoke the powers of the soul to the virtues and they will be freed from the tyranny of the passions.  

66. Curb the impulses of desire by means of self-control and those of anger with spiritual love.  
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67. Stillness and prayer are the greatest weapons of virtue, for they purify the intellect and confer on it spiritual 
insight.  

68. Only spiritual .conversation is beneficial; it is better to preserve stillness than to indulge in any other kind. 

69. Of the five kinds of conversation choose the first three, be sparing of the fourth, and avoid the fifth. 

70. The person who is unaffected by the things of this world loves stillness; and he who loves no human thing loves 
all men. 

71. The conscience is a true teacher, and whoever listens to it will not stumble.  

72. Only those who have reached the extremes of virtue or of evil are not judged by their consciences.  

73. Total dispassion renders our conceptual images passion-free: perfect spiritual knowledge brings us into the 
presence of Him who is utterly beyond knowledge.  

74. Failure to obtain pleasure induces a culpable kind of distress he who scorns pleasure is free from distress.  

75. In general, distress arises from the privation of pleasure, whether it be of a worldly kind or relate to God.  

76. Kingship, goodness and wisdom belong to God; he who attains them dwells in heaven. 

77. The person who in his actions shows that he prefers his body to his soul, and the world to God, is a pathetic 
creature. 

78. He who does not envy the spiritually mature and is merciful to the wicked has attained an equal love for all. 

79. The person who applies the laws of virtue to soul and body is truly fit to rule. 

80. Spiritual commerce consists in being detached equally from the pleasures and the pains of this life for the sake 
of the blessings held in store. 



81. Love and self-control strengthen the soul; pure prayer and contemplation, the intellect. 

82. When you hear something to your benefit, do not condemn the speaker; for if you do you will nullify his helpful 
admonition. 

83. A depraved mind thinks evil thoughts and regards as defects the achievements of a neighbor. 

84. Do not trust a thought that would judge your neighbor: for it is the man who is a storehouse of evil that thinks 
evil thoughts (cf. Matt. 12:35).  
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85. A good heart produces good thoughts: its thoughts correspond to what it stores up in itself. 

86. Keep watch over your thoughts and shun evil. Then your intellect will not be darkened but, on the contrary, will 
see.  

87. Bear in mind the Jews and watch yourself carefully; for the Jews were blinded with jealousy and took 
Beelzebub for their Lord and God (cf. Matt. 12:24). 

88. An evil suspicion darkens the mind (cf. Ecclus. 3:24) and diverts attention from the path to what lies beside it.  

89. To each virtue there is an opposing vice; hence the wicked take vices for virtues.  

90. If the intellect dallies with pleasure or dejection, it rapidly succumbs to the passion of listlessness. 

91. A pure conscience rouses the soul, but an impure thought debases it. 

92. When the passions are active they cast out self-esteem; when they are expelled, they reintroduce it.  



93. If you want to be free of all the passions, practice self-control, love and prayer.  

94. An intellect that gives itself over to God in prayer frees the soul’s passible aspect from the passions.  

95. God, who gave being to all that is, at the same time united all things together in His providence.  

96. Being Master, He became a servant, and so revealed to the world the depths of His providence.  

97. God the Logos, in becoming incarnate while remaining unchanged, was united through His flesh with the whole 
of creation.  

98. There is a new wonder in heaven and on earth: God is on earth and man is in heaven.  

99. He united men and angels so as to bestow deification on all creation. 

100. The knowledge of the holy and coessential Trinity is the sanctification and deification of men and angels. 

101. Forgiveness of sins is betokened by freedom from the passions; he who has not yet been granted freedom from 
the passions has not yet received forgiveness.  
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1. If you want to be freed from all the vices simultaneously, renounce self-love, the mother of evils. 

2. The soul’s health consists in dispassion and spiritual knowledge; no slave to sensual pleasure can attain it. 

3. Patient self-control and long-suffering love dry up the pleasures of soul and body. 



4. Self-love - that is, friendship for the body - is the source of evil in the soul. 

5. The intelligence by nature submits to the Logos and disciplines and subjugates the body. 

6. It is an insult to the intelligence to be subject to what lacks intelligence and to concern itself with shameful 
desires. 

7. For the deiform soul to abandon the Creator and worship the body is an act of depravity. 

8. You were commanded to keep the body as a servant, not to be unnaturally enslaved to its pleasures. 

9. Break the bonds of your friendship for the body and give it only what is absolutely necessary. 

10. Enclose your senses in the citadel of stillness so that they do not involve the intellect in their desires. 

11. The greatest weapons of someone striving to lead a life of inward stillness are self-control, love, prayer and 
spiritual reading. 

12. The intellect will go on looking for sensual pleasure until you subjugate the flesh and devote yourself to 
contemplation.  

13. Let us strive to fulfill the commandments so that we may be freed from the passions; and let us struggle to grasp 
divine doctrine so that we may be found worthy of spiritual knowledge. 

14. The soul’s immortality resides in dispassion and spiritual knowledge; no slave to sensual pleasure can attain it.  
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15. Subjugate your body, strip it of sensual pleasures, and free it from base servitude.  



16. Created free and called to freedom (cf. Gal. 5:13), do not be enslaved by impure passions.  

17. The demons bind the intellect to sensible things by means of desire and fear, distress and sensual pleasure.  

18. Fear of the Lord conquers desire, and distress that accords with God’s will repulses sensual pleasure. 

19. Desire for wisdom scorns fear, and the delight of spiritual knowledge expels distress.  

20. The Scriptures contain four things: commandments, doctrines, threats and promises. 

21. Self-control and strenuous effort curb desire; stillness and intense longing for God wither it. 

22. Do not goad your brother with obscure words; you would not put up with similar treatment at his hands. 

23. Long-suffering and readiness to forgive curb anger; love and compassion wither it. 

24. If you have been given spiritual knowledge, you have been given noetic light; should you dishonor that light, 
you will see darkness.  

25. The keeping of God’s commandments generates dispassion; the soul’s dispassion preserves spiritual 
knowledge.  

26. Contemplate sensible objects noetically and you will raise your sense-perception above the realm of such 
objects.  

27. Woman symbolizes the soul engaged in ascetic practice; through union with it the Intellect begets the virtues. 

28. The study of divine principles teaches knowledge of God to the person who lives in truth, longing and 
reverence. 

29. What light is to those who see and to what is seen, God is to intellective beings and to what is intelligible.  

30. The sensible firmament symbolizes the firmament of faith in which all the saints shine like stars.  

31. Jerusalem is the celestial knowledge of immaterial beings; within it the vision of peace can be contemplated.  



32. Do not neglect the practice of the virtues; if you do, your spiritual knowledge will decrease, and when famine 
occurs you will go down into Egypt (cf. Gen. 41:57; 46:6). 

33. Spiritual freedom is release from the passions; without Christ’s mercy you cannot attain it.  
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34. The promised land is the kingdom of heaven whose ambassadors are dispassion and spiritual knowledge. 

35. The Egypt of the spirit is the darkness of the passions; no one goes down to Egypt unless he is overtaken by 
famine.  

36. If you make a habit of listening to spiritual teaching, your intellect will escape from impure thoughts. 

37. God alone is good and wise by nature; but if you exert yourself your intellect also becomes good and wise 
through participation. 

38. Control your stomach, sleep, anger and tongue, and you will not ‘dash your foot against .a stone’(Ps. 91:12). 

39. Strive to love every man equally, and you will simultaneously expel all the passions. 

40. The contemplation of sensible things is shared by the intellect and the senses; but the knowledge of intelligible 
realities pertains to the intellect alone. 

41. The intellect cannot devote itself to intelligible realities unless you sunder its attachment to the senses and to 
sensible things. 

42. The senses have a natural attachment to sensible things, and when distracted by them distract the intellect. 



43. Devote your senses to the service of the intellect and give them no time to be diverted from it. 

44. When the intellect gives its attention to sensible objects, withdraw your senses from them, bringing the objects 
into direct contact with the intellect. 

45. A sign that the intellect is devoted to the contemplation of intelligible realities is its disdain for all that agitates 
the senses.  

46. When the intellect is engaged in the contemplation of intelligible realities, its delight in them is such that it can 
hardly be dragged away. 

47. When the intellect is rich in the knowledge of the One, the senses will be completely under control. 

48. Prevent your intellect from pursuing sensible things, so that it does not reap the fruits of pleasure and pain 
which they produce.  

49. When the intellect devotes itself continually to divine realities, the soul’s passible aspect becomes a godlike 
weapon.  

50. The intellect cannot be transformed by spiritual knowledge unless it first detaches itself from the soul’s passible 
aspect by means of its own virtues.  
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51. The intellect becomes a stranger to the things of this world when its attachment to the senses has been 
completely sundered.  

52. The proper function of the soul’s intelligent aspect is devotion to the knowledge of God, while that of its 
passible aspect is the pursuit of self-control and love.  



53. The intellect cannot dally with any sensible object unless it entertains at least some kind of passionate feeling 
for it. 

54. The intellect is perfect when transformed by spiritual knowledge; the soul is perfect when permeated by the 
virtues. 

55. The intellect’s attachment to the senses enslaves it to bodily pleasure. 

56. The intellect falls from the realm of spiritual knowledge when the soul’s passible aspect abandons its own 
virtues.  

57. Although we have received the power to become the children of God (cf. John 1:12), we do not actually attain 
this sonship unless we strip ourselves of the passions. 

58. Let no one think that he has actually become a child of God if he has not yet acquired divine qualities. 

59. We are sons of God or of Satan according to whether we conform to goodness or to evil.  

60. A wise man is one who pays attention to himself and is quick to separate himself from all defilement. 

61. An obdurate soul does not notice when it is whipped and so is unaware of its benefactor.  

62. A soiled garment excludes one from the divine wedding feast and makes one a communicant of outer darkness 
(cf. Matt. 22:12-13). 

63. He who fears God will pay careful attention to his soul and will free himself from communion with evil. 

64. If you abandon God and are a slave to the passions you cannot reap God’s mercy. 

65. Even if we do not wish to believe Him, it was Jesus who said that no one can serve two masters (cf. Matt. 6:24).  

66. A soul defiled by the passions becomes obdurate: it has to undergo knife and cautery before it recovers its faith. 

67. Fearful afflictions await the hard of heart, for without great sufferings they cannot become pliable and 
responsive. 



68. A wise man pays careful attention to himself, and by freely choosing to suffer escapes the suffering that comes 
unsought.  
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69. Concern for one’s soul means hardship and humility, for through these God forgives us all our sins. 

70. Just as desire and rage-multiply our sins, so self-control and humility erase them. 

71. Distress that accords with God’s will shatters the heart; it is produced by the fear of punishment. 

72. Such distress purifies the heart, expelling from it the defilements of sensual pleasure. 

73. Patient endurance is the soul’s struggle for virtue; where there is struggle for virtue, self-indulgence is banished. 

74. All sin is due to sensual pleasure, all forgiveness to hardship and distress. 

75. If you are not willing to repent through freely choosing to suffer, unsought sufferings will providentially be 
imposed on you. 

76. Christ is the Savior of the whole world, and has conferred on men the gift of repentance so that they may be 
saved.  

77. Repentance engenders the keeping of the commandments, and this in its turn purifies the soul. 

78. The purification of the soul is release from the passions, and release from the passions gives birth to love. 

79. A pure soul is one that loves God, and a pure intellect is one divorced from ignorance. 



80. Struggle until death to fulfill the commandments: purified through them, you will enter into life. 

81. Make the body serve the commandments, keeping it so far as possible free from sickness and sensual pleasure.  

82. The flesh revolts when prayer, frugality and blessed stillness are neglected. 

83. Blessed stillness gives birth to blessed children: self-control, love and pure prayer.  

84. Spiritual reading and prayer purify the intellect, while love and self-control purify the soul’s passible aspect.  

85. Always keep the same measure of self-control; otherwise through irregularity you will go from one extreme to 
another.  

86. If you lay down rules for yourself, do not disobey yourself; for he who cheats himself is self-deluded. 

87. The soul filled with passion lies in noetic darkness, for in such a soul the sun of righteousness has set.  
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88. A son of God is a person who through wisdom, power and righteousness has become like God.  

89. The soul’s disease is an evil disposition^ while its death is sin put into action.  

90. Spiritual poverty is complete dispassion; when the intellect has reached this state it abandons all worldly things. 

91. Preserve the harmony of the soul’s virtues, and it will bring forth the fruit of righteousness.  



92. The contemplation of noetic realities is said to be bodiless because it is completely free of matter and form. 

93. Just as the four elements are a combination of matter and form, so the bodies that derive from them are likewise 
made up of matter and form. 

94. When in His compassion for man the Logos became flesh, He changed neither what He was nor what He 
became. 

95. Just as we speak of the one Christ as being ‘from Godhead’ and ‘from manhood’ and ‘in Godhead’ and ‘in 
manhood’, so we speak of Him as being ‘from two natures’ and ‘in two natures’. 

96. We confess that in Christ there is a single hypostasis, or subject, in two indivisibly united natures. 

97. We glorify the one indivisible hypostasis of Christ and confess the union without confusion of the two natures. 

98. We venerate the one essence of the Divinity in three Persons, or hypostases, and confess the coessential Trinity. 

99. Particular to the three Persons are fatherhood, sonship and procession. Common to them are essence, nature, 
divinity and goodness.  
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1. Think good thoughts about what is good by nature, and think well of every man. 

2. On the day of judgment we shall be asked by God to answer for our words, acts and thoughts. 

3. Whether we think, speak or act in a good or an evil manner depends upon whether we cleave inwardly to virtue 



or to vice.  

4. An intellect dominated by the passions thinks base thoughts; words and actions bring these thoughts into the 
open.   

5. An evil thought is preceded by passion. The passion is caused by the senses, but the misuse of the senses is 
clearly the fault of the intellect. 

6. Shut out the senses, fight against prepossession and, with the commandments as your weapons, destroy the 
passions.  

7. Inveterate wickedness requires long practice of the virtues; for an engrained habit is not easily uprooted.  

8. The forceful practice of self-control and love, patience and stillness, will destroy the passions hidden within us.  

9. Impel your intellect continually to prayer and you will destroy the evil thoughts that beset your heart.  

10. Ascetic practice requires long and patient endurance: assiduous struggle will slowly root out self-indulgence.  

11. You will not find the rigors of the ascetic life hard to bear if you do all things with measure and by rule.  

12. Maintain a regular level of ascetic practice and do not break your rule unless forced to do so.  

13. Just as love and self-control destroy evil thought so contemplation and prayer destroy all self-exaltation.  

14. Ascetic struggle - fasting, vigils, patience, forbearance -produces a clear conscience.  
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15. He who patiently endures unsought trials becomes humble, full of hope and spiritually mature. 

16. Patient endurance is a continuous effort for the soul; it is born of suffering freely chosen and of trials that come 
unsought.  

17. Perseverance in the face of adversity dissolves evil, while unremitting patience destroys it utterly.  

18. The experience of suffering afflicts the senses; distress annuls sensual pleasure.  

19. There are four prevalent passions which God in His wisdom sets one against the other.  

20. Distress checks sensual pleasure; the fear of punishment withers desire.  

21. The wise intellect tests the soul and trains the body with all kinds of ascetic practice. 

22. Prove yourself a monk, not outwardly, but inwardly, by freeing yourself from the passions. 

23. The first renunciation is that of material things, the second that of the passions, the third that of ignorance.  

24. It is not difficult to get rid of material things if you so desire; but only with great effort will you be able to get 
rid of thoughts about them. 

25. Control desire and you will dominate anger; for desire gives rise to anger.  

26. We may have freed ourselves from impassioned thoughts; but have we yet been granted pure and immaterial 
prayer?  

27. Great is the intellect that is freed from the passions, has separated itself from created beings, and lives in God.  

28. The person advancing in the spiritual life studies three things: the commandments, doctrine, and faith in the 
Holy Trinity.  

29. An intellect stripped of the passions has its attention focused on three things: passion-free conceptual images, 



the contemplation of created beings, and its own light.  

30. The foulest passions ore bidden within our souls; they are brought to light only when we scrutinize our actions.  

31. Sometimes the intellect that has attained a partial dispassion will remain undisturbed; but this is because, in the 
absence of the things that provoke it, it is not put to the test. 

32. As has been said, our passions are roused through these  
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three things: the memory, the body’s temperament, and the senses. 

33. The intellect that has shut out the senses, and has achieved a balance in the body’s temperament, .has to fight 
only against its memories.  

34. It is when self-control and spiritual love are missing that the passions are roused by the senses. 

35. Moderate fasting, vigils and psalmody are natural means for achieving a balance in the body’s temperament. 

36. Three things upset the balance of the body’s temperament: lack of restraint in our diet, a change in the weather, 
and the touch of the demonic powers.  

37. Our memories can be stripped of passion through prayer, spiritual reading, self-control and love.  

38. First shut out the senses through the practice of stillness and then fight against your memories by cultivating the 
virtues.  



39. Mental evil resides in the misuse of conceptual images; active sin consists in the misuse of material things.  

40. To misuse conceptual images and material things is to use them in a profane and improper manner.  

41. Reprehensible passions chain the intellect, binding it to sensible objects.  

42. The person who is not affected either by material things, or by his memories of them, has attained perfect 
dispassion.  

43. A saint-like soul helps its neighbor and when ill-treated by him is patient, enduring what it suffers at his hands.  

44. Malicious thoughts are a fully existent form of evil: if you do not get rid of them you will not become a disciple 
of spiritual knowledge. 

45. The person who listens to Christ fills himself with light; and if he imitates Christ, he reclaims himself. 

46. Rancor is the soul’s leprosy. The soul contracts it as the result of disgrace or punishment, or because of 
suspicious thoughts. 

47. The Lord blinds the intellect that is jealous and resentful of its neighbor’s blessings.  

48. The tongue of a back-biting soul is three-pronged: it injures the speaker, the listener and sometimes the person 
being maligned.  

49. He who prays for those who offend him is without rancor; and the unstinting giver is set free from it.  
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50. Hatred-for one’s neighbor soul’s death; the back-biting soul both suffers and inflicts such death. 



51. Listlessness is an apathy of soul; and a soul becomes apathetic when sick with self-indulgence.  

52. He who loves Jesus trains himself in suffering: perseverance in suffering dispels listlessness. 

53. The soul is strengthened through ascetic suffering, and dispels listlessness by doing all things according to 
measure.  

54. Control of the belly withers desire and keeps the intellect free from lecherous thoughts.  

55. An intellect in control of itself is the temple of the Holy Spirit, but that of a glutton is like a nest of crows.  

56. A surfeit of foods breeds desire; a deficiency sweetens even plain bread. 

57. If you share secretly in the joy of someone you envy, you will be freed from your jealousy; and you will also be 
freed from your jealousy if you keep silent about the person you envy.  

58. Shun whoever lives dissolutely, even if many hold him in high esteem. 

59. Make a friend of the man who works hard and you will find protection. 

60. The dissolute man is sold to many masters and lives his life in whatever way they lead him. 

61. Such a man will treat you as a friend in the time of peace, but in the time of trial he will fight you as an enemy. 

62. When his passions are quiescent, he will lay down his life for you; when they are roused, he will take it back 
again. 

63. A dissolute soul is as full of impure passions as waste land is full of thistles. 

64. A wise intellect restrains the soul, keeps the body in subjection, and makes the passions its servants. 

65. Our actions disclose what goes on within us, just as its fruit makes known a tree otherwise unknown to us. 

66. The hypocrite, like the false prophet, is betrayed by his words and actions. 



67. An intellect that does not use its intelligence fails to chastise the soul, and so prevents it from acquiring love and 
self-control. 

68. The cause of depraved thoughts is an evil disposition made up of pride and boastfulness.  
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69. Pride and boastfulness are characterized by hypocrisy, guile, trickery, pretence and, worst of all, falsity. 

70. These characteristics are aided and abetted by envy, strife, anger, resentment and rancor.  

71. Such is the state of those who live dissolutely, and such are the treasures hidden in my heart (cf. Matt. 12:35). 

72. Hardship and humility save the soul and free it from all the passions. 

73. A helpful word indicates an understanding mind; a good action reveals a saint-like soul.  

74. An illumined intellect brings forth words of wisdom; a pure soul cultivates godlike thoughts.  

75. The thoughts of a wise man are devoted to wisdom, and his words enlighten those who hear them. 

76. A virtuous soul cultivates good thoughts; a soul full of evil breeds thoughts of depravity. 

77. An impassioned soul produces evil thoughts: it is a fund of evil. 

78. The virtues possess a fund of goodness from which the holy intellect brings forth blessings.  

79. The intellect energized by divine love cultivates good thoughts about God; but when impelled by self-love it 



produces diabolic thoughts. 

80. When the intellect is moved by love for its neighbor, it always thinks well of him; but when it is under diabolic 
influence it entertains evil thoughts about him. 

81. The virtues generate good thoughts; the commandments lead us to the virtues; the practice of the virtues 
depends on our own will and resolution. 

82. As virtue and evil come and go, they dispose the soul either to goodness or to malice, prompting in it the 
corresponding thoughts. 

83. Evil begets evil thoughts; disobedience begets evil; the deceit of the senses gives, rise to disobedience; and this 
deceit derives from the intellect’s neglect of its own salvation. 

84. In the case of those advancing on the spiritual way, their attitude to good and evil is easily changed; but in those 
who have achieved perfection it is hard to shift. 

85. The soul’s strength is its firm state of virtue; on reaching  
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such a state one may say with the invincible apostle Paul; ‘What can separate us from the love of Christ?’ (Rom. 
8:35). 

86. Self-love precedes all the passions, while last of all comes pride, 

87. The three most common forms of desire have their origin in the passion of self-love.  

88. These three forms are gluttony, self-esteem and avarice. All other impassioned thoughts follow in their wake, 



though they do not all follow each of them.  

89. The thought of unchastity follows that of gluttony; of pride, that of self-esteem. The others all follow the three 
most common forms. 

90. Thus thoughts of resentment, anger, rancor, envy, listless-ness and the rest all follow these three most common 
forms. 

 

A Prayer 

91. Christ, Master of all, free us from all these destructive passions and the thoughts born of them. 

92. For Thy sake we came into being, so that we might delight in the paradise which Thou hast planted and in 
which Thou hast placed us. 

93. We brought our present disgrace upon ourselves, preferring destruction to the delights of blessedness. 

94. We have paid for this, for we have exchanged eternal life for death.  

95. 0 Master, as once Thou hast looked on us, look on us now; as Thou becamest man, save all of us.  

96. For Thou camest to save us who were lost. Do not exclude us from the company of those who are being saved.  

97. Raise up our souls and save our bodies, cleansing us from all impurity. 

98. Break the fetters of the passions that constrain us, as once Thou hast broken the ranks of the impure demons. 

99. Free us from their tyranny, so that we may worship Thee alone, the eternal light.  

100. Having risen from the dead and dancing with the angels in the blessed, eternal and indissoluble dance. Amen.  
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1. The person who has broken the bonds of his intellect’s fawning friendship for the flesh has slain the body’s evil 
acts through the life-giving Spirit. 

2. Do not think that the intellect is free from its attachment to the flesh so long as it is still troubled by the 
activities that pertain to the flesh. 

3. Just as the senses and sensible objects pertain to the flesh, so the intellect and intelligible realities pertain to the 
soul. 

4. Withdraw your soul from the perception of sense objects, and the intellect will find itself in God and in the 
realm of intelligible realities. 

5. Intelligible natures that can be grasped only by the intellect belong to the realm of divinity, while the senses and 
sense objects have been created for the service of the intellect. 

6. Use the senses and sense objects as a means to spiritual contemplation but, on the contrary, do not use what 
provokes the desire of the flesh as food for the senses. 

7. You have been commanded to mortify the acts of the body (cf. Col. 3:5) so that when the soul has been made 
dead to pleasure you may bring it back to life through your ascetic labors. 

8. Be ruled by God and rule over your senses; and, being on a higher level, do not give authority to what is inferior 
to you. 

9. God, who is eternal, limitless and infinite, has promised eternal, limitless and inexpressible blessings to those 
who obey him.  

10. The intellect’s role is to live in God and to meditate on Him, His providence and His awesome Judgments. 



11. You have the power to incline either upwards or downwards: choose what is superior and you will bring what is 
inferior into subjection.  
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12. Because they are the works of God, who is Himself good, the senses and sensible objects are good; but they 
cannot in any way be compared with the intellect and with intelligible realities. 

13. The Lord has created intelligent and noetic beings with a capacity to receive the Spirit and to attain knowledge 
of Himself; He has brought into existence the senses and sense objects to serve such beings. 

14. Just as it is absurd to subject a good master to a worthless servant, so it is absurd to subject the deiform intellect 
to the corruptible body. 

15. An intellect that does not control the senses will fall into evil because of them: deceived by the pleasure of sense 
objects, it depraves itself.  

16. While controlling your senses, control your memory as well; for when its prepossessions are roused through the 
senses they stir up the passions.  

17. Keep your body under control, and pray constantly; in this way you will soon be free from the thoughts that 
arise from your prepossessions.  

18. Devote yourself ceaselessly to the words of God: application to them destroys the passions. 

19. Spiritual reading, vigils, prayer and psalmody prevent the intellect from being deluded by the passions. 



20. Just as spring stimulates the growth of plants, so dispassion stimulates the intellect to attains spiritual 
knowledge of created beings. 

21. Keep the commandments, and you will find peace; love God, and you will attain spiritual knowledge.  

22. You have been sentenced to eat the bread of spiritual knowledge with toil, struggle and the sweat of your face 
(cf. Gen. 3:19). 

23. Negligence led our first forefather to transgress, and instead of enjoying paradise he was condemned to die (cf. 
Gen. 3:22). 

24. You, too, should keep control of Eve; and you should watch out for the serpent, lest she is deceived by it and 
gives you the fruit of the tree (cf. Gen. 3:1-5). 

25. As by nature the soul gives life to the body, so virtue and spiritual knowledge give life to the soul. 

26. A conceited intellect is a waterless cloud (cf. Jude, verse 12) carried along by the winds of self-esteem and 
pride.  
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27. In controlling your self-esteem, beware of unchastity, so that you do not shun acclaim only to fall into dishonor. 

28. Eschewing self-esteem, look to God, and beware lest you become presumptuous or unchaste. 

29. A sign of self-esteem is an ostentatious manner; of pride, anger and scorn of others.  



30. In cutting out gluttony, beware lest you seek the esteem of others, making a display of the pallor of your face. 

31. To fast well is to enjoy simple food in small amounts and to shun other people’s esteem. 

32. After fasting until late in the day, do not eat your fill, lest in so doing you build up again what you have pulled 
down (cf. Gal. 2:18). 

33. If you do not drink wine, do not glut yourself with water either; for if you do you will be providing yourself 
with the same fuel for unchastity. 

34. Pride deprives us of God’s help, making us over-reliant on ourselves and arrogant towards other people. 

35. There are two remedies against pride; and if you do not avail yourself of them you will find yourself given a 
third, far more painful to bear. 

36. Prayer with tears, and having no scorn for anyone, destroy pride; but so do chastisements inflicted against our 
will. 

37. Chastisement through the trials imposed on us is a spiritual rod, teaching us humility when in our foolishness 
we think too much of ourselves. 

38. The intellect’s task is to reject any thought that secretly vilifies a fellow being. 

39. Just as the gardener who does not weed his garden chokes his vegetables, so the intellect that does not purify its 
thoughts is wasting its efforts. 

40. A wise man is one who accepts advice, especially that of a spiritual father counseling him in accordance with 
the will of God. 

41. A man deadened by the passions is impervious to advice and will not accept any spiritual correction. 

42. He who does not accept advice will never go by the straight path, but will always find himself among cliffs and 
gorges. 

43. The truly monk-like intellect is one that has renounced the senses and cannot stand even the thought of sensual 
pleasure.  
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44. The truly physician-like intellect is one that  first heals itself and then heals others of the diseases of  which it 
has been cured.  

45. Search after virtue and do not be deprived of it, lest you live sordidly and die a wretched death. 

46. Our Lord Jesus has given light to all men, but those who do not trust in Him bring darkness upon themselves. 

47. Do not think that the loss of virtue is a minor matter, for it was through such a loss that death came into the 
world. 

48. Obedience to the commandments is the resurrection of the dead, for by nature life follows upon virtue.  

49. When the intellect was deadened by the breaking of the commandment, the death of the body was a necessary 
consequence. 

50. Just as Adam through transgressing became subject to death, so the Savior through obedience put death to 
death. 

51. Put evil to death so that you will not rise up dead and thus pass from a minor to a major death. 

52. Because of Adam’s transgression the Savior became man, so that by nullifying the sentence passed on us He 
might resurrect all of us.  

53. He who has put his passions to death and overcome ignorance goes from life to life.  



54. Search the Scriptures and you will find the commandments; do what they say and you will be freed from your 
passions.  

55. Obedience to a commandment purifies the soul, and purification of the soul leads to its participation in light 

56. The tree of life is the knowledge of God; when, being purified, you share in that knowledge you attain 
immortality. 

57. The first step in the practice of the virtues is faith in Christ; its consummation, the love of Christ. 

58. Jesus is the Christ, our Lord and our God, who grants us faith in Him so that we may live. 

59. He manifested Himself to us in soul, body and divinity so that, as God, He could deliver soul and body from 
death. 

60. Let us acquire faith so that we may attain love; for love gives birth to the illumination of spiritual knowledge. 

61. The acquisition of faith leads successively to fear of God, restraint from sensual pleasure, the patient endurance 
of suffering, hope in God, dispassion and love. 

62. Genuine love gives birth to the spiritual knowledge of the  
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created world. This is succeed by the desire of all desires: the grace of theology. 

63. When (he intellect controls the passions it is doubtless. out of fear that it does so, for it believes is God’s threats 



and promises.  

64. When you have been given faith, self-control is demanded from you; when self-control has become habitual, it 
rives birth to patient endurance, a disposition that gladly accepts suffering. 

65. The sign of patient endurance is delight in suffering; and the intellect, trusting in this patient endurance, hopes 
to attain what is promised and to escape what is threatened. 

66. The expectation of the blessings held in store links the intellect with what it expects. When it continually 
meditates on these blessings, it forgets the things of this world.  

67. He who has tasted the things for which he hopes will spurn the things of this world: all his longing will be spent 
on what he hopes for.  

68. It is God who has promised the blessings held in store; and the self-disciplined person who has faith in God 
longs for what is held in store as though it were present. 

69. The sign that the intellect dwells among the blessings for which it hopes is its total oblivion to worldly things 
and the growth in its knowledge of what is held in store.  

70. The dispassion taught by the God of truth is a noble quality; through it He fulfils the aspirations of the devout 
soul. 

71. The blessings that lie in store for the inheritors of the promise are beyond eternity, before all ages, and 
transcend both intellect and thought.  

72. Let us regulate our lives according to the rules of true faith, so that we do not deviate into the passions and thus 
fail to attain what we hope for.  

73. Jesus is the Christ, one of the Holy Trinity. You are destined to be His heir. 

74. If God has taught you a spiritual knowledge of created beings, you will not doubt the words of Scripture 
concerning the blessings held in store. 

75. According to the degree to which the intellect is stripped of the passions, the Holy Spirit initiates the intellect 
into the mysteries of the age to be.  
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76. The more the intellect is purified, the more the soul is granted spiritual knowledge of divine principles. 

77. He who has disciplined his body and dwells in a state of spiritual knowledge finds that through this knowledge 
he is purified still further. 

78. The intellect that begins to pursue divine wisdom starts with faith; it then passes through the intermediate stages 
until it arrives once more at faith, though this time of the highest type. 

79. Initially our search for wisdom is prompted by fear; but as we attain our goal we are led forward by love. 

80. The intellect that begins its search for divine wisdom with simple faith will eventually attain a theology that 
transcends the intellect and that is characterized by unremitting faith of the highest type and the contemplation 
of the invisible. 

81. The divine principles contemplated by the saints do not reveal God’s essence, but the qualities that appertain to 
Him. 

82. Of the principles that appertain to God, some are to be understood affirmatively and others negatively. 

83. For example, being, divinity, goodness and whatever else we attribute to God in a positive manner, or 
cataphatically, are to be understood affirmatively. Unoriginateness, infinity, indefinable-ness and so on are to be 
understood in a negative manner, or apophatically. 

84. Since the inmost divinity of the Holy Trinity is a single essence transcending intellect and thought, what has just 
been said, and other similar statements, refer to the qualities that appertain to the essence, and not to the essence 
itself. 



85. Just as we speak of the single Godhead of the Holy Trinity, so we glorify the three Persons, or hypostases, of 
the one Godhead. 

86. The affirmative and negative qualities mentioned above are to be understood as common to the holy and 
coessential Trinity, and not as indicating the individual characteristics of the three Persons. Most of these 
individual characteristics are to be understood affirmatively, although some are to be understood negatively. 

87. The individual characteristics of the divine Persons are fatherhood, sonship, procession, and whatever else can 
be said of them individually. 

88. A person may be defined as an essence with individual  
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characteristics. Thus each person possesses both what  is common to the essence and what belongs individually to 
the person. 

89. Of the qualities common to the Holy Trinity, those predicated of it negatively apply more aptly than those 
ascribed to it positively. But this is not the case with the individual characteristics. As we noted, some of these 
are expressed affirmatively and others negatively; ‘begottenness’ and ‘unbegottenness’ respectively are 
examples of both. Thus unbegottenness’ differs from ‘begot-tenness’ only as regards its meaning, not as regards 
its aptness: the first term expresses the fact that the Father was not begotten and the second that the Son was 
begotten. 

90. Verbs and nouns are used, as we said, to indicate the principles that in contemplation we apprehend as 
appertaining to the essence of the Holy Trinity, but do not refer to the essence itself. For the principles of the 
essence cannot be known by the intellect or expressed in words: they are known only to the Holy Trinity. 

91. Just as the single essence of the Godhead is said to exist in three Persons, so the Holy Trinity is confessed to 
have one essence. 



92. We regard the Father as unoriginate and as the source: as unoriginate because He is unbegotten, and as the 
source because He is the begetter of the Son and the sender forth of the Holy Spirit, both of whom are by 
essence from Him and in Him from all eternity. 

93. Paradoxically, the One moves from itself into the Three and yet remains One, while the Three return to the One 
and yet remain Three. 

94. Again, the Son and the Spirit are regarded as not unoriginate, and yet as from all eternity. They are not 
unoriginate because the Father is their origin and source; but They are eternal in that They coexist with the 
Father, the one begotten by Him and the other proceeding from Him from all eternity.  

90. The single divinity of the Trinity is undivided and the three Persons of the one divinity are unconfused. 

96. The individual characteristics of the Father are described as unoriginateness and unbegottenness; of the Son, as 
co-presence in the source and as being begotten by it; and of the Holy Spirit, as co-presence in the source and as 
proceeding from it. The origin of the Son and Holy Spirit is not to be regarded as temporal: how could it be? On 
the contrary, the term ‘origin’ indicates the source from  
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which Their existence is eternally derived, as light from the sun For They originate from that source according to 
Their essence, although They are in no sense inferior or subsequent to it.  

97. Each Person preserves His individual characteristics im-mutably and irremovably; and the common nature of 
Their essence, that is to say, Their divinity, is indivisible.  

98. We confess Unity in Trinity and Trinity in Unity, divided but without division and united but with distinctions. 

99. The Father is the sole origin of all things. He is the origin of the Son and the Spirit as Their begetter and source, 



coeternal, co-infinite, limitless, coessential and undivided. He is the origin of created things, as the one who 
produces, provides for, and judges them through the Son in the Holy Spirit. ‘For all things are from Him and 
through Him, and have Him as their goal. To Him be glory throughout the ages. Amen’ (Rom. 11:36).  

100. Again, the Son and the Holy Spirit are said to be coeternal with the Father, but not co-unoriginate with Him. 
They are coeternal in that They coexist with the Father from eternity; but They are not co-unoriginate in that 
They are not without source: as has already been said, They are derived from Him as the light from the sun, 
even though They are not inferior or subsequent to Him. They are also said to be unoriginate in the sense that 
They do not have an origin in time. If this were not the case. They would be thought of as subject to time, 
whereas it is from Them that time itself derives. Thus They are unoriginate not with regard to Their source, but 
with regard to time. For They exist prior to, and transcend, all time and all the ages; and it is from Them that all 
time and all the ages are derived, together with everything that is in time and in the ages. This is because They 
are, as we said, coeternal with the Father; to Him, with Them, be glory and power through all the ages. Amen.  
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(c. 675 – c. 749) 

(Volume 2, pp. 333-342) 

Inroductory Note 
 
On the Virtues and Vices, a concise and clear summary of standard ascetic teaching, is ascribed by St Nikodimos 

to St John of Damaskos (c. 675-c. 749), author of the celebrated doctrinal compendium On the Orthodox Faith, but 
it also appears among the works attributed to St Athanasios of Alexandria (c. 296-373)1 and St Ephrem the Syrian 
(c. 306-373).2 Probably it is not by any of these three, and its date and provenance remain hard to determine. For 
his analysis of temptation the author is clearly indebted to St Mark the Ascetic (? early fifth century) - whom, 
indeed, he cites by name in another connection - and probably also to St John Klimakos (? seventh century). He 
adopts Evagrios' teaching on the three aspects of the soul and the eight evil thoughts, and his remarks on self-love 
suggest an acquaintance with the writings of St Maximos. It has been argued that the beginning and the end of the 
treatise, on the virtues of the soul and the body, are of Syrian origin - which would account for the ascription to 
Ephrem - and are possibly taken from John the Solitary (c. 500).3 St Nikodimos praises the treatise as 'a touchstone, 
discriminating with exactness between the tried and tested gold of the virtues and the copper alloy of the vices'. 

 
1 P.G. xxviii, 1396-1408. 
2 Opera, vol, iii (Rome, 1746), pp. 429-35. 
3 I. Hausherr, jean le Solitaire: Dialogue sur I’ame et les passions des hommes (Orientalia Christiana Analecta 120: Rome, 1939), p. 13. 
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Man is a twofold being comprising soul and body, and has two orders of senses and two corresponding orders of 
virtues. The soul has five senses and the body five. The senses of the soul, which are also called the faculties, are 
intellect, reason, opinion, fantasy and sense-perception. The senses of the body are sight, smell, hearing, taste and 
touch. The virtues which belong to these senses are twofold and so, too, are the vices. Everyone should know how 
many virtues there are of the soul and how many of the body, and what kind of passions belong to the soul and what 
kind to the body. The virtues which we ascribe to the soul are primarily the four cardinal virtues: courage, moral 
judgment, self-restraint and justice. These give birth to the other virtues of the soul: faith, hope, love, prayer, 
humility, gentleness, long-suffering, forbearance, kindness, freedom from anger, knowledge of God, cheerfulness, 
simplicity, calmness, sincerity, freedom from vanity, freedom from pride, absence of envy, honesty, freedom from 
avarice, compassion, mercifulness, generosity, fearlessness, freedom from dejection, deep compunction, modesty, 
reverence, desire for the blessings held in store, longing for the kingdom of God, and aspiration for divine sonship. 

Besides these there are the bodily virtues or, rather, the tools or instruments of virtue. When used with 
understanding, in accordance with God’s will, and without the least hypocrisy or desire to win men’s esteem, they 
make it possible to advance in humility and dispassion. They are self-control, fasting, hunger, thirst, staying awake, 
keeping all-night vigils, constant kneeling, not washing, the wearing of a single garment, eating dry food, eating 
slowly, drinking nothing but water, sleeping on the ground, poverty, total shedding of possessions, austerity, 
disregard of personal appearance, unselfishness, solitude, preserving stillness, not going out, enduring scarcity,  
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being self-supporting, silence, working with your own hands, and every kind of hardship and physical asceticism, 
with other similar practices. When the body is strong and disturbed by carnal passions, they are all indispensable and 
extremely beneficial. When the body is weak, however, and with the help of God has overcome these passions, such 
practices are not as vital as holy humility and thanksgiving, which suffices for everything. 

Something should also be said about the vices or the passions of the soul and the body. The passions of the soul are 
forgetfulness, laziness and ignorance. When the soul’s eye, the intellect, has been darkened by these three, the soul 
is dominated by all the other passions. These are impiety, false teaching or every kind of heresy, blasphemy, wrath, 
anger, bitterness, irritability, inhumanity, rancor, back-biting, censoriousness, senseless dejection, fear, cowardice, 



quarrelsomeness, jealousy, envy, self-esteem, pride, hypocrisy, falsehood, unbelief, greed, love of material things, 
attachment to worldly concerns, listlessness, faint-heartedness, ingratitude, grumbling, vanity, conceit, pomposity, 
boastfulness, love of power, love of popularity, deceit, shamelessness, insensibility, flattery, treachery, pretence, 
indecision, assent to sins arising from the soul’s passible aspect and dwelling on them continuously, wandering 
thoughts, self-love, the mother of vices, avarice, the root of all evil (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10) and, finally, malice and guile. 

The passions of the body are gluttony, greed, over-indulgence, drunkenness, eating in secret, general softness of 
living, unchastity, adultery, licentiousness, uncleanness, incest, pederasty, bestiality, impure desires and every 
passion which is foul and unnatural, theft, sacrilege, robbery, murder, every kind of physical luxury and gratification 
of the whims of the flesh (especially when the body is in good health), consulting oracles, casting spells, watching 
for omens and portents, self-adornment, ostentation, foolish display, use of cosmetics, painting the face, wasting 
time, day-dreaming, trickery, impassioned misuse of the pleasures of this world and a life of bodily ease, which by 
coarsening the intellect makes it cloddish and brute-like and never lets it raise itself towards God and the .practice of 
the virtues. 

The roots or primary causes of all these passions are love of sensual pleasure, love of praise and love of material 
wealth. Every evil has its origin in these. As Mark, wisest of the ascetics, says, a man cannot  

 
 
 
[V2] 336 

St John of Damaskos 

On the Virtues and the Vices 

commit a single sin unless the three powerful giants, forgetfulness, laziness and ignorance, first overpower him and 
enslave him. And these giants are the offspring of sensual pleasure, luxury, love of men’s esteem, and distraction. 
The primary cause and vile mother of them all is self-love, which is a senseless love of one’s body and an 
impassioned attachment to it. A dispersed and dissipated intellect given to frivolous talk and foul language produces 
many vices and sins. Laughter and loose, immodest speech also lead to sin. 

Moreover, impassioned love of sensual pleasure takes a great variety of forms; for when the soul slackens its 
vigilance and is no longer strengthened by the fear of God, when it ceases to apply itself in its love for Christ to the 
practice of the virtues, the pleasures which deceive it are many. For countless pleasures surge to and fro attracting 
the eyes of the soul: pleasures of the body, of material things, of over-indulgence, of praise, laziness, anger, of 
power, avarice and greed. These pleasures have a glittering and attractive appearance which, though deceptive, 
readily seduces those who do not have any great love for virtue and are not willing to endure hardship for its sake. 
Every attachment to material things produces pleasure and delight in the man subject to such attachment, thus 
showing how useless and harmful is the soul’s desiring aspect when governed by passion. For when the man subject 
to this aspect of the soul is deprived of what he is wanting he is overcome by wrath, anger, resentment and rancor. 
And if through such senseless attachment some small habit gains the upper hand, the man to whom this happens is 
imperceptibly and irremediably held fast by the pleasure hidden in the attachment until he breaks free of it. 



As we have said already, sensual concupiscent pleasure takes a great many forms. It finds satisfaction not only in 
unchastity and other bodily indulgences but also in every other passion. For self-restraint does not consist only in 
abstaining from unchastity and sexual pleasure; it also means renouncing all the other forms of indulgence too. 
Hence a man addicted to material wealth, avarice or greed is also licentious and dissolute. For just as the sensual 
man loves the pleasures of the body, so the avaricious man lusts for the pleasures of material possessions. Indeed, 
the latter is the more dissolute in that the force driving him is by nature less compelling. For  
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in all fairness a charioteer can be called unskilled, not when he fails to control a difficult and unmanageable horse, 
but only if he cannot control a much less spirited animal. It is quite obvious that a desire for material things is 
altogether abnormal and contrary to nature, and that it derives its power not from nature but from a deliberate sinful 
choice; he who has yielded freely to such desire therefore sins inexcusably. So we must realize that the love of 
pleasure is not limited merely to the over-indulgence and pampering of the body, but includes every craving and 
attachment of the soul, whatever the form or object of the desire. 

In order to make it easier to recognize the passions in terms of the tripartite division of the soul we will classify them 
briefly. The soul has three aspects: the intelligent, the incensive and the desiring aspect. The sins of the intelligent 
aspect are unbelief, heresy, folly, blasphemy, ingratitude and assent to sins originating in the soul’s passible aspect. 
These vices are cured through unwavering faith in God and in true, undeviating and orthodox teachings, through the 
continual study of the inspired utterances of the Spirit, through pure and ceaseless prayer, and through the offering 
of thanks to God. The sins of the incensive aspect are heartlessness, hatred, lack of compassion, rancor, envy, 
murder and dwelling constantly on such things. They are cured by deep sympathy for one’s fellow men, love, 
gentleness, brotherly affection, compassion, forbearance and kindness. The sins of the desiring aspect are gluttony, 
greed, drunkenness, unchastity, adultery, uncleanliness, licentiousness, love of material things, and the desire for 
empty glory, gold, wealth and the pleasures of the flesh. These are cured through fasting, self-control, hardship, a 
total shedding of possessions and their distribution to the poor, desire for the imperishable blessings held in store, 
longing for the kingdom of God, and aspiration for divine sonship. 

You should also learn to distinguish the impassioned thoughts that promote every sin. The thoughts that encompass 
all evil are eight in number: those of gluttony, unchastity, avarice, anger, dejection, listlessness, self-esteem and 
pride. It does not lie within our power to decide whether or not these eight thoughts are going to arise and disturb us. 
But to dwell on them or not to dwell on them, to excite the passions or not to excite them, does lie within our power. 
In this connection, we should distinguish between seven different terms: provocation, coupling, wrestling, passion, 
assent (which  
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comes very close to performance), actualization and captivity. Provocation is amply a suggestion coming from the 
enemy, like ‘do this’ or ‘do that’, such as our Lord Himself experienced when He heard the words ‘Command that 
these stones become bread’ (Matt. 4:3). As we have already said, it is not within our power to prevent provocations. 
Coupling is the acceptance of the thought suggested by the enemy. It means dwelling on the thought and choosing 
deliberately to dally with it in a pleasurable manner. Passion is the state resulting from coupling with the thought 
provoked by the enemy; it means letting the imagination brood on the thought continually. Wrestling is the 
resistance offered to the impassioned thought. It may result either in our destroying the passion in the thought - that 
is to say, the impassioned thought - or in our assenting to it. As St Paul says, ‘The flesh desires in a way that opposes 
the Spirit, the Spirit in a way that opposes the flesh: the one is contrary to the other’ (Gal. 5:17). Captivity is the 
forcible and compulsive abduction of the heart already dominated by prepossession and long habit. Assent is giving 
approval to the passion inherent in the thought. Actualization is putting the impassioned thought into effect once it 
has received our assent. If we can confront the first of these things, the provocation, in a dispassionate way, or 
firmly rebut it at the outset, we thereby cut off at once everything that comes after. 

These eight passions should be destroyed as follows: gluttony by self-control; unchastity by desire for God and 
longing for the blessings held in store; avarice by compassion for the poor; anger by goodwill and love for all men; 
worldly dejection by spiritual joy; listlessness by patience, perseverance and offering thanks to God; self-esteem by 
doing good in secret and by praying constantly with a contrite heart; and pride by not judging or despising anyone in 
the manner of the boastful Pharisee (cf. Luke 18:11-12), and by considering oneself the least of all men. When the 
intellect has been freed in this way from the passions we have described and been raised up to God, it will 
henceforth live the life of blessedness, receiving the pledge of the Holy Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 1:22). And when it departs 
this life, dispassionate and full of true knowledge, it will stand before the light of the Holy Trinity and with the 
divine angels will shine in glory through all eternity. 

The soul, as we have already explained, has three aspects or  
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powers; the intelligent, the incensive and the desiring. When the incensive power is imbued with love and deep 
sympathy for one’s fellow men, and desire with purity and self-restraint, the intelligence is illuminated. But when 
dislike of one’s fellow men dominates the incensive power, and desire is dissolute, the intelligence is in darkness. 
The intelligence is healthy, restrained and enlightened when it has the passions under control, perceives the inner 



essences of God’s creatures spiritually, and is raised up towards the Blessed and Holy Trinity. The incensive power 
functions in accordance with nature when it loves all men and does not bear a grievance or harbor malice against 
anybody. Desire likewise conforms with nature when through humility, self-control and a total shedding of 
possessions, it kills the passions - that is, the pleasures of the flesh, and the appetite for material wealth and transient 
glory - and turns to the love that is divine and immortal. For desire is drawn towards three things: the pleasure of the 
flesh, vain self-glory, and the acquisition of material wealth. As a result of this senseless appetite it scorns God and 
His commandments, and forgets His generosity; it turns like a savage beast against its neighbor; it plunges the 
intelligence into darkness and prevents it from looking towards the truth. He who has acquired a spiritual 
understanding of this truth will share, even here on earth, in the kingdom of heaven and will live a blessed life in 
expectation of the blessedness that awaits those who love God. May we too be worthy of that blessedness through 
the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

Virtue, however, can only be attained by unremitting effort. This means that we struggle all our life to pay close 
practical attention to such things as acts of compassion, self-control, prayer, love and the other general virtues. A 
person may practice these virtues to a greater or lesser degree. He may from time to time perform acts of 
compassion; if he does so only infrequently we cannot legitimately call him compassionate, especially if what he 
does is not done in a good manner and in a way that conforms with God’s will. For the good is not good if it is not 
rightly done. It is really good, only if it is not done with the purpose of receiving some reward: as, for instance, the 
search for popularity or glory may be rewarded by fame, or by excessive gain, or by something else that is wrong. 
God is not interested in what happens to turn out to be good or in what appears to be good. He is interested in the 
purpose for which a thing  
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is done. As the holy fathers say, when the intellect forgets the purpose of a religious observance, the outward 
practice of virtue loses its value. For whatever is done indiscriminately and without purpose is not only of no benefit 
- even though good in itself - but actually does harm. Conversely, what appears to be evil is really good if it is done 
for a godly purpose and accords with God’s will. The action of a man who goes into a brothel to rescue a prostitute 
from destruction is a case in point. 

Hence it is clear that someone who occasionally shows compassion is not compassionate, and someone who 
occasionally practices self-control is not self-controlled. A compassionate and self-controlled man is someone who 
fully, persistently, and with unfailing discrimination strives all his life for total virtue; for discrimination is greater 
than any other virtue; and is the queen and crown of all the virtues. The same is true of the vices: we call a man a 
fornicator, a drunkard or a liar not on account of a single lapse, but only when he keeps on falling into the sin in 
question and makes no attempt to correct himself. 

There is something else which you must know if you really want to attain virtue and avoid sin. Just as the soul is 



incomparably better than the body and in many major respects altogether more excellent and precious, so the virtues 
of the soul are infinitely superior to the virtues of the body. This is especially true of those virtues which imitate God 
and bear His name. Conversely, the vices of the soul are much worse than the passions of the body, both in the 
actions they produce and in the punishments they incur. I do not know why, but most people overlook this fact. They 
treat drunkenness, unchastity, adultery, theft and all such vices with great concern, avoiding them or punishing them 
as something whose very appearance is loathsome to most men. But the passions of the soul are much worse and 
much more serious then bodily passions. For they degrade men to the level of demons and lead them, insensible as 
they are, to the eternal punishment reserved for all who obstinately cling to such vices. These passions of the soul 
are envy, rancor, malice, insensitivity, avarice - which according to the apostle is the root of all evil (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10) 
- and all vices of a similar nature. 

We have arranged our homily clearly and concisely, explaining each point in a simple manner, as far as oar lack of 
knowledge permits, so that anyone can easily distinguish the various categories of  
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ever been faithful servants of Christ. For mercy is His and to Him are due all glory, honor and worship, together 
with His unorigin-ate Father and His all-holy, blessed and life-creating Spirit, now and always and through all the 
ages. Amen.  
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Inroductory Note 
 
The Discourse that follows, unlike most of the material in the Philokalia, is narrative in form; doubtless it was 

included by the editors because of the long and important passages on inward meditation and on watchfulness. 
Apart from what is recorded in the present text, nothing is known about Abba Philimon. The Discourse, while 
stating that he lived in Egypt and was a priest, provides no clear indication of his date. Certainly he was earlier than 
the twelfth century, since the Discourse is mentioned by St Peter of Damaskos. Egypt seems in Philimon's day to be 
still part of the Roman Empire, which suggests that he lived in the sixth century, or at the latest in the early seventh 
just before the Arab conquest.1 The Jesus Prayer is cited by Philimon in what has come to be regarded as its 
standard form, 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy upon me': the Discourse seems to be the earliest source 
to cite explicitly this precise formula. 

1 Hieromonk [now Archbishop] Basile Krivocheine, 'Date du texte traditionnel de la “Priere de Jesus”,’ Messager de I'Exarchat du Patriarche 
russe en Europe occidentale 7-8 (1951), pp. 55-59; I. Hausherr, The Noine of Jesus, trans. by C. Cummings (Cistercian Studies Series 44: 
Kalamazoo, 1978), pp. 270-7. 
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It is said that Abba Philimon, the anchorite, lived for a long time enclosed in a certain cave not far from the Lavra of 
the Romans. There he engaged in the life of ascetic struggle, always asking himself the question which, it is 
reported, the great Arsenios used to put to himself: ‘Philimon, why did you come here?’ He used to plait ropes and 
make baskets, giving them to the steward of the Lavra in exchange for a small ration of bread. He ate only bread and 
salt, and even that not every day. In this way he took no thought for the flesh (cf. Rom. 13:14) but, initiated into 
ineffable mysteries through the pursuit of contemplation, he was enveloped by divine light and established in a state 
of joyfulness. When he went to church on Saturdays and Sundays he walked alone in deep thought, allowing no one 
to approach him lest his concentration should be interrupted. In church he stood in a comer, keeping his face turned 
to the ground and shedding streams of tears. For, like the holy fathers, and especially like his great model Arsenios, 
he was always full of contrition and kept the thought of death continually in his mind. 

When a heresy arose in Alexandria and the surrounding area, Philimon left his cave and went to the Lavra near that 
of Nikanor. There he was welcomed by the blessed Paulinos, who gave him his own retreat and enabled him to 
follow a life of complete stillness. For a whole year Paulinos allowed absolutely no one to approach him, and he 
himself disturbed him only when he had to give him bread.                                                 

On the feast of the holy resurrection of Christ, Philimon and Paulinos were talking when the subject of the eremitical 
state came  
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up. Philimon knew that Paulinos, too, aspired to this state; and with this in mind he implanted in him teachings taken 
from Scripture and the fathers that emphasized, as Moses had done, how impossible it is to conform to God without 
complete stillness; how stillness gives birth to ascetic effort, ascetic effort to tears, tears to awe, awe to humility, 
humility to foresight, foresight to love; and how love restores the soul to health and makes it dispassionate, so that 



one then knows that one is not far from God.  

He used to say to Paulinos: ‘You must purify your intellect completely through stillness and engage it ceaselessly in 
spiritual work. For just as the eye is attentive to sensible things and is fascinated by what it sees, so the purified 
intellect is attentive to intelligible realities and becomes so rapt by spiritual contemplation that it is hard to tear it 
away. And the more the intellect is stripped of the passions and purified through stillness, the greater the spiritual 
knowledge it is found worthy to receive. The intellect is perfect when it transcends knowledge of created things and 
is united with God: having then attained a royal dignity it no longer allows itself to be pauperized or aroused by 
lower desires, even if offered all the kingdoms of the world. If, therefore, you want to acquire all these virtues, be 
detached from every man, flee the world and sedulously follow the path of the saints. Dress shabbily, behave 
simply, speak unaffectedly, do not be haughty in the way you walk, live in poverty and let yourself be despised by 
everyone. Above all, guard the intellect and be watchful, patiently enduring indigence and hardship, and keeping 
intact and undisturbed the spiritual blessings that you have been granted. Pay strict attention to yourself, not 
allowing any sensual pleasure to infiltrate. For the soul’s passions are allayed by stillness; but when they are 
stimulated and aroused they grow more savage and force us into greater sin; and they become hard to cure, like the 
body’s wounds when they are scratched and chafed. Even an idle word can make the intellect forget God, the 
demons enforcing this with the compliance of the senses.  

‘Great struggle and awe are needed to guard the soul. You have to divorce your self from the whole world and 
sunder your soul’s affection for the body. You have to become citiless, homeless, possessionless, free from avarice, 
from worldly concerns and society, humble, compassionate, good, gentle, still, ready to receive in your heart the 
stamp of divine knowledge. You cannot write  
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on wax unless you have first expunged the letters written on it. Basil the Great teaches us these things.  

‘The saints were people of this kind. They were totally severed from the ways of the world, and by keeping the 
vision of heaven unsullied in themselves they made its light shine by observing the divine laws. And having 
mortified their earthly aspects (cf. Col. 3:5) through self-control and through awe and love for God, they were 
radiant with holy words and actions. For through unceasing prayer and the study of the divine Scriptures the soul’s 
noetic eyes are opened, and they see the King of the celestial powers, and great joy and fierce longing bum intensely 
in the soul; and as the flesh, too, is taken up by the Spirit, man becomes wholly spiritual. These are the things which 
those who in solitude practice blessed stillness and the strictest way of life, and who have separated themselves from 
all human solace, confess openly to the Lord in heaven alone.’  

When the good brother heard this, his soul was wounded by divine longing; and he and Abba Philimon went to live 



in Sketis where the greatest of the holy fathers had pursued the path of sanctity. They settled in the Lavra of St John 
the Small, and asked the steward of the Lavra to see to their needs, as they wished to lead a life of stillness. And by 
the grace of God they lived in complete stillness, unfailingly attending church on Saturdays and Sundays but on 
other days of the week staying in their cells, praying and fulfilling their rule.  

The rule of the holy Elder was as follows. During the night he quietly chanted the entire Psalter and the Biblical 
canticles, and recited part of the Gospels. Then he sat down and intently repeated ‘Lord have mercy’ for as long as 
he could. After that he slept, rising towards dawn to chant the First Hour. Then he again sat down, facing eastward, 
and alternately chanted psalms and recited by heart sections of the Epistles and Gospels. He spent the whole day in 
this manner, chanting and praying unceasingly, and being nourished by the contemplation of heavenly things. His 
intellect was often lifted up to contemplation, and he did not know if he was still on earth. 

His brother, seeing him devoted so unremittingly to this rule and completely transformed by divine thoughts, said to 
him: ‘Why, father, do you exhaust yourself so much at your age, disciplining your  
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Body and bringing it into subjection?’ (cf. 1 Cor. 9:27). And he replied: ‘Believe me, my son, God has placed such 
love for my rule in my soul that I lack the strength to satisfy the longing within me. Yet longing for God and hope of 
the blessings held in store triumph over bodily weakness.’ Thus at all times, even when he was eating, he raised his 
intellect up to the heavens on the wings of his longing. 

Once a certain brother who lived with him asked him; ‘What is the mystery of contemplation?’ Realizing that he 
was intent on learning, the Elder replied: ‘I tell you, my son, that when one’s intellect is completely pure, God 
reveals to him the visions that are granted to the ministering powers and angelic hosts.’ The same brother also asked: 
‘Why, father, do you find more joy in the psalms than in any other part of divine Scripture? And why, when quietly 
chanting them, do you say the words as though you were speaking with someone?’ And Abba Philimon replied: ‘My 
son, God has impressed the power of the psalms on my poor soul as He did on the soul of the prophet David. I 
cannot be separated from the sweetness of the visions about which they speak: they embrace all Scripture.’ He 
confessed these things with great humility, after being much pressed, and then only for the benefit of the questioner. 

A brother named John came from the coast to Father Philimon and, clasping his feet, said to him: ‘What shall I do to 
be saved? For my intellect vacillates to and fro and strays after all the wrong things.’ After a pause, the father 
replied: ‘This is one of the outer passions and it stays with you because you still have not acquired a perfect longing 
for God. The warmth of this longing and of the knowledge of God has not yet come to you.’ The brother said to him: 
‘What shall I do, father?’ Abba Philimon replied; ‘Meditate inwardly for a while, deep in your heart; for this can 
cleanse your intellect of these things.’ The brother, not understanding what was said, asked the Elder: ‘What is 
inward meditation, father?’ The Elder replied: ‘Keep watch in your heart; and with watchfulness say in your mind 
with awe and trembling “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy upon me.” For this is the advice which the blessed 



Diadochos gave to beginners.  

The brother departed; and with the help of God and the Elder’s prayers he found stillness and for a while was filled 
with sweetness  
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by this meditation. But then it suddenly left him and he could, not practice it or pray watchfully. So he went again to 
the Elder and told him what had happened. And the Elder said to him: ‘You have had a brief taste of stillness and 
inner work, and have experienced the sweetness that comes from them. This is what you should always be doing in 
your heart: whether eating or drinking, in company or outside your cell, or on a journey, repeat that prayer with a 
watchful mind and an undeflected intellect; also chant, and meditate on prayers and psalms. Even when carrying out 
needful tasks, do not let your intellect be idle but keep it meditating inwardly and praying. For in this way you can 
grasp the depths of divine Scripture and the power hidden in it, and give unceasing work to the intellect, thus 
fulfilling the apostolic commando “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). Pay strict attention to your heart and 
watch over it, so that it does not give admittance to thoughts that are evil or in any way vain and useless. Without 
interruption, whether asleep or awake, eating, drinking, or to company, let your heart inwardly and mentally at times 
be meditating on the psalms, at other times be repeating the prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy 
upon me.” And when you chant, make sure that your mouth is not saying one thing while your mind is thinking 
about another.’ 

Again the brother said: ‘In my sleep I see many vain fantasies.’ And the Elder said to him: ‘Don’t be sluggish or 
neglectful. Before going to sleep, say many prayers in your heart, fight against evil thoughts and don’t be deluded by 
the devil’s demands; then God will receive you into His presence. If you possibly can, sleep only after reciting the 
psalms and after inward meditation. Don’t be caught off your guard, letting your mind admit strange thoughts; but 
lie down meditating on the thought of your prayer, so that when you sleep it may be conjoined with you and when 
you awake it may commune with you (cf. Prov. 6:22). Also, recite the holy Creed of the Orthodox faith before you 
fall asleep. For true belief in God is the source and guard of all blessings.’ 

On another occasion the brother asked Abba Philimon: ‘In your love, father, explain to me the work in which your 
intellect is engaged. Then I too may be saved.’ And the Elder said: ‘Why are you curious about these things?’ The 
brother got up and, clasping and kissing the saint’s feet, he begged for an answer. After a long time, the Elder said: 
‘You cannot yet grasp it: for only a person estab-  
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lished in righteousness can give to each of the senses the work proper to it. And you have to be completely purged of 
vain worldly thoughts before you are found worthy of this gift. So if you want such things, practice the inward 
meditation with a pure heart. For if you pray ceaselessly and meditate on the Scriptures, your soul’s noetic eyes are 
opened, and there is great joy in the soul and a certain keen and ineffable longing, even the flesh being kindled by 
the Spirit, so that the whole man becomes spiritual. Whether it is at night or during the day that God grants you the 
gift of praying with a pure intellect, undistractedly, put aside your own rule, and reach towards God with all your 
strength, cleaving to Him. And He will illumine your heart about the spiritual work which you should undertake.’ 
And he added: ‘A certain elder once came to me and, on my asking him about the state of his intellect, he said: “For 
two years I entreated God in my whole heart, unremittingly asking Him to imprint in my heart continuously and 
undistractedly the prayer which He Himself gave to His disciples; and seeing my struggle and patient endurance, the 
munificent Lord granted me this request.” ‘ 

Abba Philimon also said this: ‘Thoughts about vain things are sicknesses of an idle and sluggish soul. We must, 
then, as Scripture enjoins, guard our intellect diligently (cf. Prov. 4:23), chanting undistractedly and with 
understanding, and praying with a pure intellect. God wants us to show our zeal for Him first by our outward 
asceticism, and then by our love and unceasing prayer; and He provides the path of salvation. The only path leading 
to heaven is that of complete stillness, the avoidance of all evil, the acquisition of blessings, perfect love towards 
God and communion with Him in holiness and righteousness. If a man has attained these things he will soon ascend 
to the divine realm. Yet the person who aspires to this realm must first mortify his earthly aspects (cf. Col. 3:5). For 
when our soul rejoices in the contemplation of true goodness, it does not return to any of the passions energized by 
sensual or bodily pleasure; on the contrary, it turns away from all such pleasure and receives the manifestation of 
God With a pure and undefiled mind. 

‘It is only after we have guarded ourselves rigorously, endured bodily suffering and purified the soul, that God 
comes to dwell in our hearts, making it possible for us to fulfill His commandments without going astray. He 
Himself will then teach us how to hold  
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fast to His laws;’ sending forth His own energies, like rays of the sun, through the grace of the Spirit implanted in 
us. By way of trials and sufferings we must purify the divine image in us in accordance with which we possess 
intelligence and are able to receive understanding and the likeness to God; for it is by reforging our senses in the 
furnace of our trials that we free them from all defilement and assume our royal dignity. God created human nature a 
partaker of every divine blessing, able to contemplate spiritually the angelic choirs, the splendor of the dominions, 



the spiritual powers, principalities and authorities, the unapproachable light, and the refulgent glory. Should you 
achieve some virtue, do not regard yourself as superior to your brother, thinking that you have succeeded whereas he 
has been negligent; for this is the beginning of pride. Be extremely careful not to do anything simply in order to gain 
the esteem or goodwill of others. When you are struggling with some passion, do not flinch or become apathetic if 
the battle continues; but rise up and cast yourself before God, repeating with all your heart the prophet’s words, “0 
Lord, judge those who injure me (Ps. 35:1. LXX); for I cannot defeat them.” And He, seeing your humility, will 
quickly send you His help. And when you are walking along the road with someone, do not indulge in idle talk, but 
keep your intellect employed in the spiritual work in which it was previously engaged, so that this work becomes 
habitual to it and makes it forget worldly pleasures, anchoring it in the harbor of dispassion.’ 

When he had taught the brother these and many other things, Abba Philimon let him go. But after a short time the 
brother came back to him and began questioning him, saying: ‘What must I do, father? During my night rule sleep 
weighs me down and does not allow me to pray with inner watchfulness, or to keep vigil beyond the regular period. 
And when I sing psalms, I want to take up manual work.’ Abba Philimon said: ‘When you are able to pray with 
inner watchfulness, do not engage in manual work. But if you are weighed down by listlessness, move about a little, 
so as to rid yourself of it, and take up manual work.’  

The brother again asked him: ‘Father, are you not yourself weighed down by sleep while practicing your rule?’ He 
replied: ‘Hardly ever. But if sleep does sometimes lay hold on me a little, I move about and recite from the Gospel 
of John, from the beginning, turning the mind’s eyes towards God; and sleepiness at once  
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disappears. I do the same with regard to evil thoughts: when such a thought comes, I encounter it like fire with tears, 
and it disappears. You cannot as yet defend yourself in this manner; but always meditate inwardly and say the daily 
prayers laid down by the holy fathers. By this I mean, try to recite the Third, Sixth, and Ninth Hours, Vespers and 
the night services. And, so far as you can, do nothing simply to gain the esteem or goodwill of others, and never bear 
ill will towards your brother, lest you separate yourself from God. Strive to keep your mind undistracted, always 
being attentive to your inner thoughts. When you are in church, and are going to partake of the divine mysteries of 
Christ, do not go out until you have attained complete peace. Stand in one place, and do not leave it until the 
dismissal. Think that you are standing in heaven, and that in the company of the holy angels you are meeting God 
and receiving Him in your heart. Prepare yourself with great awe and trembling, lest you mingle with the holy 
powers unworthily.’ Arming the brother with these counsels and commending him to the Lord and to the Spirit of 
His grace (cf. Acts 20:32), Abba Philimon let him go.  

The brother who lived with the Abba also related the following: 

‘Once, as I sat near him, I asked him whether he had been tempted by the wiles of the demons while dwelling in the 
desert. And he replied: “Forgive me, brother; but if God should let the temptations to which I have been subjected 



by the devil come to you, I do not think you would be able to bear their venom. I am in my seventieth year, or older. 
Enduring a great number of trials while dwelling in extreme stillness in solitary places, I was much tempted and 
suffered greatly. But nothing is to be gained by speaking of such bitter things to people who as yet have no 
experience of stillness. When tempted, I always did this: I put all my hope in God, for it was to Him that I made my 
vows of renunciation. And He at once delivered me from all my distress. Because of this, brother, I no longer take 
thought for myself. I know that He takes thought for me, and so I bear more lightly the trials that come upon me. 
The only thing I offer from myself is unceasing prayer. I know that the more the suffering, the greater the reward for 
him who endures it. It is a means to reconciliation with the righteous Judge. 

‘”Aware of this, brother, do not grow slack. Recognize that you are fighting in the thick of the battle and that many 
others, too, are  
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fighting for us against God’s enemy. How could we dare to fight against so fearful an enemy of mankind unless the 
strong right arm of the Divine Logos upheld us, protecting and sheltering us? How could human nature ‘withstand 
his ploys? ‘Who’, says Job, ‘can strip off his outer garment? And who can penetrate the fold of his breastplate? 
Burning torches pour from his mouth, he hurls forth blazing coals. Out of his nostrils come smoke of burning soot, 
with the fire of charcoal. His breath is charcoal, a flame comes from his mouth, power lodges in his neck. 
Destruction runs before him. His heart is hard as stone, it stands like an unyielding anvil. He makes the deep boil 
like a cauldron; he regards the sea as a pot of ointment, and the nether deep as a captive. He sees every high thing; 
and he is king of all that is in the waters’ (Job  41:13, 19-22, 24, 31-32, 34. LXX). This passage describes the 
monstrous tyrant against whom we fight. Yet those who lawfully engage in the solitary life soon defeat him: they do 
not possess anything that is his; they have renounced the world and are resolute in virtue; and they have God 
fighting for them. Who has turned to the Lord with awe and has not been transformed in his nature? Who has 
illumined himself with the light of divine laws and actions, and has not made his soul radiant with divine 
intellections and thoughts? His soul is not idle, for God prompts his intellect to long insatiably for light. Strongly 
energized in this way, the soul is not allowed by the spirit to grow flabby with the passions; but like a king who, full 
of fire and fury against his enemies, strikes them mercilessly and never retreats, it emerges triumphant, lifting its 
hands to heaven through the practice of the virtues and the prayer of the intellect.” ‘ 

The same brother also spoke as follows about the Elder; ‘In addition to his other virtues, Abba Philimon possessed 
this characteristic: he would never listen to idle talk. If someone inadvertently said something which was of no 
benefit to the soul, he did not respond at all. When I went away on some duty, he did not ask: “Why are you going 
away?”; nor, when I returned, did he ask: “Where are you coming from?” Or “What have you been doing?” Once, 
indeed, I had to go to Alexandria by ship; and from there I went to Constantinople on a church matter. I said 
goodbye to the brethren at Alexandria, but told Abba Philimon nothing about my journey. After spending quite a 
time in Constantinople, I returned to him in Sketis. When he saw me, he was filled with joy and, after greeting  
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me, he said a prayer. Then he sat down and, without asking me anything at all, continued his contemplation. 

‘On one occasion, wanting to test him, for days I did not give him any bread to eat. And he did not ask for any, or 
say anything. After this I bowed low to him and said: “Tell me, father, were you distressed that I did not bring you 
your food, as I usually do?” And he replied: “Forgive me, brother, even if for twenty days you did not bring me any 
bread, I would not ask you for it: so long as my soul can last out, so can my body.” To such a degree was he 
absorbed in the contemplation of true goodness.’ 

‘He also used to say: “Since I came to Sketis, I have not allowed my thought to go beyond my cell; nor have I 
permitted my mind to dwell on anything except the fear of God and the judgment of the age to be; for I have 
meditated only on the sentence which threatens sinners, on the eternal fire and the outer darkness, on the state of the 
souls of sinners and of the righteous, and on the blessings laid up for the righteous, each receiving ‘his own payment 
for his own labor’ (1 Cor. 3:8); one for his growing load of suffering, another for his acts of compassion and for his 
unfeigned love, another for his total shedding of possessions and renunciation of the whole world, another for his 
humility and consummate stillness, another for his extreme obedience, another for his voluntary exile. Pondering 
these things, I constrain all ‘other thoughts; and I can no longer be with people or concern my intellect with them, 
lest I be cut off from more divine meditations.” 

‘He also spoke of a certain solitary who had attained dispassion and used to receive bread from the hand of an angel; 
but he grew negligent and so was deprived of this honor. For when the soul slackens the intellect’s concentration, 
darkness comes over it. Where God does not illumine, everything is confused, as in darkness; and the soul is unable 
to look only at God and tremble at His words. “I am a God close at hand, says the Lord, not a distant God. Can a 
man hide himself in secret, and I not see him? Do I not fill heaven and earth? says the Lord” (Jer. 23:23-24. LXX). 
He also recalled many others who had similar experiences, among them Solomon. For Solomon, he said, had 
received such wisdom and been so glorified by men that he was like the morning-star and illumined all with the 
splendor of his wisdom; yet for the sake of a little sensual pleasure he lost that glory (cf. 1 Kings 11:1-11). 
Negligence  
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is to be dreaded. We must pray unceasingly lest some thought comes and separates us from God, distracting our 



intellect from Him. For the pure heart, being completely receptive to the Holy Spirit, mirrors God in His entirety. 

‘When I heard these things’, said the brother, ‘and saw his actions, I realized that all fleshly passions were 
inoperative in him. His desire was always fixed on higher things, so that he was continually transformed by the 
divine Spirit, sighing with “cries that cannot be uttered” (Rom. 8:26), concentrating himself within himself, 
assessing himself, and struggling to prevent anything from clouding his mind’s purity and from defiling him 
imperceptibly. 

‘Seeing all this and spurred to emulate his achievements, I was continually prompted to question him. “How, like 
you, can I acquire a pure intellect?” I asked. And he replied: “You have to struggle. The heart has to strive and to 
suffer. Things worth striving and suffering for do not come to us if we sleep or are indolent. Even earth’s blessings 
do not come to us without effort on our part. If you want to develop spiritually you must above all renounce your 
own will; you must acquire a heart that is sorrowful and must rid yourself of all possessions, giving attention not to 
the sins of others but to your own sins, weeping over them day and night; and you must not be emotionally attached 
to anyone. For a soul harrowed by what it has done and pricked to the heart by the memory of past sins, is dead to 
the world and the world to it; that is to say, all passions of the flesh become inoperative, and man becomes inopera-
tive in relation to them. For he who renounces the world, ranging himself with Christ and devoting himself to 
stillness, loves God; he guards the divine image in himself and enriches his likeness to God, receiving from Him the 
help of the Spirit and becoming an abode of God and not of demons; and he acts righteously in God’s sight. A soul 
purified from the world and free from the defilements of the flesh, ‘having no spot or wrinkle’ (Eph. 5:27), will win 
the crown of righteousness and shine with the beauty of virtue.  

‘ “But if when you set out On the path of renunciation there is no sorrow in your heart, no spiritual tears or 
remembrance of endless punishment, no true stillness or persistent prayer, no psalmody and meditation on the divine 
Scriptures; if none of these things has become habitual in you, so that whether you like it or not they are forced on 
you by the unremitting perseverance of the intellect; and  
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if awe of God does not grow in your mind, then you are still attached to the world and your intellect cannot be pure 
when you pray. True devoutness and awe of God purify the soul from the’ passions, render the intellect free, lead it 
to natural contemplation, and make it apt for theology. This it experiences in the form of bliss, that provides those 
who share in it with a foretaste of the bliss held in store and keeps the soul in a state of tranquility. 

‘ “Let us, then, do all we can to cultivate the virtues, for in this way we may attain true devoutness, that mental 
purity whose fruit is natural and theological contemplation. As a great theologian puts it, it is by practicing the 
virtues that we ascend to contemplation. Hence, if we neglect such practice we will be destitute of all wisdom. For 
even if we reach the height of virtue, ascetic effort is still needed in order to curb the disorderly impulses of the body 



and to keep a watch on our thoughts. Only thus may Christ to some small extent dwell in us. As we develop in 
righteousness, so we develop in spiritual courage; and when the intellect has been perfected, it unites wholly with 
God and is illumined by divine light, and the most hidden mysteries are revealed to it. Then it truly learns where 
wisdom and power lie, and that understanding which comprehends everything, and ‘length of days and life, and the 
light of the eyes and peace’ (Baruch 3:14). While it is still fighting against the passions it cannot as yet enjoy these 
things. For virtues and vices blind the intellect: vices prevent it from seeing the virtues, and virtues prevent it from 
seeing vices. But once the battle is over and it is found worthy of spiritual gifts, then it becomes wholly luminous, 
powerfully energized by grace and rooted in the contemplation of spiritual realities. A person in whom this happens 
is not attached to the things of this world but has passed from death to life. 

‘ “The person pursuing the spiritual life and drawing close to God must, therefore, have a chaste heart and a pure 
tongue so that his  words, in their purity, are fit for praising God. A soul that cleaves to God continuously communes 
with Him. 

‘ “Thus, brethren, let our desire be to attain the summit of the virtues, and not to remain earth-bound and attached to 
the passions. For the person engaged in spiritual struggle who has drawn close to God, who partakes of the holy 
light and is wounded by his longing  
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for it, delights in the Lord with an inconceivable spiritual joy. It is as the psalm says: ‘Delight in the Lord, and may 
He grant you the petitions of your heart… May He reveal your righteousness like the light, and your judgment like 
the noonday’ (cf. Ps. 37:4, 6. LXX). For what longing of the soul is as unbearably strong as that which God 
promotes in it when it is purged of every vice and sincerely declares: ‘I am wounded by love’ (Song of Songs 5:8. 
LXX)? The radiance of divine beauty is wholly inexpressible: words cannot describe it, nor the ear grasp it. To 
compare the true light to the rays of the morning star or the brightness of the moon or the light of the sun is to fail 
totally to do justice to its glory and is as inadequate as comparing a pitch-black moonless night to the clearest of 
noons. This is what St Basil, the great teacher, learnt from experience and subsequently taught us.” ‘ 

The brother who lived with Abba Philimon related these and many other things. But equally wonderful, and a great 
proof of his humility, is the fact that, although Abba Philimon had long been a presbyter and both his conduct and 
knowledge were of a celestial order, he held back from fulfilling his priestly functions to such an extent that in his 
many years of spiritual struggles he hardly ever consented to approach the altar; and in spite of the strictness of his 
life, he never partook of the divine mysteries if he had been talking with other people, even though he had not said 
anything worldly and he had spoken only to help those who questioned him. When he was going to partake of the 
divine mysteries, he supplicated God with prayers, chanting, and confession of sins. During the service, he was full 
of fear when the priest intoned (he words, “Holy things to the holy.’ For he used to say that the whole church was 
then filled with holy angels, and that the King of the celestial powers Himself was invisibly celebrating, transformed 



in our hearts into body and blood. It was on account of this that he said that we should dare to partake of the 
immaculate mysteries of Christ only when in a chaste and pure state, as it were outside the flesh and free from all 
hesitation and doubt; in this way we would participate in the illumination that comes from them. Many of the holy 
fathers saw angels watching over them, and so they maintained silence, not entering into conversation with anyone.  
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The brother also said that when Abba Philimon had to sell his handiwork, he pretended to be a fool, in case speaking 
and answering questions might lead him into some lie, or oath, or chatter, or some other kind of sin. Whenever 
anyone bought anything he simply paid what he thought fit. The Abba, this truly wise man, made small baskets, and 
accepted gratefully whatever was given, saying absolutely nothing.  
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Inroductory Note 
 
St Nikodimos, while expressing reservations about the date of the text that follows, is inclined to ascribe it to 

Theognostos of Alexandria (third century). This, however, cannot be the case, since the author quotes St John of 
Damaskos (§ 73), and so is not earlier than the second half of the eighth century; perhaps he lived in the 
fourteenth.1 The chief originality of the work lies in its comments on priesthood and Eucharist. Theognostos was 
himself a priest (§ 72), and seems to envisage a daily celebration of the Divine Liturgy (§ 14.). The long passage (§ 
26) from St John of Karpathos is probably a later insertion, and not part of Theognostos' own text.  

1 See J. Gouillard, 'L'acrostiche spirituel de Theognoste (XIVe s.?)', Echos d'Orient xxxix (1940), pp. 126-37. 
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1. When you are completely detached from all earthly things and when, your conscience clear, you are at any 
moment ready in heart to leave this present life and to dwell with the Lord, then you may recognize that you 
have acquired true virtue. If you want to be known to God, do all that you can to remain unknown to men. 

2. Watch out for any unnecessary demands coming from the body and ignore them, lest they should lead you to 
relax your efforts before you have attained dispassion. Regard as loss, not the privation of sensual pleasure, but 
the failure to attain higher things as a result of having indulged in such pleasure. 

3. Consciously look on yourself as an ant or a. worm, so that you can become a man formed by God. If you fail to 
do the first, the second cannot happen. The lower you descend, the higher you ascend; and when, like the 
psalmist, you regard yourself as nothing before the Lord (cf. Ps. 39:5), then imperceptibly you will grow great. 
And when you begin to realize that you have nothing and know nothing, then you will become rich in the Lord 
through practice of the virtues and spiritual knowledge. 

4. ‘Break the arm of the sinful and evil man’ (Ps. 10:15), by which I mean the sensual pleasure and evil from 
which all vice arises. Break it through self-control and the innocence born of humility, so that when your 
actions are assessed and judged, no sin will be found in you, however rigorous the search. For our sins are 
eradicated once we come to hate what causes them and to do battle against it, repairing earlier defeat with final 
victory. 

5. Nothing is better than pure prayer. From it, as from a spring,  
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come the virtues: understanding and gentleness, love and self-control, and the support and encouragement that God 
grants in response to tears. The beauty of pure prayer is made manifest when our mind dwells in the realm of 
intelligible realities alone and our longing to attain what is divine is endless. Then the intellect, tracking its Master 
through the contemplation of created beings, and ardently thirsting to find and see Him who cannot be seen, or else 
contemplating the darkness that is His secret place (cf. Ps. 18:11), in awe withdraws again into itself, for the moment 
satisfied and encouraged by the vision revealed to it for its own benefit; but it is full of hope that it will reach the 
object of its desire when, set free from appearances and the shadow-like fantasies seen indistinctly, as in a mirror, it 



is granted a pure unceasing vision ‘face to face’ (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12). 

6. Do not try to embark on the higher forms of contemplation before you have achieved complete dispassion, and 
do not pursue what lies as yet beyond your reach. If your wish is to become a theologian and a contemplative, 
ascend by the path of ascetic practice and through self-purification acquire what is pure. Do not pursue theology 
beyond the limits of your present state of development: it is wrong for us who are still drinking the milk of the 
virtues to attempt to soar to the heights of theology, and if we do so we will flounder like fledglings, however 
great the longing roused within us by the honey of spiritual knowledge. But, once purified by self-restraint and 
tears, we will be lifted up from the earth like Elijah or Habakkuk (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:11; Bel and Dr., verses 36-39), 
anticipating the moment when we will be caught up into the clouds (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17); and transported beyond 
the world of the senses by undistracted prayer, pure and contemplative, we may then in our search for God 
touch the fringe of theology. 

7. If you wish to be granted a mental vision of the divine you must first embrace a peaceful and quiet way of life, 
and devote your efforts to acquiring a knowledge of both yourself and God. If you do this and achieve a pure 
state untroubled by any passion, there, is nothing to prevent your intellect from perceiving, as it were in a light 
breeze (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:12 LXX), Him who is invisible to all; and He will bring you good tidings of salvation 
through a yet clearer knowledge of Himself. 

8. Just as lightning presages thunder, so divine forgiveness is  
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followed by the calming of the passions. This in its turn is accompanied by a foretaste of the blessedness held in 
store for us. There is no divine mercy or hope of dispassion for the soul that loves this world more than its Creator, 
and is attached to visible things and clings wholly to the pleasures and enjoyments of the flesh. 

9. Do not attempt to discover with the intellect what or where God is: since He transcends everything He is 
beyond being and independent of place. But contemplate - so far as this is possible -only God the Logos. 
Though circumscribed, He is radiant with the divine nature; though descried in a particular place, He is yet 
present everywhere because of the infinite nature of His Godhead. The greater your purification, the more you 
will be granted His illumination. 

10. If you ardently long for true knowledge and unequivocal assurance of salvation, first study how to break the 
soul’s impassioned links with the body; then, stripped of all attachment to material things, descend to the depths 
of humility, and there you will find the precious pearl of your salvation hidden in the shell of divine knowledge. 
This will be your pledge of the radiance of God’s kingdom. 

11. He who has achieved inward self-renunciation and has subjected his flesh to the spirit no longer needs to submit 
himself to other men. Such a person obeys God’s word and law like a grateful servant. But we who are still 



engaged in the war between body and soul must be subject to someone else; we must have a commander and 
helmsman who will skillfully arm and guide us, lest we should be destroyed by our spiritual enemies or 
submerged beneath our passions because of our inexperience, 

12. If you are untroubled by any passion; if your heart yearns more and more for God; if you do not fear death but 
regard it as a dream and even long for your release - then you have attained the pledge of your salvation and, 
rejoicing with inexpressible joy, you carry the kingdom of heaven within you. 

13. If you have been found worthy of divine and venerable priesthood, you have committed yourself sacrificially to 
die to the passions and to sensual pleasure. Only then dare you approach the awesome, living sacrifice; 
otherwise you will be consumed by the divine fire like dry tinder. If the seraphim did not dare to touch the 
divine coal without tongs (cf. Isa. 6:6), how can you do so unless you have attained dispassion? You must 
through dispassion have a  
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consecrated tongue, purified lips, and a chaste soul and body; and your very hands, as ministers of the fiery, 
supraessential sacrifice, must be more burnished than any gold. 

14. To grasp the full import of my words, remember that you look daily on the salvation of God which, when he 
saw it but once, so terrified and amazed Symeon the Elder that he prayed for his deliverance (cf. Luke 2:29). If 
you have not been assured by the Holy Spirit that you are equal to the angels and so an acceptable intermediary 
between God and man, do not presumptuously dare to celebrate the awesome and most holy mysteries, which 
even angels venerate and from whose purity many of the saints themselves have in reverent fear drawn back. 
Otherwise, like Zan, you will be destroyed because of your pretence to holiness. 

15. ‘Watch yourself attentively’, it is said (cf. Exod. 23:21. LXX). Always offer the sacrifice first of all on behalf of 
your own sins: then if, because of your weakness, some defilement exists in you already or now enters into you, 
it will be consumed by the divine fire. In this way, as a chosen vessel, serviceable, pure and worthy of such a 
sacrifice, you will have power to change wooden or clay vessels into silver or gold, provided that you have 
intimate communion with God and He hears your prayers. For where God hears and responds there is nothing to 
hinder a change from one thing to another. 

16. Ponder deeply on the angelic honor of which you have been found worthy and, whatever the rank to which you 
have been called, strive through virtue and purity to keep yourself unsullied. For you know from what height 
Lucifer fell on account of his pride. Do not dream up great ideas about yourself and suffer the same fate. Regard 
yourself as dust and ashes (cf. Gen. 18:27), or as refuse, or as some cur-like creature; and lament continuously, 
for it is only on account of God’s inexpressible compassion and kindness that you are permitted to handle the 
holy things at the celebration of the dread mysteries, and so are called to communion and kinship with Him. 

17. A priest should be pure from all passions, especially un-chastity and rancor, and should keep his imagination 



passion-free. Otherwise he will be rejected with loathing, as if he were some foul leper who touches the body of 
a king. 

18. When your tears have washed you whiter than snow and your conscience is spotless in its purity, and when the 
angel-like white- 
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ness of your outer garments reveals your soul’s inner beauty - then, and only then, you may in holiness touch holy 
things. Make sure that you do not rely only on human traditions-in celebrating the divine mysteries, but let God’s 
grace inwardly and invisibly fill you with the knowledge of higher things. 

19. If you aspire to incorruptibility and immortality, pursue with faith and reverence whatever is life-giving and 
does not perish; long to depart from this world as one made perfect through faith. If you still fear death, you 
have not yet been intermingled with Christ through love, although, you have been found worthy to sacrifice 
Him with your own hands and have been filled with His flesh. For, were you linked to Him in love, you would 
make haste to join Him, no longer concerned about this life or the flesh. 

20. You who sacrifice God’s flesh and share in it through holy communion should also be united to Him by dying 
the death that He died (cf. Rom. 6:5). As St Paul says (cf. Gal. 2:20), you should live, not for yourself, but for 
Him who was crucified and died on your behalf. If, dominated by passion, you live for the flesh and the world, 
prepare yourself for deathless punishment through death unless you resign of your own accord from your 
priesthood before you die. But many unworthy priests have been snatched away by sudden death and sent to the 
halls of judgment. 

21. There was once a monk-priest who had a reputation for piety and was held in honor by many on account of his 
outward behavior, though within he was licentious and defiled. One day he was celebrating the Divine Liturgy 
and, on reaching the cherubic hymn, he had bent his head as usual before the holy table and was reading the 
prayer, ‘No one is worthy…’, when he suddenly died, his. soul having left him in that position. 

22. Nothing is more important than true intelligence and spiritual knowledge, for they produce both fear of God and 
longing for Him. Fear of God purifies us through awe and self-abasement. Longing for Him .brings us: to 
perfection through discrimination and inward illumination, raising our intellect to; the heights of contemplation. 
Without, fear we cannot not acquire intense love for the divine, and so cannot spread our wings and find our 
resting-place in the realm of our aspiration. 

23. Be persuaded by me, you who ardently and in all seriousness long for salvations make haste, search persistently, 
ask ceaselessly,  
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knock patiently, and continue until you reach your goal. Establish a basis of firm faith and humility. You will have 
achieved what you want not simply when your sins are forgiven but when, fearlessly and joyously separated from 
the flesh, you are no longer excited or scared by the eruption of any passion. 

24. Ask with many tears to be given the full assurance of salvation, but - if you are humble - do not ask to be given 
it long before your death, in case you grow negligent and indifferent. Ask that you may obtain it when you are 
close to your departure - but make your request in all seriousness, lest out of presumption you should delude 
yourself into believing that you possess such assurance only to End, when the time comes, that you have failed 
to attain it. Where will you go then, unhappy man, deprived of the foretaste and unquestionable assurance of 
salvation given by the Spirit? 

25. If you aspire to the dispassion that deifies, find it first of all through obedience and humility, lest by traveling 
along some other path you end up in trouble. The person who has attained dispassion is not sometimes disturbed 
by the passions and at other times calm and at rest, but enjoys dispassion continually and, even when the 
passions are still present within him, he remains unaffected by the things that provoke them. Above all he is not 
affected by the images which the passions generate. 

26. When the soul leaves the body, the enemy advances to attack it, fiercely reviling it and accusing it of its sins in 
a harsh and terrifying manner. The devout soul, however, even though in the past it has often been wounded by 
sin, is not frightened by thte enemy’s attacks and threats. Strengthened by the Lord, winged by joy, filled with 
courage by the holy angels that guide it, and encircled and protected by the light of faith, it answers the enemy 
with great boldness: ‘Fugitive from heaven, wicked slave, what have I to do with you? You have no authority 
over me; Christ the Son of God has authority over me and over all things. Against Him have I sinned, before 
Him shall I stand on trial, having His Precious Cross as a sure pledge of His saving love towards me. Flee from 
me, destroyer! You have nothing to do with the servants of Christ.’ When the soul says all this fearlessly, the 
devil turns his back, howling aloud and unable to with stand the name of Christ. Then the soul swoops down on 
the devil from above, attacking him like a hawk attacking a crow. After this it is brought rejoicing by the holy  
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angels to the place appointed for it in accordance with its inward state. 

27. The longing for transient things will not drag you earth-wards if you keep your mind on the things of heaven; 
but when you are shackled by an attachment to earthly things you are like an eagle caught in a trap by its claw 



and prevented from flying. Regard all you possess as trash, in the hope of better things. Shake off even your 
body when the time comes, and follow the angel of God that takes you from it. 

28. Just as a coin that does not bear the image of the king cannot be placed in the royal treasuries with the other 
currency, so without true spiritual knowledge and dispassion you cannot receive a foretaste of divine 
blessedness and depart with courage and confidence from this world to take your place among the elect in the 
next. By spiritual knowledge, I do not mean wisdom, but that unerring apperception of God and of divine 
realities through which the devout, no longer dragged down by the passions, are raised to a divine state by the 
grace of the Spirit. 

29. Even though you have successfully practiced all the virtues, do not assume that you have attained dispassion 
and can dwell in the world without anxiety; for your soul may still bear within it the imprint of the passions, and 
so you will have difficulties when you die. But, guided always by fear, keep careful watch over your mutable 
and ever-changing nature and shun the causes of passion. For changeless dispassion in its highest form is found 
only in those who have attained perfect love, have been lifted above sensory things through unceasing 
contemplation, and have transcended the body through humility. The flame of the passions no longer touches 
them: it has been cut off by the voice of the Lord (cf. Ps. 29:7), since the nature of such people has already been 
transmuted into incorruptibility. 

30. Do not try to attain dispassion prematurely and you will not suffer what Adam suffered when he ate too soon 
from the tree of spiritual knowledge (cf. Gen. 3:6). But patiently labor on, with constant entreaty and self-
control in all things; and if by means of self-reproach and the utmost humility you keep the ground you have 
won, you will then in good time receive the grace of dispassion. The  
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harbor of rest is reached only after many storms and struggles; and God is not being unjust to those walking on the 
true path if He keeps the gate of dispassion closed until the right moment comes. 

31. Slothful and inexperienced as you are, you too should ‘go to the ant’ (Prov. 6:6): imitate its simplicity and 
insignificance, and know that God, self-sufficient and superabundant, has no need of our virtues. On the 
contrary, He richly bestows His gifts on us and through His grace saves those who are consciously grateful, 
though in His compassion He also accepts whatever work we are able to do. If, then, you labor as one in debt to 
God for blessings already received, you do well and God’s mercy is close to you. But if you think that God is in 
your debt because of the good things you imagine you have done, you are quite deluded. For how can the 
bestower of gifts be the debtor? Work like a hired servant and, advancing step by step, you will by God’s mercy 
attain what you seek. 

32. Shall I show you another path to salvation - or, rather, to dispassion? Through your entreaties constrain .the 
Creator not to let you fail in your purpose. Constantly bring before Him as intercessors all the angelic powers, 
all the saints, and especially the most pure Mother of God. Do not ask for dispassion, for you are unworthy of 



such a gift; but ask persistently for salvation and with it you will receive dispassion as well. The one is like 
silver, the other like pure gold. In particular, let inward meditation on God be your handmaid, and turn your 
whole attention to the secret mysteries concerning Him: for the principles of these mysteries will deify you, and 
God delights in them and is won over by them. 

33. Strive to receive a sure, unequivocal pledge of salvation in your heart, so that at the time of your death you will 
not be distraught and unexpectedly terrified. You have received such a pledge when your heart no longer 
reproaches you for your failings and your conscience stops chiding you because of your fits of anger; when 
through God’s grace your bestial passions have been tamed; when you weep tears of solace and your intellect 
prays undistracted and with purity; and when you await death, which most people dread and run away from, 
calmly and with a ready heart. 

34. The words of eternal life which, according to the chief of the apostles (cf. John 6:68), God the Logos possesses, 
are the inner essences of all the things created by Him. Thus the person who, because of his purity, has been 
initiated into the mystery of these  
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inner essences has already acquired eternal life, a pledge of the Spirit and confident expectation of salvation. He 
who values the flesh more than the soul and is attached to Worldly things is not worthy of such gifts. 

35. An intelligent person is not merely someone who has the power of speech, for this is common to all men. On 
the contrary, he is someone who seeks for God with his intelligence. But he will never find the ‘essence of Him 
who transcends all being, for this is beyond the scope of all created nature. But in much the same way as a 
builder is to be seen in his work, so the sovereign artificer is to be found and as it were perceived in the creative 
wisdom inherent in living things, and in His providential care, governance, unification, guidance and 
conservation of them. 

36. You cannot achieve a condition of total poverty without dis-passion, or dispassion without love, or love without 
the fear of God and pure prayer, or fear of God and pure prayer without faith and detachment; for it is when 
winged by faith and detachment that the intellect discards all base concern and soars upwards in search of its 
Lord. 

37. Let chastity be as dear to you as the pupil of your eye, and then you will become a temple of God and His 
cherished dwelling place. For without self-restraint you cannot live with God. Chastity and self-restraint are 
born of a longing for God combined with detachment and renunciation of the world; and they are conserved by 
humility, self-control, unbroken prayer, spiritual contemplation, freedom from anger and intense weeping. 
Without dispassion, however, you cannot achieve the beauty of discrimination. 

38. Let no one deceive you, brother: without holiness, as the apostle says, no one can see God (cf. Heb. 12:14). For 
the Lord, who is more than holy and beyond all purity, will not appear to an impure person. Just as he who 



loves father or mother, daughter or son (cf. Matt. 10:37) more than the Lord is unworthy of Him, so is he who 
loves anything transient and material. Even more unworthy is the person who chooses foul and fetid sin to 
preference to love for the Lord; for God rejects whoever does not repudiate all filthiness: ‘Corruption does not 
inherit incorruption’ (1 Cor. 15:50). 

39. You will not be worthy of divine love unless you possess spiritual knowledge, or of spiritual knowledge unless 
you possess faith. I do not mean faith of a theoretical kind, but that which we  
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acquire as a result of practicing the virtues. You will achieve true compunction only when through self-control and 
vigil, prayer and humility, you have withered the propensity to sensual pleasure congenital to the flesh and have 
been crucified with Christ (cf. Gal. 2:19-20), no longer living the life of the passions but living and walking in the 
Spirit, filled with the hope of heavenly glory. 

40. Cry out to God, ‘ “I know that Thou favourest me, because my enemy does not exult over me” (Ps. 41:11); he 
will not domineer over me and plague me to the very end through the passions. But Thou wilt snatch me from 
his hands before I die and, granting me life in the Spirit according to Thy will, through a holy death Thou wilt 
bring me, saved, before Thy judgment seat. There, through Thy mercy, I shall receive the pledge of salvation 
and the assurance that is beyond all doubting. Thus I shall not be troubled and unprepared at the time of my 
departure from the world, nor shall I find the ordeal unbearable, more harsh and baleful than a death sentence or 
torture.’ 

41. Faith and hope are not merely casual or theoretical matters. Faith requires a steadfast soul, while hope needs a 
firm will and an honest heart. How without grace can one readily believe in things unseen? How can a man 
have hope concerning the hidden things held in store unless through his own integrity he has gained some 
experience of the Lord’s gifts? These gifts of grace are a gage of the blessings held in store, which they 
manifest as present realities. Faith and hope, then, require both virtue on our part and God’s inspiration and 
help. Unless both are present we labor in vain. 

42. The offspring of true virtue is either spiritual knowledge or dispassion or both together. If we fail to acquire 
them then we labor in vain, and our apparent virtue is not genuine; for if it were it would have produced fruit as 
well as leaves. In reality, however, it does not enjoy. God’s blessing but is false, a matter of self-satisfaction, or 
else something feigned in order to gain the esteem of others or from some other motive not in accordance with 
God’s will. But if we correct our motive, we shall undoubtedly receive the grace of God that bestows both 
spiritual knowledge and dispassion at the time and in the measure appropriate. 

43. Discern the wiles of the enemy with the light of grace and, throwing yourself before God with tears, confess 
your weakness,  



 
[V2] 369 

St Theognostos 

On the Practice of the Virtues, Contemplation and the Priesthood 

counting yourself nothing, even though the deceiver tries to persuade you to think otherwise. Do not even ask for 
spiritual gifts unless they contribute to your salvation and help you to remain humble. Seek the knowledge that does 
not make you conceited, but leads you to the knowledge of God. Pray to be released from the tyranny of the passions 
before you die, and to depart this life in a state of dispassion or - more humbly - of compassion for the sins of others. 

44. Just as it is impossible to fly without wings, so we cannot attain the blessings for which we hope without 
already in this life receiving an assurance that is beyond doubt. Because of their extreme humility, or through 
the grace of the Holy Spirit, such assurance is given to those who have been reconciled with God, and who 
possess a dispassion that is less or more perfect in proportion to the degree of their reconciliation and 
purification. Those who depart from the body before receiving this assurance die while still in the winter of the 
passions, or else on the Sabbath (cf. Matt. 24:20) - refraining, that is to say, from the work of the virtues - and 
they are subject to trial and judgment, being culpable at the time of retribution. 

45. Since salvation comes to you as a free gift, give thanks to God your savior. If you wish to present Him with 
gifts, gratefully offer from your widowed soul two tiny coins, humility and love, and God will accept these in 
the treasury of His salvation more gladly than the host of virtues deposited there by others (cf. Mark 12:41-43). 
Dead through the passions, pray like Lazarus to be brought to life again, sending to God these two sisters to 
intercede with Him (cf. John 11:20-44); and you will surely attain your goal. 

46. The practice of the virtues does not by itself bring you to the dispassion that enables you to pray undistracted 
and in purity: spiritual contemplation must also in its turn confer on your intellect illuminative knowledge and 
the understanding of created beings. Thus winged and enlightened, the intellect is totally rapt by the love of true 
prayer and raised up to the cognate light of the incorporeal orders; thence, in so far as this is possible, it is borne 
towards the ultimate light, the triple sun of the Trinity supremely divine. 

47. We will not be punished or condemned in the age to be because we have sinned, since we were given a mutable 
and unstable nature. But we will be punished if, after sinning, we did not repent  
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and turn from our evil ways to the Lord; for we have been given the power to repent, as well as the time in which to 
do so. Only through repentance shall we receive God’s mercy, and not its opposite, His passionate anger. Not that 
God is angry with us; He is angry with evil. Indeed, the divine is beyond passion and vengefulness, though we speak 
of it as reflecting, like a mirror, our actions and dispositions, giving to each of us whatever we deserve. 



48. When you fall from a higher state, do not become panic-stricken, but through remorse, grief, rigorous self-
reproach and, above all, through copious tears shed in a contrite spirit, correct yourself and return quickly to 
your former condition. Rising up again after your fall, you will enter the joyous valley of salvation, taking care 
so far as is possible not to anger your Judge again, so as not to need atoning tears and sorrow in the future. But 
if you show no such repentance in this present life, you will certainly be punished in the age to be. 

49. Let us return to the subject of the priesthood. As an, angelic order it requires of us an angelic purification, and a 
degree of discretion and self-restraint greater than in our previous life. What is defiled can in some measure 
become pure; it is far worse for the pure to become defiled. If we mix darkness with light, foul odors with 
sweet, we shall inherit calamity and destruction because of our sacrilege, like Ananias and Sapphira (cf. Acts 
5:1-10). 

50. If, lost and useless though you are, you decide after superficial purification to enter the heavenly, angelic order 
of the priesthood and to become a chosen vessel, suitable for the Lord’s use, as St Paul says (cf. 2 Tim. 2:21; 
Acts 9:15), then you should keep unsullied the office of which you have been found worthy, guarding the divine 
gift as you would the pupil of your eye. Otherwise, fulfilling your role in a perfunctory manner, you will be cast 
down from the heights into the abyss and find it hard to climb out again. 

51. Wisely bear in mind that, if God acquits, no one can condemn (cf. Rom. 8:33-34). If you have been called to 
enter into the supramundane grace of the priesthood, do not worry about your past life, even if to some- extent it 
has been soiled: for it has been purified once more by God and through your own self-correction. But 
afterwards be diligent and watchful, so as not to eclipse the grace. Then if someone stupidly casts aspersions on 
your priesthood be  
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cause of your past, he will hear a voice from heaven saying, ‘What God has cleansed, do not call unclean’ (Acts 
10:15). 

52. The office of the priesthood is light and its yoke easy (cf. Matt. 11:30) so long as it is discharged as it should be, 
and so long as the grace of the Holy Spirit is not put up for sale. When what is beyond price is bartered in the 
name of human expedience and for perishable gifts, and when the call is not from above, the burden is heavy 
indeed; for it is borne by someone unworthy, whose powers it exceeds. The yoke is then extremely harsh, 
chafing the neck of him who carries it and sapping his strength; and unless it is taken from him, it will exhaust 
and destroy him utterly. 

53. When you boldly take up the yoke of the priesthood, you should mend your ways and expound the truth rightly, 
thus working out your salvation with fear and trembling; ‘for our God is a consuming fire’ (Heb. 12:29). If you 
are as gold and silver and you touch this fire, have no fear of being burnt, just as the three children in Babylon 
had no fear (cf. Dan. 3:17). But if you are like grass or reeds or some other easily combustible material as a 
result of your earthly thoughts, then tremble lest you should be reduced to ashes in the heavenly fire - unless 



like Lot (cf. Gen. 19:17, 29) you escape God’s wrath by quitting the priesthood. Yet it may be that some of the 
lighter faults that result from weaknesses are consumed by this divine fire during the celebration of the Liturgy, 
while you yourself remain unburned and unharmed in the fire, like the fragile bush in the desert (cf. Exod. 3:2). 

54. If like someone with. gonorrhea you lack the strength to break with your impassioned state because it has 
become chronic, how can you dare, wretched as you are, to touch what even to angels is untouchable? Ether 
shudder with awe and renounce the sacred ministry, in this way propitiating God; or else, obdurate and 
incorrigible, expect to fall into the hands of the living God and to experience His wrath. God will not spare you 
out of compassion, but will punish you mercilessly for daring to come to the royal wedding feast with both soul 
and garment denied, unworthy even of entry, much less of joining in the celebration (cf. Matt. 22 : i2). 

55. I myself have known a priest who dared to celebrate the divine mysteries unworthily, having succumbed to the 
passion of unchastity. First he fell victim to a dreadful, incurable disease and was near death. Then, after 
unavailingly doing everything he could  
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to rid himself of this disease - in fact it got even worse - he began to realize that he was dying because he had 
celebrated the mysteries unworthily. Straight away he took a vow to desist from celebrating, and recovered at once, 
so that not even a trace of his illness remained. 

56. The priestly dignity, like the priestly vestments, is full of splendor, but only so long as it is illumined from 
within by purity of soul. Once it has been disgraced through lack of attentiveness, and no notice is taken of the 
protests of the conscience, then the light becomes darkness, the harbinger of eternal darkness and eternal fire. 
Our only recourse to such a case is to leave this precipitous path, and to take the road that leads safely, by way 
of virtue and humility, to the kingdom of God. 

57. Salvation is attained through simplicity and virtue, not through the glories of the priesthood, which demands of 
us an angelic way of life. Either, then, you should become dispassionate like the angels, in thought and purpose 
superior to the world and the flesh, climbing the ladder to heaven in this way; or else, aware of your weakness, 
you should in fear avoid the high rank of the priesthood, terrified of the great fall should you prove unworthy of 
it. Choose the form of life followed by the laity, for it brings one no less close to God than priesthood. 
Moreover, should you fall while pursuing it, through God’s mercy and grace you will easily rise again by 
repenting. 

58. ‘Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God’ (1 Cor. 15:50). How is it, then, that you who partake of 
God’s flesh and blood, do not become one body with Him and commingle with Him through His blood? 
Although the kingdom of heaven is within you, are you still besieged by the passions of your own flesh and 
blood? I fear that the Spirit of God will not remain within you in your non-Spiritual state, and that on the day of 
judgment you will be sentenced with the utmost severity: the priesthood will be taken from you because of your 
unworthiness of such grace, and you will be sent to eternal punishment. 



59. If there is no fear of God before your eyes, you will think it a trivial matter to officiate unworthily, for you will 
be deceived by your own self-love into imagining that God will be charitable to you. Long ago Dathan and 
Abiram imagined the same thing until the earth opened beneath them and swallowed them up (cf. Num. 16:25-
33). Standing with genuine awe and fear before Him who is  
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to be feared, recognize how grave a matter it is to officiate, and either engage in the priesthood worthily and purely - 
as it were like an angel - or wisely keep away from the dread ministry. Otherwise, slighting your office, and using 
specious arguments against your conscience when it rebukes you, you will say in your agony as you are condemned 
on the day that all things are judged and set aright: ‘The fear that I feared has come upon me, and what I dreaded has 
visited me’ (Job 3:25). 

60. Watchfully and sedulously you should offer, with contrition and tears, the world-saving and holy sacrifice first 
of all in propitiation for your own sins. Who after your death will offer it on your behalf with such concern? 
Anticipate wisely, therefore: bury yourself and commemorate yourself in advance. Offer the holy gifts to God 
on the holy table as the means of your salvation, making present the voluntary death He suffered in His love for 
man. 

61. Inexpressible is the soul’s delight when in full assurance of salvation it leaves the body, stripping it off as 
though it were a garment. Because it is now attaining what it hopes for, it puts off the body painlessly, going in 
peace to meet the radiant and joyful angel that comes down for it, and traveling with him unimpeded through 
the air, totally unharmed by the evil spirits. Rising with joy, courage and thanksgiving, it comes in adoration 
before the Creator, and is allotted its place among those akin to it and equal to it in virtue, until the universal 
resurrection. 

62. I shall tell you something strange, but do not be surprised by it. Should you fail to attain dispassion because of 
the predispositions dominating you, but at the time of your death be in the depths of humility, you will be 
exalted above the clouds no less than the man who is dispassionate. For even if the treasure of those who are 
dispassionate consists of every virtue, the precious stone of humility is more valuable than them all: it brings 
about not only propitiation with the Creator, but also entry with the elect into the bridal chamber of His 
kingdom. 

63. Having received from God a propitiation for your offences, glorify Him who is long-suffering and forgiving, 
and make every effort to avoid deliberate sin. For though your sins may be forgiven daily until your death, it 
would be foolish of you to sin glibly with full knowledge of what you are doing. None the less, if you drive off 
the dog of despair with the stone of hopefulness and supplicate  
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boldly and insistently, your many sins will be forgiven you. Then, in the age to be, as a debtor you too will love the 
God who is beyond all goodness and yet has compassion for you. 

64. When, energized by divine grace, you find yourself full of tears in prayer before God, lie on the ground 
stretched out in the form of a, cross, beat the earth with your brow and ask for deliverance from this life as a 
release from corruption and a liberation from trials and temptations. But ask that this may be granted, not as you 
wish, but as and when God wills. For your part, you should long for your departure now, hoping that, if you 
come before God with, tears and in the depths of humility, you will stand firm and confident in the fire of your 
desire and your prayer; but you should also be ready for your death to be delayed for the time being, should God 
foresee something better for you. Pursue your goal forcefully, dedicating your whole life to God, in all your 
actions, words and intentions seeking by all possible means not to fall away from Him. 

65. While still in the flesh, do not try to plumb the inner depths of intelligible realities even if the noetic power of 
your soul is drawn towards them by its purity. For unless the bodiless part of man, now mingled with breath and 
blood, is released from the grossness of materiality and enters the realm of the intelligible realities, it cannot 
grasp these realities properly. You should therefore prepare yourself to issue from this material world as though 
from some dark second maternal womb, and to enter that immaterial and radiant realm, joyfully glorifying our 
Benefactor who carries us through death towards the fulfillment of our hopes. Be watchful at all times because 
of the .ungodly demons that surround us, always plotting to disgrace jus and craftily watching for our heel (cf. 
Gen. 3:15), that is, for the end of our life, in order to trip us up. Until your death, therefore, go in fear and 
trembling because of the uncertainty of what is to come; for, endowed as you are with free will, you have been 
created with a .mutable and fluctuating nature. 

66. The enemy attacks us with fierce and terrible temptations when he perceives that our soul aspires to scale great 
heights of virtue. This we learn from the words of the Lord’s Prayer and from our own attempts to ascend 
beyond the material duality of our flesh and sensory things. The hater of mankind tries us with such malice that 
we despair even of life. Of course, in his futility, he does not  
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realize that he confers many blessings on us, testing our endurance and weaving for us more splendid garlands. 

67. No struggle is greater than the struggle for self-restraint and virginity. He who honors celibacy is admired even; 
by the angels and is crowned just as athletes are. If, bound to flesh and blood, he strives to imitate through 
chastity the immaterial nature of the angels, terrible Is the battle he has to fight; and if he is successful, so great 



is his achievement that it appears virtually impossible and beyond our nature. Indeed, it would be impossible if 
God did not help us from above, supporting the weakness of our nature, mending what is rotten, and somehow 
raising us from the ground through divine love and through hope for the gifts held in store for us. 

68. Flesh flabby from over-drinking and over-sleeping is a great obstacle to self-restraint. True self-restraint is 
unaffected even by the fantasies that arise during sleep. If the intellect pursues these fantasies, this indicates that 
it still bears deep within itself the sickness of the passions. But if through grace it is found worthy to commune 
with God outside the body during sleep, it remains unaffected by these fantasies and serves as a vigilant 
guardian of soul and body, both of which are at peace. The intellect is then like a sheep-dog that keeps watch 
against the cunning wolves, not letting them ravage the flock. 

69. Once more, I shall tell you something strange at which you are not to be startled. A mystery is accomplished 
secretly between the soul and God in the higher reaches of perfect purity, love and faith. When a man is 
completely reconciled to God he is united with Him through unceasing prayer and contemplation. Such was 
Elijah’s state when he closed the heavens, causing a drought (cf. 1 Kgs. 17:1), and burnt the sacrifice with fire 
from heaven (cf. 1 Kgs. 18:36-38). In such a state Moses divided the sea (cf. Exod. 14:21) and defeated Amalek 
by stretching out his arms (cf. Exod. 17:11-13). In such a state Jonah was saved from the whale and from the 
deep (cf. Jonah 2:1-10). For the person found worthy of this mystery compels our most compassionate God to 
do whatever he wants. Even when still in the flesh, he has passed beyond the limits of corruption and mortality, 
and he awaits death as if it were an everyday sleep that pleasurably brings him to the fulfillment of his hopes. 

70. Be full of reverence for our Lord’s sufferings, for the  
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self-emptying of the divine Logos for our sake and, above all, for the sacrifice of the divine, life-creating body and 
blood and their interfusion with us. For we have been found worthy not only to participate in them but also to 
officiate at the sacrifice. Humble yourself like a sheep for the slaughter, truly regarding all men as your superiors, 
and strive not to wound Ac conscience of any man, especially without reason. Do not dare to touch the holy gifts un-
purified, lest you should be burnt like grass by the divine fire and destroyed like melting wax. 

71. If you celebrate the divine, revered and awesome mysteries in the proper manner, with absolutely nothing on 
your conscience, you may hope for salvation, for the benefit you derive from this will be greater than that which 
derives from any work or from contemplation. But if you cannot celebrate as you should, you will yourself 
realize that it is better to acknowledge your weakness and to withdraw from the priesthood than to fulfill your 
priestly ministry imperfectly and impurely, appearing exalted in the eyes of many but being in reality a corpse 
to be wept over because of your unworthiness. 

72. As the sun excels the stars so do the worship, propitiation and invocation of the priest excel all psalmody and 
prayer. For we priests sacrifice, set forth and offer in intercession the Only-Begotten Himself who in His freely-
given compassion was slain on behalf of sinners. And, provided that our consciences are not polluted, we 



receive thereby not only remission of sins, but all the things for which we pray and which are for our benefit. 
What is united to the Divinity bums the brushwood of sin like coal and illumines the hearts of those who 
approach in faith. Similarly, the divine and precious blood cleanses and purifies more than any hyssop every 
stain and defilement in those who dare to receive it with all the purity and holiness .of which they are capable. 

73. As one of the saints has said, it is not the ascended body of God the Logos that comes down from heaven and is 
sacrificed; it is the bread and wine themselves that are changed into the body and blood of Christ through the 
rites celebrated with faith, fear, longing and reverence by those found worthy of the holy priesthood. And this 
interchange takes place through the action and presence of the  
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Holy Spirit. The bread and wine do not become a body other than that of our Lord, but are changed into His body, 
being then a source of immortality and no longer perishable. What therefore must be the purity and holiness required 
of the priest who touches the divine body? And what boldness must he not have as mediator between God and man, 
having as co-intercessors the most holy Mother of God, all the heavenly, angelic powers, and the saints from every 
age? Since he has an angelic, or even archangelic, office, in my view he needs to be like the angels and archangels. 

74. You should note, Pisinios, that the holy gifts awaiting consecration lie on the altar after the Creed uncovered 
because there has to be a kind of voiceless supplication to God on behalf of those offering them. Seeing them 
uncovered, He does not overlook or despise this supplication; for He keeps in mind His voluntary self-emptying 
for us sinners. His ineffable self-abasement and His compassionate death. He did not ransom and save us 
through His passion because we deserved it but, blessed and forbearing as He is, He had mercy on us and 
restored us in spite of our offences. 

75. Even though, through the practice of pure prayer that immaterially unites the immaterial intellect with God, you 
receive the pledge of the Spirit and see as in a mirror the blessedness that awaits you after this present life, and 
even though you fully and consciously experience the kingdom of heaven within you, do not allow yourself to 
be released from the flesh without foreknowledge of your death. Pray persistently for this knowledge and be in 
good hope of receiving it when you are close to death, if this is for your profit. Prepare yourself constantly for 
death, casting aside all fear, so that, traversing the air and escaping the evil spirits, you may boldly enter the 
vaults of heaven. Ranked with the angelic orders and numbered among all the righteous and elect, you will then 
behold the Divinity, in so far as this is possible. You will perceive, that is to say, the blessings that come from 
Him, as well as the Logos of God shedding His light through the regions above the heavens, adored in His 
unsullied flesh, together with the Father and the Spirit, in a single act of worship by all the host of heaven and 
all the saints. Amen.   
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Introductory Note 
 
'It is not clear', states St Nikodimos, 'at what date our holy father Philotheos flourished and died.' He is known to 

us solely as the author of the present work Forty Texts on Watchfulness. From his name it is evident that he was a 
monk of Mount Sinai, while the content of his Forty Texts shows that he followed in the tradition of St John 
Klimakos, abbot of Sinai (sixth-seventh century), whom he quotes (§20; cf §34). His spiritual teaching is also close 
to that of another Sinaite author, St Hesychios the Priest (?eighth-ninth century);1 the three of them may be 
regarded as forming together a distinctively Sinaite 'school' of ascetic theology. Certainly later in date, then, than 
Klimakos, and probably likewise later than Hesychios, Philotheos may have lived in the ninth or tenth century. 

Clear and concise, the Forty Texts are especially valuable for the simple definitions that they give of key 
concepts. As the title indicates, St Philotheos assigns central significance to the quality of watchfulness or spiritual 
sobriety (nipsis).  In common with St Hesychios, he sees this as closely connected with inner attentiveness and the 
guarding of the intellect: the three notions are virtually synonymous. But he underlines, more explicitly than does 
Hesychios, the importance of bodily asceticism and the keeping of the commandments; the inner and the outer 
warfare go together. Like the other two members of the Sinaite 'school', he commends the invocation of the Holy 
Name, 'the unceasing prayer of Jesus Christ' (§2), which has power to 'concentrate the scattered intellect' (§27), 
thereby enabling it to maintain continual mindfulness of God. Particularly striking is Philotheos' insistence upon the 
remembrance of death, which is to be viewed not as something morbid and 'world- denying', but rather as 
enhancing the unique value of each moment of time. 
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1. There is within us, on the noetic plane, a warfare tougher than that on the plane of the senses. The Spiritual 
worker has to press on with his intellect towards the goal (cf. Phil. 3:14), in order to enshrine perfectly the 
remembrance of God in his heart like some pearl or precious stone (cf. Matt.13:44-46). He has to give up 
everything, including the body, and to disdain this present life, if he wishes to possess God alone in his heart. For the 
noetic vision of God, the divine Chrysostom has said, can by itself destroy the demonic spirits.  

2. When engaged in noetic warfare we should therefore do all we can to choose some spiritual practice from 
divine Scripture and apply it to our intellect like a healing ointment. From dawn we should stand bravely and 
unflinchingly at the gate of the heart, with true remembrance of God and unceasing prayer of Jesus Christ in the 



soul; and, keeping watch with the intellect, we should slaughter all the sinners of the land (cf. Ps. 101:8. LXX). 
Given over in the intensity of our ecstasy to the constant remembrance of God, we should for the Lord’s sake cut off 
the heads of the tyrants (cf. Hab. 3:14. LXX), that is to say, should destroy hostile thoughts at their first appearance. 
For in noetic warfare, too, there is a certain divine practice and order. Thus we should force ourselves to act in this 
way until it is time for eating. After this, having thanked the Lord who solely by virtue of His compassion provides 
us with both spiritual and bodily food, we should devote ourselves to the remembrance of death and to meditation; 
on it. The following morning we should courageously resume the same sequence of tasks. Even if we act daily in 
this manner we will only just manage, with the Lord’s help, to escape from the meshes of the noetic enemy. When 
this pattern of spiritual practice is firmly  
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established in us, it gives birth to the triad faith, hope and love. Faith disposes us truly to fear God. Hope, 
transcending servile fear, binds us to the love of God, since 'hope does not disappoint' (Rom. 5:5), containing as it 
does the seed of that twofold love on which hang 'the law and the prophets' (Matt. 22:40). And 'love never fails' (1 
Cor. 13:8), once it has become to him who shares in it the motive for fulfilling the divine law both in the present life 
and in the life to be.  

3. It is very rare to find people whose intelligence is in a state of stillness. Indeed, such a state is only to be 
found in those who through their whole manner of life strive to attract divine grace and blessing to themselves. If, 
then, we seek - by guarding our intellect and by inner watchfulness - to engage in the noetic work that is the true 
philosophy in Christ, we must begin by exercising self-control with regard to our food, eating and drinking as little 
as possible. Watchfulness may fittingly be called a path leading both to the kingdom within us and to that which is 
to be; while noetic work, which trains and purifies the intellect and changes it from an impassioned state to a state of 
dispassion, is like a window full of light through which God looks, revealing Himself to the intellect.  

4. Where humility is combined with the remembrance of God that is established through watchfulness and 
attention, and also with recurrent prayer inflexible in its resistance to the enemy, there is the place of God, the 
heaven of the heart in which because of God's presence no demonic army dares to make a stand.  

5. Nothing is more unsettling than talkativeness and more pernicious than an unbridled tongue, disruptive as it 
is of the soul's proper state. For the soul's chatter destroys what we build each day and scatters what we have 
laboriously gathered together. What is more disastrous than this 'uncontrollable evil' (Jas. 3:8)? The tongue has to be 
restrained, checked by force and muzzled, so to speak, and made to serve only what is needful. Who can describe all 
the damage that the tongue does to the soul?  

6. The first gate of entry to the noetic Jerusalem - that is, to attentiveness of the intellect - is the deliberate 
silencing of your tongue, even though the intellect itself may not yet be still. The second gate is balanced self-
control in food and drink. The third, is ceaseless mindfulness of death, for this purifies intellect and body. Having 
once experienced the beauty of this mindfulness of death, I  
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was so wounded and delighted by it - in Spirit, not through the eye - that I wanted to make it my life's companion,  
for I was enraptured by its loveliness and majesty, its humility and contrite joy, by how full of reflection it is, how 
apprehensive of the judgment to come, and how aware of life's anxieties. It makes life-giving, healing tears flow 
from our bodily eyes, while from our noetic eyes rises a fount of wisdom that delights the mind. This daughter of 
Adam - this mindfulness of death - I always longed, as I said, to have as my, companion, to sleep with, to talk with, 
and to enquire from her what will happen after the body has been discarded. But unclean forgetfulness, the devil's 
murky daughter, has frequently prevented this.  

7. It is by means of thoughts that the spirits of evil wage a secret war against the soul. For since the soul is 
invisible, these malicious powers naturally attack it invisibly. Both sides prepare their weapons, muster their forces, 
devise stratagems, clash in fearful battle, gain victories and suffer defeats. But this noetic warfare lacks one feature 
possessed by visible warfare: declaration of hostilities. Suddenly, with no warning, the enemy attacks the inmost 
heart, sets an ambush there, and kills the soul through sin. And for what purpose is this battle waged against us? To 
prevent us from doing God's will as we ask to do it when we pray 'Thy will be done'. This will is the commandments 
of God. If with the Lord's help through careful watchfulness you guard your intellect from error and observe the 
attacks of the demons and their snares woven of fantasy, you will see from experience that this is the case. For this 
reason the Lord, foreseeing the demons' intentions by His divine power, set Himself to defeat their purpose by 
laying down His commandments and by threatening those who break them.  

8. Once we have in some measure acquired the habit of self-control, and have learnt how to shun visible sins 
brought about through 'the five senses, we will then be able to guard the heart with Jesus, to receive His illumination 
within it, and by means of the intellect to taste His goodness with a certain ardent longing. For we have been 
commanded to purify the heart precisely so that, through dispelling the clouds of evil from it by continual 
attentiveness, we may perceive the sun of righteousness,  Jesus, as though in clear sky; and so that the principles of 
His majesty may shine to some extent in the intellect. For these principles are revealed only to those who purify their 
minds.  
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9. We ought to make ourselves each day such as we should be when we are to appear before God. For the. 
prophet Hosea says: 'Hold fast to mercy and judgment, and always draw close to your God' (Hos. 12:6. LXX). 
Again, Malachi, speaking in God's name, says: 'A son honors his father, and a servant his lord. If I am a father, 
where is the honor due to me? And if I am Lord, where is the fear? So says the Lord Almighty' (Mal. 1:6. LXX). 
And St Paul states: 'Let us cleanse ourselves from all pollution of the flesh and spirit' (2 Cor. 7:1). And again, 
Wisdom says: 'Guard your heart with all diligence, for on this depends the outcome of life' (Prov. 4:23). And our 



Lord Jesus Christ said: 'Cleanse first the inside of the cup, so that the outside may also be clean' (Matt. 23:26).  

10. Untimely talk sometimes provokes hatred in those who listen, sometimes - when they note the folly of our 
words - abuse and derision. Sometimes it denies our conscience, or else brings upon us God's condemnation and, 
worst of all, causes us to offend against the Holy Spirit.  

11. If with the Lord's help you cleanse your heart and uproot sin - struggling for the knowledge that is more 
divine and seeing in your intellect things invisible to most people - you must not on this account be arrogant towards 
anyone. For an angel, being incorporeal, is more pure and full of spiritual knowledge than any other created thing; 
yet it was an angel who, in exalting himself, fell like lightning from heaven. Thus his pride was reckoned by God as 
impurity. But those who dig up gold are known to all.  

12. St Paul says: 'The person engaged in spiritual warfare exercises self-control in all things' (1 Cor. 9:25). For, 
bound as we are to this wretched flesh, which always 'desires in a way that opposes the Spirit' (Gal. 5:17), we cannot 
when sated with food stand firm against demonic principalities, against invisible and malevolent powers; 'for the 
kingdom of God is not food and drink' (Rom. 14:17), and 'the will of the flesh is hostile to God: for it is not subject 
to the law of God, nor indeed can it be' (Rom. 8:7). It is clear that it cannot be because it is earthly, a compound of 
humors, blood and phlegm, and always gravitating downwards. Thus it is always attached to earthly things and 
relishes the corrupting pleasures of the present life. 'For the will of the flesh is death' (Rom. 8:6); and 'they that are 
in the flesh cannot conform to God's will' (Rom. 8:8).  
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13. Guarding the intellect with the Lord's help requires much humility, first in relation to God and then in 
relation to men. We ought to do all we can to crush and humble the heart. To achieve this we should scrupulously 
remember our former life in the world, recalling and reviewing in detail all the sins we have committed since 
childhood (except carnal sins, for the remembrance of these is harmful). This not only induces humility but also 
engenders tears and moves us to give heartfelt thanks to God. Perpetual and vivid mindfulness of death has the same 
effect: it gives birth to grief accompanied by a certain sweetness and joy, and to watchfulness of intellect. In 
addition, the detailed remembrance of our Lord's Passion, the recollection of what He suffered, greatly humbles and 
abashes our pride, and this, too, produces tears. Finally, to recount and review all the blessings we have received 
from God is truly humbling. For our battle is against proud demons.  

14. Do not reject out of self-love these saving medicines of the soul. If you do, you are no disciple of Christ or 
imitator of St Paul. For St Paul says: 'I am not fit to be called an apostle' (1 Cor. 15:9); and again: 'I was once a 
blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent, insolent man' (1 Tim. 1:13). Do you see, proud man, how the saint was 
not forgetful of his former life? Indeed, all the saints, from the beginning of creation to the present day, have put on 
this lowliest holy cloak of God. Our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, being God incomprehensible, unknown and 
ineffable, wishing to show us the way of eternal life and holiness, was clothed in humility during His whole life in 
the flesh. Thus holy humility ought truly to be called a divine virtue, a royal robe and commandment. Moreover, the 
angels and all the radiant and divine powers practice and preserve this virtue, knowing how Satan fell when he 



became proud, and how he lies in the abyss as a fearful warning of such a fall to both angels and men. Through his 
pride he proved himself in God's sight more degraded than any other created thing: We also know what fall Adam 
fell through pride.  

Since we have so many examples of this virtue that confers such blessings on the soul, let us follow them as 
fully as possible and humble ourselves in every way. Let us humble ourselves in soul and body, in thought and will, 
in words and ideas, in our outer bearing and our inner state. For unless we strive to do this we will  
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turn our advocate, Jesus Christ, the Son of God and God, against us. For the Lord 'ranges himself against the proud, 
but gives grace to the humble' (Jas. 4:6); and: 'Everyone that is arrogant is unclean before the Lord' (Proy. 16:5. 
LXX); and: 'He who humbles himself will be exalted' (Matt. 23:12)’ and: 'Learn from Me, for I am gentle and 
humble in heart' (Matt. 11:29). So we must be careful. 

15. Our Savior says: 'Watch yourselves, lest your hearts be weighed down by dissipation, drunkenness and 
worldly cares' (Luke 21:34); and St Paul says: 'The person engaged in spiritual warfare exercises self-control in all 
things' (1 Cor. 9:25). Aware of all that is said to us in divine Scripture, let us lead our life with self-control, 
especially in regard to food. Let us accustom our body to virtuous and orderly habits, nourishing it with moderation. 
For in this way the upsurges of the soul's desiring power are more easily calmed and subdued by its sovereign 
aspect, the intelligence; and in fact the same is true where the soul's incensive power is concerned, as well as our 
other faults. For those with experience regard virtue as consisting in an all-inclusive self-control, that is, in the 
avoidance of every kind of evil. For the pre-eminent source of purity is God, the source and giver of all blessings; 
but next comes self-control with regard to food, exercised in the same regular manner each day.  

16. It is through us that Satan fights God, trying to nullify God's will, embodied as it is in the divine and life-
giving commandments, by preventing us from carrying them out. Similarly, it is through us, and through the help 
which He gives us, that God seeks to accomplish His holy- will and so to defeat the devil's lethal purpose. In vain 
does the devil strive to oppose God by making men disobey the commandments; for God in His turn uses human 
weakness to overthrow the devil's schemes. And you can see that this is the case. For it is evident that all the 
commandments of the Gospel legislate for the tripartite soul and make it healthy through what they enjoin. They do 
not merely seem to make it healthy, but they actually have this effect. The devil, on the other hand, fights day and 
night against the tripartite soul. But if he fights against it, it is clear that he fights against Christ's commandments, 
since Christ legislates for the tripartite soul through the commandments. The three parts of  
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the soul are represented by its incensive power, its desiring power and its intelligence.  

Note how Christ says, 'Whoever is angry with his brother without good cause will be brought to judgment' 
(Matt. 5:22), and then tells us how anger may be healed. But the enemy in his turn tries to subvert this 
commandment by stirring up strife and thoughts of rancor and envy within us. For he too knows that the intelligence 
should control the incensive power; and so, by bombarding the intelligence with evil thoughts-with thoughts of 
envy, strife, contention, guile, self-esteem-he persuades the intelligence to abandon its control, to hand the reins over 
to the-incensive power, and to let the latter go unchecked. And the incensive power, having so to speak unseated its 
rider, disgorges through the mouth in the form of words all those things stored up in the heart as a result of the 
devil's wiles and the intellect's negligence. And the heart is then seen to be full, not of the divine Spirit and of 
godlike thoughts, but of evil. It is as the Lord said: 'The mouth expresses what fills the heart' (Matt. 12:34). For if the 
devil can induce the person he has taken possession of to utter what is harbored within, then that person will not 
merely call his brother 'dolt' or 'fool' but may well pass from insulting words to murder. It is in these ways that the 
devil fights against God and the commandment God gave about not being angry with one's brother without good 
cause. But the insulting words and their consequences could have been avoided had their initial provocations been 
expelled from the heart through prayer and attentiveness. Thus the devil achieves his purpose when he makes us 
break God's commandment by means of the thoughts that he insinuates into the heart.  

17. What does the Lord command where the appetitive aspect or desiring power of the soul is concerned? 
'Whoever looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart' (Matt. 5:28). Aware of 
this injunction, the devil weaves a kind of mental net in order to undermine its effect. He does not attack us by 
exciting desire through an actual physical woman, but he operates inwardly by projecting into our intellect 
lascivious figures and images, and by insinuating words that rouse desire, and by other methods of this kind which 
those who have experience of the intellect know about.  
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18. What commandments are directed at the intelligence? 'I tell you, never swear an oath... but simply say "Yes" 
and "No"' (Matt. 5:34, 37); and: 'He who does not renounce everything and follow Me is not worthy of Me' (cf. 
Matt. 10:37-38); and: 'Enter through the narrow gate’ (Matt. 7:13). These are instructions to the intelligence. Again, 
the enemy - wanting to overpower the intelligence, a skilled commander - first addles its wits with gluttonous and 
promiscuous thoughts, treating it derisively and dismissing it from its command as though it were a drunken general; 
then he uses anger and desire as servants of his own will. Free in this way from the control of the intelligence, these 
powers-the desiring and the incensive powers-use the five senses as aids in sinning openly. And these are the sins 
into which we then fall: our eyes become inquisitive, not having the intellect controlling them from within; our ears 
love to hear frivolous things; our sense of smell becomes effeminate and our tongue unbridled, and our hands touch 
what they ought not to touch. With this goes injustice instead of justice, folly instead of moral judgment, 
licentiousness instead of self-restraint, slavishness instead of courage. For these four principal virtues - justice, 
moral judgment, self-restraint and courage-govern the three aspects of the soul. When these aspects are properly 
guided, they keep the senses away from degrading things. Then the intellect, tranquil, its powers with God's help 



under control and tractable, fights the noetic battle readily and bravely. But if, being inattentive, it is defeated by the 
devil's provocations and its powers, are thrown into confusion, it breaks the divine commandments. Such violation, 
if not followed by the appropriate degree of repentance, will certainly lead to chastisement in the future. The 
intellect, consequently, should always be watchful. In this way it maintains its natural state and is a true guardian of 
the divine commandments.  

19. The soul is walled off, fenced in and bound with chains of darkness by the demonic spirits. Because of the 
surrounding darkness she cannot pray as she wants to, for she is fettered inwardly, and her inner eyes are blind. Only 
when she begins to pray to God, and to acquire watchfulness while praying, will she be freed from this darkness 
through prayer. Otherwise she will remain a prisoner. For through prayer the soul discovers that there  

 
[V3] 24 

St Philotheos of Sinai 
 

Forty Texts on Watchfulness  

is in the heart another fight and another hidden type of opposition, and a different kind of warfare against the 
thoughts provoked by the evil spirits. Holy Scripture bears witness to this when it says 'If the spirit of the ruler rises 
up against you, do not desert your place' (Eccles. 10:4). The place of the intellect is its firm stand in virtue and to 
watchfulness. For one can take a firm stand with respect to virtue and vice. Thus the psalmist says: 'Blessed is the 
man who has not walked in the counsel of the ungodly, and has not stood in the path of sinners' (Ps. 1:1); and St 
Paul says: 'Stand, therefore, having girded your loins with truth' (Eph.6:14).  

20. With all our strength let us hold fast to Christ, for there are always those who struggle to deprive our soul of 
His presence; and let us take care lest Jesus withdraws because of the evil thoughts that crowd our soul (cf. John 
5:13). Yet we will not manage to hold Him without great effort on the soul's part. Let us study His life in the flesh, 
so that in our own life we may be humble. Let us absorb His sufferings, so that by emulating Him we may endure 
our afflictions patiently. Let us savor His ineffable incarnation and His work of salvation on our behalf, so that from 
the sweet taste in our soul we may know that the Lord is bountiful (cf. Ps. 34:8). Also, and above all, let us 
unhesitatingly trust in Him and in what He says; and let us daily wait on His providence towards us. And whatever 
form it takes, let us accept it gratefully, gladly and eagerly, so that we may learn to look only to God, who governs 
all things in accordance with the divine principles of His wisdom. If we do all these things, we are not far from God; 
for godliness is 'perfection that is never complete', as one who was divinely inspired and-spiritually perfect has said.'  

21. He who really redeems his life, always dwelling on the thought and remembrance of death, and wisely 
withholding the intellect from the passions, is in a far better position to discern the continual presence of demonic 
provocations than the man who chooses to live without being mindful of death. The latter, by purifying the heart 
through spiritual knowledge alone, but not keeping in mind any thought of grief, may sometimes appear to control 
all the destructive passions by his skill; yet he is unwittingly fettered by  
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one of them, the worst  all - pride, into which, abandoned by God, he sometimes falls. Such a person mast be very 
vigilant lest, deluded by conceit, he becomes deranged. For, as St Paul says (cf. 1 Cor. 4:6, 18, 19; 8:l), souls that 
gather knowledge from here and there tend to become .haughty and disdainful towards their inferiors, as they regard 
them; they lack the spark of the love which builds up. But he who all the day long is mindful of death discerns the 
assaults of the demons more keenly; and he counterattacks and repels them.  

22. The blessed remembrance of God - which is the very presence of Jesus - with a heart full of wrath and a 
saving animosity against the demons, dissolves all trickeries of thought, plots, argumentation, fantasies, obscure 
conjectures and, in short, everything with which the destroyer arms himself and which he insolently deploys in his 
attempt to swallow our souls. When Jesus is invoked, He promptly bums up everything. For our salvation lies in 
Christ Jesus alone. The Savior Himself made this clear when He said: 'Without Me you can do nothing' (John 15:5).  

23. At every hour and moment let us guard the heart with all diligence from thoughts that obscure the soul's 
mirror; for in that mirror Jesus Christ, the wisdom and power of God the Father (cf. 1 Cor. 1:24), is typified and 
luminously reflected. And let us unceasingly seek the kingdom of heaven inside our heart (cf. Luke 17:21), the seed 
(cf. Luke 13:19), the pearl (cf. Matt. 13: 45) and the leaven (cf. Matt. 13:33). Indeed, if we cleanse the eye of the 
intellect we will find all things hidden within us. This is why our Lord Jesus Christ said that the kingdom of heaven 
is within us, indicating that the Divinity dwells in our hearts.  

24. Watchfulness cleanses the conscience and makes it lucid. Thus cleansed, it immediately shines out like a 
light that has been uncovered, banishing much darkness. Once this darkness has been banished through constant and 
genuine watchfulness, the conscience then reveals things hidden from us. Through the intellect it teaches us how to 
fight the unseen war and the mental battle by means of watchfulness, how we must throw spears when engaged in 
single combat and strike with well-aimed lances of thought, and how the intellect must escape being hit and' avoid 
the noxious darkness by hiding itself in Christ, the tight for which it longs. He who has tasted this light will 
understand what I am talking about.  
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The soul is never sated with it, but the more it feeds on it, the hungry it grows. It is a light that attracts the intellect as 
the sun the eye. Inexplicable, it yet becomes explicable through experience. This experience I have known or, more 
precisely, I have been wounded by it; but it commands me to be silent, even though my intellect would delight in 
speaking of it. 'Pursue peace with all men and the holiness without which no one will see the Lord' (Heb. 12:14). Do 
this in order to acquire love and purity, for these are peace and holiness.  

25. You must direct your wrath only against the demons, for they wage war upon us through our thoughts and 
are full of anger against us. As regards the manner of the hourly warfare within us, listen and act accordingly. 
Combine prayer with inner watchfulness, for watchfulness purifies prayer, while prayer purifies watchfulness. It is 
through unceasing watchfulness that we can perceive what is entering into us and can to some extent close the door 



against it, calling upon our Lord Jesus Christ to repel our malevolent adversaries. Attentiveness obstructs the 
demons by rebutting them; and Jesus, when invoked, disperses them together with all their fantasies.  

26. Be extremely strict in guarding your intellect. When you perceive an evil thought, rebut it and immediately 
call upon Christ to defend you; and while you are still speaking, Jesus in His gentle love will say: 'Behold, I am by 
your side ready to help you.' When this whole detachment of the enemy has been put out of action through prayer, 
again turn your attention to your intellect. There you will see a succession of waves worse than before, with the soul 
swimming among them. But again, awakened by His disciple, Jesus as God will rebuke the winds of evil (cf. Matt. 
8:23-27). Having found respite for an hour perhaps, or for a moment, glorify Him who has saved you, and meditate 
on death.  

27. Let us go forward with the heart completely attentive and the soul fully conscious. For if attentiveness and 
prayer are daily joined together, they become like Elijah's fire-bearing chariot (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:11), raising us to heaven. 
What do I mean? A spiritual heaven, with sun, moon and stars, is formed in the blessed heart of one who has 
reached a state of watchfulness, or who strives to attain it; for such a heart, as a result of mystical contemplation and 
ascent, is enabled to contain within itself the uncontainable God. If,  
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then, you aspire to holiness, Cry with God's help to invoke the Lord and wholeheartedly to turn words into actions. 
By restraining with a certain forcefulness the five senses through which the soul can be injured, you with certainly 
make the struggle within the heart lighter for the intellect. So, by means of certain ploys, keep out all external 
enemies, and with incorporeal. God-given weapons fight against the thoughts .which they produce inside you. Avert 
sensual pleasure through strenuous vigils, and be sparing in food and drink. Keep the body properly slim so that you 
reduce the burden of the heart's warfare, with full benefit to yourself. Chastise your soul with the thought of death, 
and through remembrance of Jesus Christ concentrate your scattered intellect. It is particularly at night that the 
intellect grows lucid in its radiant contemplation of God and of divine realities.  

28. We should not reject the practice of bodily asceticism; for as wheat comes from the earth, so from such 
practice grows spiritual joy and benediction. Nor should we try to evade our conscience when it speaks to us of 
things conducive to salvation that we ought to do, and constantly tells us what is right and what is our duty. This it 
does especially when purified through active, applied, and meticulous watchfulness of intellect; for then, owing to 
its pure state, the judgments of the conscience tend to be all-embracing, to the point, and indisputable. So it should 
not be evaded, since it tells us inwardly how to live in conformity to God's will, and by severely censuring the soul 
when the mind has been infected by sins, and by admonishing the erring heart to repent, it provides welcome 
counsel as to how our defective state can be cured.  

29. Smoke from wood kindling a fire troubles the eyes; but then the fire gives them light and gladdens them. 
Similarly, unceasing attentiveness is irksome; but when, invoked in prayer, Jesus draws near, He illumines the heart; 
for remembrance of Him confers on us spiritual enlightenment and the highest of all blessings.  

30. Forcing his way into our intellect, our enemy tries to compel us - created in God's image though we are - to 



eat the dust and to creep on our bellies as he does (cf. Gen. 3:14). This is why God says: 'I will put enmity between 
you and him' (cf. Gen. 3:16). Hence we must always breathe God, so that we are  
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never wounded by the devil's fiery darts (cf. Eph. 6:16). 'I shall protect him', He says, 'because he has known My 
name' (Ps. 91:14. LXX); and: 'His salvation is near those who fear Him' (Ps. 85:9).  

31. St Paul, the 'chosen vessel' (Acts 9:15) who spoke In Christ' (2 Cor. 2:17), out of his great experience of 
invisible noetic warfare wrote to the Ephesians: 'We do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against demonic 
principalities and powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against spiritual wickedness in the celestial 
regions' (Eph. 6:12). And the Apostle Peter says: 'Be watchful, be vigilant, because your adversary, the devil, walks 
about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour. Stand against him, steadfast in faith' (1 Pet. 5:8). And our 
Lord Jesus Christ, speaking of the various attitudes of those who hear the words of the Gospel, says: 'Then comes 
the devil, and snatches the word out of their hearts' - that is to say, he steals it by inducing them to forget it - 'lest 
they should believe and be saved' (Luke 8:12). And again Paul says: 'For with the inward man I delight in the law of 
God; but I see another law … warring against the law of my intellect, and bringing me into captivity' (Rom. 7:22-
23). They said these things to instruct and enlighten us about what we fail to perceive.  

32. In the absence of self-reproach and humility, spiritual knowledge puffs us up, making us feel superior to 
others (cf. 1 Cor. 8:1). But if we are aware of our own weakness we will keep in mind Paul's words when he says: 
'My brethren, it is not as though I had already grasped it or were already perfect... but forgetting what lies behind, 
and reaching forward to what lies in front, I pursue my purpose, aiming at the prize of the high calling of God' (Phil. 
3:13-14). And again; 'I do not run aimlessly, nor do I box by beating the air with my fists. But I discipline my body 
harshly, and bring it into subjection; for I fear lest, after preaching to others, I myself should be cast away' (1 Cor. 
9:26-27). Do you not see how humility is a road to holiness, and what humility the great. St Paul had? He said: 
'Christ came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am the worst' (1 Tim. 1:15). Should we not humble ourselves, 
then, because of the lowliness of our nature? For what is more lowly than day? And we must be mindful of God, 
since we have been created for this. But we must also practice  
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self-control, so that with our Lord’s help we may advance unhampered in the spiritual life.  

33. The person who gives himself over to evil thoughts cannot keep his outer self free from sin; and if evil 
thoughts have not been uprooted from the heart, they are .bound to manifest themselves in evil actions. We look on 
things adulterously because the inner eye has become adulterous and darkened; and we want to hear about foul 



things because our soul's ears have listened to what the foul demons inside us have whispered to us. Consequently, 
with the Lord's help, we must cleanse ourselves -within and without. We must guard our senses and free each of 
them from impassioned and sinful influences. And just as, ignorant and full of futility, we used to live in the world 
with intellect and senses enslaved to the deceit of sin, so now, having changed to the life according to God, we must 
dedicate intellect and senses to the service of the living and true God, and of God's justice and will.  

34. First there is provocation; then a coupling with the provocation; then assent to it; then captivity to it; then 
passion, grown habitual and continuous. This is how the holy fathers describe the stages through which the devil 
gets the better of us.  

35. Provocation, they say, is a thought still free from passion, or an image newly engendered in the heart and 
glimpsed by the intellect. Coupling is to commune with this thought or image, in either an impassioned or a 
dispassionate way. Assent is the pleasurable acceptance by the soul of the thing seen. Captivity is the forcible and 
enforced abduction of the heart, or persistent intercourse with the object, disrupting even our best state. Passion, in 
the strict sense, they define as that which lurks impassionably in the soul over a long period. Of these stages the first 
is sinless; the second, not altogether free from sin; the sinfulness of the third stage depends on our inner state; and 
the struggle itself brings us either punishment or crowns of victory.  

36. Captivity is one thing at the time of prayer, another when we are not engaged in prayer. Passion, however, 
incontestably leads either to a corresponding repentance or to future chastisement. But the person who rebuffs 
the initial provocation, or who regards  
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it dispassionately, has at one stroke cut off all the sinful stages that follow. Such, then, is the strategy employed by 
the evil demons in their war against both those who are monks and those who are not; and the issue is either defeat 
or victory, as we have said. The victors are rewarded with crowns; those who fall and do not repent are punished. So 
let us wage noetic war against the demons, lest we translate their evil purposes into sinful actions. Let us cut sin out 
of our heart, and we will find within us the kingdom of heaven (cf. Luke 17:21). Let us preserve our heart's purity 
and always be filled with deep compunction towards God through this best of undertakings.  

37. Many monks are not aware how the demons deceive the intellect. Being naive and undeveloped, they tend 
to give all their attention to the practice of the virtues and do not bother about the intellect. They move through life, I 
fear, without having tasted purity of heart, and are totally ignorant of the darkness of the passions within. Such 
people, unaware of the battle about which Paul speaks (cf. Eph. 6:12) and not imbued with personal experience of 
true goodness, regard as lapses only those sins which are actually put into effect. They do not take into account the 
defeats and the victories that occur on the plane of thought, for these, being internal, cannot be seen by natural sight 
and are known only to God our judge, and to the conscience of the spiritual contestant. I take it that the scriptural 
words, 'They said, "Peace", but there was no peace' (Ezek. 13:10), apply to such people. The other brethren pray for 
them in their simplicity, and as best they can teach them to avoid the actual commission of sin. But for those who 
have a divine desire to cleanse the vision of the soul there is another form of activity in Christ and another mystery.  



38. Vivid mindfulness of death embraces many virtues. It begets grief; it promotes the exercise of self-control in 
all things; it is a reminder of hell; it is the mother of prayer and tears; it induces guarding of the heart and 
detachment from material things; it is a source of attentiveness and discrimination. These in their turn produce the 
twofold fear of God. In addition, the purging of impassioned thoughts from the heart embraces many of the Lord's 
commandments. The harsh hour-by-hour struggle in which so many athletes of Christ are engaged has as its aim 
precisely this purging of the heart.  
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39. An unexpected event or misfortune considerably disrupts the mind's attentiveness; and, by dislodging the 
intellect from its concentration on higher realities and from its noble state of virtue, it diverts it towards sinful 
quarrelsomeness and wrangling. The cause of this overthrow is assuredly our lack of attention to the enemy's 
attacks.  

40. None of the painful things that happen to us every day will injure or distress us once we perceive and 
continually meditate on their purpose. It is on account of this that St Paul says: 'I take delight in weakness, insults 
and hardships' (2 Cor. 12:10); and: 'All who seek to live a holy life in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution' (2 Tim. 
3:12). To Him be glory through all the ages. Amen.  

 
[V3] 32 

Ilias the Presbyter  
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(Volume 3, pp. 32-65) 
 

Introductory Note 

'Ilias the Presbyter and Ekdikos', as he is called in the manuscripts, was - so his designation suggests - a lawyer who 
subsequently entered the ranks of the clergy. The title ekdikos signifies a judge attached to the ecclesiastical court at 
the Great Church of the Holy Wisdom ('St Sophia') in Constantinople. Evidently Ilias resigned from this legal post, 
becoming in all probability a monk before his ordination to the priesthood. He seems to have lived around the end of 
the eleventh or the beginning of the twelfth century. It is possible, although not certain, that he knew the writings of 
St Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022), whose influence some have detected in what Ilias says about tears and 
the divine light. He cannot in any case be later than the twelfth century, since the earliest manuscript of his work 
dates from this time. He may be the same person as Ilias, Metropolitan of Crete in the early twelfth century, the 
author of commentaries on St Gregory of Nazianzos and St John Klimakos.' 

In the surviving manuscripts A Gnomic Anthology appears variously under the names of St John of Karpathos 
(?seventh century),2 St Maximos the Confessor (580-662),3 and Ilias himself. Almost certainly the third of these 
attributions is correct. Although styled an 'anthology', the work is not in fact a collection of excerpts from other 
authors but is Ilias' own composition. It is divided into four sections, each preceded by a couplet in verse. (The 



Greek Philokalia provides 

' St Nikodimos suspends judgment here. The identification is accepted by V. Laurent, in Kevue des etudes byzamines xvi (19(8), pp. 121—5, 
and in Diawnnaire d'histoire et de geographic tcclesiasiKfues xv (1963), col. 187-8; but it is denied by M.-Th. Disdier, 'Elic 1'Ecdicos et les 
hetera kephalaia attribucs a saint Maxime Ie Confesseur et a Jean de Carpathos', Echos d'Oncnt xxxi (i»}2), pp. 17-43. On the theology of Ilias, 
see also M.-Th. Disdier, 'La vie spirituelle selon Elie I'Ecdicos', Echos d'Onem xxxi (1952), pp. 144-64; J. Darrouzes, in Dicuonnam de spimuahif 
iv (1960), col. nfr-8; N. G. Politis, "The path to contemplation in Ilias the Ekdikos' (in Greek), Epetiris Hetairew Vyzantinon Spoudon xliii 
(1977—8), pp. 345—64. 

2 See The Philokalia, vol. i, p. 297. 
' Op. cit., vol. ii (London & Boston, 1981), p. 48.  
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continuous numbering for parts I-II, and likewise for parts III-IV, but there are in reality four parts, not two.) The 
poetic epigraphs provide a general indication of the contents of each section: 

Part I: moral teaching (fasting, ascetic effort, the vices and virtues, with special emphasis on humility). 
Part II: prayer. 
Part III: spiritual contemplation (with particular reference to 'natural contemplation' or the 'contemplation of 

nature', that is, knowledge of the inner essences or principles of created things - of what in III, 13 are termed 'the 
world's foundations'). 

Part IV: the practice of the virtues (praxis) and contemplation (theoria) (taking up all the main themes mentioned 
in the earlier parts). 

llias delights in vivid imagery taken from the world of nature, and also employs the nuptial symbolism of the 
Song of Songs. Like St Maximos, he makes a clear distinction between 'thought', on the discursive and rational 
level, and 'intellection', understood as the non-discursive apprehension of spiritual truth (III, 1-5). Following 
Evagrios, he speaks about a vision of the innate 'luminosity' of the intellect (II, 82, 89); beyond this, there is the 
higher vision of the divine light, in which the body also shares (II, 104-6). Here the Gnomic Anthology points 
forward to the teaching of the fourteenth-century Hesychasts, especially St Gregory Palamas. Four times llias refers 
to evchi monologistos, 'single-phrased prayer' (II, 94, 104; IV, 65, 75), a term that links him with the Sinaite 'school'. 
In St John Klimakos this expression, used with the additional word 1isou, 'of Jesus', definitely signifies the Jesus 
Prayer,' and in our translation we have taken the view that llias means it in the same sense, although in the Greek he 
does not actually add the qualification 'of Jesus'. 

In making our English version we have compared the text in the Greek Philokalia with that found among the 
works of St Maximos (P.G. xc, 1401-61): the latter frequently, but by no means invariably, gives a better sense. 

Subtle and highly concentrated, the short paragraphs of the Gnomic Anthology disclose their true meaning only if 
read with unusually close attention. Few other authors have been able, in so short a space, to provide such a 
comprehensive guide to the spiritual way. 

' Ladder, Step 15 (8890; E.T, p. 154). 
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Here you will find, if you truly search,  

     A flowing spring, a pure fount of moral teaching. 

1. No Christian believing rightly in God should ever be off his guard. He should always be on the look-out for 
temptation, so that when it comes he will not be surprised or disturbed, but will gladly endure the toil and affliction 
it causes, and so will understand what he is saying when he chants with the prophet: 'Prove me, 0 Lord, and try me’ 
(Ps. 26:2. LXX). For the prophet did not say, 'Thy correction has destroyed me', but, 'it has upheld me to the end' 
(Ps. 18:35. LXX).  

2. The first step towards excellence is fear of God, the last is loving desire for Him.  

3. The first step towards perfection is spiritual knowledge put into practice and practice imbued with spiritual 
knowledge. For practice without such knowledge is of no value, and so is such knowledge when unaccompanied by 
practice.  

4. Practice where the body is concerned consists of fasting and vigil; where the mouth is concerned it consists of 
psalmody. But prayer is better than psalmody, and silence is more valuable than speech. In the case of the hands, 
practice is what they do uncomplainingly; and of the feet, it is what they do as soon as they are urged to do it.  

5. Where the soul is concerned, practice is self-control accompanied by simplicity, and simplicity animated by 
self-control.  

6. In the case of the intellect, practice is prayer in contemplation and contemplation in prayer.  

7. Mercy and truth precede all the other virtues. They in their turn produce humility and so discrimination; .for, 
according to the fathers,  
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discrimination conies from humility. Without discrimination, neither practice nor spiritual knowledge can fulfill its 
purpose. For practice uncontrolled by such knowledge strays here and there aimlessly, like a calf; while knowledge 
that refuses to clothe itself in the honorable vesture of practice lacks nobility, however much it may pretend to 
possess it.  

8. A courageous soul acts correctly when it is master of both practice and contemplation, like a woman who keeps 



two lamps burning throughout her life. But a soul debilitated by sensual pleasure fails to do what it should.  

9. Suffering deliberately embraced cannot free the soul totally from sin unless the soul is also tried in the fire of 
suffering that comes unchosen. For the soul is like a sword: if it does not go 'through fire and water' (Ps. 66:12. 
LXX) - that is, through suffering deliberately embraced and suffering that comes unchosen - it cannot but be 
shattered by the blows of fortune.  

10. Trials and temptations subject to our volition are chiefly caused by health, wealth and reputation, and those 
beyond our control by sickness, material losses and slander. Some people are helped by these things, others are 
destroyed by them.  

11. Desire and distress subsist in the soul; sensual pleasure and pain in the body. Sensual pleasure gives rise to 
pain, and pain to sensual pleasure (for, wanting to escape the wearisome feeling of pain, we take refuge in sensual 
pleasure); while desire results in distress.  

12. The virtuous may appear to be bad, but essentially they are good; superficially the self-important and pleasure-
loving may appear to be good, but basically they are evil.  

13. The person who hates evil commits it but seldom and then not intentionally. But the person attached to the 
causes of evil commits it frequently and deliberately.  

14. Those who deliberately refuse to repent sin continually; those who sin without meaning to not only repent 
with all their heart, but also do not often have cause to repent.  

15. Let your words combine insight and self-awareness, so that the peaceable divine Logos may not be ashamed 
to enshrine Himself in them because of their brashness and lack of restraint.  

16. A person may have sullied his soul with words even if he has not degraded it by actions; and he may still be 
impure in his  
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thoughts even if he watches over his words. For there are three different ways of sinning.  

17. You will not be able to perceive the face of virtue so long as you still look on vice with a feeling of pleasure. 
But vice will appear hateful to you when you hunger for the taste of virtue and avert your gaze from every form of 
evil.  

18. Demons wage war against the soul primarily through thoughts, not through things; for things fight against us 
in their own right. Hearing and sight are responsible for the warfare waged through things, habit and the demons for 
that waged through thoughts.  

19. The soul is liable to sin in three ways: in actions, in words, and in thoughts. We attain freedom from sin in six 
ways: by preserving the purity of the five senses and of the spoken word. Whoever succeeds in doing this is indeed 
perfect, capable also of keeping every aspect of the body under control.  



20. The soul's non-intelligent or passible aspect consists of the five senses and the faculty of speech. When in a 
state of dispassion, the faculty of speech is preserved fully integrated with the soul's passible aspect; but when in an 
impassioned state, it receives the evil influences that the passible aspect communicates to it.  

21. The body cannot be purified without fasting and vigil, the soul without mercy and truth, and the intellect 
without contemplation of God and communion with Him. These pairs constitute the principal virtues in these three 
aspects of the human person.  

22. When the soul moves in obedience to these virtues, her citadel - patient endurance - is not disturbed by 
temptations. 'You will gain possession of your souls through your patient endurance' (Luke 21:19), says the Logos. 
Otherwise the soul will be shaken by fits of cowardice, as an unwalled city is by a distant uproar.  

23. Not all those who are discreet in their words are also circumspect in their thought. Nor are all those who are 
circumspect in their thought also discreet where their external senses are concerned. For although all men are subject 
to the senses, not all pay them the same amount of tribute. In their artlessness, most men do not know the price the 
senses demand for what they supply.  

24. Although moral judgment is by nature indivisible, there are none the less different degrees of it One person 
may be given more of it, another less, so that practical virtue, having grown with the help of the principal virtues, 
may bring to fruition in each person the  

 
[V3] 37 

Ilias the Presbyter 
A Gnomic Anthology 

Part 1  

goodness of which he is capable. But most people fail to a greater or lesser degree to practice the virtues, and the 
degree of moral judgment granted to them varies accordingly.  

25. Few are circumspect with regard to what is according to nature, but many with regard to what is contrary to 
nature. For having expended out of fear all their intrinsic quota of circumspection on what is contrary to nature, they 
have little left to exercise with regard to what is according to nature. Indeed, they expend most of it on superfluous 
things and what is by nature worthless.  

26. A sense of the right moment and a sense of proportion go hand in hand with an intelligent silence. Truth is the 
banquet of all the three together. Where there is such a banquet, the father of lies, confronting a soul as it departs 
from this life, will not find in it any of the things he looks for.  

27. A truly merciful person is not one that deliberately gives away superfluous things, but one that forgives those 
who deprive him of what he needs.  

28. Some men through acts of charity acquire spiritual wealth by means of material wealth; others renounce their 
material wealth altogether on becoming aware of the spiritual wealth that is inexhaustible.  

29. Everyone likes to be rich in spiritual blessings, but it is grievous to be rich in such blessings and not to be 
allowed to enjoy them for long.  

30. From the outside a soul may appear to be healthy, while within, in the depths of consciousness, it may suffer 



from some hidden sickness. It can be healed from the outside through being pierced by reproof, and from within 
through the renewal of the intellect. Whoever, then, rejects such reproof, and shamelessly continues to lie on his bed 
in the sickroom of lethargy, is a fool.  

31. Do not be angry with a person who unwittingly operates on you like a surgeon. Look rather at the abomination 
he has removed and, blaming yourself, bless him because through God's grace he has been of such service to you.  

32. If you are concerned for your soul's health, do not despair of your sickness as though it were incurable; but 
apply to it the potent medicine of ascetic effort and you will get rid of it.  

33. Do not shun the person who opportunely berates you; but go to him and he will show you how much evil lies 
hidden from your  
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consciousness. Once you have swallowed the bitter and nauseous draught, you will taste the sweet nourishment of 
health.  

34. The greater the pain that you feel, the more you should welcome the person whose reproof makes you feel it. 
For he is bringing about within you that total purification without which your intellect cannot attain the pure state of 
prayer.  

35. When you are reproved, you ought either to remain silent, or else gently to defend yourself to your accuser—
not indeed in order to gain his approval, but to help him rise up in case he has stumbled by reproving you in 
ignorance.  

36. If someone is rightly offended with you, but you repent before he calls on you to do so, you lose nothing; but 
if you repent only after you have been asked to, you forfeit half the harvest. If you never cause estrangement by 
giving offence to others, you recover all the seed that you sowed; but if you always put the blame on yourself, you 
gain in addition more than you originally laid out.  

37. A haughty person is not aware of his faults, or a humble person of his good Qualities. An evil ignorance blinds 
the first, an ignorance pleasing to God blinds the second.  

38. As regards his good qualities, the proud man does not want to be compared with his equals; but as regards his 
failings, he is quite content to be compared with those worse than himself.  

39. Reproof strengthens the soul, whereas praise debilitates it and makes it even more sluggish in its spiritual 
struggle.  

40. The substance of wealth is gold; of virtue, humility. Just as he who lacks gold is poor, even though this may 
not be outwardly apparent, so the spiritual aspirant who lacks humility is not virtuous.  

41. Lacking gold, a merchant is not a merchant, even though he may be very skilful in trading; similarly, lacking 
humility, a spiritual aspirant will never possess the joys of virtue, however great the confidence he places in his own 



intelligence.  

42. The higher a man ascends in humility, the lower he appears in his own eyes; but if he lacks humility, the 
higher he appears. The humble man does not wish to be compared even with the most lowly, and is grieved when he 
is given first place at table (cf. Luke 14:7-10).  

43. It is good for the spiritual aspirant to regard a task as beyond him, but to be in his actions superior to this 
diffidence. In this way he will both earn men's respect and in God's sight will be 'a worker who has no cause to be 
ashamed' (2 Tim. 2:25).  
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44. He who is afraid of being cast out of the bridal chamber as an interloper (cf. Matt. 22:11-13) should either 
carry out all God's commandments, or else should strive to fulfill just one of them - humility.  

45. Combine simplicity with self-control, and unite truth with humility, and you will keep house with justice, at 
whose table every other virtue likes to gather.  

46. Truth without humility is blind. That is why it becomes contentious: it tries to support itself on something, and 
finds nothing except rancor.  

47. A good character testifies to the beauty of virtue, just as soundness of body bears witness to a peaceful soul.  

48. It is best not to go astray at all. Second best is not to hide your error through shame, or be shameless about it, 
but to humble yourself and, when reproved, to reprove yourself likewise, gladly accepting the punishment. If you do 
not do this, everything you offer to God is valueless.  

49. In addition to voluntary suffering, you must also accept that which comes against your will - I mean slander, 
material losses and sickness. For if you do not accept these but rebel against them, you are like someone who wants 
to eat his bread only with honey, never with salt. Such a man does not always have pleasure as his companion, but 
always has nausea as his neighbor.  

50. He who washes his neighbor’s garment with inspired words, or who sews it up by contributing to his needs, 
has the outward appearance of a servant, but is really a master. But when he acts in this way he must be careful to do 
so truly as a servant, lest by growing conceited he loses both his reward and his proper rank.  

51. Just as faith gives substance to the things for which we hope (cf. Heb. 11:1), so moral judgment gives 
substance to the soul and humility to virtue. And it is extraordinary how things perfect in themselves become 
imperfect when deprived of the qualities that should be associated with them.  

52. 'The Lord will guard your going out and your coming in' (Ps. 121:8): that is. He will enable you by means of 
self-control to watch over the food you-take in and the words you give out. For the person who exercises self-control 
over food and speech escapes the desire that enters through the eyes, and calms the anger that issues from a 
disordered mind. The spiritual aspirant must exercise the greatest   
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care and exert himself in every way in relation to these two passions. By so doing he will strengthen his practice of 
the virtues and put his contemplation on a sound basis. 

53. Some are most careful about the food they take in but negligent about the words they give out. To adapt 
Ecclesiastes (11:10. LXX), such men do not know how to remove anger from the heart or desire from the flesh. 
Only through the removal of these things is a pure heart established within us by the renewing Spirit (cf. Ps. 51:10).  

54. You can achieve frugality by lowering the quantity of your food, and sinlessness in speech by raising the 
quality of your silence.  

55. Sear your loins by abstaining from food, and prove your heart by controlling your speech, and you will 
succeed in bringing the desiring and incensive powers of your soul into the service of what is noble and good.  

56. Sexual desire diminishes in the spiritual aspirant once the body has passed its prime; but gluttony continues 
unless properly disciplined. You must try to prevent the disgrace of the effect by removing its cause; otherwise in 
the life to come you will be found lacking in the virtue of self-control and will be covered with shame.  

57. The ascetic has to know when and by means of what foods to treat the body as an enemy, when to encourage 
it as a friend, and when to succor it as an invalid. Otherwise he may unwittingly offer to the friend what is proper for 
the enemy, or to the enemy what is proper for the friend, and to the invalid what is proper for either of the other two; 
and having alienated all three he may find them fighting against him in time of temptation.  

58. If, when eating, the nourishment in your food is more important to you than its savor, then the grace of tears 
will be given to you and you will begin to find spiritual refreshment; and you will forget all other taste, relishing its 
sweetness beyond that of anything else.  

59. The tears of the man who scatters his energies dry up, but they gush forth in the man who keeps to the narrow 
path (cf. Matt. 7:13-14).  

60. Neither the sinner nor the righteous man is free from remorse: the first, because he has not altogether 
abandoned evil; the second, because he has not yet attained perfection.  

61. Among the things that lie within our power are the virtues of prayer and silence; among the things that depend 
for the most part not on us, but on the constitution of the body, are fasting and vigil. Hence  
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the spiritual aspirant must try to attain whatever is more accessible to him.  



61. Patience is the house of the soul, for in it the soul is safeguarded. Humility is the soul's wealth, for the soul is 
nourished through it.  

63. If you do not bear criticism patiently, you will not be honored with praise. If before indulging in pleasure you 
reflect on the pain inherent in it, you will escape the distress to which it gives birth.  

64. Do not fetter yourself to a small thing and you will not be enslaved to a greater one. For the greater evil is 
built up only on the basis of the smaller.  

63. By being mindful of greater evils, you will also be fearful of smaller ones; but if you give way to the greater 
evils, you will shamefully indulge in the lesser as well.  

66. You will not be able to attain the greater virtues until you have fully achieved those which lie within your 
power.  

67. In those in whom mercy and truth prevail, everything is godlike; for truth judges no one without mercy, while 
mercy never manifests compassion apart from truth. 

 68. Having united simplicity and self-control, you will experience the blessing which their union produces.  

69. You will not be able to cut down the passions attacking you unless you first leave unfilled the soil from which 
they are fed.  

70. Some try to purify only the matter of the body, others that of the soul as well. The first gain a certain control 
with regard to the actual committing of a sin, the second with regard to the passion behind it. But extremely few gain 
control over the underlying desire.  

71. Passionateness is the evil matter of the body; self-indulgence, that of the soul; impassioned craving, that of the 
intellect. Touch is responsible for the first; the rest of the senses for the second; and a perverse disposition for the 
third.  

72. The self-indulgent man is close to the impassioned man; and the man of impassioned craving to the self-
indulgent man. Far from all three is the dispassionate man.  

73. The impassioned man is strongly prone to sin in thought, even though for the time being he does not sin 
outwardly. The self-indulgent man actually commits the sin suggested in thought, even though he suffers inwardly. 
The man of impassioned craving is given over freely or, rather, servilely, to .the various modes of sinning. The  
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dispassionate man is not dominated by any of these degrees of passion.  

74. Passionateness is removed from the soul through fasting and prayer, self-indulgence through vigil and silence; 



and impassioned craving through stillness and attentiveness. Dispassion is established through remembrance of God.  

75. Words of eternal life drop from the lips of dispassion like honey from the honeycomb (cf. Song of Songs 
4:11). Who then is worthy of touching her lip with his own, of lying between her breasts (cf. Song of Songs 1:13), 
and smelling the fragrance of her clothes (cf. Song of Songs 4:10, 11) - that is to say, of rejoicing in the laws of the 
virtues which are, it is said, superior to all the perfumes perceived by the senses?  

76. Many may be stripped of the coat of self-love, but few of the coat of worldly display; while only the 
dispassionate are free from self-esteem, the last coat of all.  

77. Every soul will be stripped of the visible body; but only the soul that has indulged but sparsely in the pleasures 
of this life will be stripped of the body of sin.  

78. All who live will die; but to sin will die only those who have consciously hated it.  

79. Who will see himself stripped of sin prior to the ordinary death of the body? And prior to the future stripping, 
who is there that knows himself and his own nature?  
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Prayer unites with the Bridegroom  

A soul wounded by nuptial love. 

80. The deiform soul, placed as it is on the frontier between sensible and spiritual light, is enabled through the 
former to see and do what pertains to the body, and through the latter what pertains to the Spirit. But as a result of 
man's inveterate habit of mind, the light of the Spirit has grown dim within the soul, whereas the light of the sensible 
world shines more brightly within it. Consequently, it cannot fix its attention totally on things divine unless it is 
wholly united with intelligible light during prayer. In this way, it is compelled to stand midway between darkness 
and light, linked to spiritual light through participation, and to sensible light by means of the fantasy.  

81. An intellect subject to passion cannot penetrate the narrow gate of prayer until it abandons the cares to which 
it has attached itself. So long as it remains continually occupied with bodily matters, it will inflict suffering on itself.  

82. Let prayer inhere in the intellect as a ray in the sun. If the intellect lacks prayer, then worldly cares, like 
'clouds driven-about by the wind and bringing no rain’ (Jude, verse 12), deprive it of its native luminosity.  

83. Strength to pray lies in the deliberate privation of food, and strength to go without food lies in not seeing or 
hearing about worldly things except when strictly necessary. He who is negligent in this fails to build his fasting on 
a firm foundation, and so he brings about the collapse of the whole edifice of prayer, which itself is based on fasting.  

84. If the intellect does not become detached from all sensible things, it cannot rise upwards and realize its true 
dignity.  
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85. Fasting corresponds to daylight, because it is clearly manifest; prayer corresponds to night, because it is 
invisible. He who practices each of these rightly, the one in conjunction with the other, will attain his goal, the city 
from which 'pain, sorrow and sighing have fled away' (Isa. 35:10. LXX).  

86. Spiritual work can exist even without bodily labor. Blessed, therefore, is the man who regards spiritual work 
as superior to physical work: through the first he makes up for any deficiency where the second is concerned, 
because he lives the hidden life of prayer that is manifest to God.  

87. St Paul exhorts us to persevere in the faith, to rejoice in hope, and to persist steadfastly in prayer (cf. Rom. 
12:12), so that the blessing of joy may be with us. If this is so, then he who fails to persevere lacks faith, and he who 
does not rejoice lacks hope. For he has abandoned prayer-the source of joy-by not persisting in it.  

88. If the intellect has become so closely attached to worldly thoughts through its inveterate involvement with 
them, how intimate would it not become with prayer if it prayed unceasingly? For, it is said, the intellect will 
flourish in whatever it makes its constant occupation.  

89. Because of long absence from its true home, the intellect has forgotten the luminosity it enjoyed there; hence it 
must once more become oblivious to things in this world and hasten back to its true home through prayer.  

90. Sometimes prayer will fail to bring spiritual refreshment to the intellect, just as a mother's breasts, when they 
cease to give milk, will not solace her child. At other times the intellect in prayer is like a child that sleeps 
contentedly in its mother's arms.  

91. In the contrite bridal-bed of the virtuous life the bride-prayer - says to her lover: ‘I will give you my breasts if 
you dedicate yourself wholly to me' (cf. Song of Songs 7:12).  

92. You cannot become intimate with prayer unless you have renounced all material things.  

93. During prayer alienate yourself from everything except life and breath if you want to be with the intellect 
alone.  

94. Evidence of an intellect devoted to God is its absorption in the single-phrased Jesus Prayer; of an adroit 
intelligence, opportune speech; of a non-attached sense-perception, simplicity in taste. When such evidence is 
present in all three cases, the soul's powers are said to be in good health.  
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95. The nature of the person who prays must be supple and malleable, like that of children, so that it is receptive 



to the development brought about by prayer. Thus, if you want to be united with prayer, do not be negligent.  

96. Not all have the same purpose in prayer: one man has one purpose, another has another. One prays that, if 
possible, his heart may always be absorbed in prayer; another, that he may even transcend prayer; and a third, that he 
may not be hindered by thoughts during prayer. But all pray either to be preserved in what is good, or not to be 
carried away by evil.  

97. If everyone is humbled by prayer-for he who prays with humility is brought to compunction-it follows that 
anyone outwardly boastful is not praying in a state of humility.  

98. Bearing in mind the widow who persuaded the cruel judge to avenge her (cf. Luke 18:2-5), the man who prays 
will never lose heart because the blessings to be gained through prayer are slow in arriving.  

99. Prayer deserts you if you give attention to thoughts within and to conversations without. But if you largely 
ignore both in order to concentrate on it, it will return to you.  

100. Unless the-words of prayer penetrate to the soul's depths no tears will moisten your cheeks.  

101. Corn will spring up for the fanner who has hidden seed in the earth; tears will flow for the monk who 
diligently attends to the words of prayer.  

102. The key to the kingdom of heaven is prayer. He who uses this key as he should sees what blessings the 
kingdom holds in store for those who love it. He who has no communion with the kingdom gives his attention 
merely to worldly matters.  

103. The intellect cannot say boldly to God at the time of prayer: 'Thou hast burst my bonds asunder; I will offer 
to Thee the sacrifice of praise' (Ps. 116:16-17. LXX), unless out of a desire for higher things it frees itself from 
cowardice, indolence, excessive sleep and gluttony, all of which lead it to sin.  

104. He who is distracted during prayer stands outside the first veil. He who undistractedly offers the single-
phrased Jesus Prayer is within the veil. But he alone has glimpsed the holy of holies who, with his natural thoughts 
at rest, contemplates that which transcends every intellect, and who has in this way been granted to some extent a 
vision of the divine light.  
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105. Whenever the soul, paying no attention to external things, is concentrated in prayer, then a kind of flame 
surrounds it, as fire surrounds iron, and makes it wholly incandescent. The soul remains the same, but can no longer 
be touched, just as red-hot iron cannot be touched by the hand.  

106. Blessed is he who in this life is granted the experience of this state and who sees his body, which by nature is 
of clay, become incandescent through grace.  

107. To beginners the law of prayer is burdensome, like a despotic master; but to the more advanced it is like an 
erotic force, impelling those smitten by it as a hungry man is impelled towards a rich banquet.  



108. To those who genuinely practice the virtues, prayer is sometimes like an overshadowing cloud (cf. Exod. 
13:21) that keeps off inflammatory thoughts; at other times, bedewing them as it were with tears, it grants them 
spiritual visions.  

109. The music of the lute sounds sweet to the outer ear; but a soul in which during prayer there is no sound of 
mystical invocation in the Spirit has not attained true compunction. It is only when 'we do not know how to pray as 
we should, but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us' (Rom. 8:26), that we are brought to this state of 
compunction.  
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Exalted as it reads these texts 
The intellect is radiant with spiritual contemplation. 

 
1. The man of spiritual knowledge must recognize when his intellect is in the realm of intellection, when it is in 

that of thought, and when in that of sense-perception. And in each case he must recognize whether it is there at the 
right time or at the wrong time.  

2. When the intellect is not in the realm of intellection, it is generally in that of thought. And when it is in the 
realm of thought, it is not in that of intellection. But when it is in the realm of sense-perception, it is associated with 
all manner of visible and material things.  

3. By means of intellection the intellect attains spiritual realities; through thought the reason grasps what is 
rational. Sense-perception is involved with practical and material realities by means of the fantasy.  

4. When the intellect is self-concentrated, it contemplates neither the objects of sense-perception nor those of the 
rational faculty; on the contrary, it contemplates pure intellects and the rays of divine light flowing with peace and 
joy.  

5. The intellection of an object is one thing, the rational apprehension of that object is another, and the object 
perceived is a third. The first constitutes the essence, the second is an attribute of the essence, and the third 
comprises the distinctive subject matter.  

6. Given free rein, the intellect is insatiable. But when it is confined to one path - that of prayer - and has not yet 
reached its goal, it feels cramped, and implores its partner to let it enjoy the things from which it has been withheld.  

7. When the intellect has been drawn down from the realm above,  
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it will not return thither unless it is completely detached from worldly things through concentration on things divine.  

8. If you cannot make your soul dwell only on thoughts kindred to it, at least keep your body to itself, and reflect 
continually upon the wretchedness to which it is subject. For thus, by God's mercy, you will in time be able to return 
to your original nobility.   

9. The man engaged in ascetic practice can readily submit his intellect to prayer, while the contemplative can 
readily submit prayer to the intellect. The first restricts his perception of visible forms, while the second directs his 
soul's attention towards the inner essences concealed in such forms. Alternatively, the first compels the intellect to 
apprehend the inner essences of corporeal realities, while the second persuades it to grasp those of incorporeal 
beings. The inner essences of corporeal realities are also incorporeal, with respect both to their specific qualities and 
to their essential being.  

10. When you free your intellect from self-indulgence in the body, in food and possessions, then whatever you do 
will be regarded by God as a pure offering. In exchange, the eyes of your heart will be opened, and you will be able 
clearly to meditate on the divine principles inscribed within it; and their sweetness to your spiritual taste will be 
greater than that of honey.  

11. You will not be able to make your intellect rise above physical and material things, and even above the desire 
for necessary food, until you introduce it into the pure realm of the righteous. Then mindfulness of death and of God 
will fill the earthy heart and cleanse it of all profligate desire.  

12. There is nothing more fearful than the thought of death, or more wonderful than remembrance of God. For the 
first induces the grief that leads us to salvation, and the second bestows gladness. 'I remembered God,' says the 
prophet, 'and I rejoiced' (Ps. 77:3. LXX). And Sirach says: 'Be mindful of your death and you will not sin' (Ecclus. 
7:36). You cannot possess the remembrance of God until you have experienced the astringency of the thought of 
death.  

13. Until the intellect has seen God's glory with 'unveiled face' (2 Cor. 3:18), the soul cannot say from experience 
of that glory: 'I shall exult in the Lord, I shall delight in His salvation' (cf. Ps. 35:9. LXX). For its heart is still 
shrouded in self-love, so that the world's foundations - the inner essences of things - cannot be re-  
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vealed to it. And it will not be free from this shroud until it has undergone both voluntary and involuntary sufferings.  

14. The leader of the people of Israel first must flee from Egypt (the actual committing of sin), next must cross 
over the Red Sea (servitude through attachment), and thirdly must dwell in the desert - the desert lying between the 
impulses to sin and the outward fulfillment of these impulses. Only then, sending ahead his visual and visionary 
force, can he spy out the promised land - dispassion (cf. Josh. 2:1).  

15. Those who dwell in the desert - those who abstain from the actual committing of evil - possess the blessings of 



the promised land only by hearsay. Those who have spied out these blessings with the soul's perception have 
attained the contemplation of visible things. But those who have been privileged actually to enter the promised land 
feed in full consciousness on the milk and honey that flows within it (cf. Exod. 3:8) - that is to say, on the inner 
essences of both corporeal and incorporeal realities.  

16. A man still subject to physical impulses has not yet been crucified with Christ (cf. Gal. 2:20), and if he still 
drags natural thoughts along with him he has not yet been buried with Him. How then can he be raised up with 
Christ, to live in newness of life?  

17. The three most comprehensive virtues of the soul are prayer, silence and fasting. Thus you should refresh 
yourself with the contemplation of created realities when you relax from prayer; with conversation about the life of 
virtue when you relax from silence; and with such food as is permitted when you relax from fasting.  

18. So long as the intellect dwells among divine realities, it preserves its likeness to God, being filled with 
goodness and compassion. When it descends to the realm of things perceived by the senses - provided its descent 
has been opportune and apt - it can give and receive experience and then, strengthened by this, it can return to itself. 
But when its descent has been inopportune and unnecessary, it acts like an inept general who fails to use most of his 
fighting force.  

19. The paradise of dispassion hidden within us is an image of that in which the righteous will dwell. None the 
less, not all who fail to enter the first will be excluded from the second.  

20. The rays of the visible sun cannot penetrate a shuttered house. Nor will the rays of the spiritual sun penetrate 
the soul unless its senses are closed to visible things.  
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21. The man of spiritual knowledge is one who descends from the realm of intellection to that of sense-perception 
in a sublime manner and who raises his soul heavenwards with humility.  

22. Traversing the fields a bee gathers the ingredients for honey; traversing the ages the soul infuses sweetness 
into the mind.  

23. A deer that has eaten a snake rushes to water in order to neutralize the poison; but a soul wounded by the 
arrows of God drinks deep draughts of ceaseless longing for her assailant.  

24. Unimpassioned thoughts arise in one living in a state of self-unity; reasoned calculations in one living in a 
state of self-division. But when all thoughts have been expelled from the fragmented soul, only incorporeal intellects 
commune with it, revealing to it the principles of providence and judgment that constitute the foundations of the 
world.  

25. One living in a state of self-division cannot avoid the distinction between male and female; but this may be 
done by one living in a state of self-unity, when the distinction between male and female is suppressed through 
attaining the divine likeness in Christ Jesus (cf. Gal. 5:28).  



26. Thoughts pertain neither to the non-rational aspect of the soul (for they do not occur in non-rational animals), 
nor to its intellectual aspect (since they are not to be found in angels). Being products of the reason, they use the 
imagination as a ladder, and so ascend from the world of the senses to the intellect, conveying to the latter the 
observations which they have derived from sense-perception; then they redescend from the intellect down to the 
world of the senses, communicating to it the intellect's principles.  

27. When the ship of sinfulness is overwhelmed by the flood of tears, evil thoughts will react like people 
drowning in the waves and trying to grasp hold of something so as to keep afloat.  

28. Thoughts gather about the soul according to its underlying quality: either they are like pirates and try to sink it, 
or they are like oarsmen and try to help it when it is in danger. The first tow it out into the open sea of sinful 
thoughts; the second steer it back to the nearest calm shore they can find.  

29. Unless the soul strips itself of the thoughts that lead up to self-esteem - which is the worst of the seven evil 
thoughts - it will not be able to strip off this seventh thought either; and so it will not be able to clothe itself in the 
eighth thought, called by St Paul 'our house  
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that is from heaven'. Only those who have divested themselves of material things are able 'with heartfelt sighs' to 
clothe themselves in this eighth thought (cf. 2 Cor. 5:2-4).  

30. Angelic thoughts accompany perfect prayer; spiritual thoughts, intermediate prayer; and thoughts about 
nature, the prayer of beginners.  

31. The quality of the grain is usually evident in the ear of corn; similarly, the purity of contemplation is usually 
evident in prayer. The grain is surrounded by a spear-like sheath in order to prevent the birds from eating it; 
contemplation is armed with spiritual thoughts through which to destroy the temptations that attack it.  

32. Through the practice of the virtues the outward aspects of the soul become like the silver-coated wings of a 
dove. Through contemplation its inward and intelligible aspects become golden. But the soul that has not in this way 
regained its beauty cannot soar aloft and come to rest in the abode of the blessed.  
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           Here is a meadow full of the fruits 

          Of spiritual practice and contemplation. 



 

33. In olden times men were instructed to offer in the temple the firstfruits of the threshing-floor and the wine-
press (cf. Num. 18:12). Likewise we ought now to offer God self-control and truth as the firstfruits of ascetic 
practice, and love and prayer as the firstfruits of the virtue of contemplation. Through the first we repulse the 
assaults of mindless desire and anger; through the second we vanquish empty thoughts and the snares into which 
they lead us.  

34. The first stage of ascetic practice is marked by self-control and truthfulness; the intermediate stage by 
moderation and humblemindedness; the final stage by freedom from thoughts and the sanctification of the body.  

35. Ascetic practice consists not merely in managing to do what is right, but also in doing it rightly: the doer must 
concern himself with timeliness and congruity.  

36. To contemplate is to perceive not only the existing state of corporeal realities but also the ultimate goal of 
their inner principles.  

37. Ascetic practice cannot be consolidated without contemplation, and contemplation cannot be genuine without 
ascetic practice. For practice must be based on intelligence, and contemplation on practice. In this way evil will be 
powerless to disrupt practice, and contemplation will be prolific in acts of goodness.  

38. The goal of ascetic practice is the mortification of the passions; of spiritual knowledge, the contemplation of 
the virtues.  

39. Ascetic practice is to contemplation as matter is to form; and contemplation is to ascetic practice as the eye is 
to the face.  

40. Many compete for practical virtue, but only one receives the  
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prize: he who seeks to attain its goal through contemplation.  

41. The man engaged in ascetic practice drinks the draught of compunction during prayer, but the contemplative 
gets drunk with the best cup (cf. Ps. 23:5. LXX). The first meditates on things that are according to nature, while the 
second ignores even himself during prayer.  

42. The man engaged in ascetic practice cannot persist in spiritual contemplation for long. He is like a person who 
is being given hospitality but must shortly leave his host's house.  



43. When praying, men engaged in ascetic practice are as it were entering the gate of God's commandments; but 
contemplatives when praising God stand as though in the courts of the virtues. The first give thanks because they 
have been freed of their fetters, the second because they have also taken captive those who waged war against them.  

44. You must be governed by both ascetic practice and contemplation. Otherwise you will be like a ship voyaging 
without the right sails: either it risks being overturned by the violence of the winds because its sails are too large, or 
it fails to take advantage of the breeze because they are too small.  

45. By the oarsmen of the spiritual ship understand devout thoughts. By oars understand the vital powers of the 
soul: the incensive and the desiring powers, and the will and free choice. The man engaged in ascetic practice is 
always in need of these, whereas the contemplative does not always need them. For during prayer the contemplative 
bids farewell to everything: himself holding the tiller of discernment he keeps awake throughout the night of 
contemplation, offering praises to Him who holds all things together. And perhaps he sings some love song to his 
soul as he watches the swell of the salty sea and the tumult of the waves, and marvels at the righteous judgments of 
God.  

46. The person at a stage intermediate between ascetic practice and contemplation does not make the voyage 
entirely by means of oars, nor entirely by means of spiritual sails, but with the aid of both. Because he possesses a 
measure of contemplation, he gladly endures the hardships of ascetic practice; and because he is assisted by ascetic 
practice, he equally accepts the reasons for the shortcomings of his contemplation.  

47. The contemplative, with his will assisted by nature as though by a current, voyages without difficulty. But the 
man engaged in  
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ascetic practice, finding his resolution undermined by his attachment to sensible things, is much troubled by the 
waves of his thoughts; indeed, he almost falls into despair because of their violence.  

48. Land that is not well tilled is unlikely to yield a good crop of clean grain; and unless the man engaged in 
ascetic practice proceeds diligently and without ostentation, he will not enjoy a bountiful harvest of good clean fruit 
as the result of his prayer.  

49. The mind engaged in the unremitting practice of prayer is like well-trodden earth: such earth will be smooth 
and welcoming to tender feet, while the mind will then be untarnished and receptive to pure prayer.  

50. In relation to material things, the intellect is assisted by thought; but in relation to immaterial things, thought, 
unless repudiated, will be like 'a thorn in the flesh' (2 Cor. 12:7) to the intellect.  

51. The man engaged in ascetic practice finds that during prayer the knowledge of sensible things covers his heart 
like a veil, which he is unable to remove because of his attachment to these things. Only the contemplative man, 
owing to his non-attachment, can to some degree see the glory of God 'with unveiled face' (2 Cor. 3:18).  

52. Prayer combined with spiritual contemplation constitutes the promised land in which there flows, like 'milk 
and honey' (Exod. 3:8), the spiritual knowledge of the principles of God's providence and judgment. Prayer 



combined with a certain measure of natural contemplation is Egypt, in which those who pray still encounter the 
memory of their grosser desires. Simple prayer is manna in the desert (cf. Num. 11:7). Since it is unvarying, this 
manna does not disclose to the impatient the promised blessings for which they long; but for those who persevere 
with such restricted food, it imparts most excellent and abiding nourishment.  

53. Ascetic practice combined with contemplation is like the body united to its ruling spirit. Without 
contemplation, it is like flesh dominated by a spirit of self-will.  

54. Sense-perception is the forecourt of the deiform soul; the reason is her temple; and the intellect, her high 
priest. The intellect is to be found in the forecourt when held captive by inept thoughts; in the temple when 
circumscribed by thoughts that are apposite. When it is free from both, it is privileged to enter the holy sanctuary.  

55. There is a sound of grief and lamentation in the house of the  
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soul still at the stage of ascetic practice, because of the suffering it endures; but in the house of the contemplative 
soul 'a voice of exultation and thanksgiving' (cf. Ps. 42:4. LXX) is heard, because of its spiritual knowledge.  

56. On account of his sufferings, the man engaged in ascetic practice wants to leave this life and to be with Christ; 
the contemplative, on the contrary, is quite content to remain in the flesh, both because of the joy that he receives 
from prayer, and because of the use that he can be to his fellow-men (cf. Phil. 1:23-24).  

57. Where people of greater intelligence are concerned, contemplation precedes ascetic practice, whereas in the 
case of the more obtuse, ascetic practice precedes contemplation. Both contemplation and ascetic practice lead to the 
same auspicious conclusion; but this is attained more quickly by those in whom contemplation precedes ascetic 
practice.  

 

58. Paradise is the contemplation of intelligible realities. During prayer the man of spiritual understanding enters 
into it as into his own home; but the man engaged in ascetic practice is like a passer-by: he wants to look in, but is 
prevented by the wall of his spiritual immaturity.  

59. Bodily passions are like wild animals, while passions of the soul are like birds. The man engaged in ascetic 
practice can keep the animals out of the noetic vineyard; but unless he enters into a state of spiritual contemplation, 
he cannot keep the birds away, however much he strives to guard himself inwardly.  

60. The man engaged in ascetic practice cannot rise above ethical propriety, unless he goes beyond the natural 
law-as Abraham went forth from his own land-and beyond his own limited state of development-as Abraham left his 
kinsmen (cf. Gen. 12:1). In this way, as a mark of God's approval, he will be liberated from the all-embracing hold 
of pleasure; for it is this veil of pleasure, wrapped around us from our birth, that prevents us from receiving 
complete freedom.  

61. When spring comes, a colt cannot bear being confined to the stable and feeding out of the manger. Similarly, 
the newly-initiated intellect cannot long bear being confined to prayer: like the colt, it would gladly go out into the 
fields of natural contemplation, there to devote itself to psalmody and spiritual reading.  
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62. Ascetic practice girds the soul's vital powers with fasting and vigil, while contemplative virtue keep the 
spiritual powers burning like lamps by means of silence and prayer. The vital powers have the reason as their tutor, 
the spiritual powers have the indwelling Logos as their bridal escort. 

63. The uninitiated intellect is not permitted to enter the ripe vineyard of prayer. It is given access only - and 
barely - to the literal repetition of the psalms, as a poor man is allowed to glean the small grapes left on the vines.  

64. Just as not all those who have audience with a king can also dine with him, so not all those who have attained 
a certain familiarity with prayer will rise to contemplation during it.  

65. Apt silence bridles anger; moderation in food bridles mindless desire; and the single-phrased Jesus Prayer 
bridles unruly thought.  

66. The man who dives into the sea for pearls will fail in his efforts unless he first strips off his clothes; similarly, 
the man who plunges into the sea of spiritual knowledge in search of the pearl of wisdom will fail to find it unless he 
strips himself of his attachment to the world of the senses.  

67. The intellect that encloses itself within the mind during prayer is like a bridegroom conversing with the bride 
inside the bridal chamber. But the intellect that is not allowed to enter stands dejectedly outside, crying:' "Who will 
lead me into the walled city?" (Ps. 60:9). Who will guide me until I no longer see vanities and delusions during 
prayer?'  

68. As food without salt is to the taste, so is prayer without compunction to the intellect.  

69. The soul still in pursuit of prayer is like a woman in the pains of childbirth; but the soul that has attained 
prayer is like a woman who has given birth and is full of joy on account of her child.  

70. In olden times the Amorites used to come down from the mountain and attack those trying to force their way 
through (cf. Deut. 1:44). In our days evil forgetfulness repulses those who, before attaining purity, attempt to rise to 
higher form-free prayer.  

71. The demons are extremely hostile to pure prayer. Moreover, it is not the host of psalms that can terrify them, 
as an army might terrify an external enemy; it is the alliance of the intellect with the reason and of the reason with 
sense-perception.  

72. Prayer free from passion is like sustaining bread to those who  
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pray; prayer combined with some degree of contemplation is like nourishing oil; and prayer that is free of forms is 
like sweet-smelling wine. Those who drink deeply of this wine are rapt out of themselves.  

73. It is said of the wild ass that it scorns the crowds in the city, and of the unicorn that it cannot be fettered by 
anyone (cf. Job 39:7-9). Similarly, the intellect, having mastered thoughts both natural and contrary to nature, mocks 
their vanity, and during prayer cannot be dominated by any of the objects of sense-perception.  



74. Shaking a stick at dogs provokes their fury; forcing oneself to pray in purity provokes the fury of the demons.  

75. The spiritual aspirant must restrain his senses through frugality and his intellect through the single-phrased 
Jesus Prayer. Having in this way detached himself from the passions, he will find himself caught up to the Lord 
during prayer.  

76. Those who indulge their passions, being materially-minded, are distracted during prayer by their thoughts as 
by frogs. Those who restrain their passions are gladdened during prayer by the changing forms of contemplation, 
which are like nightingales moving from one branch to another. But in the dispassionate there is silence and great 
quiescence of both thought and intellection during prayer.  

77. In olden times, when Miriam, the sister of Moses, saw the fall of the enemy, she took up a timbrel and led the 
women who sang the victory-songs (cf. Exod. 15:20-21). In our days, when the soul overcomes the passions, love - 
the highest of the virtues - rises up to praise it. As though taking up the lyre, it embarks upon the contemplation that 
long ago has been appointed for it as a hard-won addition to its beauty; and it ceaselessly glorifies God, rejoicing 
with its sister-virtues.  

78. When through continuous prayer the words of the psalms are brought down into the heart, then the heart like 
good soil begins to produce by itself various (lowers: roses, the vision of incorporeal realities; lilies, the luminosity 
of corporeal realities; and violets, the many judgments of God, hard to understand.  

79. A flame gives light so long as it is wedded to matter. But the ' soul becomes God's shrine only when free from 
matter. The flame rises up so long as it has something to burn on; the soul is raised upward until it is consummated 
in divine love.  
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80. A soul that has denied itself completely, and has been raised above creation wholly to the realm of prayer, 
does not descend whenever it wishes: it descends when He who weighs and measures all our affairs judges it to be 
right.  

81. When listlessness is expelled from the soul, and malice from the mind, then the intellect, naked in simplicity, 
innocent and totally stripped of the veil of shame, sings a new song to God, with joyful gratitude celebrating the 
forefeast and inauguration of the life to come.  

82. When the soul that prays begins to respond to the higher divine realities, then, like the bride in the Song of 
Songs, it sings to its companions: 'My Beloved stretched His hand through the opening, and my womb trembled 
because of Him' (Song of Songs 5:4).  

83. As a soldier returning from war unburdens himself of his arms, so the man engaged in ascetic practice 
unburdens himself of thoughts when he attains to contemplation. For as the first has no need of arms except in time 
of war, so the second has no need of thoughts unless he reverts to the things apprehended by the senses.  

84. The man engaged in ascetic practice sees corporeal realities in terms of their relations; the contemplative sees 
them in terms of their nature. Only the spiritually illumined grasps the inner principles of what the other two 



perceive.  

85. Incorporeal realities may be apprehended in the logoi or inner principles of corporeal realities; but in 
incorporeal realities may be apprehended the supraessential Logos to whom every diligent soul urgently strives to 
return.  

86. The inner principles of corporeal realities are concealed like bones within objects apprehended by the senses: 
no one who has not transcended attachment to sensible things can see them.  

87. A soldier casts off his arms when he has ceased fighting; the contemplative casts off thoughts when he returns 
to the Lord.  

88. A general becomes despondent when he fails to capture any booty in war; so does the mm engaged in ascetic 
practice when he fails to attain spiritual contemplation in prayer.  

89. When bitten by some wild animal, a deer runs swiftly to earthly springs of water; a soul wounded by the most 
tender arrow of prayer hastens towards the light of incorporeal realities.  

90. Just as the eye cannot see a grain of wheat unless the eyelids are open, so the practical intellect cannot see its 
own nature unless stripped of the attachment to sensible things that obscures its vision.  
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91. The stars are hidden when the sun rises, and thoughts vanish when the intellect returns to its own realm.  

92. When the stage of ascetic practice has been fulfilled, spiritual visions flood the intellect like the sun's rays 
coming over the horizon; even though they are native to it, and embrace it because of its purity, they appear to come 
from outside.  

93. If on descending from the realm of vision to attend to practical matters the contemplative intellect were to 
speak of what it has experienced, it would say such things as: 'What is more wondrous than divine beauty, or more 
lovely than the sense of God's magnificence? What longing is so keen and unbearable as that engendered by God in 
a soul purified of every vice and truly able to say: "I am wounded with love"?' (Song of Songs 2:5. LXX).  

94. 'My heart grew warm within me and a fire was kindled during my meditation' (Ps. 39:3. LXX). So may speak 
the man who has no difficulty in following God through prayer and who has no desire for temporal life.  

95. When it has rejected evil, let the soul still engaged in ascetic struggle repeat the words of the Song to the 
malicious demons and thoughts that forcibly try to turn its attention once more to vanities and delusion: 'I have taken 
off my coat; how can I put it on again? I have washed my feet; how can I make them dirty?' (Song of Songs 5:3).  

96. The soul that enjoys God's love is bold enough to say to Him: Tell me, Good Shepherd, where You graze 
Your Sheep, and where You rest Your lambs at noon, so that by following them I may avoid becoming like one 
encircled by the flocks of Your companions' (cf. Song of Songs 1:7. LXX).  

97. The soul still engaged in ascetic struggle, trying to hold fast to the words of prayer and not being able to do so, 



cries out like the soul in the Song: 'By night on my bed 1 sought Him whom I love; I sought Him but I did not find 
Him; I called Him, but He did not listen to me. I will rise now through more strenuous prayer and will go about the 
city, in the wide streets and the market-places, and will look for my Beloved. Perhaps I shall find Him who is 
present in all things and beyond all things; and I will feast on the vision of His glory' (cf. Song of Songs 3:1-2. 
LXX).  

98. When the soul begins to be all tears from the joy that accompanies prayer, it grows bold and, like a bride to 
her bridegroom, cries: 'Let my Beloved come down into His garden, and let Him feed on  
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the hard-won consolation of my tears as though on choice fruit' (cf. Song of Songs 5:1. LXX).  

99. When the soul still engaged in ascetic struggle begins to be struck with wonder at the Creator because of the 
magnificence and beauty of created things, and to savor the delight that comes from them, it too cries in 
astonishment: 'How beautiful You are, my Bridegroom, paradise of Your Father: You are a flower of the field and a 
cedar of His, like the cedars of Lebanon. I yearned for His shadow, and I sat down, and His fruit was sweet in my 
mouth' (cf. Song of Songs 2:1-3. LXX).  

100. If someone who receives a king in his house becomes in this way illustrious, admired of all and full of joy, 
how much more so will the soul that, when purified, receives the King of kings, according to His unfailing promise? 
But it must guard itself with great care, casting out everything that does not seem to please Him, and introducing 
everything that does.  

101. If a person is expecting to be summoned tomorrow by the king, will he have any concern other than to 
consider what he will say in order to please the king? A soul that takes careful note of this will not be found 
unprepared when it comes before the future judgment seat.  

102. Blessed is the soul that, because it expects its Lord daily, thinks nothing of the day's toil or of the night's, 
since He is going to appear in the morning.  

103. God sees all men, but only those see God who perceive nothing during prayer. God listens to those who see 
Him, while those to whom He does not listen do not see Him. Blessed is the man who believes that he is seen by 
God; for his foot will not slip (cf. Ps. 73:2) unless this is God's will.  

104. The blessings of the kingdom within us-which the world-loving eye has not seen, and the presumptuous ear 
has not heard, and which have not entered into a heart empty of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 2:9) - are a pledge and 
foretaste of the blessings to be given by God to the righteous in the kingdom that is to come. If we do not savor the 
first, which are the fruits of the Spirit (cf. Gal. 5:22), we will not be able to enjoy the second.  

105. The thoughts of those engaged in ascetic practice are like deer. Deer sometimes go up into the mountains 
because they are frightened of hunters, and sometimes down to the valleys because they want  
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what they can find there. Similarly those engaged in ascetic practice can neither be constantly in a state of spiritual 
contemplation, for they are still immature, nor be constantly in a state of natural contemplation, for they do not 
always seek relaxation. The thoughts of contemplatives, however, disdain inferior forms of contemplation.  

106. Raindrops moisten the furrows, and tear-laden sighs rising from tile heart soften the soul's state during 
prayer.  

107. No one can contemplate the Triune Divinity unless his vision transcends the material dyad as well as the 
material monad; and he will not transcend the latter unless he has integrated the intellections of his intellect.  

108. It is less hard to check the downward flow of a river than for one who prays to check the turbulence of the 
intellect when he wishes, preventing it from fragmenting itself among visible things and concentrating it on the 
higher realities kindred to it. This is so in spite of the fact that to check the flow of a river is contrary to nature, while 
to check the turbulence of the intellect accords with nature.  

109. Those who inwardly purify the intellect by ignoring what is visible are filled with such wonder and such joy 
that they would not be able to find room for anything earthly, even though they were to be flooded with all the 
things over which people fight.  

110. Simply to speak of the laws of nature is enough to arouse deep admiration. But when they are fully 
understood, they are as fields full of flowers, whose lavish blossoms give out a spiritual sweetness like nectar from 
heaven.  

111. Bees surround their queen among fresh meadow-flowers; and the soul that is unceasingly in a state of 
compunction is surrounded and assisted by the angelic powers, for it is kindred to them.  

112. Within the visible world, man is as it were a second world; and the same is true of thought within the 
intelligible world. For man is the herald of heaven and earth, and of all that is in them; while thought interprets the 
intellect and sense-perception, and all that pertains to them. Without man and thought both the sensible and the 
intelligible worlds would be inarticulate.  

113. A person released from long captivity is not so full of joy as the intellect freed from its attachment to sensible 
things and winging its way towards the heavenly realm that is its native land.  
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114. A person who prays, not with attention, but distractedly, will regard the psalms as uncouth; and from the 
point of view of the psalms he will appear equally uncouth. Both will be considered mad by the demons.  

115. Those to whom the world is crucified are not the same as those who are crucified to the world (cf. Gal. 6:14). 
For the first, the nails are fasting and vigils; for the second, they are to shed every possession and to be treated with 



contempt. Without the second, the sufferings involved in the first are useless.  

116. No one can pray purely if he is constrained by the passions of ostentation and ambition. For the attachments 
and frivolous thoughts in which these passions involve him will twine around him like ropes, and during prayer will 
drag his intellect down like a fettered bird that is trying to fly.  

117. The intellect cannot be peaceful during prayer unless it has acquired self-control and love. With God's help 
the first strives to put an end to the body's hostility towards the soul, the second to our hostility towards our fellow-
men. Upon the man who has in this way established peace within himself, 'the peace that surpasses the intellect' 
(Phil. 4:7) then descends and, according to God's promise, takes up its abode in him.  

118. The person struggling to enter the kingdom of God must excel in works of righteousness: in almsgiving, by 
providing out of his own paucity; and in suffering for the sake of peace, by responding to trials with patient 
endurance in the Lord.  

119. Neither one who falls short of virtue because of negligence nor one who out of presumption oversteps it will 
reach the harbor of dispassion. Indeed, no one will enjoy the blessings of righteousness who tries to attain them by 
means of either deficiency or excess.  

120. Land cannot make a farmer wealthy merely by yielding the equivalent to the grain which he has sown, or 
even by adding to it slightly; it can do so only by multiplying it. Similarly, the achievements of one engaged in 
ascetic practice cannot make him righteous unless his diligence towards God exceeds his natural propensity.  

121. Not everyone who does not love his neighbor actually hates him, and not everyone who does not hate his 
neighbor is able to love him. It is one thing to envy one's neighbor’s progress, and another to refrain from hindering 
it. The height of malice consists not simply in  
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being galled at one's neighbor’s superiority, but also in traducing his good qualities by saying that they are not good 
at all.  

122. Bodily passions are one thing, passions of the soul another. Passions according to nature are other than those 
which are contrary to nature. The person who repulses the former, but does not take account of the latter, is like a 
man who sets up a high thick fence to keep wild animals out, but wishes joy to the birds eating the finest grapes in 
his spiritual vineyard.  

123. First the soul imagines evil, then desires it, then feels pleasure or pain with respect to it, then becomes fully 
conscious of it, and finally unites with it either outwardly or inwardly. Thoughts accompany all these phases, except 
that of the initial stimulus. If this is repudiated, none of the evil that follows will be actualized.  

124. Those who are approaching dispassion will be troubled only by fantasies; those who restrain their passions, 
by desires; those who indulge their passions, by entanglements. Those who misuse what they have to meet their 
needs, but feel remorse for it, are conscious of the evil they do; those who feel no remorse unite with evil.  



125. Pleasure has its seat in every part of the body, but does not disturb everyone in the same way. In some 
people, it disturbs more the desiring aspect of the soul; in others, the incensive aspect; and in others, the intelligence. 
It does this through gluttony, bad temper and malice, the source of all the unholy passions.  

126. Like the gates of a city, we have to open the organs of sense-perception in order to satisfy essential needs; 
but in so doing we must take care not to give access at the same time to warlike tribes that seek to attack us.  

127. Pleasure is the mother of desire; bad temper, of anger; malice, of jealousy. Whoever does not struggle against 
the ringleaders will not be left in peace by their subordinates; nor can you restrain the passions if you practice the 
commandments only because you are forced to do so.  

128. Those who repulse provocations prevent thoughts from entering the spiritual vineyard like marauding 
animals and ruining it. Those who couple with provocations, but do not take pleasure in them, simply allow the 
animals to enter, though not to touch any of the things inside. Those who enjoyably commune with the passions 
through thoughts, yet do not reach the point of giving assent to them, are like men who, after allowing a wild boar to 
come through the  
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fence into the vineyard, have stopped him from taking his fill of the grapes but then have found him more than they 
can control. Such people often end by giving assent to the passions.  

129. If you still have to give thought to the exercising of self-control you have not yet attained simplicity. Only 
one engaged in ascetic struggle, it is said, has to exercise self-control (cf. 1 Cor.  9:25), not one who is spiritually 
perfect. A person engaged in ascetic struggle is like a man who has a vineyard or corn-land not among other 
vineyards or other farms, but somewhere out on its own, and which for this reason needs much guarding and 
watching. No one, however, touches the vineyard of the person who has attained simplicity: it is like that of a king 
or some other awesome potentate, whose very name is enough to make thieves and passers-by shudder at the 
thought of trying to enter it.  

130. Many ascend the cross of mortification, but few consent to be nailed to it. For many submit to hardships and 
afflictions of their own choosing; but only those who have died completely to this world and to the respite it offers 
readily submit to the sufferings that come against their will.  

131. Many have removed all their 'coats of skin' (Gen. 3:21) except the last, that of self-esteem. This is cast off 
only by those who are disgusted with what produces it: their own self-satisfaction.  

132. The person who is offered bodily comfort and men's praise, but refuses to accept them, has been stripped of 
the final coat, that of self-esteem. To him is granted the grace of being clothed, even in this present life, with the 
splendor of the heavenly dwelling-place, longed for with so many sighs.  

133. The energy or capacity for an action is one thing, and the action or thing energized is another. A sin actually 
committed is an example of the second, while some form of self-indulgence that is activated only inwardly, not 
outwardly, is an example of the first. Someone dominated by such self-indulgence is like a person who, although not 
turned out of his own property, yet has to pay tribute to others who control what he holds dear.  



134. When the sense of taste is the chief purveyor of pleasure, the other senses are bound to follow in its wake. 
This is so even if the reproductive organs of those who are less hot-blooded, such as the elderly, appear to be 
unmoved and free from excitement because they have dried up. Yet the sterile woman who commits adultery will 
not  
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be judged chaste from the fact that she does not produce children. We would say that only the person free from 
passion within, and not seduced by what he sees, is entirely chaste.  

135. The state of the desiring aspect of the soul is revealed through food, gestures and speech; through what 
appeals and what does not appeal; through taste, sight and hearing, both by the use it' makes of them and by the way 
it misuses them, and even by the neutral attitude it adopts towards them.  

136. Where fear does not lead the way, thoughts will be in a state of confusion, like sheep that have no shepherd. 
Where fear leads the way or goes with them, they will be under control and in good order within the fold.  

137. Fear is the son of faith and the shepherd of the commandments. He who is without faith will not be found 
worthy to be a sheep of the Lord's pasture.  

138. Some possess only the rudiments of spiritual qualities, some possess them partially, while others possess 
them in a complete form. The first are like an ordinary soldier, the second like an officer without any money: the 
soldier can barely defend his home from those who try to damage it, while the officer is not treated with due respect 
when he meets others.  

139. Those who exhort us, imperfect as we are, to indulge the pleasures of the palate, act like people who 
encourage us to reopen wounds that are healed, or to scratch an itch because of the enjoyment it gives, or to eat 
foods which increase fever, or to fence off our spiritual vineyard but to allow the impulses of the flesh to enter like a 
wild boar and devour our good thoughts like grapes. We must not give way to them; nor must we yield to the 
importunate flattery of men and passions. Rather, we must strengthen the fence through self-control, until the wild 
animals - the carnal passions - stop their howling, and vain thoughts no longer descend like birds and despoil the 
vineyard of our soul, rich as it is with the contemplative vision bestowed on it by our Lord Jesus Christ. To Him be 
glory throughout the ages. Amen. 
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In the Greek Philokalia this poem appears without any introductory note, and nothing is known concerning its author. He lays 



particular emphasis upon the need for direct personal experience. Eternal life, he also insists, has to begin here and now, in this 
present world; but at the same time, like St Gregory of Nyssa, he sees perfection as an endless progress in the age to come, 'a 
step that has no limit'. 
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Which experience has made known to those inspired by God 
 

The first step is that of purest prayer. 

From this there comes a warmth of heart, 

And then a strange, a holy energy,  

Then tears wrung from the heart, God-given.  

Then peace from thoughts of every kind.           

From this arises purging of the intellect,  

And next the vision of heavenly mysteries,  

Unheard-of light is born from this ineffably,  

And thence, beyond all telling, the heart's illumination.  

Last comes - a step that has no limit  

Though compassed in a single line -   

Perfection that is endless.  

The ladder's lowest step  

Prescribes pure prayer alone.  

But prayer has many forms:  

My discourse would be long  

Were I now to speak of them:  

And, friend, know that always  

Experience teaches one, not words.  

A ladder rising wondrously to heaven's vault:  

Ten steps that strangely vivify the soul.  

Ten steps that herald the soul's life.  



A saint inspired by God has said:  

Do not deceive yourself with idle hopes  

That in the world to come you will find life  

If you have not tried to find it in this present world                 

Ten steps: a wisdom born of God. 

Ten steps: fruit of all the books.  

Ten steps that point towards perfection.  
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T     Ten steps that lead one up to heaven. 

 Ten steps through which a man knows God. 

  The ladder may seem short indeed, 

    But if your heart can inwardly experience it 

   You will find a wealth the world cannot contain, 

 A god-like fountain flowing with unheard-of life. 

 This ten-graced ladder is the best of masters, 

Clearly teaching each to know its stages.  

If when you behold it  

You  think you stand securely on it,  

Ask yourself on which step you stand,   

So that we, the indolent, may also profit.  

My friend, if you .want to learn about all this,  

Detach yourself from everything,  

From what is senseless, from what seems intelligent.  

Without detachment nothing can be learnt.  

Experience alone can teach these things, not talk.  

Even if these words once said  

By one of God's elect-strike harshly,  

I repeat them, to remind you: 

He who has no foothold on this ladder,  

Who does not ponder always on these things,  



When he comes to die will know  

Terrible fear, terrible dread,  

Will be full of boundless panic.  

My lines end on a note of terror.  

Yet it is good that this is so: 

Those who are hard of heart – myself  the first -   

Are led to repentance, led to a holy life,  

Less by the lure of blessings promised  

Than by fearful warnings that inspire dread.  

'He who has ears to hear, let him hear.'  

You who have written this, hear, then, and take note: 

Void of all these graces, 

How have you dared to write such things?  

How do you not shudder to expound them?  

Have you not heard what Uzzah suffered  

When he tried to stop God's ark from falling?  

 

 

[V3] 69 

Theophanis the Monk 

The Ladder of Divine Graces  
 

Do not think that I speak as one who teaches:  

I speak as one whose words condemn himself,  

Knowing the rewards awaiting those who strive,  

Knowing my utter fruitlessness.  
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The works of St Peter of Damaskos occupy more space in the Philokalia than those of any other author, with the 
one exception of St Maximos the Confessor. Of the author's life and identity nothing definite is known apart from 
the information to be gleaned from his own writings. St Nikodimos identifies him with a certain Bishop Peter the 
Hieromartyr, commemorated on 9 February, who suffered in defence of the holy ikons around the middle of the 
eighth century: his tongue, so it is recounted, was cut out at the orders of the Arab ruler Walid, and he died in exile 
in southern Arabia. The Peter whose works are included in the Philokalia, however, must be several centuries later 
than this, since he refers by name to Symeon Metaphrastis the Logothete, who died in the late tenth century.1 But, 
although often quoting from earlier authors, Peter nowhere cites eleventh-century writers such as St Symeon the 
New Theologian or Nikitas Stithatos. A thirteenth-century manuscript of his works dates him to 1096-7, and 
another of the fourteenth century to 1156-7.2  It seems, then, that he belongs to the eleventh or more probably to the 
twelfth century; he is in any event definitely earlier than the fourteenth-century Hesychast controversy. Although he 
lived at a time of worsening relations between Orthodoxy and Rome, he never alludes to this.  

From his name it appears St Peter's family was connected with Damaskos, but it does not necessarily follow that 
Peter himself was born or lived there. He is evidently a monk, writing for other monks. He speaks of the three main 
types of monasticism - 'bodily obedience' in a fully organized community, the hermit life, and the intermediate or 
semi-eremitic path, with two or three monks pursuing a 'life of silence' together in a kellion - and, following St John 
Klimakos, he  

1 See below, [V3] p. 103; on Symeon Metaphrastis, see also, [V3] p. 283. 
2 See J. Gouillard, 'Un auteur spirituel byzantin du XIIe siecle. Pierre Damascene', Echos d'Orent xxxviii (1939), pp. 257-78.  
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commends above all the third of these forms, terming it the 'royal way'.1 Perhaps, then, this was the form of monasticism 

which he himself was following. The content of his work confirms this: he says little about the social or communal aspects of 
the monastic vocation, little about visitors, hospitality or liturgical services. He is concerned throughout with the personal 
ascesis and prayer of the individual hesychast; and yet he does not envisage the situation of one who is entirely solitary, for he 
often mentions 'the brethren'. 

St Peter himself explains how his work came to be written. 'Devout friends, who also cater for my physical needs', 
lent him Biblical and Patristic books (had he been living in a fully organized community, the monastery would have 
met his physical needs, and he would have been able to borrow books from the monastic library). As he read, he 
noted down passages that caught his attention, in the first instance for his personal use, as a safeguard against his 
own forgetfulness.2 He also added connecting comments of his own, writing quickly, almost automatically, and - as 
he tells us - not knowing what he was going to say before he put pen to paper.3 The resulting book, he believes, is 
based entirely on Scripture and the fathers: 'what is said here ... is not mine'.4  He adds that he has sometimes, 
although by no means invariably, identified his sources by name, so as to encourage his readers to look up the author 
for themselves.5 Of the sources named, the most frequent are St Basil the Great and St John Chrysostom, each 
mentioned 47 times; next come St John Klimakos (38 times), St Isaac of Nineveh ('the Syrian', 34 times), the 
Gerontikon or Sayings of the Desert Fathers (about 30 times), St John of Damaskos (28 times), and St Gregory of 
Nazianzos (23 times). There are fewer references to St Maximos the Confessor (19) and to Neilos/Evagrios (15), but 
Peter's work as a whole clearly stands in the Evagrian-Maximian tradition. Dionysios is cited only nine times, the 
Makarian Homilies no more than three times, and St Mark the Ascetic and St John Cassian only twice each. There 
are nine references to St Dorotheos of Gaza, but none to St Isaiah of Sketis/Gaza or to St Varsanuphios. Probably 
Peter had not consulted the original works of all the authors whom he cites, but relied at any rate in part on existing 
anthologies. We have tried to identify the more obvious of  

 
1 See [V3] p. 87.  
 
2 [V3] pp. 74, 102-3, 182-3. 

        3 pp. 211-12.       
        4 p. 193.      
        5 p. 193.  
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his quotations, but have not attempted to provide exhaustive references; some of the allusions are very vague, and 
probably he does not always have a precise passage in mind. Where there is good reason to believe that a particular 
ascription is wrong, and the true author can be identified, we have changed the text accordingly. 

As might be expected from the manner of composition, St Peter's work is not systematic. Although he makes use 
of various general schemes - the four cardinal virtues, the eight evil thoughts, the seven bodily actions, the eight 
stages of contemplation - there are constant digressions, repetitions and changes of theme. Book Two, with its 
Twenty-Four Discourses corresponding to the twenty-four letters of the Greek alphabet, possesses a more coherent 
structure than Book One; but even in Book Two, especially towards the end, there is often no clear sequence of 
thought. Chapter headings sometimes refer only to the opening sentence or paragraph of the section, while the rest 
deals with other matters.1  But this outward lack of order would not greatly have troubled St Peter's monastic 
readers, who were interested not in abstract systems but in practical advice; and this the author has undoubtedly 
provided. Drawing as it does on such a wide range of earlier authorities, the work constitutes, in St Nikodimos' 
words, 'a recapitulation of holy watchfulness ... a circle within a circle, a concentrated Philokalia within the more 
extended Philokalia'. 

In his spiritual teaching St Peter is balanced and moderate. Although writing for monks, he insists that salvation 
and spiritual knowledge are within the reach of everyone; continual prayer is possible in all situations without 
exception.2  While emphasizing the need for ascetic effort on the human side, he never underestimates the supreme 
importance of divine aid: all that we have is a gift of God's grace. Tears, compunction and inward grief are often 
mentioned, especially in the first three of the eight stages of contemplation; but the predominant note is one of 
hope, and he has much to say about the universal scope of God's love and the sovereign liberty of the human will. 

In common with many of his predecessors, St Peter is reserved about dreams and visions. He prefers, like 
Evagrios, to recommend imageless prayer - 'pure' prayer of the intellect, on a level above  

 
1 In our translation chapter headings are sometimes abbreviated or modified. 
2 pp. 83-4, 173, 193.  
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discursive thought. At the same time, however, he follows St Mark the Ascetic1 in advocating a vivid and 

detailed meditation upon the incarnate life and more particularly the Passion of Christ; imageless prayer and 
imaginative meditation are in fact mentioned side by side in the ninth of the Twenty-FourDiscourses. 2 While 
urging the repetition of the words 'Lord, have mercy',3 he nowhere refers specifically to the Jesus Prayer. On 
frequent occasions he draws attention to the need for spiritual direction. In these and many other ways St Peter of 
Damaskos proves a faithful guide upon the spiritual way: as St Nikodimos justly claims, his work is a 'treasury of 
divine knowledge and wisdom'.4 

 
1 Letter to Nicolas the Solitary (The Philokalia, vol. i, pp. 155-6) 
2 pp. 234-6. 
3 pp. 145, 199. 

        4 We have borrowed Nikodimos' phrase to provide a title for Book One, which in the original Greek is simply styled 'The Book of our Holy 
and God-bearing Father Peter of Damaskos'. 
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Because by God’s grace I have been granted many great gifts and yet have never done anything good myself, I 
became frightened lest in my laziness and sloth I would forget His blessings - as well as my own faults and sins - 
and not even offer Him thanks or show my gratitude in any way. I have therefore written this treatise as a rebuke to 
my unhappy soul, putting in it whatever I have come across from the lives and writings of the holy fathers, citing 
them by name, so that I might have it by me as a reminder of their words, even though it is incomplete. 

As I myself neither own nor ever have owned any books, I have borrowed them from devout friends, who also 
cater for my physical needs; and going through these books with great care out of love for God, I have then given 
them back to their owners. These books include first of all the Old and the New Testaments, that is, the Pentateuch, 
the Psalter, the Four Books of Kings, the Six Books of Wisdom, the Prophets, the Chronicles, the Acts of the 
Apostles, the Holy Gospels and the commentaries on all these; and then all the writings of the great fathers and 
teachers-Dionysios, Athanasios, Basil, Gregory the Theologian, John Chrysostom, Gregory of Nyssa, Antony, 
Arsenios, Makarios, Neilos, Ephrem, Isaac, Mark, John of Damaskos, John Klimakos, Maximos, Dorotheos, 
Philimon, as well as the lives and sayings of all the saints. 

I went through all these slowly and diligently, trying to discover the root of man’s destruction and salvation, and 
which of his actions or practices does or does not bring him to salvation. I wanted to find what it is that everyone 
seeks after, and how people served God in the past, and still serve Him today, in wealth or poverty, living among 



many sinners or in solitude, married or celibate: how, quite simply, in every circumstance and activity we find life or 
death, salvation or  
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destruction. Even among us monks there are different situations: obedience to a spiritual father in all matters 
pertaining to body or soul; the stillness that purifies the soul; spiritual counsel in the place of obedience; the offices 
of abbot and bishop. In each of these situations, some find salvation and others perish. 

This in itself astonished me; but I was astonished also by the fall of that erstwhile angel in heaven, immaterial by 
nature, clothed with wisdom and every virtue, who suddenly became a devil, darkness and ignorance, the beginning 
and end of all evil and malice. And, then there was Adam, who enjoyed such honor and so many blessings, such 
familiarity with God, who was adorned with wisdom and virtue, alone in paradise with Eve: he suddenly became an 
exile, filled with passions, mortal, forced to labour with sweat and affliction. From him sprang the only two brothers 
in the world, Cain and Abel; and between them jealousy triumphed, and deceit, and these gave rise to murder, 
cursing and terror. I was astonished, too, by their descendants, whose sins were so many that they provoked the 
flood; and then, after God in His compassion had saved those in the ark, one of them – Canaan - was cursed, 
although it was his father Ham who had sinned: for in order not to abrogate God’s blessing, righteous Noah cursed 
the son instead of the father (cf. Gen. 9 : 22-27). Then there were the tower of Babel, the people of Sodom, the 
Israelites, Solomon, the Ninevites, Gehazi, Judas, and all those who were endowed with blessings and yet turned to 
sin. 

I was also astonished how God, who is good beyond all goodness and mil of compassion, permits all the many 
and various trials and afflictions of the world. Some He allows as sufferings conducive to repentance. These include 
hunger, thirst, grief, privation of life’s needs, abstinence from pleasure, the wasting of the body through asceticism, 
vigils, labors, hardships, prolific bitter tears, anguish, fear of death, of cross-examination, of being called to account, 
of living in hell with demons, the appalling day of judgment, the ignominy that is to fall on the whole world, the 
terror, the bitter searching out and assessment of one’s acts, words and thoughts, the threats and the wrath; and in 
addition to these, the various agelong punishments, the useless lamenting and the ceaseless tears; the unrelieved 
darkness, the fear, the pain, the exile, the dismay, the oppression, the throttling of the soul in this world and in the 
next. And then there are all the dangers facing one in this world: shipwrecks, illnesses of every kind,  
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lightning, thunder, hail, earthquake, famine, tidal waves, untimely deaths-all the painful things that God allows to 
happen to us against our will. 

Other things are willed not by God but by ourselves or by the demons. These include battles, passions, the whole 
range of sins from folly to despair and final destruction, of which our treatise will speak as it goes on; the attack of 
demons, wars, the tyranny of the passions; the derelictions, dislocations and vicissitudes of life; the anger, slander 
and all the affliction that we of our own will bring upon ourselves and one another against God's will. Again I was 
astonished how, though beset by such evils, many have been saved, and that nothing has been able to prevent this. 
On the other hand, many have perished against God's will. 

When from my laborious study of the Scriptures I became aware of all these things, and many more, my soul was 
shattered and often I felt quite helpless, like spilt water. I did not fully grasp the significance of what I read; indeed, 
had I done so, 1 would not have been able to remain in this life, filled as it is with sin and disobedience to God, 
which produce all the evils of this world and the next. Nevertheless, through God's grace, I came Upon the answers I 
sought for, and saw, from my reading of the holy fathers, that we have to make certain distinctions. 

First, we must recognize that the starting-point of all our spiritual development is the natural knowledge given us 
by God, whether this comes through the Scriptures by human agency, or by means of the angel that is given in 
divine baptism to guard the soul of every believer, to act as his conscience and to remind him of the divine 
commandments of Christ. If the baptized person keeps these commandments, the grace of the Holy Spirit is 
preserved in him. 

Then, alongside this knowledge, there is our capacity to choose. This is the beginning of our salvation; by our free 
choice we abandon our own wishes and thoughts and do what God wishes and thinks. If we succeed in doing this, 
there is no object, no activity or place in the whole of creation that can prevent us from becoming what God from the 
beginning has wished us to be: that is to say, according to His image and likeness, gods by adoption through grace, 
dispassionate, just, good and wise, whether we are rich or poor, married or unmarried, in authority and free or under 
obedience and in bondage - in short, whatever our time, place or activity. That is why,  
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alike before the Law, under the Law and under grace, there have been many righteous men-men who preferred the 
knowledge of God and His will to their own thoughts and wishes. Yet there were also many who have perished in 
these same times and in the same circumstances, because they preferred their own thoughts and wishes to those of 
God. 

This, then, is the general picture. But situations and pursuits vary, and one needs to acquire discrimination, either 
through the humility given by God or through questioning those who possess the gifts of discrimination. For without 
discrimination nothing that comes to pass is good, even if we in our ignorance think that it is. But when through 
discrimination we learn how it lies in our power to attain what we wish, then what we do begins to conform to God's 
will. 



Only, as has been said, in all things we ought to renounce our own will so as to attain the goal God has set for us 
and to pursue whatever He wishes. Unless we do this we can never be saved. For since Adam's transgression we are 
all subject to the passions because of our constant association with them. We do not gladly pursue goodness, nor do 
we long for the knowledge of God, nor do we do good out of love, as the dispassionate do; instead we cling to our 
passions and our vices and do not aspire at all to do what is good unless constrained by the fear of punishment. And 
this is the case with those who receive God's word with firm faith and purpose. The rest of us do not even aspire to 
this extent, but we regard the afflictions of this life and the punishments to come as of no account and are 
wholeheartedly enslaved to our passions. Some of us do not even perceive our desperate plight, and only under 
constraint and reluctantly engage in the struggle for virtue. And in our ignorance we long for what merits our hatred. 

Just as sick people need surgery and cautery to recover the health they have lost, so we need trials, and toils of 
repentance, and fear of death and punishment, so that we may regain our former health of soul and shake off the 
sickness which our folly has induced. The more the Physician of our souls bestows upon us voluntary and 
involuntary suffering, the more we should thank Him for His compassion and accept the suffering joyfully; For it is 
to help us that He increases our tribulation, both through  the sufferings we willingly embrace in our repentance and 
through the trials and punishments not subject to our will. In this way, if we voluntarily accept affliction, we will be 
freed  
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from our sickness and from the punishments to come, and perhaps even from present punishments as well. Even if 
we are not grateful, our Physician in His grace will still heal us, although by means of chastisement and manifold 
trials. But if we cling to our disease and persist in it, we will deservedly bring upon ourselves agelong punishment. 
We will have made ourselves like the demons and so will justly share with them the agelong punishments prepared 
for them; for, like them, we will have scorned our Benefactor. 

We do not all receive blessings in the same way. Some, on receiving the fire of the Lord, that is, His word, put it 
into practice and so become softer of heart, like wax, while others through laziness become harder than clay and 
altogether stone-like. And no one compels us to receive these blessings in different ways. It is as with the sun whose 
rays illumine all the world: the person who wants to see it can do so, while the person who does not want to see it is 
not forced to, so that he alone is to blame for his lightless condition. For God made both the sun and man's eyes, but 
how man uses them depends on himself. Similarly, then, God irradiates knowledge to all and at the same time He 
gives us faith as an eye through which we can perceive it. 

If we choose to grasp this knowledge firmly by means of faith, we can keep ourselves mindful of it by putting it 
into practice; and God then gives us greater ardor, knowledge and power. For our pursuit of natural knowledge 
kindles our ardor, and this ardor increases our capacity to put the knowledge into practice. By putting it into practice 
we keep ourselves mindful of it, and this in its turn induces us to practice it to an even greater extent. Greater 



practice is rewarded by greater knowledge; and from the understanding thus acquired we gain control of the passions 
and learn how to endure our sufferings patiently. Sufferings produce devotion to God and a recognition of His gifts 
and our faults. These give birth to gratitude, and gratitude inculcates the fear of God which leads us to the keeping of 
the commandments, to inward grief, gentleness and humility. These three virtues produce discrimination, which 
gives us spiritual insight and makes it possible for the intellect in its purity to foresee coming faults and to forestall 
them through its experience and^ recollection of what has happened in the past; in this way it can protect itself 
against stealthy attacks. All this generates hope, and from hope come detachment and perfect love.  

 
 
[V3] 79 

St Peter of Damaskos 
 

Book1 
 

A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

Introduction  
 

Once we have advanced thus far we shall not wish for anything except the will of God; rather we will joyfully 
abandon this transitory life out of love for God and for our fellow-men. Through the wisdom and indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit and through adoption to sonship, we are crucified with Christ and buried with Him, and we rise with 
Him and ascend with Him spiritually by imitating His way of life in this world. To speak simply, we become gods 
by adoption through grace, receiving the pledge of eternal blessedness, as St Gregory the Theologian says. In this 
way, with regard to the eight evil thoughts, we become dispassionate, just, good and wise, having God within 
ourselves - as Christ Himself has told us (cf. John 14:21-23) -through the keeping of the commandments in order, 
from the first to the last. I will speak below about how the commandments should be practiced. 

Since we have spoken of the knowledge of the virtues, we will also speak about the passions. Knowledge comes 
like light from the sun. The foolish man through lack of faith or laziness deliberately closes his eyes - that is, his 
faculty of choice - and at once consigns the knowledge to oblivion because in his indolence he fails to put it into 
practice. For folly leads to indolence, and this in turn begets inertia and hence forgetfulness. Forgetfulness breeds 
self-love - the love of one’s own will and thoughts - which is equivalent to the love of pleasure and praise. From 
self-love comes avarice, the root of all evils (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10), for it entangles us in worldly concerns and in this way 
leads to complete unawareness of God’s gifts and of our own faults. It is now that the eight ruling passions take up 
residence: gluttony, which leads to unchastity, which breeds avarice, which gives rise to anger when we fail to attain 
what we want - that is, fail to have our own way. This produces dejection, and dejection engenders first listlessness 
and then self-esteem; and self-esteem leads to pride. From these eight passions come every evil, passion and sin. 
Those consumed by them are led to despair and utter destruction; they fall away from God and become like the 
demons, as has already been said. 

Man stands at the crossroads between righteousness and sin, and chooses whichever path he wishes. But after that 
the path which he has chosen to follow, and the guides assigned to it, whether angels and saints or demons and 
sinners, will lead him to the end of it, even  
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if he has no wish to go there. The good guides lead him toward God and the kingdom of heaven, the evil guides 
toward the devil and agelong punishment. But nothing and no one is to blame for his destruction except his own free 
will. For God is the God of salvation, bestowing on us, along with being and well-being, the knowledge and strength 
that we cannot have without the grace of God. Not even the devil can destroy a man, compelling him to choose 
wrongly, or reducing him to impotence or enforced ignorance, or anything else: he can only suggest evil to him. 

Thus he who acts rightly should ascribe the grace of so doing to God, for along with our being He has given us 
everything else. But the person who has opted for the path of evil, and actually commits evil, should blame only 
himself, for no one can force him to commit it, since God created him with free will. Hence he will merit God’s 
praise when he chooses the path of goodness; for he does so, not from any necessity of his nature, as is the case with 
animals and inanimate things that participate passively in goodness, but as befits a being that God has honored with 
the gift of intelligence. We ourselves deliberately and willfully choose to do evil, being coached in it by its 
discoverer. God, who is good beyond goodness, does not force us, lest being forced and still disobeying we should 
be even more culpable. Nor does He take from us the freedom that in His goodness He has bestowed upon us. 

Let him who wants to act rightly entreat God in prayer, and at once knowledge and power will be given him. In 
this way it will be evident that the grace bestowed by God was justly given; for it was given after prayer, although it 
could have been given without prayer. No praise, however, is due to the man who accepts the air by means of which 
he lives, knowing that without it life is impossible; rather he himself owes thanks to his Creator, who has given him 
a nose and the health to breathe and live. Similarly, we also should rather thank God because in His grace He has 
created our prayer, our knowledge, our strength, our virtue, all our circumstances and our very selves. And not only 
has He done all this, but He ceaselessly does whatever He can to overcome our wickedness and that of our enemies, 
the demons. 

Even the devil, having lost the knowledge of God, and so inevitably becoming ignorant in his ingratitude and 
pride, cannot of himself know what to do. On the contrary, he sees what God does to save us  
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and maliciously learns from this and contrives similar things for our destruction. For he hates God and, being unable 
to fight Him directly, he fights against us who are in God’s image, thinking to avenge himself on God in this way; 
and, as St John Chrysostom says, he finds us obedient to his will. For instance, he sees how God created Eve as a 
helpmate for Adam, and so he enlists her co-operation to bring about disobedience and transgression. Or, again, God 
gave a commandment so that by keeping it Adam might be mindful of the great gifts he had received and thank his 
Benefactor for them; but the devil made of this commandment the starting-point for disobedience and death. Instead 



of prophets, he promotes false prophets; instead of apostles, false apostles; instead of law, lawlessness; instead of 
virtues, vice; instead of commandments, transgressions; instead of righteousness, foul heresies. 

In addition, when the devil saw Christ descending in His extreme goodness to the holy martyrs and revered 
fathers, appearing either in Himself or through angels or in some other ineffable form, he began to fabricate 
numerous delusions in order to destroy people. It is on account of this that the fathers, in their discrimination, wrote 
that one should not pay any attention to such diabolic manifestations, whether they come through images, or light, or 
fire, or some other deceptive form.’ For the devil can deceive even in sleep or through the senses. If we accept such 
delusions, he makes the intellect, in its utter ignorance and self-conceit, depict various shapes or colors so that we 
think that this is a manifestation of God or of an angel. Often in sleep, or to our senses when awake, he shows us 
demons that are apparently defeated. In short, he does all he can to destroy us by making us succumb to these 
delusions. 

In spite of all this, the devil will fail in his purpose if we apply the counsel of the holy fathers: that during the time 
of prayer we should keep our intellect free from form, shape, and colour, and not give access to anything at all, 
whether light, fire or anything else; and that we should do all we can to confine our mind solely to the words we are 
saying, since he who prays only with his mouth prays to the wind and not to God. For, unlike men, God is attentive 
to the intellect and not to the words spoken. We must worship, it is said, ‘in spirit and in  
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truth’ (John 4:24); and again, ‘I had rather speak five words whose meaning I understand than ten thousand words in 
a strange tongue’ (1 Cor. 14:19). 

It is now that the devil, having failed in all his other schemes, tempts us with thoughts of despair: he tries to 
persuade us that in the past things were different and that the men through whom God performed wonders for the 
strengthening of the faith were not like us. He also tells us that there is now no need for such exertion. For are we 
not now all of us Christians and all baptized? ‘He who believes and is baptized shall be saved’ (Mark 16:16). What 
more do we need? But if we succumb to this temptation and remain as we are, we will be completely barren. We 
will be Christians only in name, not realizing that he who has believed and been baptized must keep all Christ’s 
commandments; and even when he has succeeded in doing this, he should say, ‘I am a useless servant’ (Luke 
17:10), as the Lord told His apostles when He instructed them to carry out all He had laid down for them. 

Everyone who is baptized renounces the devil, saying, ‘I renounce Satan and all his works, and I join myself to 
Christ and all His works.’ But where is our renunciation, if we do not abandon every passion and desist from every 
sinful act that the devil promotes? Rather, let us hate such things with all our soul and show our love for Christ 
through the keeping of His commandments. And how shall we keep His commandments unless we relinquish our 
own will and thought - the will and thought, that is to say, which are opposed to the commandments of God? 

There are often people who because of personal temperament or out of habit do in fact choose what is good in 
certain situations and hate what is evil. And there are also good thoughts, as the Scriptures attest, although they 
require the discrimination of those who possess experience; for without discrimination even those thoughts that 
seem good are not in fact good, either because they come at the wrong time, or are unnecessary, or unworthy, or are 



not properly understood. For unless both the questioner and he who is questioned are attentive not only to the 
Scriptures but also to the question raised, they will miss the meaning of what has been said, and the resulting 
damage will be serious. I myself have often found this, both when asking and when being asked; and when 
afterwards I have understood the true sense of the passage under discussion, I have been  
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amazed to learn how the words can be the same, but the meaning very different. 

Thus we need discrimination in all things if we are to know how to act so as to do the will of God. For God, as the 
creator of all things, knows our nature thoroughly and has ordered- all things for our benefit; and He has laid down 
laws that accord with our nature and are not alien to it, even though they are not capable of leading to perfection 
those who voluntarily aspire to attain God in a way that transcends nature. For that requires the more than natural 
qualities of virginity, deliberate poverty, humility - not of gratitude, for this is natural. Humility is more than natural, 
since the humble man pursues every virtue and, though not a debtor, he regards himself as the greatest debtor of all. 
The grateful person, on the other hand, will simply acknowledge the debt he owes. Similarly, the merciful man who 
performs his acts of charity by drawing on his possessions remains within the bounds of nature, and does not go 
beyond them as does the person who deliberately gives away all he possesses. Again, marriage is natural, while 
virginity is a more than natural grace. The person who remains within the bounds of nature is saved if he abandons 
his own will and fulfils that of God; but to the person who transcends these bounds God will give the crown of 
endurance and glory, because he has renounced not only what is forbidden by the law but also, with God’s help, his 
own nature. He loves the supranatural God with all his soul and imitates His dispassion with all his strength. 

Yet since we are ignorant not merely of ourselves and of what we do, but also of the purpose of what is done and 
of the true goal of everything, the divine Scriptures and the words of the saints, whether prophets and righteous men 
of old or more recent holy fathers, appear to us to be contradictory. Those who wish to be saved appear to disagree 
with one another. But in reality this is not the case. 

Briefly, we may say that in the nature of things, if someone wants to be saved, no person and no time, place or 
occupation can prevent him. He must not, however, act contrary to the objective that he has in view, but must with 
discrimination refer every thought to the divine purpose. Things do not happen out of necessity: they depend upon 
the person through whom they happen. We do not sin against our will, but we first assent to an evil thought and so 
fall into captivity. Then the thought itself carries the captive forcibly and  
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against his wishes into sin. The same is true of sins that occur through ignorance: they arise from sins consciously 
committed. For unless a man is drunk with either wine or desire, he is not unaware of what he is doing; but such 
drunkenness obscures the intellect and so it falls, and dies as a result. Yet that death has not come about 
inexplicably: it has been unwittingly induced by the drunkenness to which we consciously assented. We will find 
many instances, especially in our thoughts, where we fall from what is within our control to what is outside it, and 
from what we are consciously aware of to what is unwitting. But because the first appears unimportant and 
attractive, we slip unintentionally and unawares into the second. Yet if from the start we had wanted to keep the 
commandments and to remain as we were when baptized, we would not have fallen into so many sins or have 
needed the trials and tribulations of repentance. 

If we so wish, however. God’s second gift of grace - repentance - can lead us back to our former beauty. But if we 
fail to repent, inevitably we will depart with the unrepentant demons into agelong punishment, more by our own free 
choice than against our will. Yet God did not create us for wrath but for salvation (cf. 1 Thess. 5:9), so that we might 
enjoy His blessings; and we should therefore be thankful and grateful towards our Benefactor. But our failure to get 
to know His gifts has made us indolent, and indolence has made us forgetful, with the result that ignorance lords it 
over us. 

We have to make strenuous efforts when we first try to return to where we fell from. For we resent abandoning 
our own desires, and we think that we can carry out both God’s wishes and our own - which is impossible. Our Lord 
Himself said, ‘I have come to do, not My own will, but the will of the Father who sent Me’ (cf. John 6:38), even 
though the will of Father, Son and Holy Spirit is one, since they constitute a single inseparable nature. But He said 
this on our account and with respect to the will of the flesh. For if the flesh is not consumed and if a man is not 
wholly led by the Spirit of God, he will not do the will of God unless he is forced to. But when the grace of the 
Spirit rules within him, then he no longer has a will of his own, but whatever he does is according to God’s will. 
Then he is at peace. Men like that will be called sons of God (cf. Matt. 5:9), because they will the will of their 
Father, as did the Son of God who is also God. 

Yet it is impossible to discover the will of God unless we keep the commandments, thereby cutting off all 
pleasure or personal will, and  
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unless we endure all the pain that this involves. As has been said, pleasure and pain are born of folly, and they give 
rise to all evil. For the foolish man loves himself and cannot love his brother or God; he can neither refrain from 
pleasure or from the desires that give him satisfaction, nor can he endure pain. Sometimes .he gets what he wants, 
and then he is filled with pleasure and elation; sometimes he does not get it and, completely dominated by the pain 
which this engenders, he is cast down and dejected, experiencing a foretaste of hell. 

From knowledge, or understanding, is born self-control and patient endurance. For the man of understanding 
restrains his own will and endures the resulting pain; and, regarding himself as unworthy of anything pleasant, he is 
grateful and thankful to his Benefactor, fearing lest because of the many blessings that God has given him in this 



world he should suffer punishment in the world to come. Thus through self-control he practices the other virtues as 
well. He looks on himself as in God’s debt for everything, finding nothing whatsoever with which to repay to his 
Benefactor, and even thinking that his virtues simply increase his debt. For he receives and has nothing to give. He 
only asks that he may be allowed to offer thanks to God. Yet even the fact that God accepts his thanks puts him, so 
he thinks, into still greater debt. But he continues to give thanks, ever doing what is good and reckoning himself an 
ever greater debtor, in his humility considering himself lower than all men, delighting in God his Benefactor and 
trembling even as he rejoices (cf. Ps. 2:11). 

As he advances through this humility towards divine and unfailing love, he accepts sufferings as though he 
deserved them. Indeed, he thinks he deserves more suffering than he encounters; and he is glad that he has been 
granted some affliction in this world, since through it he may be spared a portion of the punishments which he has 
prepared for himself in the world to be. And because in all this he knows his own weakness, and that he should not 
exult, and because he has been found worthy of knowing and enduring these things by the grace of God, he is filled 
with a strong longing for God. 

Humility is born of spiritual knowledge, and such knowledge is born of trials and temptations. To the person who 
knows himself is given knowledge of alt things, and he who subjects himself to God  
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brings every material thought under his control; and then all things are subject to him, for he is completely humble. 
According to St Basil and St Gregory, he who knows himself-who knows, that is to say, that he stands midway 
between nobility and baseness, in that he has a soul capable of spiritual knowledge and a mortal, earthly body-never 
exults or despairs. Rather, with a feeling of shame before his noetic soul he rejects everything shameful and, 
knowing his weakness, he shrinks from all sense of elation. 

Thus he who knows his own weakness as a result of the many temptations and trials that he undergoes through the 
passions of soul and body, understands the measureless power of God and how He redeems the humble who cry out 
to Him through persistent prayer from the depths of their hearts. For such a person prayer becomes a delight. He 
knows that without God he can do nothing (cf. John 15:5), and in his fear lest he fall he strives to cleave to God and 
is amazed as he considers how God has rescued him from so many temptations and passions. He gives thanks to his 
Savior, and to his thanksgiving he adds humility and love; and he does not dare to judge anyone, knowing that as 
God has helped him, so He can help all men when He wishes, as St Maximos says. He knows, too, that if a person 
realizes his weakness he may be able to fight and conquer many passions; for in such a case God swiftly comes to 
his assistance, lest his soul be utterly destroyed. And for many other reasons as well the person who recognizes his 
own weakness does not fall. No one can attain this recognition unless he first suffers many temptations of soul and 
body, and gains experience by enduring them patiently and so overcoming them with God’s strength. 

Such a man does not dare to act according to his own volition or to depend on his own ideas without first 
questioning those with experience. For what does a person gain by choosing to do or to think something that does 
not contribute to his bodily life or to the salvation of his soul? And if he does not know what wish he should 
abandon and what thought he should put aside, let him test every action and every thought by holding back from it 
with self-control and by seeing how that affects him. If its realization brings pleasure, but resisting it brings pain, 



then it is something bad and he should reject it before it takes root; otherwise he will find it hard to overcome it  
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later, when he sees what damage it does. This applies to every action or thought which does not help us to keep 
ourselves alive and to conform to God’s will. For a long-standing habit assumes the strength of nature; but if you do 
not give way to it, it loses strength and is gradually destroyed. Whether a habit is good or bad, time nourishes it, just 
as wood feeds a fire. Thus, so far as we can, we should cultivate and practice what is good, so that it becomes an 
established habit operating automatically and effortlessly when required. It was through victories in small things that 
the fathers won their great battles. 

For if a man refuses to satisfy even the basic needs of the body, but rejects them in order to travel along the 
straight and narrow road, how can he ever fall victim to the love of possessions? Love of possessions consists not 
merely in owning many things, but also in attachment to them, or in their misuse or excessive use. For many of the 
saints of old, such as Abraham, Job, David and many others, had extensive possessions, but they were not attached 
to them: they held them as a gift from God and sought to please Him all the more through their use of them. 
Nevertheless the Lord, being beyond perfection and being wisdom itself, strikes at the root: for He urges those who 
would follow Him through the imitation of supreme virtue to renounce not only material goods or possessions, but 
even their own soul (cf. Luke 14:26), that is to say, their own thoughts and will. 

Because they knew this, the fathers fled from the world as a hindrance to perfection; and not only from the world 
but also from their own will for the same reason. No one of them ever did what he himself wanted. Some lived in 
bodily obedience, so that in the place of Christ they would have a spiritual father guiding their every thought. 
Others, fleeing totally from human society, lived in the desert and had God himself as their teacher, for whose sake 
they chose to undergo a voluntary death. Others pursued the ‘royal way’, leading a life of silence with one or two 
companions: these had one another as counselors in doing God’s will. And those who, after being subject to a 
spiritual father, were then appointed by him to take charge of other brethren, carried out their task as if they were 
themselves still under obedience, keeping the traditions of their own spiritual fathers. Thus all their efforts were 
blessed by God.  
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Nowadays, however, whether we are under obedience or in authority, we are not willing to abandon our own will, 
and so none of us makes any progress. None the less, it is still possible to escape from human society and from 
worldly affairs, and to take the ‘royal way’ through living the life of stillness with one or two others, studying the 
commandments of Christ and all the Scriptures day and night. By this means, through being tested in all things by 
our conscience and application, by reading and by prayer, we may perhaps attain the first commandment, the fear of 
God, which comes through faith and the study of the Holy Scriptures; and through this we may achieve inward grief, 
and so arrive at the commandments of which St Paul spoke: faith, hope and love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:13). For he who has 
faith in the Lord fears chastisement; and this fear prompts him to keep the commandments. The keeping of the 
commandments leads him to endure affliction; and the enduring of affliction produces hope in God. Such hope 
separates the intellect from all material attachment; and the person freed from such attachment possesses love for 
God. Whoever follows this sequence will be saved. 

Stillness, which is the basis of the soul’s purification, makes the observance of the commandments relatively 
painless. ‘Flee,’ it has been said, ‘keep silence, be still, for herein lie the roots of sinlessness.’ Again it has been said: 
‘Flee men and you will be saved.’ For human society does not permit the intellect to perceive either its own faults or 
the wiles of the demons, so as to guard itself against them. Nor, on the other hand, does it allow the intellect to 
perceive God’s providence and bounty, so as to acquire in this way knowledge of God and humility. 

That is why whoever wishes to travel the shortest road to Christ - the road of dispassion and spiritual knowledge - 
and joyfully to attain perfection, should not turn either to the right or to the left, but in his whole way of life should 
journey diligently along the royal way. He should steer a middle course between excess and insufficiency, as both 
engender pleasure. He should not obscure the. intellect with excessive food and conviviality, making himself blind 
through such distractions; but neither should he cloud his mind through prolonged fasts and vigils. Rather, he should 
carefully and patiently practice the seven forms of bodily discipline as though climbing a ladder,  
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mastering them once and for all and advancing towards that moral state in which, as the Lord has said (cf. Matt. 
13:11-12), by God’s grace the different stages of spiritual contemplation are given to the believer. 

All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable (cf. 2 Tim. 3:16), and no one can thwart someone who wishes to 
be saved. Only God who made us has power over us, and He is ready to help and protect from every temptation 
those who cry out to Him and want to do His holy will. Without Him we can do nothing (cf. John 1:12): we cannot 
even suffer evil against our will unless God permits it in order to chastise us and save our souls. But the evil that we 
commit ourselves is our own responsibility and arises from our own laziness with the help of the demons. On the 
other hand, all knowledge, strength and virtue are the grace of God, as are all other things. And through grace He 
has given all men the power to become sons of God (cf. John 1:12) by keeping the divine commandments. Or, 
rather, these commandments keep us, and are the grace of God, since without His grace we cannot keep them. We 
have nothing to offer Him except our faith, our resolution and, in brief, all the true dogmas that we hold with firm 
faith through the teaching we have heard (cf. Rom. 10:17). With all this in mind, let us set to work undistractedly, as 
though beginning lessons at school, and in this way carefully learn about the seven forms of discipline to which we 
have referred. 
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The first of these forms of discipline consists in stillness, or in living a life without distraction, far from all 
worldly care. By removing ourselves from human society and distraction, we escape from turmoil and from him 
who ‘walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour’ (1 Pet. 5:8) through idle talk and the worries of 
life. Instead, we have but one concern: how to do God’s will and to  
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prepare our soul so that it is not condemned when we die; and how with complete attention to learn about the snares 
of the demons and our own faults which, being more in number than the sands of the sea and like dust in their 
fineness, pass unrecognized by most people. Ever mourning, we grieve over human nature but are comforted by 
God. For in our gratitude we are encouraged because we have come to see what we could never have hoped to 
perceive had we lived outside our cell. Having recognized our own weakness and the power of God, we are filled 
with fear and hope, so that we neither lapse through ignorance because we are too sure of ourselves nor, when some 
misfortune befalls us, fall into despair because we have forgotten God’s compassion. 

The second form of bodily discipline consists in moderate fasting. We should eat once a day and then not to the 
point of satiety. We should eat one kind of simple and readily accessible food - if possible, the kind of food that we 
do not relish particularly. In this way we can overcome gluttony, greed and desire, and live without distraction. But 
we should not refuse any kind of food completely, lest thereby we wrongly reject things that, being created by God, 
are ‘wholly good and beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31). Nor should we gulp everything down at once, indulgently and without 
restraint; but each day we should eat one kind of thing, with self-control. We should use all things for the glory of 
God, and we should not refuse anything on the grounds that it is evil, as the accursed heretics do. We may drink 
wine when appropriate: in old age, sickness and cold weather it is most helpful, but must be drunk only in small 
quantities. When we are young and in good health, and the weather is warm, water is better, though we should drink 
it as little as possible. For thirst is the best of all bodily disciplines. 

The third form of discipline consists in keeping moderate vigils. We should sleep for half the night and the other 
half we should  
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devote to the recital of psalms and to prayer, compunctive sorrow, and tears. Through this judicious fasting and vigil 
the body will become pliable to the soul, healthy and ready for every good work; while the soul will gain in fortitude 
and illumination, so as to see and to do what is right. 

The fourth form of discipline consists in the recital of psalms -  that is to say, in prayer expressed in a bodily way 
through psalms and prostrations. This is in order to gall the body and humble the soul, so that our enemies the 
demons may take flight and our allies the angels come to us, and we may know from where we receive help. 
Otherwise in ignorance we may grow arrogant, thinking that what we do is due to ourselves. If that happens, we will 
be forsaken by God so that we may recognize our own weakness. 

The fifth form of discipline consists in spiritual prayer, prayer that is offered by the intellect and free from all 
thoughts. During such prayer the intellect is concentrated within the words spoken and, inexpressibly contrite, it 
abases itself before God, asking only that His will may be done in all its pursuits and conceptions. It does not pay 
attention to any thought, shape, color, light, fire, or anything at all of this kind; but, conscious that it is watched by 
God and communing with Him alone, it is free from form, color and shape. Such is the pure prayer appropriate for 
those still engaged in ascetic practice; for the contemplative there are yet higher forms of prayer. 

The sixth form of discipline consists in reading the writings and lives of the fathers, paying no attention to strange 
doctrines, or to other people, especially heretics. In this way we learn from the divine Scriptures and from the 
discrimination of the fathers how to conquer the passions and acquire the virtues. Our intellects will be filled with 
the thoughts of the Holy Spirit, and we will forget the unseemly words and conceptions to which we gave our 
attention before we became monks. Moreover, through deep communion in prayer and reading we will be able to 
grasp precious meanings; for prayer is helped by reading in stillness, and reading is helped by pure prayer, so long 
as we attend to what is being said and do not read or recite carelessly. It is true, however, that we cannot properly 
understand the full significance of what we read because of the darkness induced by the passions; our presumption 
often leads us astray, especially when we rely on the wisdom of this world which we think we possess, and do not 
realize that we need knowledge based on  
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experience to understand these things, and that if we wish to attain knowledge of God mere reading or listening is 
not enough. For reading and listening are one thing and experience is another. One cannot become a craftsman 
simply by hearsay: one has to practice, and watch, and make numerous mistakes, and be corrected by those with 
experience, so that through long perseverance and by eliminating one’s own desires one eventually masters the an. 
Similarly, spiritual knowledge is not acquired simply through study but is given by God through grace to the 
humble. That a person on reading the Scriptures may think that he partially understands their meaning need cause no 
surprise, especially if that person is at the stage of ascetic practice. But he does not possess the knowledge of God; 
he simply hears the words of those who do possess this knowledge. Writers like the prophets often did indeed 
possess divine knowledge, but as yet the ordinary reader does not. So it is in my own case: 1 have collected material 
from the Holy Scriptures, but have not been found worthy of learning directly from the Holy Spirit; I have learnt 
only from those who did learn directly from the Holy Spirit. It is like learning about a person or a city from those 
who have actually seen them. 

The seventh form of bodily discipline consists in questioning those with experience about all our thoughts and 
actions, in case we go astray because of our inexperience and self-satisfaction, thinking and doing one thing after 
another, and so become presumptuous, imagining that we know as we should, although we still know nothing, as St 
Paul says (cf. 1 Cor. 8:2).  

In addition to practicing these seven bodily disciplines, we should patiently endure all that God allows to happen 
to us so that we may learn and gain experience and knowledge of our weaknesses. We should neither grow too bold 
nor fall into despair, whatever happens to us, whether good or bad. We should repudiate every dream and every idle 
word or action, and should always meditate on God’s name, at every moment, in every place, in all we do, as 
something more precious than breath itself. And we should sincerely abase ourselves before God, withdrawing the 
intellect from all worldly thoughts, seeking only that God’s will may be done. Then the intellect will begin to see 
that its faults are like the sand of the sea. This is the beginning of the soul’s illumination and a sign of its health: the 
soul becomes contrite and the heart humble, and truly regards itself as the  
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least of things. Then we begin to understand God’s blessings, whether particular or all-embracing, of which the 

Holy Scriptures speak; and we begin to understand also our own offences. We start to keep all the commandments, 
from the first to the last, fully aware of what we are doing. For the Lord has established them like a ladder, and we 
cannot miss one out and go on to the next: as with steps, we must go from the first to the second, from the second to 
the third, and so on. In the end they make man a god, through the grace of Him who has given the commandments to 
those who choose to keep them. 
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If we want to make a start, we must concentrate on the practice of these seven forms of bodily discipline and on 
nothing else: otherwise we will fall over a precipice or, rather, into chaos. In the case both of the seven gifts of the 
Spirit and of the Lord’s Beatitudes, we are taught that if we do not begin with fear, we can never ascend to the rest. 
For, as David says, ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (Ps. 111:10). Another inspired prophet 
describes the seven gifts as ‘the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and strength, the spirit of 
knowledge and reverence, the spirit of the fear of God’ (cf. Isa. 11:2-3). Our Lord Himself began his teaching by 
speaking of fear; for He says, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit’ (Matt. 5:3), that is, those who quail with fear of God 
and are inexpressibly contrite in soul. For the Lord has established this as the basic commandment, knowing that 
without this even living in heaven would be profitless, for one would still possess the same madness through which 
the devil, Adam and many others have fallen.  

If, then, we wish to keep the first commandment - that is, to possess fear of the Lord - we should meditate deeply 
upon the contingencies of life already described and upon God’s measureless and unfathomable blessings. We 
should consider how much He has done and continues to do for our sake through things visible and invisible, 
through commandments and dogmas, threats and promises; how He guards, nourishes and provides for us, giving us 
life and saving us from enemies seen and unseen; how through the prayers  

 

[V3] 94 
St Peter of Damaskos 

 
Book1 

 

A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

The Seven Commandments 
 

and intercessions of His saints He cures the diseases caused by our own disarray; how He is always long-suffering 
over our sins, our irreverence, our delinquency-over all those things that we have done, are doing, and will do, from 
which His grace has saved us; how He is patient over our actions, words and thoughts that have provoked His anger, 
and how He not only suffers us, but even -bestows greater blessings on us, acting directly, or through the angels, the 
Scriptures,, through righteous men and prophets, apostles and martyrs, teachers and holy fathers. 

Moreover, we should not only recall the sufferings and struggles of the saints and martyrs, but should also reflect 
with wonder on the self-abasement of our Lord Jesus Christ, the way He lived in the world, His pure Passion, the 
Cross, His death, burial, resurrection and ascension, the advent of the Holy Spirit, the indescribable miracles that are 
always occurring every day, paradise, the crowns of glory, the adoption to sonship that He has accorded us, and all 
the things contained in Holy Scripture and so much else. If we bring all this to mind, we will be amazed at God’s 
compassion, and with trembling will marvel at His forbearance and patience. We will grieve because of what our 



nature has lost - angel-like dispassion, paradise and all the blessings which we have forfeited - and because of the 
evils into which we have fallen: demons, passions and sins. In this way our soul will be filled with contrition, 
thinking of all the ills that have been caused by our wickedness and the trickery of the demons. 

So it is that God grants us the blessing of inward grief, which constitutes the second commandment. For, as Christ 
says, ‘Blessed are those who grieve’ (Matt. 5:4) - who grieve for themselves and also, out of love and compassion, 
for others as well. We become as one who mourns a dead person, because we perceive the terrible consequences that 
the things we have done before our death will have for us after we are dead; and we weep bitterly, from the depths 
of our heart and with inexpressible sorrow. Worldly honor or dishonor no longer concerns us; we become indifferent 
to life itself, often forgetting even to eat because of the pain in our heart and our ceaseless lamentation. 

In this way God’s grace, our universal mother, will give us gentleness, so that we begin to imitate Christ. This 
constitutes the third commandment; for the Lord says, ‘Blessed are the gentle’ (Matt. 5:5). Thus we become like a 
firmly-rooted rock, unshaken by the  
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storms and tempests of life, always the same, whether rich or poor, in ease or hardship, in honor or dishonor. In 
short, at every moment and whatever we do we will be aware that all things, whether sweet or bitter, pass away, and 
that this life is a path leading to the future life. We will recognize that, whether we like it or not, what happens 
happens; to be upset about it is useless, and moreover deprives us of the crown of patience and shows us to be in 
revolt against the will of God. For whatever God does is ‘wholly good and beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31), even if we are 
unaware of this. As the psalm puts it: ‘He will teach the gentle how to judge’ (Ps. 25: 9. LXX) or, rather, how to 
exercise discrimination. Then, even if someone gets furious with us, we are not troubled; on the contrary, we are 
glad to have been given an opportunity to profit and to exercise our understanding, recognizing that we would not 
have been tried in this way were there not some cause for it. Unwittingly or wittingly we must have offended God, 
or a brother, or someone else, and now we are being given a chance to receive forgiveness for this. For through 
patient endurance we may be granted forgiveness for many sins. Moreover, if we do not forgive others their debts, 
the Father will not forgive us our debts (cf. Matt. 6:14). Indeed, nothing leads more swiftly to the forgiveness of sins 
than this virtue or commandment: ‘Forgive, and you will be forgiven’ (cf. Matt. 6:14).  

This, then, is what we realize when we imitate Christ, growing gentle through the grace of the commandment. But 
we are distressed for our brother, because it was on account of our sins that this brother was tempted by the common 
enemy and so became a remedy for the healing of our weakness. Every trial and temptation is permitted by God as a 
cure for some sick person’s soul. Indeed, such trials not only confer on us forgiveness of our past and present sins, 
but also act as a check on sins not yet committed. But this is not to the credit either of the devil, or of the person who 
tempts, or of the person tempted. The devil, being maleficent, deserves our hatred, for he acts with no concern for 
our welfare. The person who tempts us merits our compassion, not because he tempts us out of love but because he 
is deluded and oppressed. The person tempted, finally, endures affliction because of his own faults, not on behalf of 
someone else. If the latter were the case, he would deserve praise; but as it is, he is not without sin. Were he without 
sin-which is impossible-he would still endure the affliction in hope of reward and out of fear of  
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punishment. Such, then, is the situation of these three. But God, being self-sufficient and giving to each what is to his 
profit, does indeed deserve our thanks, since He patiently suffers both the devil and the wickedness of men, and yet 
bestows His blessings upon those who repent both before and after they sin. 

Thus the person who has been granted the grace of keeping the third commandment, and so has acquired full 
discrimination, will no longer be deceived either wittingly or unwittingly. Instead, having received the grace of 
humility, he will regard himself as nothing. For gentleness is the substance of humility, and humility is the door 
leading to dispassion. Through dispassion a man enters into perfect unfaltering love; for he understands his own 
nature - what it was before birth and what it will be after death. For mortal man is nothing but a slight, short-lived 
stench, baser than any other created being. For no created being, animate or inanimate, has ever subverted the will of 
God except man who, although loaded with blessings, endlessly angers God. 

That is why man has been given the fourth commandment, that is, longing to acquire the virtues: ‘Blessed are they 
that hunger and thirst after righteousness’ (Matt. 5:6). He becomes as one who hungers and thirsts for all 
righteousness, that is, both for bodily virtue and for the moral virtue of the soul. He who has not tasted something, 
says Basil the Great, does not know what he is missing; but once he has tasted it, he is filled with longing. Thus he 
who has tasted the sweetness of the commandments, and realizes that they lead him gradually towards the imitation 
of Christ, longs to acquire them all, with the result that he often disdains even death for their sake. Glimpsing the 
mysteries of God hidden in the Holy Scriptures, he thirsts to grasp them fully; and the more knowledge he gains, the 
more he thirsts, burning as though drinking flames. And because the Divine cannot be grasped fully by anyone, he 
continues to thirst for ever. 

What health and sickness are to the body, virtue and wickedness are to the soul, and knowledge and ignorance to 
the intellect. The greater our devotion to the practice of the virtues, the more our intellect is illumined by knowledge. 
It is in this way that we are accounted worthy of mercy, that is, through the fifth commandment: ‘Blessed are the 
merciful, for they will receive mercy’ (Matt. 5:7). The merciful person is he who gives to others what he has himself  
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received from God, whether it be money, or food, or strength, a helpful word, a prayer, or anything else that he has 
through which he can express his compassion for those in need. At the same time he considers himself a debtor, 
since he has received more than he is asked to give. By Christ’s grace, both in the present world and in the world to 
come, before the whole of creation he is called merciful, just as God is called merciful (cf. Luke 6:36). Through his 
brother, it is God Himself who has need of him, and in this way God has become his debtor. Although his needy 
brother can live without him giving what he is asked for, he himself can neither live nor be saved if he does not do 
what he can to show mercy. If he is not willing to show mercy to his own kind, how can he ask God to show mercy 
to him? Bearing these and many other things in mind, the person to whom it is granted to keep the commandments 
gives not only his possessions but even his very life for his neighbor. This is perfect mercy; for just as Christ 
endured death on our behalf, giving to all an example and a model, so we should die for one another, and not only 
for our friends, but for our enemies as well, should the occasion call for it. 

Not that it is necessary, of course, to have property in order to show mercy. Possessions, rather, are a great 
weakness. Indeed, it is better to have nothing to give and still to be full of sympathy for all. And if we do have 
something to give to those in need, we should ourselves be detached from the things of this life, and yet feel deeply 
involved with our fellow men. Neither should we, in our arrogance, take it upon ourselves to teach others when we 
have not yet proved ourselves by our own actions; though we make the excuse that we are thereby helping the souls 
of the weak, the truth is that we are ourselves weaker than those we claim to be helping. For every action must be 
done at the right time and with discrimination, so that it is not inopportune or detrimental. For a weak person flight 
is always best, while the total shedding of possessions is far superior to giving alms. 

It is through detachment that one is enabled to fulfill the sixth commandment: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart’ 
(Matt. 5:8). The pure in heart are those who have accomplished every virtue reflectively and reverently and have 
come to see the true nature of things. In this way they find peace in their thoughts. For, as the seventh 
commandment puts it, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers’ (Matt. 5:9), that is, those who have set soul and body at peace 
by subjecting the flesh to the spirit, so  

 

[V3] 98 
St Peter of Damaskos 

 
Book1 

 

A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

The Seven Commandments 

 
that the flesh no longer rises against the spirit (cf. Gal. 5:17). Instead, the grace of the Holy Spirit reigns in their soul 
and leads it where it will, bestowing the divine knowledge whereby man can endure persecution, vilification and 
maltreatment ‘for righteousness’ sake’ (Matt. 5:10), rejoicing because his ‘reward is great in heaven’ (Matt. 5:12). 

All the Beatitudes make man a god by grace; he becomes gentle, longs for righteousness, is charitable, 
dispassionate, a peacemaker, and endures every pain with joy out of love for God and for his fellow men. For the 
Beatitudes are gifts from God and we should thank Him greatly for them and for the rewards promised: the kingdom 
of heaven in the age to be, spiritual refreshment in this world, the fullness of all God’s blessings and mercies. His 
manifestation when we contemplate the hidden mysteries found in the Holy Scriptures and in all created things, and 



the great reward in heaven (cf. Matt. 5:12). For if we learn while on earth to imitate Christ and receive the 
blessedness inherent in each commandment, we shall be granted the highest good and the ultimate goal of our 
desire. As the apostle says, God, who dwells in unapproachable light, alone is blessed (cf. 1 Tim. 6:15-16). We, for 
our part, have the duty of keeping the commandments-or, rather, of being kept by them; but through them God in 
His compassion will give to the believer rewards both in this world and in the world to be. 

When through blessed inward grief all this has been realized, then the intellect finds relief from the passions; and 
through the many bitter tears that it sheds over its sins it is reconciled to God. It is crucified with Christ spiritually 
through moral practice, that is, through the keeping of the commandments and the guarding of the five senses, so 
that they do not do anything contrary to their nature. Restraining mindless impulses, the intellect begins to curb the 
passions of anger and desire that encompass it. Sometimes it assuages tempestuous anger with the gentleness of 
desire; and at other times it calms desire with the severity of anger. Then, coming to itself, the intellect recognizes its 
proper dignity - to be master of itself - and is able to see things as they truly are; for its eye, made blind by the devil 
through the tyranny of the passions, is opened. Then man is granted the grace to be buried spiritually with Christ, so 
that he is set free from the things of this world and no longer captivated by external beauty. He looks upon gold and 
silver and precious stones, and he  
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knows that like other inanimate things such as wood and rock they are of the earth, and that man, too, is after death a 
bit of dust and mould in the tomb. Regarding all the delectations of this life as nothing, he looks upon their continual 
alteration with the judgment that comes from spiritual knowledge. Gladly he dies to the world, and the world 
becomes dead to him: he no longer has any violent feeling within him, but only calmness and detachment. 

Thus, by virtue of his soul’s purity, he is found worthy to be resurrected with Christ spiritually, and receives the 
strength to look without passion on the exterior beauty of visible things and to praise through them the Creator of all. 
Contemplating in these visible things God’s power and providence, His goodness and wisdom, as St Paul says (cf. 
Rom 1:20-21), and perceiving the mysteries hidden in the divine Scriptures, his intellect is given the grace to ascend 
with Christ through the contemplation of intelligible realities, that is, through the knowledge of intelligible powers. 
Perceiving, after tears of understanding and joy, the invisible through the visible (cf. Rom. 1:20) and the eternal 
through the transitory, he realizes that if this ephemeral world, which is said to be a place of exile and punishment 
for those who have transgressed the commandments of God, is so beautiful, how much more beautiful must be the 
eternal, inconceivable blessings ‘that God has prepared for those who love Him’ (1 Cor. 2:9). And if these blessings 
are beyond our conception, how much more so must be the God who created all things from nothing. 

If you turn from all other activity and give yourself entirely to the cultivation of the virtues of soul and body, 
which is what the fathers mean by religious devotion; and if you disregard any dream or private thought not 
confirmed by Scripture, and avoid all pointless company, not hearing or reading anything fruitless, and especially 
anything that involves heresy, then the tears of joy and understanding will well up copiously within you and you will 
drink from their plenitude. In this way you will attain another form of prayer, the form of pure prayer that is proper 
to the contemplative. For just as previously you had one form of reading, one form of tears and prayer, so now you 
have another. Since your intellect has moved into the sphere of spiritual contemplation, you should now read all pits 



of the Scriptures, no longer fearing the more difficult and obscure passages, as is the case with those still at the stage 
of ascetic practice, who are weak in their ignorance.  
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By your persistent struggle in practicing the virtues of body and soul, you have been crucified with Christ and 

buried with Him through the knowledge of created things, both of their nature and of the changes they undergo; and 
you have been raised with Him through dispassion and through the knowledge of the mysteries of God inherent in 
the visible world. As a result of this knowledge you have ascended with Christ into the transcendent world through 
the knowledge of intelligible realities and of the mysteries hidden in the divine Scriptures. You move from fear to 
religious devotion, from which springs spiritual knowledge; from this knowledge comes judgment, that is, 
discrimination; from discrimination comes the strength -that leads to understanding; from thence you come to 
wisdom. 

By passing through all these levels of practice and contemplation you are granted pure and perfect prayer, 
established within you through the peace and love of God and through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. This is what 
is meant by saying, ‘Gain possession of God within yourself; and, as St John Chrysostom has said, this 
manifestation and indwelling of God is realized when your body and soul become so far as is possible sinless, like 
those of Christ; and when you possess, by virtue of Christ, an intellect that apprehends, through the grace and 
wisdom of the Holy Spirit, the knowledge of things both human and divine. 
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There are four forms of wisdom: first, moral judgment, or the knowledge of what should and should not be done, 
combined with watchfulness of the intellect; second, self-restraint, whereby our moral purpose is safeguarded and 
kept free from all acts, thoughts and words that do not accord with God; third, courage, or strength and endurance in 
sufferings, trials and temptations encountered on the spiritual path; and fourth, justice, which consists in maintaining 
a proper balance between the first three. These four general virtues arise from the three powers of the soul in the 
following manner: from the intelligence, or intellect, come moral judgment and justice, or discrimination; from the 
desiring power comes self-restraint; and from the incensive power comes courage.  
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Each virtue lies between two unnatural passions. Moral judgment lies between craftiness and thoughtlessness; 

self-restraint, between obduracy and licentiousness; courage, between overbearingness and cowardice; justice 
between over-frugality and greed. The four virtues constitute an image of the heavenly man, while the eight 
unnatural passions constitute an image of the earthly man (cf. 1 Cor. 15:49). 

God possesses a perfect knowledge of all these things, just as He knows the past, the present and the future; and 
they are known to some extent by him who through grace has learned from God about His works, and who through 
this grace has been enabled to realize in himself that which is according to God’s image and likeness (cf. Gen. 1:26). 
But if someone claims that, simply by hearing about these things, he knows them as he should, he is a liar. Man’s 
intellect can never rise to heaven without God as a guide; and it cannot speak of what it has not seen, but must first 
ascend and see it. On the level of hearsay, you should speak only of things that you have learnt from the Scriptures, 
and then with circumspection, confessing your faith in the Father of the Logos, as St Basil the Great puts it, and not 
imagining that through hearsay you possess spiritual knowledge; for that is to be worse than ignorant. As St 
Maximos has said, ‘To think that one knows prevents one from advancing in knowledge.’ St John Chrysostom 
points out that there is an ignorance which is praiseworthy: it consists in knowing consciously that one knows 
nothing. In addition, there is a form of ignorance that is worse than any other: not to know that one does not know. 
Similarly, there is a knowledge that is falsely so called, which occurs when, as St Paul says, one thinks that one 
knows but does not know (cf. 1 Cor. 8:2). 
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There is such a thing as true spiritual knowledge, and there is total ignorance; but best of all is active spiritual 
knowledge. For of what use is it to possess all knowledge, or, rather, to receive it from God by grace, as did 
Solomon (cf. 1 Kgs. 3:12) - and there will never be  
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another man like him - and yet go into agelong punishment? What good is such knowledge to you unless, as a result 
of your actions and firm faith, your conscience assures you that you are delivered from future punishment, and that 
you have no reason to condemn yourself for neglecting anything you should and could have done? As St John the 
Theologian says: ‘If our heart does not condemn us, then we can approach God with confidence’ (1 John 3:21). But 
it may be, St Neilos says, that our conscience itself deceives us, overcome by the darkening of the passions, as St 
John Klimakos observes.’ For evil can by itself darken the intellect, as St Basil the Great puts it, and presumption 
can make it blind, not allowing it to become what it supposes itself to be. What, then, shall we say of those who are 
enslaved to the passions, and yet think they have a clear conscience? Even the Apostle Paul, in whom Christ dwelt 
in word and act, said: ‘Though I have nothing on my conscience’ - no sin, that is to say - ‘yet I am not thereby 
acquitted’ (1 Cor. 4:4). 

Because of our great insensitivity most of us think that we are something while in fact we are nothing (cf. Gal. 
6:3): as St Paul says, ‘When they are talking about peace... calamity falls on them’ (1 Thess. 5:3). For they did not in 
fact possess peace but, as St John Chrysostom explains, only talked about it, thinking in their great insensitivity that 
they did possess it. Such people, as James the brother of the Lord points out, have forgotten about their sins (cf. Jas. 
1:24), and most of them in their pride deceive themselves, as St John Klimakos says, into thinking that they are 
dispassionate. 

Indeed, I myself am terrified of those three giants of the devil about whom St Mark the Ascetic has written: 
laziness, forgetfulness and ignorance. For I am always dominated by them, and I am afraid that in my unawareness 
of my own limitations I will stray from the straight path, as St Isaac puts it. It is for this reason that I have compiled 
this present collection. The person who hates being rebuked is obviously subject to the passion of pride, St John 
Klimakos says; but the person who puts behind him the fault for which he was rebuked is loosed from his bonds. As 
Solomon says, ‘When a fool enquires about wisdom, he is regarded as wise’ (cf. Prov. 17:28. LXX).  
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I have given the names of books and saints at the beginning, so as not to overburden my work by specifying to. 

whom each saying belongs. Indeed, the holy fathers often copied out the words of the divine Scriptures just as they 
are, as St Gregory the Theologian did with those of Solomon; and Symeon Metaphrastis the Logothete said with 



reference to St John Chrysostom that it would be wrong not to use the saint’s words and to substitute his own. And 
yet he could have done so; for all the fathers were inspired by the same Holy Spirit. Sometimes they do cite their 
authors, adorning their works with their names, and in their humility preferring the words of the Scriptures to their 
own; at other times, because of the great number of citations, they quote anonymously, so as not to overload their 
texts. 
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It is good to be reminded of certain things frequently, and so I will begin by quoting for the most part from the 

writings of others. For what I say is not my own invention but conies from the words and discernment of the divine 
Scriptures and the holy fathers. 

St John of Damaskos affirms that the bodily virtues-or, rather, tools of virtue - are essential, for without them the 
virtues of the soul cannot be acquired.’ But one must pursue them in humility and with spiritual knowledge. If they 
are not pursued in this way, but only for themselves, then they serve no purpose, just as plants are useless if they do 
not bear any fruit. Moreover, no one can fully master any art without long application and the excision of his own 
desires. Hence, after ascetic practice we need spiritual knowledge, total devotion to God in all things, and careful 
study of the divine Scriptures; for without these things no one can ever acquire virtue. The person enabled by grace 
to devote himself utterly and always to God has achieved the highest good; he who has not reached this point should 
take care not to grow negligent in any way. Blessed are they who are completely devoted to God, either through 
obedience to someone  
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experienced in the practice of the virtues and living an ordered life in stillness, or eke through themselves living in 



stillness and total detachment, scrupulously obedient to God’s will, and seeking the advice of experienced men in 
everything they say or think. Blessed above all are those who seek to attain dispassion and spiritual knowledge 
unlaboriously through their total devotion to God: as God Himself has said through His prophet, ‘Devote yourselves 
to stillness and know that lam God’(Ps. 46:10). 

Those who live in the world - or rather who live after the fashion of the world, for this includes many so-called 
monks - should try to attain a measure of devotion, as did the righteous men of old, so as to examine their unhappy 
soul before their death and to amend or humble them, and not to bring them to utter destruction through their total 
ignorance and their conscious or unconscious sins. David, indeed, was a king; but every night he watered his bed 
with tears because of his sense of the divine presence (cf. Ps. 6:6). And Job says: ‘The hair of my flesh stood up’ 
(Job 4:15). Let us then, like those living in the world, devote at least a small part of the day and night to God; and let 
us consider what we are going to say in our defense before our righteous Judge on the terrible day of judgment. Let 
us take trouble over this, for it is essential in view of the threat of agelong punishment; and let us not be troubled 
about how we shall live if we are poor or how we can grow rich so as to give alms, thus stupidly devoting all our 
attention to worldly matters. We have to work, St John Chrysostom says; but we need not concern or trouble 
ourselves about many things, as our Lord told Martha (cf. Luke 10 : 4i). For concern with this life prevents that 
concern with one’s own soul and its state which is the purpose of the man who devotes himself to God and is 
attentive to himself. It is said in the Law, ‘Be attentive to yourself’ (Deut. 15:9. LXX). St Basil the Great has written 
about this text with marvelous wisdom.’  
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As St John of Damaskos says, without attentiveness and watchfulness of the intellect we cannot be saved and 

rescued from the devil, who walks about ‘like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour’ (1 Pet. 5:8). For this 
reason the Lord often said to His disciples, ‘Watch and pray; for you do not know at what hour your Lord is coming’ 
(Matt. 26:41, 24:42). Through them He was giving a warning to us all about the remembrance of death, so that we 
should be prepared to offer a defense, grounded in works and attentiveness, that will be acceptable to God. For the 
demons, as St Hilarion has said, are immaterial and sleepless, concerned only to fight against us and to destroy our 
souls through word, act and thought. We lack a similar persistence, and concern ourselves now with our comfort and 
with ephemeral opinion, now with worldly matters, now with a thousand and one other things. We are not in the 
least interested in examining our life, so that our intellect may develop the habit of so doing and may give attention 
to itself unremittingly.  

.As Solomon says, ‘We walk among many snares’ (Ecclus. 9:13); and St John Chrysostom has written about 
them, explaining what they are with great precision and wisdom. The Lord Himself, wishing to purge us of all 
worldly care, exhorts us not to bother about what we eat or wear, but to have only a single concern: how to be saved 
‘as a roe from the snare and as a bird from the net’ (Prov. 6:5. LXX), in this way gaining the quick-sightedness of 
the roe and the soaring flight of the bird. It is truly remarkable that these things are said by King Solomon; and his 
father, too, said the same. Both of them lived, in virtue and wisdom with great attentiveness and many ascetic 
struggles. Yet, after being granted so many gifts of grace and even the manifestation of God, they were overcome, 
alas, by sin: the first lamented both murder and adultery, while the second committed many terrible acts (cf. 2 Sam. 
chs. 11-12; 1 Kgs. ch. 11). As St John Klimakos and Philimon the Ascetic put it, does this not fill anyone of 



understanding with fear and  
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terror? In our weakness, how can we not shudder and try to escape from the distractions of this life, we who are 

nothing and who are as insensate as brutes? Wretched as I am, would that I had been true to my nature, as animals 
are; for the dog is better than I. 
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Obedience and Stillness 
If we want to perceive our lethal condition, we must abandon our own desires and all the preoccupations of this 

life. Through this flight from everything, let us assiduously devote ourselves to God with a devotion that is truly 
blessed and divine. Let each of us seek his own soul through studying the divine Scriptures, either in perfect 
obedience of soul and body or in stillness following the angelic way. This is especially important for those who are 
as yet subject to the passions and cannot control their own desires, whether great or small.  

‘Sit in your own cell, it has been said, ‘and your cell will teach you all things.’ Or as St Basil puts it, ‘Stillness 
initiates the soul’s purification’. It is also true that Solomon says, ‘God has given noxious distraction to the sons of 
men, so that they may be distracted by vain things’ (cf. Eccles. 1:3). This is to prevent their mindless and 
impassioned inertia from dragging them down into what is even worse.  

What, however, are we to say about one who has by God’s grace been rescued from both these pitfalls and has 
become a monk, wearing the angelic habit of the solitary or monastic life, and thereby, as St Dionysios the 
Areopagite says, showing himself to be, in word and action, so far as this is possible, an image of the one and only 
God?  Should not such a person always devote himself to God and be attentive with his intellect in everything he 
undertakes, meditating continually on God in accordance with the state he has attained? This is what Ephrem and 
other holy fathers recommend to those setting out on the spiritual path. One man should have a psalm on his  
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lips, another a verse of a hymn; all those who haw not yet been found worthy of entering the realm of 



contemplation and spiritual knowledge, the fathers tell us, should attend with the intellect to psalms and troparia. In 
this way each will be engaged in some kind of meditation, whether working or traveling or lying down before sleep. 
As soon as each has finished his appointed rule of prayer, he should at once enclose his intellect in some form of 
meditation, lest the enemy find him unoccupied in the remembrance of God and attack him with vanities or worse. 
This counsel is given to all.  

By means of the virtues of soul and body, and after many struggles, a person is enabled to rise noetically, by 
Christ’s grace, and to engage in spiritual labor - the labor of the intellect - so that .he begins to grieve inwardly for 
his own soul. When this happens, he should guard as the apple of his eye the thought that induces pain-laden tears, 
to use the words of St John Klimakos. He should continue to do this until God in His providence, to prevent him 
growing proud, withdraws the fire and the water. The fire is the heart’s pain and its burning faith; the water is tears. 
And they are not given to all, says St Athanasios the Great, but only to those enabled by grace to see the terrible 
things that occur before and after death, and who in stillness bear them constantly in mind. As Isaiah says: ‘The ear 
of the hesychast hears strange wonders’ (cf. Job 4:12); and again: ‘Devote yourself to stillness and know’ (Ps. 
46:10).  

Stillness alone engenders knowledge of God, for it is of the greatest help even to the weakest and to those most 
subject to the passions. It enables them to live without distraction and to withdraw from human society, from the 
cares and encounters that darken the intellect. I mean not simply worldly cares but also those that appear 
insignificant and sinless. As St John Klimakos says, ‘A small hair will irritate the eye.’ And St Isaac says, ‘Do not 
think that avarice consists simply in the possession of silver or gold; it is present whenever our thought is attached to 
something.’ The lord Himself has said, ‘Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also’ (Matt. 6:21) - either in 
divine or in worldly thoughts and concerns. For this reason all should be detached and should devote themselves to 
God. If they live in  

 

[V3] 108 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book1 

A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

Obedience and Stillness  
the world, they can in this way attain at least some measure of understanding and spiritual knowledge. Or they 

may devote themselves wholly to God, making it their one concern to conform to His will; and then God, seeing 
their intention, will grant them rest through spiritual knowledge. By this means He confers on them the meditation 
that belongs to the first stage of contemplation, which enables them to acquire inexpressible contrition of soul and to 
become poor in spirit (cf. Matt. 5:3). Leading them in this way gradually through the other stages of contemplation, 
He will make it possible for them to keep the Beatitudes until they attain peace in their thoughts. This peace is the 
‘realm’ or ‘dwelling-place of God’, as Evagrios says, referring to the Psalter: ‘In peace is His dwelling-place’ (Ps. 
76 : 2. LXX). 
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The stages of contemplation are, it seems to me, eight in number. Seven pertain to this present age, while the 

eighth is the pursuit of the age to come, as St Isaac says.  

The first stage, according to St Dorotheos, is knowledge of the tribulations and trials of this life. This fills us with 
grief for all the damage done to human nature through sin.  

The second is knowledge of our own faults and of God’s bounty, as St John Klimakos, St Isaac and many other 
fathers express it.  

The third is knowledge of the terrible things that await us before and after death, as revealed in the Holy 
Scriptures.  

The fourth is deep understanding of the life led by our Lord Jesus Christ in this world, and of the words and 
actions of His disciples and the other saints, the martyrs and the holy fathers.  

The fifth is knowledge of the nature and flux of things, as St Gregory and St John of Damaskos put it.  
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The sixth is contemplation of created beings, that is to say, knowledge and understanding of God’s visible 

creation.  

The seventh is understanding of God’s spiritual creation.  

The eighth is knowledge -concerning God, or what we call ‘theology’.  

These are the eight stages of contemplation. The first three are suitable for one still engaged in ascetic practice, so 
that with many bitter tears he may purify his soul from all the passions and may be allowed through God’s grace to 
proceed to the remaining stages.  

The last five stages pertain to the contemplative or gnostic. Through them he maintains a careful watch over the 
activities of both body and soul, and performs them rightly. As a result he is enabled to grasp these later stages 
clearly with his intellect.  

Thus the man engaged in ascetic practice begins to enter the path of spiritual knowledge by way of the first three 
stages; and by concentrating on his task and by meditating on the thoughts produced within him, he progresses in 
them until they are established in him. In this way the next stage of knowledge enters automatically into his intellect. 



The same happens with all the remaining stages.  

To make things quite clear, I will speak, despite my incompetence, about each stage of contemplation, and about 
what is understood and said at each stage. In this way we can discover how we ought to act when grace begins to 
open the eyes of our soul and we come with astonishment to understand thoughts and words that instill in us fear of 
God or, in other words, contrition of soul 
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The first stage of contemplation is that which leads the seeker to all the later stages. The person who is called to 

this first, stage should act as follows. He should seat himself facing the east, as once did Adam, and meditate in this 
way:  

‘Adam then sat and wept because of his joss of the delights of paradise, beating his eyes with his fists and saying: 
“0 Merciful One, have mercy on me, for I have fallen.”  
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‘Seeing the angel driving him out and closing the door to the divine garden, Adam groaned aloud and said: “0 
Merciful One, have mercy on me, for I have fallen.”  

After that, reflecting on what then took place, he should begin to lament in this way, grieving with all his soul and 
shaking his head and saying with great sorrow of heart:  

Woe is me, a sinner! What has happened to me? Alas, what was I and what have I become! What have I lost, what 
found? Instead of paradise, this perishable world. Instead of God, and life in the company of the angels, the devil 
and the demons of impurity. In the place of rest, hard labor; in the place of gladness and joy, the sorrows and 
tribulations of this world; instead of peace and endless felicity, fear and tears of sorrow. In the place of virtue and 
justice, injustice and sin. Instead of goodness and dispassion, evil and passion; instead of wisdom and intimacy with 
God, ignorance and exile; instead of detachment and freedom, a life full of worries and the worst kind of slavery. 
Woe, woe is me! How, created a king, have I become in my folly a slave of passion? How can I have embraced 
death instead of life through my disobedience? Alas! What has happened to me, pitiful that I am, because of my 
thoughtlessness? What shall I .do? War and confusion beset me, illness and temptation, danger and shipwreck, fear 
and sorrow, passion and sin, bitterness and distress. What shall I do? Where shall I flee? ‘All doors are closed to 



me’, as Susanna said (Sus. 1:22).  

I do not know what to ask for. If I ask for life, I fear the trials of life, its ups and downs, its conflicts. I see how 
Satan, the angel who once rose as the morning star (cf. Isa. 14:12), has now become the devil, as we call him. I see 
how the first-created man was sent into exile (cf. Gen. 3:23); how Cain became his brother’s murderer (cf. Gen. 
4:8); how Canaan was cursed (cf. Gen. 9:25); I see the citizens of Sodom burned by fire (cf. Gen. 19:24-25); Esau 
banished (cf. Gen. 25:33); I see the Israelites subjected to God’s wrath (cf. Num. 14:34); I see Gehazi and Judas, the 
apostle, cast out because they were sick with avarice (cf. 2 Kgs. 5:26-27; Matt. 26:15,24); I see David, the great 
prophet and king, lamenting his double sin (cf. Ps. 51); I see Solomon, for all his wisdom, fallen (cf. 1 Kgs. 11:9-
11);  
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I see how one of the seven deacons and one of the forty martyrs lapsed, as St Basil the Great says; Gleefully the 
prince of evil entrapped the mean-spirited Judas, one of the twelve; he snatched man from Eden, and ensnared one 
of the forty martyrs. Grieving for him the same Basil the Great says, ‘Foolish and worthy of our tears is he, for he 
went astray in both lives: in this life he was destroyed by fire and in the next went to eternal fire. And I see many 
others, numberless, who fell; not only unbelievers, but also many of the fathers, in spite of all their labors.  

Yet who am I, who am worse and more obdurate and weaker than them all? What shall I call myself? For 
Abraham says that he is ‘but dust and ashes’ (Gen. 18:27); David calls himself ‘a dead dog’ (2 Sam. 9:8) and ‘a flea’ 
(1 Sam. 24:14) in Israel; Solomon calls himself ‘a little child, not knowing left from right’ (cf. 1 Kgs. 3:7); the three 
holy children say, ‘We have become a shame and a reproach’ (Song of the Three Children, verse 10); Isaiah the 
prophet says, ‘Woe is me, for I am undone, because I am a man of unclean lips’ (Isa. 6:5); the prophet Habakkuk 
says, ‘I am a child’ (Jer. 1:6); St Paul calls himself the chief of sinners (cf. 1 Tim. 1:15); and all the rest said that 
they were nothing. What then should I do? Where shall I hide myself from my many crimes? What will become of 
me, who am nothing, worse than nothing? For that which is nothing has not sinned, nor has it received God’s 
blessings as I have. Alas, how shall I pass the rest of my life? And how shall I escape the snares of the devil? For the 
demons are sleepless and immaterial, death is at hand, and I am weak. Lord, help me; do not let Thy creature perish, 
for Thou carest for me in my misery. ‘Make known to me, Lord, which way I should go; for I lift up my soul to 
Thee’ (Ps. 143:8). ‘Forsake me not, 0 Lord my God, be not far from me; make haste to help me, 0 Lord of my 
salvation’(Ps. 38:21-22).  

By such words the soul is made contrite, if it has at least some sensibility. By persisting in this way, and growing 
accustomed to the fear of God, the intellect begins to understand and meditate on the second stage of contemplation.  
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Woe is me, unhappy that I am! What shall 1 do? I have sinned greatly; many blessings are bestowed on me; I am 

very weak. Many are the temptations: sloth overwhelms me, forgetfulness benights me and will not let me see 
myself and my many crimes. Ignorance is evil; conscious transgression is worse; virtue is difficult to achieve; the 
passions are many; the demons are crafty and subtle; sin is easy; death is near; the reckoning is bitter. Alas, what 
shall I do? Where shall I flee from myself? For I am the cause of my own destruction. I have been honored with free 
will and no one can force me. I have sinned, I sin constantly, and am indifferent to any good thing, though no one 
constrains me. Whom can I blame? God, who is good and full of compassion, who always longs for us to turn to 
Him and repent? The angels, who love and protect me? Men, who also desire my progress? The demons? They 
cannot constrain anyone unless, because of negligence or despair, he chooses to destroy himself. Who is then to 
blame? Surely it is myself?  

I begin to see that my soul is being destroyed, and yet I make no effort ‘to embark on a godly life. Why, 0 my 
soul, are you so indifferent about yourself? Why, when you sin, are you not as ashamed before God and His angels 
as you are before men? Alas, alas, for I do not feel the shame before my Creator and Master that I feel before a man. 
Before a man I cannot sin, but do all I can to appear to be acting righteously; yet standing before God I think evil 
thoughts and often am not ashamed to speak of them. What madness! Though I sin, I have no fear of God who 
watches me, and yet I cannot tell to a single man what I have done so as to give him a chance to correct me. Alas, 
for I know the punishment and yet am unwilling to repent. I love the heavenly kingdom, and yet do not acquire 
virtue. I believe in God and constantly disobey His commandments. I hate the devil, and yet do not stop doing what 
he wants. If I pray, I lose interest and become unfeeling. If I fast, I become proud, and damn myself all the more. If I 
keep vigil, I think I have achieved something, and so I have no profit from it. If I read, I do one of two evil things in 
my obduracy: either I read for the sake of profane learning and self-esteem, and so am farther benighted; or by 
reading, and not acting in the spirit of what I read,  
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I simply increase my guilt. If by God’s grace I happen to stop sinning in outward action, I do not stop sinning 

continually in what I say. And if God’s grace should protect me also from this, I continue to provoke His wrath by 
my evil thoughts. Alas, what can I do? Wherever I go, I find sin. Everywhere there are demons. Despair is worst of 
all. I have provoked God, I have saddened His angels, I have frequently injured and offended men.  

I would like, Lord, to erase the record of my sins by tears, and through repentance to live the rest of my life 
according to Thy will. But the enemy deceives me and battles with my soul. Lord, before I perish completely, save 



me.  

I have sinned against Thee, Savior, like the prodigal son; receive me, Father, in my repentance and have mercy on 
me, 0 God.  

I cry to Thee, 0 Christ my Savior, with the voice of the publican: be gracious to me, as to him, and have mercy 
upon me, 0 God.’  

What will happen in the last days? What is to come afterwards? How hapless I am! ‘Who will give water to my 
head and a fountain of tears to my eyes?’ (Jer. 9:1. LXX). Who can grieve for me as I deserve? I cannot do so. 
Come, mountains, cover me in my abjectness. What have I to say? 0 how many blessings has God bestowed on me, 
blessings that only He knows of, and how many terrible things in act, word and thought have I done in my 
ingratitude, always provoking my Benefactor. And the more long-suffering He is, the more I disdain Him, becoming 
harder in heart than lifeless stones. Yet I do not despair, but acknowledge Thy great compassion.  

I have no repentance, no tears. Therefore I entreat Thee, Savior, to make me turn back before I die and to grant me 
repentance, so that I may be spared punishment.  

0 Lord my God, do not abandon me, though I am nothing before Thee, though I am wholly a sinner. How shall I 
become aware of my many sins? For unless I become aware, severe is my condemnation. For me Thou hast created 
heaven and earth, the four elements and all that is formed from them, as St Gregory the Theologian says. I shall keep 
silence as to the rest, for I am unworthy to say anything  
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because of my many crimes. Who, even if he had the intellect of an angel, could grasp all the countless blessings I 

have been given? Yet because I do not change my ways I shall lose them all.  

By meditating in this way, a man gradually advances to the third stage of contemplation. 

St Peter of Damaskos 
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Again he laments: Alas, what agony the soul experiences when it is separated from the body. How many tears it 

sheds then, and there is no one to take pity on it. Turning its eyes to the angels, it entreats in vain. Stretching its 



hands towards men, it finds no one to help it.  

I weep and grieve when I think of death and see man’s beauty, created by God in His own image, lying in the 
grave, ugly, abject, its physical form destroyed. What is this mystery that has befallen us? How have we been given 
over to corruption? How have we been yoked to death? Truly it is by God’s command, as it is written. Ah, what will 
I do at the moment of my death, when the demons encircle my unhappy soul, bearing the indictment of the sins I 
have committed, consciously or unconsciously, in word, act and thought, and demanding from me my defense? But 
alas, even without any other sin, I am already condemned-and rightly so-for not having kept the commandments-
Tell me, my wretched soul, where are your baptismal promises? What has happened to your covenant with Christ 
and your renunciation of Satan? Where is your keeping of God’s commandments, your imitation of Christ through 
the virtues of body and soul? Because of this you were called a Christian. What has happened to your profession of 
the monastic habit? Should you blame bodily weakness, where is the faith that casts all care upon the Lord, the faith 
by which, even had it been no bigger than a mustard seed, you would have been able to move mountains (cf. Matt. 
17:20)? Where is the complete repentance that repels every evil word or action?  
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Where is the contrition of soul and the deep inward grid? Where is the gentleness, the generosity, the heart’s 
freedom from evil thoughts, the all-embracing self-control that restrains each member of the body and every thought 
and desire that is not indispensable for the soul’s salvation or for bodily life? Where is the patience that endures so 
many tribulations for the sake of the kingdom of heaven? Where is the gratitude in all things? The ceaseless prayer? 
The recollection of death? The tears of distress for my failure to love? Where is the moral judgment attuned to God, 
that keeps the soul from the snares of our enemies? Where is the self-restraint that prevents anything contrary to the 
will of God from being done or deliberately thought? Where is the courage that endures terrible sufferings and that 
advances full of hope against the adversary? Where is the justice that gives to each thing its due, the humility that 
knows its own weakness and ignorance, and the godlike compassion that would have saved me from all the wiles of 
the demons? Where is dispassion and perfect love, the peace that excels all intellect (cf. Phil. 4:7), whereby I should 
have been called a son of God (cf. Matt. 5:9)? Even without bodily strength he who wishes can possess all these 
things simply through his own resolution.  

What can I say about all this? What can I do? If in my uncertainty I lose heart for a while because I have 
completely failed to do what I should to the limits of my power, I shall fall lower than Hades, as St Athanasios the 
Great says. How wretched I am! What have I brought upon myself, not only through my sins, but rather through my 
refusal to repent! For if like the prodigal son I had repented, my loving Father would have received me back (cf. 



Luke 15:11-32). And if I had been as honest as the publican (cf. Luke 18:13), condemning myself alone and no one 
else, I too would have received forgiveness of sins from God, especially if 1 had called upon Him with all my soul 
as the publican did. As it is, I still do not regard myself in this way. Because of this, I fear that I shall dwell in Hades 
with the demons, and I live in dread of the coming judgment, with the river of fire, the thrones, and the open books 
(cf. Dan. 7:9-12), angels running ahead, all humankind standing by, everything naked and exposed (cf. Heb. 4:13) 
before the fearsome and righteous Judge.  

How shall I endure the examination, the displeasure of the awe-inspiring impartial Judge, the gathering of 
numberless angels, the retribution demanded with terrible threats, the decision that cannot  
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be altered? How shall 1 bear the ceaseless lamenting and the useless tears, the pitch darkness and the worm that 
does not sleep, the unquenchable fire and many torments? How bear exclusion from the kingdom and separation 
from the saints, the departure of the angels and the alienation from God, the soul’s enfeeblement and eternal death, 
the fear, the pain, the distress, the shame, the torture of the conscience?  

Woe is me, a sinner. What has happened to me? Why should I destroy myself so wrongly? I still have time for 
repentance. The Lord calls me: shall I procrastinate? How long, my soul, will you remain in your sins? How long 
will you put off repentance? Think of the judgment to come, cry out to Christ your God; Searcher of hearts, I have 
sinned; before Thou condemnest me, have mercy upon me! At Thy awesome coming, 0 Christ, may I not hear: ‘I 
know you not’ (Matt. 25:12). For we have placed our hope in Thee, our Savior, even though in our negligence we 
fail to keep Thy commandments. But, we pray Thee, spare our souls. Alas, Lord, for I have grieved Thee and did not 
perceive it; yet behold, through Thy grace I have begun to perceive, and so am filled with confusion. My unhappy 
soul is shaken with fear.  

Shall I be allowed to live for a short time longer, so as to weep bitter tears and cleanse my defiled body and soul? 
Or, after sorrowing for a while, shall I then stop once more, obdurate as always? What shall I do to acquire 
unceasing pain of soul? Shall I fast and keep vigil? Yet without humility I will gain nothing. Shall I read and sing 
psalms with my mouth only? For my passions have darkened my intellect and I cannot understand the meaning of 
what is said. Shall I fall prostrate before Thee, the giver of all blessings? But I have no confidence. My life is 
without hope; I have destroyed my soul. Lord, help me and receive me as the publican; for like the prodigal I have 
sinned against heaven and before Thee (cf. Luke 15:18). I have sinned like the harlot who came to Thee weeping, 
and of whom it is written: ‘Full of despair on account of life, her ways well known, she came to Thee bearing myrrh 



and crying: “0 virgin-born, do not cast me away, harlot though I am; do not spurn my tears, 0 joy of the angels; but 
receive me in my repentance, 0 Lord, and in Thy great mercy do not reject me, a sinner.” ‘For I, too, am in despair 
because of my many sins, yet I am welt known to Thine ineffable compassion and the boundless sea of Thy mercies.  
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Casting my soul’s despair into this sea, I dare to concentrate my intellect in holy remembrance of Thee; and, 
rising up, in fear and trembling I make this one request: that unworthy though I am I may be found worthy to be Thy 
servant; that by grace I may have an intellect that is free from all form, shape, color or materiality; that, as Daniel 
once bowed down before Thy angel (cf. Dan. 10:9), I may fall on hands and knees before Thee, the only God, 
Creator of all, and offer Thee first thanksgiving and then confession. In this way shall I begin to seek Thy most holy 
will, confessing Thy grace in all the blessings that Thou hast granted me, who am but dirt, dust and ashes, and 
knowing that, being wholly a creature of earth, it is only through the intellect that I am enabled to approach Thee.  

Then, conscious that Thy look is upon me, with all my soul I will cry out and say: 0 most merciful Lord, I thank 
Thee, I glorify Thee, I hymn Thee, I venerate Thee, for unworthy though I am Thou hast found me worthy in this 
hour to give thanks to Thee and to be mindful of the wonders and blessings - numberless and unfathomable, visible 
and invisible, known and unknown - that Thy grace has bestowed and still bestows on our souls and bodies. I 
confess Thy gifts; I do not hide Thy blessings; I proclaim Thy mercies; I acknowledge Thee, 0 Lord my God, with 
all my heart, and glorify Thy name for ever. ‘For great is Thy mercy towards me’ (Ps. 86:13), and inexpressible is 
Thy forbearance and long-suffering over my many sins and iniquities, over the heinous and godless things that I 
have done, and still do, and will do in the future. From these Thy grace has saved me, whether they were committed 
consciously or unconsciously, in word, in action, or in thought. Thou knowest them all, 0 Lord, Searcher of hearts, 
from my birth until my death; and, abject that I am, I dare to confess them before Thee. ‘I have sinned, I have 
transgressed, I have acted godlessly’ (cf. Dan. 9:5), ‘I have done evil in thy sight’ (Ps. 51:4), and I am not worthy to 
gaze upon the height of heaven.  

Yet, finding courage in Thy inexpressible compassion, in Thy goodness and tender mercy that excel our 
understanding, I fall before Thee and entreat Thee, Lord: ‘Have mercy upon me, 0 Lord, for I am weak’ (Ps. 6:2), 
and forgive me my many crimes. Do not allow me to sin again or to stray from Thy straight path, or to injure or 
offend anyone, but check in me every iniquity, every evil habit, every mindless impulse of soul and body, of anger 
and desire; and teach me to act according to Thy will.  
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Have mercy on my brethren and fathers, on all monks and priests everywhere, on my parents, my brothers and 
sisters, my relatives, on those who have served us and those who serve us now, on those who pray for us and who 
have asked us to pray for them, on those who hate us and those who love us, on those whom I have injured or 
offended, on those who have injured or offended me or who will do so in the future, and on all who trust in Thee. 
Forgive us every sin whether deliberate or unintentional. Protect our lives and our departure out of this world from 
impure spirits, from every temptation, from all sin and malice, from presumption and despair, from lack of faith, 
from folly, from self-inflation and cowardice, from delusion and unruliness, from the wiles and snares of the devil. 
In Thy compassion grant us what is good for our souls in this age and in the age to be. Give rest to our fathers and 
brethren who have departed this life before us, and through the prayers of them all have mercy on my unhappy self 
in my depravity. See how feeble I am in all things: rectify my conduct, direct my life and death into the paths of 
peace, fashion me into what Thou wilt and as Thou wilt, whether I want it or not. Grant only that I shall not fail to 
find myself at Thy right hand on the day of judgment, Lord Jesus Christ my God, even though I am the least of all 
Thy servants to be saved.  

Give peace to Thy world, and in ways best known to Thee have mercy on all men. Count me worthy to partake of 
Thy pure body and Thy precious blood, for the remission of sins, for communion in the Holy Spirit, as a foretaste of 
eternal life in Thee with Thine elect, through the intercessions of Thy most pure Mother, of the angels and the 
celestial powers and of all Thy saints; for Thou art blessed through all the ages. Amen.  

Most holy Lady, Mother of God, all celestial powers, holy angels and archangels, and all saints, intercede for me a 
sinner.  

God our Master, Father almighty, Lord Jesus Christ, the Only-begotten Son, and Holy Spirit, one Godhead, one 
Power, have mercy on me a sinner.  

After praying in this way you should immediately address your own thoughts and say three times: ‘0 come, let us 
worship and fall down before God our King.’ Then you should begin the psalms,  
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reciting the Trisagion after each subsection of the Psalter, and enclosing your intellect within the words you are 
saying. After the Trisagion say ‘Lord, have mercy’ forty times; and then make a prostration and say once within 
yourself, ‘I have sinned, Lord, forgive me’. On standing, you should stretch out your arms and say once, ‘God, be 
merciful to me a sinner’. After praying in this way, you should say once more, ‘0 come, let us worship...’ three 
times, and then another sub-section of the Psalter in the same way. 

When, however, God’s grace kindles a sense of deep penitence in the heart, you should allow your intellect to be 
bathed in tears of compunction, even if this means that your mouth stops reciting psalms and your mind is made 
captive to what St Isaac the Syrian calls ‘blessed captivity’. For now is the time to harvest, not to plant (cf.Eccles. 
3:2). You should therefore persist in such thoughts, so that your heart grows more full of compunction and bears 
fruit in the form of godly tears. St John Klimakos says that if a particular word moves you to compunction, you 
should linger over it. Every bodily activity - by which I mean fasting, vigils, psalmody, spiritual reading, stillness 
and so on - is directed towards the purification of the intellect; but without inward grief the intellect cannot be 
purified, and so be united to God through the pure prayer that transports it beyond all conceptual thought, and sets it 
free from all form and figure. Yet all that is good in bodily activities has good results - and the reverse is also true. 
Everything, however, demands discrimination if it is to be used for the good; without discrimination we are ignorant 
of the true nature of things.  

Many of us may be shocked when we see disagreement in what was said and done .by the holy fathers. For 
instance, the Church has received through its tradition the practice of singing many hymns and troparia; but St John 
Klimakos, in praising those who have received from God the gift of inward grief, says that such people do not sing 
hymns among themselves. Again, while speaking of those in a state of  
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pure prayer, St Isaac says that often it happens that a person so concentrates his intellect during prayer that, like 
Daniel the prophet (cf. Dan. 10:9), he falls unbidden to his knees, his hands outstretched and his eyes gazing at 
Christ’s Cross; his thoughts are changed and his limbs are made weak because of the new thoughts that arise 
spontaneously in his intellect. Many of the holy fathers write similarly about such persons, how in the rapt state of 
their intellect they not only pass beyond hymns and psalmody but, as Evagrios says, even become oblivious of the 
intellect itself. Yet, because of the feebleness of our intellect, the Church is right to commend the singing of hymns 



and troparia; for by this means those of us who lack spiritual knowledge may willy-nilly praise God through the 
sweetness of the melody, while those who possess such knowledge and so understand the words are brought to a 
state of compunction. 

Thus, as St John of Damaskos puts it, we are led as though up a  ladder to the thinking of good thoughts. The 
more habitual these thoughts become, the more the longing for God draws us on to understand and worship the 
Father ‘in Spirit and in truth’ (John 4:24), as the Lord said. St Paul also indicates this when he says: ‘I had rather 
speak five words whose meaning 1 understand than ten thousand words in a strange tongue’ (1 Cor. 14:19); and 
again: ‘I wish that men would pray everywhere, lifting up holy hands without anger and without quarrelling’ (1 Tim. 
2:8). Thus hymns and troparia are remedies for our weakness, while the experiences of rapture mark the perfection 
of the intellect. This is the solution to such questions. For ‘all things are good in their proper time’ (cf, Ecclus. 
39:34); and, as Solomon says, ‘For each thing there is a proper time’ (Eccles. 3:1). But to those ignorant of this 
proper time everything will appear discordant and untimely.  

When one has attained the level of good thoughts, one should take extreme care to keep these points in mind, lest 
out of negligence or conceit one is deprived of God’s grace, as St Isaac says. When God-given thoughts increase in a 
man’s soul and lead him toward greater humility and compunction, he should always give thanks, acknowledging 
that only by God’s grace does he know such things, and regarding himself as unworthy of them. If good thoughts  
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cease and his mind is once more darkened, losing its awe and its sense of inward grief, he should be greatly 
distressed and humble himself in word and deed; for grace has already abandoned him, so that he may realize his 
own weakness, acquire humility and try to amend his life, as St Basil the Great says. For had he not neglected that 
inward grief which is so dear to God he would not have lacked tears when he wished for them. That is why we 
should always be conscious of our own weakness and the power of God’s grace, and should neither lose hope if 
something happens to us, nor be emboldened to think that we are anything whatsoever. Rather we should always 
hope in God with humility. This applies particularly to those who in thought and action are seeking to regain (he gift 
of tears: they had once been granted this providential grace, but they failed to preserve it because of past, present or 
future negligence or self-elation, as we have explained. 

If someone has deliberately relinquished these gifts of grace - inward grief, tears and radiant thoughts - what does 
he deserve if not deep distress? For what greater folly is there than that of the man who, after starting from what is 
contrary to nature and attaining through grace a state above nature - by which I mean tears of understanding and 
love - then reverts through some trivial act or extraneous thought and his own willfulness to the ignorance of a beast, 



as a dog to its own vomit? Yet if such a man decides once more to devote himself to God, reading the divine 
Scriptures with attentiveness and the remembrance of death, and keeping his intellect, so far as he can, free from 
vain thoughts during prayer, he can regain what he has lost. And he can do this all the more readily if he is never 
angry with anyone, however greatly he suffers at the other’s hands, and if he never allows anyone to be angry with 
him, but does all he can through his actions and his words to remedy things. When this happens his intellect exults 
still more, being released from the turbulence of anger; and he learns by practice never to neglect his own soul, 
fearing lest he should be once again abandoned. And because of his fear he is kept from fatting, and is blessed 
always with tears of repentance and inward grief until he attains the tears of joy and love, whereby through Christ’s 
grace his thoughts are set at peace.  

Yet we who are still impassioned and obdurate should always meditate on words of grief, and should examine 
ourselves daily, both before our set rule of prayer, during it, and afterwards. We should do this if we are still 
struggling, despite our weakness, to devote ourselves  
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to God and to turn away from everything else, as St Isaac puts it; and we should do it even if we have so turned 
away and remain concentrated, our eyes sleepless and our minds watchful, as St John Klimakos says. Consider what 
progress you are making in these things, so that your soul may be chastened and may begin to experience the gift of 
tears, as St Dorotheos says.  

Such, then, are the first three stages of contemplation, by means of which we are enabled to go forward to the 
further stages. 
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The fourth stage of contemplation consists in the understanding of our Lord’s incarnation and His manner of life 
in this world, to the point that we practically forget even to eat, as St Basil the Great writes. This, according to St 
John Klimakos, is what happened to King David (cf. Ps. 102:4) when his mind was rapt in ecstasy at God’s 



marvels.’ As St Basil says, he was at a loss as to what to do in return: ‘What shall I give to the Lord in return for all 
His benefits towards me?’ (Ps. 116:12). For our sakes God lived among men; because of our corrupted nature the 
Logos became flesh and dwelt among us. The Source of Blessing visited the ungrateful, the Liberator the captives, 
the Sun of Righteousness those sitting in darkness. The Man of Dispassion came to the Cross, Light to Hades, Life 
to death, Resurrection to the fallen. To Him let us cry: ‘Our God, glory to Thee!’ St John of Damaskos says: 
‘Heaven was amazed, and the earth’s ends were astounded, that God should appear in bodily form to men and that 
your womb, 0 Mother of God, became capable of containing the heavens; because of this the orders of angels and of 
men magnify you.’ And again: “All who heard shuddered at the ineffable condescension of God; how the Most High 
of His own will descended even to the body, born man from a virgin womb. Because of this we the faithful magnify 
the pure Mother of our God.’ 

‘Come, all peoples, and believe. Let us climb the holy and heavenly  
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 mountain; free from materiality, let us stand in the city of the living God and behold with our intellect the 
immaterial godhead of the Father and the Spirit blazing forth in the Only-begotten Son. Thou hast enraptured me 
with longing for Thee, 0 Christ, and hast transformed me with the intensity of Thy divine love; with immaterial fire 
consume my sins and fill me with delight in Thee, so that in my joy, 0 Lord, I may praise Thy first and second 
coming. Thou art all tenderness, 0 Savior, all my desire, truly the goal of my insatiable longing; Thou art all beauty 
irresistible.’ 

If anyone through the virtues of body and soul has received knowledge of these things, and of the mysteries 
hidden in the words of the holy fathers, of the divine Scriptures, and especially of the Holy Gospels, he will never 
lose his longing or cease from shedding the tears that come to him unbidden. And we, too, who do no more than 
listen to the Scriptures, should devote ourselves to them and meditate on them so constantly that through our 
persistence a longing for God is impressed upon our hearts, as St Maximos says. For this is what the holy fathers did 
before they acquired direct spiritual knowledge. All the longing of the martyrs was directed solely toward God. They 
were united to Him through love and sang His praises, as St John of Damaskos says of the three holy children: 
‘These most blessed children, risking their lives in Babylon for their ancestral laws, disdained the foolish 
commandment of their king; cast into the flames yet not consumed, they sang a hymn worthy of the One who kept 
them safe.’ This is quite natural; for when a person truly perceives God’s marvels he is wholly beside himself and is 
oblivious of this transient life because he has understood the divine Scriptures, as St Isaac puts it.  

Such a man is not like us: for though we may for a while be slightly stirred by the Scriptures, we are again 
plunged into darkness by laziness, forgetfulness and ignorance, and become obdurate because of our passions. But 



he who has been purified of the passions through inward grief perceives the hidden mysteries in all the Scriptures 
and is astonished by them all, especially by the words and actions recorded in the Holy Gospels. He is amazed to see 
how the wisdom of God  
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renders what is difficult easy, so that gradually it deifies man. He is filled with goodness, so that he lows his 
enemies; he is merciful, as his Father is merciful (cf. Luke 6:36); he is dispassionate, as God is dispassionate; he is 
endowed with every virtue and is perfect, as the Father is perfect (cf. Matt. 5:48). In short, the Holy Bible teaches us 
that what befits God befits man as well, so that he becomes god by divine adoption. 

Who would not marvel at the teaching of the Holy Gospel? For, simply on condition that we choose rightly, God 
grants us complete rest in both this world and the next, and confers on us great honors. It is as the Lord said: ‘He 
who humbles himself will be exalted’ (Luke 18:14). St Peter bears this out when he leaves his nets and receives the 
keys of heaven (cf. Matt. 16:19); and each of the other disciples, leaving behind what little he had, received into his 
charge the whole world in this age and in the age to come. The eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and 
man’s heart has not grasped the things that God has prepared for those who love Him’ (1 Cor. 2:9). This is true not 
only of the apostles, but also of all those who up to the present time have elected to pursue the spiritual life. As one 
of the fathers says: ‘Even though they struggled in the desert they had much repose.’ He said this with reference to 
the life that is tranquil and trouble-free.  

Who has greater repose and honor, the person who devotes himself to God and acts accordingly, or the person 
involved in hustle, law courts and worldly cares? The person who always converses with God through meditation on 
the Holy Scriptures and undistracted prayer and tears, or the person who is always on the go, who devotes himself to 
fraud and lawless actions which, when they come to nothing, leave him only with his exhaustion and perhaps 
twofold death? Consider how some of us endure even painful and dishonorable death all for nothing. Indeed, some 
for purely destructive ends have inflicted the greatest injury on their own souls. I have in mind robbers, pirates, 
fornicators, instigators of quarrels - all of them people who refused salvation and the repose, honor and rewards that 
go with it. How blind we are! We endure death for the sake of destruction, but do not love life for the sake of 
salvation. And if we prefer death to the kingdom of heaven, in what do we differ from the thief or grave-robber or 
soldier? These, simply for the sake of food, have often endured the death that is to come as well as death in this 
present life.  
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We must make Christ our primary goal; for on those who choose Him He confers the kingdom of heaven. This 
means that in this present life we must rise spiritually above all things, subjecting them all to Him. We must rule not 
only: over external things but also over the body, through our non-attachment to it, and over death, through the 
courage of our faith; then in the life to come we shall reign in our bodies eternally with Christ through the grace of 
the general resurrection. Death comes both to the righteous and to the sinner, but there is a great difference. As 
mortals both die, and there is nothing extraordinary in that But the one dies without reward and possibly condemned; 
the other is blessed in this world and in the next.  

What is the point of amassing riches? Despite his unwillingness, the seeming possessor will have to surrender 
them, not just at the moment of his death, but often before this, with much shame, tribulation and pain. Wealth 
breeds innumerable trials - fear, anxiety, constant worry and troubles sought and unsought - and yet many have 
endured even death for its sake. But God’s holy commandment saves every man from all this and gives him 
complete freedom from anxiety and fear; often, indeed, it confers inexpressible delight on those who deliberately 
choose to rid themselves of possessions. For what brings more delight than to achieve dispassion, and no longer to 
be under the sway of anger or the desire for worldly things? Regarding as nothing the things that most people value 
and rising above them, we live as in paradise, or rather as in heaven, set free from all constraints through our 
untroubled devotion to God.  

Because a person in such a state, joyfully accepts all that happens to him, all things bring him repose; because he 
loves everyone, everyone loves him; because he is detached from all things, he rises above them all. Moreover, he 
has no wish for the things that other people fight about and which cause them distress when they fail to acquire 
them, even though they would only be condemned if they did acquire them. This detachment frees an acquisitive 
person from ail sufferings in this present life and in the life to come. Because he does not want anything that he does 
not possess, he is above and beyond all comfort and wealth; while to desire what one lacks is the greatest torment a 
man can suffer prior to age long torment. A person in this condition is a slave, even though he may appear to be a 
rich man or a king. The commandments of the Lord are not burdensome (cf. 1 John 5:3).  
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Yet, abject as we are, we do not carry them out with any eagerness unless we are rewarded for it. 

He who can partially understand the grace of the Holy Gospel and the things that are in it-that is to say, the actions 
and teachings of the Lord, His commandments and His doctrines. His threats and His promises-knows what 
inexhaustible treasure he has found, even if he cannot speak about such things as he should, since what is heavenly 
is inexpressible. For Christ is hidden in the Gospel, and he who wishes to find Him must first sell all that he has and 
buy the Gospel (cf. Matt. 13:44). It is not enough merely to find Christ through one’s reading, but one should also 
receive Him in oneself by imitating His way of life in the world. For he who seeks Christ, says St Maximos, should 
seek him not outside but inside himself.’ Like Christ he should become sinless in body and soul, in so far as a 
human being can do this; and he should guard the testimony of his conscience (cf. 2 Cor. 1:12) with all his strength. 
In this way, even though in the eyes of the world he is poor and of no consequence, he will rule as a king over his 
will at all times, rising above it and rejecting it. For what is the use of appearing to be a king if you are a slave to 
anger and desire in this world, while in the next you will receive agelong punishment because you would not keep 
the commandments?  

How witless we are when, for the sake of things that are paltry and transient, we do not aspire to receive great and 
eternal blessings. We reject what is good and pursue the opposite. What can be simpler than giving a glass of cold 
water or a piece of bread, or than refraining from one’s own desires and petty thoughts? Yet through such things the 
kingdom of heaven is offered to us, by the grace of Him who Said: ‘Behold, the kingdom of heaven is within you’ 
(Luke 17:21). For, as St John of Damaskos says, the kingdom of heaven is not far away, not outside us, but within 
us. Simply choose to overcome the passions, and you will possess it within you because you live in accordance with 
God’s will. But if you do not choose to do this, you will end up with nothing. For the kingdom of God, say the 
fathers, is to live in conformity to God; and this is also the meaning of Christ’s first and second coming.  

We spoke of the second coming when dealing with inward grief. As for the first coming, he who through grace 
and with full  
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consciousness of soul grasps the significance of the incarnation  should in his astonishment exclaim: Great art 
Thou, 0 Lord, and marvelous are Thy works; and no word suffices to hymn Thy wonders. Behold, dear Lord, I Thy 
servant stand before Thee, speechless, motionless, awaiting the light of spiritual knowledge that comes from Thee. 
For Thou hast said, Lord, ‘Without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). Teach me, therefore, about Thyself. For 
this reason I have dared, like the sister of Thy friend Lazarus (cf. Luke 10:39), to sit at Thy most pure feet, so that I 



too may hear through my intellect, if not about Thy incomprehensible divinity, then at least about the manner of Thy 
incarnate life in the world. In this way I shall gain some slight awareness of the meaning of what in Thy grace Thou 
hast said in the Holy Gospel; and of how Thou hast dwelt among us, ‘gentle and humble in heart’ (Matt. 11:29), as 
Thou Thyself hast said, so that we might learn from Thee to be the same. Thou hast lived in poverty, though Thou 
art rich in mercy; by Thy own free choice Thou hast endured toil and thirst, though Thou hast offered to the 
Samaritan woman living water (cf. John 4:10), and hast said: ‘If any man thirst, let him come to Me and drink’ (John 
7:37). For Thou art the source of healing, and who can hymn Thy manner of life in this world?  

I am earth, ashes, dust, a transgressor, a suicide, who have sinned many times against Thee and continue to do so; 
yet Thou hast enabled me to grasp something of Thy actions and words; and I dare to ask Thee about them, hoping 
to see Thee by faith, although Thou art invisible to the whole of creation. Forgive me my boldness. For Thou 
knowest, 0 Lord, Searcher of hearts, that 1 do not ask out of idle curiosity, but seek to learn, I believe that if I am 
found worthy of Thy spiritual knowledge, then in Thy compassion Thou wilt grant to me, as Thou dost to all who 
long for Thee, the strength to imitate Thy life in the flesh; for it is by virtue of Thy incarnation that I by grace am 
called a Christian. Although, unlike Thy disciples, none of us is capable of enduring death for the sake of his 
enemies, or of acquiring the poverty and virtue which Thou and they possessed,, yet each of us does what he can 
according to the strength of his resolve. For even if we were to die for Thy sake daily, still we could not repay Thee 
what we owe. For Thou, 0 Lord, being perfect God and perfect man, hast lived in this world without sin and endured 
all things on our behalf;  
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while we, even if we do endure something, suffer on our own account and for our own sins. Who’ is not amazed 
when he thinks of Thy inexpressible self-abasement? For being God, inscrutable, all-powerful and ruling all things, 
enthroned above the cherubim - who are figures of wisdom in its multiplicity - on account of us, who have provoked 
Thy anger from the beginning, Thou hast humbled Thyself, accepting to be born and brought up among us. Thou 
hast endured persecution, stoning, mocking, insults, cuffs and blows, ridicule and spitting, then the Cross and the 
nails, the sponge and reed, vinegar and gall, and all the rest that I am unworthy to hear about. Then a spear pierced 
Thy most pure side, and from this wound Thou hast poured forth for us eternal life: Thy precious blood and water. 

I hymn Thy birth and her who gave Thee birth: she whom Thou didst preserve a virgin after she gave birth as she 
was before she gave birth. I worship Thee in the cave, swaddled in the manger. I glorify Thee, who hast gone down 
into Egypt with Thy virginal and most pure Mother; who hast lived in Nazareth in obedience to Thy mortal parents, 
Thy putative father and Thy true mother. I hymn Thee, baptized in Jordan by John the Forerunner-Thee, Lord, and 
Thy Father who bore witness to Thee, and Thy Holy Spirit who manifested Thee. I hymn Thy baptism and Thy 



baptizer John, Thy prophet and Thy servant. I glorify Thee who didst fast for us, who hast voluntarily accepted 
temptation and triumphed over the enemy in the body which Thou didst take from us, giving us victory over him in 
Thy inexpressible wisdom. I glorify Thee as Thou hast lived together with Thy disciples, cleansed lepers, made 
cripples stand erect, given light to the blind, speech and hearing to the dumb and the deaf; as Thou hast blessed the 
loaves and walked upon the sea as upon dry land, taught the crowds about the practice of the virtues and about 
contemplation, proclaimed the Father and the Holy Spirit, foretold the threats and promises to come, and spoken of 
all that brings us to salvation. I praise Thee who hast already vanquished the enemy; who dost pull up the passions 
by their roots with Thy wise teaching; who dost make fools wise and dost overthrow crafty idiots by thy boundless 
wisdom; who dost raise the dead with Thy inexpressible might and dost cast out demons with Thy authority as God 
of all. And not only dost Thou do these things in Thy own person, but Thou givest Thy servants the power to do 
even greater things (cf. John 14:12), so that we may be still more astonished, as  
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Thou Thyself hast said. Great is Thy Name, for through Thee Thy saints perform all their miracles. 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son and Logos of God, the most tender name of our salvation, great is Thy glory, great are Thy 
works, marvelous are Thy words, ‘sweeter also than honey and the honeycomb’ (Ps. 19:10). Glory to Thee, 0 Lord, 
glory to Thee. Who can glorify and hymn Thy coming in the flesh, Thy goodness, power, wisdom, Thy life in this 
world and Thy teaching? And how is it that Thy holy commandments teach us the life of virtue so naturally and so 
easily? As Thou didst say. Lord: ‘Forgive, and you will be forgiven’ (cf. Matt. 6:14); and again: ‘Seek and you will 
find, knock and it will be opened to you’ (Matt. 7:7); and: ‘Whatever you would that men should do to you, do also 
to them’ (Matt. 7:12). Who, having understood Thy commandments and other, sayings, will not be astonished when 
he perceives Thy boundless wisdom? For Thou art the wisdom of God, the life of all, the joy of angels, the ineffable 
light, the resurrection of the dead, the good shepherd ‘who gives His life for the sheep’ (John 10:11). I hymn Thy 
transfiguration, crucifixion, burial, resurrection, ascension, Thy enthronement at the right hand of God the Father, 
the descent of the Holy Spirit and Thy future advent, when Thou wilt come with power and great, incomprehensible 
glory.  

I grow weak, my Lord, before Thy wonders and, at a loss, I long to take refuge in silence. Yet I do not know what 
to do. For if I keep silence, amazement overwhelms me; but if I dare to say something, I am struck dumb and rapt 
away. I regard myself as unworthy of heaven and earth, and as deserving every punishment, not simply because of 
the sins 1 have committed, but much more because of the blessings I have received without my showing any 
gratitude, contemptible as I am. For Thou, Lord, who dost transcend all goodness, hast filled my soul with every 
blessing. I dimly perceive Thy works and my mind is amazed. Merely to look on what is Thine reduces me to 



nothing. Yet the knowledge is not mine, nor the endeavor, for it is Thy grace. Therefore I will lay my hand on my 
mouth, as Job once did (cf. Job 40:4), and will take refuge in Thy saints, for I am bewildered.  

Blessed Queen of the universe, you know that we sinners’ have no intimacy with the God whom you have borne. 
But, putting our trust in you, through your mediation we your servants prostrate ourselves  
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before the Lord: for you can freely approach Him since He is your son and our God. Thus I, too, unworthy 
believer that I am, entreat you, holy Queen, that I may be allowed to perceive the gifts of grace bestowed on you and 
on the other saints, and to understand how you display so many virtues. Simply your giving birth to the Son of God 
shows that you excel all other beings. For He who, as creator of all, knows all things before they come into 
existence, found your womb worthy of His indwelling. No one can question you about your mysteries, for they 
transcend nature, thought and intellect. Rightly do we, who have been saved through you, pure Virgin, confess that 
you are the Mother of God, extolling you with the angelic choirs.’ For God, whom men cannot see, on whom the 
ranks of angels do not dare to look, has through you become visible to men as the Logos made flesh. Glorifying Him 
with the heavenly hosts we proclaim you blessed. And what shall we call you, who are full of grace? Heaven, for 
you have made the Sun of Righteousness shine forth? Paradise, for you have put forth the flower of immortality? 
Virgin, for you have remained inviolate? Pure mother, for you have held in your holy embrace the God of all? 

Mother of God, you are the true vine, for you have borne the fruit of life. We entreat you, intercede in your glory 
with the apostles and all the saints, that God may have mercy on our souls. For with the true faith we confess that 
you are the Mother of God and we bless you, the ever-blessed. All generations proclaim you blessed as the only 
Mother of God, more honored than the cherubim and incomparably more glorious than the seraphim. 

Unable to grasp the mysteries of the Mother of God, I marvel at the lives of the other saints, and ask; How did you 
dwell. Baptist and Forerunner of the Lord, in the desert? What shall we call you, 0 prophet: angel, apostle, martyr? 
Angel, because you lived as though bodiless; apostle, because you caught the nations in your net; martyr, because 
you were beheaded for Christ’s sake. Pray to Him or the salvation of our souls. ‘The memory of the just is praised’, 
Solomon says (cf. Prov. 10:7. LXX); but the Lord’s testimony  
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suffices you, Forerunner: truly you were proclaimed greater in honor than the prophets, for you were found 
worthy to baptize Him whom they prophesied.  

Holy apostles and disciples of the Savior, eyewitnesses of His mysteries, you have proclaimed Him whom none 
can contemplate and who has no origin, saying, ‘In the beginning was the Logos’ (John 1:1). You were not created 
before the angels, nor did you learn this from men, but from the wisdom that is from above. We beseech you, then, 
since you have communion with God, intercede for our souls. I marvel at your love of God. It is as the ancient 
troparia say: ‘Lord, because the apostles truly longed for Thee on earth, they considered all things to be dung, so that 
they might gain Thee alone (cf. Phil. 3:8). For Thee they gave their bodies over to torture and, glorified because of 
this, they intercede for our souls.’ How is it that, being men, as we are, and wearing flesh of clay, you displayed 
such virtues, so that you even endured death for the sake of those who slew you? How, few though you were, did 
you conquer the whole world? How, though simple and unlettered, did you overcome kings and rulers? How, though 
unarmed, naked and poor, enclosed in weak flesh, did you defeat the invisible demons? And what was the great 
strength, or rather faith, which enabled you to receive the power of the Holy Spirit-you and the holy martyrs who 
fought the good fight and received their crowns? Apostles, martyrs, prophets, hierarchs, holy men, we beseech you 
to intercede with Christ so that in His goodness He will save our souls. 

Who is not astounded when he sees, 0 holy martyrs, the good fight that you fought? Being in the body you 
conquered the bodiless enemy, confessing Christ and armed with the Cross. In this way justly you were revealed to 
be expellers of demons and enemies of barbaric powers. Intercede unceasingly for the salvation of our souls. For, 
like the three children in the fiery furnace, you did not endure your trials in the hope of a reward, but out of love for 
God, as you yourselves have declared: ‘For even if He does not deliver us, yet we will not for that reason deny Him 
as one who does not save’ (cf. Dan. 3:17-18). I marvel at your extreme humility, holy children, for even though you  
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were surrounded by flames, you declared that you did not know how to give thanks to God. There is at this time no 
prince, prophet, leader or burnt offering’, you said,’... but because we come with a contrite heart and humble spirit, 
accept us’ (Song of the Three Children, verses 15-16). I marvel at the power of God that has filled you, and that also 
filled Elijah the prophet; as St John of Damaskos has said: ‘Out of the Same hast Thou made dew fall upon Thy 



saints (cf. Song of the Three Children, verse 27), and hast burnt up with water the sacrifice of the Righteous One (cf. 
1 Kgs. 18:58). For Thou doest all things, 0 Christ, simply by Thy will alone.’ Yet which shall I contemplate first? 
The testimonies found in the Gospel, or the Acts of the Apostles? The contests of the martyrs, or the struggles of the 
holy fathers, or of the saints ancient and recent, both men and women? Their lives and sayings, or their power of 
interpretation and discernment? I am at a loss and stand amazed. 

But I pray Thee, compassionate Lord, do not allow me to be condemned because of the unworthy and ungrateful 
manner in which I contemplate the great mysteries that Thou hast revealed to Thy saints and through them to me, a 
sinner and Thy unworthy servant. For see, Lord, Thy servant stands before Thee, idle in everything, speechless, as 
one who is dead; and I do not dare to say anything more or presumptuously to contemplate further. But as always 1 
fall down before Thee, crying from the depths of my soul and saying, ‘Master, rich in mercy, Lord Jesus Christ...’ 
and the rest of the prayer. (Here you should meditate on the second prayer and the psalms, watching over the 
conduct of your soul and body, so that you develop a disposition receptive to divine thoughts. Then you will be able 
with full consciousness to understand all the mysteries and miracles hidden within the Holy Scriptures. Astounded in 
this way at God’s gifts, you will come to love Him alone and to suffer for His sake with joy, as all the saints have 
done. For the Holy Scriptures are full of astonishing things, as Solomon says.)  

Along with the other marvels, I wonder at God’s power as it was manifest in the manna. For the manna did not 
preserve the same form until the following day, but dissolved and was found to be full of  
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worms (cf. Exod. 16:20). This was to prevent those who lacked faith from concerning themselves about the next 
day. But in the pitcher that was in the tabernacle it remained unchanged (cf. Exod. 16:32-34). Again, when cooked 
with fire the manna was not burnt; yet it dissolved at the faintest ray of sunlight, so that the greedy should not collect 
more than they needed to keep alive. How marvelously God works everywhere for the salvation of men, as the Lord 
says with regard to divine providence: ‘My Father goes on working and I work too’ (John 5:17). He who reverently 
meditates on this is outwardly taught by the Holy Scriptures, and inwardly by divine providence. He begins to see 
things as they are in their true nature, as St Gregory of Nyssa and St John of Damaskos say. He is no longer 
deceived by the exterior attractiveness of the things of this world, such as physical beauty, wealth, transient glory 
and so on; nor is he seduced by the shadows they cast, as are those still subject to the passions. 
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Through the fifth stage of contemplation, that called ‘counsel’ by the prophet (cf. Isa. 11:2), one comes to 
understand, as the final Beatitude indicates, the changeable nature of visible created things: how they derive from 
the earth and return again to the earth, thus confirming the words of Ecclesiastes: ‘Vanity of vanities; all, is vanity’ 
(Eccles. 1:2). St John of Damaskos says the same thing: ‘All human affairs, all that does not exist after death, are 
vanity. Riches vanish, glory leaves us. When death comes, all such things disappear.’ And again, Truly all things are 
vanity; life is but a shadow and a dream, and every man bom of the earth troubles himself in vain, as the Scriptures 
say (cf. Ps. 39:6. LXX). By the time we have gained the whole world we shall be in the grave, where king and 
pauper are one.  
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When a person has acquired the habit of detachment, then he is granted access to the sixth stage of contemplation, 
that known as ‘strength’ (cf. Isa. 11:2). At this stage one begins to look without passion on the beauty of created 
things.  

There are three categories of thought: human, demonic, and angelic. Human thought consists in the abstract 
conception, arising in the heart, of some created thing, such as a man, or gold, or some other sensible object. 
Demonic thought consists in a conceptual image compounded with passion. One thinks, for example, of a human 
being, but this thought is accompanied by mindless affection, that is to say, by the desire for a relationship not 
blessed by God but involving unchastity; or else it is accompanied by unreasoning hatred, that is to say, by rancor or 
spite. Again, one thinks of gold avariciously or with the intention of stealing or seizing it; or else one is roused to 
hatred and blasphemy against God’s works, thus causing one’s own perdition. For if we do not love things as they 
should be loved, but love them more than we love God, then we are no different from idolaters, as St Maximos says. 
But if, on the other hand, we hate and despise things, failing to perceive that they were created ‘wholly good and 
beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31), we provoke the anger of God.  

Angelic thought, finally, consists in the dispassionate contemplation of things, which is spiritual knowledge 
proper. It is the mid-point between two precipices, protecting the intellect and enabling it to distinguish between its 
true goal and the six diabolic pitfalls that threaten it. These pitfalls lie above and below, to the right and left, and on 
the near side and on the far side of the intellect’s true goal. Thus spiritual knowledge proper stands as though at the 
centre, surrounded by these pitfalls. It is the knowledge taught by those earthly angels who have made themselves 



dead to the world, so that their intellect has grown dispassionate arid hence sees things as it  

 

[V3] 135 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

The Sixth Stage of Contemplation  

should. In this way, the intellect does not go above its true goal out of pride or self-esteem, thinking it understands 
things merely through its own power of thought; nor does it fall below its true goal, prevented by ignorance from 
attaining perfection. It does not veer to the right through rejecting and hating created things, or to the left through 
mindless affection for them and attachment to them. It does not remain on the near side of its true goal because of its 
utter ignorance and sloth, nor trespass on its far side, lured by the spirit of meddlesomeness and senseless curiosity 
that arises from contempt or maliciousness. Rather, it accepts spiritual knowledge with patience, humility and the 
hope that is born of a deep faith. In this way, through its partial knowledge of things the intellect is led upwards 
towards divine love. But, even though it possesses some knowledge, it is aware that it is still ignorant; and this 
awareness keeps it in a state of humility. Thus through persistent hope and faith it reaches its goal, neither hating 
anything completely as evil, or loving anything beyond measure. 

We should look on man with wonder, conscious that his intellect, being infinite, is the image of the invisible God; 
and that even if it is for a time limited by the body, as St Basil says, it can embrace all form, just as God’s 
providence embraces the whole universe. For the intellect has the ability to transform itself into everything, and is 
dyed with the form of the object it apprehends. But when it is taken up into God, who is formless and imageless, it 
becomes formless and imageless itself. Then we should marvel at how the intellect can preserve any thought or idea, 
and how an earlier thought need not be modified by later thoughts, or a later thought injured by earlier ones. On the 
contrary, the mind like a treasure-house tirelessly stores all thoughts. And these thoughts, whether new or long held 
in store, the intellect when it wishes can express in language; yet although words are always coming from it, it is 
never exhausted.  

When we come to consider the body, we should marvel at the way in which eyes, ears and tongue are used 
externally according to the soul’s wish, eyes through the medium of light, and ears and tongue through the medium 
of air; and how no one sense impedes any of the others or can do anything the soul does not intend. We should 
marvel, too, at how the body, that is not its own animating principle, is, at God’s command, commixed with the 
noetic and deiform soul,  
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created by the Holy Spirit breathing life into it (cf. Gen. 2:7), as St John of Damaskos says. Yet it is wrong to 
think, as some do, that the soul is an emanation from the supraessential Godhead, for this is impossible. As St John 
Chrysostom says, ‘In order to prevent the human intellect from thinking that it is God, God has subjected it to 
ignorance and forgetfulness, so that in this way it may acquire humility.’ He also says that the Creator willed that 
there should be a separation in this natural intermixture of soul and body. The deiform soul, as St John Klimakos 
says, either ascends upward to heaven, or goes downward to Hades, while the earthly body returns to the earth from 
which it was taken. But through the grace of our Savior Jesus Christ these two separated elements are once more 
joined together at His second coming, so that each of us may receive the due reward for his works. Who can grasp 
but an inkling of this mystery without being astonished? God raises man again from the earth after he has committed 
so many terrible crimes, despising the divine commandments, and He bestows on man the same immortality that he 
possessed originally, even though man has disobeyed the commandment which preserves him from death and 
corruption, and in his arrogance has drawn death upon himself.  

Enlightened spiritually through angelic inspiration, man marvels at these and many other things concerning 
human nature. Again, he contemplates the beauty and use of gold, and marvels at how such a thing has come out of 
the earth for our sake, so that the weak may distribute their wealth in acts of charity, while those unwilling to 
exercise such charity are helped to do so by various unsought trials which, so long as they are thankfully accepted, 
lead to salvation. Thus both groups are saved. Those, however, who choose to shed all their possessions will be 
crowned with glory, for-like those who live in virginity-they accomplish what transcends nature. In so far as gold is 
a perishable and earthly thing, it is not to be preferred to the commandments of God; yet as something created by 
God and useful for bodily life and for salvation, it deserves, not our hatred, but our love and self-control.  

By thus contemplating dispassionately the beauty and use of each thing, he who is illumined is filled with love for 
the Creator, He surveys all visible things in the upper and lower worlds: the sky, the  
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sun, the moon, stars and clouds, water-spouts and rain, snow and hail, how in great heat liquids coagulate, 
thunder, lightning, the winds and breezes and the way they change, the seasons, the years, the days, the nights, the 
hours, the minutes, the earth, the sea, the countless flocks, the four-legged animals, the wild beasts and reptiles, all 
the kinds of bird, the springs and rivers, the many varieties of plant and herb, both wild and cultivated. He sees in all 
things the order, the equilibrium, the proportion, the beauty, the rhythm, the union, the harmony, the usefulness, the 
concordance, the variety, the delightfulness, the stability, the motion, the colors, the shapes, the forms, the reversion 
of things to their source, permanence in the midst of corruption. 

Contemplating thus all created realities, he is filled with wonder. He marvels how the Creator by a simple 
command brought the four elements forth out of nothing; how, by virtue of His wisdom, opposites do not destroy 
one another; and how out of the four elements God made all things for our sake. Yet, as St Gregory the Theologian 
says, these things are insignificant in comparison with Christ’s incarnation and with the blessings to come. He 
perceives, too, how God’s goodness and wisdom, His strength and forethought, which are concealed in created 
things, are brought to light by man’s artistic powers. It is as God Himself said to job (cf. Job 12:13). Similarly he 
sees how by means of words and letters-through fragments of inanimate ink-God has revealed such great mysteries 
to us in the Holy Scriptures; and how, even more wonderfully, the holy prophets and apostles gained such blessings 
through their great labor and love of God, while we can learn about these matters simply by reading. For, inspired by 
the Logos, the Scriptures speak to us of the most astonishing things.  

Whoever is aware of all this recognizes that there is nothing incidental or evil in creation, and that even what takes 
place against God’s will is miraculously changed by God into something good. For example, the fall of the devil was 
not God’s will, yet it has been turned to the advantage of those being saved. For the devil is permitted to tempt the 
elect - according to the strength of each, as St Isaac says - so that he may be mocked and, with God’s help, defeated 
by them. And these people, who have achieved equality with the  
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angels, include not wily men, but also great numbers of women. Because of their patient endurance and faith in 
the divine Judge they receive, by His grace and compassion, crowns of immortality: for God has defeated and 
continues to defeat the murderous and insolent snake. 

The person who has received the grace of spiritual knowledge knows that all things are ‘wholly good and 
beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31); but he who possesses only the first glimmerings of such knowledge should recognize in all 
humility that he is ignorant and, as St John Chrysostom advises, he should admit on every occasion, ‘I do not know’. 
For, as Chrysostom says, ‘if someone asserts that the height of the sky is such and such, and I say that I do not 



know, at least I have told the truth, whereas the other person is deceived into thinking that he knows while in fact he 
does not know, as St Paul says’ (cf. 1 Cor. 8:2). It is on this account that with firm faith and by questioning those 
with experience we should accept the doctrines of the Church and the decisions of its teachers, both concerning the 
Holy Scriptures and concerning the sensible and spiritual worlds. Otherwise we may quickly fall because we walk 
according to our own understanding, as St Dorotheos puts it. We should admit our own ignorance in all things, so 
that by searching and with distrust in our own opinions we may aspire to learn and, at a loss in spite of great 
knowledge, may realize our own ignorance through recognizing the infinite wisdom of God.  

The intellect, being spiritual, is capable of every spiritual perception when it purifies itself for God, according to 
St Gregory the Theologian. Yet we should regard such knowledge with the greatest apprehension, lest there be 
hidden in our soul a single evil doctrine able to destroy it without our committing any other sin, as St Basil the Great 
says. For this reason we should not try, through contempt or arrogant zeal, to attain this kind of contemplative 
knowledge prematurely; rather we should practice the commandments of Christ in due order and proceed 
undistracted through the various stages of contemplation previously discussed. Once we have purified the soul 
through patient endurance and with tears of fear and inward grief, and have reached the state of seeing the true 
nature of things, then -  initiated spiritually by the angels - the intellect spontaneously attains this contemplative 
knowledge.  
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But if a person is presumptuous and tries to reach the second stage before having reached the first, then not only 
will he fail to conform to God’s purpose, but he will provoke many battles against himself, particularly through 
speculating about the nature of man, as we have learnt in the case of Adam. Those still subject to the passions gain 
nothing by attempting to act or think as if they were dispassionate: solid food is not good for babies, even though it 
is excellent for the mature (cf. Heb. 5:14). Rather they should exercise discrimination, yearning to act and think like 
the dispassionate, but holding back, as being unworthy. Yet when grace comes they should not reject it out of 
despair or laziness, neither should they presumptuously demand something prematurely, lest by seeking what has its 
proper time before that time has come, as St John Klimakos says, they fail to attain it in its proper time, and fall into 
delusion, perhaps beyond the help of man or the Scriptures.  

If a person’s purpose is fixed in God with all humility and he patiently endures the trials that come upon him, God 
will resolve for him any question that perplexes him and perhaps even leads him into delusion. Then, greatly 
ashamed but full of joy, he turns back, seeking the path of the fathers. For, as St John Klimakos states, we should 
regard what happens according to God’s will, and nothing else, as coming from grace for our good, even though in 



itself it is not very good. Without such patience and humility a person will suffer what many have suffered, 
perishing in their stupidity, trusting to their own opinions and thinking they can get along very well without either a 
guide or the experience that comes from patience and humility. For experience transcends tribulation, trials, and 
even active warfare. Should a person of experience be subject to some slight attack on the part of the demons, this 
trial will be a source of great joy and profit to him; for it is permitted by God so that he may gain yet further 
experience and courage in facing his enemies.  

The signs that he has done this are tears, contrition of soul before God, flight into stillness and patient recourse to 
God, a diligent enquiry into the Scriptures and a desire, based on faith, to accomplish God’s purpose. When, on the 
other hand, a person lacks patience and humility, the signs of this are doubt with regard to God’s help, being 
ashamed to ask questions humbly, avoidance of Stillness and the  
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reading of Scripture, a love of distraction and of human company, with the idea - entirely misguided - that one will 
attain a state of repose in this way. On the contrary, it is now that the passions find an opportunity to put down roots, 
and that trials and temptations grow stronger, while one’s own pusillanimity, ingratitude and listlessness wax 
because of one’s abounding ignorance. 

The trials imposed by spiritual fathers in order to discipline and instruct their spiritual children are one thing; but 
the trials brought on by our enemies for our destruction are another. This is especially true when we are deluded by 
pride; for ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble’ (cf. Jas. 4:6; Prov. 3:34. LXX). Every tribulation 
that we accept patiently is good and profitable; but if we do not accept it patiently, it drives us away from God and 
serves no useful purpose. When this happens, there is only one cure-humility. The humble man censures and blames 
himself and no one else when he suffers affliction. Consequently, he patiently awaits for God to release him, and 
when this happens he rejoices and gratefully endures whatever comes; and through his experience of these things he 
gains spiritual knowledge. Recognizing his own ignorance and weakness, he seeks diligently for the Physician and, 
seeking, he finds Him, as Christ himself has said (cf. Matt. 7:8). Having found God, he longs for Him; and the more 
he longs, the more God longs for him. Then, purifying himself as much as he can, he struggles to make room in 
himself for the Beloved for whom he longs. And the Beloved for whom he longs, finding room for Himself in this 
man, takes up His abode there, as the Gerontikon says. Dwelling there, He protects His home, and fills it with light. 
And the person thus filled with light knows and, knowing, he is known, as St John of Damaskos says.  

In all this, and in what has been said above, one should keep a proper order, and one should work on whatever one 
understands. For what one cannot understand one should give silent thanks, as St Isaac says, but should not 



presumptuously assume that one has understood it. And St Isaac, borrowing his words from Sirach, also says: 
‘When you find honey, eat moderately, lest by over-inducing you make yourself sick’ (cf. Prov. 25:16). As St 
Gregory the Theologian says, ‘Uncontrolled contemplation may well push us  
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over the edge, when we seek for what is beyond our strength and are unwilling to say, “God knows this; but who 
am I?”’ And as St Basil observes, we must believe that He who made the mountains and the great sea-monsters has 
also hollowed out the sting of the bee. 

Thus he who is strong enough-to attain understanding apprehends the spiritual from the sensible, and the invisible 
and eternal from what is visible and transient. Having grasped, through grace, a knowledge of the higher powers, he 
sees that a single righteous man is worth more than the whole world. ‘Consider how many tongues and nations the 
righteous man excels’, says St John Chrysostom. ‘Yet an angel is greater than man, and the vision of a single angel 
is enough to fill us with astonishment. Remember what happened to Daniel, the equal of the angels, when he saw the 
angel’ (cf. Dan. 10:5-21). 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
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The Seventh Stage of Contemplation  

A person given grace to attain the seventh stage of contemplation marvels at the multitude of incorporeal powers: 
authorities, thrones, dominions, seraphim and cherubim, the nine orders mentioned in all the divine Scriptures, 
whose nature, power and other good qualities, as well as their hierarchical disposition, are known to God their 
Creator. But the heavenly hosts have also other ranks, about which St John Chrysostom speaks. He says that the 
Words ‘Lord of Sabaoth’ mean ‘Lord of the celestial powers’, and that these powers transmit illumination to one 
another. The angels, he says, illumine man, while they in turn are illumined by the archangels; these are illumined 
by the principalities. Thus each order receives illumination and knowledge from another. He also tells us that 
humankind constitutes as it were but a single sheep, lost not by God but through its own choice, and that the ninety-
nine other sheep are the orders of angels (cf. Matt. 18:12-14).  
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Considering the wisdom and power of the Creator and how He has produced such multiple states of being simply 
by summoning them into existence, St Gregory the Theologian says that God conceived first the angelic powers and 
then the states sequent to them. As St Isaac says, on passing spiritually beyond the threshold-that is to say, beyond 
the veil of the temple-one becomes immaterial. The outer part of the temple represents this world; the veil or the 
threshold represents the firmament of heaven; the holy of holies represents the supracosmic realm where the 
bodiless and immaterial powers ceaselessly hymn God and intercede for us, as St Athanasios the Great says. In that 
realm one’s thoughts are at peace and one becomes a son of God by grace, initiated into the mysteries hidden in the 
Holy Scriptures, as St John of Damaskos puts it: ‘The divine veil of the temple was rent by the Cross of the Creator, 
revealing to the faithful the truth concealed beneath the literal sense of Scripture; and they cry: God of our fathers, 
blessed art Thou.’ As St Kosmas the Hymnographer says, ‘When the first man tasted the tree, he was commuted 
with corruption: cast out ignobly from life and with a body subject to corruption, he passed on this punishment to all 
mankind. But we, the earth-born, restored through the wood of the Cross, cry aloud: Blessed art Thou and praised 
above all for ever.’ 

St Peter of Damaskos 
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Through the eighth stage of contemplation we are led upwards to the vision of what pertains to God by means of 
the second kind of prayer, the pure prayer proper to the contemplative. In it the intellect is seized during the 
transport of prayer by a divine longing, and it no longer knows anything at all of this world, as both St Maximos4 
and St John of Damaskos confirm. Not only does the intellect forget all things, but it forgets itself as well. Evagrios 
says that so long as the  
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intellect is still conscious of itself, it abides, not in God alone, but also in itself. According to St Maximos, it is 

only when it abides in God alone that it is granted direct vision of what pertains to God and, through the indwelling 
of the Holy Spirit, becomes in the true sense a theologian. 

In our ignorance, however, we should not identify God in Himself with His divine attributes, such as His 
goodness, bountifulness, justice, holiness, light, fire, being, nature, power, wisdom and the others of which St 
Dionysios the Areopagite speaks. God in Himself is not among any of the things that the intellect is capable of 
defining, for He is undetermined and undeterminable. In theology we can speak about the attributes of God but not 
about God in Himself, as St Dionysios explains to St Timothy, invoking St Hierotheos as witness. It is indeed more 
correct to speak of God in Himself as inscrutable, unsearchable, inexplicable, as all that it is impossible to define. 
For He is beyond intellection and thought, and is known only to Himself, one God in three hypostases, unoriginate, 
unending, beyond goodness, above all praise. All that is said of God in divine Scripture is said with this sense of our 
inadequacy, that though we may know that God is, we cannot know what He is; for in Himself He is 
incomprehensible to every being endowed with intellect and reason.  

The same applies to the incarnation of the Son of God and to the hypostatic union, as St Cyril says. We can only 
marvel at the way in which the flesh He assumed from us is taken up into His divinity, as St Basil the Great puts it. 
The union is like that of fire and iron, and it is on this model that we are to conceive of the two natures in the single 
person of Christ. As St John of Damaskos says in his hymn to the Mother of God: ‘0 most holy Lady, you have 
given birth to the incarnate God as one hypostasis in two natures; and to Him we all sing: Blessed art Thou, 0 God.’ 
And again: ‘Without changing, He who is beyond determination was in you, all-holy Lady, united hypostatically to 
our flesh; for He is compassionate and He alone is blessed.’ 
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Whenever a person even slightly illumined reads the Scriptures or sings psalms he finds in them matter for 
contemplation and theology, one text supporting another. But he whose intellect is still unenlightened thinks that the 
Holy Scriptures are contradictory. Yet there is no contradiction in the Holy Scriptures: God forbid that there should 
be. For some texts are confirmed by others, while some were written with reference to a particular time or a 



particular person. Thus every word of Scripture is beyond reproach. The appearance of contradiction is due to our 
ignorance. We ought not to find fault with the Scriptures, but to the limit of our capacity we should attend to them as 
they are, and not as we would like them to be, after the manner of the Greeks and Jews. For the Greeks and Jews 
refused to admit that they did not understand, but out of conceit and self- satisfaction they found fault with the 
Scriptures and with the natural order of things, and interpreted them as they saw fit and not according to the will of 
God. As a result they were led into delusion and gave themselves over to every kind of evil. 

The person who searches for the meaning of the Scriptures will not put forward his own opinion, bad or good; but, 
as St Basil the Great and St John Chrysostom have said, he will take as his teacher, not the learning of this world, 
but Holy Scripture itself. Then if his heart is pure and God puts something unpremeditated into it, he will accept it, 
providing he can find confirmation for it in the Scriptures, as St Antony the Great says. For St Isaac says that the 
thoughts that enter spontaneously and without premeditation into the intellects of those pursuing a life of stillness 
are to be accepted; but that to investigate and then to draw one’s own conclusions is an act of self-will and results in 
material knowledge.  

This is especially the case if a person does not approach the Scriptures through the door of humility but, as St John 
Chrysostom says, climbs up some other way, like a thief (cf. John 10:1), and forces them to accord with his 
allegorizing. For no one is more  
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foolish than he who forces the meaning of the Scriptures or finds fault with them so as to demonstrate his own 

knowledge-or, rather, his own ignorance. What kind of knowledge can result from adapting the meaning of the 
Scriptures to suit one’s own likes and from daring to alter their words? The true sage is he who regards the text as 
authoritative and discovers, through the wisdom of the Spirit, the hidden mysteries to which the divine Scriptures 
bear witness. 

The three great luminaries, St Basil the Great, St Gregory the Theologian and St John Chrysostom, are 
outstanding examples of this: they base themselves either on the particular text they are considering or on some 
other passage of Scripture. Thus no one can contradict them, for they do not adduce external support for what they 
say, so that it might be claimed that it was merely their own opinion, but refer directly to the text under discussion or 
to some other scriptural passage that sheds light on it. And in this they are right; for what they understand and 
expound comes from the Holy Spirit, of whose inspiration they have been found worthy. No one, therefore, should 
do or mentally assent to anything if its integrity is in doubt and cannot be attested from Scripture. For what is the 
point of rejecting something whose integrity Scripture clearly attests as being in accordance with God’s will, in 
order to do something else, whether good or not? Only passion could provoke such behavior. 

St Peter of Damaskos 
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The Classification of Prayer According to the Eight Stages of Contemplation 

Where the first four of the eight stages of contemplation are concerned, we should say the traditional written 
prayers daily; where the last four are concerned, like St Philimon we should continuously utter the words ‘Lord, 
have mercy’, keeping our intellect completely free from thoughts.’ Those who are advanced on the spiritual way 
should direct their intellect now to the contemplation of sensible  
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realities, and now to the cognition of intelligible realities and to that which is formless; now to the meaning of 
some passage of the Scriptures, and now to pure prayer. On the bodily level they should engage sometimes in 
reading, sometimes in prayer, sometimes in shedding tears over their own state or, out “of divinely-inspired 
sympathy, on behalf of others; or they should undertake some task in order to assist someone unwell either mentally 
or physically. 

Thus at all times they will fulfill the work of the angels, never concerning themselves with the things of this 
world. For God, who has chosen them, who has set them apart to be His companions, and has granted them this way 
of life and this freedom from anxiety, will Himself look after them and nourish them in soul and body: ‘Cast your 
burden upon the Lord, and He will nourish you’ (Ps. 55:22. LXX). The more they place their hope in the Lord with 
regard to all things that concern them, whether of soul or body, the more they will find that the Lord provides for 
them. In the end they will regard themselves as lower than all other creatures because of God’s many gifts, visible 
and invisible, bestowed on both soul and body. So great grows their debt that they cannot feel proud about anything 
because of their shame at God’s generosity. The more they give thanks to Him and try forcibly to exert themselves 
for the sake of His love, the more God draws near to them through His gifts and longs to fill them with peace, 
making them value stillness and voluntary poverty more than all the kingdoms of this earth, without even taking 
account of any reward in the world to come.  

The holy martyrs suffered when tormented by their enemies, but their longing for the kingdom and their love of 
God conquered the pain. They even regarded the strength they were given to overcome their enemies as a further 
great blessing that added to their debts. As a result, when found worthy of enduring death for Christ’s sake, they had 
in many cases lost all sense of pain. In the same way the holy fathers at first exerted themselves forcibly in many 
forms of asceticism, as well as in their warfare against the spirits of evil; but their longing and aspiration for the state 



of dispassion was triumphant.  

After his struggles the person who attains the state of dispassion is relieved of all worry and anxiety, because he 
has-conquered the passions. A person still subject to the passions may also think that all is well, but he does so 
merely because of his blindness. It is only the spiritual contestant who wants to conquer the passions but finds he 
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cannot do so that suffers tribulation and warfare. Sometimes God allows a person in this situation to be defeated 
by his enemies so that he may acquire humility. On account of this he ought to recognize his own weakness and flee 
vigorously from what harms him, so that he forgets his former habits. For if one does not drat See from distraction 
and acquire complete quietude, one wiH never be dispassionate with regard to anything, or be able always to say 
what is right and good. In short, this total flight from distraction is of prime importance in all things, if one is not to 
be dragged back by one’s former habits. But let no one, on hearing about humility, dispassion and other such things, 
think in his ignorance that he possesses them. He should search for the signs of these things in himself and see if he 
can find them. 
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The following are the signs of humility: when possessing every virtue of body and soul, to consider oneself to be 
the more a debtor to God because, though unworthy, one has received so much by grace; when tried or tempted by 
the demons or by men, to regard oneself as deserving such things - and much more - so that a small part of one’s 
debt may be taken away and one may find some mitigation of the punishment one expects on the day of judgment; 
when not suffering any such trial, to be extremely troubled and afflicted, and to look for some way in which to exert 
oneself more forcibly; on achieving this, again to take it as a gift from God and so to humble oneself further; and, 
not discovering anything to give God in return, to continue to labor and to consider oneself to be all the more a 
debtor. 
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This, surely, is the sign of dispassion; to remain calm and fearless in all things because one has received by God’s 
grace the strength to do anything, as St Paul puts it (cf. Phil.4:13). Such a person is totally unconcerned about his 
material life, but exerts himself in ascetic labors as forcibly as he can, and so attains a state of repose. Full of  
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thanksgiving, he exerts himself still more forcibly, thus finding himself always engaged in battle and triumphing 
with the help of humility. It is by this means that a person advances; for, as St Isaac says, things accomplished 
without forcefulness are not works but gifts of God. If one were to find repose after one’s first efforts, it would be 
the prize of defeat and not a reason for boasting. It is not those who receive a reward who are to be praised, but those 
who exert themselves forcibly in their labors and who receive nothing. 

What can we say? The more we act and the more we give thanks to our Benefactor, the more we are His debtors; 
for He is without need and wants nothing, while without Him we are not able to do anything good (cf. John 15:5). 
The person found worthy of praising God gains more by it than God, for he has received a great and marvelous gift 
of grace. The more he praises God, the more he becomes a debtor, until finally he finds no limit or interruption to his 
knowledge of God or to thanksgiving or humility or love. For these things belong, not to this world - which would 
mean that they had an end - but to that eternal world which does not have an end and in which there is on the 
contrary an increase in knowledge and in gifts of grace. He who in thought and practice is found worthy of that 
world is freed from all the passions.  

In order to attain all this we must focus our attention on God, have no concern for this world, and must not-be 
dismayed by any trial or temptation. Starting from this world, we must continually advance, ascending to a higher 
level of reality. We should not be distracted by anything: neither by dreams, whether evil or seemingly good, nor by 
the thought of anything, whether good or bad, nor by distress or deceitful joy, ‘nor by self-conceit or despair, nor by 
depression or elation, nor by a sense of abandonment or by illusory help and strength, nor by negligence or progress, 
nor by laziness or seeming zeal, nor by apparent dispassion or passionate attachment. Rather with humility we 
should strive to maintain a state of stillness, free from all distraction, knowing that no one can do us harm unless we 



ourselves wish for it.  

Because of our conceit and our failure constantly to have recourse to God, we should cast ourselves down before 
Him, asking that His will should be done in all things and saying to every thought that comes to us: I do not know 
who you are; God knows if you are good or not; for I have thrown myself, as I shall continue to throw myself,  
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into His hands, and He looks after me (cf. 1 Pet. 5:7). For just as He created me out of what was not, so it is within 
His power to save me by His grace if He so chooses. May His holy will be done in this world and in the next, as He 
wishes and when He wishes. I have no will of my own. I know but one thing: that,  though I have sinned greatly, I 
receive great blessings; and yet I do not even thank God for His goodness through my actions and my thoughts, so 
far as it is in my power to do so. In spite of this He is able and willing to save all men, myself included, as He 
wishes. How do I know, being a man, whether He wants me to be this or that? Thus, through fear of sinning, I have 
fled to this stillness; and because of my sins and my many weaknesses I sit doing nothing in my cell, like a prisoner, 
awaiting the Lord’s decision. 

Yet even if we see that we are doing nothing and are altogether lost, let us not be afraid; for if we do not leave our 
cell, we will learn contrition of soul and will shed heartfelt tears. But again, should we find ourselves eager to 
undertake spiritual labors and should we be granted such tears, let us not rejoice over this but be on our guard 
against fraud and prepare ourselves for war.  

In short, we should be detached from all things, whether good or bad, so that nothing perturbs us and we reach a 
state of stillness, struggling as much as we can and, if we have someone to advise us, doing what we are told to do. 
If we do not have anyone to advise us, we should take Christ as our counselor, asking Him with humility and 
through pure heartfelt prayer about every thought and undertaking. Let us not presume that we are fully-tested 
monks until we have encountered Christ in the world to be, as Abba Agathon and St John Klimakos tell us. If our 
sole purpose is to do God’s will, God Himself will teach us what it is, assuring us of it either directly, through the 
intellect, or by means of some person or of Scripture. And if for God’s sake we amputate our own will. God will 
enable us to reach, with inexpressible joy, a perfection that we have never known; and when we experience this we 
will be filled with wonder at seeing how joy and spiritual knowledge begin to pour forth from everywhere. We will 
derive some profit from everything and God will reign in us, since we have no will of our own, but have submitted 
ourselves to the holy will of God. We become like-kings, so that whatever we desire we receive effortlessly and 
speedily from God, who has us in His care.  
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This is the faith with which the Lord said it is possible to move mountains (cf. Matt 21:21); upon it, according to 
St Paul (cf. Col 1:23), the other virtues are founded. For this reason the enemy does everything he can to disrupt our 
state of stillness and make us fall into temptation. And if he finds us in some way lacking in faith, wholly or partially 
trusting in our own strength and judgment, he takes advantage of this to overcome us and to take us captive, pitiful 
as we are. Once we have truly grasped this, we will. abandon all the delights and comforts of this world, and will 
free ourselves as fast as possible from its preoccupations and anxieties. We will do this either through the way of 
obedience, setting our spiritual father in the place of Christ and referring every idea, thought and action to him, so 
that we have nothing we can call our own; or by following the path of stillness in resolute faith, fleeing from all 
things. 

Then for us Christ takes the place of all things and becomes all things for us, in this world and in the world to 
come, as St John Chrysostom and St John of Damaskos say. Christ feeds us, clothes us, brings us joy, encourages us, 
gladdens us, gives us rest, teaches and enlightens us. In short, Christ cares for us as He cared for His disciples; and 
even if we do not have to toil as they did, yet we have their firmness of faith, which frees us from the self-concern 
that dominates other people. Like the apostles in their fear of the Jews, we sit in our cells out of fear of the spirits of 
evil, and we await our Teacher. We await Him so that through contemplation in the full sense, or through the 
spiritual knowledge of His creatures, we may be helped to rise noetically from the passions and be given peace, as 
happened according to St Maximos to the apostles when the doors were closed (cf. John 20:19). 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

A Further Analysis of the Seven Forms of Bodily Discipline 
We should always carry out what was said at the beginning of this work with regard to the seven forms of bodily 

and moral discipline, not doing either more or less than was recommended there.  
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Exceptions may be if a person is too young to engage in bodily warfare, or if he possesses excessive bodily 
strength which requires a correspondingly severe degree of discipline. Again, exceptions may be made in cases of 
bodily frailty: here a certain relaxation can be allowed, but not a total suspension of discipline, for this according to 
St Isaac can harm even the dispassionate. The relaxation must be no more than is necessary as a remedy for the 
sickness; then the soul will not take it as an excuse for slackening its own exertions. This is the right course when a 
person desperately wants some relaxation. Yet such relaxation, they say, can be dangerous for the young and the 
healthy.  

The holy fathers St Basil and St Maximos state that, to relieve hunger and thirst, only bread and water are needed, 
while for health and bodily strength we require other foods that God in His compassion has given us. But so that the 
constant eating of the same thing does not produce a feeling of revulsion in the sick person, he should eat different 
foods, one at a time, as already said. It is abstention and dissipation that bring on illness, while self-control and a 
change of foods each day are conducive to health. The body then remains impervious to pleasure and sickness, and 
co-operates in the acquisition of the virtues.  

As has been said, all this is intended for those who are still engaged in the struggle for purification. As for those 
who have attained the state of dispassion, they often do not eat for days on end, since they have become like children 
in their devotion to Christ and forget about their bodies. St Sisois was such a person: in the ecstasy of his love for 
God he asked to take communion after he had eaten. As St Paul said for the good of us all, ‘If we go out of ourselves 
in ecstasy, it is for God; if we are restrained, it is for your sake’ (2 Cor. 5:13). Among others, St Basil the Great has 
also spoken of these things. Certain people in this state, even after eating plentifully, have not been aware of it: it is 
as if they had eaten nothing. For their intellect is not in the body, and so is not aware of the body’s ease or its pain.  

This is clear from many of .the fathers and holy martyrs, as well as from the saint whom Evagrios described. A 
certain elder living in the desert, he tells us, used to pray noetically; and it happened - for his benefit as well as for 
that of many others - that God permitted the  
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demons to seize him hand and foot and fling him down from a high place; yet so that he would not be harmed by 

falling from such a height, they would catch him on a rush-mat. This they did for some time, trying to see if his 
intellect would descend from the heavens; but they were not able to make it do so. ‘When would such a man be 



aware of food or drink or of anything bodily? Or take the case of St Ephrem: after he had conquered all the passions 
of soul and body by the grace of Christ, he asked in his immense humility that the gift of dispassion might be taken 
away from him, so that he would not fail into idleness and be condemned because he no longer had to fight the 
enemy. St John Klimakos was .amazed at this and wrote that there are some, like St Ephrem, who are more 
dispassionate than those who have attained the state of dispassion. 

 
St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

Discrimination 
We therefore need discrimination in all things so that we may rightly assess every form of action. For him who 

possesses it, discrimination is a light illuminating the right moment, the proposed action, the form it takes, strength, 
knowledge, maturity, capacity, weakness, resolution, aptitude, degree of contrition, inner state, ignorance, physical 
strength and temperament, health and misery, behavior, position, occupation, upbringing, faith, disposition, purpose, 
way of life, degree of fearlessness, skill, natural intelligence, diligence, vigilance, sluggishness, and so on. -Then 
.discrimination reveals the nature of things, their use, quantity and variety, as well as the divine purpose and 
meaning in each word or passage of Holy Scripture. An example of how to discern such a meaning occurs in the 
Gospel of St John. When the Greeks came wanting to see the Lord, He said, ‘The hour is come’ (John 12:23). 
Clearly He meant that the moment for the calling of the Gentiles had arrived; for the time of His passion had begun, 
and He used this request from the Greeks as a sign. Discrimination clarifies all these things and also the significance 
of the interpretation given by the fathers. As St Neilos says, it is not what happens that is the object of our enquiry, 
but why it happens.  
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If we act in ignorance of all this we may expend much effort but will accomplish nothing. That is what St Antony 

the Great and St Isaac say about those who struggle to attain bodily virtues but neglect the work proper to the 
intellect, though such work should be our main concern. In the words of St Maximos, ‘Engage the body in ascetic 
practice according to its capacity, but apply your whole effort to the intellect.’ As he points out, the person 
disciplining his body is sometimes overcome by gluttony and somnolence, by distraction and-talkativeness, and 
through these he darkens his intellect; at other times he clouds his mind through extended fasting, vigils and 
excessive labors. But he who cultivates the intellect contemplates, prays and engages in theology, and is able to 
achieve every virtue.  



A sensible person struggles intelligently to minimize, so far as he can, the needs of his body, so that he may 
devote himself to the keeping of the commandments with few or no material preoccupations. Indeed, the Lord 
Himself says, ‘Do not worry about your life, what you will eat, or what you will drink, or about your body, what you 
will put on’ (Matt. 6:25). When a person is full of such anxiety he cannot even see himself: how then can he 
perceive the long-prepared snares of the enemy? For, as St John Chrysostom remarks, the enemy does not always 
fight in the open. If he did, so-many of us would not have fallen so readily into his snares, leaving but a few that are 
saved, as the Lord says (cf. Luke 13:23-24). On the contrary, when he wants to plunge a person into some great sin, 
the enemy prepares the ground by making him negligent in trivial, unnoticed things. For example, before adultery, 
there are frequent licentious glances; before murder, moments of anger; before the clouding of the mind, small 
distractions; and, before these, concern for what appear to be the needs of the body. Because of this the Lord who, as 
the Wisdom of the Father (cf. 1 Cor. 1:24), foreknows all things and so anticipates the devil’s tricks, commands us 
to frustrate the impulses to sin by cutting them off before they can develop, lest by thinking that little things may 
readily be condoned we fall calamitously into great and terrible sins. This He emphasizes in the Sermon on the 
Mount, when He says, ‘It was said by the men of old’, that is, by those under the Law, and then continues, ‘But I say 
to you’ (cf. Matt. 5:21-48).  
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The true student of the Holy Gospels should therefore pay attention to what the Savior teaches him and do all he 

can to escape from the enemy’s traps. He should regard the commandments as a privilege and a great blessing, since 
through their deep wisdom he cm save his soul. The commandments are a gift from God and, as St James, the 
brother of God, rightly says, ‘All good giving and every perfect gift comes from above’ (Jas. 1:17). And St John of 
Damaskos says, ‘Thou hast appointed her who gave Thee birth as an infallible ambassador for us, 0 Christ; through 
her intercession grant us Thy merciful Spirit, the bestower of all goodness, who comes through Thee from the 
Father.’  

The man who has received the grace of being attentive to Holy Scripture will find, as the fathers say, all 
benediction hidden everywhere within it. ‘He who is instructed in the kingdom of heaven’, says the Lord, ‘is like a 
householder who produces from his storeroom things new and old’ (Matt. 13:52); and this means someone who has 
learnt how to read Scripture with devoted attention. For Scripture presents one aspect to most people, even if they 
think that they understand its meaning, and another to the person who has dedicated himself to continual prayer, that 
is, who keeps the thought of God always within him, as if it were his breathing. As St Basil the Great says, this is 
true even if in a worldly sense the person is ignorant and uneducated with regard to secular and merely human 
knowledge. God reveals Himself, as St John Klimakos states, to simplicity and humility, and not to those who 
engage in laborious study and superfluous learning.2 Indeed, God turns away from such learning if it is not allied to 



humility: as St Paul says, it is better to be ignorant in speech rather than in spiritual knowledge (cf. 2 Cor. 11:6). 
Spiritual knowledge is a gift of grace, but skill in speaking is a matter of human learning, as are the other forms of 
worldly education: they do not contribute to the salvation of the soul. The example of the pagan Greeks makes this 
clear.  

Reading serves as a reminder for those who know from experience about what is being said, while to those who 
lack experience it provides instruction. As St Basil remarks, when God finds a heart free from all worldly matters 
and worldly learning, He then writes on it His own thoughts as if it were a clean slate. I say this  
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so that no one will read what does not assist him to conform to God’s will. But if in ignorance of this he does, 

read something unprofitable, let him quickly try to erase it from his mind through spiritual reading in the Holy 
Scriptures, and especially in those that contribute to the salvation of his soul at the particular point which he has 
reached in his development. If he is still engaged in ascetic practice, let him read the lives and sayings of the fathers; 
if grace has raised him to the sphere of divine knowledge, let him read in all the Holy Scriptures, since, in the words 
of St Paul, this is able to destroy ‘all the self-esteem that exalts itself against the knowledge of God’ (2 Cor. 10:5), 
and to correct all disobedience and transgression through active virtue and true knowledge of the divine 
commandments and teachings of Christ. Read nothing other than these; for what is the use of giving admittance to 
an unclean spirit rather than to the Holy Spirit? For our aim is to grasp the spirit of whatever text we study, even 
though that does not appear so difficult to us as it does to those with experience. 
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Spiritual Reading 
The purpose of spiritual reading is to keep the intellect from distraction and restlessness, for this is the first step 

towards salvation. Solomon says that the enemy ‘hates the sound of steadfastness’ (Prov. 11:15. LXX), while the 
wandering of the mind is the first step towards sinning, as St Isaac states.’ If you want to be completely free from 
distraction, keep to your cell. Should you become listless, work a little for the benefit of others and to help the sick, 
for this is what the man of dispassion and the man of spiritual knowledge do. This, indeed, is what the greatest of the 



fathers did, allowing themselves for the sake of humility to act in the same way as those enslaved to the passions. 
For they were always able to hold God within themselves and to devote themselves to contemplation in Him, 
whether working with their hands or in the market place. As St Basil the Great says, even when in a crowd the truly 
perfect are always alone with themselves and God.  
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If you have not yet reached this stage, but want to get rid of some of your listlessness, you should give up all talk 

with other people and all sleep beyond what is necessary, allowing the listlessness to smelt you in body and soul, 
until such time as it grows exhausted and retreats in the face of your patient uninterrupted devotion to God, your 
reading, and the purity of your prayer. For every enemy assailant, if he sees that he can accomplish something, 
continues to fight; but when he sees that he cannot, he withdraws, either for good or for a short while. Thus, if you 
want to defeat your assailants you should endure with all patience: ‘He who endures to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 
10:22). According to St Paul, it is right to afflict those who vex us, and to bring relief to ourselves when we are 
afflicted (cf. 2 Thess. 1:6-7). 

Nothing done in humility for the sake of God is bad. But things and pursuits differ. Everything not strictly 
necessary is a hindrance to salvation - everything, that is to say, that does not contribute to the soul’s salvation or to 
the body’s life. For it is not food,, but gluttony, that is bad; not money, but attachment to it; not speech, but idle talk; 
not the world’s delights, but dissipation; not love of one’s family, but the neglect of God that such love may 
produce; not the clothes worn only for covering and protection from cold and heat, but those that: are excessive and 
costly; not the houses that also protect us from. heat and cold, as well as from anything human or animal that might 
harm us, but houses with two or three floors, large and expensive; not owning something, but owning it when it has 
no vital use for us; not the possession of books on the part of those who have embraced total poverty, but the 
possession of books for some purpose other than spiritual reading; not friendship, but the having of friends who are 
of no benefit to one’s soul; not woman, but unchastity; not wealth, but avarice; not wine, but drunkenness; not anger 
used in accordance with nature for the chastisement of sin, but its use against one’s fellow-men.  

Again, it is not authority that is bad, but the love of authority; not glory, but the love of glory and-what is worse— 
vainglory; not the acquisition of virtue, but to suppose that one has acquired it; not spiritual knowledge, but to think 
that one is wise and - worse than this - to be ignorant of one’s own ignorance; not true knowledge but what is falsely 
called knowledge (cf. 1 Tim. 6:20); not the world, but the passions; not nature, but what is contrary to nature; not  
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agreement, but agreement to do what is evil does not contribute to the soul’s salvation; not the body’s members, but 
their misuse. For sight was given us, not so that we should desire what we ought not to desire, but so that on seeing 
God’s creatures we might because of them glorify the Creator and thus nourish our soul and our body. The ears were 
given us, not to listen to slander and stupidities, but to hear the word of God and every form of speech - of men, 
birds or anything else - that leads as to glorify the Creator. The nose was given us, not so that we might debilitate 
and unbrace our soul with delectable perfumes, as St Gregory the Theologian puts it, but so that we might breathe 
the air bestowed on us by God, and glorify Him because of it; for without it neither man nor beast can live bodily.  

I marvel at God’s wisdom, at how the most indispensable things - air, fire, water, earth - are readily available to 
all. And not simply this, but things conducive to the soul’s salvation are more accessible than other things, while 
soul-destroying things are harder to come by. For example, poverty, which anyone can experience, is conducive to 
the soul’s salvation; while riches, which are not simply at our command, are generally a hindrance. It is the same 
with dishonor, humiliation, patience, obedience, submission, self-control, fasting, vigils, the cutting off of one’s will, 
bodily enfeeblement, thankfulness for all things, trials, injuries, the lack of life’s necessities, abstinence from sensual 
pleasure, destitution, forbearance - in short, all the things conducive to the spiritual life are freely available. No one 
fights over them. On the contrary, everyone leaves them to those who choose to accept them, whether they have 
been sought for or have come against our will. Soul-destroying things, on the other hand, are not so readily within 
our grasp - things, like wealth, glory, pride, intolerance, power, authority, dissipation, gluttony, excessive sleep, 
having one’s own way, health and bodily strength, an easy life, a good income, unrestricted hedonism, lavish and 
costly clothes, and so on. People struggle greatly for these things, but only a few attain them, and in any case the 
benefit they confer is fleeting. In short, they produce a great deal of trouble and very little enjoyment. For they bring 
to those who possess them, as well as to those who do not possess them but desire to do so, all manner of distress.  

None the less, it is not the thing itself, but its misuse, that is evil. For we were given hands and feet, not so that we 
might steal and plunder and lay violent hands on one another, but so that we might  
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use them in ways agreeable to God. The weaker among us should use what we have in acts of compassion 

towards the poor, so as to help our own spiritual development and to assist the needy; while those who are stronger 
in soul and body should give away all their possessions in imitation of Christ and His holy disciples. In this way we 
can glorify God and at the same time learn to look with wonder at the divine wisdom hidden in our limbs. For 
through God’s providence our hands and fingers are apt for every skill and activity, whether writing or anything 
else. From God, too, comes the knowledge of numberless arts and scripts, of healing and medicine, of languages and 



the various other branches of learning. In short, all things, whether past, present or future, have been and are always 
being given to us by God in His great goodness, so that our bodies may live and our souls may be saved, provided 
we use all these things according to His purpose, glorifying Him through them with all thankfulness. If we fail to do 
this, we will fall and perish, and all things will cause us affliction in this present age, while in the age to be they will 
bring on us agelong punishment, as has been said. 
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True Discrimination 
If by the grace of God you have received the gift of discrimination, you should in great humility do everything 

you can to guard it, so that you do nothing without it. Otherwise you will bring on yourself greater chastisement by 
sinning knowingly because of your negligence. If you have not received this gift you should not think, say or do 
anything without consulting others about it, and without a basis of firm faith and pure prayer. Without such faith and 
such prayer you will never truly achieve discrimination.  

Discrimination is born of humility. On its possessor it confers spiritual insight, as both Moses and St John 
Klimakos say: such a man foresees the hidden designs of the enemy and foils them before they are put into 
operation. It is as David states: ‘And my eyes looked down upon my enemies’ (Ps. 14:7. LXX). Discrimination is  
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characterized by an unerring recognition of what is good and what is not, and the knowledge of the will of God in 

all that one does. Spiritual insight is characterized, first, by awareness of one’s own failings before they issue in 
outward actions, as well as of the stealthy tricks of the demons; and, second, by the knowledge of the mysteries 
hidden in the divine Scriptures and in sensible creation.  

As has been already explained, humility, the mother of discrimination and spiritual insight, likewise has its own 
characteristic by which it is known. The humble person; must possess every virtue and yet truly think himself the 
greatest of debtors and inferior to everything else in creation. If, however, a person does not think in this way, then 
he can be assured that he is mi fact inferior to everything else in creation, even though he seems to lead a life like 



that of the angels. For even a true angel possessing so many virtues and so much wisdom cannot conform to the 
Creator’s will unless he also possesses humility. What, then, can a person who thinks that he is an angel say for 
himself if he lacks humility, source of all present and future blessings, begetter of that discrimination which 
illumines the ends of the earth and without which all things are obscure?  

Discrimination is not only called light; it truly is light. We need this light before we say or do anything. When it is 
present we are able to view everything else with wonder. We can marvel at how God, on the first and greatest of 
days, began by creating light, so that what was subsequently created might not he invisible and as if it did not exist, 
as St John of Damaskos says.’ Let it be said again: discrimination is light; and the spiritual insight it generates is 
more necessary than all other gifts. For what is more necessary than to perceive the wiles of the demons and with the 
help of God’s grace to protect one’s soul? Other things most necessary to; us include, according to St Isaac, purity of 
conscience; and, according to the apostle, the sanctification of the body (cf. Rom. 12:1; 1 Cor. 6:19-20) without 
which ‘no one will see the Lord’ (Heb. 12:14).  
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Even if you are not what you should be, you should not despair. It is bad enough that you have sinned; why in 

addition do you wrong God by regarding Him in your ignorance as powerless? Is He, who for your sake created the 
great universe that you behold, incapable of saving your soul? And if you say that this fact, as well as His 
incarnation, only makes your condemnation worse, then repent; and He will receive your repentance, as He accepted 
that of the prodigal son (cf. Luke l6:20) and the prostitute (cf. Luke 7: 37-50). But if repentance is too much for you, 
and you sin out of habit even when you do not want to, show humility like the publican (cf. Luke 18:13): this is 
enough to ensure your salvation. For he who sins without repenting, yet does not despair, must of necessity regard 
himself as the lowest of creatures, and will not dare to judge or censure anyone. Rather, he will marvel at God’s 
compassion, and will be full of gratitude towards his Benefactor, and so may receive many other blessings as well. 
Even if he is subject to the devil in that he sins, yet from fear of God he disobeys the enemy when the latter tries to 
make him despair. Because of this he has his portion with God; for he is grateful, gives thanks, is patient, fears God, 
does not judge so that he may not be judged. All these are crucial qualities. It is as St John Chrysostom says about 
Gehenna: it is almost of greater benefit to us than the kingdom of heaven, since because of it many enter into the 
kingdom of heaven, while few enter for the sake of the kingdom itself; and if they do enter it, it is by virtue of God’s 
compassion. Gehenna pursues us with fear, the kingdom embraces us with love, and through them both we are saved 
by Christ’s grace.  

If those attacked by many passions of soul and body endure patiently, do not out of negligence surrender their free 
will, and do not despair, they are saved. Similarly, he who has attained the state of dispassion, freedom from fear 
and lightness of heart, quickly falls if he does not confess God’s grace continually by not judging  
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anyone. Indeed, should he dare to judge someone, he makes it evident that in acquiring his wealth he has relied on 

his own strength, as St Maximos states. St John of Damaskos says that if someone still subject to the passions, and 
still bereft of the light of spiritual knowledge, is put in charge of anyone, he is in great danger; and so is the person 
who has received dispassion and spiritual knowledge from God but does not help other people. 

Nothing so benefits the weak as withdrawal into stillness, or the man subject to the passions and without spiritual 
knowledge as obedience combined with stillness. Nor is there anything better than to know one’s own weakness and 
ignorance, nor anything worse than not to recognize them. No passion is so hateful as pride, or as ridiculous as 
avarice, ‘the root of all evils’ (1 Tim. 6:10): for those who with great labor mine silver, and then hide it in the earth 
again, remain without any profit. That is why the Lord says, ‘Do not store up treasures on earth’ (Matt. 6:19); and 
again: ‘Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also’ (Matt. 6:21). For the intellect of man is drawn by 
longing towards those things with which it habitually occupies itself, whether these be earthly things, or the 
passions, or heavenly and eternal blessings. As St Basil the Great says, a persistent habit acquires all the strength of 
nature.  

A weak person especially ought to pay attention to the promptings of his conscience, so that he may free his soul 
from all condemnation. Otherwise at the end of his life he may repent in vain and mourn eternally. The person who 
cannot endure for Christ’s sake a physical death as Christ did, should at least be willing to endure death spiritually. 
Then he will be a martyr with respect to his conscience, in that he does not submit to the demons that assail him, or 
to their purposes, but conquers them, as did the holy martyrs and the holy fathers. The first were bodily martyrs, the 
latter spiritual martyrs. By forcing oneself slightly, one defeats the enemy; through slight negligence one is filled 
with darkness and destroyed.  
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According to St Basil the Great, nothing so darkens the mind as evil, and nothing so enlightens the intellect as 
spiritual reading in stillness. Nor does anything so quickly fill the soul with sorrow as the thought of death, or so 
contribute to our secret progress as self-reproach and the excising of our own will On the other hand, nothing so 
abets our secret destruction as conceit and self-satisfaction, or so cuts us off from God and provokes our 
chastisement at the hands of other men as grumbling, or so disposes us to sin as a disorderly life and talkativeness. 
Again, nothing so quickly fosters the acquisition of virtue as the solitary life and meditation, or so rapidly promotes 
gratitude and thankfulness as reflection on God’s gifts and our own wickedness. Nothing so augments the blessings 
bestowed on us as our recognition of them, or so contributes to our salvation, even against our will, as trials and 
temptations. There is no shorter way to Christ - that is to say, to dispassion and the wisdom of the Spirit - than the 
royal way that avoids both excess and deficiency in all things; nor is any virtue more capable of comprehending the 
divine will than humility and the abandoning of every personal thought and desire. Nothing so contributes to every 
good action as pure prayer, and nothing so impedes the acquisition of the virtues as even the slightest mental 
distraction and day-dreaming.  

The greater one’s purity, the more clearly one sees how much one sins; and the more one sins, the more benighted 
one is, even though one may appear to be pure. Again, the more knowledge one has, the more one thinks oneself 
ignorant; and the more one is ignorant of one’s ignorance and of the shortcomings in one’s spiritual knowledge, the 
more one thinks one knows. The more the spiritual contestant endures afflictions, the more he will defeat the enemy; 
and, lastly, the more one tries for one day to do something good, the more one is a debtor all the days of one’s life, 
as St Mark has said; for even if the ability and desire to do good are one’s own,  
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the grace to do it comes from God. It is only because of this grace that we are able to do anything good; when we 
do it, then, what have we to boast about? If we boast, it shows that we imagine we have done something good 
simply through our own strength, and that we unjustly condemn those incapable of doing the same. But he who 
demands something of others should more rightfully demand it of himself. 

If sinners should tremble because they have angered God, those who have been shielded by His grace because of 
their weakness and proneness to despair should tremble even more, since they are deeply in His debt. St Epiphanios 
says .that ignorance of the Scriptures is a huge abyss; worse still is evil consciously committed; while great is the 



benefit that the soul receives through Scripture and through prayer. To bear with our neighbor; not to distress him 
when he wrongs us but to help him to be at peace when he is troubled, as St Dorotheos puts it; to show compassion 
towards him, sharing his burden and praying for him, lull of longing that he may be saved and may enjoy every 
other blessing of body and soul - this is true forbearance; and it purifies the soul and leads it towards God.  

To heal a person is the greatest thing one can do and excels all other virtue, because among the virtues there is 
nothing higher or more perfect than love for one’s neighbor. The sign of this love is not just that one does not keep 
for oneself anything of which another has need, but also that, as the Lord enjoins, one should joyfully endure death 
for his sake (cf. John 15:13), looking on it as a debt we have to pay. And this is as it should be: for we should love 
our neighbor to the point of dying for him, not only because nature requires this of us, but also because of the 
precious blood poured out for us by Christ who commanded us to love in this way. Do not love yourself, says St 
Maximos, and you will love God; do not pander to your ego, and you will love your brother. Such love comes 
through hope; and to hope is to believe unhesitatingly that one will surely attain what one hopes for. This in turn is 
born of a firm faith, where one has no concern whatsoever for one’s own life or death, but casts all care upon God 
(cf. 1 Pet 5:7), as I said when speaking about the person who wants to acquire the signs of  
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dispassion, of which faith is the foundation. He who has faith should reflect that since God in His extreme 
goodness has created all things - ourselves included - out of non-existence. He is certainly capable of providing as 
He thinks fit for our souls and bodies. 
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If we desire to acquire faith - the foundation of all blessings, the door to God’s mysteries, unflagging defeat of our 
enemies, the most necessary of all the virtues, the wings of prayer and the dwelling of God within our soul-we must 
endure every trial imposed by our enemies and by our many and various thoughts. Only the inventor of evil, the 
devil, can perceive these thoughts or uncover and describe them. But we should take courage; because if we forcibly 
triumph over the trials and temptations that befall us, and keep control over our intellect so that it does not give in to 



the thoughts that spring up in our heart, we will once and for all overcome all the passions; for it will not be we who 
are victorious, but Christ, who is present in us through faith. It was with regard to this that Christ said, ‘If you have 
faith no bigger than a mustard-seed...’ (Luke 17:6). Yet even if our thought, in a moment of weakness, should 
succumb, we should not be afraid or despair, or ascribe to our own soul what is said to us by the devil. On the 
contrary, we should patiently and diligently, to the limit of our strength, practice the virtues and keep the command-
ments, in stillness’ and devotion to God, freeing ourselves from all thoughts subject to our volition.  

In this way the enemy, who day and night promotes every kind of fantasy and deceit, will not find us worried 
about his tricks and illusions and all the thoughts within which he lurks, presenting to us as truth what are really 
deceits and falsehoods, and so he will lose heart and go away. Through such experience of the devil’s weakness, the 
man who practices Christ’s commandments will no longer be alarmed by any of his tricks. On the contrary, he will 
do whatever accords with God’s will joyfully and without hindrance, strengthened by faith and assisted by God in 
whom he has believed. As the Lord  
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Himself has said, ‘All things are possible for the person who believes’ (Mark 9:23). For it is not he who fights the 
enemy, but God, who watches over him on account of his faith. As the Prophet-said, ‘You have made the Most High 
your refuge’ (Ps. 91:9. LXX). Such a person no longer feels anxiety about anything, for he knows that ‘though the 
horse is made ready for battle, salvation comes from the Lord’ (Prov. 21:31). Because of his faith he faces 
everything boldly. As St Isaac says, ‘Acquire faith within you and you will trample on your enemies.’ 

The man of faith acts, not as one endowed with free will, but as a beast that is led by the will of God. He says to 
God: ‘I became as a beast before Thee; yet I am continually with Thee’ (Ps. 73:22-23). If Thy desire is that I should 
be at rest in Thy knowledge, I shall not refuse. If it is that I should experience temptation so as to learn humility, 
again I am with Thee. Of myself, there is absolutely nothing’ I can do. For without Thee I would not have come into 
existence from non-existence; without Thee I cannot live or be saved. Do what Thou wilt to Thy creature; for I 
believe that, being good, Thou bestowest blessings on me, even if I do not recognize that they are for my benefit. 
Nor am I worthy to know, nor do I claim to understand, so as to be at rest: this might not be to my profit. 

I do not dare to ask for relief in any of my battles, even if I am weak and utterly exhausted: for I do not know what 
is good for me. ‘Thou knowest all things’ (John 21:17); act according to Thy knowledge. Only do not let me go 
astray, whatever happens; whether I want it or not, save me, though, again, only if it accords with Thy will. I, then, 
have nothing: before Thee I am as one that is dead; I commit my soul into Thy pure hands, in this age and in the age 
to be. Thou art able to do all things; Thou knowest all things; Thou desirest every kind of goodness for all men and 



ever longest for my salvation. This is clear from the many blessings that in Thy grace Thou hast bestowed and 
always bestowest on us, visible and invisible, known to us and unknown; and from that gift of Thyself to us, 0 Son 
and Logos of God, which is beyond our understanding. Yet who am I that I should dare to speak to Thee of these 
things. Thou searcher of hearts? I speak of them in order to make known to myself and to my enemies that I take 
refuge in Thee, the harbor of my salvation. For I know by Thy grace that ‘Thou an my God’ (Ps. 31:14).  

I do not dare to say many things, but only wish to set before Thee  
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an intellect that is inactive, deaf and dumb. It is not myself, but Thy grace that accomplishes all things; for, 
knowing that I am always full of evil, I do not attribute such things to my own goodness; and because of this I fall 
down as a servant before Thee, for Thou hast found me worthy of repentance, and ‘I am Thy servant, and the son of 
Thy handmaid’ (Ps. 116:16). But do not allow me, my Lord Jesus Christ, my God, to do, say or think anything 
contrary to Thy will: the sins 1 have already committed are enough. But in whatever way Thou desirest have mercy 
on me. I have sinned: have mercy on me as Thou knowest. I believe, Lord, that Thou nearest this my pitiable cry, 
‘Help Thou my unbelief’ (Mark 9:24), Thou who hast granted me, not only to be, but also to be a Christian. ‘It is a 
great thing’, St John of Karpathos has said, ‘for me to be called a monk and a Christian.’ As Thou hast said. Lord, to 
one of Thy servants, ‘It is no light thing for you to be called by My name’ (cf. Isa. 49:6. LXX). This is more to me 
than all the kingdoms of heaven or of earth. Let me always be called by Thy most sweet name. 0 Master, full of 
compassion, I give thanks to Thee. 

Just as certain readings and certain words, tears and prayers are appropriate for one engaged in ascetic practice, so 
his is a different kind of faith from that superior faith which gives birth to stillness. The former is the faith of 
hearsay, the latter is the faith of contemplation, as St Isaac says. Contemplation is more sure than hearsay. For the 
ordinary initial faith of the Orthodox is born of natural knowledge, and from this faith are born devotion to God, 
fasting and vigil, reading and psalmody, prayer and the questioning of those with experience. It is such practices that 
give birth to the soul’s virtues, that is, to the constant observance of the commandments and of moral conduct. 
Through this observance come great faith, hope, and the perfect love that ravishes the intellect to God in prayer, 
when one is united with God spiritually, as St Neilos puts it.  

The words of prayer are written once and for all, so that he who wishes to present his intellect motionless before 
the Holy and Life-giving Trinity may always pray one and the same-prayer. The intellect itself has me sense that it is 
seen, even though at that time it is utterly impossible for it to see anything, for it is imageless, formless,  
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colorless, undisturbed, undistracted, motionless, matterless, entirely transcending all the things that can be 
apprehended and perceived in the created world. It communes with God- in deep peace and with perfect calm, 
having only God in mind, until it is seized with rapture and found worthy to say the Lord’s Prayer as it should be 
said. This is what we are told by St Philimon and St Irene, as well as by the holy apostles, the martyrs and other holy 
men. Anything other than this is illusion born of self-conceit. For the Divine is infinite and uncircumscribed, and the 
intellect that returns to itself must be in a similar state, so that through grace it may experience the indwelling of the 
Holy Spirit. ‘For we walk by faith, not by sight,’ says St Paul (2 Cor. 5:7). 

For this reason we should persist in our ascetic practice, so that through this enduring persistence our intellect is 
drawn in longing towards the Divine. For if the intellect does not find something that is superior to sensible realities 
it cannot direct its desire towards it, abandoning the things to which it has been so long accustomed. Just as the 
compassionate and the dispassionate are not greatly harmed by the affairs of this life, since they manage them well, 
so those who have received great gifts of grace are not harmed, since they ascribe their achievements to God. 

 
St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge  

That Stillness Is of Great Benefit to  

Those Subject to Passion 

Stillness and withdrawal from men and human affairs are of benefit to all, but especially to those who are weak 
and subject to the passions. For the intellect cannot attain dispassion by means of ascetic practice alone; such 
practice must be followed by spiritual contemplation. Nor will anyone escape unharmed from distraction and from 
exercising authority over others unless he has first acquired dispassion through withdrawal. The cares and confusion, 
of this life are liable to harm even the perfect and the dispassionate. Human effort is profitless, says St John 
Chrysostom, without help from above; but no one receives  
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such help unless he himself chooses to make an effort. We need always both things; we need the human and the 
divine, ascetic practice and spiritual knowledge, fear and hope, inward grief and solace, tearfulness and humility, 
discrimination and love. For, he says, all things in life are twofold: day and night, light and dark, health and 
sickness, virtue and vice, ease and adversity, life and death. Through the help from above we in our weakness come 
to love God, while through our own effort we flee sin out of our fear of trials. But if we are strong we can love God 
as our Father in all things, knowing that all things are ‘wholly good and beautiful’ (Gen. 1:31) and that God orders 
them for our benefit. We will restrain ourselves from pleasures and long for adversity, knowing that through such 
self-restraint our bodies are imbued with life for the glory of the Creator, while through adversity our souls are 
helped towards salvation by the ineffable mercy of God. 

Men are of three kinds: slaves, hirelings or sons. Slaves do not love the good, but refrain from evil out of fear of 
punishment; this, as St Dorotheos observes, is a good thing, but not fully in accord with God’s will. Hirelings love 
what is good and hate what is evil, out of hope of reward. But sons, being perfect, refrain from evil, not Out of fear 
of punishment, but because they hate evil violently; and they do what is good, not because they hope for reward, but 
because they consider it their duty. They love dispassion because it imitates God and leads Him to dwell in them; 
through it they refrain from all evil, even if no punishment threatens them. For unless we are dispassionate God in 
His holiness does not send down His Holy Spirit upon us, lest we violate His indwelling because out of habit we are 
still drawn towards the passions, and so incur greater condemnation. But when we are established in virtue, and are 
no longer friendly with our enemies or pulled this way and that by our impassioned habits, then we receive grace 
and are not liable to condemnation through receiving it. It is for this reason, according to St John Klimakos, that God 
does not reveal His will to us lest, after learning it, we disobey Him and so incur greater condemnation, failing like 
children to recognize in our ingratitude His limitless mercy towards us. For if we want to learn the divine will, he 
says, we must die to the whole world and to our every wish.  
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We should not do any thing about which we feel hesitation, nor should we consider something good unless we 
cannot live or be saved without it. That is why we should question men of experience. In this way, through prayer 
and firm faith we receive a sense of assurance, until such time as we attain the perfect dispassion that makes our 
intellect invulnerable and invincible in every good activity. Thus the battle is great, but we remain unharmed. ‘For 
My power comes to its fullness in your weakness’, says the Lord to St Paul; and St Paul adds, ‘When I am weak, 
then I am strong’ (2 Cor. 12:9-10). It is not good to be free from warfare. For the demons retreat for many reasons, 
as St John Klimakos explains: it may be in order to set an ambush, or to make one presumptuous; and they leave 
behind self-elation or some other evil, contenting themselves with this on the grounds that it can take the place of the 
other passions. 

The fathers, says the Gerontikon, kept the commandments; their successors wrote them down; but we have placed 
their books on the shelves. And even if we want to read them, we do not have the application to understand what is 
said and to put it into practice; we read them either as something incidental, or because we think that by reading 
them we are doing something great, thus growing full of pride. We do not realize that we incur greater 
condemnation if we do not put into practice what we read, as St John Chrysostom says. And we should remember 
what the Lord says about the servant who knew his master’s will but failed to carry it out (cf. Luke 12:47).  

Thus reading and spiritual knowledge are good, but only when they lead to greater humility; and to seek advice is 
good so long as one is not inquisitive about the life of one’s teacher. As St Gregory the Theologian says: ‘Do not 
question the authority of him who teaches you or preaches to you.’ The Lord Himself commands us to carry out 
what the priests tell us to do (cf. Matt. 23:3). For the actions of those from whom we ask advice do not harm us; nor, 
on the other hand, does their advice help us if we fail to put it into practice. Each will have to give account for 
himself: the teacher, for his words; the disciple, for his obedience in doing what he is told. Everything apart from 
this is contrary to nature and merits condemnation. As  
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St Evstratios said: ‘God is good and righteous, and in His goodness He gives us every good thing, so long as we 
are grateful, acknowledging through our thanksgiving the good we. have received. But if we are ungrateful, we are 
condemned by the righteous judgment of God’ Thus God’s goodness and righteousness by nature supply us with 
every good thing; if we misuse His gifts, they procure our agelong punishment. 
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It is always possible to make a new start by means of repentance. ‘You fell,’ it is written, ‘now arise’ (cf. Prov. 

24:16). And if you fall again, then rise again, without despairing at all of your salvation, no matter what happens. So 
long as you do not surrender yourself willingly to the enemy, your patient endurance, combined with self-reproach, 
will suffice for your salvation. ‘For at one time we ourselves went astray in our folly and disobedience’, says St 
Paul. ‘... Yet He saved us, not because of any good things we had done, but in His mercy’ (Tit. 3:3,5). So do not 
despair in any way, ignoring God’s help, for He can do whatever He wishes. On the contrary, place your hope in 
Him and He will do one of these things: either through trials and temptations, or in some other way which He alone 
knows. He will bring about your restoration; or He will accept your patient endurance and humility in the place of 
works; or because of your hope He will act-lovingly towards you in some other way of which you are not aware, and 
so will save your shackled soul. Only do not abandon your Physician, for otherwise you will suffer senselessly the 
twofold death because you do not know the hidden ways of God. 

What has been said in relation to spiritual knowledge also applies to ascetic practice. Every action of soul and 
body is beset by six snares: to the left and right lie excess and deficiency of effort; above and below lie self-elation 
and despair; on the near side and the far side lie cowardice and over-boldness which, as St Gregory the Theologian 
says, is very different from boldness, even though the words themselves  
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are similar. At the mid-point between these six snares lies action accomplished with due measure and with patience 
and humility.  



It is remarkable how the human intellect sees things differently according to its own light, even when these things 
are unalterable and in themselves remain what they are. It is because of this that we do not all have the same attitude 
to things, but each of us uses them as he wishes, whether for good or for-ill. We use sensible things in our practical 
activity, and intelligible things in thought and disputation.  

It seems to me that there are four ways of viewing men and that these correspond to the four states of which St 
Gregory the Theologian speaks. Some, such as the saints and those who attain dispassion, flourish both in this world 
and in the world to be. Others, such as the rich man in the Gospel (cf. Matt. 19:22), prosper only in this world, in 
that, though they are blessed in soul or body, they are unworthy of it, since they are without gratitude towards their 
Benefactor. Others, such as the paralytic (cf. Matt. 9:2), who are subject to prolonged illness and gladly embrace 
afflictions, are punished only in this world. Others, finally, such as those tempted like Judas by their own selfish 
desires, are punished both in this world and in the world to be.  

Moreover, men also have four different attitudes towards sensible realities. Some, like the demons, hate God’s 
works, and they commit evil deliberately. Others, like the irrational animals, love these works because they are 
attractive, but their love is full of passion and they make no effort to acquire natural contemplation or to show 
gratitude. Others, in a way that befits men, love God’s works in a natural manner, with spiritual knowledge and 
gratitude, and they use everything with self-control. Finally, others, like the angels, love these works in a manner 
that is above and beyond nature, contemplating all things to the glory of God and making use of them only in so far 
as they are necessary for life, as St Paul puts it (cf. 1 Tim. 6:8).  
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We ought all of us always to give thanks to God for both the universal and the particular gifts of soul and body 

that He bestows on us. The universal gifts consist of the four elements and all that comes into being through them, as 
well as all the marvelous works of God mentioned in the divine Scriptures. The particular gifts consist of all that 
God has given to each individual. These include wealth, so that one can perform acts of charity; poverty, so that one 
can endure it with patience and gratitude; authority, so that one can exercise righteous judgment and establish virtue; 
obedience and service, so that one can more readily attain salvation of soul; health, so that one can assist those in 
need and undertake work worthy of God; sickness, so that one may earn the crown of patience; spiritual knowledge 
and strength, so that one may acquire virtue; weakness and ignorance, so that, turning one’s back on worldly things, 
one may be under obedience in stillness and humility; unsought loss of goods and possessions, so that one may 
deliberately seek to be saved and may be helped when incapable of shedding all one’s possessions or even of giving 
alms; ease and prosperity, so that one may voluntarily struggle and suffer to attain the virtues and thus become 
dispassionate and fit to save other souls; trials and hardship, so that those who cannot eradicate their own will- may 



be saved in spite of themselves, and those capable of joyful endurance may attain perfection. All these things, even 
if they are opposed to each other, are nevertheless good when used correctly; but when misused, they are not good, 
but are harmful for both soul and body.  

Better than them all, however, is the patient endurance of afflictions; and he who has been found worthy of this 
great gift should give thanks to God in that he has been all the more blessed. For he has become an imitator of 
Christ, of His holy apostles, and of the martyrs and saints: he has received from God great strength and spiritual 
knowledge, so that he may voluntarily abstain from pleasure and may readily embrace hardship through the 
eradication of his own will and his rejection of unholy thoughts, and may thus always do and think what is in 
accordance with God’s will. Those  
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who have been found worthy of using things as they ought to be used should in all humility give heartfelt thanks 

to God, for by His grace they have been freed from what is contrary to nature and from the transgression of the 
commandments. We, however, who are still subject to the passions and who still misuse things, and who therefore 
act in a manner that is contrary to nature, should tremble and in all gratitude should give heartfelt thanks to our 
Benefactor, astonished at His unutterable forbearance, in that though we have disobeyed His commandments, 
misused His creation and rejected His gifts. He endures our ingratitude and docs not cease to confer His blessings on 
us, awaiting until our last breath for our conversion and repentance. 

Thus we should all give thanks to Him, as it is said: ‘In everything give thanks’ (1 Thess. 5:18). Closely linked to 
this phrase is another of St Paul’s injunctions: ‘Pray without ceasing’ (1 Thess. 5:17), that is, be mindful of God at 
all times, in all places, and in every circumstance. For no matter what you do, you should keep in mind the Creator 
of all things. When you see the light, do not forget Him who gave it to you; when you see the sky, the earth, the sea 
and all that is in them, marvel at these things and glorify their Creator; when you put on clothing, acknowledge 
whose gift it is and praise Him who in His providence has given you life. In short, if everything you do becomes for 
you an occasion for glorifying God, you will be praying unceasingly. And in this way your soul will always rejoice, 
as St Paul commends (cf. 1 Thess. 5:15). For as St Dorotheos explains, remembrance of God rejoices the soul; and 
he adduces David as witness: ‘I remembered God, and rejoiced’ (cf. Ps. 77:3. LXX). 
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For Our Benefit 
God has done all things for our benefit. We are guarded and taught by the angels; we are tempted by the demons 

so that we may be humbled and have recourse to God, thus being saved from self-elation and delivered from 
negligence. On the one hand, we are led to  
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give thanks to our Benefactor through the good things of this world, by which I mean health, prosperity, strength, 
rest, joy, light, spiritual knowledge, riches, progress in all things, a peaceful life, the enjoyment of honors, authority, 
abundance and all the other supposed blessings of this life. We are led to love Him and to do what good we can, 
because we feel we have a natural obligation to repay God for His gifts to us by performing good works. It is of 
course impossible to repay Him, for our debt always grows larger. On the other hand, through what are regarded as 
hardships we attain a state of patience, humility and hope of blessings in the age to be; and by these so-called 
hardships I mean such things as illness, discomfort, tribulation, weakness, unsought distress, darkness, ignorance, 
poverty, general misfortune, the fear of loss, dishonor, affliction, indigence, and so on. Indeed, not only in the age to 
be, but even in this present age these things are a source of great blessing to us. 

Thus God in His unutterable goodness has arranged all things in a marvelous way for us; and if you want to 
understand this and to be as you should, you must struggle to acquire the virtues so as to be able to accept with 
gratitude everything that conies, whether it is good or whether it appears to be bad, and to remain undisturbed in all 
things. And even when the demons suggest some pride-provoking thought in order to fill you with self-elation, you 
should remember the shameful things they have said to you in the past and should reject this thought and become 
humble. And when they again suggest to you something shameful, you should remember that pride-provoking 
thought and so reject this new suggestion. Thus, through the co-operation of grace and by means of recollection, you 
make the demons cast out the demons, and are not brought to despair because of their shameful suggestions, or 
driven out of your mind because of your own conceit. On the contrary, when your intellect is exalted, you fake 
refuge in humility; and when your enemies humble you before God, you are raised up through hope. In this way 
until your last breath you will never become confused and fall, or through fear succumb to despair.  



This, according to the Gerontikon, is the great work of the monk. When his enemies suggest one thing, he 
suggests something else; when they put forward this something else, he introduces the first thing again, knowing that 
nothing in this life is exempt from change, and that ‘he who endures to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 10:22). But the 
person who wants things to come about as he himself wills  
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does not know where he is going and, like a blind man thrown hither and thither by the wind, he is entirely 

dominated by whatever befalls him. Like a slave be fears what produces distress, and he is led captive by his own 
conceit; in his inane joy he thinks he possesses things he has never seen and of whose origin he is completely 
ignorant - and if he says he is not ignorant of it, then he is all the more blind. This happens because he does not 
censure himself. Such lack of self-criticism is a form of self-satisfaction and leads imperceptibly to destruction, as St 
Makarios says in his discourses about the monk who saw the heavenly Jerusalem: while this monk was praying with 
some of the brethren, his intellect was ravished in ecstasy, but he perished because he thought that he had achieved 
something by his own efforts and did not realize that he had become an even greater debtor. Just as those dominated 
by the passions do not even know what is obvious to all because of the obfuscation produced by their passions, so 
the dispassionate, because of the purity of their intellect, know things of which most are ignorant. 
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God’s speech, says St Maximos, is not loose chatter, for though we were all to speak at length, we still would not 

have uttered the equivalent of a single word of God. For example. God says, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might’(Deut. 6:5); yet how much have the fathers said and 
written - and still say and write - without equaling what is contained in that single phrase? For, as St Basil the Great 
has said, to love God with all your soul means to love nothing together with God; for if someone loves his own soul, 
he loves God, not with all his soul, but only partially; and if we love ourselves and innumerable other things as well, 
how can we love God or dare to claim that we love Him? It is the same with love of one’s neighbor. If we are not 
willing to sacrifice this temporal life, or perhaps even the life to come, for the  



 

[V3] 176 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge  

How God’s Speech Is Not Loose Chatter 

sake of our neighbor, as were Moses and St Paul, how can we say that we love him? For Moses said to God 
concerning his people, If Thou will forgive their sins, forgive; but if not, blot me as well out of the book of life 
which Thou hast written’ (Exod. 32:32. LXX); while St Paul said, ‘For I could wish that I myself were severed from 
Christ for the sake of my brethren (Rom. 9:3). He prayed, that is to say, that he should perish in order that others 
might be saved - and these others were the Israelites who were seeking to kill him. 

Such are the souls of the saints: they love their enemies more than themselves, and in this age and in the age to 
come they put their neighbor first in all things, even though because of his ill-will he may be their enemy. They do 
not seek recompense from those whom they love, but because they have themselves received they rejoice in giving 
to others all that they have, so that they may conform to their Benefactor and imitate His compassion to the best of 
their ability; ‘for He is bountiful to the thankless and to sinners’ (cf. Luke 6:35). Indeed, the more a man is found 
worthy to receive God’s gifts, the more he ought to consider himself a debtor to God, who has raised him from the 
earth and bestowed on dust the privilege of imitating to some degree its Creator and God. For to endure injustice 
with joy, patiently to do good to one’s enemies, to lay down one’s own life for one’s neighbor, and so on, are gifts 
from God, bestowed on those who are resolved to receive them from Him through their solicitude in cultivating and 
protecting what has been entrusted to them, as Adam was commanded to do (cf. Gen. 2:15). In this way they hold 
fast to the gifts through their gratitude towards their Benefactor. For we have never achieved anything good on our 
own, but all good things are ours from God by grace, and come as it were from nothingness into being. For ‘what do 
you have which you did not receive?’ asks St Paul - receive, that is, freely from God; ‘and if you received it, why do 
you boast as if you had not received it’ (1 Cor. 4:7), but had achieved it by yourself? Yet by yourself you cannot 
achieve anything, for the Lord has said: ‘Without Me, you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). 
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Because of the great obscurity produced by the passions, a person may become so demented as to imagine in his 
lack of humility that he is the equal of the angels, or even greater than they. It was precisely this lack of humility on 
Lucifer’s part that was enough without any other sin to turn him into darkness. What, then, will be the fate of a man 
who is without humility, since he is but dust and mortal, not to say a sinner? Perhaps in his blindness he does not 
believe that he has sinned. St John Chrysostom says that the perfect man will certainly become the equal of the 
angels, as the Lord affirms; but he will do so in the resurrection of the dead, and not in this present world. Even then 
the perfect will not be angels, but ‘equal to the angels’ (Luke 20:36). This means that men cannot forsake their own 
nature, though like the angels they can become changeless through grace and released from all necessity, free in 
everything they do, possessing ceaseless joy, love of God, and all that ‘the eye has not seen, and the ear has not 
heard’ (1 Cor. 2:9). 

In this present life, however, it is impossible for anyone to become perfect, though he may receive as it were a 
pledge of the blessings promised him. For just as those who have not received God’s gifts should humble themselves 
because of their indigence, so those who have received them should likewise humble themselves, since they have 
received them from God; otherwise they will be condemned for their lack of gratitude. And just as the wealthy ought 
to confess God’s grace because of the gifts He has given them, so those who are rich in virtues ought to do so all the 
more. Just as the poor should give thanks to God and return rich love to those who assist them, so all the more 
should the wealthy give thanks, for through God’s providence they are able to perform acts of charity and so are 
saved both in this age and in the age to be. For without the poor they cannot save their souls or nee the temptations 
of wealth. 

Just as disciples should love their masters, so masters should love their disciples, and on behalf of each other they 
should mutually acknowledge the grace of God who has given to all men spiritual knowledge and every other good 
thing. For these good things we  
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ought all of us always to give thinks to Him, especially those who have received from Him the power to renew their 
holy baptism through repentance, because without repentance no one can be saved. For the Lord has said, ‘Why do 
you call me, Lord, Lord, yet fail to do the things I tell you?’ (Luke 6:46). But let no one be so stupid as to think, on 
hearing these or similar words, that if he does not call upon the Lord he will not be culpable. On the contrary, he will 
be all the more condemned; for, as the Lord has said, ‘If they do these things when the wood is green, what will 
happen when it is dry?’ (Luke 23:31); and as Solomon says, ‘If the righteous man is only just saved, where will the 
ungodly and the sinner appear?’ (Prov. 11:31. LXX). 

Yet when a person sees himself beset on all sides by the divine commandments he should not despair and so 
suffer greater condemnation than one who commits suicide.  Rather, he should marvel at how the divine Scriptures 
and the commandments urge a man from this side and that towards perfection, so that he cannot find a way to escape 



from the good by seeking relief in what is inferior. As soon as he wishes to do something bad, he finds himself face 
to face with threatening dangers, and so he turns towards the good. God in His love arranges all this in a marvelous 
manner, so that every man may somehow become perfect, even in spite of himself, if only he will take himself in 
hand. Those who feel gratitude, filled with a sense of shame because of the blessings they have received, embark on 
the spiritual contest like people crossing over a river while asleep, as St Ephrem puts it. God has multiplied our 
trials, says St Isaac, so that out of fear of them we may take refuge in Him. He who does not understand this, but 
through self-indulgence rejects this gift, has slain and destroyed himself: having received arms for use against his 
enemies, he has used them to kill himself. For just as God, says St Basil the Great, wants to do good to all because 
He Himself is good, so the devil, because he himself is evil, desires to involve everyone in his own depravity, even 
though he cannot do this. And just as loving parents, impelled by their love, turn upon their children with threats 
when they do foolish things, so God permits trials and temptations because they are a rod that turns those who are 
worthy away from the devil’s maleficence. ‘He who spares his rod hates his son; but he who loves him chastens him 
diligently’ (Prov. 13:24).  

 

[V3] 179 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

How It Is Impossible To Be  

Saved Without Humility  

Self-indulgent and self-centered as we are, peril besets us on both sides. Those who love God are saved through 
the trials and temptations He allows them to undergo; but despite such trials we are threatened with destruction 
because of our pride and because we fail to remain faithful to God, as children who are ‘chastened and not killed’ (2 
Cor. 6:9). Let us therefore choose the less perilous course. For it is better to take refuge in God by patiently enduring 
whatever befalls us than to turn away from Him in fear of facing the trials and temptations He may send; for if we 
do the latter, we fall into the hands of the devil - which means eternal destruction - or, rather, we bring punishment 
upon ourselves along with him. For we are faced with this alternative: we must endure either temporary trials and 
temptations, or else agelong punishment. The righteous, on the other hand, are free from both the perils which beset 
us, for they welcome joyfully what seems to us painful, and they embrace trials and temptations as an opportunity 
for profit, while remaining invulnerable to them. For if a man is hit by an arrow but not wounded he will not die; it 
is the man who receives a mortal wound who perishes from it. In what way did the plague harm Job? Did it not 
rather add to his glory? Or did calamity perturb the apostles and martyrs? Rather they rejoiced in it, because ‘they 
were found worthy to suffer disgrace for the sake of His name’ (Acts 5: 41).  

The more the victor has to struggle, the more he is honored, and from this he derives great joy. When such a 
person hears the sound of the trumpet, he does not feel fear because it summons him to face death, but rather he 
rejoices because it foretells the glory that awaits him. For there is nothing that so readily prepares one for victory as 
bravery combined with a firm faith; and nothing so readily prepares one for defeat as self-centeredness and the 
cowardice that comes from lack of faith. And there is no better instructor in courage than diligence and experience; 
nor in clarity of thought than spiritual reading in stillness. Nor is there any cause of forgetfulness so great as 
indolence, or any swifter path to the forgiveness of sins than the patient endurance of evil. There is no surer way to 
attain forgiveness of sins than repentance and the eradication of evil, and no more rapid progress of soul than that 
achieved by cutting off one’s own desires and thoughts. Nor is there anything greater than casting oneself down 



before God day and night and asking that His will be done in all things; or anything worse than loving the license 
and distraction of  

 

[V3] 180 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

How It Is Impossible To Be  

Saved Without Humility  

soul or body. For such license is in no way beneficial to those of us who cleave to the good because we are still 
frightened of trials and punishment. On the contrary, we-are helped by watchfulness and by turning away from 
worldly affairs, so that, at least by renouncing those things that harm us because of our weakness, we may be able to 
struggle with our thoughts.  

The dispassionate rule over the ruling spirits because they have already triumphed over their shameful passions, 
while those still under obedience to a spiritual father must struggle with the spirits that are subordinate. Both St 
Makarios and Abba Kronios say that there are ruling demons and demons that are subordinate. The ruling demons 
are self-esteem, presumption and so on; the subordinate demons are gluttony, unchastity and similar things. Those 
who have attained perfect love have the power to do what is good without having to force themselves: they rejoice 
in doing it and never wish to cease. Should they encounter some unsought obstacle, they act under complete control: 
drawn by their love for God they resort at once to stillness and spiritual work as though to a familiar and delightful 
pursuit. It is to such men that the fathers say: ‘Pray a little, read a little, meditate a little, work a little, watch over 
your intellect a little, and in this way pass your time.’ They can say this because the dispassionate have control over 
themselves and are not sinfully led captive by their own desires. When they want, they control the intellect and 
command the body as though it were their servant. 

We, however, ought to be subject to a rule of life, so that we are under an obligation to do what is good, even 
against our will. For we still pander to our passions and our pleasures, to the comfort of our bodies and to our own 
desires; and so the enemy leads our intellect where he wills. In the same way our body, dominated by disordered 
impulses, does whatever it likes uncontrollably. This is only to be expected; for where the intellect is not in 
command, everything is out of control and contrary to nature. It is altogether different with the true Israelites. When 
the Lord says to Nathanael, ‘Behold, a true Israelite, in whom there is no guile’ (John 1 : 47), he thereby proclaims 
the virtue of the man; for Nathanael means ‘zeal for God’. The name given him by his family was ‘Simon’; he was 
called ‘the Canaanite’ because he came from Cana of Galilee, and ‘Nathanael’ because of his virtue. Thus the 
Israelite - that is to say, the Intellect that sees God - is without guile. For, according to St Basil the Great,  
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it is usual in the divine Scripture to call a man by a name expressing his particular virtue, rather than by the name 
given him at birth; So it is in the case of the two chief apostles, Peter and Paul: Peter was first called Simon and then 
given the name Peter because of his steadfastness (cf. Mark 3:16), while Saul, which means ‘stormy’, was changed 
to Paul, which means ‘rest’, ‘repose’ (cf, Acts 13:9). And this was fitting: for at first Paul troubled and disturbed the 
faithful, but later he gave rest to their souls by word and act, as St John Chrysostom says of him. 

Consider the reverence shown by St Paul. When he wished to speak about God, he did not begin until he had 
offered to Him the prayer and thanksgiving that befits Him, thus showing that it was from God that he had his 
knowledge and strength. And this is the right order, for counsel comes after prayer. Likewise St Luke did not leave 
the Acts of the Apostles incomplete because of negligence or some worldly constraint, but because he departed this 
life to be with God. We, however, leave our tasks unfinished because of our negligence or debility, for we do not 
carry out the work of God diligently and do not regard it as our main task; on the contrary, we disdain it as a kind of 
incidental chore. Because of this we fail to prosper, or indeed often regress, like those others who ‘turned back’ and 
no longer followed Jesus (cf. John 6:66). And yet, says St John Chrysostom, what Jesus said was nothing harsh, as 
they thought, for he was speaking to them about doctrine. None the less, where a resolute disposition and desire are 
lacking, even easy things appear difficult-though the reverse is true as well. 
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According to St Basil the Great, the chief thing that every man needs is endurance, just as the earth needs water. 

On this earth he should lay the foundation of faith (cf. 2 Pet. 1:5). Then discrimination, like an experienced builder, 
can set about slowly building the house of the soul with clay taken from the earth of humility, successively binding 
one stone to another - that is, one virtue to another - until the roof,  
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which is perfect love, is put in place. Then, when it has posted good doorkeepers, always bearing arms - that is to 
say, luminous thoughts and godlike actions capable of protecting the king from being disturbed - the master of the 
house comes and takes up residence in it. It should not have a female doorkeeper, one who is busy with her own 
handiwork, as St Neilos says in his interpretation of the Old Testament: he explains how it was for this reason that 
the Patriarch Abraham did not appoint a female porter, but rather someone who was manly - swift, incisive thought - 
armed with, among other things, ‘the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God’ (Eph. 6:17), so that he might 
fight off and slay those who try to enter. For such a doorkeeper is sleepless and stands at his post slaying alien 
thoughts with retaliatory action and confuting speech. He repels everything that enters the heart contrary to God’s 
purpose, disdaining and rejecting it, so that the illumined intellect may never stop contemplating God or be empty of 
divine thoughts. This is the work of stillness, as St Neilos remarks. Elsewhere, referring to Holy Scripture, St Neilos 
explains that distraction is the cause of the intellect’s obscuration. This is to be expected; for if the intellect is not 
completely confined like water in a pipe, then the mind cannot be gathered into itself, and so rise to God. And if one 
does not rise spiritually and taste something at least of what is above, how can one readily be detached from what is 
below?  

Thus, as St Paul says (cf. 2 Cor. 5:7), we should press forward on the basis of faith, patiently striving to conform 
ourselves to God’s will. And, with time, those who make good progress succeed HI attaining a partial knowledge and 
in overthrowing the enemy. They will then receive the fullness of this knowledge in the world to be, when the mirror 
- this mortal life - has been broken (cf. 1 Cor. 13:12), and when the soul no longer desires against the flesh, or the 
flesh against the Spirit (cf. Gal. 5:17), and when sloth does not engender forgetfulness or forgetfulness ignorance. 
This is what most of us experience in this present life which is why we need a written text to remind us. Indeed, 
often a thought has spontaneously occurred to me, and it was by writing it down that I committed it to memory. 
Thus in time of spiritual struggle I had it as a source of aid or relief or gratitude, supported as it was by the testimony 
of divine Scripture.  
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Had I been negligent about writing, it down, I would not have found it when I had need of it, and I would have been 
deprived of its help by that greatest of evils, forgetfulness. 

For this reason we ought to learn the virtues through practicing them, not merely through talking about them, so 
that by acquiring the habit of them we do not forget what is of benefit to us. ‘The kingdom of God’, as St Paul says, 
‘resides not in words but in power’ (1 Cor. 4:20). For he who tries to discover things through actual practice will 
come to understand what gain or loss lies in any activity that he pursues, as St Isaac says; and he can also give 
advice to others, for he has often suffered and has thereby gained experience. For some things, St Isaac tells us, 
appear good, but conceal no small harm; while others appear bad, but contain within themselves the greatest profit. 



For this reason, he states, not every man can be trusted when giving advice to those who seek it. We can trust only 
him who has received from God the grace of discrimination and who, as St Maximos says, has acquired through 
great humility and long practice of the virtues an intellect blessed with spiritual insight. Such a man is in a position 
to advise, not everyone, but at least those who seek him out voluntarily and who question him by their own choice; 
for he has learned things in their true order. It is because of his humility, and because his questioners seek him out 
voluntarily, that what he says is stamped on the soul of his listeners: they are filled with the warmth of faith, 
regarding their good adviser as if he were that ‘wonderful counselor’ of whom the prophet Isaiah speaks, calling him 
‘mighty God, ruler, prince of peace’ (Isa. 9:6. LXX). 

This refers of course to our Lord Jesus Christ, who said to the man who appealed to Him, ‘Who set me up as a 
judge or arbitrator over you?’ (Luke 12:14). Yet He also says, ‘The Father has committed all judgment to the Son’ 
(John 5:22).  Through His holy humility, He shows us here, as everywhere, the path to salvation, and how He does 
not constrain anyone. ‘If any man will come after Me,’ He says, ‘let him deny himself and follow Me’ (Man. 16:24), 
that is, let him not worry about his own life in any way, but just as I actively undergo My visible and voluntary death 
for the sake of all, so should he follow Me in word and action, as did the apostles and martyrs; and if he cannot do 
this outwardly, then let him endure death so far as the probity of  
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his intention is concerned. Again, to the rich young man He sajd ‘If you want to be perfect, go and sell all you have 
and come and follow Me’ (Matt. 19:21). 

It is with reference to this incident that St Basil the Great observes that the young man lied when he said that he 
had kept the commandments; for if he had kept them, he would not have acquired many possessions, since the first 
commandment in the Law is, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your soul’ (Deut. 6:5). The word ‘all’ 
forbids him who loves God to love anything else to such an extent that it would make him sad were it to be taken 
away. After this the Law says, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself (Lev. 19:18), that is, ’you shall love every 
man’. But how can he have kept this commandment if, when many other men lacked daily nourishment, he had 
many possessions and was passionately attached to them? If, like Abraham, Job and other righteous men, he had 
regarded those possessions as the property of God, he would not have gone away sorrowing. St John Chrysostom 
says the same thing: the young man believed that what was said to him by the Lord was true, and this was why he 
went away full of sorrow, for he had not the strength to carry it into effect. For there are many who believe the 
sayings of the Scriptures, but have not the strength to fulfill what is written. 
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The Lord, then, gives us these and many other similar counsels, as also do the apostles when they say, ‘We exhort 

you, beloved, to do this thing or that.’ We, however, are unwilling to encourage those who seek advice from us- Yet, 
if they saw us humble and full of respect for them, they would listen to us with joy, feeling assured because we 
speak the words of Holy Scripture with great humility and love. They would eagerly pursue the honor and love 
which they receive from us and, together with this honor and love, they would also accept what is difficult, since 
because of our love it would appear easy to them.  
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This was the case with the holy apostle Peter, who repeatedly heard of death and the cross and yet rejoiced (cf. 

John 21:18-20); they were as nothing to him, for he was filled with the love he felt towards his Master. He was not 
concerned about miracles, as unbelievers are, but said to the Lord: ‘Thy words are the words of eternal life. We 
believe and are assured that Thou art Christ, the Son of the living God’ (John 6:68-69). It was not thus with Judas, 
who died twice; for he hanged himself, yet did not die, but lived on unrepentant, fell ill, and ‘burst open’, as the 
Apostle Peter says (Acts 1:18). Then again, the holy Apostle Paul says in one place to the brethren: ‘So great is our 
affection for .you that we wished to share with you not the Gospel of Christ only, but also our own souls’ (1 Thess. 
1:8); and elsewhere he says, ‘We are your servants for Christ’s sake’ (2 Cor. 4:5). Again, writing to Timothy, he 
tells him to treat the elders as fathers and the younger men as brethren (cf. 1 Tim. 5:1). Who is capable of grasping 
the humility of the saints and the burning love they felt toward God and their neighbor? Indeed, we should be 
attentive not only to God and our neighbor, but to everyone to whom we speak or write. 

For he who wishes to admonish someone or to give him advice - or, rather, to refresh his memory, as St John 
Klimakos says - should first be purified of the passions, so that he may truly understand God’s purpose and the state 
of the person who asks for his counsel. For the same medicine is not suited for all, even when the illness is the 
same.’ Then we must ascertain from the person who is seeking advice whether he does this because he has once and 
for all committed himself to obedience in soul and body; or whether he has made his request spontaneously and with 
fervent faith, seeking counsel from us before questioning his own teacher; or whether there is something else that 
forces him to pretend that he longs for such counsel. For if this last is the case both teacher and disciple will 
succumb to falsehood and idle talk, deceitfulness and many other things. The disciple, forced by his supposed 
teacher to speak against his will, feels ashamed and tells lies, pretending that he wants to do good; and the teacher 
also acts deceitfully, flattering his disciple in order to discover what is hidden in his mind, and in general employing 
every kind of trick and speaking at length, in spite of the  
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fact that Solomon has said. Through talkativeness you will not escape sin’ (Prov. 10:19). St Basil the Great has also 
described the sins that come from talkativeness. 

All this has been said, not so that we should refuse to advise those who come to us readily and with firm faith, 
especially if we have attained a state of dispassion; it is said so that we should not, out of self-esteem, 
presumptuously teach those who do not express the wish to hear us either through their actions or through their 
fervent faith. While we are still subject to the passions we should not do this even if we feel we have the authority to 
do so. Rather, as the fathers have said, unless questioned by the brethren we should not say anything by way of 
giving help, so that any benefit is a consequence of their own free choice. Both St Paul and St Peter followed this 
principle (cf. Philem., verse 14; 1 Pet. 5:2); and St Peter adds that we should not lord it over the members of our 
flock but be an example to them (cf. 1 Pet. 5:3). And St Paul wrote to St Timothy, ‘The fanner who does the work 
should be the first to eat of the produce’ (2 Tim. 2:6); that is to say, first practice what you intend to preach. Again, 
he writes, ‘Let no one slight you because you are young’ (1 Tim. 4:12); that is, do nothing that is immature or 
childish, but rather be as one who is perfect in Christ. Similarly, it is said in the Gerontikon that unless questioned 
by the brethren the fathers said nothing that might contribute to the soul’s salvation; they regarded unsolicited advice 
as vain chatter. This is quite right; for it is because we think that we know more than others that we speak unbidden. 
And the more we are guilty of this, the greater the freedom before God we assume we possess, although the closer 
the saints draw to God, the more they regard themselves as sinners, as St Dorotheos says; they are astounded by the 
knowledge of God that they have been granted and are reduced to helplessness. 

So, too, the holy angels in their infinite happiness and wonder can never satisfy their longing to glorify God; and 
because they have been found worthy of celebrating so great a Master, they sing His praises ceaselessly, marveling 
at what He has brought to pass, as St John Chrysostom says, and advancing to still greater knowledge, as St Gregory 
the Theologian states. It is the same with all the saints, in this world and in the next. Just as the angels transmit 
illumination to each  
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other, so intelligent beings are instructed by each other. Some derive their knowledge from the divine Scriptures and 
teach those who are more in need, while others are taught spiritually by the Holy Spirit and make known to their 
brethren in writing the mysteries that have been revealed to them. 

Therefore we all need to humble ourselves before God and before each other, in that we have received from God 
our being and all other things, and from one another, through Him, our knowledge. He who humbles himself is 
illumined all the more, while he who refuses to humble himself remains in darkness, as was the case with him who 
was the Morning-star and is now the devil. For Lucifer originally belonged to the lowest angelic order, the one 



closest to the earth and the furthest from the supreme order that stands beside the unapproachable throne; but 
because of his self-elation he and those who obeyed him became lower not only than the nine orders of angels and 
than us who inhabit the earth, but lower even than the subterranean powers: for he was cast into Tartarus because of 
his senseless arrogance. 

Because of this it is often said that presumption alone, without any other sin, is enough to destroy the soul; for he 
who regards his sins as trivial is allowed to fall into those that are greater, as St Isaac says. And he who has received 
a gift from God, and is ungrateful for it, is already on the way to losing it; for, as St Basil the Great says, he has 
made himself unworthy of God’s gift. For gratitude is a form of intercession. Only it must not be like the gratitude 
of the Pharisee, who condemned others and justified himself (cf. Luke 18:11). On the contrary, it must make one 
regard oneself as a greater debtor than all other men; one gives thanks in astonished bewilderment because one 
understands God’s unutterable restraint and forbearance. Moreover, one ought to marvel that God, who is without 
need, who is praised above all, accepts this gratitude from us in spite of the way we anger and embitter Him 
constantly after He has bestowed on us so many and so varied blessings, both universal and particular. 

These blessings, of both body and soul, have been described by St Gregory the Theologian and the other fathers, 
and they take numberless forms. One of them consists in the fact that in the Holy Scriptures some things are obvious 
and easy to grasp, while others are  

 

[V3] 188 

St Peter of Damaskos 

Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

 

The Great Value of Love and of Advice Given With Humility  
unclear and difficult to grasp. Through the first category God draws the slower amongst us towards faith and 
towards the investigation of more difficult things; and in this way He ensures that we do not fall into despair and 
lose our faith because of our utter failure to understand what is said. Through the second category He preserves us 
from incurring even greater condemnation by disdaining the passages that we can understand. He desires that those 
who want to do so should labor willingly to search out and put into effect what is unclear-and for this they will 
receive praise, as St John Chrysostom says. 
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Divine Scripture often repeats the same words, yet this is not to be regarded as verbosity. On the contrary, by 
means of this frequent repetition it unexpectedly and compassionately draws even those who are very slow in 
grasping things to an awareness and understanding of what is being said; and it ensures that a particular saying does 



not escape notice because of its fleetingness and brevity. This can happen especially when we are much involved in 
the affairs of this life, and know nothing save in part - though, as St John Chrysostom says, we do not know wholly 
even what is given ‘in part’, but know only a part of a part.’ This part Itself will be ‘done away with’ (1 Cor. 13:l0), 
not in the sense that it disappears and is reduced to nothing - for then we would have no knowledge at all and would 
not be human - but in the sense that it will give place to the knowledge that comes from meeting ‘face to face’, in the 
same way as childhood disappears when one grows up, to use the analogy given by St Paul (cf. 1Cor. 13:11-12). 
This again is what St John Chrysostom means when he says that now we know that heaven exists, though not what it 
is; but that later the lesser will be ‘done away with’ by the greater, that is, by our knowing what heaven is, so that 
our knowledge increases.  
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For there are many mysteries hidden in the divine Scriptures, and we do not know God’s meaning in what is said 

there. ‘Do not be contemptuous of our frankness’, says St Gregory the Theologian, ‘and find fault with our words, 
when we adroit our ignorance.’ It is stupid and uncouth, declares St Dionysios the Areopagite, to give attention not 
to the meaning intended but only to the words.’ But he who seeks with holy grief will find. This is a task to be 
undertaken in fear, for through fear things hidden are revealed to us. 

Thus in one passage the prophet Isaiah says, ‘The dead shall not see life’ (Isa. 26:14. LXX); in another he says, 
‘The dead shall rise’ (Isa. 26:19. LXX). But this is not contradiction, as they think who fail to understand the 
meaning disclosed by a spiritual interpretation of divine Scripture. For he was referring to the idols of the Gentiles 
when he said, ‘They shall not see life’, because they are soulless; while when he said, ‘The dead shall rise’, he was 
referring to the general resurrection and the blessedness of the righteous-though he was also prophesying the rising 
of the dead together with our Savior Jesus Christ. Similarly, in the Holy Gospels, in the accounts of the 
transfiguration of the Lord, one of the Evangelists says ‘after six days’ (Matt. 17:1; cf. Mark 9:2) and another speaks 
of eight days’(Luke 9:28) - meaning, in each case, after the preceding miracles and teaching of the Lord. But the one 
leaves out of the reckoning the first and last days and counts only the six days that lie between, while the other 
includes both of these and so speaks of eight days. 

Again, in his Gospel St John the Theologian says at one point, ‘And there are many other signs that Jesus 
performed in the presence of His disciples which are not recorded in this book’ (John 20: 30); while at another he 
says, ‘And there are also many other things which Jesus did’ (John 21:25), without saying ‘in the presence of His 
disciples’. Concerning these passages St Prochoros, who wrote them both down, says that in the first case the 
Evangelist is referring to the miracles and Other things the Lord did, which he did not record because they had been 
previously written down by the other Evangelists; and that is why he added ‘in the presence of His disciples’. In the 
second case he is referring to the creation of the world, when the Logos of God was in His incorporeal state, and 
when together with Him the Father created all things out of non-existence,  
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saying, ‘Let this thing be, and it was’ (cf. Gen. 1:3-14). ‘If all these things were to be recorded individually,’ says 
the Theologian, ‘I suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that would be written’ (John 
21:25). 

Generally speaking, every scriptural passage and every word of God, or of any saint, refers in a hidden way to the 
purpose of created things, whether they belong to the sensible or to the intelligible realm. The same is also true of 
any human statement. And no one knows the meaning of the passage in question except by revelation. As the Lord 
said, ‘The wind blows where it wills’ (John 3:8). Commenting on this, St John Chrysostom observes that the Lord 
did not mean that the wind has a power of its own; but, making allowances for Nikodimos’ weakness, He spoke of 
the wind so that Nikodimos might understand what was being said to him. The Lord was in fact referring to the Holy 
Spirit when He spoke of the wind. He was trying to tell Nikodimos and others that what He said to them was spirit 
or spiritual and not what they thought it was. He was not speaking about bodily things, in a way that could be 
understood simply by earthly-minded people. For this reason St John of Damaskos writes that, if the speaker does 
not disclose to us the meaning of what he says, we cannot know what it means. And how can anyone dare to say, ‘I 
know the purpose of God that is hidden in divine Scripture’, unless it has been revealed to him by the Son? 

Christ Himself has said that He reveals the truth to whomsoever He wishes (cf. Matt. 11:27). This means that He 
reveals it only if we have previously resolved to receive this knowledge from Him spiritually through the keeping of 
His divine commandments; because without this anyone who claims to possess knowledge is lying. For, as St John 
Klimakos says, he speaks from conjecture, not learning authoritatively from God, even though in his conceit he 
boasts immeasurably. It is such a person that St Gregory the Theologian has in mind when he uses the phrases ‘0 
you great lover of wisdom’ or ‘0 you wonderful scholar’, reproaching him for his presumption in thinking he knows 
something when in fact he is ignorant. In such cases, even what he thinks he has will be taken away from him (cf. 
Matt. 13:12), because he is unwilling to say, ‘I do not know’, as all  
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the saints have said. Had he said that, what he lacks might have been given to him because of his humility, and given 
abundantly, as it was to the saints. For the saints, though they knew, said that they did not know. As St John 
Chrysostom observes, St Paul did not say, ‘I have never known anything yet’, but that he had never known anything 
yet ‘as he ought to know it’ (cf. 1 Cor. 8:2). Thus he knew, but not as he should know. 
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Spurious knowledge, or ‘knowledge falsely so called’ (1 Tim. 6:20), is that which a man possesses when he 

thinks he knows what he has never known. It is worse than complete ignorance, says St John Chrysostom, in that its 
victim will not accept correction from any teacher because he thinks that this worst kind of ignorance is in fact 
something excellent. For this reason the fathers say that we ought to search the Scriptures assiduously, in humility 
and with the counsel of experienced men, learning not merely theoretically but by putting into practice what we 
read; and that we ought not to inquire at all into what is passed over in silence by Holy Scripture. 

Such enquiry is senseless, St Antony the Great tells us, speaking with reference to those who want to know about 
the future rather than renouncing any claim to such knowledge on the grounds of their unworthiness. If God in His 
providence does impart such knowledge, as He did to Nebuchadnezzar (cf. Dan. 2:31-45) and Balaam (cf. Num. 
23:8-10), He imparts it for the benefit of all, even if some of the recipients are unworthy of the gift. In such cases, it 
docs not come from the demons, especially when it is given through dreams and certain forms of imagination. We 
are not told much about these things, lest we search the Scriptures simply-with our minds and then out of pride think 
that we have grasped something. For the Lord commands that we should search the Scriptures above all by means of 
bodily and moral actions, and in this way find eternal life (cf. John  5:39-40). In particular we  
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 should bear in mind that things have been hidden from us for our greater humility, and so that we may not be 
condemned for sinning knowingly. 

The man who has been enabled by grace to acquire spiritual knowledge should struggle to study the divine 
Scriptures and this knowledge with deep dedication, humility, attention and fear of God; for unless he does this he 
will be deprived of his knowledge and threatened with punishment, as unworthy of what God has given him, in the 
same way as Saul was deprived of his kingdom, as St Maximos explains. But he who devotes himself to spiritual 
knowledge and struggles to attain it, St Maximos states, should call upon God at all times, as did David, saying: 
‘Create in me a pure heart, 0 God, and renew an upright Spirit within me’ (Ps. 51:10). In this way he may become 
worthy of God’s indwelling, like the apostles who received grace ‘at the third hour’ (Acts 2:15). For the Spirit came 
down on the apostles, as St Luke declares, at the third hour of the day, a Sunday, since Pentecost is the seventh 
Sunday after the Sunday on which ‘Pascha’ is celebrated. 

This Hebrew word, ‘Pascha’, when translated, means ‘passing over’ or ‘freedom’; and the Sunday that follows 
fifty days later is therefore called ‘Pentecost’ or ‘Fiftieth’, for in the Law it marks the completion of the fifty days 
that follow Pascha. As St John the Theologian says in his Gospel, ’On that last, that great day of the feast’ (John 
7:37), because Pentecost constitutes the conclusion of the feast of Pascha. ‘The third hour received this grace’, says 
St John of Damaskos. At the same time, the grace was given on ‘day one’, the Lord’s day. This signifies that we 
worship three persons with but a single power, that is, a single Godhead. For Sunday is called ‘day one’ and not the 
first day of the week, says St John Chrysostom; such is the way in which it is singled out and described 



prophetically in the Old Testament. It is not simply enumerated with the other days of the week, such as the second 
day and the rest. Had it not been singled out, it would have been called the ‘first day’, but as it is it is called ‘day 
one’ of the week (cf. Gen. 1:5. LXX). In the new dispensation of grace, however, this ‘holy’ and ‘chosen day’ (Lev. 
23:35. LXX) is called ’the Lord’s day’ (Rev. 1:10), because on it the more lordly and masterful events in Christ’s 
life took place, the Annunciation, the Nativity, the Resurrection; and on this day the general resurrection of the dead 
will also take place. For it was on  
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this day that God created the visible light, says St John of Damaskos, and it will also be the day of Christ’s second 
coming. Thus it will last for limitless ages: it is both day one and the eighth day, as being outside the other seven 
ages that have days and nights in them. 

It has been granted to us to learn about the meaning of these things from the saints. Let us then also learn 
thoroughly the meaning of each topic of this present work, from beginning to end. We should recite straight through 
the names of the biblical books and of the saints, so that we may continually remember their words and zealously 
imitate their lives, as St Basil the Great says; and we should make these things known to those who are ignorant of 
them. The person who already knows them will recollect them, while the person who does not know them may thus 
be encouraged to search out the books in question. We mention the name of a saint or a particular book from time to 
time so that we may call them to mind more frequently, and by means of this brief mention may remember the acts 
and words of each. This also helps us to grasp the implications of scriptural passages, and to understand the 
discrimination and counsel of the teacher in question. It also makes clear that what is said here, in this work, is not 
mine, but comes from Holy Scripture. Moreover, it increases our wonder at and comprehension of God’s ineffable 
love: how by means of pen and ink He has provided for the salvation of our souls, and has given us so many 
writings and teachers of the Orthodox faith. 

I myself marvel how I, untutored and lazy though I am, have been privileged to go through so many texts, 
although I have not one book of my own nor any other possession, but am always a stranger and poor; and yet I pass 
my time in complete ease and security, with much bodily enjoyment. If any books are left unnamed, it is because of 
my carelessness or so that my work should not grow too long. The questions and solutions I propose here with 
regard to our common problems are put forward to help our understanding. They are also a way of expressing 
gratitude to Him who has granted spiritual knowledge and discrimination to His saints, our holy fathers, and through 
them to us, unworthy though we are. They likewise help us to condemn our own weakness and ignorance. 

I have said something about the righteous men of old who were saved in the midst of great wealth and among 
sinners and unbelievers,  

 

[V3] 194 

St Peter of Damaskos 



Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

Spurious Knowledge  
although they were by nature the same as us. But we lack the will to attain perfection, even though we can draw 
upon greater experience and knowledge of good and evil, since we have learned from them and so have been 
granted fuller grace and knowledge of the Scriptures. I have also mentioned details from the lives of us monks, so 
that we may know that we can be saved in any situation, provided we renounce our own will. Indeed, unless we do 
this, we cannot find rest, nor can we gain either knowledge of God’s will or practice in fulfilling it. For our own will 
is a dividing wall, separating us from God; and if it is not torn down, we cannot learn and do what accords with 
God’s will, but are estranged from Him and tyrannized by our enemies against our will. 

We must remember, too, that stillness is the highest gift of all, and that without it we cannot be purified and come 
to know our weakness and the trickery of the demons; neither will we be able to understand the power of God and 
His providence from the divine words that we read and sing. For we all need this devotion and stillness, total or 
partial, if we are to attain the humility and spiritual knowledge necessary for the understanding of the mysteries 
hidden in the divine Scriptures and in all creation. We must also remember that we should not use any object or any 
word, or engage in any activity or thought, that is not necessary for the life and salvation of soul and body; and that, 
unless we exercise discrimination, not even what appears to be good is acceptable to God, and that unless they are 
rightly motivated even good works are of no use to anyone. 

The troparia to be found in the liturgical books are intended to assist us in understanding these books as well as 
other texts. In addition, as St John Klimakos says, they stimulate compunction in people whose intellect is still 
weak. For the melody, says St Basil the Great, draws the mind where it will, whether to grief or longing, to remorse 
or joy. Moreover, we should search the Scriptures in accordance with the Lord’s commandment, so that we may find 
eternal life in them (cf. John 5:39); and we should pay attention to the meaning of the psalms and troparia, becoming 
in this way totally aware of our ignorance. For if one does not taste of knowledge, says St Basil the Great, one does 
not know how much one lacks. To promote this experience and knowledge I have described the origins  
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of the virtues and the passions; for thereby others may come to recognize them, and so struggle to acquire what 
engenders the virtues and to expel by retaliatory action that which produces the passions. We should also and at all 
times keep a watch over our bodily activities as if they were plants, and should always give attention to the virtues 
of the soul and study how we can acquire each virtue. We should learn about this from the divine Scriptures and 
from saintly men; and what we learn we should through our actions zealously and in labor of soul guard as a 
treasure, until we have firmly established the virtue in question. Then we should diligently begin to acquire another 
virtue, as St Basil the Great says, so as not to exhaust ourselves through trying to acquire them all at once. 



We should begin by patiently enduring what befalls us and should then press on eagerly and forcefully to tackle 
the other virtues, our purpose being to conform to God’s will. For we should all, as Christians, keep the 
commandments, since in order to acquire the virtues of the soul we need, not bodily effort, but simply probity of 
intention and the desire to receive what is given, as St Basil the Great, St Gregory the Theologian and many others 
say. Yet bodily asceticism does help in the acquisition of the virtues, especially in the case of those who lead a life 
of stillness and are completely undistracted and detached. For a man cannot see his own habits and correct them 
unless he is free from worry about worldly things. Hence we ought first to acquire dispassion by withdrawing from 
worldly affairs and human society; for only then can we begin, when the time is ripe, to look after others and 
administer things without going wrong and without causing harm. This is possible only because, our detachment 
having become a habit, we have attained total dispassion; and above all, as St John of Damaskos says, because we 
have received a call from God, as happened in the case of Moses (cf. Exod. 3:4), Samuel (cf. 1 Sam. 3:10) and the 
other prophets (cf. Isa. 6:8; Jer. 1:5), as well as the holy apostles (cf. Matt. 4:19), for the salvation of many others. St 
John of Damaskos also says that one should at first refuse to accept the call, as did Moses (cf. Exod. 3:11; 4:10), 
Habakkuk (cf. Bel and Dragon, verse 35), St Gregory the Theologian and others. 

St Prochoros says of St John the Evangelist that he did not wish to leave his beloved stillness, even though as an 
apostle he was under  
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obligation to renounce the stillness and to proclaim the Gospel. It was not in the least because he was subject to the 
passions that St John took refuge in stillness, for he of all men was most free of them. He did so because he did not 
want ever to be cut off from the contemplation of God or to be deprived of the great sweetness of stillness. But 
others, although dispassionate, fled into the farthest deserts out of humility, fearing confusion. St Sisois the Great is 
an example of this: when his disciple told him to rest, he refused to do so and said, ‘Let us go where no one is to be 
found’; and yet he had reached such a high state of dispassion that he had become a captive of his love for God and 
was no longer aware whether he ate or not. 

In short, by withdrawing into complete stillness all of these men cut off their own wills. Then some of them, as 
disciples, were appointed by their Teacher to instruct others, accepting the confession of their thoughts and ruling 
over them, either as bishops or as abbots. They received through their spiritual senses confirmation of this from the 
Holy Spirit Himself, when He came to dwell in them. This was what happened to the holy apostles (cf. Acts 2:3) and 
to those who went before them, such as Aaron (cf. Exod. 28:1; Heb. 5:4), Melchisidec (cf. Gen. 14:18; Ps. 110:4) 
and others. But St John of Damaskos says that he who brazenly tries to assume this status of his own accord is 
condemned. For if those who shamelessly assume high office without royal authorization are severely punished, 
how much more so are those who audaciously take charge of what is God’s without receiving His call? This is 
especially so if out of ignorance or pride they think that such an awesome task involves no danger of condemnation, 
imagining that it will bring them honor or ease, and not realizing that they will rather be required, when the moment 
comes, to enter into an abyss of humility and death for the sake of their spiritual children and their enemies.  For this 
is what was done by the holy apostles - who were to the highest degree compassionate and wise - when they taught 
others. 



If we do not even know that we are weak and insufficient for the task, what is to be said? For pride and ignorance 
blind those who, refusing to devote themselves to God in stillness, fail to recognize their own weakness and 
ignorance. As the Gerontikon puts it, the cell of a monk is like the furnace of Babylon in which the three holy  
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children found the Son of God (cf. Dan. 3:23). Again it says, ‘Sit in your cell and it will teach you all things.’ And 
the Lord Himself says: 

‘Where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am in the midst of them’ (Matt. 18:20). St John 
Klimakos exhorts us: ‘Do not turn to the right or to the left, as Solomon puts it (cf. Prov. 4:27), but rather travel the 
royal road, living in stillness with one or two others, neither alone in the desert nor in great company; for the mean 
between these two is suited to most men.’ Again he says: ‘Fasting humbles the body, vigils illumine the intellect, 
stillness induces inward grief, and grief baptizes a man, washes his soul and frees it from sin.’ 

On account of this the names of almost all the virtues and the passions are listed at the end of this discourse, so 
that we may know how many virtues we have to acquire and how many sinful acts we have to grieve for. For 
without grief there is no purification, and there can be no grief in the midst of continuous distraction. Without 
purification of the soul there is no assurance; and without assurance the separation of soul and body is full of 
dangers. For, as St John Klimakos has said, ‘We cannot trust what still remains unknown.’ 

The eight stages of contemplation previously mentioned are not achieved by our own labors, but are the reward 
granted in return for our efforts to acquire the virtues. We should not try to attain these stages of contemplation 
simply by reading, or by striving for them with an eagerness full of pride, as St John Klimakos says with reference 
to the four highest and more perfect stages; for these stages are celestial, and an unpurified intellect is incapable of 
embracing them. Instead, we should devote all our efforts to acquiring the virtues of soul and body, and in this way 
the first commandment will be born in us, that is, the fear of God. And if we persevere in this, grief will be born as 
well. For as soon as we are established in one stage of contemplation, then the grace of God, the common mother of 
us all, as St Isaac calls it, will grant to us what lies beyond. This will continue until we have established the seven 
stages of spiritual knowledge in ourselves; and then the eighth, which  
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is the work of the age to come, will be granted to those who labor diligently at the virtues with the genuine intention 



of fulfilling God’s will. 

Each time that a godlike thought comes to us spontaneously, suddenly and without our knowing how, whether it 
belongs to the first stage or whatever it may be, we should always at once abandon every worldly concern and even 
our rule of prayer. We should do this in order to guard, as the apple of our eye, whatever spiritual knowledge or 
compunction it may bring, until through God’s providence it withdraws from us. Then, after such an experience and 
before resuming our rule, we should always meditate on what has been written about fear and grief. Weak as we still 
are, and inclined towards sleep and laziness, at whatever time of the night or day we have a free moment, whether 
we are involved in some handiwork, or are without occupation and so able to give ourselves entirely over to grief, 
we should surrender ourselves to what is said in these writings and to the tears that they induce. For they have been 
written so that even those - especially myself - who have no experience of the things they describe may rouse their 
sluggish intellects through studying them attentively. Those who possess the purpose and the experience that comes 
from the habitual practice of the virtues know and can speak about much more than we have said in this work. This 
is the case particularly at the moment when they feel spontaneous contrition; for that moment possesses great power, 
far beyond our capacity. 

Yet let no one think that he himself brings about these gifts of grace. Rather, he has received much more than he 
deserves, and he should be deeply grateful, and should go in fear lest he incur greater condemnation because of what 
has been given to him; for without laboring he has been granted the fruits for which the angels strive. Knowledge is 
given to anoint the intellect, to strengthen us in the keeping of the commandments, and to help us in the practice of 
the virtues. It is also given so that we may know how and why we practice the virtues, and what we should do and 
what we should not do, so as to avoid condemnation. For thus, borne on the wings of knowledge, we strive joyfully 
and receive yet greater knowledge, strength and gladness through our striving; and, when this happens, we are 
enabled by grace to give thanks to Him who has bestowed these great blessings on us, knowing whence we have 
received them. For when  
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God is thanked, He gives us still further blessings, while we, by receiving His gifts, love Him all the more and 
through this love attain that divine wisdom whose beginning is the fear of God (cf. Prov. 1:7). Fear brings about 
repentance, says St Isaac,’ and through repentance comes the revelation of hidden things. 

This is how we should meditate on the fear of God. After the service of Compline each of us should recite the 
Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, and then repeat ‘Lord, have mercy’ many times. We should sit facing east, like 
someone mourning for the dead, moving our heads backward and forward with pain in our souls and with a grieving 
heart, and saying the words appropriate to our particular stage of knowledge, beginning with the first stage, until we 
attain the state of prayer. Then we should fall upon our face before God with inexpressible awe and should begin to 
pray. First our prayer should be thanksgiving, then confession of our sins, and then the other words of prayer as 
given previously. St Athanasios the Great says that we should confess the sins we have committed in ignorance, as 
well as those that we would have committed had we not been saved from them by God’s grace, so that these may not 
be counted against us in the hour of our death. We should also pray for each other, according to the commandment 
of the Lord (cf. Luke 22:32) and of the Apostle James (cf. Jas. 5:16). 

The purpose of what we say in our prayers is as follows. The thanksgiving is in recognition of our incapacity to 



offer thanksgiving as we should at this present moment, of our negligence in doing so at other times, and of the fact 
that the present moment is a gift of God’s grace. Our confession of sins proclaims that God’s gifts are measureless 
and that we are unable to understand them all or even to recognize them: we have only known of them from hearsay, 
and then not of them all. It also proclaims that we are constantly being benefited, visibly and invisibly, and that 
God’s restraint in the face of our many sins cannot be put into words. We confess that, like the publican, we are 
unworthy even to raise our eyes to heaven (cf. Luke 18:13) and that, relying solely on His ineffable love, we fall 
down before Him, as Daniel, the Apostle John and the other fathers fell down before the holy angel (cf. Dan. 8:17; 
Rev. 1:17). We fall down with all our soul, and indeed with a certain temerity, since we  
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are unworthy to do even this. And we should briefly confess all the various types of sin into which we fall, so as to 
recall them and to grieve for them, acknowledging our own weakness so that the power of Christ may come upon us, 
as St Paul says (cf. 2 Cor. 12:9), and so that our many evil actions may be forgiven. We do not dare to entreat on 
behalf of all, but only for our own sins. We ask that our every vice and every evil habit may be curbed, since we 
cannot control them, and we call upon the Almighty to restrain the impulses of our passions and not to permit us to 
sin against Him or against any man, so that we may in this way find salvation through His grace. 

We also pray that through the recollection of our sins we may acquire tribulation of soul and the ability to pray for 
others, thereby fulfilling the commandment of St James (cf. Jas. 5:16), as well as expressing our love for all men. By 
listing the forms of passion that tyrannize us, we are led to take refuge in our Master and brought to a state of 
contrition. We pray for those whom we have distressed, and for those who have distressed us, or who will distress 
us, because we do not want to harbor the least trace of rancor, and because we fear that on account of our own 
weakness we will not be able to endure with forbearance when the time comes, or to pray for those who mistreat us, 
as the Lord commands (cf. Luke 6:28). For this reason we anticipate that time and, as St Isaac says, we seek a doctor 
before becoming ill and pray before we are faced by temptation. We then pray for the departed, that they may 
receive salvation and so as to remind ourselves of our own death. It is a sign of love to pray for all men, even when 
we need the prayers of all. We also pray to be directed by God and to become what He wishes us to be; and to be 
united with others, so that through their prayers we may receive mercy, all the while regarding them as superior to 
ourselves. 

We do not yet dare to seek forgiveness for all our sins, lest by minimizing our own faults we come to regard 
others as unworthy of forgiveness. Ignorant, incapable of doing anything, we take refuge in Christ; and fearing His 
righteousness because we are sinners, we ask Him to order all things as He judges best in His compassionate love. 
We also ask that we may not be deprived of a place at His right hand, even though we are the least of all those who 
are saved and are unworthy of being numbered with them. We pray as well for the whole world, as we have been 
taught to do by the Church, and that  

 

[V3] 201 

St Peter of Damaskos 



Book1 
A Treasury of Divine Knowledge 

Spurious Knowledge  
though sinful we may be found worthy to partake of holy communion as we should, and that by praying before 
taking it we may find Him ready to help us when the moment for communion comes. We pray that we may 
remember the holy Passion of our Savior and may cleave with love to this remembrance. We pray that through the 
sacrament we may enter into communion with the Holy Spirit; for in this world and in the next the Paraclete Himself 
solaces those who are filled with godlike grief (cf. Matt. 5:4), and who with all their soul and with many tears call 
upon Him for help and say, ‘0 heavenly King, Paraclete, the Spirit of truth...’. We pray that our participation in the 
undefiled mysteries may be a pledge of eternal life in Christ, through the intercessions of His Mother and of all the 
saints. Then we fall down before the saints, calling upon them to make intercession for us, since they are able to 
bring their petitions before the Master. Then we say as usual the prayer of St Basil the Great, so wonderfully 
charged with theology, asking that we may seek only the divine will and may ever bless God. After this, watching 
over our thoughts with full attentiveness, at once we say three times, ‘0 come, let us worship and fall down before 
God our King’, in the way already described, sc that by means of prayer of the heart and meditation on the divine 
Scripture the intellect may be purified and begin to see the mysteries hidden in Scripture.  

The soul must be free from all evil, especially rancor, at the time of prayer, as the Lord Himself has told us (cf. Mark 
11:25). For this reason St Basil the Great, castigating contentiousness as the source of rancor, says that the abbot 
should submit anyone who argues with him to as many as a thousand prostrations. He said, when giving this high 
figure, ‘either a thousand or one’; that is, the person who answers back ought to make either a thousand prostrations 
before God, or one before the abbot himself, saying simply, ‘Forgive me, father.’ In this way he will be absolved 
with one prostration only, but it has to be a genuine prostration, one that eradicates the passion of contentiousness. 
Contentiousness is alien to the Christian way of life, states St Isaac, appealing to the words of St Paul who said, ‘But 
if anyone wants to argue, we have no such custom among us’; and so that he would not seem to be expelling the 
contentious person merely on the basis of his own personal opinions, St Paul adds, ‘nor in the churches of God’ (1 
Cor. 11:16). In this way everyone may know that when he argues he is outside all the churches and estranged from  
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God. He has need of that one marvelous act of repentance, and if he fails to make that genuinely, and so remains 
unrepentant, not even a thousand prostrations will help him. 

For repentance, properly speaking, is the eradication of evil, says St John Chrysostom; while what are called acts 
of repentance or prostrations are a bending of the knees, which expresses the fact that the person who bows sincerely 



before God and man after having offended someone assumes the attitude of a servant. By doing this he can claim in 
self-defense that he has not answered back at all or attempted to justify himself, as did the Pharisee, but is more like 
the publican in considering himself the least of all men and unworthy to lift his eyes to heaven (cf. Luke 18:11-13), 
For if he thinks he is repentant and nevertheless attempts to refute the person who - rightly or wrongly - is judging 
him, he is not worthy of the grace of forgiveness, since he acts as if he seeks a hearing in court and the opportunity 
to justify himself, hoping to achieve what he wants through a due process of law. Such behavior is entirely at odds 
with the Lord’s commandments. And naturally so; for if one attempts to justify oneself, then one is appealing to 
lawful rights, not to love for one’s fellow-men. In such a case grace is no longer our guiding principle - the grace 
that justifies the ungodly without the works of righteousness (cf. Rom. 4:5), but only on condition that we are 
grateful for rebukes and endure them with forbearance, giving thanks to those who rebuke us and remaining patient 
and unresentful before our accusers. In this way our prayer will be pure and our repentance effective. For the more 
we pray for those who slander and accuse us, the more God pacifies those who bear enmity towards us and also 
gives us peace through our pure and persistent prayer. 

When we make specific requests in our prayers, this is not so as to inform God, for He already knows our hearts; 
we make them so that we may be brought to contrition. We also do it because we desire to remain longer in His 
presence, attentively addressing yet more words to Him, giving thanks to Him, acknowledging the many blessings 
we have received from Him, for as long as we can, as St John Chrysostom says of the Prophet David. For to repeat 
the same or similar things again and again is not to talk garrulously or haphazardly, since, as in the case of the 
prophet, it is done out of longing and so that the word  
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of divine Scripture should be imprinted in the intellect of whoever is reading or praying. For God knows all things 
before they occur and does not need to be told about them. We, however,-have need of hearing things, so that we 
may know what we ask for and why we arc praying, and may be filled with gratitude and cleave to God through our 
entreaties. It is through such repetition that we avoid being overcome by our enemies when we are troubled in 
thought, for then they will not find us unmindful of Him; and it is also through it that, helped by prayer and the study 
of divine Scripture, we may come to acquire the virtues about which the holy fathers have written in their various 
works, through the grace of the Holy Spirit. It is from the fathers that I myself have learned about the virtues, and I 
will give a list of them, so far as I can, even though it is not complete because of my lack of knowledge. 
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A List of the Virtues 
The virtues are: moral judgment, self-restraint, courage, justice, faith, hope, love, fear, religious devotion, spiritual 

knowledge, resolution, strength, understanding, wisdom, contrition, grief, gentleness, searching the Scriptures, acts 
of charity, purity of heart, peace, patient endurance, self-control, perseverance, probity of intention, purposiveness, 
sensitivity, heedfulness, godlike stability, warmth, alertness, the fervor of the Spirit, meditation, diligence, 
watchfulness, mindfulness, reflection, reverence, shame, respect, penitence, refraining from evil, repentance, return 
to God, allegiance to Christ, rejection of the devil, keeping of the commandments, guarding of the soul, purity of 
conscience, remembrance of death, tribulation of soul, the doing of good actions, effort, toil, an austere life, fasting, 
vigils, hunger, thirst, frugality, self-sufficiency, orderliness, gracefulness, modesty, reserve, disdain of money, 
unacquisitiveness, renunciation of worldly things, submissiveness, obedience, compliance, poverty, 
possessionlessness, withdrawal from the world, eradication of self-will, denial of self, counsel, magnanimity, 
devotion to God, stillness, discipline, sleeping on a hard bed, abstinence from washing oneself, service, struggle, 
attentiveness, the eating of uncooked food,  
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nakedness, the wasting of one’s body, solitude, quietude, calmness, cheerfulness, fortitude, boldness, godlike zeal, 
fervency, progress, folly for Christ, watchfulness over the intellect, moral integrity, holiness, virginity, 
sanctification, purity of body, chasteness of soul, reading for Christ’s sake, concern for God, comprehension, 
friendliness, truthfulness, uninquisitiveness, uncensoriousness, forgiveness of debts, good management, skilfulness, 
acuity, fairness, the right use of things, cognitive insight, good-naturedness, experience, psalmody, prayer, 
thanksgiving, acknowledgment, entreaty, kneeling, supplication, intercession, petition, appeal, hymnody, doxology, 
confession, solicitude, mourning, affliction, pain, distress, lamentation, sighs of sorrow, weeping, heart-rending 
tears, compunction, silence, the search for God, cries of anguish, lack of. anxiety about all things, forbearance, lack 
of self-esteem, disinterest in glory, simplicity of soul, sympathy, self-retirement, goodness of disposition, activities 
that accord with nature, activities exceeding one’s natural capacity, brotherly love, concord, communion in God, 
sweetness, a spiritual disposition, mildness, rectitude, innocence, kindliness, guilelessness, simplicity, good repute, 
speaking well of others, good works, preference of one’s neighbor, godlike tenderness, a virtuous character, 
consistency, nobility, gratitude, humility, detachment, dignity, forbearance, long-suffering, kindness, goodness, 
discrimination, accessibility, courtesy, tranquility, contemplation, guidance, reliability, clearsightedness, dispassion, 
spiritual joy, sureness, tears of understanding, tears of soul, a loving desire for God, pity, mercy, compassion, purity 
of soul, purity of intellect, prescience, pure prayer, passion-free thoughts, steadfastness, fitness of soul and body, 
illumination, the recovery of one’s soul, hatred of life, proper teaching, a healthy longing for death, childlikeness in 
Christ, rootedness, admonition and encouragement, both moderate and forcible, a praiseworthy ability to change, 
ecstasy towards God, perfection in Christ, true enlightenment, an intense longing for God, rapture of intellect, the 
indwelling of God, love of God, love of inner wisdom, theology, a true confession of faith, disdain of death, 



saintliness, successful accomplishment, perfect health of soul, virtue, praise from God, grace, kingship, adoption to 
sonship - altogether 228 virtues. To acquire all of them is possible only through the grace of Him who grants us 
victory over the passions.  
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The passions are: harshness, trickery, malice, perversity, mindlessness, licentiousness, enticement, dullness, lack 

of understanding, idleness, sluggishness, stupidity, flattery, silliness, idiocy, madness, derangement, coarseness, 
rashness, cowardice, lethargy, dearth of good actions, moral errors, greed, over-frugality, ignorance, folly, spurious 
knowledge, forgetfulness, lack of discrimination, obduracy, injustice, evil intention, a conscienceless soul, 
slothfulness, idle chatter, breaking of faith, wrongdoing, sinfulness, lawlessness, criminality, passion, seduction, 
assent to evil, mindless coupling, demonic provocation, dallying, bodily comfort beyond what is required, vice, 
stumbling, sickness of soul, enervation, weakness of intellect, negligence, laziness, a reprehensible despondency, 
disdain of God, aberration, transgression, unbelief, lack of faith, wrong belief, poverty of faith, heresy, fellowship in 
heresy, polytheism, idolatry, ignorance of God, impiety, magic, astrology, divination, sorcery, denial of God, the 
love of idols, dissipation, profligacy, loquacity, indolence, self-love, inattentiveness, lack of progress, deceit, 
delusion, audacity, witchcraft, defilement, the eating of unclean food, soft living, dissoluteness, voracity, unchastity, 
avarice, anger, dejection, listless-ness, self-esteem, pride, presumption, self-elation, boastfulness, infatuation, 
foulness, satiety, doltishness, torpor, sensuality, overeating, gluttony, insatiability, secret eating, hoggishness, 
solitary eating, indifference, fickleness, self-will, thoughtlessness, self-satisfaction, love of popularity, ignorance of 
beauty, uncouthness, gaucherie, lightmindedness, boorishness, rudeness, contentiousness, quarrelsomeness, 
abusiveness, shouting, brawling, fighting, rage, mindless desire, gall, exasperation, giving offence, enmity, 
meddlesomeness, chicanery, asperity, slander, censure, calumny, condemnation, accusation, hatred, railing, 
insolence, dishonor, ferocity, frenzy, severity, aggressiveness, forswearing oneself, oathtaking, lack of compassion, 
hatred of one’s brothers, partiality, patricide, matricide, breaking fasts, laxity, acceptance of bribes, theft, rapine, 
jealousy, strife, envy, indecency, jesting, vilification, mockery, derision, exploitation, oppression, disdain of one’s 
neighbor, flogging, making sport of others, hanging, throttling, heartlessness, implacability, covenant-breaking,  
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bewitchment, harshness, shamelessness, impudence, obfuscation of thoughts, obtuseness, mental blindness, 
attraction to what is fleeting, impassionedness, frivolity, disobedience, dullwittedness, drowsiness of soul, excessive 
sleep, fantasy, heavy drinking, drunkenness, uselessness, slackness, mindless enjoyment, self-indulgence, venery, 
using foul language, effeminacy, unbridled desire, burning lust, masturbation, pimping, adultery, sodomy, bestiality, 
defilement, wantonness, a stained soul, incest, uncleanliness, pollution, sordidness, feigned affection, laughter, 
jokes, immodest dancing, clapping, improper songs, revelry, fluteplaying, license of tongue, excessive love of order, 
insubordination, disorderliness, reprehensible collusion, conspiracy, warfare, killing, brigandry, sacrilege, illicit 
gains, usury, wiliness, grave-robbing, hardness of heart, obloquy, complaining, blasphemy, fault-finding, 
ingratitude, malevolence, contemptuousness, pettiness, confusion, lying, verbosity, empty words, mindless joy, day-
dreaming, mindless friendship, bad habits, nonsensicality, silly talk, garrulity, niggardliness, depravity, intolerance, 
irritability, affluence, rancor, misuse, ill-temper, clinging to life, ostentation, affectation, love of power, 
dissimulation, irony, treachery, frivolous talk, pusillanimity, satanic love, curiosity, contumely, lack of the fear of 
God, unteachability, senselessness, haughtiness, self- vaunting, self- inflation, scorn for one’s neighbor, 
mercilessness, insensitivity, hopelessness, spiritual paralysis, hatred of God, despair, suicide, a falling away from 
God in all things, utter destruction - altogether 298 passions.  

These, then, are the passions which I have found named in the Holy Scriptures. I have set them down in a single list, 
as I did at the beginning of my discourse with the various books I have used. I have not tried, nor would I have been 
able, to arrange them all in order; this would have been beyond my powers, for the reason given by St John 
Klimakos: ‘If you seek understanding in wicked men, you will not find it.’ For all that the demons produce is 
disorderly. In common with the godless and the unjust, the demons have but one purpose: to destroy the souls of 
those who accept their evil counsel. Yet sometimes they actually help men to attain holiness. In such instances they 
are conquered by the patience and faith of those who put their trust in the Lord, and who through their good actions 
and resistance to evil thoughts counteract the demons and bring down curses upon them.  
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And Provocations 

Our thoughts differ greatly one from the other. Some are altogether free from sin. Others do not initially involve 
sin: this is the case with what are called provocations, hi other words, conceptions of either good or evil, which in 
themselves are neither commendable nor reprehensible. What follows on these is known as ‘coupling’; that is to say, 
we begin to entertain a particular thought and parley with it, so to speak; and this leads us either to give assent to it 
or to reject it. Our reaction to the thought, if in accordance with God’s will, is praiseworthy, though not highly so; 



but if it accords with evil, then it deserves censure. After this comes the stage at which our intellect wrestles with the 
thought, and either conquers it or is conquered by it; and this brings the intellect either credit or punishment when 
the thought is put into action. The same is true with what is called assent: this is a pleasurable inclination of the soul 
towards what it sees; and it leads to the state of seduction, or captivity, in which the heart is induced forcibly and 
unwillingly to put the thought into effect. 

When the soul dallies for a long time with an impassioned thought there arises what we call a passion. This in its 
turn, through its intercourse with the soul, becomes a settled disposition within us, compelling the soul to move of 
its own accord towards the corresponding action. Where passion is concerned, unquestionably and invariably we 
must either repent proportionately or else undergo punishment in the age to come, as St John Klimakos states. We 
are punished for our lack of repentance, and not because we had to struggle against temptation; otherwise most of us 
could not receive forgiveness until we had attained total dispassion. But as St John Klimakos again observes, ‘It is 
not possible for all to achieve dispassion, yet all can be saved and reconciled with God.’ 

An intelligent person, aware of all this, will thus reject the initial malicious provocation, mother of all evil, so that 
he may cut off at one stroke all its pernicious consequences. But he is always ready to put  
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the good provocation into effect, so that his soul and body may grow firmly disposed to virtue and be delivered from 
the passions through the grace of Christ. For we have nothing that we have not received from Him (cf. 1 Cor. 4:7), 
nor can we offer Him anything except our faculty of free choice. If we lacked this, we would not possess the 
knowledge or the strength to do what is good. Yet even this faculty of free choice is given to us by God in His love, 
so that we may not be condemned as incapable of doing anything. For idleness is the source of all evil. 

Moreover, according to the Gerontikon, even the doing of what is good requires discrimination. For the virgin 
who fasted for six days in each week, and constantly studied the Old and New Testaments, did not look with 
detachment on what is pleasant and what is unpleasant. After such labors she ought to have attained the state of 
dispassion, but this did not happen; for the good is not good unless its purpose is conformed to God’s will. On many 
occasions in divine Scripture God is grieved with someone who is doing something that appears to all to be good, 
and He looks favorably on someone who appears to be doing evil. A case in point is that of the prophet who asked 
someone to strike him; when the man refused he was eaten by a wild beast, although he had acted in a way that was 
ostensibly good (cf. 1 Kgs. 20:35-36). St Peter, too, thought he was acting rightly when he refused to have his feet 
washed, but he was rebuked for this (cf. John 13:8). Hence we should do all we can to discern the will of God and to 
do it, whether it corresponds to what we think good or not. Thus the doing of good is not to be accomplished without 
effort on our part; for in this way we are deprived neither of our freedom of choice nor of the praise we earn for 
exerting pressure on ourselves. In short, all that God arranges is admirable, beyond the grasp of intellect and 
thought. 

We must admire not only the inner meaning of all the things that are celebrated in the Church of the Orthodox 
Christians, but also the sacramental actions through which this meaning is expressed: how through divine baptism 



we become sons of God by grace; though we have done nothing before this, and do nothing after except keep the 
commandments; and how these awesome mysteries-I refer to holy baptism and holy communion-cannot take place 
without the  
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priesthood, as St John Chrysostom says. Here, too, we see the significance of the power given to St Peter, chief of 
the apostles; for if the gates of the kingdom of heaven are not opened by priestly action, no one can enter (cf. Matt 
16:19). As the Lord says: ‘Unless a man is born of water and the Spirit...’ (John 3:5); and again: ‘Unless you eat the 
flesh of the Son of man and drink His blood, you have no life in you’ (John 6:53). 

In the same way we must reflect with wonder how the outer part of the temple of the Old Covenant, where the 
priests performed sacrifices, was an image of the cosmos (cf. 1 Kgs. 8:64), while within there was the Holy of 
Holies (cf. Exod. 30:10; Heb. 9:3), in which was offered the incense made of four components, fragrant gum, myrrh, 
balsam and cassia, which represent the four universal virtues. The ceremonies performed in the outer part were a 
concession accorded by God, so that the Jews, with their childlike mentality, might not be led astray by songs and 
reveling to the worship of idols. But the Church of the New Covenant is the image of the blessings held in store, and 
for this reason what is accomplished within it is spiritual and heavenly. For just as there are nine orders in heaven, so 
there are nine orders in the Church; patriarchs, metropolitans, bishops, priests, deacons, subdeacons, readers, singers 
and monks. 

Then we should also marvel how demons and various diseases are dispelled by the sign of the precious and life-
giving Cross, which all can make without cost or effort. Who can number the panegyrics composed in its honor? 
The holy fathers have handed down to us the inner significance of this sign, so that we can refute heretics and 
unbelievers. The two fingers and single hand with which it is made represent the Lord Jesus Christ crucified, and He 
is thereby acknowledged to exist in two-natures and one hypostasis or person. The use of the right hand betokens 
His infinite power and the fact that He sits at the right hand of the Father. That the sign begins with a downward 
movement from above signifies His descent to us from heaven. Again, the movement of the hand from the right side 
to the left drives away our enemies and declares that by His invincible  
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power the Lord overcame the devil, who is on the left side, dark and lacking strength. 

Again, we must marvel how through little strokes of color paintings show us so many wonderful things performed 
over so many years by our Lord and all His saints, making them look as if they had only just been performed. This 
comes about through God’s providence, so that by becoming eyewitnesses, as it were, of these things, our longing 
for God may grow even greater, as St Peter, chief of the apostles, says in the account of the martyrdom of his 
disciple Pankratios. 

All that has been said from the beginning of this discourse is of no benefit to anyone without the true faith; nor 
can it be put into practice without faith, just as there is no faith without works (cf. Jas. 2:20). Many of the holy 
fathers have written concerning faith and works. As a concluding reminder I shall say briefly that, to whatever order 
we belong, we ought all of us to undertake the works I have written about, as well as holding fast to the Orthodox 
faith we have received from the saints I have cited, so that with them we may attain eternal blessings through the 
grace and love of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom rightly belong honor and worship, together with His unoriginate 
Father and His all-holy, blessed and life-giving Spirit, now and always and through all the ages. Amen.  

Having completed this I said: ‘Christ, glory is rightly Thine.’ 
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In all languages the first letter of the alphabet is A, though some people are unaware of this. Similarly, the first of 
all the virtues is spiritual wisdom, though it is also their consummation. For if the intellect is not imbued with 
spiritual wisdom, no one can accomplish anything of value, for he will not even have learnt what is of value. But if 
he has been enabled by grace to learn something about this, he will to that extent possess wisdom. Yet although 
learning the alphabet is something elementary, unless we learn it we cannot proceed to any more advanced study. In 
the same way, although our first steps in spiritual knowledge may be very slight, unless we make them we will not 
acquire any virtue at all. Because of this I am afraid to write anything about wisdom, since I am entirely lacking in 
it.  

It seems to me that there are four things which make the intellect articulate: first, supranatural grace and 
blessedness; second, the purity that comes from the practice of the virtues and that restores the soul to its pristine 
beauty; third, experience of the lower forms of teaching, through human education and secular learning; fourth, the 



accursed and satanic delusion that works in us through pride and demonic cunning, and distorts our nature. I have no 
share in any of these things. So how can I write? Perhaps the faith of you who in your devotion to God urge me to 
write will bring grace to my pen; for my intellect and my hand are unworthy and impure. I know from experience 
that this can happen. For, fathers, whenever I have wanted to write something I have not been able to formulate it in 
my intellect  
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until I have actually picked up my pen. Frequently it was some small thought suggested by Scripture, or something I 
had heard or seen in this world, that set my mind to work; but as soon as I took up my pen and began to write, at 
once I discovered what I needed to say. It is as if someone is forcing me to write the thing down; and when this 
happens I begin to write freely and without anxiety for as long as my hand holds out. If God puts something into my 
darkened heart, I write it down without thinking. This prevents me from imagining that I am the source of what I 
have received through the prayers of another, as St John Klimakos puts it, basing himself on St Paul’s words: ‘What 
do you have which you did not receive? Now if you received it, why do you boast, as if you had not received it?’ (1 
Cor. 4:7) - as if, that is to say, you were yourself the author of it. 

According to St Isaac the ideas that arise spontaneously in the intellect of those who have attained a state of 
stillness, free from discursive thought, are to be accepted. But what comes from discursive thought is a purely 
subjective and individual notion. St Antony says that every word or act ought to be supported by divine Scripture. It 
is in this spirit that I begin to write, just as the ass of Balaam began to talk (cf. Num. 22:28-30). I do this not in order 
to teach others - God forbid! - but in order to reprove my unhappy soul, so that, shamed by my own words, as St 
John Klimakos says, I who have done nothing but speak may begin to act. Who knows whether I shall live and have 
the strength to write? Or whether you will be able to carry out what I say? But let us both begin to do both things, 
each to the extent of his own ability. For we do not know when we will die and. when our end will come. But God 
who foreknows all things knows about us as well. To Him be glory through all the ages. Amen.  
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St Paul said that faith was the basis of all actions that conform to God’s will, and that we have received it through 
holy baptism by the grace of Christ and not through works (cf. Col. 1:23; Rom. 11:6). According to St Isaac, this is 
the first kind of faith, and it engenders the fear that is inherent in it. Such fear leads us to keep the commandments 
and patiently to endure trials and temptations, as St Maximos has explained. Then, after we have begun to act in this 
way, a second kind of faith is born in us, the great faith of contemplation, to which the Lord was referring when He 
said; ‘If you have faith as a mustard seed... nothing will be impossible for you’ (Matt. 17:20). Thus there is, first, the 
ordinary faith of all Orthodox Christians, that is to say, correct doctrinal belief concerning God and His creation, 
both visible and invisible, as the Holy Catholic Church, by God’s grace, has received it; and there is, second, the 
faith of contemplation or spiritual knowledge, which is not in any way opposed to the first kind of faith; on the 
contrary, the first gives birth to the second, while the second strengthens the first.  

We acquire the first kind of faith through hearing about it, inheriting it from devout parents and teachers of the 
Orthodox faith; but the second is engendered in us by our true belief and by our fear of the Lord in whom we have 
come to believe. For because of this fear we have chosen to keep the commandments and so have resolved to 
practice the virtues that pertain to the body-stillness, fasting, moderate vigils, psalmody, prayer, spiritual reading, 
and the questioning of those with experience about all our thoughts, words, or undertakings. We practice these 
virtues so that the body may be purified of the worst passions -gluttony, unchastity and superfluous possessions - 
and so that we may be content with what we have, as the apostle puts it (cf. Heb. 13:5).  

It is in this way that a man finds the strength to devote himself undistractedly to God. He learns from the 
Scriptures and from people of experience about divine doctrines and commandments, and he  
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begins to reject the rest of the eight leading passions. Perceiving the punishments that threaten man, he is not merely 
afraid of God: he fears Him as God, in the words of St Neilos. As a consequence of this fear he begins to keep the 
commandments with true knowledge of why he does so. And the more he endures voluntary death for the sake of 
each commandment, the more he enters into greater knowledge and contemplates what is taking place in himself 
through the grace of Christ. As a result he comes to believe that the Orthodox faith is truly glorious, and he begins to 
long to do God’s will. He no longer has any doubts about God’s help, but ‘casts his burden upon the Lord’ (Ps. 55: 
22). As St Basil the Great says, he who wishes to acquire the higher kind of faith should not worry about his own 
life or death: even if faced by a wild beast or attacked by demons or evil men, he should not be at all afraid, since he 
knows that they are all the creatures of a single Creator and are co-servants with him, and would have no power 
against him if God did not allow it. He should fear God alone, for He alone has power. 

This is made clear by the Lord Himself when He says: ‘I will warn you whom to fear’, continuing: ‘Fear Him 
who has the power to cast both soul and body into hell’; and in order to confirm His words. He says: ‘Yes, I tell you, 



fear Him’ (cf. Luke 12:5). He has good reason to say this; for if someone else apart from God had power, we ought 
to fear him; but since God alone is the Creator and Master of things above and things below, who can do anything 
without Him? If someone says that there are creatures that possess free will, I too agree that angels and men, as well 
as the demons, do indeed possess it. But the angelic orders and good men cannot bear to inflict any harm at all on 
one of their fellow-servants, even though he is very evil; instead, they feel compassion for him and entreat God on 
his behalf, as St Athanasios the Great says. As for evil men and their teachers in evil, the demons, they would 
certainly like to harm others, but are utterly unable to do so, unless the person in question has himself caused God to 
abandon him through his own sinful actions. Yet even this occurs for the sake of his instruction and salvation at the 
hands of the all-bountiful God, provided, that is to say, he is willing to accept God’s correction of his sinfulness with 
thankful endurance. If he refuses to do this, then God’s action proves of benefit to someone else, since God desires 
the salvation of everyone.  
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The trials and temptations of righteous and holy men take place with God’s consent and contribute both to the 
perfecting of their souls and to the shaming of their enemies, the demons. Thus when the person who carries out 
Christ’s commandments becomes aware of these things, he does not believe simply that Christ is God and that He 
has power; for even the demons realize this because of His actions and they shudder (cf. Jas. 2:19). On the contrary, 
he believes that all things are possible for Christ, that His every will is good, and that without Him nothing good can 
happen. It is for this reason that such a person does not want to do anything contrary to the divine will, even if it is a 
question of saving his life; though, of course, it is impossible to save one’s life unless one does perform God’s will, 
for this divine will is eternal life (cf. John 12:50), the greatest of blessings, even if the effort needed to attain it 
appears to some to be arduous. 

Because of this I in my wretchedness am worse than the infidel, for I am unwilling to make efforts to find that 
greater faith and through it to come to the fear of God, the beginning of the wisdom of the Spirit (cf. Prov. 1:7). At 
times I deliberately close my soul’s eyes and transgress the law; at other times I am blinded by forgetfulness and 
enter a state of total ignorance: unaware of what profits my soul I fall into bad habits and become an inveterate 
sinner. As a result, even if I want to return whence I fell, I cannot do so, since my own will has become a dividing 
wall between myself and God, as the holy fathers say, and I have no wish to exert myself in order to destroy it. Had I 
the faith that comes from performing works of repentance, I would be able to say, ‘With the help of my God I will 
leap over the wall’ (Ps. 18:29. LXX). I would not hesitate out of cowardice, asking myself what will happen to me if 
I rush over this wall, and whether there may not be a pit on the other side, and what I will do if I cannot get over, 
and fall headlong backwards again after my efforts, and many other questions of this kind. Such questions never 
even occur to someone who has faith that God is close at hand and not far off (cf. Jer. 23:23), and who in his 
determination to attain his end advances directly towards God, source of all strength, power, goodness and love, 
acting not like one who ‘beats the air’ (cf. 1 Cor. 9:26), but like a swimmer. He aspires to the realm above and, 
leaving all self-will  
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behind, journeys towards the divine will until he hears ‘new tongues’ and even perhaps speaks with them (cf. Mark 
16:17), perceiving the mysteries. So he gains, or rather he is given, the power to ascend from the practice of the 
virtues to the state of contemplation, through the grace and love of our Lord Jesus Christ, to whom belong all glory, 
honor and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 
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Gluttony is the first of the eight champions of evil. But fear of God, which is the first commandment, defeats all 
eight of them, while without this fear one cannot possess any blessing. For how can the person who feels no fear 
keep the commandment, unless indeed he has already attained the state of love? Even he who has attained the state 
of love began with fear, though he may not know how this initial fear passed from him. Should someone say that he 
has reached the state of love by some other path, he has been taken captive either by spiritual joy or by his own 
obduracy, so that he is like someone crossing a river while asleep, as St Ephrem puts it. The man seized by spiritual 
joy is astounded by the many blessings that God in his grace has bestowed on him, and he loves his Benefactor. But 
he who obdurately indulges in luxury and splendor, like the rich man (cf. Luke 16:19), thinks that those consumed 
by fear and facing trials and temptation suffer in this way because of their sins, and in his comfort and complacency 
he despises them. He imagines that he deserves his easy life, although in fact he does not deserve it at all; for, 
blinded by his inane love for the ephemeral, he has made himself unworthy of the life held in store. He may even 
think that he has attained the state of love and on account of this has received greater benefits than others have. This 
shows that he is totally unaware of God’s forbearance towards him. For this reason he will find himself defenseless 
on the day of judgment and deservedly will hear the words, ‘You received your good things during your lifetime’ 
(Luke 16:25). All this is obvious from the fact that there are many non-believers of this type, who are benefited by 
God without deserving it;  
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yet no one with any sense would call them blessed or say that they are worthy of being loved by God, or that they 
love God and perhaps on this account live comfortably in the present life. 

But to return to the question of the fear of God. Like faith, fear is of two kinds: the first is introductory, while the 
second, which grows out of the first, is perfect. He who is afraid of God’s punishment has a slave-like fear of God, 
and it is this that makes him refrain from evil: ‘Out of fear of the Lord men shun evil’ (Prov. 16:6. LXX); ‘I will 
teach you the fear of the Lord’ (Ps. 34:11). According to St Dorotheos, these and similar things are said with regard 
to the introductory fear, so that through fear of what threatens us we sinners may be led to’ repent and may seek to 
find deliverance from our sins. Moreover, when it is active .within us, this introductory fear teaches us the way that 
leads to life, for it is said: ‘Shun evil, and do good’ (Ps. 34:14). 

The more a man struggles to do good, the more fear grows in him, until it shows him his slightest faults, those 
which he thought of as nothing while he was still in the darkness of ignorance. When fear in this way has become 
perfect, he himself becomes perfect through inward grief: he no longer desires to sin but, fearing the return of the 
passions, he remains in this pure fear invulnerable. As the psalm puts it, ‘The fear of the Lord is pure, and endures 
for ever’ (Ps. 19:9. LXX). The first kind of fear is not pure, for it arises in us because of our sins. But, independent 
of sin, the person who has been purified continues to feel fear, not because he sins, but because, being human, he is 
changeable and prone to evil. In his humility, the further he advances through the acquisition of the virtues, the more 
he fears. This is natural; for everyone who possesses wealth greatly fears loss, punishment, dishonor, and the 
consequent fall from his high estate. The poor man, on the contrary, is on the whole without fear: he is only afraid of 
being beaten. 

What has just been said applies to those who are entirely perfect and pure in soul and body. But if someone is still 
stumbling, even though his sins are of the slightest and most insignificant kind, let him not mislead himself by 
thinking that his fear is pure. For if he does think this, he is deceived, as St John Klimakos states: his fear is not 
pure, nor is it humility. It is but servile prudence and fear of  
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punishments threatened. Thus such a person’s thoughts need to be corrected, so that he may learn what kind of fear 
he is subject to, and through the deepest grief and by patiently enduring affliction may purify himself of sins, and in 
this way through Christ’s grace may attain perfect fear. The sign of the first kind of fear is hatred of sin and anger 
towards it, like someone wounded by a wild beast. The sign of perfect fear is the love of virtue and the fear of 
relapsing, since no one is unalterable. 

Thus in every situation throughout this present life we ought always to be afraid of falling; for we see the great 
king and prophet David mourning for his two sins (cf. Ps. 51; 2 Sam. 11:1-17), and Solomon himself giving way to 
grievous evil (cf. 1 Kgs. 11:1-10). As St Paul said: ‘Let anyone who thinks he stands firm take care lest he fall’ (1 
Cor. 10:12). If someone says that, according to St John, ‘love casts out fear’ (1 John 4:18), he is right; but this refers 



to the first, the introductory fear. Concerning perfect fear David has said: ‘Blessed is the man who fears the Lord 
and who greatly delights in His commandments’ (Ps. 112:1), that is, who greatly cherishes virtue. Such a person has 
the status of a son, for he cherishes virtue not out of fear of punishment, but because of the love that ‘casts out fear’. 
This is why he ‘greatly delights’, unlike the slave who carries out orders under constraint because of his fear of 
punishment. From this punishment may we all be saved, through the grace and love of our Lord Jesus Christ, to 
whom belong all glory, honor and worship throughout the ages. Amen. 
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True Piety and Self-Control 
It is clear that true piety embraces a great variety of things, as does secular philosophy. For philosophy 

presupposes the completion of ten different branches of learning, embracing not just one or two of these branches 
but all ten together. Similarly, true piety consists not in the possession of a single virtue alone, but in the keeping of 
all the commandments. In its Greek form, the term ‘true piety’ comes from a word meaning ‘to serve well’. If some 
people say that ‘to serve well’  
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is the same thing as faith, let them explain how it is possible to fear the Lord before believing in Him. Does one not 
first believe in the Lord and then fear Him? Hence faith gives rise to fear, and from fear comes true piety. The 
prophet Isaiah indicates that this is the correct sequence: starting with wisdom, he proceeds in a descending order, 
referring to ‘the spirit of knowledge and true piety’, and last of all to ‘the spirit of the fear of God’ (Isa. 11:2-3. 
LXX). The Lord Himself starts with fear and then guides the man who possesses this fear to a state of inward grief. 

This is not the moment to speak systematically about every form of true piety or spiritual activity. Leaving to one 
side the ascetic practices pertaining to the body that precede the acquisition both of the higher kind of faith and of 
pure fear - for everyone knows what these practices are - I will speak of the trees of the spiritual paradise, that is, 
with the help of God’s grace I will speak briefly about the virtues of the soul. Of these, the most all-embracing is 
self-control, by which I mean abstinence from all the passions. There is also another, more partial form of self-
control, that applies to bodily actions and teaches us the proper use of food and drink. Here, however, I am referring 
to the self-control that applies, as I said, to the passions and that restrains every thought and every movement of the 
limbs that is not in harmony with God’s will. The person who possesses this virtue does not tolerate any thought or 
word, any movement of hand or foot or of any other member of the body, unless it is essential to the life of the body 
or to the soul’s salvation. 



It is after the acquisition of this virtue that the trials and temptations incited by the demons multiply, for they see 
before them an embodied angel, wholeheartedly committed to doing what is right and good. This is what is meant by 
the command given to man in paradise, ‘to cultivate and to keep it’ (Gen. 2:15); for self-control needs to be 
cultivated and guarded ceaselessly, so as to prevent any of the passions that are outside the garden from stealthily 
creeping in. As I have said, the two forms of self-control or self-restraint are not identical, for while the first curbs 
unchastity and the other shameful passions, the second controls even the slightest thought, bringing it under 
surveillance before it can lead to sin, and then conducting it to God. 

No one can speak or learn about this with precision merely through hearsay; it is only through experience that one 
can come to understand and counteract all these things that so disturb the intellect. How, indeed, is it possible 
merely by giving things a name to resurrect the  
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dust and to make the material immaterial? Names are one thing, and secular learning, on the basis of etymology, can 
provide one with knowledge about them. But the experience and acquisition of the virtues require God’s help; and 
they are achieved only through much effort and over a long period of time. This is especially true of the virtues of 
the soul, for these are the more inward and essential virtues. The virtues that pertain to the body - which are better 
described as the tools of the virtues - are easier to acquire, even though they do demand bodily effort. But the virtues 
of the soul, although they demand the control of thought alone, are much more difficult to achieve. Because of this 
the Law says first: ‘Watch yourself attentively’ (Exod. 23:21. LXX). St Basil the Great has written an excellent 
treatise on this phrase. 

But what shall we say, we who are not attentive at all? We are like the Pharisees. Some of us may fast and keep 
vigil and perform other such things, and we may often do this with partial understanding. But we lack discrimination 
because we do not pay attention to ourselves and do not know what it is that is being asked of us. Nor are we willing 
to give persistent and patient attention to our thoughts, so as to gain experience from our many trials and battles, and 
thus become for others at least an experienced sailor, if not a captain. Although we are all of us blind, we claim that 
we ourselves see, as the Pharisees claimed. That is why it is said. that they will be judged more severely (cf. John 
9:41). For if we acknowledged our blindness, we should not be condemned; it would be enough for us to be grateful 
and to admit our failure and ignorance. But, alas, we shall receive the greater condemnation, as did the pagan 
Greeks; for, according to Solomon, they aspired after so many things and yet failed to attain what they sought. 
Should we therefore keep silence, as though there was nothing for us to do? That would be even worse. Let us rather 
rebuke ourselves, for it is shameful even to mention the things that we do in secret (cf. Eph. 5:12). Hence I will say 
nothing about such things, but will speak about the virtues that so deserve our esteem. For the recollection of their 
sweetness fills my darkened heart with pleasure, and I forget my limitations and am no longer troubled about the 
condemnation that awaits me if 1 speak and do not act.  

Self-control, then, and self-restraint have the same power and are  
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twofold, as has been said. But now 1 want to say something further about their more perfect form. He who by 

God’s grace enjoys the great faith of contemplation together with pure and divine fear, and who wishes on the basis 
of these to keep possession of self-control and self-restraint, should first master himself both outwardly and 
inwardly, acting as if he were already dead in soul and body as regards this world and all other men. In every 
circumstance he should say to himself: ‘Who am I? What is my existence? Nothing but abomination. For I start as 
earth and I end as putrefaction, and in between I am filled with all manner of insolence and worse. What is my life? 
And how long? A single hour and then death comes. Why do I bother about this and that? Already I am dying. For 
Christ controls both life and death. Why do I worry and strive in vain? All one needs is a bit of bread: why seek 
more? If I have this, there is nothing to worry about. If I don’t, it may be that in my ignorance I do worry about it; 
yet it is God who provides.’ 

For these reasons every man should make it his whole concern to guard his senses and his thoughts, so as not to 
devise or do anything that does not seem to be in accordance with God’s will. Let him prepare himself to accept 
patiently the things that befall him at the hands of .men and demons, whether these things are pleasant or unpleasant. 
Neither the one nor the other should excite him or make him give way either to senseless joy and presumption, or to 
dejection and despair. He should entertain no over-confident thought until the Lord comes. To Him be glory 
throughout the ages. Amen. 
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The Lord said: ‘He who endures patiently to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 10:22). Patient endurance is the 
consolidation of all the virtues, because without it not one of them can subsist. For whoever turns back is not ‘fit for 
the kingdom of heaven’ (Luke 9:62). Indeed, even though someone thinks that he is in possession of all the virtues, 
he is still not fit for the kingdom until he has first endured to the end and escaped from the snares of the devil; for 
only thus can he  
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attain it. Even those who have received a foretaste of the kingdom stand in need of patient endurance if they are to 
gain their final reward in the age to be. Indeed, in every form of learning and knowledge persistence is needed. This 
is natural, since even sensible things cannot be produced without it: when any such thing is born, there has to be a 
period of patient waiting if it is to continue to live. 

In short, patient endurance is required before anything can come about; and, once something has come about, it 
can be sustained and brought to perfection only through such endurance. If it is something good, this virtue assists 
and guards it; if something evil, it confers relief and strength of soul and does not permit the person being tempted to 
grow faint-hearted, thus experiencing a foretaste of hell. Patient endurance kills the despair that kills the soul; it 
teaches the soul to take comfort and not to grow listless in the face of its many battles and afflictions. 

Judas lacked this virtue, and because of his inexperience in spiritual warfare suffered a double death (cf. Matt. 
27:5). Peter, chief of the apostles, possessed it, being an experienced warrior; and when he fell, he defeated the devil 
who had overthrown him (cf. Matt. 26:75; John 21:15-17). The monk who once lapsed into unchastity acquired it, 
and conquered his conqueror by not yielding to the counsel of despair that urged him to abandon his cell and his 
solitude. Patiently he said to the thoughts that tempted him: ‘I have not sinned; and again I say to you, I have not 
sinned.’ What divine understanding and patience in that noble man! This blessed virtue brought the righteous Job 
and his initial good works to fulfillment; for had he lacked it even slightly, he would have obliterated all the good he 
had previously done. But God who knew his patience allowed the plague to strike him for his own perfecting and for 
the benefit of many others. 

He, then, who knows what is to his benefit should struggle to acquire this virtue before anything else, according to 
St Basil the Great. For St Basil advises us not to fight against all the passions at once, since if we are unsuccessful 
we might turn back and no longer be fit for the kingdom of heaven. Rather we should fight the passions one at a 
time, and start by patiently enduring whatever befalls us. This is right; for the person who lacks patient endurance 
will never be able  

 

[V3] 223 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book ll 

Twenty-Four Discourses 

V 

Patient Endurance  
to stand fast even in an ordinary, battle, but will bring only flight and destruction upon himself and others by 
retreating. This is why God told Moses not to allow anyone who was cowardly to go out with the army (cf. Deut. 
20:8). In an ordinary war it may be possible for someone to remain inside in his house and not go out to fight; and 
though by doing this he loses gifts and honors, he may live on in poverty and dishonor. But in spiritual warfare it is 
impossible to find a place anywhere in creation in which a battle is not being waged. In the desert there are wild 
beasts and demons and other malefic and terrifying things; in places of solitude and stillness there are demons, trials 
and temptations; in the midst of human company there are demons and men who try one and tempt one. There is no 
place anywhere where one is unmolested; and, because of this, without patient endurance it is impossible to find 



peace. 

Such endurance is born of fear and faith, though it originates in understanding. He who is sensible tests things in 
the light of his intellect and, when he finds that he is ‘hemmed in on every side’ - to use Susanna’s words - he 
chooses what is better, as she did. For she said to God: ‘I am hemmed in on every side. If I do the will of the lawless 
priests, my soul will perish because of my adultery; but if I disobey them, they will accuse me of adultery and as 
judges of the people will condemn me to death. It is better for me to take refuge in the Almighty, even if death 
awaits me’ (cf. Sus., verses 22-23). How great was the wisdom of that blessed woman! For as soon as the people had 
gathered together and the lawless judges had sat down to accuse her, blameless as she was, and to condemn her to 
death as an adulteress, then Daniel, though only twelve years old, was shown by God to be a prophet and saved her 
from death, transferring the death sentence from her to the priests who were about to judge her unjustly (cf. Sus., 
verses 44-62). 

Through Susanna God has shown how close He is to those who are willing to endure trials for His sake, and who 
will not abandon virtue out of cowardice because of the suffering involved, but cleave to the law of God by patiently 
enduring what befalls them, rejoicing in the hope of salvation. And they have good cause to do this; for when 
confronted by two perils, one with temporary and the other with eternal consequences, is it not better to choose the 
first? For this reason St Isaac says that it is better to endure dangers out of love for God, and to cleave to Him in the 
hope of eternal life, than through  
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fear, of trials to fall away from God into the hands of the devil and to be condemned with him to punishment. If we 
love God, then like the saints we should rejoice in our own trials. But even if we are not like them, let us at least 
choose the better path simply out of constraint; for we are in fact constrained either to run bodily risks in this present 
life, thereby attaining the state of dispassion, and so coming to reign with Christ spiritually in this age and in the age 
to be; or else, as I have said, to fall away through fear of trials and be committed to agelong punishment. 

May God save us from punishment by giving us the strength patiently to endure whatever terrible things befall us. 
Endurance is like an unshakeable rock in the winds and waves of life. However the tempest batters him, the patient 
man remains steadfast and does not turn back; and when he finds relief and joy, he is not carried away by self-glory: 
he is always the same, whether things are hard or easy, and for this reason he is proof against the snares of the 
enemy. When storms beset him, he endures them with joy, awaiting their end; and when the heavens smile on him, 
he expects temptation-until his last breath, as St Antony has said. Such a person knows that nothing in life is 
unchangeable, and that all things pass. Thus he is not troubled or anxious about any of them, but leaves all things in 
the hands of God, for He has us in His care (cf. 1 Pet. 5:7); and to Him belong all glory, honor and dominion 
throughout the ages. Amen. 
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Life is hope free from all anxiety, wealth hidden from the senses but attested by the understanding and by the true 

nature of things. Farmers work laboriously, sowing and planting, sailors endure many dangers, and children learn 
reading and writing and other branches of knowledge. They all look forward with hope, laboring with joy. 
Outwardly they sacrifice immediate advantages, but in reality, even if they forfeit what they sacrifice, through their 
patient endurance they  
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gain what is of far greater value. But in such instances, it might be said, they do this because they know from 
experience that they stand to gain something, while in the realm of the spiritual no one has risen from the dead so 
that we can know what rewards to expect. It is, however, only because we have no experience of spiritual gifts and 
spiritual knowledge that we think like this. Nor is it surprising that we should do so. For even farmers and sailors are 
full of apprehension so long as they have not acquired experience. And children, ignorant of the value of writing and 
the other subjects, seek to avoid learning them; but their parents, aware of what is to be gained, in their love compel 
them to study; then, when the time is ripe, the children themselves acquire experience and not only begin to love 
their lessons and those who force them to study, but even to accept with joy the ordeals of learning. Thus we, too, 
setting out in faith should strive patiently to advance, and not lose heart because of our tribulations; and then, when 
the time is ripe, we like them will come to know the value of what is happening to us and so will work tirelessly and 
with joy and gladness. ‘We walk by faith,’ as St Paul says, ‘not by sight’ (2 Cor. 5:7). 

Yet just as it is impossible for someone engaged in business to make a profit on the basis of faith alone, so it is 
impossible for anyone to attain spiritual knowledge and repose before he has labored in thought and action to 
acquire the virtues. And just as business men always fear loss and hope for gain, so should we, until our final breath; 
and as they exert themselves not only when they make a profit, but also after suffering loss and taking risks, so 
should we as well, knowing that the idle man will not eat from the fruit of his own labors and so will become a 
pauper, perhaps even falling heavily into debt. It is because of this that the prophet says, ‘Thou hast made me to 
dwell in hope’ (Ps. 4:8. LXX); and the apostle writes, ‘Through hope were they made perfect’ (cf. Heb. 11:39-40).  

Such in brief is what we can learn from nature and from Holy Scripture. But if someone wishes to know these 
things through experience, let him do all that he can to practice assiduously, as though he were at school, the seven 
forms of bodily discipline, and let him pay attention to the moral virtues as well, that is, to the virtues that pertain to 
the soul. Then, after attaining hope and persisting in it, he will obtain precise knowledge of what has been said. He 
will realize that from the very outset of his repentance, when he began to practice  
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the first of the seven forms of bodily discipline  -  namely, stillness - the reward of hope and the blessings it confers 
were granted to him even before he began to practice the other six, that is to say, fasting, vigils, and so on. As soon 
as he had begun to practice the first of them - stillness, the beginning of the soul’s purification - at once the blessings 
to which he aspired were bestowed on him. But being an inexperienced student he did not recognize the grace of his 
Master, just as a child does not recognize the bounty of his parents, though before he was born it was already their 
desire to help him, for they prayed that he would be born and would live. The child even fails to realize that he will 
be their heir and will have all they already possess as well as what their labors may still accumulate. In his ignorance 
he pays no attention whatsoever to such things, but thinks of obedience to his parents as a trial. Indeed, were he not 
in need of food and other natural necessities he would not be grateful towards them at all. 

He who wishes to inherit the kingdom of heaven, yet does not patiently endure what befalls him, shows himself 
even more ungrateful than such a child. For he was created by God’s grace, has received all things in this world, 
awaits what is to come, and has been called to reign eternally with Christ, who has honored him, in spite of his 
nothingness, with such great gifts, visible and invisible, to the extent even of shedding His most precious blood for 
him, not asking anything from him at all except that he should choose to receive His blessings. For this is Christ’s 
only request, and whoever can understand that will be astonished. ‘What does God require of you?’ we are asked 
(cf. Mic. 6:8. LXX). How stupid we are! How is it that we look and fail to see His awesome mysteries? For 
precisely that which He seems to demand from us is in fact another, a greater gift. How do we not understand that he 
who cultivates the virtues is the greatest of men, superior to all, even if he is a pauper and of humble birth? How can 
we recognize the prophets, apostles and martyrs in this present life, and yet be doubtful about the blessings held in 
store? Let us consider their lives and what they have done, and whence it is they say they have received grace and 
strength. Do they not perform miracles even after their death? Have we not remarked how kings and rich people 
venerate their holy icons? We have seen how virtuous men live even in this present life full of thankfulness and 
virtue and spiritual joy, while the rich are troubled and experience greater trials and temptations than ascetics and 
those who possess nothing. All this  
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gives us grounds for hoping that virtue is truly greater than everything else. But if it is not enough, then we should 
note how unbelievers, although they may not know God, still praise virtue, despite the fact that the virtuous man 



seems to have a faith other than their own. For even an enemy is capable of respecting virtue in his opponent. 

If we believe that virtue is good, then of necessity God, who created virtue and gave it to men, is also good; and if 
He is good, then of necessity He is likewise righteous, for righteousness is a virtue and thus is good. If God is both 
good and righteous, then He has certainly done all that He has done and is doing out of goodness, even if this does 
not seem to be so to the wicked. For nothing darkens a man’s mind so much as evil, while God reveals Himself to 
simplicity and humility, not to toil and weariness. But He reveals Himself, not in the way that some in their 
inexperience think, but through the contemplation of created beings and through the revelation of the mysteries 
hidden in the divine Scriptures. Such is the reward, in this present life, of stillness and of the other virtues. As for the 
age to be, ‘the eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and man’s heart has not grasped the things that God has 
prepared for those who love Him’ (1 Cor. 2:9), and who renounce their own will in patient endurance and in the 
hope of the blessings held in store. We pray that we too may attain these blessings through the grace and love of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, to whom belong all glory, honor and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 

 
St Peter of Damaskos 

Book ll 
Twenty-Four Discourses 

VII 

Detachment 

Detachment has its origin in hope, for he who hopes to acquire elsewhere eternal wealth readily despises that 
which is material and transient, even if it offers him every kind of comfort. For although his life may be harsh and 
full of pain, who could persuade a man of intelligence to value material wealth above love for God, who gives both 
forms of wealth to those who love Him? This could only happen to someone blind and unable to see at all because 
of his lack of faith or  
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because of his evil disposition and habits. Had he possessed faith, he would have been enlightened; and had he 
through his firm faith received but a small measure of the enlightenment that comes from spiritual knowledge, he 
would have struggled to destroy those evil habits. And if he had resolved to do this, God’s grace would have worked 
and struggled with him. But the Lord has said that few are saved (cf. Luke 13:23-24); for the things we see appear to 
be sweet, even when they are actually bitter. The dog that licks his wound with his tongue is not aware of the pain 
because of the sweetness, and does not realize that he is drinking his own blood; and the glutton who eats what 
harms him in both soul and body is not aware of the damage he does himself. All those who are the slaves of passion 
suffer likewise because of their lack of awareness; and even if they resist for a while they are again overcome by 



habit. 

For this reason the Lord says, ‘The kingdom of heaven is subjected to violence’ (Matt. 11:12). Such violence is 
due, not to our nature, but to our intimacy with the passions. Had it been due to our nature, no one would enter the 
kingdom. For those who have chosen the kingdom, however, the yoke of the Lord is easy to bear and His burden is 
light (cf. Matt. 11:30), while for those who have not made this choice, ‘strait is the gate, and narrow is the way’ 
(Matt. 7:14) and ‘the kingdom is subjected to violence’ (Matt. 11:12). In the case of those who choose it, the 
kingdom is within and close to them, because they wish for it, and desire to attain here and now the state of 
dispassion. For what helps or hinders our salvation is the will, and nothing else. If you want to do something good, 
do it; and if you cannot do it, then resolve to do it, and you will have achieved the resolution even if you do not 
fulfill the action itself. Thus a habit, whether good or bad, can gradually and spontaneously be overcome. If this 
were not the case, no criminals would ever be saved, whereas in fact not only have they been saved, but many have 
become conspicuous for their excellence. Think what a great gulf separates the criminal from the saint; yet 
resolution finally overcame habit. If by Christ’s grace someone is religious, or a monk, what prevents him from 
achieving sanctity, as criminals have achieved it? They were far from sanctity, he is near it; he has already 
completed the greater part of the journey, helped by grace, or by nature, or by the devotion and reverence he has 
inherited from his parents. Is it not strange, then, that when brigands and grave-robbers become saints, monks are  
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condemned? But, alas, ‘the shame of my face has covered me’ (Ps. 44:15). 

Kings renounce their riches, as Joasaph did and others like him; but often a poor man is unable to continue in his 
original state, and so to enter without struggle into the kingdom of heaven simply by remaining detached from things 
which he has not acquired by inheritance from his parents. For although at baptism he renounced even what did not 
belong to him - since another possesses the world and the things in it, he merely has the power to desire them - and 
although he renounced this world-ruler as well, yet even so he may afterwards try to acquire possessions. He may 
say, ‘I am not able to live without possessions or to endure the things that befall me.’ ‘What things?’ it may be 
asked. The prison cells and chains which he endured previously, and might have had to endure, even if he had been 
a ruler? For even those who are in positions of authority and who possess wealth are subject to these things. What, 
then? The deprivation of life’s necessities, the nakedness and the other things that he has to endure? But in order not 
to prolong this discussion by going into details and so heaping further disgrace on those who are already full of 
shame, I will add only the following. If we crave but one of the visible things, the desire for which we have 
renounced, then like Gehazi and Judas (cf. 2 Kgs. 5:25-27; Matt. 27:3-5) we will reap shame and disgrace in the age 
to come. For Gehazi desired what he did not have and so both contracted leprosy and fell away from God; while 
Judas desired to repossess what he had renounced and so was punished not only with hanging but also with 
perdition. 

In what way is the monk exceptional if he does not persevere in virginity and a state of total dispossession? All 
men are under an obligation to keep the other commandments, because they pertain to our nature; that is to say, we 
are all required to love God and our neighbor, to endure patiently what befalls us, to make use of things according to 
their true nature, and to refrain from committing evil. We should keep these commandments even if we do .not want 
to. Indeed, unless we keep them, we will not find peace even in this world, since the laws punish those who offend 



against them, and our rulers compel us to live virtuously. As St Paul says, the ruler ‘does not  
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bear the sword to no purpose’ (Rom. 13:4); and again: ‘You wish to have no fear of the authorities? Do what is right 
and you will have their approval’ (Rom. 13:3). Everyone does and wants to do these things because they accord with 
nature - indeed, we insist that they should be done. But the lot of the monk as a soldier of Christ is to do that which 
is beyond nature; for this reason he should taste Christ’s sufferings, so that he may also attain His glory. 

Indeed, this too is a law of nature, verified by what happens in this world. Are not the soldiers of the king honored 
because they suffer with him? And does not each of them receive praise in proportion to his suffering? And to the 
extent that he shows himself incapable of suffering in this way, is he not dishonored? Is it not obvious that the more 
regal the garments a person wears, the closer he is to the king? And the less regal, the farther away? The same things 
apply in connection with our own King. The more we suffer with Christ and imitate His poverty, tasting His 
sufferings and the ill-treatment to which He was subjected before He was crucified for our sake and buried, the more 
intimate we become with Him and the more we share in His glory. It is as St Paul says: if we suffer with Him, we 
will also be glorified with Him (cf. Rom. 8:17). 

Why, as we know, soldiers and thieves suffer simply trying to get food, travelers and sailors are absent from home 
for long periods, and people endure great trials quite apart from any hope of the kingdom of heaven, often indeed 
failing to achieve whatever it is they struggle for. But we are unwilling to endure even slight hardship for the sake of 
the kingdom of heaven and eternal blessings. Yet these might not prove so difficult to attain if our resolution abetted 
us and if we regarded the acquisition of the virtues not as a laborious and intolerable task, but rather as a joy and a 
relaxation, because of the hope, freedom from anxiety and unsolicited honor that come through virtue; for even its 
enemy respects it and admires it. Finally, virtue brings us happiness and exultation. Indeed, detachment is full of joy, 
just as material existence and its shameful passions are full of sorrow. May we be redeemed from this material 
existence and may we attain eternal, immaterial life through the detachment that leads to the mortification of the 
body, in Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom belong all glory, honor and worship throughout the ages. Amen.  
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He who has achieved detachment has his attention fixed always on God through contemplation. For detachment 



from material things gives rise to the contemplation of spiritual realities-contemplation not of created beings in this 
present life, but of the awesome things that take place before and after death. For the detached person is taught about 
these things by grace, so that through inward grief he may mortify the passions and, when the time is ripe, attain 
peace and gentleness in his thoughts.  

From faith comes fear, and from fear comes true piety, or self-control, the endurance of grief, and the other things 
of which the Lord’s Beatitudes speak (cf. Matt. 5:3-12) - gentleness, hunger and thirst for righteousness, that is, for 
all the virtues, acts of mercy - and also detachment. From detachment comes the mortification of the body, realized 
through compunctive sorrow and bitter tears of repentance and distress. By means of these the soul in its anguish 
renounces the joys of this world and even the food we eat, for it begins to see that its faults are countless as the sand 
of the sea. This is the start of the soul’s enlightenment and the sign of its health. The tears that may occur before 
this, and the apparently divine thoughts, compunction and the like, are all deceits and ruses of the demons, 
especially in the case of those living among men or subject to distraction, even though it be but slight.  

For no one still attracted by any sensible object can overcome the passions. And if it is said that the saints of old 
not only lived among men but also possessed material things, the answer is that, though this is certainly true, they 
never used any of these objects under the influence of the passions. This is clear from the fact that, as is recorded in 
the genealogies of the Old Testament, they married wives and yet knew them only after many years, thus showing 
that they were in a sense both married and unmarried. The same is true of Job and other righteous men. Indeed, 
David was both king and prophet, and Solomon likewise up to a certain point in his life. He himself describes how 
God has sent subtle temptations to the sons of men, so that they might be distracted by vain things (cf. Eccles. 1:13) 
and thus prevented from turning towards what is even worse. All this is  
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clear from the very nature of things. For if, when there are thousands of distractions, some still find opportunity to 
commit sins, how much more would this be the case if our lives were without distraction? In such circumstances, it 
is better for us to be superficially distracted, and so prevented from devoting ourselves to holy things and holy 
thoughts, rather than for us to do many other things which are in fact worse.  

But he who by God’s grace has achieved a certain degree of spiritual knowledge and can understand the awesome 
things that occur before and after death as a result of man’s primal disobedience, should continue in all stillness and 
detachment to occupy himself with such thoughts as well as with the actions that -induce them, and should not let 
himself be distracted by vain things. ‘Vanity of vanities, all is vanity’ (Eccles. 1:2); and on the basis of this text St 
John of Damaskos said. ‘Truly all things are vanity, and life is but a shadow and a dream.’ For everyone worries in 
vain, as the Scripture rightly says (cf. Ps. 39:6): for what can be more vain than a life whose end is putrefaction and 



dust? Thus detachment is mortification, not of the intellect, but of the body’s initial impulses towards pleasure and 
comfort. For the desire for comfort, however slight, is a non-spiritual desire. And when the soul recognizes in itself 
some altogether spiritual activity or knowledge, it feels still greater distress at the presence of this non-spiritual 
desire; for if the soul is non-spiritual, the Spirit of God will not abide in it (cf. Gen. 6:3). When this happens, the 
soul will not be interested in any good work, but will struggle to fulfill the desires of the body and of its own 
indwelling passions, piling darkness upon darkness, and gladly accepting to live always in utter ignorance.  

When a man has been sufficiently illumined, however, to perceive his own faults, he never ceases mourning for 
himself and for all men, seeing God’s great forbearance and what sins we in our wretchedness have committed and 
still persist in committing. As a result of this he becomes full of gratitude, not daring to condemn anyone, shamed by 
the profusion of God’s blessings and the multitude of our sins. Thereupon he joyfully renounces everything in his 
own will that is counter to God, and he watches over his own senses, so as to prevent them from doing anything 
beyond what is unavoidably needed.  

 

[V3] 233 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book ll 

Twenty-Four Discourses 

VI11 
Mortification of the Passions  

In this way he emulates the psalmist, who wrote: ‘Lord, my heart is not haughty, nor are my eyes presumptuous’ 
(Ps. 131:1). But after having reached such heights he must be careful lest through negligence or self-inflation he 
suffers what David suffered, without perhaps being able to repent as David did. For to sin, even in the case of those 
who are most righteous, is easy, while repentance is not easy for everyone because death is near; and even before 
death comes there is despair. It is good, then, not to fall; or, if we fall, to rise again. And should we fall, we should 
not despair and so estrange ourselves from the Lord’s love. For if He so chooses, He can deal mercifully with our 
weakness. Only we should not cut ourselves off from Him or feel oppressed when constrained by His 
commandments, nor should we lose heart when we fall short of our goal. Rather, let us learn that a thousand years in 
the sight of the Lord are but a single day, and a single day is as a thousand years (cf. Ps. 90:4). Let us be neither 
hasty nor tardy, and let us be always ready to make a new start. If you fall, rise up. If you fall again, rise up again. 
Only do not abandon your Physician, lest you be condemned as worse than a suicide because of your despair. Wait 
on Him, and He will be merciful, either reforming you, or sending you trials, or through some other provision of 
which you are ignorant.  

For the devil is in the habit of promoting in the soul whatever he sees is in accordance with the soul’s own 
disposition, whether this be joy or self-conceit, distress or despair, excessive toil or utter indolence, or thoughts and 
actions that are untimely and profitless, or blindness and unreflecting hatred of all that exists. Quite simply, he 
inflames in the soul whatever material he finds there already, so as to do it as much harm as he can, even though in 
itself the thing may be good and acceptable to God, provided that it is used with due restraint by one who is able to 



judge things and to discern the intention of God hidden in the six passions that surround him - those, that is, above 
him and below, to his right and to his left, within him and without. Whether it relates to the practice of the virtues or 
to spiritual knowledge, there is some good purpose lying within the six passions that oppose him.  

Thus, as St Antony says,’ we should always seek counsel about everything; and we should consult not just 
anyone, but those who  
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have the grace of discrimination; for if the person we consult lacks experience, we may both fall into the ditch, as in 
the example given in the Gospel (cf. Matt. 15:12-14). For without discrimination nothing good is ever done, even 
though to the ignorant it appears to be altogether good; for what is done without discrimination will be either 
untimely, or profitless, or disproportionate, or beyond the strength or knowledge of the person doing it, or faulty in 
some other way. He who has the gift of discrimination has received it on account of his humility. Through it he 
knows all things by grace and, when the time is ripe, he attains spiritual insight.  

From inward grief, then, and patient endurance come hope and detachment; and through hope and detachment we 
die to the world. We may also die to the world by enduring patiently and by not despairing when we see everywhere 
dismay and death, knowing that this is both a trial and an illumination; or by not being over-confident about having 
reached our goal. Shedding many tears of distress, we begin to see clearly before us the holy sufferings of the Lord, 
and we are greatly solaced by them. And we truly regard ourselves as inferior to all other men, perceiving how many 
blessings are bestowed on us through the grace of God, to whom be glory and dominion through all the ages. Amen. 
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So that we will not think that we are doing something great through our ascetic efforts and our many sighs and 
tears, we are given knowledge of the sufferings of Christ and His saints. Meditating on these we are astonished, and 



in our amazement we exhaust ourselves through our ascetic labors. For by contemplating the numberless trials that 
the saints joyfully accepted and the many sufferings that the Lord endured on our behalf, we become aware of our 
own feebleness. At the same time we are illumined by the knowledge of what the Lord did and said. And by 
understanding what is stated in the Gospel, we begin sometimes to mourn bitterly in sorrow, sometimes to rejoice 
spiritually in thanksgiving. Not because we think that we have  
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done anything good, for that would be self-conceit; but because, in spite of being such sinners, we have been granted 
the contemplation of these things.  

In this way we become all the more humble in action and thought, practicing the seven forms of bodily discipline 
of which we have spoken, as well as the moral virtues, that is to say, the virtues of the soul; and we guard the five 
senses and keep the Lord’s commandments. We do not regard these as good works deserving reward; rather we view 
them as a debt to be paid. Nor do we hope in any way to be released from the debt, for we recognize how enormous 
are the gifts of knowledge that we have received. We become, as it were, captive to the meaning of what we read 
and the message of what we chant; and in our delight we often unconsciously forget our sins, and in our joy we 
begin to shed tears that are sweet as honey. But then, fearful of being deluded in case this is all premature, we 
restrain ourselves; and recalling our former way of life, we again weep bitterly. In this manner we oscillate between 
these two kinds of tears, the sweet and the bitter.  

So we go forward, provided we are attentive and always consult someone of experience, and provided we come 
before God with the pure prayer that is appropriate for one practicing the virtues, while at the same time we 
withdraw our intellect from all that it has known or heard, and concentrate it on the remembrance of God, asking 
only that God’s will may be done in all our thoughts and undertakings. But if we fail to do this, then we are liable to 
be deluded, thinking that we will see an apparition of one of the holy angels, or of Christ. We fail to realize that he 
who seeks to see Christ should look not outside himself, but within himself, emulating Christ’s life in this world, 
and becoming sinless in body and soul, as Christ was. His intellect should apprehend everything through Christ.  

To have in mind any form, color or thought during the time of prayer is not good-in fact it may be extremely 
dangerous. Evagrios has explained what is meant by the intellect being in the realm or dwelling-place of God. He 
took the expression from the Psalter: ‘In peace is His dwelling-place’ (Ps. 76:2. LXX). To be ‘in peace’ means to 
have no thoughts, whether bad or good, because, as Evagrios says, if the intellect perceives something, it is not in 
God alone, but also in  
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itself. This is true; for since God is undetermined and indeterminable, without form or color, the intellect that is with 
God alone should itself be without form or color, free from all figuration and undistracted. Otherwise it will be 
subject to demonic illusion. That is why we must be careful and, unless we have taken advice from someone of 
experience, we should not entertain any thought, whether good or bad, for we do not know which it is. For the 
demons take whatever shape they want and appear in this way to us, just as the human intellect is shaped by what it 
wants and is colored by the forms of the things that it perceives. The demons do this in order to deceive us, and 
under their influence our intellect wanders senselessly in its efforts to reach perfection.  

Thus one ought to constrain the intellect as much as possible within the bounds of some meditation acceptable to 
God. For as there are seven forms of bodily discipline, so there are eight types of contemplation, or types of spiritual 
knowledge, that pertain to the intellect. Three of these, which have already been mentioned, are connected with the 
holy sufferings of the Lord and we should always of our own accord meditate on them, so as to grieve over our own 
soul and over those of our fellow men. But in addition to these, we should also think about the terrible things that 
happened at the very beginning because of man’s transgression; about how our nature succumbed to so many 
passions; about our own faults and the trials that occur for the sake of our correction and recovery. Finally we should 
think both of death and of the fearful punishments that await sinners after death. In this way the soul may be 
strengthened and devote itself to grief. At the same time it will be solaced and humbled, neither despairing because 
of these terrible thoughts nor imagining that it has attained the level of spiritual work; and it will continue in fear and 
hope, a state equivalent to gentleness of thought and one that is always the same. It is this that leads the intellect to 
spiritual knowledge and discrimination. The psalmist confirms this when he writes: ‘He will lead the gentle to 
judgment’ (Ps. 25:9), or rather, to discrimination, or what the prophet describes as spiritual knowledge and holiness 
(cf. Isa. 11:2. LXX). 

Yet as true piety, although a single term, takes many outward forms, so spiritual knowledge, also a single term, 
includes many forms of  
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knowledge and contemplation. For even the first step in the practice of bodily discipline is a form of knowledge; in 
fact, without knowledge no one does anything good. Until we attain our goal - by which I mean until we are adopted 
as sons and our intellect ascends into the heavens in Christ-each state is a form of knowledge and contemplation. 
The knowledge that we have before we begin to practice a spiritual discipline helps to make this practice effective, 
serving thus as a kind of tool; while the knowledge that follows on faith protects our faith with fear as with a wall. 

The knowledge and the practice of the soul’s virtues have as their goal the preparation and planting of the trees of 
paradise. These trees are the knowledge of a man’s intellect and his spiritual labor; in other words, the attentiveness 
of his intellect and the moral state of his soul. By practicing the commandments he ‘cultivates and keeps’ the trees 
(cf. Gen. 2:15) with understanding and insight. At the same time he is helped by divine providence, that acts like 
sun, rain, wind and growth, without which all the effort of the gardener is in vain, even if everything has been done 
in due order. For nothing good can come about without help from above; yet help from above and grace are only 
granted to those who have resolved to act, as St John Chrysostom says.  

In this life, all things go in pairs: practice and spiritual knowledge, free will and grace, fear and hope, struggle and 
reward. The second does not come until the first has been actualized; and if it seems as if it does, this is illusion, just 
as someone who lacks horticultural knowledge, on seeing the flower and thinking that it is the fruit, rushes forward 
to pick it, not realizing that by picking the flower he destroys the fruit, so it is here: for, as St Maximos puts it, ‘To 
think that one knows prevents one from advancing in knowledge.’ Hence we ought to cleave to God and to do all 
things with discrimination.  

Discrimination comes from seeking advice with humility and from criticizing oneself and what one thinks and 
does. There is nothing astonishing in the fact that the devil assumes the form of ‘an angel of light’ (2 Cor.11:14), for 
the thoughts that he sows in us also appear to be righteous when we lack experience. Humility is the gateway to  
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dispassion, said St John Klimakos; and, according to St Basil the Great, the fuel of humility is gentleness. It is this 
that gives man constancy, so that he is always the same whether circumstances and thoughts are pleasant or 
unpleasant. He is indifferent to both honor and dishonor, joyfully accepting things sweet and painful, and remaining 
unperturbed. 

In this he is unlike the virgin about whom St Antony the Great speaks. One day, while St Antony was sitting with 



a certain Abba, a virgin came up and said to the Elder: ‘Abba, I fast six days of the week and I repeat by heart 
portions of the Old and New Testaments daily.’ To which the Elder replied: ‘Does poverty mean the same to you as 
abundance?’ ‘No’, she answered. ‘Or dishonor the same as praise?’ ‘No, Abba.’ Are your enemies the same for you 
as your friends?’ ‘No’. she replied. At that the wise Elder said to her: ‘Go, get to work, you have accomplished 
nothing.’ And he was justified in speaking like this. For if she fasted so strictly as to eat only once a week, and then 
very little, should she not have regarded poverty in the same way as abundance? And if she repeated passages from 
the Old and New Testaments daily, should she not also have learnt humility? And since she had surrendered 
everything worldly, should she not have considered all people to be her friends? And if she did still have enemies, 
could she not learn to treat them as friends after so much ascetic effort? The Elder was quite right when he said, 
‘You have accomplished nothing.’  

Indeed, I would add that such a person deserves severe condemnation. It is as St John Chrysostom said with 
regard to the five foolish virgins: they had the strength to practice the more difficult form of asceticism - the 
virginity which is beyond nature - but not to perform what is less difficult - acts of mercy - though pagans and non-
believers perform such acts as something natural. So with this virgin: because she did not know what was really 
needed, she labored in vain. As the Lord said: ‘All this you should have done, without neglecting the rest’ (Matt. 
23:23). Ascetic practice is a good thing, but only when done with the right goal in mind. We ought to think of it not 
as the real task, but as a preparation for the real task;  
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not as the fruit, but as the earth that can, with time, labor and the help of God, bear trees from which the fruit will 
come-the fruit that is purity of intellect and union with God. To Him be glory throughout the ages. Amen. 
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The truly humble man never ceases to reproach himself, even when the whole world attacks and insults him. He 
acts in this way, not simply in order to attain salvation as it were passively by enduring with patience whatever 
befalls him, but in order to press forward actively and deliberately to embrace the sufferings of Christ. From these 
sufferings he learns the greatest of all the virtues, humility: the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit, the gateway to the 
kingdom of heaven, that is to say, to dispassion. He who passes through this gateway comes to God; but without 
humility his road is full of pain and his effort useless. Humility bestows complete repose upon whoever possesses it 
in his heart, because he has Christ dwelling within him. Through it grace remains with him and God’s gifts are 
preserved. It is the offspring of many different virtues: of obedience, patient endurance, shedding of possessions, 
poverty, fear of God, spiritual knowledge and others as well. But above all it is the offspring of discrimination, the 
virtue that illumines the farthest reaches of the intellect. Yet let no one think that it is a simple, casual matter to 
become humble. It is something beyond our natural powers; and it is almost true to say that the more a person is 
gifted, the harder it is for him to attain humility. It presupposes great judgment and endurance in the face of the trials 
and evil spirits that oppose us. For humility slips through all their snares. 

Humility is also the offspring of spiritual knowledge, and such knowledge is born of trials and temptations. To the 
man who knows himself is given the knowledge of all things; and to the man who submits to God, all things will be 
subject when humility reigns in his members. For it is precisely through undergoing many trials and temptations, 
and through patiently enduring them, that a man  
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acquires experience; and as a result he comes to know both his own weakness and the power of God. In becoming 
aware of his own weakness and ignorance, he recognizes that he has now learned what once he did not know; and 
this allows him to see that just as he used not to know these things, and was unaware that he did not know, so there 
are many other things which he may later be able to learn. St Basil the Great observes in this connection that unless 
one tastes something one is unaware of what one is missing. But he who has tasted spiritual knowledge knows at 
least to some extent that he is ignorant, and so his knowledge becomes for him a source of humility. Again, he who 
knows that he is a mutable creature will never maintain a high opinion of himself; he will recognize that anything he 
may have belongs to his Creator. You do not praise a pot on the grounds that it has made itself useful; you praise its 
maker. And when it is broken, you blame whoever broke it, not its maker. 

Yet if the vessel of which we are speaking is endowed with intelligence, then necessarily it will possess free will. 
Whatever is good in it comes from its Creator, and He is also the cause of its being made; but its fall or deviation 
will depend upon how it exercises its own free will. If you do not deviate, God in His grace will grant you the seal of 
His approval; but if you give ear to the serpent’s evil counsel, disapprobation will be your lot. Approval and 
gratitude, however, are due not to the man who receives the gifts but to Him who bestows them. Yet by grace he 



who receives a gift may deserve approval because by his own choice he accepted what he did not have or, rather, 
because he is grateful to his Benefactor. And if he is not grateful, not only does he forfeit all approval, but he is self-
condemned for his ingratitude as well. Yet no one, I trust, is so shameless as to claim that the gift was not freely 
bestowed on him and to pretend in his iniquity that he deserves praise, calmly puffing himself up and condemning 
those who are apparently not like him, on the grounds that he himself has conferred on himself the wealth he thinks 
he possesses, and has not received it by God’s grace. Should such a person thank the Giver, he does so in the same 
way as the Pharisee in the Gospel, and says to himself, ‘I thank Thee, 0 God, that I am not like other men’ (Luke 
18:11). The Evangelist - or, rather, God, who knows men’s hearts - was right to say that he spoke ‘to himself, for the 
Pharisee was not speaking to God. Even though orally he did seem to be speaking to God, yet God who knew his  
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self-applauding soul says that he stood and prayed not to God but to himself. 

The fact that the Scriptures often make use of identical or very similar phrases is due, says St John Chrysostom, 
not to repetitiveness or prolixity, but to the desire to imprint what is said on the heart of the reader. In the ardor of 
his writing the psalmist did not want to stop, as do those who have not tasted the sweetness of his words and who in 
their listlessness trample them underfoot so as to be freed from the weight of them. Will such a person ever reap any 
profit from Holy Scripture? Does he not simply earn condemnation and a darkening of his intellect by opening the 
door to the demons who are attacking him? 

As the Lord has said: ‘If they do these things when the wood is green, what will happen when it is dry?’(Luke 
23:31); and again: ’If the righteous man is only just saved, where will the ungodly and the sinner appear?’ (1 Pet. 
4:18). The demons attack even those whose intellect, immaterial and formless, is concentrated entirely on the 
remembrance of God; and, unless God assisted them on account of their humility, their prayer would not mount to 
heaven but would fall back empty. What then will be our lot, abject as we are? We do not even open our lips and 
speak into the air, so that at the last God may have mercy on us, descending to the level of our ignorance and 
weakness because we have shown gratitude to Him. 

As for whether or not the demons attack even the perfect in this world, let us hear what St Makarios says: ‘No one 
becomes perfect in this present age; for if they did, then what is given here would not be simply a pledge of the 
blessings held in store but their full realization.’ He adduces in testimony one of the brethren who was praying with 
several others and who was suddenly snatched up mentally to heaven and saw the heavenly Jerusalem and the 
tabernacles of the saints. When he returned to his habitual state, however, he fell from virtue and ended up by being 
completely destroyed; for he thought he had achieved something and did not realize that, being unworthy and only 
dust by nature, he was that much the more in debt for having been privileged to ascend to such a height. St Makarios 
also says that he had known many men, and from his experience had come to  
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recognize without any doubt that no one in this world is perfect: even if he becomes altogether immaterial and is 
almost one with God, yet sin pursues him and will not disappear completely before his death. 

Evagrios the Solitary has recounted how a certain monk was praying when, for his benefit and for that of many 
others, God allowed the demons to take him by his hands and feet and throw him in the air; and so that his body 
would not be hurt when he fell to the earth, they caught him in a rush-mat. This they did for a long time, but were 
unable to distract his intellect from heaven.’ How would such a man even perceive what he was eating? When 
would he have need of psalmody or reading? But we have need of them because of the weakness of our intellect, 
though even in this way we fail to concentrate. Alas, such a holy man suffered attacks from the demons, yet we do 
not worry at all about their assaults. The saints are protected by their humility from the snares of the devil, while we 
in our ignorance are puffed up. It is indeed a sign of great ignorance for someone to be self-elated-about what is not 
his. For ‘what do you have which you did not receive’, either freely from God or through the prayers of others? 
‘Now if you received it, why do you boast as if you had not received it’ (1 Cor. 4:7), but had achieved it yourself? 
So Abba Cassian puts it. 

Humility, then, is born from spiritual knowledge, and itself gives birth to discrimination; while from 
discrimination comes the spiritual insight which the prophet calls ‘counsel’ (Isa. 11:2). By means of such insight we 
see things according to their true nature, and the intellect dies to the world because it now contemplates the creations 
of God. To Him be glory throughout the ages. Amen. 
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It is excellent to seek advice about everything, but only from those with experience. It is dangerous to ask 

questions of the inexperienced, because they do not possess discrimination. Discrimination  
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knows when the time is ripe, what means to employ, the inner state of the questioner, what level he has reached, his 
strength, his degree of spiritual knowledge and his intention, as well as God’s purpose and the meaning of each 
verse of Holy Scripture, and much else besides. Hence he who lacks discrimination may exert himself enormously, 
but he cannot achieve anything; while the person who possesses it is a guide to the blind and a light to those in 
darkness (cf. Rom. 2:19). We should refer everything to such a person and accept whatever he says, even if because 
of our inexperience we do not see its import as well as we would like. Indeed, he who has discrimination is to be 
recognized in particular from the fact that he is able to communicate the sense of what he says even to those who do 
not want to know it. For the Spirit searches things out; and God’s presence has the power to persuade even an 
unwilling intellect to believe. This is what happened in the case of Jonah (cf. Jonah 1:3), Zacharias (cf. Luke 1:18) 
and - the monk David, once a brigand, whom the angel prevented from saying anything except the psalms that he 
recited according to his rule of prayer.  

If in this present generation no one possesses discrimination, it is because no one has the humility that engenders 
it. We should therefore pray fervently about everything we do, as St James counsels (cf. Jas. 5:16). For even if we 
lack holy hands, that is, if we lack purity of soul and body, we should at least strive to be without rancor and evil 
thoughts. For St Paul tells us to ‘lift up holy hands without anger and without quarrelling’ (1 Tim. 2:8). If we think 
that something is in accordance with God’s will, we should do it dispassionately; and even if it is not such a very 
good thing, what we do will be counted to our credit by God’s grace, because of our perplexity and the fact that we 
do it with God in mind. Even if we do God’s will when passion is still present, the consequences will be as stated. 
This is inevitably so, simply because of God’s goodness. But where our own will is involved, and not God’s, there 
self-inflation is present as well, and God does not approve; nor does He reveal His will to us then, lest we should 
know what it is and still not do it, and thereby incur greater condemnation. For whether God gives us something or 
withholds it from us. He acts for our good, even if we, like children, are unaware of this. He does not send down His 
Holy Spirit to someone who has not purified himself from the passions through the practice of the virtues that 
pertain both to body and to  
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soul, lest this person should out of habit succumb to his passions and so become guilty of abusing the presence of 



the Holy Spirit within him. 

A person must first spend a long time in ascetic practice. He must begin by purifying his body from the actual 
committing of sin, whether great or small, and then purge his soul of every form of desire or anger. His moral 
impulses need to be disciplined by good habit, so that he does not do anything whatsoever through his five senses 
that is contrary to the purpose of his intellect, nor does his inner self consent to any such thing. It is then, when 
finally he becomes subject to himself, that God makes all things subject to him through dispassion and by the grace 
of the Holy Spirit. For a man must first submit to the law of God, and then he will rule as an intelligent being over 
all around him. His intellect will reign as it was originally created to reign, with judgment and self-restraint, with 
courage and justice. Now he will calm his wrath with the gentleness of his desire, now quieten his desire with the 
austerity of his wrath; and he will know that he is a king. All the limbs of his body, no longer abducted by ignorance 
and forgetfulness, will act in accordance with God’s commandment. Then through his devotion to God he will 
achieve spiritual insight and will begin to anticipate the snares prepared by the devil and his secret and stealthy 
attacks. 

He will not, however, foresee the future as did the prophets. For this ability is a supranatural gift granted for the 
good of the community. Insight, however, is intrinsic to man’s nature; and, once the intellect is purified, it emerges 
from the tyranny of the passions under which it has been concealed, as it were, in the dark. Then, through humility, 
comes grace and opens the soul’s eye, blinded by the devil, and immediately man begins to see things according to 
their true nature. He is no longer seduced by the outward appearance of things as he was before. He looks 
dispassionately on gold, silver and precious stones and is not led astray, nor does he assess them falsely because of 
his passions: he knows that these and other such material things come from the earth, as the holy fathers point out. 
He looks at a man, and knows that he too is from the earth and is going to return to it (cf. Gen. 3:19). And he does 
not simply think about this in an abstract way, for we all know from experience that this is the case; yet because we 
are tyrannized by the passions we still have a craving for material things.  
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Should someone in his presumption think that even without the prerequisite struggles and virtues he is able to see 
things according to their true nature, there is nothing strange in this. For presumption can make even the blind think 
that they can see and foolish men boast when they have nothing to boast about. Yet if it were easy to see things 
according to their true nature merely by thinking about them in an abstract way, then inward grief and the 
purification that comes from it would be superfluous; and so would the many forms of ascetic labor, as well as 
humility, supranatural grace, and dispassion. But this is not the case at all. For often this capacity to see things 
according to their true nature comes more readily to simple people, to those whose intellects are free from the hustle 
and wiliness of this world, once they have submitted themselves to an experienced spiritual father. It may also be 
granted through the special dispensation of God’s grace, as it was to people in ancient times, before they knew either 
their left hand or right hand (cf. Jonah 4:11). But the fact that we have served the passions from our youth up, and 
have practiced virtually every form of malice and fraud with complete willingness and zeal, means that it is 



impossible for us to be freed from such evils and to see things as they truly are without effort, time, and God’s help. 
It is indeed impossible, unless we devote ourselves to the acquisition of the virtues as once we devoted ourselves to 
the passions, and unless we cultivate these virtues diligently in thought and action. 

If in spite of this our efforts are often of no avail, this is either because we do not endure our trials to the end, or 
because we do not know the road or the goal, or because of slothfulness or lack of faith, or for one of the numberless 
other reasons. But if this is the case, and we strike very wide of the mark, how can we dare claim that we have 
attained the ancient beauty, unless we have been deluded by self-satisfaction and unperceived self-destruction? For 
just as self-criticism is a form of invisible progress - since it carries us along the right path even though we are 
unaware of it-so both presumption and self-satisfaction are forms of unseen destruction, since we have turned back 
without realizing it. This is inevitably so; for the passions expelled by grace return to an arrogant soul, as the Lord 
told us when He spoke of the unclean spirit that, after being expelled from a man, later returned, bringing with it 
seven other spirits more wicked than itself (cf. Matt. 12:43-4;). Why does this happen? Because the place  
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from which the unclean spirit departed is not filled with spiritual activity, or with humility; and therefore the unclean 
spirit comes out of bondage and again takes up its dwelling in this place, along with many other evils.  

Let him who understands take note. For the Logos wishes to transmit things to us in a way that is neither too clear 
nor too obscure, but is in our best interests. St John Chrysostom says that it is a great blessing from God that some 
parts of the Scriptures are clear while others are not. By means of the first we acquire faith and ardor and do not fall 
into disbelief and laziness because of our utter inability to grasp what is said. By means of the second we are roused 
to enquiry and effort, thus both strengthening our understanding and learning humility from the fact that everything 
is not intelligible to us. Hence, if we take stock of the gifts conferred on us, we will reap humility and longing for 
God from both what we understand and what we do not. Thus the gauge of the fifth stage of contemplation, about 
which we are now speaking, is this: that we are enabled to look with discrimination at sensible creation and at our 
own thoughts, not blinded by any delusion, or doing anything contrary to God’s purpose because of our subjection 
to the passions, or submitting to any of our evil thoughts. Even if threatened with death, we would not deviate from 
God’s purpose in thought or action.  

What has just been said applies to the final stages of spiritual knowledge. Where the initial stage is concerned, we 
will unavoidably fall short of our goal because we are learners. Indeed, defeated by our bad habits, we may achieve 
nothing as a result of our labor. Sometimes, however. God in His providence allows us to go slightly astray, and 



then at once to return with great humility; at other times He permits us in our presumption to think too much of 
ourselves. When this happens we should realize that God’s grace is disciplining us, teaching us to be humble and to 
recognize whence we receive our strength and knowledge, ‘so that we should rely not on ourselves but on God who 
raises the dead’ (2 Cor. 1:9), something which happens even in this world. For if we endure with patience, and do 
not grow presumptuous or lapse from virtue, we will be raised from the deathlike state of the body and of material 
things to the spiritual knowledge of created realities. Indeed, according to St Paul (cf. Rom. 6:4-6), we are crucified 
with Christ bodily through the practice of bodily discipline, and in soul through the practice of the virtues that  
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pertain to the soul. We are then buried through the mortification of the senses and of natural knowledge. Finally, 
through attaining the state of dispassion we are resurrected spiritually in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory 
and honor through all the ages. Amen. 
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Contemplation of the Sensible World 

Until our intellect has died to the passions, it should not attempt to embark on the contemplation of sensible 
realities. For if it is still subject to distraction and is unable to devote itself to meditation on the divine Scriptures in 
stillness and spiritual knowledge, then by turning prematurely to such contemplation we tend to sink more deeply 
into forgetfulness and gradually to approach a state of ignorance, even though our intellect may have already 
attained some degree of spiritual knowledge. This happens especially if, unknown to ourselves, our knowledge has 
not come to us through God’s grace, but we are still learning about such mysteries through reading and from people 
who have experienced them.  

Just as the earth-and especially good earth-becomes cloddish if the farmer does not work it, so our intellect 
becomes coarse and obtuse if we do not devote ourselves to prayer and reading, making this our chief task. And just 



as the earth, even when moistened by rain and warmed by the sun, yields nothing unless the farmer sows and 
cultivates it, so our intellect cannot keep possession of spiritual knowledge, even if this knowledge has been 
bestowed on it by grace, unless we practice the moral virtues, those, that is to say, of the soul. For as soon as the 
intellect grows negligent and turns even slightly towards the passions, it at once goes astray; while if presumption 
seduces it, it is abandoned by grace.  

Because of this, even though the fathers often reduced their practice of bodily discipline because of age or lack of 
physical strength, they never relaxed their practice of the moral virtues at all. For in the place of bodily asceticism 
they had bodily weakness, which  
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is able to constrain the flesh. But we cannot keep the soul sinless so that the intellect may be illumined unless we 
practice the virtues of the soul. The fanner frequently changes his implements, and may even reduce their number, 
but he never leaves the ground unworked, unsown or unplanted, nor does he ever leave the fruit unprotected if he 
wishes to gather it.  

If, however, a thief or robber tries to enter, not by the proper door, but by ‘climbing up some other way’, as the 
Lord puts it (John 10:1), then the sheep-that is, according to St Maximos, divine thoughts  - pay no attention to him. 
For the thief enters only so that he can deceive by hearsay, and kill the Scriptures by turning them into allegory, 
since he is unable to interpret them spiritually. Thus through his presumption and his pseudo-knowledge he destroys 
both himself and the divine thoughts contained in the Scriptures. But the shepherd, as a good soldier of Christ, feels 
compassion for these thoughts; and by keeping the divine commandments he enters in through the narrow gate (cf. 
Matt. 7:13), the gate of humility and dispassion. Before receiving divine grace he devotes himself to studying and to 
learning about everything by listening to others; and whenever the wolf approaches in the guise of a sheep (cf. Matt. 
7:15), he chases him off by means of self-criticism, saying, ‘I do not know who you are: God knows.’ And should a 
thought approach shamelessly and ask to be received, saying to him, ‘If you do not watch over thoughts and 
discriminate between things, you are ignorant and lacking in faith’, then he replies, ‘If you call me a fool, I accept 
the title; for like St John Chrysostom I know that whoever is foolish in this world becomes wise, as St Paul puts it’ 
(cf. 1 Cor. 3:18).  

The Lord Himself said that the children of this world are more astute in dealing with their own kind than are the 
children of the kingdom of heaven (cf. Luke 16:8). And He was quite right: for the children of this world long to 
make good and to grow rich, to be clever and to win praise, to gain power and so on; and even though they are likely 



to fail in their aspirations and their effort will prove vain, they still exert more than human strength to attain these 
things. But the children of the kingdom aspire to things that are completely  
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different, and because of this they often receive in this world a foretaste of the blessings held in store. Like the 
children of this world they exert themselves, but they do this so that by grace their intellect may be liberated and 
may thereby become unforgettingly mindful of God. In this way it comes to know the divine thoughts to which the 
Holy Scriptures and those with experience in spiritual knowledge bear witness; or else in its perplexity it realizes 
that in spite of its great knowledge it is still ignorant of them. Then it understands that its former thoughts were trials 
intended to test its free will. 

Thus he who is humble will turn away from his own thoughts and purposes, having no faith in them; indeed, he 
will be afraid, and seek advice with many tears, taking refuge in humility and self-criticism, and regarding spiritual 
knowledge and gifts of grace as great liabilities. But the arrogant man will promptly insist upon his own thoughts, 
ignoring the warning of St John Klimakos that we should not search prematurely for things that have their appointed 
time. He also ignores St Isaac’s counsel that we should not enter in recklessly, but should give thanks in silence. Nor 
does he listen to St John Chrysostom when he says, ‘I do not know’, having learned to say this from St Paul (cf. 2 
Cor. 12:2-3); or to St John of Damaskos when he says of Adam that he embarked prematurely on the contemplation 
of sensible realities. For the stomachs, of infants are too tender for solid food and need milk, as St Paul says (cf. 1 
Cor. 3:2; Heb. 5:12-14). That is why we should not attempt to embark on contemplation when it is not yet time for 
contemplation. Let us first acquire in ourselves the mothers of the virtues, and then spiritual knowledge will come 
spontaneously through the grace of Christ: to whom be glory through all the ages. Amen.  
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Knowledge becomes spiritual after we are firmly established in the contemplation of sensible realities. Yet the 
gnostic cannot by his own power see an angel; for how can man, who cannot see even his own soul, see something 



that is non-material and known only to its Creator? For the common good, however, angels by God’s providence 
often appeared to our fathers in visible form. But such a thing does not happen to us, because it is our presumption 
that makes us want it to happen, and we do not think of the common good or suffer in order to fulfill God’s will. 
Thus should we want to see a thing of this kind we are really asking to see a demon. Indeed, St Paul speaks of Satan 
himself being ‘transformed into an angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:14). Rather, it is when we do not think about such 
things at all, and perhaps do not even believe that they occur, that they do in fact happen, if received for the common 
good. We can gauge our attitude by asking ourselves whether we have any desire to experience such a thing, even in 
a dream, or would attach great importance to it if it were to happen, or would behave as if we did not know anything 
about the state in which we found ourselves. For the true angel has power from God to reassure even the intellect 
that repudiates it and to make it receptive. The demons cannot do this; but when they see an intellect disposed to 
receive them, only then with God’s consent they appear to it. If the intellect is not thus disposed, however, the 
demons depart, chased away by the guardian angel given us at holy baptism, since the intellect has not surrendered 
its free will to the enemy.  

So much for these matters. Now I will say something about the contemplation of the angelic orders. According to 
St Dionysios the Areopagite and as we find confirmed in Holy Scripture (cf. Isa. 6:2; Ezek. 1:5; Rom. 8:38; Eph. 
1:21; Col. 1:16; 1 Thess. 4:16), there are nine such orders. These nine orders have been named according to their 
natures and activities. They are called ‘bodiless’ because they are non-material, ‘spiritual’ because they are 
intellects, and ‘hosts’ because they are the ministering spirits of the King of all  
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(cf. Luke 2:13; Heb. 1:14). They also have other names and titles, both specific and general; thus they are called 
‘powers’ (cf. Eph. 1:21; 1 Pet. 3:22) and ‘angels’, that is to say, ‘messengers’ (cf. Matt. 1:20). ‘Powers’ is the name 
of a single order but it applies also to all nine orders with regard to their activities, for all have been empowered to 
fulfill God’s will. Again, one particular order - that which is closest to us and ninth from God’s inaccessible throne - 
is called the order of ‘angels’; yet with regard to their activities all are called ‘angels’, or ‘messengers’, because all 
announce the divine ordinances to men.  

The book of Job speaks several times of ‘another messenger’ (cf. Job 1:14-19); but. this was not a holy angel, 
since, as St John Chrysostom points out, in each case he was the only one of Job’s servants to escape, and he then 
came to give Job the news. The Holy Scriptures even call the Lord an ‘angel’ in several places, as when it is said 
that Abraham’ entertained angels’ (Heb. 13:2; cf. Gen. 18:1-2). Indeed, the Lord Himself was ‘fleshless’, as St John 
of Damaskos says in a hymn to the Mother of God: ‘In the tent Abraham saw the mystery that is in you, 0 Mother of 



God; for he received your Son fleshless. The Lord was also together with the three holy children in the fiery furnace 
(cf. Dan. 3:25); and because of His activity He is also called ‘angel’ or ‘messenger’ by the prophet Isaiah, who uses 
the expression ‘the angel of great counsel’ (Isa. 9:6. LXX). As the Lord Himself said, ‘I will announce to you those 
things that I have heard from My Father’ (cf. John 8:26). To Him be glory throughout the ages. Amen. 
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Dispassion is a strange and paradoxical thing: once someone has consolidated his victory over the passions, it is 
able to make him an imitator of God, so far as this is possible for man. For though the person who has attained the 
state of dispassion continues to suffer  
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attacks from demons and vicious men, he experiences this as if it were happening to someone else, as was the case 
with the holy apostles and martyrs. When he is praised he is not filled with self-elation, nor when he is insulted is he 
afflicted. For he considers that what is pleasant comes to him by the grace of God and as an act of divine concession 
of which he is unworthy, while what is unpleasant comes as a trial: the former is given us by grace to encourage us 
in this world, while the latter is given us to increase our humility and our hope in the world to be. Such a person is 
impassible, and yet because of his power of discrimination is acutely aware of what gives pain.  

Dispassion is not a single virtue, but is a name for all the virtues. A man is not merely one limb, for it is the many 
limbs of the body that constitute a man; and not merely the limbs, but the limbs together with the soul. Similarly, 
dispassion is the union of many virtues, while the place of the soul is taken by the Holy Spirit. For all activities 
described as ‘spiritual’ are soul-less without the Holy Spirit, and it is by virtue of the presence of the Holy Spirit that 
a ‘spiritual father’ is given this title. Yet if the soul does not reject the passions, the Holy Spirit will not come to it; 
nor, on the other hand, unless the Holy Spirit is present can one properly speak of the all-embracing virtue of 



dispassion. And if someone were to become dispassionate without the Holy Spirit, he would really be, not 
dispassionate, but in a state of insensitivity. For this reason even the pagan Greeks, who do not understand these 
things fully, counsel us not to become dispassionate as though without soul, or impassioned as though without mind. 
When they say ‘dispassionate as though without soul’, they are speaking in terms of their own knowledge, for they 
lack the knowledge bestowed by the Holy Spirit. But when they call the impassioned man mindless, we agree with 
them. Not that we have learnt it from them, for they had neither true knowledge nor true experience; we have learnt 
it because we have ourselves experienced the tyranny of the passions and so have come to understand why we suffer 
from them.  

Again, what we write about the acquisition of the virtues we have learnt from the fathers who were enabled by 
grace to attain the state of dispassion. For they say that because of his amity with the passions the highly 
impassioned person becomes like a prisoner and as one who is insensate. Sometimes because of his desire for 
something he rushes forward thoughtlessly like some mindless thing; at other times,  
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when anger champions desire, he gnashes his teeth like a wild beast at his fellow-men. The man who has attained 
dispassion becomes impassible out of his perfect love for God. At times he meditates on God, at times on the 
spectacle of some of God’s marvelous works or on a passage from the divine Scriptures, as St Neilos explains. Even 
if he is in the market place among crowds of people, his intellect acts as if it were alone. This state comes through 
keeping the divine commandments of Christ: to whom be glory and power throughout the ages. Amen. 
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 Love 

To speak of love is to dare to speak of God; for, according to St John the Theologian, ‘God is love; and he who 
dwells in love dwells in God’ (1 John 4:16). And the astonishing thing is that this chief of all the virtues is a natural 



virtue. Thus, in the Law, it is given pride of place: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with 
all your soul, and with all your might’ (Deut. 6:5). When I heard the words ‘with all your soul’ I was astounded, and 
no longer needed to hear the rest. For ‘with all your soul’ means with the intelligent, incensive and desiring powers 
of the soul, because it is of these three powers that the soul is composed. Thus the intellect should think at all times 
about divine matters, while desire should long constantly and entirely, as the Law says, for God alone and never for 
anything else; and the incensive power should actively oppose only what obstructs this longing, and nothing else. St 
John, consequently, was right in saying that God is love. If God sees that, as He commanded, these three powers of 
the soul aspire to Him alone, then, since He is good. He will necessarily not only love that soul, but through the 
inspiration of the Spirit will dwell and move within it (cf. 2 Cor. 6:16; Lev. 26:12); and the body, though reluctant 
and unwilling - for it lacks intelligence - will end by submitting to the intelligence, while the flesh will no longer rise 
in protest against the Spirit, as St Paul puts it (cf. Gal. 5:17). Just as the sun and moon, at the command of God, 
travel through the heavens in order to light the world, even though they are soul-less, so the body, at the behest of 
the soul, will perform works of light. As  

 

[V3] 254 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book ll 

Twenty-Four Discourses  

XV 

 Love  

the sun journeys each day from east to west, thus making one day, while when it disappears night comes, so each 
virtue that a man practices illumines the soul, and when it disappears passion and darkness come until he again 
acquires that virtue, and light in this way returns to him. As the sun rises in the furthest east and slowly shifts its rays 
until it reaches the other extreme, thus forming time, so a man slowly grows from the moment he first begins to 
practice the virtues’ until he attains the state of dispassion. And just as the moon waxes and wanes every month, so 
with respect to each particular virtue a man waxes and wanes daily, until this virtue becomes established in him. At 
times, in accordance with God’s will, he is afflicted, at times he rejoices and gives thanks to God, unworthy as he is 
to acquire the virtues; and sometimes he is illumined, sometimes filled with darkness, until his course is finished.  

All this happens to him by God’s providence: some things are sent to keep him from self-elation, and others to 
keep him from despair. Just as in this present age the sun creates the solstices and the moon waxes and wanes, 
whereas in the age to come there will always be light for the righteous and darkness for those who, like me, alas, are 
sinners, so, before the attainment of perfect love and of vision in God, the soul in the present world has its solstices, 
and the intellect experiences darkness as well as virtue and spiritual knowledge; and this continues until, through the 
acquisition of that perfect love to which all our effort is directed, we are found worthy of performing the works that 
pertain to the world to be. For it is for love’s sake that he who is in a state of obedience obeys what is commanded; 
and it is for love’s sake that he who is rich and free sheds his possessions and becomes a servant, surrendering both 
what he has and himself to whoever wishes to possess them. He who fasts likewise does so for love’s sake, so that 



others may eat what he would otherwise have eaten. In short, every work rightly done is done out of love for God or 
for one’s neighbor. The things we have spoken of, and others like them, are done out of love for one’s neighbor, 
while vigils, psalmody and the like are done out of love for God. To Him be glory, honor and dominion through all 
the ages. Amen.  
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All things that God has created have an origin and, if He wishes, an end, since they were brought into existence 
out of non-existence. God, however/has neither origin nor end. The same is true of His virtues, since He was not at 
any time without them: He is always beyond goodness, righteous, all-wise, all-powerful, unconquerable, 
dispassionate, uncircumscribed, infinite, unsearchable, incomprehensible, unending, eternal, uncreated, invariable, 
unchanging, true, incomposite, invisible, untouchable, ungraspable, perfect, beyond being, inexpressible, 
inexplicable, full of mercy, full of compassion and sympathy, all-ruling, all-seeing. But, as St Dionysios the 
Areopagite has said, the fact that God possesses these virtues does not mean that He is compelled to exercise each 
one of them, as holy men are: He acts virtuously because He chooses to, and uses the virtues as tools with complete 
freedom and power over them.  

It is from God that, along with their being, angels and holy men have by grace received the virtues, and it is 
through emulating Him that they become righteous, good and wise. Because they are creatures, they have need of 
God’s assistance and inspiration, for without this they can possess neither virtue nor wisdom. All creatures are 
susceptible to change, and because they are composed of various elements they are called composite. But God is 
bodiless, simple, unoriginate, one God, worshipped and glorified by all creation in the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. He who becomes like God has but one will and not many composite wills. His intellect is simple and - so far 
as this is possible - is always concentrated on what is formless; but by divine providence it descends reluctantly from 
the realm of the formless to the contemplation of some verse of Scripture or aspect of creation: Yet in order not to be 
condemned, such a person makes provision for his body, not because in his love for it he wishes to keep it alive, but 
so as not to make it utterly useless and on this account to incur condemnation.  

For just as the intellect does not reject the passions that surround it, but uses them in accordance with their true 
nature, so the soul does not reject the body, but uses it for every good work. And as the  
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intellect, controlling the mindless impulses of the passions, directs each of them according to the divine will, so 
man, controlling the members of his body, makes them subject so a single will and not to many. For he does not 
allow the four constituent elements of the body, or its many members, to do what they wish, nor does he allow the 
three faculties of the soul to act, or impel the body to act, thoughtlessly and licentiously; but, guided by spiritual 
wisdom, he makes the will of the three faculties one and indivisible. Four principles constitute this wisdom: moral 
judgment, self-restraint, courage and justice. St Gregory the Theologian has written about these most excellently 
under the inspiration of Jesus Christ our Lord: to whom be glory and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 
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Although it is easy for everyone who so wishes to learn from St Gregory about the four principal virtues 
mentioned above, yet I will speak briefly about each of them here. Every other virtue has need of them, and every 
undertaking has need of the first - moral judgment - for without it nothing can be brought to a successful conclusion. 
How can anything be accomplished without moral judgment? It is born of the intelligence and constitutes the mean 
between craftiness - that is, excessive astuteness - and thoughtlessness. Craftiness pulls moral judgment towards 
cunning and guile, and injures the soul of its possessor and as many other people as it can; lack of thought makes 
one obtuse and trivial, and does not allow the intellect to concentrate on divine matters or on something of profit to 
one’s soul or to one’s neighbor. The first is like a high mountain, the second like a ravine.  

The man of moral judgment, then, is he who travels along the plain that lies between these two. But he who strays 
from this path either falls into the ravine or attempts to climb up into the heights and, not finding a way through, 
plunges in spite of himself headlong into the ravine; nor - is he able to climb out of it, for he refuses to renounce the  
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mountain tops and through repentance to turn back to the path of moral judgment. But the person who has fallen 
into the ravine calls with humility upon the One who can lead him out again onto the royal road of virtue. The man 
of moral judgment, however, neither climbs arrogantly upward seeking to harm others, nor descends foolishly only 
to be harmed by someone else. Choosing the middle way, he keeps to this with the help of Christ our Lord, to whom 
be glory and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 
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Self-Restraint 

Self-restraint is a sure and unfailing sense of discretion. It does not permit its possessor to lapse into either 
licentiousness or obduracy, but safely preserves the blessings reaped through moral judgment while rejecting all that 
is bad. At the same time it unites to itself the intelligence and through itself leads the intelligence up toward God. 
Like a good shepherd it folds the sheep - the divine thoughts - and through refraining from what is harmful it slays 
licentiousness as if it were a mad dog. It expels stupidity as though it were a fierce wolf, and prevents it from 
devouring the sheep one by one; but it constantly keeps an eye on such stupidity and reveals it to the intelligence, so 
that it cannot lie hidden in the moonless dark and infiltrate among our thoughts.  

Self-restraint is born of the desiring power of the soul.  Without it, should any good thing come to pass, it cannot 
be preserved; for without self-restraint the soul’s three powers are carried either upward towards licentiousness or 
downwards towards stupidity. And I do not mean only the licentiousness involved in gluttony and unchastity, but 
that involved in every passion and thought not deliberately nurtured in a manner that accords with God’s will. For 
self-restraint disciplines all things and bridles the mindless impulses of soul and body, directing them towards God: 
to whom be glory throughout the ages. Amen.  
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Courage 

Courage does not consist in defeating and oppressing one’s neighbor; for this is overbearingness, which oversteps 
the bounds of courage. Nor again does it consist in fleeing terrified from the trials that come as a result of practicing 
the virtues; for this is cowardice and falls short of courage. Courage itself consists in persisting in every good work 
and in overcoming the passions of soul and body. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, that is, against 
men, as was the case with the Jews of old, where to conquer other nations was to do the work of God; it is against 
principalities and powers, that is, against the unseen demons (cf. Eph. 6:12). He who is victorious conquers 
spiritually; otherwise he is conquered by the passions. The warfare described in the Old Testament prefigures our 
spiritual warfare.  

These two passions of overbearingness and cowardice, though they appear to be opposites, are both caused by 
weakness. Overbearingness pulls one upwards and is outwardly something startling and frightening, like some 
powerless bear, while cowardice flees like a chased dog. No one who suffers from either of these two passions puts 
his trust in the Lord, and therefore he cannot stand firm in battle, whether he is overbearing or cowardly. But the 
righteous man is as bold as a lion (cf. Prov. 28:1) in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory and dominion 
throughout the ages. Amen. 
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St Dionysios the Areopagite says that God is praised through justice. This is true; for without justice all things are 
unjust and cannot endure. Justice is sometimes called discrimination: it establishes the just mean in every 
undertaking, so that there will be no falling short due to over-frugality, or excess on account of greed. For even if  
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over-frugality and greed appear to be opposites, the one below and the other above justice, yet they both push us in 
some way towards injustice. Whether a line is convex or concave, it still deviates from what is straight; and to 
whichever side the balance tilts, that side gets the better of the other side. But the person able to hold fast to justice is 
neither dragged down through thoughtlessness, licentiousness, cowardice or greed, like the serpent that goes on its 
belly eating dust (cf. Gen. 3:14), a slave to the shameless passions; nor does he fall victim to craftiness and 
overbearingness, to stupidity and over-frugality, to excessive astuteness and cunning. Rather, he ‘judges with self-
restraint’ (Rom. 12:3) and endures with patient humility, fully acknowledging that whatever he possesses he has 
received by grace, as St Paul puts it (cf. 1 Cor. 4:7). For he does an injustice to himself and to his neighbor - or, 
rather, to God - when he ascribes his own achievements to himself. If he thinks that any good thing he possesses is 
due to himself, then what he thinks that he has will be taken away from him, to use the words of our Lord (cf. Matt. 
13:12): to whom be glory and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 
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When the Lord said to the apostles, ‘My peace I give unto you’, He added ‘not as the world gives’ (John 14:27). 

He did not, that is to say, give peace in a simple, conventional manner, as people do when they greet one another 
with the words ‘Peace to you’, or as the Shunammite woman did when she said ‘Peace be with you’ (cf. 2 Kgs. 4:23. 
LXX). Nor did Christ mean the peace that Elisha had in mind when he told Gehazi to say to the Shunammite, ‘Is 
there peace with you?’ (cf. 2 Kgs. 4:26. LXX)-in other words, is there peace with your husband, is there peace with 
your son? No, Christ’s peace is the peace which transcends every intellect (cf. Phil. 4:7), and which God gives to 
those who love Him with all their soul, because of the dangers and battles they have been through.. In the same spirit 
the Lord also said, ‘In Me you have peace’, and added, ‘In the world you will experience affliction; but have 
courage, for I have overcome the  
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world’ (John 16:33). By this He meant that though a person may experience many afflictions and dangers at the 
hands of demons and other men, these will be as nothing if he possesses the Lord’s peace. Again He said, ‘Be at 
peace with one another’ (Mark 9:50). The Lord said all these things to them in advance because they were going to 
fight and suffer for His sake.  



In a similar way each of us faithful is attacked and led astray by the passions; but if he is at peace with God and 
with his neighbor he overcomes them all. These passions are the ‘world’ which St John the Theologian told us to 
hate (cf. 1 John 2:15), meaning that we are to hate, not God’s creatures, but worldly desires. The soul is at peace 
with God when it is at peace with itself and has become wholly deiform. It is also at peace with God when it is at 
peace with all men, even if it suffers terrible things at their hands. Because of its forbearance it is not perturbed, but 
bears all things (cf. 1 Cor. 13:7), wishes good to .all, loves all, both for God’s sake and for the sake of their own 
nature. It grieves for unbelievers because they are destroying themselves, as our Lord and the apostles grieved for 
them. It prays for the faithful and labors on their behalf, and in this way its own thoughts are filled with peace and it 
lives in a state of noetic contemplation and pure prayer to God. To Him be glory through all the ages. Amen. 
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‘Rejoice in the Lord’, said St Paul (Phil. 3:1). And he was right to say, ‘in the Lord’. For if our joy is not in the 
Lord, not only do we not rejoice, but in all probability we never shall. Job, as he described the life of men, found it 
full of every kind of affliction (cf. Job 7:1-21), and so also did St Basil the Great. St Gregory of Nyssa said that birds 
and other animals rejoice because of their lack of awareness, while man, being endowed with intelligence, is never 
happy because of his grief; For, he says, we shave not been found worthy even to have knowledge of the blessings 
we have lost. For this reason nature teaches us rather to grieve, since life is full of pain and effort, like a  

 

[V3] 261 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book ll 

Twenty-Four Discourses 

XXII 

Joy  

state of exile dominated by sin. But if a person is constantly mindful of God, he will rejoice: as the psalmist says, ‘I 
remembered God, and I rejoiced’ (Ps. 77:3. LXX). For when the intellect is gladdened by the remembrance of God, 
then it forgets the afflictions of this world, places its hope in Him, and is no longer troubled or anxious. Freedom 
from anxiety makes it rejoice and give thanks; and the grateful offering of thanks augments the gifts of grace it has 
received. And as the blessings increase, so does the thankfulness, and so does the pure prayer offered with tears of 
joy.  

Slowly the man emerges from the tears of distress and from the passions, and enters fully into the state of spiritual 



joy; Through the things that bring him pleasure, he is made humble and grateful; through trials and temptations his 
hope in the world to come is consolidated; in both he rejoices, and naturally and spontaneously he loves God and all 
men as his benefactors. He finds nothing in the whole of creation that can harm him. Illumined by the knowledge of 
God he rejoices in the Lord on account of all the things that He has created, marveling at the care He shows for His 
creatures. The person who has attained spiritual knowledge not only marvels at visible things, but also is astounded 
by his perception of many essential things invisible to those who lack experience of this knowledge.  

Thus he looks with wonder not only on the light of day, but also at the night. For the night is a benediction to all: 
to those practicing the virtues that pertain to the body it offers stillness and leisure; it encourages the remembrance 
of death and hell in those who grieve; those engaged in practicing the moral virtues it spurs to study and examine 
more closely the blessings they have received and the moral state of their soul. In the words of the psalmist, ‘As you 
lie in bed, repent of what you say in your heart’ (Ps. 4:4. LXX), that is, repent in the stillness of the night, 
remembering the lapses that occurred in the confusion of the day and disciplining yourself in hymns and spiritual 
songs (cf. Col. 3:16) - in other words, teaching yourself to persist in prayer and psalmody through attentive medita-
tion on what you read. For the practice of the moral virtues is effectuated by meditating on what has happened 
during the day, so that during the stillness of the night we can become aware of the sins we have committed and can 
grieve over them.  

When in this way through God’s grace we make some progress,  
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and discover that in truth and not just in fantasy we have realized in either action or thought sonic moral virtue of 
soul or body according to Christ’s commandment, then we give thanks with fear and humility; and we struggle to 
preserve that moral virtue by means of prayer and many tears offered to God, disciplining ourselves to remember it 
lest we lose it again because of forgetfulness. For it takes much time to make a moral virtue effective in ourselves, 
while .what has been achieved with so much time and effort can be lost in a single instant.  

All this applies to those practicing the virtues. Where the contemplative life is concerned, the night supplies us 
with many themes for contemplation, as St Basil the Great has said. First of all, it reminds us daily of the creation of 
the world, since all creation becomes invisible because of the darkness, as it was before it came into existence. This 
in its turn prompts us to reflect how the sky was empty then and without stars, as happens now when they become 
invisible because of the clouds. When we enter our cell and see only darkness, we are reminded of the darkness that 
was over the abyss (cf. Gen. 1:2); and when suddenly the sky becomes clear again, and we stand outside our cell, we 



are struck by wonder at the world above, and offer praise to God, just as the angels are said in the Book of Job to 
have praised God when they saw the stars (cf. Job 38:7). We see in the mind’s eye the earth as it was originally, 
invisible and without form (cf. Gen. 1:2), and men held fast by sleep as if they did not exist. We feel ourselves alone 
in the world like Adam and, united with the angels, in fall knowledge we praise the Maker and Creator of the 
universe.  

In thunder and lightning we see the day of judgment; in the call of cocks we hear the trumpet that will sound on 
that day (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16); in the rising of the morning star and the light of dawn we perceive the appearance of the 
precious and life-giving Cross (cf. Matt. 24:30); in men’s rising from sleep we see a sign-of the resurrection of the 
dead, and in the rising of the sun a token of the second advent of Christ. Some, like the saints caught up in clouds on 
the last day (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17), we see go forth to greet Him with song, while others, like those who will then be 
judged, are indifferent and remain asleep. Some we see rejoicing throughout the day in the  
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offering of praise, in contemplation and prayer, and in the other virtues, living in the light of spiritual knowledge, as 
will the righteous at the second coming; while others we see persisting in the passions and in the darkness of 
ignorance, as will sinners on that day. 

In short, the man .of spiritual knowledge finds that everything contributes to his soul’s salvation and to God’s 
glory: indeed, it was because of this glory that all things were brought into existence by the Lord and God of 
knowledge, as Hannah the mother of the prophet Samuel calls Him (cf. 1 Sam. 2:3). ‘Therefore let the wise man not 
vaunt himself because of his wisdom,’ she said, ‘or the strong man because of his strength, or the rich man because 
of his wealth; but let him who boasts do so because of his understanding and knowledge of the Lord’ (1 Sam. 2:10. 
LXX). That is to say, let him boast because he knows the Lord with full understanding from His works, and because 
he imitates Him, so far as is possible, through the keeping of His divine commandments. For it is through them that 
he knows God and can ‘work judgment and righteousness in the midst of the earth’ (1 Sam. 2:10. LXX), as God 
does. Hannah spoke these words prophetically concerning the crucifixion and resurrection of the Lord. The gnostic’s 
aspiration, too, is to suffer with the Lord through the acquisition of the virtues and to be glorified with Him through 
dispassion and spiritual knowledge, and to boast because of Him, in that, unworthy though he is, he has been 
enabled by grace to be a servant of such a master and an imitator of His humility. Then ‘praise will come from God’ 
(cf. 1 Cor. 4:5). But when will that happen? When He says to those on His right hand, ‘Come, you blessed, inherit 
the kingdom’ (Matt. 25:34). May we all be found worthy to inherit that kingdom through His grace and love: to Him 
be glory and dominion throughout the ages. Amen. 
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‘Sing the psalms with understanding’, says the psalmist (Ps. 47:7); and the Lord says, ‘Search the Scriptures’ 
(John 5:39). He who pays attention to them is illumined, while he who pays no attention is  
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filled with darkness. For, unless a person attends to what is said in divine Scripture, he will gather but little fruit, 
even though he sings or reads them frequently. ‘Devote yourself to stillness and know’, it is written (Ps. 46:10), 
because such devotion concentrates the intellect: even if it is attentive for only a short time, none the less it knows 
‘in pan’, as St Paul puts it (1 Cor. 13:12). This is especially true of the person who has made some progress in the 
practice of the moral virtues, for this teaches the intellect many things related to its association with the passions. 
Nevertheless, he does not know all the mysteries hidden by God in each verse of Scripture, but only as much as me 
purity of his intellect is able to comprehend through God’s grace. This is clear from the fact that we often understand 
a certain passage in the course of our contemplation, grasping one or two of the senses in which it was written; then 
after a while our intellect may increase in purity and be allowed to perceive other meanings, superior to the first. As 
a result, in bewilderment and wonder at God’s grace and His ineffable wisdom, we are overcome with awe before 
‘the God of knowledge’, as the prophetess Hannah calls Him (cf. 1 Sam. 2:3).  

I am not speaking here about the mere act of listening to a passage of Scripture or to some other person; for this 
does not by itself involve purity of intellect or divine revelation. I am speaking about the person who possesses 
knowledge but distrusts himself until he finds another passage from Scripture or from one of the saints that confirms 
his spontaneous knowledge of the scriptural passage or of some sensible or intelligible reality. And if instead of one 
meaning he should find many as a result of giving attention to either the divine Scriptures or the holy fathers, he 
should not lose faith and think that there is a contradiction. For one text or object can signify many things. Take 
clothing, for example: one person may say that it warms, another that it adorns, and another that it protects; yet all 
three are correct, since clothing is useful alike for warmth, for adornment and for protection. All three have grasped 



the purpose assigned by God to clothing; and Holy Scripture and the very nature of-things themselves confirm it. 
But if someone whose intention is to rob and pilfer should say that clothing exists in order to be stolen, he would be 
an utter liar, for neither the Scriptures nor the nature of things suggest that it exists for this purpose; and even the 
laws punish those who do steal it.  

The same applies to everything, whether visible or invisible, and to  
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every word of the divine Scriptures. For the saints neither know the whole of God’s purpose with regard to every 
object or scriptural text, nor on the other hand do they write down once and for all everything that they do know. 
This is because in the first place God is beyond comprehension, and His wisdom is not limited in such a way that an 
angel or man can grasp it in its entirety. As St John Chrysostom says with regard to a certain point of spiritual 
exegesis, we say about it as much as should be said at the moment, but God, in addition to what we say, knows other 
unfathomable meanings as well. And, in the second place, because of men’s incapacity and weakness it is not good 
for even the saints themselves to say all that they know; for they might speak at too great a length, thus making 
themselves offensive or unintelligible because of the confusion in their reader’s mind. As St Gregory the Theologian 
observes, what is said should be commensurate to the capacity of those to whom it is addressed.  

For this reason the same saint may say one thing about a certain matter today, and another tomorrow; and yet 
there is no contradiction, provided the hearer has knowledge and experience of the matter under discussion. Again, 
one saint may say one thing and another say something different about the same passage of the Holy Scriptures, 
since divine grace often gives varying interpretations suited to the particular person or moment in question. The only 
thing required is that everything said or done should be said or done in accordance with God’s intention, and that it 
should be attested by the words of Scripture. For should anyone preach anything contrary to God’s intention or 
contrary to the nature of things, then even if he is an angel St Paul’s words, ‘Let him be accursed’ (Gal. 1:8), will 
apply to him. This is what St Dionysios the Areopagite, St Antony and St Maximos the Confessor affirm. For this 
reason St John Chrysostom says: ‘It was not the Greeks but the Holy Scriptures that transmitted these things to us. 
There is no contradiction when Scripture says about a certain person both that he did not see Babylon as a captive 
and, elsewhere, that they took him to Babylon with the rest. For one who reads attentively will find it said about this 
same man in another part of Scripture that they blinded him and in dm condition took him off as a captive (cf. 2 Kgs. 
25:7; Jer. 52:11): Thus he went to Babylon, as the one writer says, but did not see it, as the other says.’  
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Again, some say in their lack of experience that the Epistle to the Hebrews was not written by St Paul, or that St 
Dionysios the Areopagite did not write one of the treatises ascribed to him. But if a man will pay attention to these 
same works, he will discover the truth. If the matter pertains to nature, the saints gain their knowledge of it from 
spiritual insight, that is, from the spiritual knowledge of nature and from the contemplation of created beings that is 
attained through the intellect’s purity; and so they expound God’s purpose in these things with complete accuracy. 
Searching the Scriptures, as St John Chrysostom says, like gold-miners who seek out the finest veins. In this way 
they ensure that ‘not the smallest letter or most insignificant accent is lost’, as the Lord put it (Matt. 5:18).  

Such is the situation with regard to things that pertain to nature. When the matter in question is something that lies 
beyond nature, whether it be sensible or intelligible, or even a written phrase, the saints know about it through the 
gift of prophecy and through revelation, provided that such knowledge is given them by the Holy Spirit. But if this 
knowledge is not given them, and if for their own good the matter remains beyond their understanding, they are not 
ashamed to speak the truth and to confess their human weakness, saying with St Paul, ‘I do not know; God knows’ 
(2 Cor. 12:2). As Solomon said, ‘There are three things of which I am ignorant and a fourth which I do not know’ 
(Prov. 30:18. LXX). Again, St John Chrysostom says, ‘I do not know; and if the heretics call me an unbeliever, let 
them call me a tool as well’  

In short, the saints possessed both spiritual and secular knowledge but preferred the first; they made use, however, 
of their worldly education wisely and for a limited purpose, guided by St Paul’s rule not to boast beyond limits (cf. 2 
Cor. 10:13), as did those Egyptians who, according to the Clementine writings, mocked the prosaic diction of the 
Apostle Barnabas, not realizing that his preaching contained words of life (cf. John 6:68). Many of us are guilty of 
doing the same: when we hear someone speaking with a strange accent we laugh, though he may perhaps be a wise 
man in his own tongue and be speaking of awe-inspiring mysteries. This happens because of our inexperience. But 
the fathers themselves often deliberately wrote in a very simple manner, depending on the  
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particular circumstances and the people for whom they were writing. St Gregory of Nyssa remarks on this when 



praising St Ephrem: though he was wise, says Gregory, he wrote simply. Gregory also marvel at the way in which, 
being deeply versed in theological doctrine, Ephrem refuted with great learning the accursed hooks of a childish 
heretic, and how the latter, because of his pride, was unable to bear the shame of this and died.  

Saintly humility is something that transcends nature, and an unbeliever cannot achieve it, but thinks that it is 
contrary to nature. St Dionysios the Areopagite speaks of this when writing to St Timothy about such men: he says 
that to the ancients the resurrection of the dead appeared contrary to nature, whereas to himself and to St Timothy - 
and in the eyes of the truth itself - it is not contrary to nature but it transcends nature. This at least is how it looks to 
us; in God’s eyes, however, it does not transcend nature, but is quite natural; for God’s commandment is His nature. 
The fathers had a special love for humility in action and drought, as did the compiler of the Gerontikon, though he 
was a bishop and in exile for Christ’s sake; for he says with regard to the tattered garment of some virgin that he 
took it in order to receive a blessing. And the holy fathers St Dorotheos and St Cassian, though wise, wrote simply. I 
say this lest anyone should think that some fathers wrote in a learned manner out of pride, while others wrote in a 
simple style because of their lack of intelligence. Both alike wrote through the same power of the intellect, conferred 
by the one Holy Spirit, and their purpose was to be of service to everyone. Had they all written simply, no learned 
person would ever benefit, for he would regard what was written as worthless because of its pedestrian style; nor on 
the other hand would a simpler type of person ever benefit had all of them written in a learned style, since he would 
not have understood the meaning of what was said.  

Whoever is experienced in the spiritual interpretation of Scripture knows that the simplest passage is of a 
significance equal to that of the most abstruse passage, and that both are directed to the salvation of man. Whoever 
lacks such experience, however, is often at a loss, being unaware that secular learning is of great help when it acts as 
a  
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vehicle for the higher wisdom of the Sprit For the wisdom of the Spirit bestows inspired thoughts, while secular 
learning provides power of expression, so long as it is accompanied by moral judgment and by the humility that 
teaches us to fear both thoughtlessness and craftiness and to ‘judge with self-restraint’, as St Paul puts it (Rom. 
12:3).  

Just as the term ‘amen’, which St Luke translates as ‘truly’ (cf. Luke 9:27), is a stable and decisive word 
endorsing what comes before it, so moral judgment is a stable. and decisive form of intellection enabling us to 
cleave to the truth. The word ‘amen’ affirms the permanence of the new grace conferred by Christ; hence it is not 
found in the Old Testament at all, since the Old Testament is but a prefiguration. In the New Testament, however, it 



is used everywhere because this testament will endure for ever and through all the ages. 
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How many tears would I like to shed whenever I gain even a partial glimpse of myself! If I do not sin, I become 
elated with pride; while if I sin and am able to realize it, in my dismay I lose heart and begin to despair. If I take 
refuge in hope, again I become arrogant. If I weep, it feeds my presumption; if I do not weep, the passions visit me 
again. My life is death, yet death seems even worse because of my fear of punishment. My prayer proves a source of 
temptation to me, and my inattention a cause of disaster. ‘He that increases knowledge increases sorrow,’ says 
Solomon (Eccles. 1:18). I am at a loss, beside myself, and do not know what to do. And should I know, and then not 
do it, my knowledge would contribute to my condemnation. Alas, what shall I choose? In my ignorance all things 
seem contradictory and I cannot reconcile them. I do not find the virtue and wisdom hidden in my trials, since I do 
not endure these trials with patience. I flee from stillness because of my evil thoughts, and so I find myself beset by 
the  
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passions that tempt me through the senses. I want to fast and to keep vigil, but am impeded by presumption and 
laxity. I eat and deep lavishly, and sin without knowing it. I withdraw myself from everything and flee out of fear of 
sin, but listlessness is again my undoing.  

Yet I realize that many, because they had a firm faith, received crowns of victory after going through battles and 
trials like these. It was because of their faith that they were granted fear of God; and through this fear they were 
enabled to practice the other virtues. Had I faith as they had, I would have found this fear through which, according 
to the prophet, I would have received true piety and spiritual knowledge; and from this knowledge would have come 
strength, counsel, understanding and the wisdom of the Holy Spirit (cf. Isa. 11:2). These are the gifts conferred on 



those who, free from anxiety, wait on God and devote themselves to the Holy Scriptures with the patience that 
makes it possible to view all things, whether from above or from below, with an equal mind.  

Time and experience make it clear when a particular passion has been transformed into virtue. When, on the other 
hand, a virtue veers towards passion, time and experience permit us to set them apart through patient endurance. For 
if such endurance is not born in the soul out of faith, the soul cannot possess any virtue at all. ‘You will gain 
possession of your souls through your patient endurance’, said the Lord (Luke 21:19), who alone has fashioned the 
hearts of men, as the psalmist puts it (cf. Ps. 33:15). From this it is dear that the heart, that is, the intellect, comes 
into possession of itself through the patient endurance of what befalls it. For if we believe that someone else is 
invisibly guiding our life, how can we ever obey our own thoughts when they say ‘I want this’ or ‘I do not want it’, 
‘This is good’ or ‘This is bad’? If we had some visible guide, we would ask him about everything, would hear the 
reply and carry into effect what was said. But even when we do not have a visible guide, we do have Christ, as the 
bishop of Evchaita remarks. We should therefore put questions to Him through prayer from the heart, in faith hoping 
His answer will manifest itself in our thoughts and actions. Otherwise Satan, not being able to affect us in our 
actions, may answer us in our  
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thoughts, pretending that he is the guide and in this way dragging us to perdition because we lack patient endurance. 

It is those lacking such endurance who in their ignorance impetuously hurry on to seize what they have not yet 
been given, failing to realize that one day in the eyes of the Lord is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as a 
single day (cf, Ps. 90:4). But he who by enduring patiently has gained experience of the devil’s machinations will 
fight and strive forward with patience so as to reach the goal, as St Paul puts it (cf. 1 Cor. 9:26; Phil. 3:12). He will 
be able to say, ‘We are not ignorant of Satan’s devices’ (2 Cor. 2:11), that is, of the devil’s invisible ploys, unknown 
to most men. For St Paul says, ‘Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:14); and there is 
nothing surprising in this, since the thoughts that he causes to appear in our heart seem to be righteous thoughts to 
those who lack experience. 

For this reason it is good to say ‘I do not know’, so that we neither disbelieve what is said by an angel nor place 
credence in what occurs through the deceitfulness of the enemy. By thus accepting patiently whatever comes we 
may avoid both pitfalls. We may wait for many years until the answer is given us, unsolicited and unperceived, in 
the form of some concrete action-as someone has put it with reference to the contemplation of created beings. In this 
way we reach the haven of active spiritual knowledge. When we see this knowledge persisting in us over many 
years, then we will understand that truly we have been heard and have invisibly received the answer. 

Someone prays, for example, for victory over those who fight against him. He hears nothing and sees no deceitful 
sign; or even if he does hear or see something, either in sleep or when awake, he gives it absolutely no credence. But 
after a certain length of time he observes that the battle is being won by God’s grace and that certain thoughts are 



drawing his intellect towards humility and the knowledge of his own weakness. Yet he still does not put his trust in 
this, fearing that it might be deception, but waits for many years. It was such an attitude, according to St John 
Chrysostom, that Christ wanted to induce in the apostles: that is why He warned them of coming tribulations, 
adding, ‘He who endures to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 10:22), so that they would not grow careless or over-
confident, but would  
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struggle on out of fear. For a person derives no benefit from the other virtues, even though he dwells in heaven, if he 
is in the grip of the presumption that led to the fall of the devil, Adam and many others.  

Hence we should never abandon fear until we have reached the haven of perfect love and are no longer in the 
world or the body. Even the person who has reached that haven will not abandon such fear of his own accord. 
Rather, by virtue of his great faith his intellect is freed from all anxiety about the life and death of the body, and he 
attains the pure fear that is inspired by love. St Athanasios the Great was referring to this fear when he told the 
perfect not to fear God as a tyrant, but to fear Him because of His love; that is, they should fear Him not simply 
because they sin, but because they are loved without themselves showing love, thus receiving His blessings 
unworthily. It is through fear in the face of such blessings that God leads the soul towards love, so that through its 
gratitude to Him it may become worthy of the good things that have been and will be bestowed on it. Then by means 
of the pure fear inspired by love the soul attains the humility that transcends nature.  

For no matter how many blessings a person in the state of pure fear receives, or how many appalling things he 
suffers, he never for a moment thinks that it is due to his own strength and understanding that he is able to endure or 
prosper in soul and body. On the contrary, in his humility he has received the discrimination by means of which he 
realizes that he is a creature of God, and that of himself he can do nothing good and cannot even preserve what has 
been given him by grace; and that he can neither remove temptation nor endure it through his own courage and 
judgment. By means of discrimination he thus attains a certain degree of spiritual knowledge and begins to see all 
things with the eye of the intellect. But, ignorant of the inner principles of these things, he longs for the Teacher; yet 
he fails to find Him, because He is invisible. At the same time he is unwilling to accept anyone else because his 
discrimination tells him - although there is no dear evidence for this - that anyone else may be an impostor; so he is 
at a loss, and as a result regards all that he has done and all that he has been taught as nothing. 

For he sees how many men, beginning with Adam, have fallen in  
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spite of their efforts and their knowledge; and he realizes as well that, though he hears, yet he does hot understand 
what is said in the Holy Scriptures. This knowledge - the knowledge that in fact he does not know as he should 
know - brings him to tears. It is indeed truly astonishing that, if a man thinks he knows, he knows nothing yet (cf. 1 
Cor. 8:2); and that what he thinks he has will be taken from him, as the Lord says (cf. Matt. 13:12)  - that is, will be 
taken away because he thinks he has it while he does not have it. Thus the man who acknowledges that he is stupid 
and witless, ignorant and weak, weeps and laments because he thought he had received what he now realizes that he 
does not have.  

Humility is born of many virtues, and in its turn gives birth to things more perfect still. It is the same with spiritual 
knowledge, thanksgiving, prayer and love, since these virtues are always capable of increase. For example, a person 
becomes humble and grieves because he is a sinner. In consequence of this he begins to practice self-control and 
patient endurance in the face of afflictions sought and unsought. What comes from the demons he endures through 
ascetic discipline, and what comes from men he endures as a test of his faith. In this way it becomes dear whether he 
puts his trust in God, or in man, or in his own strength and judgment. And when his worthiness has been proved by 
his patient endurance and by his entrusting all things to God, he receives that great faith to which Christ referred 
when He said, ‘When the Son of man comes, will He find faith on the earth?’ (Luke 18:8). Through such faith he 
gains victory over his enemies; and when he has achieved this, then through the power of God and through the 
wisdom granted him he becomes aware of his own weakness and ignorance.  

As a result of this he begins to give thanks with a humble soul, and he trembles with fear lest he should relapse 
into disobedience. Because of this pure fear - fear which is not due to the fact that he has sinned - and because of the 
thankfulness, patient endurance and humility which have been bestowed on him as a result of his knowledge, he 
begins to have hope that by God’s grace he will obtain mercy. In the light of his experience of the blessings he has 
received, he watches and fears lest he should be found unworthy of such gifts from God. Hence he receives greater 
humility and more intense prayer from the heart; and the more these increase, together with thankfulness, the greater 
the knowledge he receives. Thus he  

 

[V3] 273 

St Peter of Damaskos 
Book ll 

Twenty-Four Discourses 



XXIV 

Conscious Awareness in the Heart  

advances from knowledge to fear, and from fear to thankfulness, and so he attains the knowledge that transcends all 
these. As a consequence, he comes truly to love his Benefactor and longs to serve Him with joy, indebted as he is to 
God for the knowledge bestowed upon him.                                   

At once he receives a still farther increase of knowledge, and he contemplates not just the blessings he personally 
has been granted, but also those that are universal. Not being able to give thanks adequately for these, he grieves; 
and then, again marveling at the grace of God, he is consoled. At times he weeps painfully; at times, because of his 
love, his tears are made sweeter than honey by the spiritual joy that comes from ineffable humility. When in truth he 
longs for God’s will to be done in everything and abhors every honor and comfort; when he regards himself as lower 
than all other men and does not even think that he is anybody at all, but holds himself indebted to God and to all 
men as much as to God, then he will consider trials and afflictions to be great blessings, and enjoyment and comfort 
to be extremely harmful. For trials and afflictions he longs with all his soul, wherever they may come from; 
enjoyment and comfort he fears, even though they may be sent by God to test him.  

While he is experiencing the tears of which we have spoken, his intellect begins to attain purity and to return to its 
pristine state, that is, to the state of natural spiritual knowledge which it lost through its amity with the passions. By 
some this is called moral judgment, since the intellect ‘then sees things as they are by nature; by others it is called 
spiritual insight, since he who possesses it knows something at least of the hidden mysteries - that is, of God’s 
purpose-in the Holy Scriptures and in every created thing. Such natural knowledge springs from discrimination, and 
enables us to perceive the inner principles of things sensible and intelligible. On account of this it is known as the 
contemplation of created beings, that is, of God’s creation. It is natural and comes from purity of intellect. But if for 
the common good a person receives the gift of prophecy, he has attained something that transcends nature; for only 
God foreknows all things, as well as the purpose for which He created each thing and inspired each word of Holy 
Scripture; and it is by grace that He grants such knowledge to the saints.  

Thus, the contemplation of sensible and intelligible creation,  
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sometimes called moral judgment, is also a form of spiritual insight and of natural spiritual knowledge - ‘natural’ 
since it pre-exists in nature. But when the passions darken the intellect, it is lost; and unless God removes the 
passions through our practice of the virtues, the intellect remains blinded. The gift of prophecy, however, is of a 
different order, for it transcends nature and is granted only by grace. Yet even natural spiritual knowledge cannot be 
attained without God, though it is natural; for the pagan Greeks perceived many things but, as St Basil the Great has 
said, they were unable to discern God’s purpose in created beings, or even God Himself, since they lacked the 
humility and the faith of Abraham.  

A person is said to have faith when, on the basis of what he can see, he believes in what he cannot see. But to 
believe in what we can see of God’s works is not the same as to believe in Him who teaches and proclaims the truth 
to us. Hence the trials sent to test our faith are visible, while God’s assistance comes to us invisibly. In this way, the 
person who in faith endures these trials patiently will discover, once they have passed, that he has acquired spiritual 
knowledge, through which he knows things previously unknown to him, and that blessings have been bestowed on 
him. As a result he gains humility together with love both towards God, as his benefactor, and towards his fellow-
men for the healing wrought by God through them. He regards this as something “natural, and yet as a debt, which 
fills him with the desire to keep God’s commandments. He hates the passions as his enemies and pays scant 
attention to the body, considering it an obstacle to his attainment of dispassion and of the knowledge of God, that is, 
of hidden wisdom’ (1 Cor; 2:7).  

This wisdom is rightly called ‘hidden’. If someone seeks for success and pleasure, comfort and glory in this 
world, then he loves the wisdom of this world. But if someone struggles for what is contrary to these things - if he 
suffers, practices self-control, and endures all kinds of affliction and disgrace for the sake of the kingdom of heaven 
- then he loves the wisdom of God. The first longs to attain material benefits, secular learning and secular power, 
and often suffers on this account; but the second shares the sufferings of Christ. Thus the first places all his hopes in 
the things of this world, desiring to possess them even though they are transitory and hard to come by; while the 
second is hidden from ‘the eyes of the foolish’, as Holy Scripture puts it (Wisd. 3:2), but is clearly revealed in the 
world to come, when everything  
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hidden is disclosed. Moreover, according to St John Chrysostom the knowledge of what is hidden-that is, the 
contemplation of the divine Scriptures and of created beings-is given as an encouragement to those who grieve in 
this world. For from faith is born fear, and from fear comes inward grief. This in turn produces humility, which 
gives rise to discrimination. Discrimination, finally, gives birth to spiritual insight and, by God’s grace, to the gift of 
prophecy.  

The gnostic ought not to rely in any way on his own thoughts, but should always seek to confirm them in the light 
of divine Scripture or of the nature of things themselves. Without such confirmation, there can be no true spiritual 
knowledge, but only wickedness and delusion, as St Basil the Great says when speaking about the stars. Divine 
Scripture names only a few stars, while the pagan Greeks in their delusion give names to many. For the intention of 
divine Scripture is to speak of things that can save the soul, and to reveal to us the mysteries it contains in itself, as 
well as the inner principles of created beings, that is, the purpose for which each thing was created. In this way it 
aims to illumine our intellect with the love of God, and to enable it to perceive His greatness and His inexpressible 
wisdom and providence, as they are revealed in His care for His creation. Such knowledge makes us afraid of 
breaking His commandments and conscious of our own weakness and ignorance. This in its turn makes us humble 
and teaches us to love God and not to despise His commandments, as do those who lack effective knowledge of 
Him. Moreover, God withholds some of the mysteries from us, so that we may long for them and not be quickly 
sated, as was Adam, whom the enemy caught off his guard and led into his own base ways.  

This, then, is the position of. those who have acquired the virtues. Those who lack knowledge, on the other hand. 
God alarms with trials and temptations so that they will refrain from sin; at the same time He: encourages them by 
bestowing on them bodily blessings so as to keep them from despair. God in His unbounded goodness does this at 
all times so that He may save all men and free them from the snares of the devil, either by conferring on them or else 
by withholding from them His favors and knowledge. According to the gratitude of each He bestows His gifts and 
divine thoughts. Similarly, in accordance with the propensity of each reader and with what is to his profit, God  
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either conceals the meaning of Holy Scripture or allows it to be known. 



The aim of the teachers of secular wisdom was different, for each was eager to defeat the other and to appear 
wiser; hence they did not discover Christ, nor do those who emulate them, in spite of all their efforts. For, as St John 
Klimakos says, God reveals Himself, not in response to our exertions, but in response to the humility and simplicity 
that come through faith, that is, through the contemplation of the Scriptures and of created beings. On this account 
the Lord said, ‘How can you have faith when you receive honor from one another, and do not seek the honor that 
comes from the only God?’ (John 5:44). This is that great faith which makes it possible for us to put all our cares 
into the hands of God. The apostle calls it the foundation (cf. Heb. 6:1), St John Klimakos, the mother of stillness, 
and St Isaac, the faith of contemplation and the gateway of the mysteries. He who possesses this faith is completely 
free from worry and anxiety, as were all the saints. 

The saints, like the righteous men of old, even had names to suit them. Peter’s name, that comes from the Greek 
word for ‘rock’, indicates his firmness; Paul’s name, that comes from the Greek word for ‘rest’, refers to the ‘rest’ 
he found in Christ; James is called the ‘tripper up’, because he tripped up the devil; and Stephen - from the Greek 
word for ‘crown’ - is named from the unfading crown he won; Athanasios means ‘deathless’ in Greek; Basil means 
‘kingdom’; Gregory signifies ‘vigilance’,’ for he was vigilant in wisdom and theology; Chrysostom, meaning 
‘golden-mouthed’ in Greek, is so named from his rich style and admirable grace in speaking; and Isaac means 
forgiveness. 

In short, in both the Old and the New Testament, the names given are appropriate. Thus Adam was named from 
the four Cardinal points; for the four letters of his name are the initial letters of the Greek words for East, West, 
North and South. Man, in the Syrian language, was denoted by the word for ‘fire’, because of the similitude of his 
nature to that of fire. For the whole of humanity is descended from one man, just as from a single lamp one can light 
as many others as one wishes without the first suffering any loss. But, after the  
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confusion of the tongues (cf. Gen. 11:1-9), in one language the name ‘man’ is derived from the forgetfulness which 
man incurred another from his other characteristics. The Greek language derives its word for ‘man’ from the fact 
that he looks upward; yet his chief natural quality is his intelligence: it is for this reason that he is called an 
intelligent being, since he alone has this quality. As regards the other qualities from which he is named, there are 
many other created beings with which he shares them.  

Hence we ought to abandon all other things and as intelligent beings cleave to the intelligence, offering with the 
intelligence intelligible worship to the divine Intelligence. Then we will be found worthy to receive from Him in this 



present age, in return for human words, the divine words of the Holy Spirit. For it is said of God that He ‘gives 
prayer to him who prays’ (1 Sam. 2:9. LXX); and indeed to one who truly prays the prayer of the body God gives 
the prayer of the intellect; and to one who diligently cultivates the prayer of the intellect, God gives the imageless 
and formless prayer that comes from the pure fear of Him. Again, to one who practices this prayer effectively. God 
grants the contemplation of created beings. Once this is attained-once the intellect has freed itself from all things 
and, not content with hearing about God at second hand, devotes itself to Him in action and thought - God permits it 
to be seized in rapture, conferring on it the gift of true’ theology and the blessings of the age to be.  

Thus spiritual knowledge is good if it fills its possessor with shame and so leads him involuntarily towards 
humility, making him think that he possesses such knowledge unworthily; indeed, according to St John Klimakos, in 
his humility he even rejects it as harmful, God-given though it may be. Yet how disastrous if it affects him as it 
affected that monk who was torn apart by the triple-teethed prongs of the demons! He was so greatly respected and 
loved that all mourned his death and thought it a great loss. Yet he was a victim of hidden pride; and the person who 
has told us about him heard from on high the words, ‘Allow him no rest, for never for a single moment did he give 
rest to Me.’ Alas, someone whom everyone called a saint, and through whose prayers many hoped to be saved from 
a host of trials and temptations, came to such an end because he thought so  
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highly of himself. And it is obvious that the reason was his pride. For had it been some other sin, he would not have 
teen able to take everyone in or to commit it continuously. It is true that, had it been heresy, he would have 
continually angered God through his willful blasphemy; but heresy does not remain concealed for ever. Through 
God’s providence it is revealed, so that he who holds it may recant, provided he is willing to; if he is not, then it is 
revealed in order to safeguard other people.  

Thus it is self-satisfied haughtiness alone that can escape the notice of everyone. It all but escapes the notice even 
of its victim, unless he is permitted to fall into temptations which put his soul to the test and allow him to recognize 
his own weakness and ignorance. Thus not even for a single moment was the Holy Spirit given rest in the hapless 
soul of that monk, since he was always preoccupied with the thought of his own excellence and rejoiced in this 
thought as though it were some lofty achievement. For this reason he was filled with darkness, as are the demons. 
Moreover, in order to conceal his fault, he nourished this single passion instead of all the others. And this was 
sufficient for the demons since, as St John Klimakos says, this single passion is capable of taking the place of the 
other vices.  



I am not here recording something that I discovered with my own understanding and discrimination, but I write 
what I have learnt from the saint who was my spiritual father. He also told me of an occasion on which St Antony 
the Great ordered St Paul the Simple to cast the demon out of a certain girl. St Paul did not at once prostrate himself 
and obey, but made objections, asking St Antony why he did not cast the demon out himself. It was only after St 
Antony told him that he was otherwise occupied that St Paul finally obeyed. On account of Paul’s procrastination, 
said my spiritual father, the demon did not obey at once, but only went out of the girl after Paul had struggled for a 
long time. That things are in fact like this can be believed not only on the testimony of the holy elder, but also from 
the washing of the disciples’ feet in the Bible (cf. John 13:6-8), as well as from the account of Moses’ argument with 
the Lord (cf. Exod. 4:10), and from the story of the prophet who asked someone to strike him (cf. 1 Kgs. 20:35-42).  
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Because this latter story incapable of a spiritual interpretation which has not been given elsewhere, I will recount 
it here. A certain king ruled his kingdom so tyrannically that God, in His love for mankind, could not endure this 
tyranny and commanded his prophet to go and rebuke that king. The prophet, however, knew the king’s cruelty and 
did not wish simply to go to him, lest seeing him from afar and surmising the reason for which he had come, the 
king would drive him away and thus prevent him from carrying out his task; or lest, if he was given audience and 
began by saying, ‘My God has sent me here because of your cruelty’, the king would not pay attention to what was 
said. Instead he devised a plan whereby he would be struck by somebody and then go, covered with blood, as if he 
were lodging a complaint; in this way he would deceive the king and force him to listen to what he had to say. 

As the prophet was going along he came upon someone at the roadside who had an axe, and he said to him, ‘Thus 
says the Lord, take your axe and strike my head.’ But the other, being a devout man, said, ‘Certainly not; I am a man 
of God and will not lay a hand on the Lord’s anointed.’ Then the prophet said, ‘Thus says the Lord: as you did not 
obey the voice of the Lord, let a lion come from the desert and devour you.’ This was not done in anger - God 
forbid! It happened for the benefit of all. This righteous man deserved not to die in an ordinary fashion like other 
men, but to be devoured by a wild beast in accordance with God’s word and so to receive a crown of glory because 
of his bitter death. The Gerontikon records a similar story. Four priests made a pact and prayed that, when they had 
fallen asleep in Christ, their servant should be eaten by a lion because of his unchastity. But the Lord did not hear 
them, and chose rather to listen to the hesychast who was praying for the servant so that the lion would not touch 
him.  

To return to the prophet. He then found another man, who was obedient, and he said to him, ‘Thus says the Lord: 
lift your axe and strike my head.’ This man, when he heard the words, ‘Thus says the Lord’, without hesitation 



struck the head of the prophet with his axe, and the prophet said to him, in words similar to those used by Moses 
when he spoke to the children of Levi, ‘The blessing of the Lord be upon you, for you have listened to the voice of 
the Lord’ (cf. Exod. 32:29).  
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Thus the first man, in his great devoutness, respected the prophet and did not obey him, like Peter at the washing of 
the feet (cf. John 13:8); while the other obeyed without further thought, as the sons of Levi were obedient to Moses 
when they slew then-brethren (cf. Exod. 32:26-29).  

Judging by outward appearances, he who obeys the will of God does the better thing, for he obeys the 
supranatural command of the Lord of nature, which he regards as wiser and more righteous than natural knowledge; 
whereas he who disobeys does a lesser thing, in that he regards his own opinion about what is right as more 
righteous than the word of God. But if we look deeper, things turn out to be different. What matters is the motive 
behind the obedience or disobedience; and so he whose motive is to do God’s will has chosen the better path. In the 
present case, to all appearances God seems to be angry with the man who is disobedient and to bless the man who is 
obedient. But in reality it is not so, as has been said already: from the viewpoint of natural contemplation both were 
equally good, since the motive of both was to do God’s will.  

Then the prophet went to the king and standing before him said, ‘Give me justice, 0 king! For as I was coming 
someone met me on the road and struck my head.’ And the king, seeing the wound and the blood, became angry in 
his usual way, but not with the prophet; and, thinking that he was condemning someone else, and not himself, he 
denounced with extreme severity the man who had wounded the prophet. Then the prophet, having achieved what he 
wanted, said, ‘You have spoken well, 0 king, for thus says the Lord: I shall surely tear this kingdom from your hands 
and from your seed, for it is you that have done these things.’ Thus the prophet delivered his message as he wished, 
skillfully compelling the king to pay attention to what he said. He then departed, praising God.  

Such, then, were the souls of the prophets. They loved God and, because of their knowledge of God, they were 
eager to suffer for the sake of His will. This is natural; for he who is familiar with a certain path or a certain skill 
pursues it readily and easily, with assurance explaining to others the direction of the path or the secrets and finer 
points of the craft; and he often does this even though he is young in years and lacks formal training, while those to 
whom he is explaining things may be advanced in years and wise in other matters. For the prophets, apostles and 
martyrs did not gain their knowledge of God  
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and their wisdom at second hand, as we have gained ours. On the contrary, they poured out their blood and received 
the Spirit, exemplifying the words of the fathers: ‘Spill your blood and receive the Spirit.’ Thus the fathers suffered 
martyrdom, not in an outward sense, but in their conscience: instead of undergoing physical death they showed 
themselves willing to die, and in this way their intellect proved victorious over all earthly desires and reigns in 
Christ Jesus our Lord. To Him be glory and dominion, honor and worship, now and always and throughout the ages. 
Amen. 
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Introductory Note 

 
The Makarian Homilies were attributed in the past to St Makarios the Great of Egypt (c. 300-c. 390). A Coptic 

monk, priest and spiritual father in the desert of Sketis, he figures prominently in the Lausiac History of Palladios1 
and in the Sayings of the Desert Fathers,2 and is commemorated in the Church's calendar on 19 January. But this 
ascription is open to doubt for many reasons: in particular, the early sources say nothing whatever about any 
writings by Makarios of Egypt, while the background presupposed by the Homilies is not Egyptian but Syrian. All 
that can be said with any confidence is that the Homilies are the work of an unknown author, writing probably in 
Syria or Mesopotamia during the late fourth or the early fifth century. 

There are similarities in language and symbolism, and sometimes also in thought, between the Homilies and 
Messalianism, an ascetic movement that originated in Syria in the late fourth century and spread rapidly to other 
parts of the Christian East. Some scholars have even concluded that the Homilies are in reality the 'Ascetic Book' of 
the Messalians, and on somewhat slender evidence they attribute them to Symeon of Mesopotamia, one of the 
leading Messalians. Other specialists, without denying the points of resemblance, argue that they should not be 
exaggerated. The heretical teachings characteristic of extreme Messalianism are not in fact to be found in the 
Homilies; when language and symbols associated with the Messalians are employed, they are used in a 
fundamentally Orthodox way.  



1 See chapter 17. 
2 See Apophthegmata, alphabetical collection, P.G. lxv, 257-81; E.T., pp. 124-38. Cf. also The Philokalia, vol. i, p. 29.   
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Indeed, the Homilies may continue to be regarded, today as in the past, as an authentic expression of Eastern 

Christian spirituality at its best.1 

St Nikodimos and St Makarios included in the Philokalia, not the original text of the Homilies - which, while 
lively, is also repetitive and diffuse - but an eleventh-century adaptation attributed to St Symeon Metaphrastis ('the 
Translator': not to be confused with St Symeon the New Theologian). Symeon Metaphrastis followed an 
administrative career in the civil service, rising to the high rank of logothete or chancellor, which he held under the 
Emperors Nikiphoros II Phokas (963-9), John I Tzimiskis (969-76) and Basil II (976-1025). It is thought that he 
became a monk at the end of his life, and he is commemorated on 9 November. Probably he is to be identified with 
the chronicler Symeon Magistros. A voluminous writer, he is chiefly remembered for his edition of the Menologion 
or Lives of the Saints. He is also probably the author of the prayers for use before and after communion, often 
ascribed to his namesake Symeon the New Theologian. The Greek title in the Philokalia states that Symeon has 
paraphrased the main group of Fifty Homilies (known as collection II),2 but in reality most of the material comes 
from another group of Twenty-Six Homilies (collection IV).3 

In his selection4 St Symeon Metaphrastis has embodied the master- themes that dominate the Makarian 
Homilies: the constant conflict or 'unseen warfare' (§ 146) in the depths of the human heart between grace and 
Satan, between the Holy Spirit and the spirit of evil; the 'co-operation' or synergeia (§41) between divine grace and 
human free will; the need for direct personal experience, for a 'full and conscious assurance' (§ 106) of the 
indwelling presence of the  

1 For a thorough discussion of the whole subject, see the works of H. Dorries, especially 
Symeon von Mesopotamien. Die Oberlieferung der messalionischen 'Makarios'-Schriften (Texte und Unteruchungen 55, 1: Leipzig, 1941); 

Die Theologie des MakariosISymeon (Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Gottingen, Philologisch-Historische Klasse, Dritte 
Folge, Nr 103: Gottingen, 1978). A brief summary of the evidence, with further bibliography, is provided by V. Desprez and M. Canevet, in 
Dictionnaire de Spiritualite x (1977), col. 20-43. For an Orthodox viewpoint, see J. Meyendorff, 'Messalianism or Anti-Messalianism? A Fresh 
Look at the "Macarian" Problem', in Kyriakon. Festschrift Johannnes Quasten, vol. ii (Munster, 1971), pp. 585-90; reprinted in Byzantine 
Hesychasm: historical, theological and social problems (Vanorum Reprints: London, 1974), chapter xv. 

2 Die 50 Geisthchen Homilien des Makarios, ed. H. D6rries, E. Klostennann and M. Kroeger (Pairistiche Texte und Studien 4: Berlin, 1964).  
3See I)ictionnaire de Spiritualite x, col. 21.  
4 In P.G. xxxiv, 821-41, there is a further treatise 'On the Guarding of the Heart', immediately preceding the other six treatises; this is absent 

from the Philokalia. 
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Holy Spirit - a theme taken up and developed by St Symeon the New Theologian. Much is said about the 

resurrection glory of the human body at the last day (§§61-3, 140-1), but it is also insisted that the saints experience 
here and now a genuine foretaste of the glory of the age to come: the final resurrection is simply the outward and 
bodily manifestation of what is already hidden during this present life in the souls of the righteous. The passages on 
the vision of divine light (§§137-9) anticipate the teaching of St Gregory Palamas and the fourteenth-century 
Hesychasts. 

While the Makarian Homilies do not underestimate the need for 'labour and sweat of the brow' (§51), what 
chiefly distinguishes them is their sense of communion with the Holy Spirit, and of the love and joy that He 
imparts. With their message of encouragement, their vigorous style and simple illustrations, it is not surprising that 
they should often be given as reading to novices at their first entry to the monastery. 
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1. We receive salvation by grace and as a divine gift of the Spirit. But to attain the full measure of virtue we need 
also to possess faith and love, and to struggle to exercise our free will with integrity. In this manner we inherit 
eternal life as a consequence of both grace and justice. We do not reach the final stage of spiritual maturity through 
divine power and grace alone, without ourselves making any effort; but neither on the other hand do we attain the 
final measure of freedom and purity as a result of our own diligence and strength alone, apart from any divine 
assistance. If the Lord does not build the house, it is said, and protect the city, in vain does the watchman keep 
awake, and in vain do the laborer and the builder work (cf. Ps. 127:1-4).  

2. What is the will of God that St Paul urges and invites each of us to attain (cf. 1 Thess. 4:3)? It is total cleansing 
from sin, freedom from the shameful passions and the acquisition of the highest virtue. In other words, it is the 
purification and sanctification of the heart that comes about through fully experienced and conscious participation in 
the perfect and divine Spirit. ‘Blessed are the pure in heart,’ it is said, ‘for they shall see God’ (Matt. 5:8); and again: 
‘Become perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (Matt. 5:48). And the psalmist says: ‘Let my heart be unerring 
in Thy statutes, so that I am not ashamed’ (Ps. 119:80); and again: ‘When I pay attention to all Thy commandments, 
then I will not be ashamed’ (Ps. 119:6). And to the person that asked, ‘Who will ascend the Lord’s hill, or who will 
stand in His holy place?’ The psalmist replied: ‘He that has clean hands and a pure heart’ (Ps. 24:3-4), that is to say, 
he who has completely destroyed sin in act and thought. 

3. The Holy Spirit, knowing that the unseen and secret passions are hard to get rid of - for they are as it were 
rooted in the soul - shows us through the psalmist how we can purify ourselves from  
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them. ‘Cleanse me from my secret faults’, writes the psalmist (Ps. 19:12), as though to say that through much prayer 
and faith, and by turning completely to God, we are able, with the help of the Spirit, to conquer them. But this is on 
condition that we too strive against them and keep strict watch over our heart (cf. Prov. 4:23). 

4. Moses indicates figuratively that the soul should not be divided in will between good and evil, but should 
pursue the good alone; and that it must cultivate not the dual fruits of virtue and vice but those of virtue only. For he 
says: ‘Do not yoke together on your threshing floor animals of a different species, such as ox and ass; but yoke 
together animals of the same species and so thresh your corn’ (cf. Deut. 22:10). This is to say, do not let virtue and 
vice work together on the threshing floor of your heart, but let virtue alone work there. Again he says: ‘Do not 
weave flax into a woolen garment, or wool into a linen garment’ (cf. Deut. 22:11); and: ‘Do not cultivate two kinds 
of fruit together on the same patch of your land’ (cf. Deut. 22:9). Similarly, you are not to mate an animal of one 
species with an animal of another species, but to mate like with like. All this is a concealed way of saying that you 
must not cultivate virtue and vice together in yourself, but you must devote yourself singlemindedly to producing 
the fruits of virtue; and you must not share your soul with two spirits - the Spirit of God and the spirit of the world - 
but you must give it solely to the Spirit of God and must reap only the fruits of the Spirit. It is for this reason that the 
psalmist writes: ‘I have prospered in all Thy commandments; I hate every false way’ (Ps. 119:128). 

5. The virgin soul that desires to be united to God must keep itself pure not only from overt sins like unchastity, 
murder, theft, gluttony, backbiting, falsity, avarice, greed and so on; but to an even greater degree it must keep itself 
pure from sins that are hidden, such as desire, self-esteem, love of popularity, hypocrisy, love of power, wiliness, 
malice, hatred, unbelief, envy, self-love, affectation and other things of this kind. According to Scripture, these 
concealed sins of the soul are just as pernicious as the overt sins. ‘The Lord has scattered the bones of those who 
seek to please men’, it says (Ps. 53:5. LXX); and: The Lord will abhor the bloody and deceitful man’ (Ps. 5:6), thus 
making it clear that deceitfulness is just as abhorrent to God as murder. Again, it numbers among the ‘workers of 
iniquity’ those who ‘speak peace to their neighbor but have evil in their hearts’ (Ps. 28: 3),   
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and elsewhere it speaks of those who commit lawless acts in their hearts (cf. Ps. 58:2). It also says: ‘Woe to you, 
when men speak well of you’ (Luke 6:26) - that is to say, when you want to hear people say good things about you 
and when you hang upon their glory and praise. It is true that those who do good cannot escape notice altogether. 
Indeed, the Lord Himself says: ‘Let your light shine before men’ (Matt. 5:16), though here it is understood that we 
do good for the glory of God and not for our own glory or because we desire men’s praise. If this is not the case, 
then we are lacking in faith, as the Lord makes clear when He says: ‘How can you have faith when you receive 
honor from one another, and do not seek the honor that comes from the only God?’ (John 5:44). St Paul bids us to do 
everything, even to eat and to drink, for the glory of God; ‘for,’ he says, ‘whether you eat or drink, or do anything 
else, do it for the glory of God’ (1 Cor. 10:31). And St John equates hatred with murder when he says: ‘Whoever 
hates his brother is a murderer’ (1 John 3:15).  

6. ‘Love bears with all things, patiently accepts all things; love never fails’ (1 Cor. 13:7-8). This phrase ‘never fails’ 
makes it clear that, unless they have been granted total deliverance from the passions through the most complete and 
active love of the Spirit, even those who have received spiritual gifts are still liable to falter: they are still in danger, 
and must struggle in fear against the attacks launched on them by the spirits of evil. St Paul shows that not to be in 
danger of falling or liable to passion is such a lofty state that the tongues of angels, prophecy, all knowledge and 
gifts of healing are as nothing compared to it (cf. 1 Cor. 13:1-8).  

7. St Paul has here indicated the goal of perfection so that everyone, realizing his poverty in the face of such 
richness, may long for it intensely and may strive forward along the spiritual path until he attains it. As has been 
said: ‘Run, that you may reach your goal’ (1 Cor. 9:24).  

8. To deny oneself (cf. Matt. 16:24) is to be ready to give up everything for the brethren’s sake and not to follow 
one’s own will in anything, or to possess anything except one’s own clothes. He who attains this state, and is thus 
freed from all things, joyfully does only what he is asked to do. He regards all the brethren, and especially the 
superiors and those appointed to bear the burdens of the monastery, as lords and masters for Christ’s sake. In this 
way he obeys Christ who  
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said: ‘He among you who wants to be first and pre-eminent, let him be the last of all and the servant and slave of 
all’(cf. Mark 9:35), not inviting any glory, honor or praise from the brethren for his service and conduct. He serves 
the brethren with complete goodwill, with love and simplicity, not with outward show and with an eye to gaining 
popularity, but regarding himself as a debtor in everything. 

9. The superiors of the community, who shoulder a great burden, must fight the crafty designs of evil with the 
weapon of humility, lest because of the authority they exercise over their subordinate brethren they grow proud and 
so act to their own detriment rather than to their profit. They should be like compassionate fathers, in the name of 
God giving themselves bodily and spiritually to the service of the community, keeping watch over the brethren and 



constantly looking after them as children of God. Outwardly they should not disown the rank of superior, as for 
instance in giving orders or advice to the more experienced monks, or in punishing or rebuking someone when 
necessary, and in encouraging where it is appropriate; otherwise, on the grounds that they are being humble or 
gentle, they will introduce confusion into the monastery through not preserving the due order of superiors and 
subordinates. But inwardly, in their own minds, they should regard themselves as unworthy servants of all their 
brethren, and as teachers entrusted with the Lord’s children; and with unreserved goodwill and fear of God they 
should do all they can to make each of the brethren apt for every good work, knowing that the reward they will 
receive from God for such labor will be great and inalienable.  

10. There are times when servants whose task it is to instruct the young do not hesitate in all charity to beat them 
for the sake of discipline or good behavior, even if those they punish are the children of their own masters. 
Similarly, superiors should punish those of the brethren in need of discipline, yet not in anger or haughtiness, or for 
personal revenge, but with compassion and with a view to their reform and spiritual profit.  

11. He who wants to be stamped with the virtues should pursue before everything else and at all times fear of God 
and holy love, the first and greatest of the commandments (cf. Matt. 22:38). Let him continually beseech the Lord to 
send this love into his heart, and thus let him advance and grow, augmenting it by grace day by day through the 
ceaseless and unbroken remembrance of God. Through diligence  
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and effort, concern and struggle he becomes capable of acquiring love for God, given form within him by the grace 
and bounty of Christ. Through such love the second commandment, love for one’s neighbor (cf. Matt. 22:39), can 
easily be attained. Let these two primary commandments take precedence over the others and let him pursue them 
more than the others. In this way the secondary commandments will follow naturally on the primary. But should he 
neglect this first and great commandment, the love for God that is formed with divine help from our inner 
disposition, our clear conscience and our life-giving remembrance of God, then in consequence of this neglect he 
cannot soundly and purely accomplish the second commandment, that requires simply the outward diligence of 
service. For the guile of evil, finding the intellect void of the remembrance of God, and of love and longing for Him, 
will make the divine commandments appear harsh and laborious, kindling in his soul grumbling, resentment and 
complaints about having to serve the brethren; or else it will deceive him with the presumption of self-righteousness, 
filling him with arrogance and making him think that he is of great importance and worthy of esteem, and that he 



has entirely fulfilled the commandments.  

12. When a man thinks that he is keeping the commandments perfectly, it is obvious that he is mistaken and that 
he is breaking one of them, since he judges himself and does not submit to the true judge. But when, in St Paul’s 
words (cf. Rom. 8:16), the Spirit of God testifies along with our spirit, then indeed we are worthy of Christ and are 
children of God. This is not the case’, however, when we justify ourselves merely on the basis of what we ourselves 
think. It is not the man who commends himself that is to be trusted, but he whom Christ commends (cf. 2 Cor. 
10:18). When a man lacks the remembrance and fear of God, it is inevitable that he will long for glory and will seek 
for praise from those whom he serves. As has already been explained, such a person is called an unbeliever by 
Christ; for He says: ‘How can you have faith when you receive honor from one another, and do not seek the honor 
that comes from the only God?’ (John 5:44).  

13. As has been said, love for God can be attained through the intellect’s great struggles and labors in holy 
meditation and in unremitting attention to all that is good. The devil, on the contrary, impedes our intellect, not 
letting it devote itself to divine love  
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through the remembrance of what is good, but enticing the senses with earthly desires. For the intellect that dwells 
undistractedly in the love and remembrance of God is the devil’s death and, so to say, his noose. Hence it is only 
through the first commandment, love for God, that genuine love for one’s brother can be established, and that true 
simplicity, gentleness, humility, integrity, goodness, prayer and the whole beautiful crown of the virtues can be 
perfected. Much struggle is needed, therefore, and much inward and unseen travail, much scrutiny of our thoughts 
and training of our soul’s enfeebled organs of perception, before we can discriminate between good and evil, and 
strengthen and give fresh life to the afflicted powers of our soul through the diligent striving of our intellect towards 
God. For by always cleaving to God in this way our intellect will become one spirit with the Lord, as St Paul puts it 
(cf. 1 Cor. 6:17). 

14. Those aspiring to the state of virtue must strive to fulfill the commandments by sustaining this inward 
struggle, travail and meditation unceasingly night and day, whether praying or serving, eating or drinking, or doing 
anything else. In this way, if any good comes about it will be to God’s glory and not to their own. The fulfillment of 
the commandments presents no difficulty or trouble to us when it is facilitated by the love of God and when this love 
relieves it of all that is burdensome. As has been said, the whole effort of the enemy is directed towards distracting 



the intellect from the remembrance, fear and love of God, and to turning it by means of earthly forms and seductions 
away from what is truly good towards what appears to be good. 

15. The patriarch Abraham, when he was receiving Melchisedec, the priest of God, made him an offering from 
the firstfruits of the earth and so obtained his blessing (cf. Gen. 14:19-20). Through this incident the Spirit indicates 
that the first and highest elements of our constitution - the intellect, the conscience, the loving power of the soul - 
must initially be offered to God as a holy sacrifice. The firstfruits and the highest of our true thoughts must be 
continually devoted to remembrance of Him, engrossed in His love and in unutterable and boundless longing for 
Him. In this way we can grow and move forward day by day, assisted by divine grace. Then the burden of fulfilling 
the commandments will appear light to us, and we will carry them out faultlessly and irreproachably, helped by the 
Lord Himself on account of our faith in Him.  
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16. Where outward ascetic practice is concerned, which virtue is the most important? The answer to this is that the 
virtues are linked one to the other, and follow as it were a sacred sequence, one depending on the other. For instance, 
prayer is linked to love, love to joy, joy to gentleness, gentleness to humility, humility to service, service to hope, 
hope to faith, faith to obedience, and obedience to simplicity. Similarly, the vices are linked one to another: hatred to 
anger, anger to pride, pride to self-esteem, self-esteem to unbelief, unbelief to hardheartedness, hardheartedness to 
negligence, negligence to sluggishness, sluggishness to apathy, apathy to listlessness, listlessness to lack of 
endurance, lack of endurance to self-indulgence, and so on with all the other vices.  

17. The devil tries to soil and defile every good thing a man would do by intermingling with it his own seeds in 
the form of self-esteem, presumption, complaint, and other things of this kind, so that what we do is not done for 
God alone, or with a glad heart. Abel offered a sacrifice to God of the fat and firstlings of his flock, while Cain 
offered gifts of the fruits of the earth, but not of the firstfruits; and that is why God looked with favor on Abel’s 
sacrifices, but paid no attention to Cain’s gifts (cf. Gen. 4:3-5). This shows us that it is possible to do something 
good in the wrong way - that is to say, to do it negligently, or scornfully, or else not for God’s sake but for some 
other purpose; and for this reason it is unacceptable to God.  
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18. The crown of every good endeavor and the highest of achievements is diligence in prayer. Through it God 
guiding us and lending a helping hand, we come to acquire the other virtues. It is in prayer that the saints experience 
communion in the hidden energy of God’s holiness and inner union with it, and their intellect itself is brought 
through unutterable love into the presence of the Lord. ‘Thou hast given gladness to my heart’, wrote the psalmist 
(Ps. 4:7); and the Lord Himself said that ‘the kingdom of heaven is within you’ (cf. Luke 17:21). And what does the 
kingdom being within mean except that the heavenly gladness of the Spirit is clearly stamped on the virtuous soul? 
For already in this life, through active communion in the Spirit, the virtuous soul receives a foretaste and a prelude 
of the delight, joy and spiritual gladness which the saints will enjoy in the eternal light of Christ’s kingdom. This is 
something that St Paul also affirms: ‘He consoles us in our afflictions, so that we can console others in every 
affliction through the consolation with which we ourselves have been consoled by God’ (2 Cor. 1:4). And passages 
in the Psalms likewise hint at this active gladness and consolation of the Spirit, such as: ‘My heart and my flesh have 
rejoiced in the living God’ (Ps. 84:2. LXX); and: ‘My soul will be filled with marrow and fatness’ (Ps. 63:5).  

19. Just as the work of prayer is greater than other work, so it demands greater effort and attention from the person 
ardently devoted to it, lest without him being aware the devil deprives him of it. The greater the good a person has in 
his care, the greater the attacks the devil launches on him; hence he must keep strict watch, so that fruits of love and 
humility, simplicity and goodness - and, along with them, fruits of discrimination - may grow daily from the 
constancy of his prayer. These will make evident his progress and increase in holiness, thus encouraging others to 
make similar efforts.  
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20. Not only does St Paul instruct us to pray without ceasing and to persist in prayer (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17; Rom. 
12:12), but so also does the Lord when He says that God will vindicate those who cry out to Him day and night (cf. 
Luke 18:7) and counsels us to ‘watch and pray’ (Matt. 26 : 41). We must therefore pray always and not lose heart 



(cf. Luke 18:1). To put things more succinctly: he who persists in prayer has to struggle greatly and exert himself 
relentlessly if he is to overcome the many obstacles with which the devil tries to impede his diligence - obstacles 
such as sleep, listlessness, physical torpor, distraction of thought, confusion of intellect, debility, and so on, not to 
mention afflictions, and also the attacks of the evil spirits that violently fight against us, opposing us and trying to 
prevent the soul from approaching God when it truly and ceaselessly seeks Him.  

21. He who cultivates prayer has to fight with all diligence and watchfulness, all endurance, all struggle of soul 
and toil of body, so that he does not become sluggish and surrender himself to distraction of thought, to excessive 
sleep, to listlessness, debility and confusion, or defile himself with turbulent and indecent suggestions, yielding his 
mind to things of this kind, satisfied merely with standing or kneeling for a long time, while his intellect wanders far 
away. For unless a person has been trained in strict vigilance, so that when attacked by a flood of useless thoughts he 
tests and sifts them all, yearning always for the Lord, he is readily seduced in many unseen ways by the devil. 
Moreover, those not yet capable of persisting in prayer can easily grow arrogant, thus allowing the machinations of 
evil to destroy the good work in which they are engaged and making a present of it to the devil.  

22. Unless humility and love, simplicity and goodness regulate our prayer, this prayer - or, rather, this pretence of 
prayer - cannot profit us at all. And this applies not only to prayer, but to every labor and hardship undertaken for 
the sake of virtue, whether this be virginity, fasting, vigil, psalmody, service or any other work. If we do not see in 
ourselves the fruits of love, peace, joy, simplicity, humility, gentleness, guilelessness, faith, forbearance and 
kindliness, then we endure our hardship to no purpose. We accept the hardships in order to reap the fruits. If the 
fruits of love are not in us, our labor is useless. In such a case we differ in nothing from the five foolish virgins: 
because their hearts were not filled here and now, in this present life, with spiritual oil - that is to say, with the 
energy of the  
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Spirit active in the virtues of which we have spoken - they were called fools and were abjectly excluded from the 
royal bridechamber, not enjoying any reward for their efforts to preserve their virginity (cf. Matt. 25:1-13). When 
we cultivate a vineyard, the whole of our attention and labor is given in the expectation of the vintage; if there is no 
vintage, all our work is to no purpose. Similarly, if through the activity of the Spirit we do not perceive within 
ourselves the fruits of love, peace, joy and the other qualities mentioned by St Paul (cf. Gal. 5:22), and cannot affirm 
this with all assurance and spiritual awareness, then our labor for the sake of virginity, prayer, psalmody, fasting and 
vigil is useless. For, as we said, our labors and hardships of soul and body should be undertaken in expectation of 
the spiritual harvest; and where the virtues are concerned, the harvest consists of spiritual enjoyment and 
incorruptible pleasure secretly made active by the Spirit in faithful and humble hearts. Thus the labors and hardships 



must be regarded as labors and hardships and the fruits as fruits. Should someone through lack of spiritual 
knowledge think that his work and hardship are fruits of the Spirit, he should realize that he is deluding himself, and 
in this way depriving himself of the truly great fruits of the Spirit.  

23. The person who has surrendered himself entirely to sin indulges with enjoyment and pleasure in unnatural and 
shameful passions - licentiousness, unchastity, greed, hatred, guile and other forms of vice - as though they were 
natural. The genuine and perfected Christian, on the other hand, with great enjoyment and spiritual pleasure 
participates effortlessly and without impediment in all the virtues and all the supranatural fruits of the Spirit - love, 
peace, patient endurance, faith, humility and the entire truly golden galaxy of virtue - as though they were natural. 
He does not fight any longer against the passions of evil, for he has been totally set free of them by the Lord; while 
from the blessed Spirit he has received Christ’s perfect peace and joy in his heart. Of such a man it may be said that 
he cleaves to the Lord and has become one spirit with Him (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17).  

24. Those who because of their spiritual immaturity cannot yet commit themselves entirely to the work of prayer 
should undertake to serve the brethren with reverence, faith and devout fear. They should do this because they 
regard such service as a divine commandment and a spiritual task; they should not expect reward,  
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honor or thanks from men, and they should shun all complaint, haughtiness, negligence or sluggishness. In this way 
they will not soil and corrupt this blessed work, but through their reverence, fear and joy will make it acceptable to 
God. 

25. The Lord descended to the human level with such love, goodness and divine compassion for us, that He took it 
upon Himself not to overlook the reward of any good work, but to lead us step by step from the small to the great 
virtues, so that not even a cup of cold water should go unrequited. For He said: ‘If anyone gives even a cup of cold 
water to someone simply in the name of a disciple, I tell you truly that he will not go unrewarded’ (cf. Matt. 10:42); 
and elsewhere: ‘Whatever you did to one of these, you did to Me’ (cf. Matt. 25:40). Only the action must be done in 
the name of God, not for the sake of receiving honor from men: the Lord said, ‘simply in the name of a disciple’, 
that is to say, in the fear and love of Christ. Those who do good with ostentation are rebuked categorically by the 
Lord: ‘I tell you truly, they have received their reward’ (Matt. 6:2). 

26. Simplicity before others, guilelessness, mutual love, joy and humility of every kind, must be laid down as the 
foundation of the community. Otherwise, disparaging others or grumbling about them, we make our labor profitless. 
He who persists ceaselessly in prayer must not disparage the man incapable of doing this, nor must the man who 
devotes himself to serving the needs of the community complain about those who are dedicated to prayer. For if 
both the prayers and the service are offered in a spirit of simplicity and love for others, the superabundance of those 
dedicated to prayer will make up for the insufficiency of those who serve, and vice versa. In this way the equality 



that St Paul commends is maintained (cf. 2 Cor. 8:14): he who has much does not have to excess and he who has 
little has no lack (cf. Exod. 16:18).  

27. God’s will is done on earth as in heaven when, in the way indicated, we do not disparage one another, and 
when not only are we without jealousy but we are united one to another in simplicity and in mutual love, peace and 
joy, and regard our brother’s progress as our own and his failure as our loss.  

28. He who is sluggish in prayer, and slothful and negligent in serving his brethren and in performing other holy 
tasks, is explicitly called an idler by the apostle, and condemned as unworthy even of his bread. For St Paul writes 
that the idler is not to have any food (cf. 2 Thess. 3:l0);   
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and elsewhere it is said that God hates idlers, that the idle man cannot be trusted, and that idleness has taught great 
evil (cf. Ecclus. 33:27). Thus each of us should bear the fruit of some action performed in God’s name, even if he 
has employed himself diligently in but one good work. Otherwise he will be totally barren, and without any share in 
eternal blessings. 

29. When people say that it is impossible to attain perfection, to be once and for all free from the passions, or to 
participate fully in the Holy Spirit, we should cite Holy Scripture against them, showing them that they are ignorant 
and speak falsely and dangerously. For the Lord said: ‘Become perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect’ (Matt. 
5:48), perfection denoting total purity; and: ‘I desire these men to be with Me wherever I am, so that they may see 
My glory’ (John 17:24). He also said: ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but My words will not pass away’ (Matt. 
24:35). And St Paul is saying the same as Christ when he writes: ‘. . . so that we may present every man perfect in 
Christ’ (Col. 1:28); and:’. . . until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a 
perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ’ (Eph. 4:13). Thus by aspiring to perfection two of 
the best things come about, provided we struggle diligently and unceasingly: we seek to attain this perfect measure 
and growth; and we are not conquered by vanity, but look upon ourselves as petty and mean because we have not 
yet reached our goal.  

30. Those who deny the possibility of perfection inflict the greatest damage on the soul in three ways. First, they 
manifestly disbelieve the inspired Scriptures. Then, because they do not make the greatest and fullest goal of 
Christianity their own, and so do not aspire to attain it, they can have no longing and diligence, no hunger and thirst 
for righteousness (cf. Matt. 5:6); on the contrary, content with outward show and behavior and with minor 
accomplishments of this kind, they abandon that blessed expectation together with the pursuit of perfection and of 
the total purification of the passions. Third, thinking they have reached the goal when they have acquired a few 



virtues, and not pressing on to the true goal, not only are they incapable of having any humility, poverty and 
contrition of heart but, justifying themselves on the grounds that they have already arrived, they make no efforts to 
progress and grow day by day.  

31. People who think it is impossible to attain through the Spirit  
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the ‘new creation’ of the pure heart (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17) are rightly and explicitly likened by the apostle to those who, 
because of their unbelief, were found unworthy of entering the promised land and whose bodies on that account 
‘were left lying in the desert’ (Heb. 3:17). What is here outwardly described as the promised land signifies inwardly 
that deliverance from the passions which the apostle regards as the goal of every commandment. This is the true 
promised land, and for its sake these figurative teachings have been handed down. In order to protect his disciples 
from yielding to unbelief the apostle says to them: ‘Make sure, my brethren, that no one among you has an evil heart 
of unbelief, turning away from the living God’ (Heb. 3:12). By ‘turning away’ he means not the denial of God but 
disbelief in His promises. Interpreting the events of Jewish history allegorically and indicating their true meaning, he 
says: ‘For some, when they heard, were rebellious, though not all of those who were brought out of Egypt by Moses. 
And with whom was God angry for forty years? Was it not with those who had sinned, whose bodies were left lying 
in the desert? And to whom did He vow that they would not enter into His rest unless it was to those who refused to 
believe? We see, then, that it was because of their unbelief that they could not enter’ (Heb. 3:16-19). And he 
continues: ‘Let us be fearful, then: although the promise of entering into His rest still holds good, some of you may 
be excluded from it. For we have heard the divine message, as they did; but the message that they heard did not 
profit them, since it was not accompanied by faith on their part. We, however, who have faith do enter into God’s 
rest’ (Heb. 4:1-3). Shortly after this he draws the same conclusion: ‘Let us strive therefore to enter into that rest, so 
that no one may fall through copying this example of unbelief (Heb. 4:11). For Christians what true rest is there 
other than deliverance from the sinful passions and the fullest active indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the purified 
heart? And the apostle again impels his readers towards this by referring to faith: ‘Let us then draw near with a true 
heart and in the full assurance of faith, our hearts cleansed of an evil conscience’ (Heb. 10:22). And again: ‘How 
much more will the blood of Jesus purge our conscience of dead works, so that we may serve the living and true 
God’ (cf. Heb. 9:14). Because of the measureless blessings promised by God to men in these words, we should 
dedicate ourselves as grateful servants and regard what is promised as true and  
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certain. In this way, even if through sluggishness or debility of resolution we do not give ourselves once for all to 
our Maker, or if we do not strive to achieve the greatest and most perfect measure of virtue, none the less through an 
upright and undistorted will and a sound faith we may attain some degree of mercy.  

32. Prayer rightly combined with understanding is superior to every virtue and commandment. The Lord Himself 
testifies to this. For in the house of Martha and Mary He contrasted Martha, who was engaged in looking after Him, 
with Mary, who sat at His feet joyfully drinking the ambrosia of His divine words. When Martha complained and 
appealed to Christ, He made clear to her what takes precedence, saying: ‘Martha, Martha, you are anxious and 
troubled about many things; one thing alone is needful: Mary has chosen what is best, and it cannot be taken away 
from her’ (Luke 10:41-42). He said this not in order to disparage acts of service, but so as to distinguish clearly what 
is higher from what is lower. For how could He not give His sanction to service when He Himself performed such 
service in washing His disciples’ feet, and was so far from discountenancing it that He bade His disciples to behave 
in the same way towards each other (cf. John 13:4-16)? Moreover, the apostles themselves, when they were 
oppressed by serving at table, also singled out prayer and understanding as the higher form of work. ‘It is not right’, 
they said, ‘for us to abandon the word of God in order to serve at table. Let us appoint chosen men, full of the Holy 
Spirit, for this service; we will devote ourselves to the ministry of the Logos and to prayer’ (cf. Acts 6:2-4). In this 
way they put first things before secondary things, although they recognized that both spring from the same blessed 
root.  
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33. The signs that accompany those who wish to submit to the Logos of God and who bring forth good fruit are: 
sighing, weeping, sorrow, stillness, shaking of the head, prayer, silence, persistence, bitter grief, tribulation of heart 
arising from religious devotion. In addition, their actions manifest vigilance, fasting, self-control, gentleness, 
forbearance, unceasing prayer, study of the divine Scriptures, faith, humility, brotherly affection, submission, 
rigorous toil, hardship, love, kindliness, courtesy and-the sum of all-light, which is the Lord. The signs that 
accompany those who are not producing the fruit of life are listlessness, day-dreaming, curiosity, lack of attention, 



grumbling, instability; and in their actions they manifest gluttony, anger, wrath, back-biting, conceit, untimely talk, 
unbelief, disorderliness, forgetful-ness, unrest, sordid greed, avarice, envy, factiousness, contempt, garrulity, 
senseless laughter, willfulness and - the sum of all - darkness, which is Satan.  

34. In accordance with divine providence, the devil was not sent at once to the Gehenna assigned to him, but his 
sentence was postponed in order to let him test and try men’s free will. In this way, he unintentionally fosters greater 
maturity and righteousness in the saints by promoting their patient endurance, and so is the cause of their greater 
glory; and, at the same time, through his malevolence and his scheming against the saints he justifies more fully his 
own punishment. In this way, too, sin becomes more utterly sinful, as St Paul puts it (cf. Rom. 7:13).  

35. By deceiving Adam and in this way gaining mastery over him, the devil deprived him of his authority and 
proclaimed himself lord of this world. For in the beginning God appointed man to be the lord of this world and the 
master of visible things (cf. Gen. 1:26). On this account, fire had no power over him, water did not drown him, no 
animal injured him, poisonous snakes had no effect on him. But once he  
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had been deceived, he surrendered his lordship to his deceiver. For this reason sorcerers and magicians, through the 
use of diabolic energy, become with God’s permission miracle-workers: they have power over poisonous snakes and 
they challenge fire and water, as was exemplified by the followers of Jannes and Jambres who opposed Moses (cf. 
Exod. chs. 7-8; 2 Tim. 3:8), and by the Simon who resisted the chief apostle, Peter (cf. Acts 8:18-24).  

36. When the devil beheld Adam’s original glory shining from the face of Moses (cf. Exod. 34 : 30-31), he was 
cut to the quick since he saw in this a sign of the coming destruction of his kingdom. St Paul’s words, ‘Death held 
sway from Adam to Moses, even over those who had not sinned’ (Rom. 5:14), may be taken to refer to this. In my 
opinion the glorified face of Moses preserved the type and example of the first man created by the hands of God. It 
is for this reason that when death - that is to say, the devil, who is the cause of death - saw it, he then guessed that 
his kingdom would fall, as in fact happened with the advent of the Lord. Genuine Christians are therefore 
encompassed by this glory even in this present life; and inwardly they have annulled death, that is to say, the 
shameful passions, which cannot operate within them, since the glory of the Holy Spirit shines fully and consciously 
in their souls. In the resurrection, moreover, death is totally abolished.  

37. When, using the woman as his accomplice, the devil deceived Adam, he divested him of the glory that 
enveloped him. Thus Adam found himself naked and perceived his disfigurement, of which he had been unaware 



until that moment since he had delighted his mind with celestial beauty. After his transgression, on the other hand, 
his thoughts became base and material, and the simplicity and goodness of his mind were intertwined with evil 
worldly concerns. The closing of paradise, and the placing of the cherubim with the burning sword to prevent his 
entrance (cf. Gen. 3:24), must be regarded as actual events; but they are also realities encountered inwardly by each 
soul. A veil of darkness-the fire of the worldly spirit-surrounds the heart, preventing the intellect from communing 
with God, and the soul from praying, believing and loving the Lord as it desires to do. All these things may be learnt 
from experience by those who truly entrust themselves to the Lord, persist in prayer, and fight zealously against the 
enemy.  

38. The lord of this world is a rod of chastisement and a scourge to  
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beginners in the spiritual life. Yet, as has been said, he brings them great glory and added honor because of the 
afflictions and trials they endure. In this way he helps them to attain the state of perfection, while he prepares even 
greater and harsher punishment for himself. In short, something most beneficial is brought about through him: as has 
been said, evil, while intending what is not good, contributes to the good. For, in souls whose intention is sound, 
even that which appears harmful results in something good. As St Paul says: ‘All things work together for good to 
them that love God’ (Rom. 8:28). 

39. It is on this account that the rod of chastisement was permitted, so that through it, as in a furnace, the vessels 
might be more rigorously fired; but those unequal to the test, being easily broken, are rejected as faulty, since they 
cannot endure the heat of the fire. Being a servant and the Lord’s creation, the devil tests and afflicts people, not as 
he thinks fit or desires, but to the extent that his Master allows him. Knowing the exact nature of everything, God 
permits each person to be tested according to his strength. As St Paul puts it: ‘God is to be trusted not to let you be 
tried beyond your strength, but with the trial He will provide a way out, so that you are able to bear it’ (1 Cor. 
10:13).  

40. As the Lord affirms, the person who seeks and knocks and who never gives up asking will attain what he asks 
for (cf. Matt. 7:8). Only he must have the courage to entreat continually with intellect and tongue, and to cleave to 
God relentlessly with bodily worship; and he must not entangle himself in worldly things or indulge in evil passions. 
He who said, ‘Whatever you ask for in prayer, believing, you will receive’ (Matt. 21:22), is not a liar. Those who 
say that even if you fulfill all the commandments in the hope of attaining grace in this present life, you will gain 
nothing, are ignorant and what they say is wrong and contrary to divine Scripture. There is no injustice in God that 
would make Him fail to fulfill His obligations if we fulfill ours. Only you must see to it that when the time comes 



for your soul to leave your hapless body you are still engaged in spiritual struggle, pressing on, awaiting the 
promise, persevering, trusting, seeking with discrimination. Do not disbelieve me when I say that you will go forth 
joyfully, with confidence, and you will be found worthy to see the kingdom of God. Indeed, if your soul is refined 
through your faith and ardor, you are already in communion with God. The person who looks lustfully at a woman 
has already committed adultery with her in his heart (cf. Matt. 5:28), and even if he has not sullied his body is 
regarded as already  
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guilty of adultery. Similarly, the person who expels evil from his heart and who cleaves to God with longing, 
supplication, diligence and love, already enjoys communion with God, and has even now received from God this 
great gift, that he can persist in prayer diligently and devotedly. If the giving of a cup of cold water does not go 
unrewarded (cf. Matt. 10:42), how much more will God give what He has promised to those who devote themselves 
to Him night and day? 

41. Those who are troubled by what will happen to them if one day they find themselves full of hatred for their 
brother, or realize that involuntarily they are in the grip of some other evil passion, should be told that they need to 
struggle without intermission against the devil and evil thoughts. For where the darkness of the passions and death - 
that is to say, the will of the flesh - hold sway, it is impossible for some evil fruit not to manifest itself, visibly or 
invisibly. A bodily wound, even if it only discharges slightly, exudes moisture and festers or is puffy and swells up, 
until it is totally healed. This is so even when it is being treated and when no remedy is wittingly omitted. But if the 
festering is neglected it can lead to the corruption of the whole body. In a similar way the soul’s passions, even if 
they receive great attention, will go on smoldering within the soul until with steadfast diligence they are finally 
cured through the grace and co-operation of Christ. For there is a certain hidden pollution and a strange darkness of 
the passions that, in spite of man’s pure nature, have insinuated themselves into the whole of humanity as a result of 
Adam’s transgression; and they obscure and defile both body and soul. But just as iron when fired and struck is 
purified, or gold mixed with copper or iron is separated out by fire, so through the most pure Passion of the Savior 
the soul, fired and struck by the Holy Spirit, is cleansed of every passion and of every sin.  

42. Just as many lamps may be lit from the same oil and from a single light, and yet often do not give out an equal 
radiance, so the gifts that come from different virtues reflect the light of the Holy Spirit in different ways. Or as the 
many inhabitants of a single city all use bread and water, though some of them are men, some infants, some 
children, some old people, and there is a great variety and difference among them; or as wheat sown in the same 
field may bear dissimilar ears of corn, though they are all brought to the same threshing-floor and stored in the same 



barn: so it seems to me that in the resurrection of the dead different degrees of glory will be distinguished and 
recognized among those who are resurrected, depending on the level of virtue they  
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have attained and the extent of their participation during this present life in the Holy Spirit that already dwells within 
them. This is the significance of the phrase, ‘Star differs from star in glory’ (1 Cor. 15:41).  

43. Even if some stars are smaller than others, they all shine with a single light. The image is quite clear; but let us 
give attention to one thing only: after being born in the Holy Spirit, to wash away our indwelling sin. Once this birth 
through the Holy Spirit has taken place, it means that an image of perfection is active within us in an initial form, 
though it is not yet expressed in terms of power, intellect or courage. Whoever has attained the full measure of 
mature manhood naturally lays aside childish things (cf. 1 Cor. 13:11). That is why St Paul says that speaking in 
tongues and prophecies will come to an end (cf. 1 Cor. 13:8). Just as an adult does not eat foods or use words fitting 
for a child, but scorns them as unworthy of him, since he has entered another stage of life, so the person who 
approaches perfection in the evangelic virtues ceases to be an infant with respect to that perfection. To quote St Paul 
again, ‘When I grew up I finished with childish things’(1 Cor. 13:11). 

44. The person who is born in the Spirit is in a certain manner perfect, just as we call an infant perfect when all his 
limbs are sound. But the Lord has not bestowed the grace of the Spirit so that one may fall into sin. Men are 
themselves the cause of the evils into which they fall: not living in accordance with grace they are taken captive by 
evil. Man can lapse through his own natural thoughts if he is negligent or inattentive or presumptuous. St Paul 
himself says: To stop me from growing unduly elated I was given a thorn in the flesh, the messenger of Satan’ (2 
Cor. 12:7). You see how even those who have attained such great heights as St Paul stand in need of protection. Yet 
if man did not give the devil the opportunity he would not be forcibly dominated by him. Because of this, his actions 
are not to be imputed either to Christ or to the devil. But if finally he submits to the grace of the Spirit, he is on the 
side of Christ. If this is not the case, even though he is born in the Spirit - that is to say, even though he participates 
in the Holy Spirit-yet because of his actions he follows the will of Satan. For if it were the Lord or Satan who had 
forcibly seized hold of him, then he himself would not be the cause of his falling into hell or of his attaining God’s 
kingdom.  

45. He who follows the spiritual path must pay great attention to  
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discrimination, since the ability to distinguish between good and evil, and to scrutinize and understand the various 
tricks through which the devil by means of plausible fantasies leads most people astray, keeps us safe and helps us in 
every way. If a man wanting to test his wife’s virtue comes to her at night disguised as someone else, and she repels 
him, he will rejoice at this and welcome the assurance it gives. It is exactly the same with us in relation to the attacks 
of the evil spirits. Even if you repel the heavenly spirits, they will be gladdened by this, and will help you to 
participate still further in grace: because of this proof of your love for the Lord they will fill you brim-full with 
spiritual delight. So do not from light-mindedness speedily surrender yourself to the visitations of spirits, even if 
they are heavenly angels, but be wary, submitting them to the most careful scrutiny. Thus you will welcome the 
good and repel the evil. In this way you will increase in yourself the workings of grace, which sin, however much it 
may assume the appearance of the good, cannot altogether simulate. According to St Paul, Satan can even change 
himself into an angel of light in order to practice his deceptions (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14); yet though he may manifest 
himself in such a glorious manner, he cannot, as we said, produce within us the effects of grace, and so it becomes 
quite clear that the vision is counterfeit. For the devil cannot bring about love either for God or for one’s neighbor, 
or gentleness, or humility, or joy, or peace, or equilibrium in one’s thoughts, or hatred of the world, or spiritual 
repose, or desire for celestial things; nor can he quell passions and sensual pleasure. These things are clearly the 
workings of grace. For the fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, and so on (cf. Gal. 5:22), while the devil is most 
apt and powerful in promoting vanity and haughtiness. You may know from its effect whether the intellectual light 
shining in your soul is from God or from Satan. Indeed, once it has developed its powers of discrimination, the 
distinction is immediately clear to the soul itself through intellectual perception. Just as the throat through its sense 
of taste distinguishes the difference between vinegar and wine, although they look alike, so the soul through its 
intellectual sense and energy can distinguish the gifts of the Spirit from the fantasies of the devil. 

46. The soul must watch and anticipate carefully so that it is not even for the twinkling of an eye taken captive by 
the devil’s power. Even if only one part of an animal is caught in a trap, the whole animal is held fast and falls into 
the hands of the hunters; and the same thing is  
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liable to happen to the soul at the hands of its enemies. The psalmist makes this quite clear when he says: ‘They 
prepared a trap for my feet and bowed down my soul’ (Ps. 57:6. LXX). 

47. He who wants to enter the strong man’s house through the narrow gate and to make off with his goods (cf. 
Matt. 7:14; 12:29) must not surrender to luxury and obesity, but must strengthen himself in the Holy Spirit, having 
in mind the phrase, ‘Flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God’ (1 Cor. 15:50). But how should he 
strengthen himself in the Spirit? Here he should heed the words of St Paul, that God’s wisdom is regarded as 
foolishness by men (cf. 1 Cor. 1:23), as well as those of Isaiah, that he had seen the son of man, and His form was 
despised, and He was forsaken by all the sons of men (cf. Isa. 53:3). Thus he who wants to be a son of God must 
first humble himself in the same way and be regarded as foolish and despicable, not turning his face aside when spat 
upon (cf. Isa. 50:6), not pursuing the glory and beauty of this world or anything of this kind, not having anywhere to 
lay his head (cf. Matt. 8:20), vilified, mocked, downtrodden, regarded by all as an object of contempt, attacked 
invisibly and visibly, yet resisting in his mind. It is then that the Son of God, who said, ‘I will dwell and walk among 
you’ (cf. Lev. 26:12), will become manifest in his heart, and he will receive power and strength so that he can tie the 
strong man up and make off with his goods (cf. Matt. 12:29), and tread upon asp and basilisk (cf. Ps. 91:13. LXX), 
snakes and scorpions (cf. Luke 10:19).  

48. No little struggle is required of us to break through death. Christ says: ‘The kingdom of God is within you’ 
(Luke 17:21); but he who fights against us and takes us captive also finds some way of being within us. The soul, 
therefore, must not rest until it has killed him who takes it prisoner. Then all pain, sorrow and sighing will flee away 
(cf. Isa. 35:10), because water has sprung up in thirsty earth (cf. Isa. 43:20) and the desert has become full of waters 
(cf. Isa. 41:18).For He has promised to fill the barren heart with living water, speaking first through the prophet 
Isaiah, saying: ‘I will give water to those who are thirsty and who walk through dry land’ (Isa. 44:3. LXX); and then 
through Himself, with the words: ‘Whoever drinks of the water that I will give him will never thirst again’ (John 
4:14).   

49. The soul overcome by listlessness is manifestly also possessed by lack of faith. It is on account of this that it 
lets day after day go by without heeding the Gospels. Not paying attention to the inner  
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warfare, it is taken captive by conceit and frequently elated by dreams. Conceit blinds the soul, not letting it perceive 
its own weakness. 



50. As the new-born child is the image of the full-grown man, so the soul is in a certain sense the image of God 
who created it. The child, on growing up, begins gradually to recognize its father, and when it reaches maturity, they 
dispose things mutually and equally, father with son and son with father, and the father’s wealth is disclosed to the 
son. Something similar should have happened to the soul. Before the fall, the soul was to have progressed and so to 
have attained full manhood (cf. Eph. 4:13). But through the fall it was plunged into a sea of forgetfulness, into an 
abyss of delusion, and dwelt within the gates of hell. As if separated from God by a great distance, it could not draw 
near to its Creator and recognize Him properly. But first through the prophets God called it back, and drew it to 
knowledge of Himself. Finally, through His own advent on earth, He dispelled the forgetfulness, the delusion; then, 
breaking through the gates of hell, He entered the deluded soul, giving Himself to it as a model. By means of this 
model the soul can grow to maturity and attain the perfection of the Spirit. It is therefore for our sakes that the Logos 
of God is by divine permission tempted by the devil, and then endures vilifications, mockeries, beatings at the hands 
of savage men, and finally death on the Cross, showing us, as we said, what attitude we must take up towards those 
who vilify and mock us and bring us to our death. Thus we become as though deaf and dumb before them, not 
opening our mouth, so that clearly perceiving the subtlety and energy of evil, and as though nailed to the cross, we 
may call loudly to Him who can deliver us from death (cf. Heb. (5:7) and cleanse us from our secret faults (cf. Ps. 
19:12); for ‘if they do not have dominion over me, then 1 shall be faultless’ (Ps. 19:13). When we are faultless we 
find Him ‘who has brought all things into subjection’ (Ps. 8:6), and we reign and enjoy repose with Christ. 
Overpowered through the fall by material and unclean thoughts, the soul became as though witless. As a result, no 
small effort is needed for it to rise out of materiality and to grasp the subtlety of evil, so that it can commingle with 
unoriginate Intellect. 

51. If you want to return to yourself and to recover your original glory, which you lost through your disobedience, 
heedlessly paying more attention to the orders and counsel of the devil than to the commandments of God, then you 
must now have done with him whom you obeyed and turn towards the Lord. But you must know that only  
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after much labor and sweat of the brow will you recover your richness. Nor is it to your advantage to attain this 
blessed state without suffering and great effort, for if you do you will lose what you have received and betray your 
inheritance to the enemy. Let us each realize, then, what we have lost and repeat the lamentation of the prophet: 
‘Our inheritance is despoiled by strangers and our house by aliens’ (Lam. 5:2), because we disobeyed the 
commandment and surrendered ourselves to our own desires, delighting in sordid and worldly thoughts. Then our 
soul was far away from God and we were like fatherless orphans. Thus, if we are concerned for our own soul we 
must make every effort to purge away evil thoughts and ‘all the self-esteem that exalts itself against the knowledge 



of God’ (2 Cor. 10:5). And when we have forcibly applied ourselves to keeping God’s temple spotless, then He who 
promised to make His dwelling in it will come to us. Then the soul recovers its inheritance and is privileged to 
become a temple of God. For, after thus Himself expelling the devil and his army, from henceforth He reigns within 
us. 

52. What the Creator outwardly said to Cain, that he would wander over the earth lamenting and trembling (cf. 
Gen. 4:12. LXX), is in its inner meaning a figure and image of all sinners. For the race of Adam, having broken the 
commandment and become guilty of sin, is shaken by restless thoughts, full of fear, cowardice and turmoil. Every 
soul not reborn in God is tossed hither and thither by the desires and multifarious pleasures of the enemy, and 
whirled about like corn in a sieve. To show that those who act in accordance with the desires of the devil bear in 
themselves the image of Cain’s iniquity, the Lord Himself said: ‘You seek to carry out the desires of your father, the 
murderer. He was a murderer from the first and is not rooted in the truth’ (cf. John 8:44). 

53. It is significant how deeply attracted men are by the spectacle of an earthly king and how eagerly they seek 
after it; and how everyone who lives in a city where the king has his residence longs to catch a glimpse simply of the 
extravagance and ostentation of his entourage. Only under the influence of spiritual things will they disregard all 
this and look down on it, wounded by another beauty and desiring a different kind of glory. If the sight of a mortal 
king is so important to worldly people, how much more desirable must the sight of the immortal king be to those 
into whom some drops of the Holy Spirit have fallen and whose hearts have been smitten by divine love? For this  
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They will relinquish all amity with the world, so that they may keep that longing continually in their hearts, 
preferring nothing to it. But few indeed there are who add to a good beginning an equivalent end and who endure 
without stumbling until they reach it. Many are moved to repentance and many become partakers of heavenly grace 
and are wounded by divine love; but, unable to bear the ensuing tribulations and the wily and versatile assaults of 
the devil, they submit to the world and are submerged in its depths through the flabbiness and debility of their will, 
or are taken captive by some attachment to worldly things. Those who wish to pursue the way with assurance to the 
end will not permit any other longing or love to intermingle with their divine love. 

54. Just as the blessings promised by god are unutterably great, so their acquisition requires much hardship and 
toil undertaken with hope and faith. This is clear from Christ's words: 'if any man will come after me, let him deny 
himself, take up his cross, and follow me' (matt. 16:24); and: 'he who does not hate father and mother, brothers and 
sisters, wife and children, and even his own soul, cannot be a disciple of mine' (Luke 14:26). Most people are so 
lacking in intelligence as to want to attain the great and inconceivable blessing of the kingdom of god, and to inherit 



eternal life and reign for ever with Christ, while living according to their own desires - or rather, according to him 
who sows within them these clearly noxious vanities. 

55. Those who reach the goal without falling do so through hating themselves and all worldly desires, 
distractions, pleasures and preoccupations, for this is what 'denying oneself’ amounts to. Hence everyone expels 
himself from the kingdom by his own choice, through not embracing suffering and denying himself for the sake of 
the truth, but wanting to enjoy something of this world in addition to that divine longing, and not surrendering the 
whole inclination of his will to god. This may be understood from a single example. On examining himself a man 
realizes that what he is so eager to do is wicked. At first he feels doubt about it in his heart. Next, the measure and 
balance in his conscience make it clear inwardly whether the bias inclines to love for god or love for the world; and 
after that he proceeds to outward action. If for instance someone happens to have fallen out with his brother, then he 
examines himself, as we have said. At first he finds himself hesitant about whether to speak or not to speak, whether 
to return the insults hurled at him or to keep silent. At this point the man still remembers god's commandments, but 
he also thinks about his  
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own reputation and has not fully chosen to deny himself. If a bias in favor of the world tips his heart’s balance even 
slightly, an evil word will at once be on the tip of his tongue. When this happens, with the intellect stretched 
inwardly like a bow he attacks his neighbor with his tongue and even with his hands - indeed, the evil can proceed 
so far that wounds result, or even murder. Thus it is possible to compare the starting-point of the slight movement in 
his soul with the terrible consequences to which it led. In this way every sin and malpractice, whether adultery, theft, 
greed, self-esteem or anything else, occurs when the will of the soul is beguiled and coaxed to evil by worldly 
desires and pleasures of the flesh. 

56. Even good actions are frequently carried out for the sake of empty glory, and on this account they will be 
judged by God in the same way as theft, injustice and other major sins. ‘God has scattered the bones of those who 
seek to please men’, it is said (Ps. 53:5. LXX). The devil, being wily, versatile, tortuous and inventive, seeks to gain 
our allegiance and service even through our good actions.  

57. Whenever anyone loves something belonging to this world, it will burden his mind, dragging it down and not 
allowing it to rise up. In such people the weight, bias and balance of the will, that is, of the heart, are inclined to 
what is evil. It is in this way that torment and trial afflict the whole human race, whether they are Christians living in 
cities or on mountains, in monasteries, in the country or the desert. For if one is willingly enticed by what one loves 
it is clear that one has not yet dedicated all one’s love to God. Whether one likes possessions, or gold, or serving 



one’s stomach, or indulging in fleshly desires, or wordy wisdom designed to gain men’s praise, or authority, or 
honors from men, or anger and wrath, or useless speeches, or merely day-dreaming and listening to idle words, or 
acting as a teacher for the sake of men’s esteem-in each and every case to give oneself to a passion is manifestly to 
love it. One person surrenders himself to sluggishness and negligence, another delights in extravagant clothes, 
another in sleep, another in silly jokes: whatever the worldly thing, big or small, by which one is bound and held 
fast, it prevents one from raising oneself up. Clearly, we indulge ourselves in whatever passion we do not resist and 
fight against bravely: like some shackle it binds us and drags us down, degrading the mind so that it does not 
dedicate itself to God and worship Him alone. The soul that truly directs its desire towards the  
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Lord focuses all its longing on Him, denying itself and not following the desires of its own intellect.  

58. Example makes it clear that man is destroyed by his own free choice: for out of love for some worldly thing he 
throws himself into fire, is drowned in the sea and gives himself into captivity. Let us suppose that someone’s house 
or field has caught fire. The person who wanted to save himself fled without anything as soon as he noticed the fire, 
leaving everything in it and concerned only with his own life. But someone else thought he would take some of the 
goods with him, so he stayed behind to collect them; and as he was taking them the fire, which had already 
overwhelmed the house, caught him as well and burnt him. In this way, through his attachment to some transient 
thing, he was destroyed in the fire by his own free choice. Again, two men were shipwrecked. One of them, wanting 
to save himself, stripped off his clothes and threw himself into the water; and in this way he was able to save his life. 
The other, wanting to save his clothes as well, was drowned, destroying himself for the sake of a slight gain. Or 
again, let us suppose that news of an attack by an enemy was announced. One man, as soon as he heard the news, 
fled as fast as his feet would carry him, without a thought for his possessions. Another, either because he distrusted 
the news, or because he wanted to take with him some of his goods, waited until later, and when the enemy arrived 
he was caught. Thus, through his lack of alertness and his attachment to worldly things, he lost body and soul by his 
own free choice.  

59. Few are those who really acquire perfect love for God, looking upon all worldly pleasures and desires as 
nothing and patiently enduring the devil’s trials. But one must not despair on this account, or give up hope. Even if 
many ships suffer shipwreck there are always those that come safely through to port. For this reason we need great 
faith, endurance, attentiveness, struggle, hunger and thirst for what is right, as well as great understanding and 
discrimination, together with clear-sightedness and lack of shame in making our requests. As we have said, most 
men want to attain the kingdom without toil and sweat; and although they praise the saints and desire their dignity 



and gifts, they are not willing to share with them in the same afflictions, hardships and sufferings. Everyone - 
prostitutes, tax-collectors and everyone else - wants this. For this reason, trials and temptations are set before us, so 
as to make it clear who in truth loves their Lord and deserves to attain the kingdom of heaven.  
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60. In afflictions and sufferings, endurance and faith, are concealed the promised glory and the recovery of 
celestial blessings. Even the grain of corn sown in the earth, or the graft on a tree, has to go through a kind of 
putrefaction and, so to say, humiliation before it clothes itself in its full glory and produces a rich crop. But for this 
putrefaction and, as it were, dishonoring, neither would attain its final glory and beauty. This is confirmed by the 
apostles when they say that to enter the kingdom of God we have to pass through many afflictions (cf. Acts 14:22). 
And the Lord Himself says: ’You will gain possession of your souls through your patient endurance’ (Luke 21:19); 
and: ‘In the world you will experience affliction’ (John 16:33).  

61. If through faith and effort we are enabled to become partakers of the Holy Spirit, then to a corresponding 
degree our bodies also will be glorified on the last day. For what is now treasured up within the soul will then be 
revealed outwardly in the body. Trees provide an illustration of this: once winter is past and the sun shines more 
brightly and fully and the winds blow benignly, they put forth buds from within and clothe themselves in leaves, 
flowers and fruits. Similarly, in springtime flowering plants shoot up from the breast of the earth so that the ground 
is covered with them, wearing them as though they we’re a beautiful dress; as Christ says: ‘Even Solomon in all his 
glory was not arrayed like one of these’ (Matt. 6:29). All these are types and examples and images of the reward that 
the redeemed will receive at the resurrection; for to all devout souls - that is to say, to all true Christians - it is in the 
first month, which is April, that the power of the resurrection is revealed. In the words of Holy Scripture, ‘This 
month .. . will be to you the first among the months of the year’ (Exod. 12:2). This month will clothe the naked trees 
with the glory previously hidden within them. And so, too, will the bodies of the righteous be glorified through the 
ineffable light - the power of the Spirit-that is already present within them; and this will be to them clothing, food, 
drink, exultation, joy, peace and, crowning all, life eternal.  
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62. Through the glory of the Spirit that shone from his face in such a way that no one could look at it (cf. Exod. 
54:30-31), Moses showed how in the resurrection of the righteous their bodies will be glorified with the glory that 
their souls already possess inwardly during this present life. For, as St Paul says, ‘with unveiled face’ - that is to say, 
inwardly - ‘we reflect as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, and are transfigured into the same image from glory to 
glory’ (2 Cor. 3:18). In this connection, too, it is said that Moses did not eat or drink for forty days and forty nights 
(cf. Exod. 34:28), something that human nature cannot accomplish unless nourished by spiritual food. Such is the 
food that the souls of the saints already during this present life receive from the Spirit.  

63. The glory that in the present life enriches the souls of the saints will cover and enfold their naked bodies at the 
resurrection and will carry them to heaven. Then with body and soul the saints will rest with God in the kingdom for 
ever. For God, when He created Adam, did not give him bodily wings, as He gave to the birds: His purpose was to 
confer the wings of the Spirit on him at the resurrection, so that he might be lifted up by them and carried wherever 
the Spirit desired. Such spiritual wings are given to the souls of the saints in this present life, so that their 
understanding may be raised by them to the spiritual realm. For the world of the Christians is a different world, with 
different garments, different food and a different form of enjoyment. We know that when Christ comes from heaven 
to resurrect all those who have died during the present age. He will divide them into two groups (cf. Matt. 25:31-33). 
Those who bear His sign, which is the seal of the Holy Spirit, He will set at His right hand, saying: ‘My sheep, when 
they hear My voice, recognize Me’ (cf. John 10:14). Then He will envelop their bodies with the divine glory that, 
through their good works and the Spirit,  
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their souls have already received in the present life. Thus glorified by the divine light and caught up into the heavens 
to meet the Lord, they will always be with Him (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17-18). 

64. Those who intend to fulfill the Christian way of life to the best of their ability must first devote all their 
attention to the rational, discriminative and directing aspect of the soul. Per-fecting in this way their discrimination 
between good and evil, and defending the purity of their nature against the attacks of the passions that are contrary 
to nature, they go forward without stumbling, guided by the eye of discrimination and not embroiled with the 
impulses of evil. For the soul’s will is able to preserve the body free from the vitiation of the senses, to keep the soul 
away from worldly distraction, and to guard the heart from scattering its thoughts into the world, completely walling 



them in and holding them back from base concerns and pleasures. Whenever the Lord sees someone acting in this 
manner, perfecting and guarding himself, disposed to serve Him with fear and trembling. He extends to him the 
assistance of His grace. But what will God do for the person who willingly gives himself up to the world and 
pursues its pleasures?  

65. The five watchful virgins who bore in the vessels of their hearts the oil that was not inherent in their nature - 
for it is the grace of the Holy Spirit - were able to enter with the bridegroom into the bridal-chamber. But the other 
foolish and sinful virgins, who remained fixed in their own nature, did not practice watchfulness, nor did they think 
it important to receive this oil of joyfulness in their hearts, for they still walked according to the flesh. On the 
contrary, in their negligence, slothfulness and self-righteousness, they were as though asleep, and for this reason 
they were shut out from the bridal-chamber of the kingdom (cf. Matt. 25:1-13). It is clear that they were held back 
by some kind of bond and amity with the world, inasmuch as they could not offer all their love and longing to the 
celestial bridegroom. For souls aspiring to acquire the sanctifying power of the Spirit that is not intrinsic to human 
nature direct all their love towards Christ: they walk, pray, think and meditate in Christ, and they turn away from 
everything else. And if the soul’s five senses -understanding, spiritual knowledge, discrimination, patient endurance 
and compassion - receive the grace and sanctification of the Spirit, they will in truth be wise virgins; but if they are 
left imprisoned in their own nature then they are indeed foolish virgin-children of the world and subject to the wrath 
of God.  
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66. Evil is foreign to our nature; but, given admittance by us through the transgression of the first man, it has with 
time become as though natural to us. Yet through the celestial gift of the Spirit, that is also foreign to our nature, this 
nature can once more be completely purged of evil and we can be restored to our original purity. But unless this 
comes about as the result of great supplication, faith and attentiveness, and by our turning away from the things of 
the world; and unless our nature, denied as it is by evil, is sanctified by the love that is the Lord, and we continue 
unfailingly to apply ourselves to His divine commandments, we cannot attain the kingdom of Heaven.  

67. I wish to elucidate, so far as I can, a subject that is as subtle as it is profound. The infinite and bodiless Lord, 
who is beyond being, in His infinite bounty embodies and, so to say, reduces Himself so that He can commingle 
with the intelligible beings that He has created-with, that is, the souls of saints and of angels - thereby making it 
possible for them to participate in the immortal life of His own divinity. Now each thing - whether angel, soul or 
demon - is, in conformity with its own nature, a body. No matter how subtle it may be, each thing possesses a body 
whose subtlety in substance, form and image corresponds to the subtlety of its own nature. In the case of human 
beings the soul, which is a subtle body, has enveloped and clothed itself in the members of our visible body, which 



is gross in substance. It has clothed itself in the eye, through which it sees; in the ear, through which it hears; in the 
hand, the nose. In short, the soul has clothed itself in the whole visible body and all its members, becoming 
commingled with them, and through them accomplishing everything it does in this life. In the same way, in His 
unutterable and inconceivable bounty Christ reduces and embodies Himself, commingling with and embracing the 
soul that aspires to Him with faith and love and, as St Paul puts it (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17), becoming one spirit with it, His 
soul united with our soul and His Person with our person. Thus such a soul lives and has its being in His divinity, 
attaining immortal life and delighting in incorruptible pleasure and inexpressible glory.  

68. In a soul of this kind the Lord when He wills is fire, consuming every sinful and alien thing in it, in 
accordance with the words, ‘Our God is a consuming fire’ (Deut. 4:24); at other times He is repose, wondrous and 
indescribable; or else joy and peace, cherishing and embracing it. Only it must aspire to Him with love and devote 
itself  
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to holy ways of life, and then through direct experience, with its own perception, it will see itself partaking of 
unutterable blessings that ‘the eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and man’s heart has not grasped’ (1 Cor. 
2:9). For to the soul that proves itself worthy of Him the Spirit of the Lord is now repose, now intense joy, now 
delight and life. Just as He embodies Himself in spiritual food, so He embodies Himself in indescribable raiment and 
beauty, so that He fills the soul with spiritual gladness. As He Himself said: ‘I am the bread of life’ (John 6:35); and: 
‘If anyone drinks of the water that I give him ... it will be in him a spring of water welling up for eternal life’ (John 
4:14).  

69. Hence God was seen by each priest and saint as He willed and as was most profitable to the beholder. Thus He 
was seen in one way by Abraham, in another by Isaac, in another by Jacob, in another by Noah, by Daniel, by 
Moses, by David and by each of the prophets. He reduced and embodied Himself, giving Himself a different form 
and appearing to those who loved Him, not as He is in Himself-for He is beyond man’s grasp - but according to their 
capacity and strength; and He did this because of the great, incomprehensible love that He had for them.  

70. The soul found worthy to be the dwelling-place of supernal power, and whose members are commingled with 
that divine fire and with the celestial love of the Holy Spirit, is set free completely from all worldly love. Iron or 
lead, or gold and silver, melts when put into fire, and its natural solidity is softened, so that it is malleable and pliant 
so long as it is in the fire. Similarly, once the soul has received the celestial fire of the love of the Spirit, it renounces 
every attachment to the spirit of this world, breaks free from the bonds of evil, loses the natural obduracy of sin, and 
regards all worldly things as of no account. So much is this the case that should a soul, conquered by such love, find 
that certain brothers who are very dear to it impede its dedication to that love, then it will withdraw its affection 
from them. Nuptial love separates one from the love of father and mother, sister and brother, and any love one may 



bear them will be slight, since one’s whole heart and desire are directed towards one’s spouse. If earthly love 
dissolves all other worldly affection in this way, those wounded by that dispassionate longing will not be held back 
in the least by the love of anything worldly.  

71. Being bountiful and full of love. God awaits with great patience the repentance of every sinner, and He 
celebrates the return of the sinner with celestial rejoicing; as He Himself says, ‘There is joy in  
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heaven over one sinner who repents’ (cf. Luke 15:7,10). But when someone sees this generosity and patience, and 
how God awaits repentance and so does not punish sins one by one, he may neglect the commandment and make 
such generosity an excuse for indifference, adding sin to sin, offence to offence, laziness to laziness. In this way he 
will reach the furthest limits of sin, and fall into such transgression that he is not able to recover himself. On the 
contrary, sinking into the lowest depths and finally committing himself to the devil, he destroys himself. That is 
what happened to the people of Sodom: reaching and even going beyond the furthest limits of sin - for not a single 
spark of repentance was to be found among them - they were consumed by the fire of divine justice (cf. Gen. 19:1-
28). It also happened in the time of Noah: people had surrendered so unrestrainedly to the impulses to evil, piling up 
such a load of sin on themselves and showing not the least sign of repentance, that the whole earth became corrupt 
(cf. Gen. 6:5). Similarly, God was bountiful to the Egyptians, although they had sinned greatly and had maltreated 
His people: He did not hand them over to total destruction, but through gradual chastisement He induced them to 
repent. Yet when they lapsed and returned enthusiastically to their evil ways and to their original disbelief, finally 
even pursuing the Lord’s people as they departed from Egypt, divine justice destroyed them completely (cf. Exod. 
14:23-28). God also showed His habitual forbearance towards the people of Israel, although they too had sinned 
greatly and had killed His prophets. Yet when they became so committed to evil that they did not respect even the 
royal dignity of His Son, but laid murderous hands upon Him, they were utterly rejected and cast aside: prophecy, 
priesthood and service were taken from them and were entrusted to the Gentiles who believed (cf. Matt. 21:33-43). 

72. Let us draw near eagerly to Christ who summons us, surrendering our hearts to Him, and let us not despair of 
our salvation, deliberately giving ourselves over to evil. For it is a trick of the devil to lead us to despair by 
reminding us of our past sins. We must realize that if Christ when on earth healed and restored the blind, the 
paralyzed and the dumb, and raised the dead that were already in a state of decomposition, how much more will He 
heal blindness of mind, paralysis of soul, and dumbness of the dissolute heart. For He who created the body also 
created the soul. And if He  
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was so bounteous and merciful to what is mortal and disintegrates, how much more compassionate and healing will 
He not be to the immortal soul, overpowered by the sickness of evil and ignorance, when it turns to Him and asks 
Him for help? For it is He who said: ‘Will not My heavenly Father vindicate those who call to Him night and day? 
Yes, I assure you, He will vindicate them swiftly’ (cf. Luke 18:7-8); and: ‘Ask and it will be given to you, seek; and 
you will find, knock and it will be opened to you’ (Matt. 7:7); and again: ‘If he will not give to him out of 
friendship, yet on account of his persistence he will get up and give him what he needs’ (cf. Luke 11:8). Moreover, 
He came so that sinners should turn back to Him (cf. Matt. 9:13). Only let us devote ourselves to the Lord, rejecting 
in so far as we can our evil prepossessions; and He will not overlook us, but will be ready to offer us His help.  

73. When a person is so sick and weak that his body cannot accept food and drink, he is reduced to despair and 
becomes a living image of death, and his friends and relatives mourn over him. Similarly, God and the angels mourn 
and are full of sorrow for souls incapable of absorbing celestial nourishment. But if you become God’s throne and 
He Himself takes His seat on it; if your whole soul is a spiritual eye, all light; if you nourish yourself on the 
sustenance of the Spirit and drink living water and the spiritual wine that rejoices the heart (cf. Ps. 104:15); if you 
clothe your soul in ineffable light - if inwardly you attain experience and full assurance of all these things, then you 
will live the truly eternal life, reposing in Christ while still in this present world. If you have not yet attained this 
state or have not started to acquire it, you should weep bitterly and lament because you still do not as yet possess 
such riches; and you should constantly be mindful of your poverty and should pray because of it. But even the man 
who has attained this state should still be aware of his dearth lest, as though sated with divine riches, he becomes 
negligent. As the Lord says, he who seeks will find and to him who knocks it will be opened (cf. Matt. 7:8).  

74. If the oil formed from different spices (cf. Exod. 30:23-25) had such power that those anointed with it attained 
a royal status (cf. 1 Sam. 10:1; 16:13), will not those whose intellect and inner being are anointed with the 
sanctifying oil of gladness (cf. Ps. 45:7), and who have received the pledge of the Holy Spirit, even more surely 
attain the realm of perfection - that is to say, Christ’s kingdom and  

 

[V3] 318 
St  Symeon  Metaphrastis 

Paraphrase  of  the  Homilies 
of 

St  Makarios  of  Egypt  



IV  
The Raising of the Intellect 

adoption by Him - and become the King’s companions, entering and leaving the Father’s presence as they wish? 
Even if they have not yet entered totally into their inheritance, being still burdened with the weight of the flesh, yet 
through the pledge of the Spirit they will be fully assured of the things for which they hope, and will not have any 
doubt that they will reign with Christ and will enjoy the supra-abundant fullness of the Spirit: though still clothed in 
the flesh, they have had direct experience of that power and that pleasure. For grace, once it has been conferred as a 
result of the purification of the intellect and the inner being, completely removes the veil in which man was wrapped 
by Satan after the fall, expelling every defilement and every sordid thought from the soul. Its aim is to cleanse the 
soul, so enabling it to recover its original nature and to contemplate the glory of the true light with clear, unimpeded 
eyes. Once this is achieved, man is here and now raised to the eternal world and perceives its beauty and its wonder. 
Just as the physical eye, as long as it is sound and healthy, gazes confidently at the sun’s rays, so such a man, his 
intellect illumined and purified, always contemplates the never-setting light of the Lord. 

75. It is not easy for men to reach this level. It requires much toil, struggle and suffering. In many, although grace 
is active, evil is still present together with it, lying hidden: the two spirits, that of light and that of darkness, are at 
work in the same heart. Naturally, you will ask what communion light can have with darkness, or what concord can 
God’s temple have with idols (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14,16). I will answer you with the same words: what communion can 
light have with darkness? Pure and unsullied as it is, in what way is the divine light darkened, obscured or sullied? 
The light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not grasp it’ (John 1:5). Thus things must not be interpreted in 
isolation or in a single way. Some repose in God’s grace only for as long as they can keep a hold over themselves 
and can avoid being vanquished by the sinfulness dwelling within them: for a time they can pray diligently and are 
at rest, but then unclean thoughts become active within them and they are taken captive by sin, which in their case 
clearly coexists with grace. Those who are superficial, and who have not yet grasped the precise degree to which 
divine energy is active in them, think they have been delivered once and for all from sin; but those who are 
intelligent and possess discrimination would not deny that, though God’s grace dwells  

 

[V3] 319 
St  Symeon  Metaphrastis 

Paraphrase  of  the  Homilies 
of 

St  Makarios  of  Egypt  

IV  
The Raising of the Intellect  

within them, they may also be harassed by shameful and unnatural thoughts. 

76. We have often known brethren who have enjoyed such richness of grace that all sinful desire has completely 
dried up and been extinguished in them for five or six years. Then, just when they thought they had reached a haven 



and found peace, evil has leapt upon them as though from an ambush so savagely and with such hostility that they 
have been thrown into confusion and doubt. No one, therefore, who possesses understanding would dare to say that 
once grace dwells in him he is thereafter free from sin. As we said, both grace and sin may be active in the same 
intellect, even if the gullible and ignorant, after having had some slight spiritual experience, claim that they have 
already won the battle. This, in my opinion, is how things are: dark air or mist suddenly rising may obscure the sun’s 
light even when it is shining brightly; in a similar manner those who, although enjoying God’s grace, have not yet 
been completely purified and in their depths are still under the sway of sin, may also be suddenly overcome by 
darkness. Truly, it needs great discrimination to perceive these things in one’s actual experience in a foolproof way.  

77. Just as it is impossible for a person without eyes, tongue, ears and feet, to see, talk, hear or walk, so also it is 
impossible to commune in the divine mysteries, know God’s wisdom or be enriched by the Spirit, without God’s 
help and the energy He gives. The Greek sages were trained in the use of words and engaged spiritedly in verbal 
battles. The servants of God, even if they lack skill in argument, are familiar in every way with divine knowledge 
and God’s grace.  

78. I am convinced that not even the apostles, although filled with the Holy Spirit, were therefore completely free 
from anxiety. In addition to exultation and inexpressible joy they also felt a certain fear, prompted, to be sure, not 
from the side of evil but by grace itself; for grace was so securely established within them that they could not in fact 
deviate at all from the right path. And just as a child by throwing a small pebble does no real harm to a wall, or as a 
feeble arrow can damage a strong breastplate only very slightly, so even if some evil thing assailed them, the attack 
proved to be utterly ineffectual and vain, since they were well protected by the power of Christ. Yet even though 
they were perfect they still possessed their free will; contrary to the stupid view expressed by some, the advent  
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of grace does not mean immediate deliverance from anxiety. The Lord asks even from the perfect that the soul’s will 
should serve the Spirit, so that the two come together. ‘Do not quench the Spirit’, says St Paul (1 Thess. 5:19). 

79. To explain things in superficial terms is not difficult or troublesome. For example, it is easy for anyone to say 
that this loaf is made from wheat; yet to expound stage by stage how bread is made lies within the competence not 
of everyone but only of those with experience. Similarly, it is easy to speak superficially about dispassion and 
perfection; but the stages by which they are achieved can be truly understood only by those who have attained them 
in their actual experience.  

80. Those who hold forth about spiritual realities without having tasted and experienced them are like a man 
traversing an empty and arid plain at high noon on a summer’s day: in his great and burning thirst he imagines that 



there is a cool spring close at hand, full of sweet clear water, and that there is nothing to prevent him from drinking 
it to his heart’s content. Or they are like a man who, without having tasted a drop of honey, tries to explain to others 
what its sweetness is like. Such indeed are those who try to introduce others to perfection, sanctity and dispassion 
without having learnt about these things through their own efforts and direct experience. And had God given them 
even a slight awareness of the things about which they speak, they would at all events see that the truth about them 
differs greatly from the explanation that they give. Christianity is liable to be misconstrued little by little in this way, 
and so turned into atheism. But in reality Christianity is like food and drink: the more a man tastes it, the more he 
longs for it, until his intellect becomes insatiable and uncontrollable. It is as if one were to offer to a thirsty person a 
sweet drink such that he would want, not simply to slake his thirst, but to go on drinking more and more because of 
the pleasure it gave him. These things are not to be understood merely in a theoretical way; they must be achieved 
within the intellect in a mysterious manner through the activity of the Holy Spirit, and only then can they be spoken 
about.  

81. The Gospel commands everyone categorically to do this or not to do that, thus enabling us to become friends 
of the loving King. ‘Do not be angry’, it says (cf. Matt. 5:22), and, ‘Do not lust’ (cf. Matt. 5:28); and, ‘If someone 
strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other cheek as well’ (Matt. 5:39). St Paul, following closely in   
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the steps of these commandments, teaches how the actual work of purification should take place stage by stage, 
patiently and with long-suffering: first he nourishes the uninstructed with milk (cf. 1 Cor. 3:1-2), next he brings 
them to maturity (cf. Eph. 4:14-15), and then to perfection (cf. Heb. 5:12-14). In this way the Gospel forms as it 
were a complete woolen garment, while St Paul explains clearly how the wool for this garment is to be carded, 
woven and made up. 

82. There are some who have desisted from outward unchastity, fraud, greed and similar iniquity and who on this 
account regard themselves as saints, when in fact they are far from being true saints. For evil frequently dwells in 
the intellects of such people, thriving there and creeping around; and after it has destroyed them it leaves them and 
goes on its way. The saint is he who is sanctified and totally purified in his inner being. One of the brethren was 
praying with others when he was seized and taken captive by the divine power, and he saw the heavenly Jerusalem 
and the resplendent dwelling-places there and the boundless and ineffable light. Then he heard a voice saying that 
this was the place of repose for the righteous. After this, he became very conceited and full of presumption, and fell 
deeply into sin and was overcome by many evils. If such a man fell, how can anyone say that because he fasts, lives 
in voluntary exile, gives away all his property and desists from all outward sins, there is nothing wanting for him to 
be a saint? For perfection consists not in abstention from outward sins but in the total cleansing of the mind.  



83. Understanding these things, enter within yourself by keeping watch over your thoughts, and scrutinize closely 
your intellect, captive and slave to sin as it is. Then discover, still more deeply within you than this, the serpent that 
nestles in the inner chambers of your soul and destroys you by attacking the most sensitive aspects of your soul. For 
truly the heart is an immeasurable abyss. If you have destroyed that serpent, have cleansed yourself of all inner 
lawlessness, and have expelled sin, you may boast in God of your purity; but if not, you should humble yourself 
because you are still a sinner and in need, and ask Christ to come to you on account of your secret sins. The whole 
Old and New Testament speaks of purity, and everyone, whether Jew or Greek, should long for purity even though 
not all can attain it. Purity of heart can be brought about only by Jesus; for He is authentic and absolute Truth, and 
without this Truth it is impossible to know the truth or to achieve salvation.  
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84. Having outwardly renounced visible things and given away your goods, you must in the same way also 

renounce your inner prepossessions and attitudes. If you have acquired worldly wisdom or material knowledge, you 
must reject it. If you have put your trust in earthly privileges, give them up, humbling and belittling yourself. In this 
way you can discover what St Paul meant by the ‘folly’ of the Gospel; for in this folly you will find true wisdom, 
which resides not in fine words but in the power of the Cross that is active as an actual reality in those found worthy 
to achieve such wisdom. As St Paul says, Christ’s Cross is ‘a stumbling-block to the Jews and folly to the Greeks, 
but to those who are saved it is God’s power and wisdom’ (cf. 1 Cor. 1:21-24).  

85. Even if you have tasted things celestial and partaken of divine wisdom, and your soul is at rest, do not exalt 
yourself or grow overconfident, thinking that you have already reached your goal and understand all truth, lest St 
Paul’s words also apply to you: ‘You are sated already, you are already rich, you have reigned as kings without us. 
Would that you did reign, so that we could reign with you’ (1 Cor. 4:8). Even if you have been given some taste, 
regard yourself as still not yet a Christian; and do not just think this superficially, but let it be as though planted and 
established permanently in your mind.  

86. A lover of riches is never satisfied, no matter how many possessions he accumulates, but the more he acquires 
daily, the more his appetite increases; and a person forcibly pulled away from a stream of pure water before he has 
quenched his thirst feels even more thirsty. In a similar way, once one has experienced the taste of God, one can 
never be satisfied or have enough of it, but however much one is enriched by this wealth one still feels oneself to be 
poor, Christians do not set great store by their own lives, but regard themselves rather as rightly set at nought by 
God and as everyone’s  
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servants. God rejoices greatly at this, and takes His repose in the soul because of its humility. If therefore you attain 
something or are enriched, do not on this account presume you are something or have something. Presumption is an 
abomination to the Lord, and it was this that originally expelled man from paradise when he heard the serpent say, 
‘You will be like gods’ (Gen. 3:5), and put his trust in this vain hope. Have you not learnt how your God and King, 
and the very Son of God, emptied Himself and took on the form of a slave (cf. Phil. 2:7)? How He became poor, 
was ranked among criminals, and suffered? If this is what happened to God, do you think that man, formed of flesh 
and blood, who is but earth and ashes, totally without goodness and wholly depraved, has reason to be proud and 
boastful? If you have understanding you will recognize that even what you have received from God is not your 
own, since you were given it by another; and should He think fit, it will certainly be taken away from you again. 
Attribute, therefore, every blessing to God and every evil to your own weakness.  

 87. That treasure which St Paul said we hold in pots of clay (cf. 2 Cor. 4:7) is the sanctifying power of the Spirit 
which while still in the flesh he was enabled to receive. Again St Paul says:’... who has been made by God our 
wisdom, righteousness, sanctification and redemption’ (1 Cor. 1:30). He who finds and possesses this supernal 
treasure of the Spirit can accomplish all righteous acts and works prescribed by the commandments, not only in 
purity and faultlessly, but also without any suffering or exertion, whereas before he was far from accomplishing 
them in such a painless way. For no one, however he tries, can truly cultivate spiritual fruits before participating in 
the Holy Spirit But everyone should put pressure on himself, striving to advance with endurance and faith, and 
fervently beseeching Christ that he may acquire this heavenly treasure; for in it and through it he can accomplish, as 
was said, every righteous act in purity and perfectly, without toil or distress.  

88. Whenever those who possess in themselves the divine riches of the Spirit take part in spiritual discussion, they 
draw as it were on their inner treasure-house and share their wealth with their hearers. Those, however, who do not 
have stored in the .sanctuary of their heart the treasure from which springs forth the bounty of divine thoughts, 
mysteries and inspired words, but who cull what they say from the Scriptures, speak merely from the tip of the 
tongue; or if  

 

[V3] 324 
St  Symeon  Metaphrastis 

Paraphrase  of  the  Homilies 
of 



St  Makarios  of  Egypt 
v 

Love  
they have listened to spiritual men, they preen themselves with what others have said, putting it forward as though it 
were their own and claiming interest on someone else's capital. Their listeners can enjoy what they say without great 
effort, but they themselves, when they have finished speaking, prove to be like paupers. For they have simply 
repeated what they have taken from others, without acquiring treasures of their own from which they could first 
derive pleasure themselves and which they could then communicate profitably to others. For this reason we must 
first ask God that these true riches may dwell within us, and then we can readily benefit others and speak to them of 
spiritual matters and divine mysteries. For God's goodness delights to dwell in every believer. As Christ said: 'He 
who loves Me will be loved by My Father; and I will love him and disclose Myself to him' (John 14:21); and again: 
'I and My Father will come to him, and take up Our abode with him' (John 14:23).  

89. Those who are privileged to become children of God and to have Christ shining forth within them are guided 
by varied and differing qualities of the Spirit, and are cherished by grace in the secret places of the heart. The 
seeming joys of the world arc not to be compared with the experience of divine grace in the soul. Those who share 
in this grace are sometimes filled with an inexpressible and nameless joy and exultation, as if they were at some 
royal banquet; sometimes they feel like bride and bridegroom delighting together spiritually; and sometimes like 
bodiless angels, since the body has become so weightless and light that it seems that they are not clothed with it. 
Sometimes it seems that they are in some realm greatly rejoicing and drunk with the inexpressible drunkenness of 
the mysteries of the Spirit; and then at other times they are full of grief, weeping and lamenting as they intercede for 
man's salvation. For, burning with the divine love of the Spirit for all men, they take into themselves the grief of all 
Adam; and sometimes they are kindled by the Spirit with such untold love and delight that, were it at all possible, 
they would clasp everyone to their breast, not making any distinction between who is good and who is bad; and 
sometimes they so disparage themselves that they regard themselves as the least of all men. Now they are consumed 
with unutterable spiritual joy; and now, like some mighty warrior donning royal armor, marching to war and putting 
the enemy to flight, they arm themselves with the weapons of the Spirit, attack their invisible enemies and tread 
them  
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underfoot. Now they are embraced by great tranquility and stillness, peace nourishes them and they experience great 



delight; and now they acquire understanding, divine wisdom and unsearchable spiritual knowledge. In short, it is 
impossible to describe the grace of Christ by which they are illumined. At other times they can appear to be like any 
ordinary person. Divine grace, taking in them many different forms, teaches and disciplines the soul so as to present 
it perfect, pure and spotless to the heavenly Father.  

90. All these workings of the Spirit are characteristic of those at a high level and very close to perfection. For 
these manifold blessings of grace are variously but unceasingly made active in such people by the Spirit, one 
spiritual energy succeeding another. When the soul attains spiritual perfection, totally purged of all the passions and 
wholly united and commingled with the Holy Spirit, the Intercessor, in ineffable communion, then through this 
commingling with the Spirit the soul is itself enabled to become spirit: it becomes all light, all spirit, all joy, repose, 
exultation, all love, all tenderness, all goodness and kindness. It is as though it had been swallowed up in the virtues 
belonging to the power of the Holy Spirit as a stone in the depths of the sea is surrounded by water. Totally united in 
this way to the Holy Spirit, such people are assimilated to Christ Himself, maintaining the virtues of the Spirit 
immutable in themselves and revealing their fruits to all. Since through the Spirit they have been made inwardly 
spotless and pure in heart, it is impossible for them to produce outwardly the fruits of evil: always and through all 
things the fruits of the Spirit will be manifest in them. Such is the state of spiritual perfection, such the fullness of 
Christ that St Paul exhorts us to attain when he says: '… so that you may be filled with the whole fullness of Christ' 
(cf. Eph. 3:19); and again: '... until we all attain to a perfect man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ' (Eph. 4:13).  

91. There are times when, simply after kneeling down, we find our heart filled with divine energy and our soul 
delights in the Lord as a bride with the bridegroom: in Isaiah's words, 'As the bridegroom delights in the bride, so 
will the Lord delight in you' (Isa. 62:5. LXX). A man may be occupied throughout the day, and devote himself for 
but a single hour to prayer, and still be carried away inwardly by it, entering into the infinite depths of the other 
world. He experiences then an ineffable and measureless delight; his intellect, wholly suspended and ravished, is 
overwhelmed, and during the time  
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he is in this state he is mindless of every worldly concern. For his thoughts are filled, as we said, with numberless 
incomprehensible realities and are taken captive by them. In that hour his soul through prayer becomes one with his 
prayer and is carried away with it.  

92. If it is asked whether it is possible for such a person always to be in this state, it should be said that he is never 
without grace; it is rooted and established in him as though it were part of his nature. Although single, it adapts itself 
in many ways, according to what is most profitable for him. Sometimes its fire burns in him strongly, sometimes 



faintly; and its light sometimes shines brightly and sometimes diminishes and wanes, always as God wills, even 
though the lamp itself burns inextinguishably. When it shines more vividly, then the man himself appears even more 
intoxicated with God's love. Sometimes the fire that bums unceasingly in the heart manifests itself with a more 
inward and deeper light, so that the whole man, swallowed up by this sweetness and vision, is no longer in himself, 
but seems to the world like an uncouth fool because of the overpowering love and delight that floods his soul, and 
because of the deep mysteries which he has been privileged to share. It often happens at such a time that he attains 
the measure of perfection and is free and secure from all sinfulness. Afterwards, grace contracts in a certain manner, 
and the veil of the contrary power spreads itself over him. 

93. Grace operates in the following way. Suppose that a person attains perfection on ascending to the twelfth step. 
You reach this level and remain there for a time; but grace again withdraws, so you go down one step, and stand on 
the eleventh. The wonders of the higher step have been revealed to you, and you have had experience of them. But if 
you had remained on that step for ever, it would not have been possible for you to submit to the charge and burden 
of teaching; you would not have been able to hear or speak anything, or to concern yourself with the least thing, but 
could only have lain in some comer, enraptured and intoxicated. You were not allowed to remain on that final step 
so that you would have time to devote to the care and instruction of the brethren. 

94. If on hearing about the kingdom of heaven we are brought to tears, do not let us be content with these tears, or 
think that we hear well with our ears or see well with our eyes, and that we need nothing further. For there are other 
ears, other eyes, other tears, just as there is another mind and another soul. I am referring to the divine  
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and heavenly Spirit, that hears and weeps, prays and knows, and that truly carries out God's will. When the Lord 
promised the great gift of the Spirit to the apostles, He said: 'I am going; but the Intercessor, the Holy Spirit whom 
the Father will send in My name, will teach you everything' (John 14:26); and: 'I still have much to tell you, but its 
burden is more than you can bear now. When, however, He who is the Spirit of truth comes. He will guide you into 
all the truth' (John 16:12-13). He, therefore, will pray, and He will weep. For, as St Paul says, 'we do not know what 
to pray for as we should; but the Spirit Himself makes intercession for us with cries that cannot be uttered' (Rom. 
8:26). God's will is clear only to the Spirit. Again, as St Paul says: 'No one but the Spirit of God knows about the 
things of God' (1 Cor. 2:11). When, as promised, on the day of Pentecost the Paraclete made Himself present and the 
power of the Holy Spirit came to dwell in the souls of the apostles, the veil of sinfulness was once and for all 
removed from them, their passions were annulled and the eyes of their heart were opened. Henceforth they were 
filled with wisdom and made perfect by the Spirit: through Him they knew how to carry out God's will, and through 
Him they were initiated into all truth, for He directed and reigned in their souls. Thus, when we are brought to tears 



on hearing God's word, let us entreat Christ with unwavering faith and in the expectation that the Spirit, who truly 
hears and prays according to God's will and purpose, will indeed come to us. 

95. There is a certain cloud-like power, fine as air, that lightly covers the intellect; and even though the lamp of 
grace always burns and shines in a man, as we said, yet this power covers its light like a veil in such a way that he is 
forced to confess that he is not perfect or wholly free from sin, but is, so to speak, both free and not free. This, 
certainly, does not happen without God's assent but is, on the contrary, in accordance with divine providence. 
Sometimes the dividing wall (cf. Eph. 2:14) is loosened and shattered, sometimes it is not entirely broken down. Nor 
is prayer always equally effective: sometimes grace is kindled more brightly, confers greater blessings, and refreshes 
more fully, and sometimes it is duller and less strong, as grace itself ordains according to what is of most profit to 
the person concerned. At certain times I have attained the level of perfection and have tasted and experienced the 
age to be; but never yet have I known any Christian who is perfect or absolutely free. Even if one  
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finds refreshment in grace and is enabled to share in mysteries and revelations, and experiences the great sweetness 
of grace, sin still dwells within one. Those who because of surpassing grace and the light that shines within them 
think that they are perfect and free do so from lack of experience. As 1 have said, I have never yet encountered 
anyone who was absolutely free; but, having at certain times partially attained that level of which I have spoken, I 
know from experience what the perfected man is. 

96. Whenever you hear about the communion of bridegroom and bride, about dancing, music and feasting, do not 
take these things in a material or worldly manner: they are spoken of simply by way of illustration, as a 
condescension to our understanding. For the things they denote are spiritual and inexpressible, indiscernible to 
corporeal eyes, and these illustrations help holy and faithful souls to perceive what is meant. The communion itself 
of the Holy Spirit, celestial treasures, the dances and festivals of the angels-these things are clear only to those who 
have experience of them; to the uninitiated they are totally beyond comprehension. Thus you must listen with 
reverence to what is said about them, until through faith you are enabled to attain them; then you will know, with the 
actual experience of the soul's eyes, in what blessings and mysteries the souls of Christians can share even during 
this present life. When in the resurrection their body becomes spiritual, it too is enabled to attain, behold and, so to 
speak, grasp these things.  

97. When our soul's own intrinsic qualities and fruits-prayer, love, faith, vigilance, fasting and the other 
expressions of the virtues-mingle and commune in the fellowship of the Spirit, they effuse a rich perfume, like 
burning incense. At the same time it then becomes easy for us to live in accordance with God's will, whereas without 
the Holy Spirit this is impossible, as we have already said. Before a woman is married she acts in accordance with 



her own will and desires; but once married she lives under the direction of her husband, abandoning her self-will. 
Similarly the soul has its own will, and its own laws and activities; but when it becomes worthy of uniting with 
Christ the heavenly bridegroom, it submits to His law and is obedient no longer to its own will but to that of Christ.  

98. The wedding garment about which Christ speaks (cf. Matt. 22:11-12) signifies the grace of the Holy Spirit: 
the man who is not  
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worthy of wearing it has no part in the celestial marriage and in the spiritual wedding-feast.  

99. We should eagerly drink spiritual wine and become drunk with a sober-minded drunkenness so that, just as 
those glutted with ordinary wine become more talkative, we too, brim-full with this spiritual wine, may speak of the 
divine mysteries. Thy cup has made me drunk as with the strongest wine', says the psalmist (Ps. 23:5. LXX).  

100. The soul that is 'poor in spirit' (Matt. 5:3) is aware of its own wounds, perceives the encompassing darkness 
of the passions, and always calls upon the Lord for deliverance. It endures suffering, and does not delight in any of 
the good things of this world, but seeks out only the good doctor and entrusts itself to His treatment. How can the 
wounded soul become fair and seemly, and fit to live with Christ, except by truly recognizing its wounds and 
poverty and by recovering the state in which it was originally created? If it does not take pleasure in the wounds and 
weals of the passions, or defend its faults, the Lord will not call it to account for these things, but will come and heal 
it, restoring its dispassion and its incorruptible beauty. Only it must not deliberately associate with past acts of 
passion or give its consent to the passions that are still active within it; but with all its strength it must call upon the 
Lord, so that through His Holy Spirit it may be granted liberation from all the passions. Such is the soul that is called 
blessed; but alas for the soul that is unaware of its wounds and that in its endless sinfulness and obduracy does not 
think that it has anything evil within it: the good doctor will not visit it or heal it, since it does not seek Him out or 
have any concern for its wounds, because it thinks it is well and in good health. As the Lord said: 'It is not the 
healthy that need a doctor, but the sick' (Matt. 9:12).  

101. Truly blessed and zealous for life and for surpassing joy are those who through fervent faith and virtuous 
conduct receive consciously and experientially the knowledge of the celestial mysteries of the Spirit and whose 
citizenship is in heaven (cf. Phil. 3:20). Clearly they excel all other men; for who among the powerful or the wise or 
the prudent could ascend to heaven while still on earth, and perform spiritual works there and have sight of the 
beauty of the Spirit? Such a person may appear poor, utterly poor, may be regarded as nothing and be totally 
unrecognized by his neighbors; but falling on his face before the Lord he rises to heaven under the guidance of  
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the Spirit and with assurance of soul, delighting in his mind with its wonders, occupying himself there, living there, 
having his citizenship there, as St Paul puts it. For he says: 'Our citizenship is in heaven' (Phil. 3:20); and he also 
says: 'The eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and man's heart has not grasped the things that God has 
prepared for those who love Him. But God has revealed them to us through His Spirit' (1 Cor. 2:9-10). These are the 
truly wise and powerful, these are the noble and the prudent.  

102. Even apart from these celestial gifts distinguishing the saints from other living people, there are further ways 
of recognizing their superiority. For instance, Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, summoned to him all the peoples 
to worship the image that he had set up (cf. Dan. 3:1-30). But God in His wisdom so disposed things that the virtue 
of three children should be made known to everyone and should teach everyone that there is one true God, who 
dwells in the heavens. Three children, captive and deprived of their liberty, spoke out boldly before him; and while 
everyone else, in great fear, worshipped the image, and even if not convinced did not dare to say anything, but was 
virtually speechless, like beasts dragged along by the nose, these children behaved very differently. They did not 
want their refusal to worship the image to go unrecognized or to escape notice, but they declared in the hearing of 
all: 'We do not worship your gods, 0 king, nor will we bow down before the golden image that you have set up.' Yet 
the terrible furnace into which they were cast as punishment was not a furnace for them and did not manifest its 
normal function; but as if reverencing the children it kept them free from harm. And everyone, including the king 
himself, through them recognized the true God. Not only those on earth, but the angelic choirs themselves were 
amazed at these children. For the angels are not absent when the saints perform their acts of courage, but keep them 
company, as St Paul confirms when he says: 'We have become a spectacle... to angels and men' (1 Cor. 4:9). 
Another example of how saints are to be distinguished is that of Elijah who, though but a single man, prevailed over 
a great number of false prophets when the fire came down from heaven (cf. 1 Kgs. 18:38). And Moses prevailed 
over all Egypt and Pharaoh the tyrant (cf. Exod. chs. 5-13). Similarly Lot (cf. Gen. ch. 19) and Noah (cf. Gen. chs. 
6-7) and many others, despite their apparent weakness, overcame many powerful and notable people.  
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103. Unless something of a different nature comes to its help, every phenomenon retains its inherent imperfection 

and deficiency. Thus God's inexpressible wisdom has shown forth in symbols and images through visible things that 
human nature in itself cannot manifest the full glory of the virtues and the spiritual beauty of holiness unless it has 
the assistance of God's helping hand. If the earth abides by itself, not receiving the farmer's attention and the 
assistance of rain and sun, it is unfit and incapable of bearing fruit; and every house would be filled with darkness 
but for the light of the sun, which is not of its own nature; and other things are in a similar state. In the same way, 
human nature, which in itself is powerless to produce the fruits of the virtues in their full perfection, needs the 
spiritual husbandman of our souls; in other words, it needs the Spirit of Christ, and this Spirit is of a totally different 
nature from our own, for we are created while He is uncreated. Skillfully tilling the hearts of the faithful so that they 
surrender their whole will to Him, He enables them to produce perfect spiritual fruits, while He makes His light 
shine in the soul's dwelling-place that has been darkened by the passions.  

104. The warfare and struggle in which Christians are engaged is twofold. First, it is against visible things, for 
these excite, titillate and entice the soul to become attached to them and to take pleasure in them. And, second, it is 
against the principalities and powers of the terrible lord of this world (cf. Eph. 6:12).  

105. The glory that shone from the face of Moses (cf. Exod. 34:29-30) was a prefiguring of the true glory of the 
Holy Spirit. Just as it was impossible then for anyone to gaze at it, so now the darkness of the passions cannot bear 
the same glory shining in the souls of Christians, but is put to flight, repulsed by its brilliance.  

106. The truly sincere and devout Christian who has tasted the sweetness of divine things, whose soul is infused 
and mingled with grace, and who has entrusted his whole being to the purposes of grace, hates every worldly thing. 
Whether it is gold or silver, honor or glory, esteem or praise, or anything else, he is superior to it, and none of these 
things is able to captivate him; for he has experienced other riches and another honor and glory, his soul is nourished 
by an incorruptible delight, and through the fellowship of the Spirit he has full and conscious assurance. 

107. In understanding, spiritual knowledge and discrimination, such a person differs as much from other men as 
an intelligent  
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herdsman differs from witless cattle; for he partakes of another Spirit and another intellect, of another 
understanding, and of a wisdom that is not the wisdom of this world. As St Paul says: 'We proclaim wisdom to those 
who are perfect; not the wisdom of this world, or of the doomed rulers of this world; but we proclaim the secret 



wisdom of God' (cf. 1 Cor. 2:6-7). For this reason, such a person differs in everything from those who are dominated 
by the spirit of the world, however intelligent or wise they are. Again as St Paul says (cf. 1 Cor. 2:15), he judges all 
men, he knows from what source he speaks and where he stands and among whom he is. Those dominated by the 
spirit of the world, on the other hand, have no power to know and judge him; this is possible only for one who 
possesses as he does the Spirit of divinity. As St Paul puts it: 'We interpret spiritual things to those who possess the 
Spirit. The worldly man does not accept spiritual things: they are folly to him.... But the spiritual man judges all 
things, while he is himself judged by no one' (1 Cor. 2:13-15).  

108. It is altogether impossible to attain the Holy Spirit unless you alienate yourself from all the things of this 
world and dedicate yourself to the pursuit of Christ's love. The intellect must divest itself of every material concern 
and give its attention solely to achieving this one goal, thus becoming worthy of uniting in one spirit with Christ. As 
St Paul writes: 'He who cleaves to the Lord becomes one spirit with Him' (1 Cor. 6:17). The soul that is wholly 
attached to some worldly thing like riches or glory or natural affection is not able to escape and transcend the 
darkness of the powers of evil.  

109. Truly sincere and devout souls cannot endure even a slight slackening of their longing for the Lord but, with 
their attention riveted entirely to His Cross, they seek to grow ever more fully conscious of their spiritual progress. 
Wounded by their longing and, so to speak, hungering for the righteousness of the virtues and the illumination of the 
Holy Spirit, they place no reliance on themselves and do not think they are anything even though they have been 
vouchsafed divine mysteries and partake of celestial felicity and grace. But the more they are enabled by grace to 
receive spiritual gifts, the more insatiable and diligent becomes their pursuit of heavenly realities; and the more they 
are aware of their spiritual progress, the more fervent grows their desire to participate in these realities. Spiritually 
enriched, they feel themselves to be poor. As Scripture  
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puts it: 'Those who eat Me will still be hungry and those who drink Me will still be thirsty' (Ecclus. 24:21). 

110. Such souls are not only granted complete freedom from the passions but also perfectly acquire the 
illumination and communion of the Holy Spirit in the fullness of grace. But souls that are sluggish and indolent and 
do not seek in this life, and while still in the flesh, to achieve through patient endurance and long-suffering the 
heart's sanctification not just partially but totally, cannot hope to commune in the Holy Spirit with full consciousness 
and assurance, or to be delivered from the passions of evil through the Spirit. Such sluggish and indolent souls, even 
though granted divine grace, are deceived by evil and cease to trouble themselves further: because they have 
received grace and enjoy the solace and spiritual sweetness that it confers, they grow complacent, not mortifying 
their heart or humbling their thought, and not thirsting and aspiring after the full measure of dispassion. Content 



with this slight solace of grace, they progress not in humility but in self-inflation, and are sometimes stripped even 
of the gift they have been given. With the truly devout soul it is different: even if it practices a thousand works of 
righteousness, crushes the body with extreme fasting and the most demanding vigils, and is vouchsafed various gifts, 
revelations and mysteries of the Spirit, it is so modest that it feels it has not yet even embarked on the spiritual path 
or acquired any of the virtues; and it craves insatiably for divine love.  

111. No one can attain such a state as this swiftly or easily: it can only be reached by way of many hardships and 
struggles, after much time and diligence, testing and temptation, thus bringing one to the full measure of dispassion. 
It is he who has thus been sifted by every kind of suffering and tribulation, and who has courageously endured all 
the trials of evil, that is finally found worthy to receive the great blessings, gifts and riches of the Spirit and to inherit 
the kingdom of heaven.  

112. The soul that has not yet acquired this citizenship in heaven and is not yet conscious of the heart's 
sanctification should be full of sorrow and should implore Christ fervently, that it may attain this blessing as well as 
the energy of the Spirit that is manifest in the intellect in the form of inexpressible visions. According to 
ecclesiastical law, those who are conquered by bodily sins are initially excluded from communion by the priest; 
then, when they have  
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shown the appropriate repentance, they are allowed to communicate once more. Those, however, who have not 
stumbled but have lived in purity may advance to priesthood and take their place within the sanctuary, officiating 
before the Lord at the Liturgy. We can apply the same distinction to inner communion in the Holy Spirit. Speaking 
of this, St Paul says: 'The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God the Father, and communion in the 
Holy Spirit...' (2 Cor. 15:14). Thus the Holy Trinity dwells in the pure soul, divine grace assisting. It dwells in the 
soul, not as it is in itself, for the Trinity is infinite and cannot be embraced by any created thing, but according to 
man's capacity and receptivity. Whenever the intellect turns aside from the pursuit of God's will and purpose, and 
grieves the Spirit, it is cast out and excommunicated from spiritual felicity: God's grace and love, and all the energy 
of the Holy Spirit, withdraw, and the intellect is delivered up to afflictions, trials and evil powers until the soul again 
walks in the path of the Spirit. When through confession and self-abasement it has shown that it is repentant, then it 
is again enabled to receive the visitation of grace and celestial felicity, even more than before. But should the soul 
not grieve the Spirit in any way, but live acceptably, rejecting every evil thought and cleaving continually to the 
Lord, rightly and fittingly will it go forward, receiving unutterable gifts and advancing from glory to glory and from 
peace to greater peace. Finally, when it has attained the full measure of the Christian life, it will be ranged among 
the perfect liturgists and faultless ministers of Christ in His eternal kingdom.  



113. Visible things are figures and reflections of invisible things. Thus the visible church figures and reflects the 
church of the heart, the visible priest the true priest of Christ's grace; and so on. In the visible church, if the readings, 
psalms and other parts of the appointed rite do not succeed one another in the proper sequence, then it is not possible 
for the priest to proceed with the celebration of the divine sacrament of Christ's body and blood; and even if the rest 
of the order of the service is properly carried out, but the mystical thanksgiving of the sacrifice is not offered by the 
priest and there is no communion in the body of Christ, then the ecclesiastical rite has not been fulfilled and again 
the celebration of the sacrament is deficient. One must look on the life of the Christian in a similar way. He may 
have fasted, kept vigils, chanted the psalms, carried out every ascetic practice and acquired every virtue; but if the 
mystic working of the  
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Spirit has not been consummated by grace with full consciousness and spiritual peace on the altar of his heart, all his 
ascetic practice is ineffectual and virtually fruitless, for the joy of the Spirit is not mystically active in his heart.  

114. Fasting is good and so are vigils, ascetic practice and voluntary exile. But all these things are but the start, the 
prelude to the citizenship of heaven, so that it is altogether senseless to put one's trust merely in them. It sometimes 
happens that we attain a certain state of grace but that evil, as we said above, lying in ambush within us, plays a trick 
on us: it deliberately withdraws and remains inactive, thus making us think that our intellect has been cleansed. In 
this way it produces in us the self-conceit of perfection, whereupon it stealthily attacks us and carries us down to the 
lowest depths of the earth. It often happens that young soldiers or brigands resort to tricks against the enemy: they 
set up ambushes and, catching their opponents unexpectedly from behind and surrounding them, they slaughter 
them. If that is what they do, then how much more skilled must evil be, that has dedicated itself for thousands of 
years to the crucial task of destroying souls. It knows exactly how to devise such ambushes in the secret places of 
the heart, sometimes keeping quiet and inactive deliberately in order to entice the soul into the self-conceit of 
perfection. Indeed, the cardinal rule of the Christian life is not to put one's trust in acts of righteousness even if one 
practices all of them, or to imagine that one has done anything great; and even if one participates in grace, one must 
not think that one has achieved anything or reached the goal. On the contrary, one should then hunger and thirst, 
grieve and weep even more, and be totally contrite in heart.  

115. The spiritual state is like some royal palace that possesses many exterior courts, vestibules and outer 
residences; then there are various inner buildings, usually housing the royal robes and the treasure; and then, yet 
farther within, are the king's living quarters. Someone still in the outer courts and apartments may think he has 
reached the inner chambers, but he would be wrong. The same is true where the spiritual life is concerned. Those 
struggling against greed and sleep, and continually occupied with psalms and prayers, should not think that they 



have already attained the final place of rest: they are still in the exterior courts and vestibules, and have not even 
reached the place where the royal robes and treasure are kept. Even if  
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they are found worthy of some spiritual grace, again this should not deceive them into thinking that they have 
attained their goal. They must examine to see whether they have found the treasure in the pot of clay (cf. 2 Cor. 4:7), 
whether they have put on the purple robe of the Spirit, whether they have seen the king and are at peace. 

Again, our soul has depths and many faculties. When sin insinuates itself, it lays hold of all these faculties and all 
the heart's thoughts. Then we ask for the grace of the Spirit: it is granted and perhaps embraces two of the soul's 
faculties. If we lack experience we fancy that this grace we have invoked has laid hold of all the soul's faculties and 
that sin has been completely uprooted; we do not realize that most of our soul is still subject to sin. For, as has been 
shown many times, it is possible for grace to be ceaselessly active, as the eye is in the body, and yet for the evil that 
despoils the mind to coexist with it. Hence, if we do not know how to discriminate, we fancy that we have attained 
something great and begin to think highly of ourselves, deluding ourselves that we have reached the final stage of 
purification, though this is very far from the truth. As has been said, one of the devil's ploys is to withdraw 
deliberately for a certain time and to remain inactive, thus promoting the conceit of perfection in those pursuing the 
spiritual way. But does the man who plants a vineyard immediately gather grapes? Or does he who sows seeds in the 
earth at once reap the harvest? Does the new-born child attain maturity straight away? Think how Jesus Christ, the 
Son of God and God Himself, descended from the heights of glory to suffering, dishonor, crucifixion and death; and 
how because of this self-abasement He was taken up again and set at the right hand of the Father. But the evil 
serpent, that first sowed in Adam the desire for divinity (cf. Gen. 3:5), dragged him down into disgrace through this 
presumption. Think about these things and try to protect yourself as much as you can, keeping your heart always in a 
state of humility and contrition.  
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116. When you hear that Christ descended into hell in order to deliver the souls dwelling there, do not think that 
what happens now is very different. The heart is a tomb and there our thoughts and our intellect are buried, 
imprisoned in heavy darkness. And so Christ comes to the souls in hell that call upon Him, descending, that is to 
say, into the depths of the heart; and there He commands death to release the imprisoned souls that call upon Him, 
for He has power to deliver us. Then, lifting up the heavy stone that oppresses the soul, and opening the tomb, He 
resurrects us - for we were truly dead - and releases our imprisoned soul from its lightless prison.  

117. It often happens that Satan will insidiously commune with you in your heart and say: 'Think of the evil you 
have done; your soul is full of lawlessness, you are weighed down by many grievous sins.' Do not let him deceive 
you when he does this and do not be led to despair on the pretext that you are being humble. After gaining admission 
through the fall evil has the power to commune at all times with the soul, as man to man, and so to suggest sinful 
actions to it. You should answer it: 'I have God's written assurance, for He says: "I desire, not the sinner's death, but 
that he should return through repentance and live'" (cf. Ezek. 33:11). What was the purpose of His descent to earth 
except to save sinners, to bring light to those in darkness and life to the dead?'  

118. Just as the power of evil works by persuasion, not by compulsion, so does divine grace. In this way our 
liberty and free will are preserved. If a man commits sins when he is subject to the devil, he himself pays the 
penalty, not the devil, since he was impelled to evil not by force but by his own will. It is the same where a good 
action is concerned: grace does not ascribe this action to itself but to the man, giving him the credit for it, since he is 
the cause of the goodness that befalls him. Grace does not make a man incapable of sin  
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by forcibly and compulsorily laying hold of his will but, though present, allows him freedom of choice, so as to 
make it clear whether the man's own will inclines to virtue or to evil. For the law looks not to man's nature but to his 
free power of choice, which is capable of turning towards either good or evil.  

119. One must guard the soul and not allow it to commune with impure pernicious thoughts. Just as the body is 
defiled through intercourse with another body, so the soul is corrupted through coupling with evil and polluted 
thoughts, assenting to them and uniting with them. Not simply thoughts of cunning and unchastity, but of every vice: 
unbelief, guile, self-esteem, anger, envy, contentiousness and so on. That is what St Paul means when he says: 'Let 
us cleanse ourselves from all pollution of the flesh and spirit' (2 Cor. 7:1). For corruption and unchastity work also 
through shameless thoughts in the hidden places of the soul; and just as God will destroy the person who destroys 



His temple, which is the body (cf. 1 Cor. 3:17), so the person who corrupts his soul and intellect by assenting to 
shameless thoughts and uniting with them is liable to punishment. Just as one should guard the body against visible 
sins, so one should guard the soul, which is the bride of Christ, against shameless thoughts. 'I betrothed you to 
Christ, hoping to present you to Him as a pure virgin to her sole husband', writes St Paul (2 Cor. 11:2). 'Guard your 
heart with all diligence, for on this depends the outcome of-life', says Scripture (Prov. 4:23); and: 'Crooked thoughts 
separate us from God' (Wisd. 1:3).  

120. Let everyone call his own soul to account, examining it and testing it to see to what it is attached; and should 
he find that his heart does not conform to God's laws, let him try with all his strength to keep not only the body but 
also the intellect free from corruption and involvement with evil thoughts - if, that is to say, he wishes God in His 
purity to take up His dwelling within him according to His promise. For God has promised to dwell within souls that 
are pure and devoted to what is beautiful and good (cf. 2 Cor. 6:16).  

121. The prudent farmer first clears his land of brambles before sowing it with seed. Similarly, the man who 
aspires to receive from God the seed of grace must first clear the earth of his heart, so that when the seed of the 
Spirit falls it may yield a good and abundant harvest. If he does not first cleanse himself from 'all pollution of the 
flesh and spirit' (2 Cor. 7:1), he remains flesh and blood and is far from the realm of life (cf.1 Cor. 15:50).  
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122. One must watch very carefully and in every direction for the enemy's trickery, guile and malice. Speaking 
through St Paul, the Holy Spirit says: 'I became all things to all men so as to save everyone' (cf. 1 Cor. 9:22); and in 
the same way the enemy tries to become all things so as to bring everyone to destruction. He pretends to pray with 
those who pray, so as to cheat them into self-conceit by making them think they have attained the state of prayer. He 
fasts with those who fast, with the purpose again of filling them with self-conceit because they have succeeded in 
fasting. With those who understand the Scriptures he tries to do the same, hoping to lead them astray by making 
them claim to possess spiritual knowledge. To those who have been granted a vision of the light, he pretends to offer 
the same kind of vision, transforming himself into 'an angel of light' (2 Cor. 11:14), so that through this simulation 
of the true light he may seduce them to him. In short, he uses every kind of deceit and adapts himself to every kind 
of appearance, so that by assuming the likeness of what is good he becomes a plausible agent of destruction. 'We 
destroy evil thoughts and all the self-esteem that exalts itself against the knowledge of God', says St Paul (2 Cor. 
10:5). You see to what limits the impostor carries his defiance, wanting to cast down even those who have already 
attained a divine knowledge of the truth. Hence we must guard the heart with all diligence and beseech God for 
much understanding, so that He enables us to discern the devil's wiliness, to cultivate and train the intellect in 
understanding, to attend continually to our thoughts, and to conform ourselves to His will. There is no work greater 



than this. 'Praise and magnificence are His works', as the psalmist writes (Ps. 111:3. LXX).  

123. The devout soul, even if it practices all the virtues, ascribes everything to God and nothing to itself. God, on 
the other hand, when He sees its sound and healthy understanding and knowledge, attributes everything to the soul, 
and rewards it as though it had achieved everything through its own efforts. He does this in spite of the fact that, if 
He were to bring us to judgment, no true righteousness would be found in us. For material possessions and 
everything that man regards as valuable and through which he is able to do good, the earth and whatever is in it, all 
belong to God. Man's body and soul, and even his very being, are his only by grace. What, then, is left to him that he 
can call his own, by virtue of which he can pride himself or vindicate himself? Yet when the soul recognizes - what 
is  
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indeed the truth-that all its good actions for God's sake, together with all its understanding and knowledge, are to be 
ascribed to God alone and that everything should be attributed to Him, then God accepts this as the greatest gift that 
man can make, as the offering that is most precious in His eyes.  

124. When a woman comes to live and share her life with a man, all that each has is held in common. They share 
one house, a single being and existence. And the woman is mistress not only of the man's possessions but also of his 
very body: as St Paul says, 'The man does not have power over his own body, but the woman does' (1 Cor. 7:4). 
Similarly the soul, in its true and ineffable communion with Christ, becomes one spirit with Him (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17). It 
necessarily follows that, since the soul has become His bride, it is as it were mistress of all His untold treasures. For 
there is no doubt that, when God joins Himself to the soul, all that He has belongs also to the soul, whether it be 
world, life, death, angels, principalities, things present or things to come (cf. Rom. 8:38).  

125. While the Israelites were well pleasing to the Lord-though they were never as they should have been, but at 
least while they seemed to have some faith in Him-the Lord went before them in a pillar of fire and in a pillar of 
cloud (cf. Exod. 13:21), He made the sea go back (cf. Exod. 14:21), and conferred on them a thousand other 
wonders. But when they lost their love for God, then they were handed over to their enemies and were sold into 
bitter slavery. Something similar happens in the case of the soul. When through grace it has come to know God and 
has been cleansed of its many past stains, then it is granted gifts of grace; but when it does not ceaselessly maintain 
befitting love for the celestial bridegroom, it falls away from the life in which it shared; for the enemy can attack 
even those who have attained a high level of grace. Let us struggle, therefore, as much as we can, and guard our life 
with fear and trembling. In particular, those who have come to share in the Spirit of Christ should be careful not to 
grieve the Spirit by acting negligently in any way, great or small. Just as there is joy in heaven over one sinner who 
repents (cf. Luke 15:7), so there is grief over one soul that falls away from eternal life.  



126. When a soul has become worthy of grace, then God will give it spiritual knowledge, understanding and 
discrimination to the degree that is profitable for it. God will give these things when the  
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soul asks for them, so that it may be enabled acceptably to serve the Spirit that it has received, and not be seduced by 
evil, or led into error through ignorance, or perverted by negligence and lack of fear into doing something contrary 
to His will.  

127. The energy of the passions-which is the worldly spirit of delusion, darkness and sin-fills the man in whom it 
dwells with concern for things of the flesh. The energy and power of the Spirit of light, on the other hand, dwell in 
the saintly man, as St Paul indicates when he says: 'Do you seek a proof that Christ is speaking through me?' (2 Cor. 
13:3); and: 'I no longer live, but Christ lives in me’ (Gal. 2:20); and: 'Those of you who have been baptized in Christ 
have clothed yourselves in Christ' (Gal. 3:27). And Christ affirms the same when He says: 'I and My Father will 
come and make Our dwelling with him' (cf. John 14:23). To those who are found worthy of them these things 
happen, not unperceived or without manifesting their activity, but with power and truth. The Law with its 
implacable sentence first brought men to repentance, placing them under an unbearably heavy yoke without being 
able to hold out the least help. But what the Law cannot offer, the power of the Spirit can provide: 'For what the Law 
could not do because it was enfeebled through our fleshliness, God has done', says St Paul (Rom. 8:3). Since Christ's 
coming the door of grace has been opened to those who truly believe, and they have been given the power of God 
and the energy of the Holy Spirit.  

128. Christ first sent the gift of the natural goodness of the Holy Spirit to His disciples (cf. Acts 2:3). Thereafter 
the divine power, overshadowing all the faithful and dwelling in their souls, healed the passions of sin and delivered 
them from darkness and spiritual death. For until then the soul was wounded and captive, held fast in the obscurity 
of sin. Indeed, even now the soul is still in darkness if Christ has not yet come to dwell in it, and if the power of the 
Holy Spirit is not active in it, filling it with all strength and assurance. But to those on whom the grace of the divine 
Spirit has descended, coming to dwell in the deepest levels of their intellect, Christ is as the soul. As St Paul says: 
'He who cleaves to the Lord becomes one spirit with Him' (1 Cor. 6:17). And as the Lord Himself says: 'As I and 
Thou are one, so may they be one in Us' (cf. John 17:21). What blessing and goodness has human nature received, 
abased as it was by the power of evil! But when the soul is entangled in the depravity of the passions, it becomes as 
though one with it, and even though it possesses its own  
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will it cannot do what it wants to do. As St Paul says: 'What I do is not what I want to do' (Rom. 7:15). On the other 
hand, how much closer is the union it enjoys when one with God's will, when His power is conjoined with it, 
sanctifying it and making it worthy of Him. For then in truth the soul becomes as the soul of the Lord, submitting 
willingly and consciously to the power of the Holy Spirit and no longer acting in accordance with its own will. 
'What can separate us from the love of Christ' (Rom. 8:35), when the soul is united to the Holy Spirit?  

129. He who wants to be an imitator of Christ, so that he too may be called a son of God, born of the Spirit, must 
above all bear courageously and patiently the afflictions he encounters, whether these be bodily illnesses, slander 
and vilification from men, or attacks from the unseen spirits. God in His providence allows souls to be tested by 
various afflictions of this kind, so that it may be revealed which of them truly loves Him. All the patriarchs, 
prophets, apostles and martyrs from the beginning of time traversed none other than this narrow road of trial and 
affliction, and it was by doing this that they fulfilled God's will. 'My son,' says Scripture, 'if you come to serve the 
Lord, prepare your soul for trial, set your heart straight, and patiently endure' (Ecclus. 2:1-2). And elsewhere it is 
said: 'Accept everything that comes as good, knowing that nothing occurs without God willing it.’ Thus the soul that 
wishes to do God's will must strive above all to acquire patient endurance and hope. For one of the tricks of the devil 
is to make us listless at times of affliction, so that we give up our hope in the Lord. God never allows a soul that 
hopes in Him to be so oppressed by trials that it is put to utter confusion. As St Paul writes: 'God is to be trusted not 
to let us be tried beyond our strength, but with the trial He will provide a way out, so that we are able to bear it' (1 
Cor. 10:13). The devil harasses the soul not as much as he wants but as much as God allows him to. Men know what 
burden may be placed on a mule, what on a donkey, and what on a camel, and load each beast accordingly; and the 
potter knows how long he must leave the pots in the fire, so that they are not cracked by staying in it too long or 
rendered useless by being taken out of it before they are properly fired. If human understanding extends this far, 
must not God be much more aware, infinitely more aware, of the  
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degree of trial it is right to impose on each sod, so that it becomes tried and true, fit for the kingdom of heaven?  



130. Hemp, unless it is well beaten, cannot be worked into fine yam, while the more it is beaten and carded the 
finer and more serviceable it becomes. And a freshly molded pot that has not been fired is of no use to man. And a 
child not yet proficient in worldly skills cannot build, plant, sow seed or perform any other worldly task. In a similar 
manner it often happens through the Lord's goodness that souls, on account of their childlike innocence, participate 
in divine grace and are filled with the sweetness and repose of the Spirit; but because they have not yet been tested, 
and have not been tried by the various afflictions of the evil spirits, they are still immature and not yet fit for the 
kingdom of heaven. As the apostle says: 'If you have not been disciplined you are bastards and not sons' (Heb. 12:8). 
Thus trials and afflictions are laid upon a man in the way that is best for him, so as to make his soul stronger and 
more mature; and if the soul endures them to the end with hope in the Lord it cannot fail to attain the promised 
reward of the Spirit and deliverance from the evil passions.  

131. It was by experiencing many torments and enduring even to the point of death that the martyrs earned their 
crowns of glory; and the greater and more grievous the suffering, the greater their glory and the more intimate their 
communion with God. In the same way, when our souls are undergoing afflictions-whether they come in a visible 
form from men, or in an intellectual form by means of evil thoughts, or derive from bodily illnesses-if we endure 
them to the end, we will gain the same crowns as the martyrs and will enjoy the same intimacy with God. For we 
will have sustained the martyrdom of afflictions produced by the evil spirits, as the martyrs sustained those that 
came through men; and the greater the diabolic afflictions we have endured, the greater the glory we receive from 
God, not only in the future but also in this present life through the grace of the Holy Spirit.  

132. Since the road leading to immortal life is extremely narrow and full of affliction, and on account of this there 
are few who traverse it (cf. Matt. 7:14), we must staunchly endure every trial of the devil, awaiting with hope our 
heavenly reward. For, however great the afflictions we suffer, what are they compared with the promised future 
reward, or with the grace of the Holy Spirit that  
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visits souls even in this present life, or with the deliverance that we have received from the obscurity of evil 
passions, or with the enormous debts we owe because of our sins? As St Paul says: 'The sufferings of this present 
life are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us' (Rom. 8:18). Hence we must 
patiently endure everything for the Lord's sake, like brave soldiers dying for our King. Yet why is it that when we 
gave our attention to the world and to worldly things we did not fall into such distress, but now that we have come to 
serve God we suffer these manifold trials? It is because the devil, jealous of the blessings stored up for us, tries to 
make our souls sluggish and lazy, lest by enduring these afflictions for Christ's sake in the way that He wishes we 
should be granted our reward. No matter how much the devil arms himself against us, if we endure his attacks 



courageously, with Christ's help all his designs against us will be brought to nothing. For we have Jesus as our 
defender and ally: let us keep in mind that He too passed through this present life vilified, persecuted and reviled, 
and that finally He was made perfect by a shameful death on the Cross (cf. Heb. 2:l0).  

133. If we want to endure every affliction and trial readily, let us long to die for Christ and let us keep this death 
continually before our eyes. For we have been commanded to take up the cross and to follow Him (cf. Matt. 16:24); 
and this means that we must be prepared and ready for death. If we have this disposition we will endure every 
affliction, visible and invisible, much more easily. How can he who is anxious to the for Christ's sake have any 
difficulty in putting up with suffering and distress? Yet we think afflictions are hard to bear, for we do not keep 
death for Christ's sake before us or rivet our mind always on Christ. But if we want to share His inheritance we must 
be willing to share His sufferings with an equal zeal. Those who love the Lord may be recognized by the fact that 
because of their hope in Him they bear every affliction that comes, not simply courageously but also 
wholeheartedly.  

134. If we want to draw close to Christ we must first drag ourselves forcibly towards the good, even though our 
heart may not wish it. 'The kingdom of heaven is subjected to violence, and the violent take it by force', said the 
Lord (Matt. 11:12). And He also said: 'Strive to enter through the narrow gate' (Luke 13:24). We must, then, force 
ourselves even against our will towards virtue, towards love when we lack love, towards gentleness when we have  
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need of it, towards sympathy of heart and compassion, towards patience in the face of insult and contempt, and 
steadfastness in the face of mockery, if we have not yet acquired the habit of these things, and towards prayer if we 
still have not attained spiritual prayer. If God sees us struggling in this way and forcibly dragging ourselves towards 
the good even when our heart seems to oppose it. He will bestow true prayer on us, will give us compassion, 
patience, forbearance, and in general will fill us with all the fruits of the Spirit. Indeed, if a person lacking the other 
virtues forces himself towards, say, prayer alone, so that he may possess the grace of prayer, but at the same time is 
not apathetic or indifferent with regard to gentleness, humility, love and all the other virtues that ennoble our soul, 
including firmness of faith and trust in Christ, then sometimes the Holy Spirit gives him, at least in part, the grace of 
prayer for which he has asked, and fills him with gladness and repose. But he is still bereft of all the other virtues, 
because he has not forced himself to acquire them, nor has he besought Christ for them. Moreover, we should force 
ourselves, even unwillingly, not only towards the virtues mentioned, asking to receive them from God, but also 
towards the power to judge useless and wholly idle words, unworthy of being spoken; for we should assiduously 
meditate upon God's words both when we speak and in our heart. And we must also force ourselves not to get angry 
or to shout-'Rid yourselves of all bitterness, anger and shouting', the apostle says (Eph. 4:31); not to defame or to 



judge anyone, not to become puffed up. When the Lord sees us putting pressure on ourselves and dragging ourselves 
along forcibly, He will assuredly give us the strength to do painlessly and easily what it was impossible for us to do 
before, even with force, because of the evil dwelling within us. And then the whole practice of the virtues becomes 
as it were part of our nature, since henceforward the Lord, as He promised, comes and dwells in us, as we equally 
dwell in Him; and in Him we fulfill the commandments with great ease.  

135. When someone forces himself only towards prayer, while he does not exert or force himself with regard to 
humility, love, gentleness and all the other interdependent virtues, the result is much as follows. Sometimes in 
response to his entreaty divine grace visits him, because God in His goodness and love does respond to the petitions 
of those who call upon Him; but because he has not habituated and trained himself in the practice of the other 
virtues,  
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either he lapses from the grace he has received, falling through self-conceit, or else he does not dedicate himself to 
this grace and grow in it. The abode and resting-place of the Holy Spirit is humility, love, gentleness and the other 
holy commandments of Christ. If, therefore, a person desires to grow and to attain perfection by acquiring all these 
virtues, he must initially force himself to acquire and must establish himself in the first-mat is to say, in prayer-
wrestling and striving with his heart to make it receptive and obedient to God. If he first forces himself in this way, 
completely subduing the resistance of his soul, through good habit making it obedient to him so that it joins with 
him in his prayer and supplication, then the grace of prayer that he has been given by the Spirit grows and flourishes, 
reposing upon him together with the humility, love and blessed gentleness which he has also sought to acquire. So, 
then, the Spirit grants him these virtues as well, teaching him the true humility, genuine love and gentleness that he 
has previously impelled himself to ask for. Thus he grows and is made perfect in the Lord, and is found worthy of 
the kingdom of heaven. For the humble man never falls: where, indeed, can he fall to if he regards himself as lower 
than all things? While lofty-mindedness leads to great humiliation, humble-mindedness on the contrary is a great 
and highly exalted glory.  

136. Those who truly love God do not serve Him in order to obtain the kingdom, as though they were engaged in 
commerce for the sake of gain, nor yet to avoid the punishment that is in store for sinners. They love Him because 
He is their sole God and Creator, since they know the proper hierarchy of things and that it is the duty of servants to 
please their lord and maker; and they submit to Him with great understanding in the face of all the afflictions that 
befall them. Many are the obstacles that stand in the way of pleasing God; for not merely poverty and obscurity but 
also riches and honor are trials for the soul. Indeed, to some extent even the solace and ease which grace bestows on 
the soul can easily become a temptation and a hindrance if the soul is not properly conscious of these effects of 



grace and does not enjoy them with great circumspection and understanding: for the spirit of evil tries to persuade 
the soul to relax now it possesses grace, and so contrives to implant in it sluggishness and apathy. Thus even 
participation in grace requires caution and discretion on the soul's part, so that the soul shows proper respect for 
grace and produces fruit worthy of it. There is a danger, then, that  
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not only affliction but also relaxation may prove a temptation for the soul, since through both it is tested by the 
Creator, so as to make it quite clear that it loves Him not for the sake of some gain but for Himself alone, who is 
truly worthy of love and honor. For the inattentive, who are deficient in faith and immature in mind, there are many 
obstacles to eternal life - not only distressing and painful things such as sickness, poverty and obscurity, but equally 
their opposites like riches, honor and praise from others, as well as the unseen warfare of the devil. For those with 
faith, understanding and courage, on the other hand, such things aid and abet progress towards the kingdom of God: 
as St Paul says, 'All things work together for good to them that love God’ (Rom. 8:28). The devout man, therefore, 
breaking through, overcoming and transcending those things regarded by the world as obstacles, cleaves to divine 
love alone. 'The cords of sinners have entangled me,' writes the psalmist, 'but I have not forgotten Thy law' (Ps. 
119:61. LXX).  

137. St Paul most accurately and lucidly revealed to every believing soul the perfect mystery of the Christian 
faith, showing to all how to attain experience of it through divine grace. This mystery is the effulgence of celestial 
light in the vision and power of the Spirit. He did not want anyone to think that the illumination of the Spirit consists 
simply in enlightening us through conceptual knowledge, and so to risk falling short of the perfect mystery of grace 
through ignorance and laziness. To indicate the true character of spiritual knowledge St Paul therefore gives as an 
example the glory of the Holy Spirit that shone from the face of Moses. 'If the ministry of death,' he says, 'engraved 
in letters on stone, was accompanied by such glory that the sons of Israel could not bear to gaze at the face of Moses 
because of the glory, transitory though it was, that shone from it, then how much greater must the glory be that 
accompanies the ministry of the Spirit? If the ministry of condemnation is glorious, the ministry of righteousness 
must greatly excel it in glory. Indeed, what once seemed full of glory now seems to have no glory at all, because it is 
outshone by a glory that is so much greater. If what was transitory came with glory, what endures will be far more 
glorious' (2 Cor. 3:7-11). He says 'transitory' because it was Moses' mortal body that shone with the glory of light. 
And he continues: 'Having such hope as this, we can proceed with great confidence' (2 Cor. 3:12). A little later he 
affirms that this everlasting and immortal glory of the Spirit  
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shines even now with immortal and indestructible power in the immortal inner being of the saints: 'With unveiled 
face we all'-all, that is to say, who through perfect faith are born in the Spirit -'reflect as in a mirror the glory of the 
Lord, and are transfigured into the same image from glory to glory through the Lord who is the Spirit' (2 Cor. 3:18). 
The words 'with unveiled face' indicate the soul; he adds that when one turns back to the Lord the veil is taken off, 
and that the Lord is the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 3:16-17). By this he dearly shows that from the time of Adam's 
transgression a veil of darkness has encroached upon mankind and has covered the soul. But we believe that through 
the illumination of the Spirit this veil is now removed from truly faithful and saintly souls. It was for this reason that 
Christ came; and to those who truly believe in Him God has given the grace to attain this measure of holiness.  

138. As we said, the effulgence of the Holy Spirit is not merely some kind of revelation on the level of conceptual 
images, or merely an illumination of grace. It is the true and unceasing effulgence of God's own light in the soul: 
'The God who said, "Out of darkness let light shine", has made His light shine in our hearts, to give us the 
illumination of the knowledge of Christ's glory' (2 Cor. 4:6). And the psalmist says: 'Give light to my eyes, lest I 
sleep unto death' (Ps. 13:3) - that is to say, lest when my flesh is dissolved my soul is darkened by the veil of the 
death that is the result of sin. And other passages in the psalms speak in the same way: 'Open my eyes and I will 
perceive the wonders of Thy law' (Ps. 119:18); and: 'Send Thy light and Thy truth, and they will guide and lead me 
to Thy holy mountain and into Thy tabernacles' (Ps. 43:3); and: 'We have been marked by the light of Thy 
countenance, 0 Lord' (Ps. 4:6. LXX), and so on.  

139. Again, the light that illumined St Paul on the road to Damaskos (cf. Acts 9:3), the light through which he was 
raised to the third heaven where he heard unutterable mysteries (cf. 2 Cor. 12:4), was not merely the enlightenment 
of conceptual images or of spiritual knowledge. It was the effulgence of the power of the Holy Spirit shining in His 
own person in the soul. Such was its brilliance that corporeal eyes were not able to bear it and were blinded (cf. Acts 
9:8); and through it all spiritual knowledge is revealed and God is truly known by the worthy and loving soul.  

140. Every soul that through its own effort and faith is privileged 
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in this present life to put on Christ completely in the power and full assurance of grace, and to unite with the 
heavenly light of the incorruptible image, is initiated here and now substantively into the knowledge of all the 
heavenly mysteries. Moreover, in the great day of the resurrection the body also will be glorified with the same 
heavenly image of glory; it will be caught up by the Spirit to the heavens (cf. 1 Thess. 4:17), will be given a form 
like the body of Christ's glory (cf. Phil. 3:21), and with Him will coinherit the eternal kingdom.  

141. In so far as a man through his own effort and faith has partaken of the heavenly glory of the Holy Spirit, and 
has beautified his soul with good works, to the same degree will his body, too, be glorified on the day of the 
resurrection. What he has now stored up inwardly will then manifest itself outwardly, just as the fruit hidden during 
winter inside the tree comes out when it is spring. The deiform image of the Spirit imprinted even now on the inner 
being of the saints will make their body, too, outwardly deiform and heavenly. But impure sinners who enwrap the 
soul in the tenebrous veil of the spirit of this world, and who darken and disfigure the intellect with the ugliness of 
the passions, will outwardly manifest a body that is also tenebrous and full of every vileness. 

142. When God in His love condemned Adam to death after his transgression, he first experienced this death in 
his soul (cf. Gen. 3:19): his spiritual and deathless organs of perception, deprived of their celestial and spiritual 
enjoyment, were quenched and became as though dead. Later, after 930 years (cf. Gen. 5:5), came the death of the 
body. Similarly, now that God has reconciled mankind through the Cross and death of the Savior, He restores to the 
truly believing soul its enjoyment of spiritual light and mystery while it is still in the flesh, and once more enlightens 
its spiritual organs of perception with the divine light of grace. Later He will invest the body also with deathless and 
incorruptible glory.  

143. Those who have withdrawn from the world and lead a godly and devout life are still in many cases subject to 
the veil of the passions to which we all became liable through Adam's transgression: I refer to the carnal will, 
fittingly called death by St Paul when he said that 'the will of the flesh is death' (Rom. 8:6). Such people may be 
likened to men walking at night, their way lighted by the stars that are God's holy commandments; but since they 
have not yet completely escaped from the darkness, they cannot see everything  
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clearly. Thus, cultivating virtue with tribulation and great faith, they should beseech Christ, the sun of righteousness, 
to shine in their hearts, so that they can see everything lucidly. For to those who have reached the heights of virtue, 
and whose hearts have been actively illumined by spiritual light, the manifold attacks of the demons are clearly 
evident, as are also the inexpressible vision and the hidden delight and beauty of the incorruptible world. As St Paul 
says: 'The perfect, whose organs of perception have been trained by practice to discriminate between good and evil, 



take solid food' (Heb. 5:14). And St Peter also says: 'We have the assurance of the message of the prophets; and until 
the day breaks and the morning star rises in your hearts you do well to give attention to it, for it is like a lamp 
shining in a dark place' (2 Pet. 1:19). Most people, however, are exactly like men walking at night wholly without 
light and not enjoying the slightest illumination in their souls from the divine Logos, so that they scarcely differ 
from the blind. They are totally caught up in material entanglements and the chains of temporal life, neither 
restrained by divine awe nor performing any virtuous acts. On the other hand, those who live in the world and are 
illumined by the holy commandments as by the stars, and who do cleave to God with faith and awe, are not utterly 
shrouded in darkness and for this reason can hope to attain salvation.  

144. Worldly riches come to men from different sources and pursuits, from high-ranking office, trade, industry, 
farming and so on. Something similar is the case where spiritual riches are concerned: some derive them from 
various gifts of grace, as St Paul makes clear when he says, 'Having then gifts different according to the grace given 
to us .. .' (Rom. 12:6); and some from various ascetic labors and acts of righteousness and virtue carried out for God 
alone, when through grace they refrain from judging, mocking or censuring their fellow-men. But some can be 
likened to people who dig for gold, and they are quite unmistakable: they are those who strive forward with 
forbearance and patience, gradually enriching the blessed hope that sustains them. Unmistakable, too, are those who 
are like hirelings, who are stupid and sluggish, who consume at once whatever they can lay hands on, and never 
patiently bring to conclusion what they have undertaken but are always threadbare and indigent. Even if they are 
anxious and ready to receive grace, they are lazy, indolent and fickle when it comes to putting it into practice or 
developing it. They have  
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no sooner started than they have had enough, and lose all impetus for spiritual labor. For this reason whatever grace 
they may have received is taken away from them. The dull, slothful, lifeless and negligent disposition, always at 
variance with grace, barren of good works, worthless and ignoble in the sight of God, is recognizable both now and 
in the age to come.  

145. When man broke God's commandment and was expelled from paradise he was bound in consequence as by 
two chains. The first is that of temporal things and worldly pleasures-riches, glory, affection, wife, children, 
relations, country, possessions and, in short, all visible things from which God has summoned us to liberate 
ourselves through our own free choice. The second is hidden and invisible; for the soul is bound by a certain chain 
of darkness to the spirits of evil, and because of this darkness it cannot love God, or believe or pray as it wishes. In 
consequence of the transgression of the first man, we each of us find that all things visible and invisible are opposed 
to us. Thus, whenever someone listens obediently to the word of God, he must first begin by cutting his attachment 



to temporal things and renouncing all worldly pleasures. Then, if he waits attentively upon God and enters into 
constant communion with Him, he will receive the power to learn that there is another struggle and another battle of 
thoughts hidden in the depths of his heart. Persevering in this way and beseeching Christ's mercy, combining great 
faith in Him with endurance, he can with God's help escape from these inner bonds and fetters and from the 
darkness of the spirits of evil, which are the energies of the hidden passions. Through Christ's grace and power we 
can bring this war to a successful conclusion. But by ourselves and without divine aid it is altogether impossible for 
us to free ourselves from the struggle against evil thoughts: we can merely rebut them and not take pleasure in them.  

146. If a man is entangled in the things of this world, caught by their many shackles, and seduced by the evil 
passions, it is very hard for him to recognize that there is another invisible struggle and another inner warfare. But, 
after detaching himself from all visible things and worldly pleasures, and beginning to serve God, he then becomes 
capable of recognizing the nature of this inner struggle and unseen warfare against the passions. Yet, as we said, 
unless he first achieves outward detachment by aspiring to serve God totally with his whole soul, he will not 
recognize the secret passions of evil and his  
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inner fetters. On the contrary, he will be in danger of thinking that he is healthy and not ailing, when in fact he is lull 
of wounds and nourishes unseen passions. But if he has despised desire and glory, he may first become aware of 
these inner passions and then fight against them, calling on Christ with faith and receiving from heaven the weapons 
of the Spirit: the breastplate of righteousness, the helmet of salvation, the shield of faith, and the sword of the Spirit 
(cf. Eph. 6:14,17).  

147. The devil tries to disrupt our hope in Christ and our love for Him in a thousand ways. Inwardly he brings 
afflictions on the soul by means of the evil spirits, or he fills it with foul and immoral thoughts by stirring up its 
memory of former sins, so as to make it grow sluggish and to despair of ever attaining salvation. His aim is to cheat 
the soul into thinking that it generates these thoughts of its own accord and that they are not sown in it maliciously 
by an alien spirit. Or else he inflicts bodily suffering and brings on us vilification and tribulation through the agency 
of other people. But the more he shoots his fiery arrows at us, the more we must enkindle our hope in God, knowing 
with certainty that He deliberately permits souls that long for Him to suffer these things, so as to discover if they 
truly love Him.  

148. Compared with the incorruptible and eternal world, a thousand years of this world are like a grain of sand. I 
look at things in this way. Suppose it is within your power to be sole king of the entire world and to possess all its 
treasures; and suppose that your rule had begun with the first creation of mankind, and was to continue until the final 
transformation of the whole visible world. Would you, then, given the choice, exchange the true and unchanging 



kingdom, that contains nothing fleeting or perishable, for this temporal kingdom? Not, it seems to me, if your 
judgment is sound and you have a proper regard for yourself. 'What good will it do a man if he gains the whole 
world but loses his soul?' Christ asks His disciples (Matt. 16:26); and He says that there is nothing equal in value to 
the soul. Since the soul by itself is far more valuable than the whole world and any worldly kingdom, is not the 
kingdom of heaven also more valuable? That the soul is more valuable is shown by the fact that God did not see fit 
to bestow on any other created thing the union and fellowship with His own coessential Spirit. Not sky, sun, moon, 
stars, sea, earth or any other visible thing did He bless in this way, but man alone, whom of  
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all His creatures He especially loved. If, therefore, no one with sound judgment would exchange the eternal 
kingdom for all the great wealth of the world and for the kingdom of the whole earth, how great is the folly of those 
who exchange it for accidental and casual things such as desire for something, meager glory, mediocre gain, and so 
on? For whenever we love something worldly and are attached to it, we are certainly choosing it instead of the 
kingdom of heaven. Worst of all, we regard this thing as God: as it has been said, 'A man is the slave to whatever 
has mastered him' (2 Pet. 2:19). We should, therefore, commit ourselves entirely to God, making ourselves 
dependent on Him and crucifying ourselves in soul and body as we advance in the practice of all His holy 
commandments. 

149. Would you think it right if this perishable glory, ephemeral kingdom and other such temporal things were 
gained only after great toil and sweat by those who hanker after them, while to reign endlessly with Christ and to 
enjoy inexpressible blessings was something to be gained cheaply and easily, and could be attained without labor 
and effort by anyone who wished? 

150. What is the purpose of Christ's advent? The restoration and reintegration of human nature in Him. For He 
restored to human nature the original dignity of Adam, and in addition bestowed on it the unutterable grace of the 
heavenly inheritance of the Holy Spirit. Leading it out of the prison of darkness. He showed it the way and the door 
to life. By traversing this way and knocking on this door we can enter the kingdom of heaven. As He said: 'Ask and 
it will be given to you... knock and it will be opened to you' (Matt. 7:7). By passing through this door it is possible 
for everyone to attain the freedom of his soul, to cut off his evil thoughts, and to become Christ's bride and consort 
through the communion of the Holy Spirit. Such is the ineffable love of the Lord towards man, whom he has created 
in His own image.   
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Introductory Note 

 
Among the Greek Fathers there are few if any who are better known to us than St Symeon the New Theologian 

(949-1022). We are fortunate to have not only the biography composed by his disciple Nikitas Stithatos but also 
frequent personal references, of the utmost vividness, in the writings of St Symeon himself.1 His life-story illustrates 
the central significance of spiritual fatherhood within the Orthodox mystical tradition. Born in Asia Minor, from 
parents belonging to the lesser provincial nobility, St Symeon was sent as a child of eleven to an uncle in 
Constantinople, probably with the expectation that he would eventually follow a career in the imperial service. But 
when he was fourteen there occurred an encounter that proved decisive for his future life - his meeting with a monk 
at Constantinople, also named Symeon and usually styled 'the Pious’ or 'the Devout' (ό Eύλαβής) who belonged to 
the celebrated monastery of Studios. St Symeon the Studite (c. 917-986/7), who soon became spiritual father to the 
young Symeon, was a lay monk, never ordained priest; for in the Christian East the ministry of spiritual direction 
has often been exercised by monks not in holy orders, and also, although less frequently, by nuns and even by non-
monastics. St Symeon the New Theologian himself wrote a treatise specifically defending the right of monks who 
are not priests to 'bind' and 'loose', that is, to receive confessions and to confer absolution.2 

 

1 The fullest treatment of St Symeon's life and teaching is by Archbishop Basil (Krivocheine), In the Light of Christ: Saint Svmeon the New 
Theologian (Crestwood, 1986). For further bibliography, see H.J.M. Turner, St Symeon the New Theologian and Spiritual Fatherhood (Leiden, 
1990), pp. ix-xii; and the article by T. Spidlik in Dictionnaire de Spiritualiti xiv (1990), cols 1387-1401. The Life by Nikitas Stithatos has been 
edited (with a French translation) by I. Hausherr and G. Hom, Vie de Svmeon le Nouveau Theologien (949-1022) par Nicetas Stethatos 
(Orientalia Christiana xii [45): Rome, 1928). In our introductory note we follow the generally accepted dating of St Symeon's life; but it is 
possible that in fact he was born in 957 and died in 1035, in which case the dating of the other events in his life must also be adjusted. 

2 See K. Holl, Enthusiasmus und Bussgewalt beim griechischen Monchtum (Leipzig, 1898), pp. 110-27.  
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Under the Studite's guidance, the young Symeon's life of prayer developed rapidly. When he was aged about 
twenty - and still fully involved in a secular career - he received a vision of the divine and uncreated light, the first 
in a series of such visions that marked his later years. After an unhappy relapse to a worldly manner of life, in 977 
he entered the monastery of Studios as a novice. But a group of monks in the community, resenting his close 
relationship with his spiritual father Symeon the Studite, forced him to leave within less than a year. His spiritual 
father placed him in the nearby Constantinopolitan monastery of St Mamas, and here in quick succession he was 
professed as a monk, and then (c. 98o) ordained to the priesthood and elected abbot, an office that he held for the 
next twenty-five years. The monastery, at that time in a state of decline, underwent a striking revival under his 
leadership. St Symeon became well known in the capital as a spiritual father, with many prominent lay people 
coming to him for counsel and confession. 

There is every reason to believe that St Symeon was a loving and compassionate shepherd to his monks. But he 
was also, in his own words, an 'enthusiastic zealot' who set high standards. He expected, for example, that each 
monk would receive communion frequently and, following the teaching of St Symeon the Studite, he urged that no 
one should ever do so without shedding tears. His demanding expectations led in 996-8 to a revolt among the 
monks, but St Symeon eventually succeeded in reconciling the dissidents. More seriously, a few years later he was 



denounced to the church authorities by persons outside the monastery, among other reasons because, after the 
death of his spiritual father Symeon the Studite, he had at once begun to honour him publicly as a saint. Doubtless 
the New Theologian's teaching on lay confession also brought him under suspicion. These continuing attacks led 
him to resign his position as abbot in 1005. Four years later, in 1009, he was tried before the patriarch and the holy 
synod and condemned to exile at Paloukiton, on the Asiatic coast of the Bosphorus. Although the sentence was 
soon revoked and he was even offered a bishopric, he chose to continue living at his place of exile, in the company 
of a few disciples. Here he died on 12 March 1022. 

The high respect felt for St Symeon by his followers is evident in the title that they ascribed to him, 'the New 
Theologian'. The term 'theologian' is to be understood in this context, not in its modern  
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academic sense, but to signify a person of prayer, who speaks about the vision of God on the basis of his own immediate 
experience. Before St Symeon's time, the title 'theologian' had been reserved in the Orthodox Church chiefly for two writers: for 
St John the Evangelist, author of the most 'mystical' of the four Gospels, and for St Gregory of Nazianzos, writer of 
contemplative poetry, honoured in the Christian East as one of the Three Great Hierarchs. If St Symeon is called 'the New 
Theologian', this means that he is to be ranked with the other two as a faithful witness to the continuing tradition of inner prayer. 
As well as being in this experiential sense a 'theologian', St Symeon may also be regarded as a 'missionary' of the mystical life. 
Convinced that contemplative union with God is possible for all alike, he believed that it was his duty to share with others his 
experiences of divine grace. When he spoke in this way about his visions, it was not from pride but from a radical humility. 'If 
God has shown such mercy to me a sinner,' he was saying in effect, 'then certainly He can and will do as much and more for you. 
The best is for all - if only you will accept it.' 

From the voluminous writings of St Syrneon, the editors St Makarios and St Nikodimos have selected two for inclusion in the 
Philokalia. The first work, On Faith, is one of the catecheses or homilies which St Symeon delivered to his monks while abbot of 
St Mamas.1  Here he speaks in the third person about the inner life of a young man named George. It is generally agreed that this 
is none other than Symeon himself; possibly George was the baptismal name that he used before entering the monastic life. The 
narrative makes abundantly plain how crucial was the role played in his development by his spiritual father Symeon the Studite, 
the 'holy monk' as he is termed in the text.  It is significant that, in the work by Mark the Ascetic that the young Symeon was 
given to read, he was struck particularly by the injunction, 'Listen to your conscience', and by the reference to 'the energies of the 
Holy Spirit': an insistence on the need for direct personal experience is one of the leitmotifs in the New Theologian's teaching. 
When describing his initial vision of divine light, accompanied by tears of joy, he emphasizes that this happened to him  

1 In the Philokalia, the work On Faith (= Cathechesis 22) is given in a modern Greek paraphrase. We have based our translation on the 
critical text of the original Greek in the edition of the Catecheses by Archbishop Basil (Krivocheine), Sources chretiennes 104 (Paris, 1964), pp. 
364-93. E.T. of the Catecheses: C.J. deCatanzaro, Symeon the New Theologian: The Discourses (The Classics of Western Spirituality: New 
York, 1980).  
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while still a layman, heavily burdened by worldly distractions: this shows that the heights of contemplation are 
accessible to anyone with genuine faith in God, whatever their outward circumstances. 

The second piece, One Hundred and Fifty-Three Practical and Theological Texts, is a composite work. The 
opening section, §§ 1-118, comes from a longer series of 226 texts by St Syrneon the New Theologian.1  The 
section that follows, §§ 119-52, is by the New Theologian's teacher, St Symeon the Studite, while the first part of § 
153 is from the Life of St Syrneon the New Theologian by Nikitas Stithatos, § 31. 

The section by the New Theologian alludes to many of his favourite themes: to the vision of divine light (§§68, 



105-6) and the gift of tears (§§ 67, 69); to the need for conscious experience of the Holy Spirit (§ 85); to the 
ministry of the spiritual father (§§ 16-19, 38-9, 41) - but note that the disciple's obedience is not wholly unqualified 
(§ 33). St Symeon's rigour as an 'enthusiastic zealot' is evident in his demand for a definitive break on the monk's 
part with all past links, especially with his family (§§ 3-8). At the same time the New Theologian is generous in his 
recognition of the variety of individual vocations: we cannot speak in the abstract of any one form of life as higher 
than another - of the hermit life, for example, as superior to the cenobitic - for the best and highest form of life is, 
for each one, the particular way to which he or she is personally called (§§ 88-92). The fullness of contemplation is 
accessible to married people living in cities as well as to the desert- dweller. 

In the texts that follow, from the pen of St Symeon the Studite, the situation envisaged is that of a large, highly 
organized community such as the Studios monastery itself. The author insists upon strict poverty, the cutting-off of 
self-will, simplicity in personal relationships, the avoidance of all unnecessary complications. He speaks about 
compunction (katanyxis) as an experience that is not so much penitential as joyful (§ 140), about the vision of divine 
light (§ 150), and about the importance of obedience to the spiritual father (§§ 129, 141) - themes which his disciple 
the New Theologian was later to develop.  

1 There is a critical text of the full series by J. Darrouzes, Symeon le Nouveau Theologien: Chapitres Theologiques Gnostiques et Pratiques 
(Sources chretiennes 51: 2nd ed., Paris, 1980); E.T., P. McGuckin (Cistercian Studies Series 41: Kalamazoo, 1982). For §§1-118 is our 
translation follows the critical text of Darrouzes; for §§119-53 we have used the text in the Greek Philokalia. On the significance of the number 
153, see The Philokalia, vol. i (London & Boston, 1979), p. 56.  
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In a memorable phrase - 'Love is greater than prayer' (§ 143)1 - the Studite affirms the primacy of love. St Symeon the New 
Theologian would not have disagreed (see § 61). 

1 A quotation from St John Klimakos, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 26 (P.G. lxxxviii, 1028B); E.T., C. Luibheid and N. Russell (The 
Classics of Western Spirituality: New York, 1982), p. 239.  
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On Faith 
Brethren and fathers, it is good that we make God's mercy known to all and speak to those close to us of the 

compassion and inexpressible bounty He has shown us. For as you know I neither fasted, nor kept vigils, nor slept 
on bare ground, but - to borrow the Psalmist's words - 'I humbled myself' and, in short, 'the Lord saved me'.  

Or, to put it even more briefly, I did no more than believe and the Lord accepted me (cf. Ps. 116:6, 10; 27:10. 
LXX). Many things stand in the way of our acquiring humility, but there is nothing that prevents us from having 



faith. For if we want it with all our heart, it will immediately become active in us, since it is God's gift to us and a 
pre-eminent characteristic of our nature, even though it is also subject to our individual power of free will. That is 
why even Scythians and other outlandish peoples have faith in each other's words. Yet to demonstrate through actual 
facts the effect of our deeply rooted faith and to confirm what I have just said, I will tell you a story related to me by 
someone who was entirely trustworthy.  

A man by the name of George, young in age - he was about twenty - was living in Constantinople during our own 
times. He was good-looking, and so studied in dress, manners and gait, that some of those who take note only of 
outer appearances and harshly judge the behavior of others began to harbor malicious suspicions about him. This 
young man, then, made the acquaintance of a holy monk who lived in one of the monasteries in the city; and to him 
he opened his soul and from him he received a short rule which he had to keep in mind. He also asked him for a 
book giving an account of the ways of monks and their ascetic practices; so the elder gave him the work of Mark the 
Monk, On the Spiritual Law. This the young man accepted as though it had been sent by God Himself, and in the 
expectation that he would reap richly from it he read it from end to end with eagerness  
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and attention. And though he benefited from the whole work, there were three passages only which he fixed in his 
heart. 

The first of these three passages read as follows: 'If you desire spiritual health, listen to your conscience, do all it 
tells you, and you will benefit.' The second passage read: 'He who seeks the energies of the Holy Spirit before he has 
actively observed the commandments is like someone who sells himself into slavery and who, as soon as he is 
bought, asks to be given his freedom while still keeping his purchase-money.' And the third passage said the 
following: 'Blind is the man crying out and saying: "Son of David, have mercy upon me" (Luke 18:38). He prays 
with his body alone, and not yet with spiritual knowledge. But when the man once blind received his sight and saw 
the Lord, he acknowledged Him no longer as the Son of David but as the Son of God, and worshipped Him' (cf. 
John 9:38).  

On reading these three passages the young man was struck with awe and fully believed that if he examined his 
conscience he would benefit, that if he practiced the commandments he would experience the energy of the Holy 
Spirit, and that through the grace of the Holy Spirit he would recover his spiritual vision and would see the Lord. 
Wounded thus with love and desire for the Lord, he expectantly sought His primal beauty, however hidden it might 
be. And, he assured me, he did nothing else except carry out every evening, before he went to bed, the short rule 
given to him by the holy elder. When his conscience told him, 'Make more prostrations, recite additional psalms, and 
repeat "Lord, have mercy" more often, for you can do so', he readily and unhesitatingly obeyed, and did everything 
as though asked to do it by God Himself. And from that time on he never went to bed with his conscience 
reproaching him and saying, 'Why have you not done this?’ Thus, as he followed it scrupulously, and as daily it 
increased its demands, in a few days he had greatly added to his evening office.  

During the day he was in charge of a patrician's household and each day he went to the palace, engaging in the 



tasks demanded by such a life, so that no one was aware of his other pursuits. Every evening tears flowed from his 
eyes, he multiplied the prostrations he made with his face to the ground, his feet together and rooted to the spot on 
which  
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he stood. He prayed assiduously to the Mother of God with sighs and tears, and as though the Lord was physically 
present he fell at His most pure feet, while like the blind man he besought mercy and asked that the eyes of his soul 
should be opened. As his prayers lasted longer every evening, he continued in this way until midnight, never 
growing slack or indolent during this period, his whole body under control, not moving his eyes or looking up. He 
stood still as a statue or a bodiless spirit.  

One day, as he stood repeating more in his intellect than with his mouth the words, 'God, have mercy upon me, a 
sinner' (Luke 18:13), suddenly a profuse flood of divine light appeared above him and filled the whole room. As this 
happened the young man lost his bearings, forgetting whether he was in a house or under a roof; for he saw nothing 
but light around him and did not even know that he stood upon the earth. He had no fear of falling, or awareness of 
the world, nor did any of those things that beset men and bodily beings enter his mind. Instead he was wholly united 
to non-material light, so much so that it seemed to him that he himself had been transformed into light. Oblivious of 
all else, he was filled with tears and with inexpressible joy and gladness. Then his intellect ascended to heaven and 
beheld another light, more lucid than the first. Miraculously there appeared to him, standing close to that light, the 
holy, angelic elder of whom we have spoken and who had given him the short rule and the book.  

When I heard this story, I thought how greatly the intercession of this saint had helped the young man, and how 
God had chosen to show him to what heights of virtue the holy man had attained.  

When this vision was over and the young man, as he told me, had come back to himself, he was struck with joy 
and amazement. He wept with all his heart, and sweetness mingled with his tears. Finally he fell on his bed, and at 
that moment the cock crowed, announcing the middle of the night. Shortly after the church bells rang for matins and 
he got up as usual to chant the office, not having had a thought of sleep during the whole night.  

As God knows - for He brings things about according to decisions of which He alone is aware - all this happened 
without the young man having done anything more than you have heard. But what he did he did with true faith and 
unhesitating expectation. And let it not be said that he did these things by way of an experiment, for he had never 
spoken or thought of acting in such a spirit. Indeed, to make  
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experiments and to try things out is evidence of a lack of faith. On the contrary, after rejecting every passion-
charged and self-indulgent thought this young man, as he himself assured me, paid such attention to what his 



conscience said that he regarded all material things of life with indifference, and did not even find pleasure in food 
and drink, or want to partake of them frequently. 

You have heard, my brethren, what great things faith in God can bring about when it is confirmed by actions. You 
will have realized that youth is not to be despised and that without understanding and fear of God old age is useless. 
You have learnt that the heart of a city cannot prevent us from practicing God's commandments so long as we are 
diligent and watchful, nor can stillness or withdrawal from the world be of any benefit if we are lazy and negligent. 
We have certainly all heard of David, and we admire him and say that he is unique and there cannot be another like 
him. Yet here, lo and behold, is something more than David. For David was specially chosen by God: he was 
anointed to be prophet and king; he was inspired by the Holy Spirit; and he was granted many revelations 
concerning God. Thus when he sinned and was deprived of the grace of the Spirit and of his gift of prophecy, and 
was estranged from his usual communion with God, is there anything astonishing in the fact that he should recall the 
state of grace from which he had fallen and should ask to enjoy those privileges once more (cf. Ps. 51:11-12)? But 
our young man had never even conceived of any of these things. He was devoted only to what is transient and 
worldly, and he could imagine nothing superior to such things. Yet - how unpredictable are Thy ways, Lord - he had 
only to hear of these divine realities and he believed in them immediately; indeed, he believed so surely that he 
implemented his faith in corresponding action. It was thanks to this action that his mind took wing and rose to 
heaven, drawing to it the compassion of Christ's Mother. Through her intercession God was appeased and bestowed 
on him the grace of the Spirit. This gave him the strength to rise to heaven and to behold the light that everyone 
longs for but very few attain.  

This young man had not observed long fasts or slept on the ground, worn a hair shirt or shaved his head, nor had 
he shunned the world physically, though he had in spirit, by keeping a few vigils; yet he appeared to be superior to 
Lot, so renowned in Sodom (cf. Gen. 19). Or, rather, although in a body, he was an angel, constrained yet 
unconstrained, visible but transcending physicality, human in appearance  
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but immaterial when perceived spiritually, outwardly all things to all men (cf. 1 Cor. 9:22) but inwardly solely 
present to God alone, the knower of all things. Thus when the visible sun set, he found that its place was taken by 
the tender light of spiritual luminosity, which is the pledge and foretaste of the unceasing light that is to succeed it. 
And this was as it should be; for the love of that for which he was searching took him out of the world, beyond 
nature and all material things, filling him wholly with the Spirit and transforming him into light. And all this 
happened to him while he was living in the middle of the city, and was steward of a house, having in his charge 
slaves and free men and carrying out all the tasks incumbent on such a life. 

Enough has been said in praise of this young man and to stimulate you to a similar longing, in imitation of him. 
Or would you still like me to speak of other things, greater than these - things which perhaps you might not be able 
to take in? Yet what can be greater or more perfect than the fear of God? Indeed, nothing is greater than this. It is as 
St Gregory of Nazianzos has written: "Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom" (Prov. 1:7). For where there is 
fear, there the commandments are kept, and where the commandments are kept the flesh is purified, together with 



the cloud that envelops the soul and prevents it from clearly seeing the divine radiance. Where there is this 
purification there is illumination, and illumination is the fulfillment of the longing of those who desire the greatest of 
all supernal things or even that which is above all greatness.'' With these words he showed that illumination by the 
Spirit is the endless end of every virtue, and that whoever attains it has finished with everything sensory and has 
begun to experience the knowledge of spiritual realities.  

Such, my brethren, are the wonders of God. And God reveals His hidden saints so that some may emulate them 
and others have no excuse for not doing so. Provided they live a worthy life, both those who choose to dwell in the 
midst of noise and hubbub and those who dwell in monasteries, mountains and caves can achieve salvation. Solely 
because of their faith in Him God bestows great blessings on them. Hence those who because of their laziness have 
failed to attain salvation will have no excuse to offer on the day of judgment. For He who promised to grant us 
salvation simply on account of our faith in Him is not a liar. So show mercy to yourselves and to us who love you  
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and often grieve and shed tears far you - for this is what the merciful and compassionate God has asked us to do. 
Trust in the Lord with all your soul. Leave the world and everything that passes away, and draw close to God and 
cleave to Him; for in a little while 'heaven and earth will pass away' (Matt. 24:35), and apart from Him there will be 
no firm ground on which to stand, no limit, nothing to check the fall of sinners. God is infinite and cannot be 
grasped. Tell me, then, if you can, what place there will be for those who fall away from His kingdom? 

I grieve, I exhaust my heart, I pine for you when I bring to mind that we have a Lord so bountiful and 
compassionate that simply if we have faith in Him He grants us gifts beyond our imagination - gifts we have never 
heard or thought of and that 'man's heart has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9). Yet we, like beasts, prefer the earth and the 
things of the earth that through His great mercy it yields in order to supply our bodily needs; and if we use these 
things modestly, then our soul may ascend unhampered towards divine realities, nourished spiritually by the Holy 
Spirit according to the degree of our purification and to the level to which we have ascended.  

This is our purpose, for this we were created and brought forth: that after having received lesser blessings in this 
world we may through our gratitude to God and our love for Him enjoy great and eternal blessings in the life to 
come. But, alas, far from having any concern for the blessings in store, we are even ungrateful for those at hand, and 
we are like the demons, or - if truth be told - even worse. Thus we deserve greater punishment than they, for we 
have been given greater blessings. For we know that God became for our sakes like us in everything except sin, so 
that He might deliver us from delusion and free us from sin. But what is the use of saying this? The truth is that we 
believe in all these things only as words, while we deny them where our acts are concerned. Is not Christ's name 
uttered everywhere, in towns and villages, in monasteries and on mountains? Search diligently, if you will, and find 
out whether anyone keeps His commandments. Among thousands and myriads you will scarcely find one who is a 
Christian both in word and in act. Did not our Lord and God say in the Gospel, 'He that believes in Me will also do 
what I do - indeed, he will do greater things' (John 14:12)? But which of us dares to say, 'I do Christ's work and I 
truly believe in Christ?' Do you not see, brethren, that on the day of judgment we risk being classed among the  
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unbelievers and will be chastised more severely even than those ignorant of Christ? Inevitably either we must be 
chastised as unbelievers or Christ is a liar - and that, my brethren, is impossible. 

I have written this not to dissuade you from withdrawing from the world or to encourage you to live in the midst 
of it. Rather I have written it so that all who happen to read it may be assured that whoever wants to act rightly will 
receive from God the power so to do, wherever he may be. In fact, the tale I have told actually encourages 
withdrawal. For if the young man in question, who lived in the world and never had a thought of renouncing it, or of 
shedding his possessions, or of submitting to the rule of obedience, received such mercy from God simply because 
he trusted in Him and called on Him with his whole soul, how much greater blessings should those hope to attain 
who have abandoned all worldly things and all worldly relationships and who as God commanded have for His sake 
surrendered their very souls to death (cf. Luke 14:26)? Moreover, if, unhesitating in your faith and wholehearted in 
your determination, you do begin to act rightly and to experience the blessing that comes from so doing, you will of 
your own accord realize that worldly cares and living in the world are a great obstacle to those who wish to live in 
conformity with God. What we have related about this young man is amazing and unexpected, and we have never 
heard of anything like it happening to anyone else. Even though it may have happened to others or may happen in 
the future, they should realize that they will lose the blessing they have received unless they do promptly abandon 
the world. This is exactly what I learnt from that young man.  

I subsequently met him after he had become a monk, in the third or fourth year of his monastic life. He was then 
thirty-two. I knew him very well: we had been friends from childhood and had been brought up together. On account 
of this he also told me the following: 'A few days after that incredible change in my life and the more than human 
help I received, I was continually attacked by the temptations of my worldly life - temptations that thwarted my 
secret activities and that little by little deprived me of the blessings I had been given. As a result I longed to get 
completely away from the world and in solitude to seek out Him who had appeared to me. For, brother, I was 
convinced that He had appeared to me solely in order to draw me, unworthy as I was, to Himself and to separate me 
entirely from the world. Yet lacking the strength to respond straight away I gradually forgot everything I have  
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told you about and fell into utter darkness, to such an extent that 1 no longer remembered or even thought of 
anything, major or minor, connected with those experiences. Rather, I plunged into evil ways more deeply than ever 
before and ended up in such a state that it was as if I had never understood or heard Christ's holy words. Even the 
saint who had once shown me such mercy and who had given me that short rule and had sent me that book became 
for me merely someone I had happened to meet, and I gave no thought to the things I had seen because of him. I am 
telling you this,' he continued, 'so you can see quite clearly the pit of perdition into which I fell, contemptible as I 
was, because of my sloth and negligence, and so you will be filled with amazement at the inexpressible blessings 



that God subsequently bestowed on me. 

'For - though I do not know how to explain it - unknown to myself love and trust toward that saintly elder had 
remained in my unhappy heart; and it was I think for this reason that, as a result of his prayers, after many years God 
in His compassion had mercy on me. Through him God again dragged me out of my chronic state of delusion and 
rescued me from the pit of evil. In spite of my unworthiness I had not completely broken with the elder, but when I 
was in the city I often visited him in his cell and confessed to him what had happened to me, although, without 
conscience as I was, I did not carry out any of his instructions. But now, as you see, the merciful God has forgiven 
my many sins, and through that same saintly elder has granted me the grace to become a monk and - in spite of my 
being truly unworthy of it - has permitted me to be constantly with him. After .great labors and many tears, 
combined with strict solitude, total obedience, the complete elimination of my own will and many other rigorous 
practices and actions, I have been going forward resolutely and unremittingly along my path, and have again been 
granted a vision, faint as it is, of a small ray of that most gentle divine light, although up to now I have not been 
privileged to see it as I saw it on that original occasion.'  

This and many other things he told me with tears. And I, hapless that I am, as I listened to his holy words realized 
that he was entirely filled with divine grace and was truly wise, despite his lack of worldly wisdom. Moreover, since 
he had acquired his unerring knowledge of spiritual realities through actual experience, I asked him to tell me how 
faith could bring about such miracles and to instruct me by setting it  
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down in writing. He began to speak to me about these matters and was quite ready to write down his observations. 
Not to lengthen this present text, I have set forth what he said elsewhere for the delight of those who seek with Faith 
to learn from such writings. 

Thus I beg you, brethren in Christ, let us also diligently follow the path of Christ's commandments, so that our 
faces are not covered in shame (cf. Ps. 34:5). To everyone who knocks resolutely He opens the gates of His 
kingdom, and on him who asks He at once bestows the Holy Spirit (cf. Luke 11:13). Nor is it possible for the person 
who seeks with all his soul not to find (cf. Matt. 7:7-8) and not to be enriched with the richness of His gifts. Thus 
you, too, will be nourished by the inexpressible blessings that He has prepared for those who love Him (cf. 1 Cor. 
2:9). Here, in this present life, you will enjoy them in part, in accordance with His supernal wisdom; while in the life 
to come you will enjoy them fully, in company with the saints of all time, in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be 
glory throughout the ages. Amen.  
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1. To have faith is to die for Christ and for His commandments; to believe that this death brings life; to regard 

poverty as wealth, and lowliness and humiliation as true glory and honor; to believe that by not possessing anything 
one possesses everything (cf. 2 Cor. 6:9-10) or, rather, that not possessing anything is to possess the 'unsearchable 



riches' of the knowledge of Christ (Eph. 3:8); and to look upon all visible things as dross and smoke.  

2. To have faith in Christ means not only to stand aloof from the delights of this life, but also to endure patiently 
every temptation and test that brings upon us distress, affliction and misfortune, for as long as God wishes and until 
He comes to us. 'I waited patiently for the Lord and He heard me' (Ps. 40:1).  

3. Those who in any way esteem their parents above the commandments of God do not possess faith in Christ (cf. 
Matt. 10:37). Their own conscience will certainly accuse them - if their conscience is still alive to their lack of faith. 
People who possess faith never transgress at any point the commandment of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.  

4. Faith in God engenders desire, for spiritual blessings and fear of punishment. Desire for spiritual blessings and 
fear of punishment induce a strict keeping of the commandments. The strict keeping of the commandments teaches 
us our own weakness. Awareness of our true weakness generates mindfulness of death. The person who is mindful 
of death will insistently strive to discover what awaits him after his exit from this present life. But he who seeks to 
know what is to come should first of all detach himself from the things of this world; for whoever is constrained by 
an attachment, however small, to these  
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things cannot acquire full knowledge of his post-mortal state. Even should God in His mercy give him some taste of 
this knowledge, it will be taken away from him unless he speedily severs his worldly attachments and dedicates 
himself wholly to it, not willingly giving thought to anything extraneous to it. 

5. The renunciation of and total separation from this world - which includes self-alienation from all material 
things, from the modes, attitudes and forms of this present life, as well as the denial of one's own body and will - 
swiftly brings great rewards whenever it is zealously accomplished.  

6. If you are intent on renouncing the world, do not permit yourself the solace of dwelling in it for the time being, 
even if all your relatives and friends try to compel you to do so. It is the demons who provoke them in this way in 
order to extinguish the ardor of your heart; for even if they cannot thwart your purpose completely, they will try to 
slacken and enfeeble it.  

7. When you are courageously impervious to all the pleasures of this life, then the demons will promote in your 
relatives a spurious compassion for you, making them weep and lament over you before your eyes. You will realize 
that it is spurious when you stick firmly to your purpose, for you will then see them becoming suddenly infuriated 
with you: they will no longer want to set eyes on you and will reject you as if you were an enemy.  

8. When you see the pain which your parents, relatives and friends experience because of you, mock the demon 
who in his subtlety has provoked these feelings against you. Withdraw with fear and determination, and entreat God 
insistently to bring you swiftly into His haven, where He will give rest to your tired and over-burdened soul. The sea 
of life nourishes many forms of danger and even of utter destruction.  

9. He who would hate the world must love God from the depths of his soul and always have Him in mind; 
nothing else leads us to abandon the world more joyfully and to turn away from it as though it were so much trash.  



10. Once called, do not seek to remain in the world for any reason at all, good or bad; obey the call straight away. 
God rejoices at nothing so much as our promptitude; and swift obedience involving a life of frugality is better than 
procrastination amidst great wealth.  

11. If the world and everything in it passes away, while God alone is  
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eternal and immortal, then rejoice, since for His sake you have renounced what is corruptible. Not merely wealth 
and possessions, but every sensual pleasure and sinful enjoyment are corruptive. Only the commandments of God 
are light and life, and everyone acknowledges them as such. 

12. If, brother, consumed by spiritual ardor you have entered a monastery or placed yourself under a spiritual 
father, do not indulge in baths, food or other bodily consolations, even if urged to do so by your spiritual father 
himself or by your monastic brethren. On the contrary, always be ready to fast, to endure hardship, to exercise the 
utmost self-control. If, however, your spiritual father insists that you should enjoy some comfort, you will obey him, 
not even in such a case acting according to your own will. But if he does not insist, then gladly endure what you 
have freely chosen to do, and your soul will benefit. By keeping to this rule, you will find that always, in every 
situation, you are abstinent and self-controlled, prompt to renounce your own will in all things. Moreover, you will 
keep alight in your heart that flame which constrains you to stand aloof from everything.  

13. When the demons have done all they can to shake our resolve to live a spiritual life and to hinder us from 
carrying it out, and have failed in their efforts, they enter pious hypocrites and through them try to obstruct us. First, 
as if moved by love and compassion, they exhort us to give our bodies some relaxation, on the grounds that 
otherwise we will become physically exhausted and listless. Then they invite us to join in useless discussions, 
making us waste whole days in them. If we pay attention to these hypocrites and model ourselves on them, the 
demons change tactics, mocking us for falling in this way; but if we take no notice of their suggestions, and hold 
ourselves aloof from all, recollected and reserved, they are consumed with jealousy and do everything they can until 
they have driven us from the monastery. Arrogance cannot bear to see itself scorned and humility held in honor.  

14. A man full of self-esteem suffers torture when he sees a humble person weeping and being doubly 
compensated: by God, who is moved to pity because of his tears, and by men, who are moved to give him praise that 
he never sought.  

15. Once you have entrusted yourself wholly to your spiritual father, you will find yourself alienated from all 
things human, worldly or material, that might lead you astray. Without his consent you will  
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not have any desire to concern yourself with such things; nor will you ask him to allow you anything, great or small, 
unless he himself on his own initiative either tells you to take it or gives it to you with his own hands. 

16. Without the permission of your spiritual father, do not give alms from the money you brought with you, and 
do not even allow an agent acting on your behalf to distribute any of your wealth. It is better for others to regard you 
as poor and destitute than to distribute your wealth to those in need while you are still a novice. A person of pure 
faith will entrust everything to the decision of his spiritual father as if putting it into the hands of God.  

17. Even if you are burning with thirst, do not ask for a drink of water until on his own initiative your spiritual 
father urges you to drink. Constrain yourself, force yourself in all things, prevail over yourself, saying to yourself: 'If 
God wills. . . .' And if you deserve a drink, God will certainly reveal this to your spiritual father and he will say to 
you, 'Drink.' Thus you will drink with a pure conscience, even if it is not the correct moment to do so.  

18. Someone with experience of spiritual grace and possessing an unadulterated faith once said, invoking God as 
witness of its truth: 'I resolved never to ask for anything to eat or drink from my spiritual father, or to take anything 
at all without his consent, but to wait until God prompted him to give me an order. Acting in this way, I never 
deviated from my aim.'  

19. Whoever possesses unclouded faith in his spiritual father will, on seeing him, think that he is seeing Christ 
Himself; when with him or following him, he will firmly believe that he is with and following Christ. Such a person 
will never want to associate with anyone else, nor will he value anything in the world more than his thought of him 
and his love for him. For what is finer or more profitable in this world or in the next than to be with Christ? What is 
more gracious or beautiful than the sight of Him? If someone is privileged to enjoy His companionship, he draws 
from this eternal life.  

20. If you truly love and pray for those who slander and maltreat you, who hate and defraud you, you will make 
rapid progress, for when your heart is fully aware that this is happening, your thoughts and, indeed, your whole soul 
with all its three powers are drawn down into the depths of humility and washed with tears. This in its turn raises 
your intellect to the heaven of dispassion, conferring on it the  
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gift of contemplation. Because you have tasted such blessing, you come to regard all the things in this life as mere 
dross, so that you do not even take food or drink with pleasure or any frequency.  

21. The spiritual contestant must not only abstain from evil   actions, but must also strive to be free from hostile 
thoughts and notions. He should always concentrate on ideas of a soul-nourishing and spiritual nature, thus 
remaining detached from worldly cares. 

22. A person who strips his whole body bare, but keeps his eyes covered with a cloth, cannot see the light despite 
his nakedness. Similarly a person detached from all things, including possessions, and even delivered from the 
passions themselves, will never see the spiritual light - our Lord and God, Jesus Christ - until he frees his soul’s eye 
from worldly concerns and evil thoughts.  



23. Worldly thoughts and material concerns blind the mind, or eye of the soul, like a cloth that covers the physical 
eyes: so long as we are not free of them, we cannot see. But once they are removed by mindfulness of death, then we 
clearly see the true light, that which illumines everyone who attains the spiritual world.  

24. The person blind from birth will not recognize or believe the significance of what I have just written; but the 
person privileged with sight will bear witness that what I have said is true.  

25. The person who sees with physical eyes knows when it is night and when it is day; the blind man is unaware 
of both. The person who has come to see with the eyes of the spirit, and who has beheld the true and quenchless 
light, is consciously aware when he is deprived of it should he return, out of laziness, to his former blindness; and he 
will not be ignorant of why this has happened. But the person blind from birth, and remaining so, knows nothing of 
these things from personal experience of their operation. He knows about them only from hearsay, but has never 
actually seen them; and if he tells others what he has heard, neither he nor his audience will know what he is talking 
about.  

26. We cannot both sate ourselves with food and spiritually enjoy divine and noumenal blessings; the more we 
pander to the stomach the less can we experience such enjoyment. But to the degree that we discipline the body we 
are filled with spiritual nourishment and grace.  

27. We should abandon all that is earthly. We should not only renounce riches and gold and other material things, 
but should also expel desire for such things completely from our soul. We should hate  
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not only the body's sensual pleasure, but also its mindless impulses; 
and we should strive to mortify it through suffering. For it is through the body that our desires are roused and stirred 
into action; and so long as it is alive, our soul will inevitably be dead, slow to respond and even impervious to every 
divine command. 

28. Just as a flame always rises no matter in what direction one turns the wood on which it bums, so the heart of 
an arrogant person cannot humble itself; the more one says to help him, the greater his self-inflation. Corrected or 
admonished, he reacts violently; and when praised or encouraged, his exultation knows no bounds.  

29. A person in the habit of contradicting others becomes a two-edged sword to himself. Unwittingly he destroys 
his own soul and alienates it from eternal life.  

30. A contentious person is like someone who deliberately gives himself over to the enemies of his king. 
Contentiousness is a trap whose bait is self-justification; deceived by it we swallow the hook of sin. Then our 
unhappy soul is caught, tongue and 'throat, by the demons. Sometimes they exalt it to the heights of pride and 
sometimes cast it down into the depths of sin, to be judged with those who have fallen from heaven.  

31. A person who suffers bitterly when slighted or insulted should recognize from this that he still harbors the 
ancient serpent in his breast. If he quietly endures the insult or responds with great humility, he weakens the serpent 
and lessens its hold. But if he replies acrimoniously or brazenly, he gives it strength to pour its venom into his heart 
and to feed mercilessly on his guts. In this way the serpent becomes increasingly powerful; it destroys his soul's 



strength and his attempts to set himself right, compelling him to live for sin and to be completely dead to 
righteousness.  

32. If you want to renounce the world and to be instructed in life according to the Gospels, do not place yourself 
in the hands of an inexperienced master or one subject to the passions; for then you will be taught, not the ways of 
the Gospels, but those of the devil. Good masters impart good teaching, but the evil teach evil. Bad seed produces 
rotten fruit.  

33. Implore God with prayers and tears to send you a guide who is dispassionate and holy. But you yourself 
should also study the divine writings - especially the works of the fathers that deal with the practice of the virtues - 
so that you can compare the teachings of your  
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master with them; for thus you will see and observe them as in a mirror. Take to heart and keep in mind those of his 
teachings that agree with the divine writings, but separate out and reject those that are false and incongruent. 
Otherwise you will be led astray. For in these days there are all too many deceivers and false prophets. 

34. A blind person who undertakes to guide others is a deceiver plunging into the pit of destruction those who 
follow him. As the Lord said: 'If the blind lead the blind, both will fall into the pit' (Matt. 15:14).  

35. The person blind to the One is utterly blind to everything; but he who sees in the One contemplates all things. 
He abstains from the contemplation of all things and at the same time enters into the contemplation of all things 
while remaining outside what he contemplates. Being .in the One he sees all things; and being in all things he sees 
nothing. The person who sees in the One perceives through the One both himself and all men and all things; hidden 
in the One, he sees nothing of anything.  

36. The person who has not consciously invested his intelligence and intellect with the image of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the heavenly one, man and God, is still but flesh and blood. He cannot perceive spiritual glory solely through 
his intelligence, just as those blind from birth cannot know the sun's light solely through their intelligence.  

37. Whoever hears, sees and feels through his intelligence will know the meaning of what has just been said, 
because he already bears the image of the heavenly one (cf. 1 Cor. 15:49) and has attained that perfect manhood 
which is the fullness of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13). Such a person can also guide God's flock aright in the way of His 
commandments. But if someone does not understand what has been said, it is clear that the perceptive organs of his 
soul are neither purified nor in good health, and that it would be better for him to be led than to lead others at their 
peril. 

38. He who looks upon his teacher and guide as if he were God cannot call him into question. If he thinks and 
says that he can, he should know that he deceives himself, being ignorant of the attitude of holy men towards God. 

39. If you believe that your life and death are in the hands of your spiritual guide you will never contradict him. 
Ignorance of this engenders contentiousness, and this brings about spiritual and eternal death.  
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40. Before the accused receives his sentence, he is given an opportunity to speak in his own defense before the 

judge about what he has done; but once the facts have been established and the judge has given his verdict, the 
accused can say nothing, whether important or trivial, to those who execute his punishment.  

41. Before a monk has entered this court and has revealed what he has in his heart, he may perhaps argue with his 
spiritual guide, either out of ignorance or because he thinks he can keep things about himself hidden. But after he 
has revealed and sincerely confessed his thoughts, he cannot argue with the man who, after God, will be his judge 
and master until death. For when a monk has once entered this court and laid bare the secrets of his heart, he will 
know from the start - if he has any understanding at all - that he deserves a thousand deaths. He will believe that 
through humility and obedience he can be saved from all punishment and chastisement, if indeed he has truly 
grasped the nature of this mystery.  

42. If you keep these things indelibly in mind, your heart will never rebel when you are disciplined or 
admonished or criticized. But whoever falls victim to the evils of contentiousness and disbelief with respect to his 
spiritual father and teacher is while yet living dragged down pitifully into the depths of Hades. Being disobedient 
and a son of perdition he becomes the dwelling-place of Satan and all his unclean brood.  

43. I exhort you, who are under obedience, to meditate on these things constantly and to make every effort not to 
plunge into these infernal evils of which I have spoken. Entreat God fervently each day with these words: 'God and 
Lord of all, master of everything that has breath and soul, who alone canst cure me, hear my prayer, abject as I am. 
Root out of me and destroy through the inspiration of Thy Holy Spirit the serpent that dwells in me. Make me 
worthy, poor though I am and bereft of virtue, of falling with tears at the feet of my spiritual father. Move his holy 
soul to have mercy on me; and. Lord, bestow humility on my heart and give me such thoughts as befit a sinner who 
has resolved to repent before Thee. Do not abandon for ever a soul that has once submitted and has confessed to 
Thee, that has chosen and honored Thee above all me world. Thou knowest that I wish to be saved, even if my bad 
habits hinder me. But to Thee, 0 Lord, are possible all things that are impossible to men' (cf. Luke 18:27).  

44. Those who with fear and trembling have laid a good foundation  
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of faith and hope in the court of devotion; who have planted their feet firmly on the rock of obedience to their 
spiritual father; who listen to his counsel as if it came from the mouth of God; and who with humility of soul build 
all this on the basis of obedience - such people will succeed immediately. They will achieve that great and primary 
task of denying themselves. For to fulfill the will of another and not one's own entails not only the denial of one's 
own soul, but also mortification towards the whole world. 

45. The demons rejoice when a person argues with his spiritual father, but angels marvel at him when he humbles 



himself to the point of death. For then he performs God's work, making himself like the Son of God who was 
obedient to His Father unto death, the death on the cross (cf. Phil. 2:8).  

46. Contrition of heart, when excessive and untimely, troubles and darkens the mind, destroying the soul's 
humility and pure prayer, and paining the heart. This induces a hardening to the point of total insensibility; and by 
means of this the demons reduce spiritual people to despair.  

47. As you are a monk, such things may happen to you. If they do, you may still feel a great desire and eagerness 
for perfection, longing to fulfill all God's commandments and not wanting to err or sin even by uttering a single idle 
word (cf. Matt. 12:36), or to fall short of the saints of old in the practice of virtue, in spiritual knowledge and in 
contemplation. But then you may find yourself hampered by someone who sows tares of despondency. He tries to 
prevent you from climbing to such heights of holiness by discouraging you with various thoughts. For instance, he 
will tell you that it is impossible for you to be saved and to keep every single one of God's commandments while 
you live in this world. When this happens you should sit down in a solitary place by yourself, collect yourself, 
concentrate your thoughts and give good counsel to your soul, saying: 'Why, my soul, are you dejected, and why do 
you trouble me? Put your hope in God, for I will give thanks to Him; for my salvation lies not in my actions but in 
God (cf. Ps. 42:5). Who will be vindicated by actions done according to the law (cf. Gal. 2:16)? No living person 
will be vindicated before God (cf. Ps. 143:2). Yet by virtue of my faith in God I hope that in His ineffable mercy He 
will give me salvation. Get behind me, Satan (cf. Matt. 4:10; 16:23). I worship the Lord my God (cf. Matt. 4:10; 
Luke 4:8) and serve Him from my youth; for He is able to save me simply  
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through His mercy. Go away from me. The God who created me in His image and likeness will reduce you to 
impotence.' 

48. The only thing God requires of us is that we do not sin. But this is achieved, not by acting according to the 
law, but by carefully guarding the divine image in us and our supernal dignity. When we thus live in our natural 
state, wearing the resplendent robe of the Spirit, we dwell in God and God dwells in us. Then we are called gods by 
adoption and sons of God, sealed by the light of the knowledge of God (cf. Ps. 4:6. LXX).  

49. Bodily listlessness and torpor, which affect the soul as a result of our laziness and negligence, not only make 
us abandon our normal rule of prayer, but also darken .the mind and fill it with despondency. Then blasphemous and 
cowardly thoughts arise in the heart. Indeed, the person tempted by the demon of listlessness cannot even enter his 
usual place of prayer; he grows sluggish, and absurd thoughts directed against the Creator of all things arise in his 
mind. Aware of the cause of all this and why it has happened to you, resolutely enter your normal place of prayer 
and, falling down before the God of love, ask with a compunctive and aching heart, full of tears, to be freed from the 
weight of listlessness and from your pernicious thoughts. If you knock hard and insistently, this release will soon be 
given to you.  

50. The person who has attained purity of heart has triumphed over cowardice. The person still in the process of 
being purified sometimes overcomes it and sometimes is overcome by it. The person not even engaged in spiritual 



warfare is either completely unaware that he is the ally of his own passions and of the demons and that he is sick 
with pride and presumption, thinking he is something when he is not; or else he is the slave and servant of 
cowardice, trembling like a baby and fearing fear where, for those who fear the Lord, there is no fear (cf. Ps. 14:5. 
LXX) nor any occasion for cowardice.  

51. Whoever fears the Lord will not fear the sickly attacks of demons or the threats of evil people. Like a flame or 
a burning fire, he goes about day and night through dark and hidden places, and instead of fleeing from the demons 
he makes them flee from him, so as not to be scorched by the flaming rays of divine fire that pour from him.  

52. Whoever goes in the fear of God is not afraid when surrounded by evil men, for he has the fear of God within 
him and wears the invincible amour of faith. This gives him strength to do all things, even those that seem to most 
people difficult or impossible. Like a giant  
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among monkeys or a roaring lion among dogs and foxes, he is resolute in the Lord, unnerving his enemies with the 
constancy of his purpose and filling their minds with terror; for he wields God's wisdom like a rod of iron (cf. Ps. 
2:9). 

53. Not only the hesychast, living alone, or the monk under obedience, but also the abbot, the spiritual director of 
many, and even a monk charged with specific duties, need to be detached and completely free from all worldly 
cares. For if we are not detached, we transgress the commandment of God which says, 'Do not be anxious about 
your life, what you will eat or drink, or what you will wear; for it is the heathen who worry about all these things' 
(Matt. 6:25, 32). And again, 'Take care that your heart is not weighed down by dissipation, drunkenness and worldly 
cares' (Luke 21:34).  

54. A person full of anxiety about worldly things is not free: he is dominated and enslaved by this anxiety, 
whether it is about himself or about others. But he who is free from such things is untroubled by worldly concerns, 
whether they relate to himself or to others; and this is so, even if he is a bishop, abbot or priest. However, he will not 
be idle, or neglect even the most insignificant and trivial details; but all he does he will do for the glory of God, 
accomplishing everything in his life without anxiety.  

55. Do not pull down your own house because you want to build a house for your neighbor. Think how 
exhausting and difficult the task will be. Otherwise you may make your decision only to find that, having destroyed 
your own house, you lack the strength to build a house for someone else.  

56. Unless you are completely detached from worldly affairs and possessions, do not voluntarily assume 
responsibility for such things. Otherwise you may become caught up in them and, instead of receiving the reward for 
your services, may find yourself accused of theft and sacrilege. But if your abbot compels you to act as a steward, be 
like someone who holds in his hands a flaming fire; and if you ward off the attacks of your own evil thoughts 
through repentance and confession, you will be kept unharmed through the prayers of your superior.  

57. Unless you have become dispassionate you cannot know what dispassion is, and will not believe that a 
dispassionate person exists anywhere on earth. For unless someone has first denied himself, readily giving his blood 



for the sake of a life that is truly blessed, how  
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can he imagine that anyone else has done this in order to attain the state of dispassion? It is the same with someone 
who thinks that he possesses the Holy Spirit while in fact he possesses nothing of the kind. When he hears about the 
workings of the Spirit in those who do possess Him, he refuses to believe that there is anyone in our generation who 
is energized and motivated by the Holy Spirit, or who consciously and experientially enjoys the vision of Him, in the 
same way as Christ's apostles and the saints from the beginning of the world. For each judges whether his neighbor’s 
condition is virtuous or vicious according to his own state. 

58. A dispassionate soul is one thing, a dispassionate body is another. For the soul, when dispassionate, sanctifies 
the body with its own luminosity and with the radiance of the Holy Spirit. But bodily dispassion by itself confers no 
benefit on the person who possesses it.  

59. A person who is raised by the king from extreme poverty to wealth, who is invested by him with high office 
and a splendid uniform and commanded to stand in his presence, will be full of devotion for the king and will revere 
him as his benefactor. He will be fully aware of his splendid robes, of his high office and the wealth he has been 
given. Similarly, if a monk has truly withdrawn from the world and its affairs and has come to Christ, if he is fully 
conscious of his calling and has been raised to the heights of spiritual contemplation through the practice of the 
commandments, then he will look unwaveringly on God and be well aware of the change that has taken place in 
him. He will see the grace of the Spirit always illuminating him - the grace that is called a garment, the royal purple 
or, rather, that is Christ Himself, if it is indeed true that those who believe in Christ are clothed in Christ (cf. Gal. 
3:27).  

60. Many read the Holy Scriptures and hear them read. But few can grasp their meaning and import. For some 
what is said in the Scriptures is impossible, for others it is altogether beyond belief. Some again interpret them 
wrongly: they apply things said about the present to the future, and things said about the future to the past or else to 
what happens daily. In this way they reveal a lack of true judgment and discernment in things both human and 
divine.  

61. We, the faithful, should look upon all the faithful as one single being, and should consider that Christ dwells 
in each of them. We should have such love for each of them that we are willing to lay down our lives for him. Nor 
should we ever think or say that anyone is evil:  
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we should look on everyone as good, as I have already said. Even should you see someone overwhelmed by some 
passion, execrate, not him, but the passions that fight against him. And if he is mastered by desires and 



prepossessions, have even greater compassion for him; for you too may be tempted, subject as you are to the same 
fluctuations of beguiling materiality. 

62. A person false through hypocrisy, or culpable because of his actions, or easily shattered by some passion, or 
who lapses slightly through negligence, must not be left in the company of those who are working together in 
harmony. On the contrary he must be excluded from their society as still corrupt and reprobate. Otherwise at some 
crucial moment he might break their chain of union, causing division where there should be none and distress both 
to those who are at the head of the chain - for they will be grieved for those who follow after them - and to those at 
the tail of the chain, who will suffer because they are cut off from those in front of them.  

63. Earth thrown on a fire puts it out. Similarly, worldly concerns and attachment to even the smallest and most 
insignificant thing quell the fervor initially burning in our hearts.  

64. If you are pregnant with the fear of death you will feel disgust for all food and drink and smart clothing. You 
will not even find pleasure in eating bread or drinking water. You will give your body only what it needs to keep 
alive; and you will not only renounce all self-will, but at the discretion of those to whom you are obedient you will 
become the servant of all.  

65. The person who from fear of punishment hereafter has placed himself as a slave in the hands of his spiritual 
fathers will not choose, even if commanded to do so, relief for his heart's suffering or deliverance from the bonds of 
his fear. Nor will he listen to those who out of friendship, or flattery, or in virtue of their authority, encourage him to 
seek such relief and freedom. On the contrary, he will choose what increases his suffering and heightens his fear, 
and will look with love on whatever helps another to inflict these things on him. Moreover, he will endure as though 
he never expected to be released; for hope of deliverance lightens one's burden, and this is harmful for someone who 
is repenting fervently.  

66. Fear of punishment hereafter and the suffering it engenders are beneficial to all who are starting out on the 
spiritual way. Whoever imagines that he can make a start without such suffering and fear, and  

 

[V4] 38 

St Symeon the New Theologian 

One Hundred and Fifty-Three Practical and Theological Texts  
without someone to inflict them, is not merely basing his actions on sand but thinks that he can build in the air 
without any foundations at all; and this of course is utterly impossible, indeed, the suffering is the source of nearly 
all our joy, while the fear breaks the grip of all our sins and passions, and the one who inflicts these things brings us 
not death but eternal life. 

67. He who does not attempt to evade the suffering engendered by the fear of eternal punishment, but accepts it 
wholeheartedly, and even adds to it as he can, will rapidly advance into the presence of the King of kings. And as 
soon as he has beheld the glory of God, however obscurely, his bonds will be loosed: fear, his tormenter, will leave 
him, and his heart's suffering will be turned to joy. It will become a spring from which unceasing tears will flow 
visibly and which will fill him spiritually with peace, gentleness and inexpressible sweetness, as well as with 
courage and the capacity to submit to God's commandments freely and unreservedly. This is something impossible 
for those who are still- beginners, for it is the characteristic of such as are in the middle of their spiritual journey. As 



for the perfect, this spring becomes a light within their hearts, suddenly changed and transformed as they are.  

68. The person inwardly illumined by the light of the Holy Spirit cannot endure the vision of it, but falls face 
down on the earth and cries out in great fear and amazement, since he has seen and experienced something that is 
beyond nature, thought or conception. He becomes like someone suddenly inflamed with a violent fever: as though 
on fire and unable to endure the flames, he is beside himself, utterly incapable of controlling himself. And though he 
pours forth incessant tears that bring him some relief, the flame of his desire kindles all the more. Then his tears 
flow yet more copiously and, washed by their flow, he becomes even more radiant When, totally incandescent, he 
has become like light, then the saying is fulfilled, 'God is united with gods and known by them', in the sense perhaps 
that He is now united to those who have joined themselves to Him, and revealed to those who have come to know 
Him.  

69. 'Let no one deceive you with vain words' (Eph. 5:6), and let us not deceive ourselves: before we have 
experienced inward grief and  
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tears there is no true repentance or change of mind in us, nor is there any fear of God in our hearts, nor have we 
passed sentence on ourselves, nor has our soul become conscious of the coming judgment and eternal torments. Had 
we accused ourselves and realized these things in ourselves, we would have immediately shed tears; for without 
tears our hardened hearts cannot be mollified, our souls cannot acquire spiritual humility, and we cannot be humble. 
If we do not attain such a state we cannot be united with the Holy Spirit. And if we have not been united with the 
Holy Spirit through purification, we cannot have either vision or knowledge of God, or be initiated into the hidden 
virtues of humility. 

70. Those who simulate virtue and who, because of the sheepskin of the monastic habit, appear to be one thing 
outwardly but are something else inwardly - steeped perhaps in iniquity, jealousy, ambition, and foul pleasures - are 
revered by most people as saintly and dispassionate; for in most people the soul's eye is unpurified, and so they 
cannot recognize these impostors by their fruits (cf. Matt. 7:15-16). Those, on the other hand, who are full of 
devoutness, virtue and simplicity of heart, and who are truly saints, are judged by most people to be like other men; 
and they pass them by with disdain, counting them as nothing.  

71. The garrulous and ostentatious man is thought by these people to be a spiritual master; but the quiet man, 
careful not to waste words, they regard as uncouth and inarticulate.  

72. The arrogant, sick with diabolic pride, reject anyone inspired by the Holy Spirit as if this saintly man were 
himself arrogant and filled with pride; for his words strike them like blows, yet do not move them to compunction. 
But whoever uses his inborn talents or education to spin long phrases, and who tells lies to people about their 
salvation, is welcomed by them and praised to the skies; and so no one among them is able to see the situation as it 
is and judge it accordingly.  

73. 'Blessed are the pure in heart,' says God, 'for they shall see God' (Matt. 5:8). But purity of heart cannot be 
realized through one virtue alone, or through two, or ten; it can only be realized through all of them together, as if 



they formed but a single virtue brought to perfection. Even so the virtues cannot by themselves purify the heart 
without the presence and inner working of the Spirit. For just as the bronzesmith demonstrates his skill through his 
tools, but cannot make anything without the activity of fire, so a man using the virtues as tools  
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can do everything, given the presence of the fire of the Spirit; but without this presence these took remain useless 
and ineffective, not removing the stain that befouls the soul. 

74. Through holy baptism we are granted remission of our sins, are freed from the ancient curse, and are 
sanctified by the presence of the Holy Spirit. But we do not as yet receive the perfection of grace, as described in the 
words of Scripture, 'I will dwell in them, and move in them' (2 Cor. 6:16); for that is true only of those who are 
steadfast in faith and have demonstrated this through what they do. If after we have been baptized we gravitate 
towards evil and foul actions, we lose the sanctification of baptism completely. But through repentance, confession 
and tears we receive a corresponding remission of our former sins and, in this way, sanctification accompanied by 
the grace of God.   

75. Through repentance the filth of our foul actions is washed away. After this, we participate in the Holy Spirit, 
not automatically, but according to the faith, humility and inner disposition of the repentance in which our whole 
soul is engaged. In addition, we must also have received complete remission of our sins from our spiritual father. 
For this reason it is good to repent each day, in accordance with the commandment that tells us to do this; for the 
words, 'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near' (Matt. 3:2), indicate that the act of repentance is 
unending.  

76. The grace of the Holy Spirit is given as a pledge to souls that are betrothed to Christ; and just as without a 
pledge a woman cannot be sure that her union with her man will take place, so the soul will have no firm assurance 
that it will be joined for all eternity with its Lord and God, or be united with Him mystically and inexpressibly, or 
enjoy His unapproachable beauty, unless it receives the pledge of His grace and consciously possesses Him within 
itself.  

77. Just as an engagement is not binding unless the documents of the contract bear the signatures of trustworthy 
witnesses, so the illumination of grace is dependent upon the practice of the commandments and the actualization of 
the virtues. What witnesses are to a contract, the virtues and the practice of the commandments are to spiritual 
betrothal: through them everyone who is going to be saved secures the consummation of the pledge.  

78. It is as if the contract were written through the practice of the commandments and then signed and sealed by 
the virtues. Only then 
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does Christ, the bridegroom, give His ring - the pledge of the Holy Spirit - to the soul that is His bride-to-be. 

79. Before the marriage the bride-to-be receives nothing but the pledge given by her future husband; she waits 
until after the marriage to receive the dowry that has been agreed upon and the gifts promised with it. So the Church 
- the bride-to-be composed of all me faithful - and the soul of each of us first receive from Christ, the bridegroom-
to-be, only the pledge of the Spirit. The eternal blessings and the kingdom of heaven are given subsequent to this 
earthly life, though both the Church and the individual soul have the assurance of them through the pledge they have 
received, in which, as in a mirror, what has been agreed is disclosed and confirmed by their Lord and God.  

80. If the bridegroom-to-be is delayed abroad or kept away by other business, and puts off the marriage for a 
while, and if the bride-to-be, indignant, rejects his love, erasing or tearing up the document that contains the pledge, 
she immediately loses all right to what she expected from him. The same is true where the soul is concerned. For if a 
person engaged in spiritual warfare should say 'How long must I suffer?' and begin to evade the rigor of the ascetic 
life and, as it were, to erase or tear up the contract through neglect of the commandments and by abandoning the 
constant task of repentance, then at once he forfeits completely the pledge given and his hope in God.  

81. Should the bride-to-be transfer her love from the man to whom she is affianced to another, sharing his bed, 
whether publicly or not, not only does she not receive anything of what her betrothed had promised her, but she may 
rightly expect the censure and punishment of the law. The same is true in our own case. If someone shifts the love 
he has for Christ, his betrothed, to the desire for some other thing, whether openly or in secret, and his heart is 
possessed by mat thing, he will become hateful and abhorrent to Christ, and unworthy of being united with Him. For 
it is written, 'I love them that love me' (Prov. 8:17).  

82. Each of us should be able to understand from these signs whether or not he has received the pledge of the 
Spirit from Christ, our Lord and Betrothed. If he has received it, he should strive to retain it; and if he has not yet 
been privileged to receive it, he should strive through good works and actions, and through fervent repentance, to 
receive it, and then to keep it through the practice of the commandments and the acquisition of the virtues.  
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83. The roof of a house rests on its foundations and walls; correspondingly the foundations themselves are laid in 

the manner required for them to serve as support for the roof. A roof cannot stand without foundations, and 
foundations without a roof serve no living or practical purpose. Similarly, God's grace is preserved through the 
practice of the commandments, while the practice of the commandments is as it were the foundation for the divine 
gift. The grace of the Spirit will not remain with us without the practice of the commandments, nor will the practice 
of the commandments serve any useful purpose without the grace of God.  

84. A house left without a roof through the neglect of the builder is not only useless, but brings ridicule on the 
builder. Similarly, a person who has laid foundations through the practice of the commandments, and has raised 
walls through the acquisition of the higher virtues, remains incomplete, and an object of pity to the perfect, if he 
does not receive the grace of the Spirit in the form of contemplation and spiritual knowledge. He will have been 
denied this grace for one of two reasons: either he has failed to repent; or, daunted by the serried ranks of the virtues 



as by a boundless forest, he may have overlooked one of them - one that may seem trivial to us, but is indispensable 
if the house of the virtues is to be completed, since without it that house cannot be roofed by the grace of the Spirit.  

85. The Son of God, God Himself, came down to earth in order to reconcile us, His enemies, to His Father, and to 
unite us consciously to Himself through His holy and coessential Spirit. How, then, can someone who lacks this 
grace of the Spirit achieve any other form of grace? Certainly he has not been reconciled to Christ, nor has he been 
united to Christ through participation in the Spirit.  

86. The person who participates in the Holy Spirit is freed from impassioned desires and sensual pleasures, but he 
is not divorced from his natural bodily needs. In virtue of his deliverance from the bonds of impassioned desire and 
his union with immortal tenderness and glory, he strives unflaggingly to attain the heights, to dwell there with God, 
and not to lose even for a moment his vision of God and his insatiable delight. But because he is fastened to the 
body and to corruption, he is dragged down and pulled along by them, and is turned towards earthly things. His 
distress at this must be as great, I imagine, as that of a sinner's soul when it is separated from the body.  

87. For someone who loves the body, mortal life, sensual pleasure,  
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and the material world, separation from them is death; but for someone who loves holiness. God, the immaterial 
world and virtue, true death is for the mind to be separated from them even briefly. If the eyes of a person who can 
see sensible light are closed for an instant or covered by someone else, he suffers and is distressed and cannot bear 
it, especially if he was looking at something important or unusual. But if someone is illumined by the Holy Spirit 
and, whether asleep or awake, sees spiritually those blessings that 'the eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, 
and man's heart has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9), and 'that angels long to glimpse' (1 Pet. 1:12), how much more will he 
suffer and be tormented if he is torn away from the vision of these things? For this will seem to him like death, a 
veritable exclusion from eternal life.  

88. Many have called the eremitic life blessed, others, the communal or coenobitic life. Others again have 
described in this way leadership of the faithful, or the counseling, teaching and administration of churches. All of 
these are activities that provide people with nourishment in body and soul. But for my part I would not judge any 
one of them to be better than the others, nor would I say that one merits praise and another censure. But in every 
case, whatever our work or activity, it is the life led for God and according to God that is most blessed.  

89. Man's material life is based upon a variety of sciences and skills, each person practicing one or another of 
them and making his contribution. Thus, by giving and taking from one another, men satisfy their natural bodily 
needs. One can see the same thing among spiritual people, where one person pursues one virtue while another 
follows another path. But all are moving towards a single goal.  

90. The goal of all who pursue the spiritual path is to do the will of Christ, their God, to be reconciled with the 
Father through communion in the Spirit, and so to achieve their salvation. For only in this way is the soul's salvation 
attained. And if it is not attained, our labor is fatuous and our work vain. Every path of life is pointless that does not 
lead the person pursuing it to this consummation.  



91. The person who, totally forsaking the world, retires to the mountains as though in pursuit of stillness and who 
then showily writes to those in the world, blessing some and praising and flattering others, is like someone who, 
after divorcing a foul and slatternly whore of a wife and going off to a distant land to expunge even his memory of  
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her, then forgets why he came there and longs to write to those living with that whore, and sullied by her, even 
deeming them happy. If not bodily, at least in heart and in intellect he shares their passions, inasmuch as he 
deliberately condones their commerce with that woman. 

92. Those who purify their senses and hearts from every evil desire while living in the world indeed deserve 
praise and are surely blessed. Correspondingly, those who dwell in mountains and caves, but who pursue human 
praise and blessing, deserve censure and rejection. In the eyes of God, diviner of our hearts, they are adulterers. For 
the person who wants his life and name and ascetic practice to be known in the world prostitutes himself in God's 
sight, as, according to David, the Jewish people once did (cf. Ps. 106:39). 

93. Whoever renounces the world and worldly things with unhesitating faith in God believes that the Lord is 
compassionate and merciful and that He receives those who come to Him in repentance. But he knows, too, that God 
honors His servants with dishonor, enriches them with the utmost poverty, and glorifies them by means of insults 
and scorn, making them through death participants and inheritors of eternal life. Through such trials the servant of 
God is impelled like a panting hart to the deathless fountain (cf. Ps. 42:1); 
and through them he climbs upwards, as though up a ladder on which angels ascend and descend (cf. Gen. 28:12; 
John 1:51) in order to help those who are mounting. God is enthroned above, observing the strength of our intention 
and diligence, not because He enjoys seeing us struggle, but because He wishes, compassionate as He is, to give us 
our reward as if it were something He owed us. 

94. The Lord never allows those who come to Him unhesitatingly to fall completely. When He sees them 
faltering He helps them in their efforts, stretching a hand of power down to them and drawing them up to Himself. 
He works with them visibly and invisibly, consciously and unconsciously, until, having climbed every step of the 
ladder, they draw near Him, wholly united with Him in His wholeness and forgetting all that is earthly. Whether 
they are there with Him in the body or out of the body, I cannot tell (cf. 2 Cor. 12:2); but they dwell with Him and 
enjoy His ineffable blessings. 

95. It is right for us to place the yoke of Christ’s commandments on our shoulders from the start; and we should 
not resist or hang back. On the contrary, we should walk straight ahead wholeheartedly  
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obedient to them, making ourselves in truth the new paradise of God, until the Son comes to dwell in us with the 
Father through the Holy Spirit. Then, when He totally indwells us and is our master, whomever of us He commands 
and whatever ministry He entrusts us with, we will take it in hand and carry it out sedulously, as seems best to Him. 
But we must not seek this ministry prematurely, or consent to accept it when given by men; but we must persevere 
in the commandments of our Lord and God and await His orders. 



96. If, after we have committed ourselves to some form of ministry within the Church and have performed it 
honorably, the Spirit should then direct us to some other ministry or work or activity, we should not resist. For God 
does not want us to be idle, but neither does He want us to be confined for ever to the first work in which we 
engaged. On the contrary, He wants us to advance, moving always towards the realization of something better, 
acting in accordance with His will and not our own.  

97. Whoever strives to mortify his own will should' follow the will of God; and in the place of his own will he 
should put God's will, planting it in himself and grafting it into his heart. Moreover, he should carefully observe 
whether what he has planted has put down deep roots, whether what he has grafted has healed over so as to make a 
single tree, and whether it has grown and flowered and borne good, sweet fruit in such a way that he no longer 
recognizes the earth into which the seed was sown or the stock onto which the graft was made, so incomprehensible 
and miraculous is the life-bearing tree that has grown up.  

98. If through fear of God you cut off your own will - inexplicably, for you do not know how this happens - God 
will give you His will. You will keep it indelibly in your heart, opening the eyes of your mind so that you recognize 
it; and you will be given the strength to fulfill it. The grace of the Holy Spirit operates these things: without it, 
nothing is accomplished.  

99. If you have received the remission of all your sins, either through confession or through putting on the holy 
and angelic habit, this will be a great source of love, thanksgiving and humility for you. For not only have you been 
spared the countless punishments that you deserved, but you have been granted sonship, glory and the kingdom of 
heaven. Bear this in mind and continually meditate on it, taking care never to dishonor Him who honored you and 
has forgiven you ten  
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thousand sins; glorify and honor Him in all you do, so that in return He will glorify you even more - you whom He 
has honored above all visible creation and has called His true friend. 

100. As the soul is more precious than the body, so man endowed with intelligence excels the whole world. When 
you contemplate the grandeur of the created things with which the world is filled, do not think that they are more 
precious than you are; but keeping in mind the grace that has been given you, and aware of the value of your 
deiform soul, celebrate the God who has honored you above all visible things.  

101. Let us consider how we should glorify God. We cannot glorify Him in any way other than that in which He 
was glorified by the Son; for in the same way as the Son glorified the Father, the Son in turn was glorified by the 
Father. Let us, then, diligently use these same means to glorify Him who allows us to call Him 'our Father in 
heaven', so that we may be glorified by Him with the glory that the Son possesses with the Father prior to the world 
(cf. John 17:5). These means are the cross, or death to the whole world, the afflictions, the trials and the other 
sufferings undergone by Christ. If we endure them with great patience, we imitate Christ's sufferings; and through 
them we glorify our Father and God, as His sons by grace and as coheirs of Christ.  

102. A soul not consciously and completely free from ties and attachments to the visible world is not able to 



endure serenely the calamities and ravages with which both men and demons assail it. Bound by its attachment to 
human concerns, it is lacerated by the loss of material things, suffers when deprived of possessions, and is full of 
distress when its body is afflicted.  

103. A person who has delivered his soul from its ties with and desires for sensible things, and has bound it to 
God, will not only scorn property and possessions, accepting their loss painlessly, as if they belonged to others and 
were not his own; he will also endure bodily distress with joy and gratitude. In the words of St Paul, he sees the 
outward self perishing, but the inward self being renewed day by day (cf. 2 Cor. 4:16). Otherwise it is impossible 
joyfully to bear the afflictions permitted by God, for this requires perfect knowledge and spiritual wisdom. He who 
lacks these things walks at all times in the darkness of ignorance and hopelessness, totally incapable of beholding 
the light of patience and benediction.  

104. Anyone who thinks himself intelligent because of his scholarly  
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or scientific learning will never be granted insight into divine mysteries unless he first humbles himself and becomes 
a fool (cf. 1 Cor. 3:18), discarding both his presumption and the knowledge that he has acquired. But if he does this 
and with unhesitating faith allows himself to be led by those wise in divine matters, he will enter with them into the 
city of the living God. Guided and illumined by the divine Spirit, he will see and learn what others cannot ever see 
or learn. He will then be taught by God (cf. John 6:45). 

105. Those taught by God will be regarded as fools by the disciples of such as are wise in the wisdom of this 
world. But in fact it is the worldly-wise that are fools, spouting an inane secular wisdom, the stupidity of which God 
has demonstrated (cf. 1 Cor. 1:20) and which Scripture condemns as material, unspiritual, devilish, filled with strife 
and malice (cf. Jas. 3:15). Since these people are blind to the divine light, they cannot see the marvels it contains; 
they regard as deluded those who dwell in that light and see and teach others about what is within it. On the 
contrary, it is they themselves that are deluded, not having tasted the ineffable blessings of God.  

106. Even now, living in our midst, there are people who are dispassionate and saintly, filled with divine light; 
who have so mortified whatever in them pertains to the earth (cf. Col. 3:5), freeing it from all impurity and 
impassioned desire, that not only do they themselves not think or act maliciously, but even when drawn in this 
direction by another they are unwavering in their dispassion. Those who accuse these saints of folly, and who do not 
believe them when in the wisdom of the Spirit they teach about divine matters, would have recognized them had 
they understood the sacred writings that are read and sung daily. For if they possessed a mature knowledge of the 
Holy Scriptures they would have believed in the blessings spoken of and bestowed on us by God. But because out of 
self-conceit and negligence they do not share in these blessings, in their unbelief they slander those who do share in 
them and who teach others about them.  

107. For this reason those filled with grace and perfect in spiritual knowledge and wisdom will meet and see 
people living in the world only in order to benefit them in some way through reminding them of God's 
commandments or by doing good; there is a chance that some will listen, understand, and be persuaded. For those 



not led by the Spirit of God walk in darkness and do not know where they are going  
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(cf. John 12:35) or what are the obstacles that make them stumble. Yet perhaps one day they may recover from their 
presumption and accept the true teaching of the Holy Spirit; learning about the will of God in all its purity and 
integrity, they may repent, carry out this will and receive some share in spiritual grace. But if these holy people 
cannot in this way benefit those living in the world, they return to their cells, lamenting the hardness of heart they 
have encountered; and they pray day and night for the salvation of such as are still in darkness. To those who dwell 
constantly with God and are more than abundantly filled with every blessing, this is the only thing that causes 
sadness. 

108. What is the purpose of the Incarnation of the Divine Logos which is proclaimed throughout the Scriptures, 
about which we read and which yet we do not recognize? Surely it is that He has shared in what is ours so as to 
make us participants of what is His. For the Son of God became the Son of man in order to make us human beings 
sons of God, raising us up by grace to what He is by nature, giving us a new birth in the Holy Spirit and leading us 
directly into the kingdom of heaven. Or, rather, He gives us the grace to possess this kingdom within ourselves (cf. 
Luke 17:21), so that not merely do we hope to enter it but, being in full possession of it, we can affirm: 'Our life is 
hid with Christ in God' (Col. 3:3).  

109. Baptism does not take away our free will or freedom of choice, but gives us the freedom no longer to be 
tyrannized by the devil unless we choose to be. After baptism it is in our power either to persist willingly in the 
practice of the commandments of Christ, into whom we were baptized, and to advance in the path of His ordinances, 
or to deviate from this straight way and to fall again into the hands of our enemy, the devil.  

110. Whoever after baptism deliberately submits to the will of the devil and carries out his wishes, estranges 
himself - to adapt David's words - from the holy womb of baptism (cf. Ps. 58:3). None of us can be estranged or 
alienated from the nature with which we are created. We are created good by God - for God creates nothing evil -
and we remain unchanging in our nature and essence as created. But we do what we choose and want, whether good 
or bad, of our own free will. Just as a knife does not change its nature, but remains iron whether used for good or for 
evil, so we, as has been said, act and do what we want without departing from our own nature.  
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in. To be merciful to just one person will not save you, but to scorn just one person will send you to the fire 
(cf.Matt.18:10). The words, 'I was hungry' and 'I was thirsty' (Matt. 25:35), were spoken with reference not merely 
to a single occasion or to a single day, but to the whole of our life. Thus our Lord and God has declared that He 
accepts from His servants food, drink, clothing and so on, not once only but always and in all things. 



112. Even though we may have been charitable to a hundred people, if there were others from whom we turned 
away when they asked for food and drink and we could have given it to them, we will be judged by Christ as having 
refused Him nourishment. For Christ, whom we nourish in the humblest of people, is in all those to whom we 
refused our charity.  

113. He who today gives to all everything they need and tomorrow, though still in the position to act in a similar 
way, neglects some of his fellow beings and allows them to perish of hunger, thirst or cold, has scorned and allowed 
to die Him who said, 'Inasmuch as you have done it to the least of these My kindred, you have done it to Me' (Matt. 
25:40).  

114. Christ takes on the appearance of each of the poor and assimilates Himself to all of them so that no one who 
believes in Him will be arrogant towards his fellow being. On the contrary, he will look on his fellow being and his 
neighbor as his God, regarding himself as least of all in comparison just as much with his neighbor as with his 
Creator, honoring his neighbor as if he were his Creator, and exhausting his all in his service, just as Christ our God 
poured out His blood for our salvation.  

115. We who have been commanded to regard our neighbor as ourself (cf. Lev. 19:18; Luke 10:27) should do so 
not for one day only, but for our whole life. Similarly, we who have been told to give to all who ask (cf. Matt. 5:42) 
are told to do this for our whole life. And if we would like others to do good to us, we should ourselves act in the 
same way towards them (cf. Matt. 7:12).  

116. Whoever regards his neighbor as himself cannot bear to possess more than his neighbor. On the other hand, 
if he has more and does not give unstintingly until he himself becomes as poor as his neighbor, he fails to fulfill the 
Lord's commandment. And if someone wishes to give to all who ask, but rejects one of them while he still has a 
penny or a scrap of bread, or if he does not act towards his neighbor   
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as he would like other people to act towards him, he too is failing to fulfill the Lord's commandment. Similarly if 
you provide for even the humblest of the poor, and give him drink, and clothe him, and so on, but ignore a single 
person whom you know to be hungry and thirsty, you will be regarded as having ignored Christ our God when He 
was hungry and thirsty. 

117. This may seem extremely severe, and you may well say to yourself: 'Who can do all this? Who can care and 
provide for everyone, and not ignore anyone?' But let us listen to what St Paul explicitly states: 'For the love of 
Christ impels us to pronounce this judgment: that, since one has died for all, therefore all have died' (2 Cor. 5:14).  

118. Just as the more comprehensive commandments contain within themselves all the more particular 
commandments, so the more comprehensive virtues contain in themselves the more particular virtues. For he who 
sells what he has and distributes it to the poor (cf. Matt. 19:21), and who once and for all becomes poor himself, has 
fulfilled at once all the more particular commandments: he no longer has to give alms to the person who asks him 
for them, nor does he have to-refrain from rejecting the man who wishes to borrow from him (cf. Matt. 5:42). So, 
too, someone who prays continuously (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17) has in this act included everything and is no longer obliged 



to praise the Lord seven times a day (cf. Ps. 119:164), or in the evening, in the morning, and at noonday (cf. Ps. 
55:17): he has already done all that we do by way of prayer and psalmody according to the regulations and at 
specific times and hours. Similarly, he who has acquired consciously within himself the Teacher of spiritual 
knowledge (cf. Ps. 94:10) has gone through all Scripture, has gained all that is to be gained from reading, and will 
no longer have need to resort to books. How is this? The person who is in communion with Him who inspired those 
who wrote the Divine Scriptures, and is initiated by Him into the undivulged secrets of the hidden mysteries, will 
himself be an inspired book to others - a book containing old and new mysteries and written by the hand of God; for 
he has accomplished all things and in God, the principle of perfection, he rests from all his labors.  

119. Emission of semen in sleep may be produced by many factors. It may be due to gluttony, or self-esteem, or 
the envy of the demons. It may occur after long vigils when the body is sluggish and ready for sleep. It may happen 
because of the fear that it may happen, especially  
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if one is a priest due to celebrate the Liturgy, or intends to receive holy communion: filled with anxious thoughts 
that this might happen, one falls asleep only to have it happen. This, too, is brought about by the envy of the 
demons. Or it may be that after seeing a lovely face during the day, one then recalls it mentally, and falls asleep full 
of unchaste thoughts which one fails to repel because of one's sluggishness: thus one lapses while asleep, or even 
while lying awake in bed. Or certain individuals - negligent, as I see it - may sit and talk, perhaps impassionately, 
perhaps not, about things involving the passions; then, when they go to bed, they turn those things over in their 
minds, drop off to sleep while thinking about them, and come under their spell during sleep. It may even happen 
during the conversation itself, one person being perverted by another. We should therefore always be attentive to 
ourselves and reflect on the prophet's words: 'I have set the Lord always before me, because He is at my right hand, 
so that I shall not be shaken' (Ps. 16:8); and we should not listen to such talk. Often even those engrossed in prayer 
are physically aroused, as I have stated in the text on prayer. 

120. Brother, at the beginning of your renunciation of the world, try hard to implant in yourself noble virtues, so 
that you become useful to the community and so that the Lord may finally exalt you. Do not try to be familiar with 
the abbot, as we have already said elsewhere, or request any honor from him. Do not seek friendship with the senior 
members of the community, and do not hang about their cells; for if you do, not only will the passion of self-esteem 
begin to take root in you, but you will be disliked by the superior. Why this is so will be clear if you think about it. 
Sit peacefully in your cell, whatever it is like. If someone wants to contact you, do not spurn him on the grounds that 
he disturbs your devotions. Provided that you meet him with the consent of your spiritual father, you will come to no 
harm, even if the visitor has been sent to you by the enemy. But if you see that no good comes from the meeting, 
you should follow the path that is of profit to you.  

121. At all times you should fear God, and every day you should examine yourself to see what good things you 
have done and what bad things. And you should forget what was good, lest you succumb to the passion of self-
esteem. But where what was bad is concerned you should weep, confess, and pray intensely. This self-examination 
should  
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take place as follows: when the day has ended and evening has come, ask yourself how, with God's help, you have 
passed the day. Did you judge anyone, speak harshly of anyone, or offend anyone? Did you look impassionately at 
anyone, or did you disobey your superior with regard to your duties and neglect them? Did you become angry with 
anyone, or occupy your mind with useless things while in church? Or, overcome by lethargy, did you leave church 
or depart from your rule of prayer? When you see that you are guiltless on all counts - which is impossible, for 'no 
one is free from stain, not even for a single day of his life' (cf. Job 14:4-5. LXX), and 'who will boast that his heart is 
pure?' (cf. Prov. 20:9) - then cry out to God, full of tears: 'Lord, forgive me all my sins, in thought or act, conscious 
or unwitting.' For we offend in many ways, and do not know it. 

122. Each day you should reveal all your thoughts to your spiritual father; and you should accept with complete 
confidence what he says to you, as if it came from the mouth of God. Do not speak of any of this to anyone else, 
saying: 'When I asked my spiritual father such and such a thing, he said this or that; was that good counsel or not? 
And what should I do to heal myself?' Words like these display lack of trust in your spiritual father and injure the 
soul. Mostly they occur in the case of beginners.  

123. You should look on all who are in the monastery as saints and regard only yourself as a sinner and as the 
least of all, thinking that on that day all will be saved and you alone will be punished. And when you are in church 
reflecting about these things, weep bitter tears of compunction, taking no account of those who will be shocked by 
this or mock such behavior. But if you see that as a result of this you are slipping into self-esteem, leave the church 
and weep in secret, returning as soon as you can to your place. This is particularly valuable in the case of beginners, 
especially during the six psalms, the psalter, the readings, and the Divine Liturgy. Be careful not to condemn 
anyone, but keep it in mind that all who see your distress will think that you are a great sinner and will pray for your 
salvation. If you think of this at all times and carry it out constantly, you will be greatly helped, attracting to yourself 
God's grace and becoming a participant in His divine blessings.  
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124. Do not visit the cell of anyone except the abbot, and this rarely. Even if you want to ask the abbot about 

some thought, do this in church. After the service return at once to your cell; from there go to carry out your duties. 
After compline, prostrate yourself before the abbot's door, ask for his prayers, and then, head down, hurry silently 
back to your cell. For it is better to repeat the Trisagion prayer once with attention before going to bed than to pass a 
four-hour vigil in idle talk. Where there are compunction and spiritual grief, there is also divine illumination; when 
this is present in you, listlessness and sickness are dispelled.  

125. Do not permit yourself to feel special love for anyone, in particular for a novice, even if his way of life 



seems excellent, and much more so if it is suspect. Generally such love, even if initially spiritual, changes into an 
impassioned love, and results in useless afflictions. This tends to happen especially to those engaged in spiritual 
warfare, as one may learn through humility and constant prayer. This is not the right occasion for me to speak about 
these matters in detail, but he who has understanding will understand.  

126. Be a stranger to every brother in the monastery - and even more to all whom you know in the world. Love 
everyone equally and look on all those devoutly engaged in spiritual warfare as saints. For those who are negligent, 
as we ourselves are, we must pray intensely; but nevertheless, as I said above, we should regard all as saints, and 
should strive through inward grief to be purified of our passions, so that, illumined by grace, we may look on all as 
equals and attain the blessing of those who are pure in heart (cf. Matt. 5:8).  

127. Brother, regard perfect withdrawal from the world first as the complete mortification of your own will; in the 
second place regard it as detachment from and abjuration of parents, family and friends.  

128. In the third place you must divest yourself of all that belongs to you and give it to the poor, in accordance 
with the words, 'Sell all you have and give it to the poor' (Matt. 19:21). Then you must forget all with whom you 
enjoyed a particular relationship of love, whether physical or spiritual.  

129. You must confess all the secrets of your heart, all that you have done from your infancy until this very hour, 
to your spiritual father or to the abbot as if to God himself, the diviner of hearts and  
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minds. Do this in the knowledge that John baptized with the baptism of repentance and that all came to him 
confessing their sins (cf. Matt. 3:6). As a result of this your soul will experience great joy and your conscience will 
find relief, in accordance with the words of the Prophet: 'First declare your sins, so that you may be set free' (cf. Isa. 
43:26). 

130. Be fully persuaded that after your entry into the monastery your parents and all your friends are dead; and 
regard solely God and the abbot as your father and mother. Never ask anything of parents or friends on account of 
some bodily need. If in their concern they send you something, accept it and be grateful for their solicitude, but give 
whatever they send to the guest-house or to the hospital. Do this with humility; .for it is not a sublime but an 
insignificant act.  

131. Do everything good with humility, keeping in mind Him who said, 'When you have done everything, say, 
"We are useless servants; we have only done what was our duty" ' (Luke 17:l0).  

132. Take care never to receive communion while you have anything against anyone, even if this is only a hostile 
thought. Not until you have brought about reconciliation through repentance should you communicate. But you will 
learn this, too, through prayer.  

133. You should be ready each day to receive all kinds of afflictions, regarding them as your release from many 
sins; and you should thank God for them. Through them you may acquire a close and unimpeachable communion 
with God, in accordance with St Paul's words: 'Afflictions produce patient endurance; patient endurance, strength of 



character; and strength of character, hope; and hope does not disappoint' (Rom. 5:3-5). For the things that 'the eye 
has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and man's heart has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9) - these things belong, according 
to the infallible promise, to those who, with the help of God's grace, patiently endure affliction. Without God's grace 
we can of course do nothing.  

134. Have nothing material in your cell, not even a needle, except for a rush mat, your sheepskin, your cloak, and 
whatever else you wear. If possible, do not have a stool there. There is much to be said on this matter; but let him 
who has understanding understand.  

135. Again, do not ask the abbot for any appurtenances other than those prescribed; and take these only when he 
calls you and himself gives them to you. Resist any thought of exchanging them for others. Accept them as they are 
with thanksgiving, as if they had been given by  
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God, and manage with them. It is not permitted to buy others. You should wash your outer garment twice a year if it 
becomes dirty; and, like some unknown beggar, you should ask your brother in all humility for something to wear 
until it has been washed and dried in the sun. Then you should return what you have borrowed with thanks. You 
should do the same with your cloak and any other clothing. 

136. Perform the various duties assigned to you as well as you can; in your cell persevere in prayer with 
compunction, attentiveness and constant tears. You should not think that because you have worked exceptionally 
hard today you should reduce your prayer on account of bodily exhaustion. For however greatly you exert yourself 
in performing your duties, you should be aware that you have lost something of great value if you deprive yourself 
of prayer. For this is in fact the case.  

137. You should arrive first at the church services, especially matins and the Liturgy, and leave last, unless forced 
to do otherwise.  

138. You should be completely obedient to your abbot, from whom you received the tonsure, and should fulfill 
his orders uncritically until your death, even if they seem impossible to you. In this way you will imitate Him who 
was obedient 'to the point of death, even death on the cross' (Phil. 2:8). You should obey in everything not only the 
abbot, but all the brotherhood, and whoever is in charge of the various tasks that have to be done; and if you are told 
to do something beyond your power, make a prostration and ask forgiveness. Should this be refused, remember that 
'the kingdom of heaven is entered forcibly, and those who force themselves take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12); and 
apply force to yourself.  

139. Whoever with a contrite heart prostrates himself before the entire brotherhood as a person of no account, 
utterly inconspicuous, a nonentity, and who lives in this way throughout his life, will receive, I declare, the gift of 
insight, and will foretell many things about the future with the help of God's grace. Such a person will also grieve 
for the faults of others; moreover, he will be undistracted by attachment to material things, since the intensity of his 
love for what is divine and spiritual will not permit him to stumble because of them. There is nothing marvelous 
about foretelling things of the future: often, indeed, it is prompted by the demons, as he who has understanding will 



understand. But if a person begins to hear confessions, he may perhaps be deprived of these gifts, since he will then 
be busied with the examination of other people's thoughts. If, on the other hand, out of  
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great humility he stops hearing confessions and giving counsel, he may again recover his previous gift of insight But 
God atone has knowledge of these things; as for myself, constrained by fear I dare not speak of them. 

140. You should always direct your intellect towards God, whether asleep or awake, eating or talking, engaged in 
your handiwork Or in any other activity. Thus you will fulfill the saying of the prophet, 'I have set the Lord always 
before me' (Ps. 16:8). Reckon yourself a greater sinner than anyone else. For if you persist in this state of 
recollectedness, illumination will enter your mind like a ray of light. And the more you aspire to such illumination, 
attentive and undistracted, striving and tearful, the more clearly it will shine. When it shines, it is loved; and when it 
is loved, it purifies; and as it purifies, it makes one godlike, enlightening one and teaching one to distinguish good 
from evil. But, my brother, much hard work is needed, and God's help, before this radiance indwells totally in your 
soul and illumines it as the moon illumines the darkness of the night. You must also pay attention to the thoughts of 
arrogance and presumption which attack you, and not condemn anyone when you see him doing something wrong. 
For when the demons see the soul freed from passions and temptations through the indwelling of grace and the 
resulting state of peace, they attack it through such thoughts. But help comes from God. Let your inward grief be 
continuous and your tears unquenchable. Yet take care not to harm yourself because of your great joy and 
compunction: recognize that they are the result not of your own labor but of God's grace. Otherwise they may be 
taken from you and, when you urgently seek them again in prayer, you will not be able to recover them. You will 
then know what a gift it is that you have lost. May we never, 0 Lord, be deprived of Thy grace.  

Yet if this does happen to you, my brother, cast your weakness before the Lord and, standing up, stretch forth 
your hands and pray, saying, 'Lord, have mercy on me a sinner, abject and weak as I am; and grant me Thy grace, 
not allowing me to be tested beyond my capacity. See, Lord, to what despondency and bad thoughts my sins have 
led me. Lord, even if I wish to I cannot measure the loss of Thy benediction,' brought about by the demons and my 
own presumption. I know that the demons range themselves against those who zealously fulfill Thy will. But since I 
daily do what they want, how is it that I am afflicted by them? I am tried constantly by my own sins. Yet now, Lord, 
if it is Thy  
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will and to my benefit, let Thy grace enter Thy servant once again, so that, aware of it, I may rejoice with tears and 
compunction, illumined by its eternal radiance. Guard me from unclean thoughts, from everything evil, from the sins 
I commit daily in word or act, consciously or unwittingly. May I be given the confidence to call upon Thee freely, 0 



Lord, from amidst all the afflictions that I suffer daily at the hands of men and demons; and, cutting off my own 
will, may I be mindful of the blessings stored up for those that love Thee. For Thou hast said, Lord, that he who asks 
receives, that he who seeks finds, and that the door will be opened to whoever knocks'(cf. Matt. 7 : 8). In addition to 
saying these and other things that God puts into your mind, persevere in prayer, not allowing yourself to grow slack 
through listlessness. And God in His love will not abandon you. 

141. Persevere until the end in the cell initially allotted to you by your superior. If you are troubled because of its 
age or dilapidation, make a prostration before your superior and humbly mention the matter to him. If he hears you 
sympathetically, rejoice; if not, give thanks anyway, remembering our Lord who had nowhere to lay His head (cf. 
Matt. 8:20). For if you disturb the superior about this a second time, then a third and fourth time, insolence will 
result, then lack of trust, and finally disdain. So if you want to lead a quiet and peaceful life, do not ask your superior 
for any bodily comfort. For it was not to this that you dedicated yourself when originally making your monastic 
vows; but you consented to be despised and scorned by all, in accordance with our Lord's commandment, and to 
endure manfully. If you want to maintain your trust in and love for your superior, and to look on him as a saint, 
make sure of these three things: that you do not ask him for any comfort; that you do not take any liberties when 
speaking with him; and that you do not keep visiting him, as some do, on the grounds that he helps them. This is not 
perseverance, but human failing. On the other hand, I do not condemn the practice of not hiding from him any 
distractive thought that comes into your mind; for if you maintain this practice you will pass over the sea of life 
smoothly and will regard your spiritual father, whatever he may be like, as a saint. Should you approach him in 
church in order to question him about a distractive thought, but find that someone else has anticipated you for the 
same purpose, or for some other reason, and that you are therefore ignored for a short while, do not take it amiss or 
think anything hostile; stand by  
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yourself with hands folded until the other person has finished and you are called forward. The fathers often act in 
this way, perhaps deliberately, testing us and releasing us from sins we have committed. 

142. You should observe the great Lenten fast by eating every third day (not counting Saturdays and Sundays), 
unless there is a major feast. During the other two main fasts - before Christmas and before the Feast of the 
Dormition - you should eat every other day. On the remaining days of the year you should eat once only, except on 
Saturday and Sunday and on feast days; but do not eat to repletion.  

143. Strive to become for the whole community a good example of every virtue: of humility, gentleness, active 
compassion, obedience even in the least of things, freedom from anger, detachment, unpossessiveness and 
compunction, guilelessness and uninquisitiveness, of simplicity and estrangement from the world. Visit the sick, 
console the distressed, and do not make your longing for prayer a pretext for turning away from anyone who asks for 
your help; for love is greater than prayer. Show sympathy towards all, do not be arrogant or over-familiar, do not 
find fault with others, or ask for anything from the abbot or from those in charge of various monastic tasks; be 
respectful towards all priests, attentive in prayer, frank and loving towards everyone; and do not ransack the 
Scriptures for the sake of glory. Prayer accompanied by tears and illumination given by grace will teach you how to 



accomplish all this.  

Whoever it may be who seeks your assistance and asks for your guidance, with great humility and self-
effacement give advice as God's grace inspires you about the different forms of holy action, using your own life as 
the model but referring to it as though it were that of someone else. And do not reject anyone who seeks your help 
with regard to some distractive thought, but listen to his sins, whatever they may be, weeping and praying for him; 
for this, too, is a sign of love and perfect compassion. Do not repel someone who comes to you on the grounds that 
you might be harmed by hearing what he has to say: with the help of God's grace, you will not be harmed in any 
way. So that no one else may be scandalized, you should speak in some secluded place. Being human, you may be 
attacked by some distractive thought; but if God's grace is present in you, such a thing will not happen to you. In any 
case, we are  
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taught to seek not our own good but that of others, so that they may be saved (cf. 1 Cor. 10:24, 33). 

As we have already said, you should keep your life free from worldly concerns and possessions. You may 
recognize that grace is active within you when you truly feel that you are a greater shiner than all other men. How 
this happens, not I, but only God can say.  

144. When keeping vigil you should read for two hours, pray for two hours with tears and compunction, go 
through whatever you choose of your own rule of prayer, and repeat, if you wish, the twelve psalms, Psalm 119, and 
the prayer of St Eustratios. Do this when the nights are long. When they are shorter, abbreviate the sequence of 
prayers and readings in accordance with the strength given you by God. For without Him nothing good is 
accomplished: as the prophet says, 'The steps of a man are guided by the Lord' (Ps. 37:23. LXX). And our Savior 
Himself has said, 'Without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5).  

Never go to communion without tears.  

145. You should eat what is put in front of you, no matter what it is; and take wine with uncomplaining self-
restraint. If because of sickness you are having your meals by yourself, eat raw vegetables with olives. But if one of 
the brethren should send you something to eat, receive it with humility and thanks, as if you were a guest, and eat 
some of it, whatever it may be, sending what is left over to another brother, poor and pious. Should someone invite 
you to a meal, partake of all that is put in front of you, but eat only a little, maintaining your self-control in 
accordance with the commandment. Then, having stood up and bowed before him as though you were destitute and 
a stranger, thank him. Saying, 'May God give you your reward, holy father.' Be careful to say nothing else, even 
though it might possibly be of help.  

146. If some brother, badly upset by the abbot, or the steward, or by someone else, should come to you, encourage 
him in this way: 
'Believe me, brother, this has happened in order to test you; for the same thing has happened to me in various ways, 
and because of my  
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faint-heartedness I was grieved. But once I realized that these things occur in order to test us, I have endured them 
gratefully. You should do the same now, and be glad for such trials.' Even if he then begins to abuse you, still do not 
turn away from him, but console him in whatever way God's grace enables you to do so. We have to distinguish 
between many different situations. According to your knowledge of your brother's state and his thoughts, talk to 
him, and do not let him go away unhealed. 

147. If one of the brethren falls ill and you visit him only after some time, first send him a message: 'Holy father, 
I learnt about your illness only today, and I ask your forgiveness.' Then go and see him; and, after making a 
prostration and receiving his blessing, say to him: 'How has God helped you, holy father?' Then, sitting down with 
your hands folded, be silent. Even if there are others visiting him at the same time, be careful not to say anything 
either about the Scriptures or about his health, especially when not asked, so that you will not be troubled 
afterwards. For this is what happens generally to the more simple brethren.  

148. If you are having a meal with your brethren, eat unhesitatingly of what is presented to you, whatever it may 
be. If, however, you have been told not to eat fish or some other food, and it is offered to you, should the person who 
gave you the order be close at hand, go to him and request him to let you partake; but should he not be present, or if 
you know that he would not give his permission, and at the same time you do not wish to offend your hosts, tell him 
what you have done after you have eaten, and ask his forgiveness. If you are unwilling to do either of these things, it 
is better for you not to visit your brethren. For in this way you will be the gainer in two respects: you will escape the 
demon of self-esteem, and at the same time spare them offence and distress. If the foods offered to you are on the 
rich side, keep to your rule; yet even in this case it is better to take a little of everything. In short, when you are 
invited somewhere, apply the principle laid down by St Paul: 'Eat all that is set before you without raising questions 
of conscience' (cf. i Cor. 10:25).  

149. If one of the brethren knocks on your door while you are praying in your cell, open it for him and sit down 
and talk with him humbly, provided he proposes a topic of conversation that has some positive purpose. If he is 
distraught, do what you can, through word or act, to rally him. But when he has gone, close your door and take up  
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your prayer again, and complete it. To comfort those who visit you is a form of reconciliation. But you should not 
act in this way with regard to non-monks; in their case you should complete your prayer and then speak with them. 

150. If, while you are praying, you feel frightened, or hear some noise, or if a light shines around you, or 
something else happens, do not be troubled, but concentrate all the more fully on your prayer. Demonic 
disturbances, alarms and excursions occur so that you will lose heart and give up your prayer; then, if this happens 



regularly, you will fall into the demons' power. But if as you pray another light, beyond description, appears to you, 
and your soul is filled with joy, and you feel a desire for higher things, and tears of compunction flow, know that 
this is a divine visitation and succor. Should this state continue for a long time, recapture your intellect in case 
something more happens to you because of the anguish of your tears, and submit it to some physical activity, 
thereby humbling yourself. If it is your enemies that are trying to frighten you, take care not to abandon your prayer. 
Be as the child who, frightened by some hobgoblin, dispels his terror by flying into the arms of his mother or father: 
resort to God through prayer and you will find that you escape the fear which the demons provoke.  

151. If, while you are sitting in your cell, one of the brothers comes to you and asks about carnal warfare, do not 
turn him away. But with compunction help him, using what God's grace has given you and what you have yourself 
learnt through your own experience; and then dismiss him. As he leaves, however, make a prostration before him 
and say, 'Believe me, brother, I have hope that through God's love this war you wage will end; only do not give in or 
relax.' When he has gone, stand up, recall his struggle and, lifting your hands with tears towards God, pray with all 
your heart for your brother, saying, '0 Lord God, who do not desire the death of a sinner, act as You know how and 
as will benefit this brother.' And God, who knows your brother's faith in you, and your compassion born of love, and 
the genuineness of your prayer on his behalf, will diminish this warfare for him.  

152. All those things, brother, help you to acquire compunction. They should be carried out with a contrite heart, 
patience, and thanksgiving. They will cause you to shed tears, cleansing you of your passions, and will bring you to 
the kingdom of heaven. 'For the kingdom of heaven is entered forcibly, and those who force themselves  
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take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12). If you can accomplish these things you will leave your former way of life 
completely behind, and may even be freed from the attacks of distractive thoughts. For darkness gives way to light, 
and a shadow to the sun. But should someone at the start of the spiritual path neglect these things, growing sluggish 
in thought and full of curiosity, he will be deprived of grace. Then, falling a victim to evil passions, he will come to 
know his own weakness and be filled with fear. Yet the person who successfully accomplishes these things should 
realize that this is the result not of his own efforts but of God's grace. He should purify himself first, in accordance 
with the saying, 'First purify yourself and then speak to Him who is pure.' For he who through many tears has 
purified his intellect and has received the illumination of the divine light - light that would grow no less even if 
everyone received it - will dwell spiritually in the age to come. 

153. St Symeon the New Theologian was once asked what a priest ought to be like, and he replied as follows: 

'I am not worthy to be a priest; but I know very well what someone who is to celebrate the sacred mysteries of 
God should be like. In the first place, he should be chaste, not only in body but also in soul, and he should be free of 
all sin. Secondly, he should be humble both in his external manner and in the inner State of his soul. Then, when he 
stands before the holy altar, while gazing with his physical eyes on the holy gifts, spiritually - and with total 
certainty - he should perceive the Godhead. Moreover, his heart should be consciously aware of Him who is 
invisibly present and dwelling in the gifts, so that he may offer the petitions with confidence; and when, like a friend 
speaking to a friend, he says, 'Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name' (Matt. 6:9), the way in which 



he recites the prayer will show that he has dwelling within him the true Son of God, together with the Father and the 
Holy Spirit. I have seen such priests. Forgive me, fathers and brethren.' 

He also spoke the following words, as if about someone else, thereby concealing himself so as to avoid human 
adulation, even though because of his love for others he felt at the same time compelled to reveal himself:  

'A certain priest-monk, who had full confidence in me as his friend, once told me this: "I have never celebrated 
the Liturgy without seeing the Holy Spirit, just as I saw Him come upon me when I was ordained  
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and the metropolitan said the prayer while the service-book rested on my head." When I asked him how he saw it at 
that time, and in what form, he said: "Undifferentiated and without form, except as light. At first I was astonished, 
beholding what I had never beheld before; and as I was asking myself what it might be, the light said to me, its voice 
heard only by the intellect: 'Thus have I appeared to all the prophets and apostles, and to those who are now the 
saints and the elect of God; for I am the Holy Spirit of God.' " To Him be glory and power through all the ages. 
Amen.'  
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There are three methods of prayer and attentiveness, by means of which the soul is either uplifted or cast down. 
Whoever employs these methods at the right time is uplifted, but whoever employs them foolishly and at the wrong 
time is cast down. Vigilance and prayer should be as closely linked together as the body to the soul, for the one 
cannot stand without the other. Vigilance first goes on ahead like a scout and engages sin in combat. Prayer then 
follows afterwards, and instantly destroys and exterminates all the evil thoughts with which vigilance has already 
been battling, for attentiveness alone cannot exterminate them. This, then, is the gate of life and death. If by means 
of vigilance we keep prayer pure, we make progress; but if we leave prayer unguarded and permit it to be defiled, 
our efforts are null and void. 

Since, then, as we said, there are three methods of attentiveness and prayer, we should explain the distinctive 
features of each, so that he who aspires to attain life and wishes to set to work may with firm assurance select what 
suits him best; otherwise through ignorance he may choose what is worse and forfeit what is better. 



The First Method of Prayer 
The distinctive features of the first method of prayer are these. When a person stands at prayer, he raises hands, 

eyes and intellect heavenwards, and fills his intellect with divine thoughts, with images of celestial beauty, of the 
angelic hosts, of the abodes of the righteous. In brief, at the time of prayer he assembles in his intellect all that he 
has  

 

[V4] 68 

   St Symeon the New Theologian 
The Three Methods of Prayer 

heard from Holy Scripture and so rouses his soul to divine longing as he gazes towards heaven, and sometimes he 
sheds tears. But when someone prays in this way, without him realizing it his heart grows proud and exalted, and he 
regards what is happening to him as the effect of divine grace and entreats God to allow him always to be engaged 
in this activity. Such assumptions, however, are signs of delusion, because the good is not good when it is not done 
in the right way. 

If, then, such a person is pursuing a life of stillness and seclusion, he will almost inevitably become deranged. 
And even if this does not happen to him, it will be impossible for him to attain a state of holiness or dispassion. 
Those who adopt this method of prayer have also been deluded into thinking that they see lights with their bodily 
eyes, smell sweet scents, hear voices, and so on. Some have become completely possessed by demons and wander 
from place to place in their madness. Others fail to recognize the devil when he transforms himself into an angel of 
light (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14); and, putting their trust in him, they continue in an incorrigible state of delusion until their 
death, refusing to accept the counsel of anyone else. Still others, incited by the devil, have committed suicide, 
throwing themselves over a precipice or hanging themselves.  

Indeed, who can describe all the various forms of deception employed by the devil? Yet from what we have said 
any sane person can understand the kind of harm that may result from this first method of attentiveness. Even if 
someone who has adopted this method may perhaps avoid the evils we have mentioned because he lives in a 
community - for it is solitaries who are especially subject to them - none the less he will pass his entire life without 
making any progress. 

The Second Method of Prayer 
The second form of prayer is this. A person withdraws his intellect from sensory things and concentrates it in 

himself, guards his senses, and collects all his thoughts; and he advances oblivious of the vanities of this world. 
Sometimes he examines his thoughts, sometimes pays  
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attention to the words of the prayer he is addressing to God, and sometimes drags back his thoughts when they have 



been taken captive; and when he is overcome by passion he forcefully strives to recover himself. 

One who struggles in this way, however, can never be at peace or win the crown of victory. He is like a person 
fighting at night: he hears the voices of his enemies and is wounded by them, but he cannot see clearly who they are, 
where they come from, and how and for what purpose they assail him. Such is the damage done to him because of 
the darkness in his intellect. Fighting in this manner, he cannot ever escape his noetic enemies, but is worn out by 
them. For all his efforts he gains nothing. Falsely imagining that he is concentrated and attentive, he falls victim 
unawares to self-esteem. Dominated and mocked by it, he despises and criticizes others for their lack of 
attentiveness. Imagining that he is capable of becoming the shepherd of sheep, he is like the blind man who 
undertakes to lead the blind (cf. Matt. 15:14).  

Such are the characteristics of the second method of prayer, and every one striving after salvation can see what 
harm it does. Yet this second method is better than the first, just as a moonlit night is better than a night that is pitch-
dark and starless. 

The Third Method of Prayer 
Let us now begin to speak about the third method of prayer, which is truly astonishing and hard to explain. For 

those ignorant of it, it is not only difficult to understand but virtually incredible, and there are very few to be found 
who practice it. It seems to me that it has deserted us along with the virtue of obedience. For it is the love of 
obedience that delivers us from entanglement with this evil world, rendering us free from anxiety and impassioned 
craving. It makes us wholehearted and unflagging in pursuit of our aim - provided, of course, that we find an 
unerring guide. For if through obedience you make yourself dead to every worldly and bodily attachment, how can 
anything transient enslave your intellect? If you entrust all the care of your soul and body to God and to your 
spiritual father, no longer living for yourself or desiring the good opinion of others, what anxiety can distract 'you?  
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This third method, then, destroys the invisible wiles of the demons, with which as with ropes they seek to drag 
down the intellect into all manner of devious droughts. Set at liberty, the intellect wages war with its full strength, 
scrutinizing the thoughts insinuated by the enemy and with masterful dexterity expelling them, while the heart in its 
purity offers prayers to God. This is the beginning of a life of true seclusion, and those who fail to make such a 
beginning exhaust themselves in vain. 

The starting-point of this third method of prayer is not to gaze upwards, to raise one's hands aloft, to concentrate 
one's thoughts and to call down help from heaven. These, as we said, are the marks of the first form of delusion. Nor 
does it begin, as the second method does, by keeping guard over the senses with the intellect, while failing to 
observe the enemies who attack from within. In such a case, a person is struck by the demons instead of striking 
them; when wounded he is unaware of it; taken captive, he cannot retaliate against his captors. His enemies 
constantly attack him, from behind and even face to face, and fill him with self-esteem and arrogance.  

If you desire to embark on this light-giving and joyful task, begin as follows. You must first practice exact 



obedience, as described above, and so act always with a pure conscience; for without obedience it is impossible for 
your conscience to be pure. And you must keep your conscience pure in three respects: first, with respect to God; 
second, with respect to your spiritual father; and third, with respect to other people and to material things. With 
respect to God you must keep your conscience pure by refraining from doing anything that conflicts with the 
worship due to Him. With respect to your spiritual father do everything he tells you to do, neither more nor less, and 
be guided by his purpose and will. With respect to other people, you must keep your conscience pure by not doing to 
them anything that you hate (cf. Tobit 4:15) and that you do not want them to do to you. With respect to material 
things, you must take care not to misuse them, whether food, drink or clothing. In brief, do everything as if you were 
in the presence of God, so that your conscience does not rebuke you in any way.  

Having cleared the ground and indicated in a preliminary way the true character of attentiveness, let us now speak 
clearly and concisely about its characteristics. True and unerring attentiveness and prayer mean that the intellect 
keeps watch over the heart while it prays; it  
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should always be on patrol within the heart, and from within - from the depths of the heart - it should offer up its 
prayers to God. Once it has tasted within the heart that the Lord is bountiful (cf. Ps. 34:8. LXX), then the intellect 
will have no desire to leave the heart, and it will repeat the words of the Apostle Peter, 'It is good for us to be here' 
(Matt. 17:4). It will keep watch always within the heart, repulsing and expelling all thoughts sown there by the 
enemy. To those who have no knowledge of this practice it appears extremely harsh and arduous; and indeed it is 
oppressive and laborious, not only to the uninitiated, but also to those who, although genuinely experienced, have 
not yet felt the delight to be found in the depths of the heart. But those who have savored this delight proclaim with 
St Paul, 'Who will separate us from the love of Christ?' (Rom. 8:35). 

Our holy fathers hearkened to the Lord's words, 'Out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, 
unchastity, thefts, perjuries, blasphemies; these are the things that defile a man' (Matt. 15:19-20); and they also 
hearkened to Him when He enjoins us to cleanse the inside of the cup so that the outside may also be clean (cf. Matt. 
23:26). Hence they abandoned all other forms of spiritual labor and concentrated wholly on this one task of guarding 
the heart, convinced that through this practice they would also possess every other virtue, whereas without it no 
virtue could be firmly established. Some of the fathers have called this practice stillness of the heart, others 
attentiveness, others the guarding of the heart, others watchfulness and rebuttal, and others again the investigation of 
thoughts and the guarding of the intellect. But all of them alike worked the earth of their own heart, and in this way 
they were fed on the divine manna (cf. Exod. 16:15).  

Ecclesiastes is referring to this when he says, 'Rejoice, 0 young man, in your youth; and walk in the ways of your 
heart' (Eccles. 11:9), blameless, expelling anger from your heart; and 'if the spirit of the ruler rises up against you, do 
not desert your place' (Eccles. 10:4), by 'place' meaning the heart. Similarly our Lord also says, 'Out of the heart 
proceed evil thoughts' (Matt. 15:19), and ‘Do not be distracted' (Luke 12:29). And again, 'Strait is the gate and 
narrow is the way that leads to life' (Matt. 7:14). Elsewhere He also says, 'Blessed are the poor in spirit’ (Matt. 5:3); 
that is to say, blessed are those who are destitute of every worldly thought. St Peter says likewise, 'Be watchful, be 
vigilant, because your adversary, the devil,  
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walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour' (1 Pet. 5:8). And St Paul writes very plainly to the 
Ephesians about the guarding of the heart, ‘We do not wrestle against flesh and blood’ (Eph. 6:12), and so on. And 
our holy fathers have also spoken in their writings about guarding the heart, as those who wish can see for 
themselves by reading what St Mark the Ascetic, St John Klimakos, St Hesychios the Priest, St Philotheos of Sinai, 
St Isaiah the Solitary and St Varsanuphios, and the entire book known as The Paradise of the Fathers, have to say 
about the subject. 

In short, if you do not guard your intellect you cannot attain purity of heart, so as to be counted worthy to see God 
(cf. Matt. 5:18). Without such watchfulness you cannot become poor in spirit, or grieve, or hunger and thirst after 
righteousness, or be truly merciful, or pure in heart, or a peacemaker, or be persecuted for the sake of justice (cf. 
Matt. 5:3-10). To speak generally, it is impossible to acquire all the other virtues except through watchfulness. For 
this reason you must pursue it more diligently than anything else, so as to learn from experience these things, 
unknown to others, that I am speaking to you about. Now if you would like to learn also about the method of prayer, 
with God's help I will tell you about this too, in so far as I can.  

Above all else you should strive to acquire three things, and so begin to attain what you seek. The first is freedom 
from anxiety with respect to everything, whether reasonable or senseless - in other words, you should be dead to 
everything. Secondly, you should strive to preserve a pure conscience, so that it has nothing to reproach you with. 
Thirdly, you should be completely detached, so that your thoughts incline towards nothing worldly, not even your 
own body.  

Then sit down in a quiet cell, in a corner by yourself, and do what I tell you. Close the door, and withdraw your 
intellect from everything worthless and transient. Rest your beard on your chest, and focus your physical gaze, 
together with the whole of your intellect, upon the centre of your belly or your navel. Restrain the drawing-in of 
breath through your nostrils, so as not to breathe easily, and search inside yourself with your intellect so as to find 
the place of the heart, where  
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all the powers of the soul reside. To start with you will find there darkness and an impenetrable density. Later, when 
you persist and practice this task day and night, you will find, as though miraculously, an unceasing joy. For as soon 
as the intellect attains the place of the heart, at once it sees things of which it previously knew nothing. It sees the 
open space within the heart and it beholds itself entirely luminous and full of discrimination. From then on, from 
whatever side a distractive thought may appear, before it has come to completion and assumed a form, the intellect 
immediately drives it away and destroys it with the invocation of Jesus Christ. From this point onwards the intellect 
begins to be full of rancor against the demons and, rousing its natural anger against its noetic enemies, it pursues 
them and strikes them down. The rest you will learn for yourself, with God's help, by keeping guard over your 



intellect and by retaining Jesus in your heart. As the saying goes, 'Sit in your cell and it will teach you everything.’ 

Question: Why cannot the monk attain perfection by means of the first and second form of keeping guard?  

Answer: Because he does not embark on them in the proper order. St John Klimakos likens these methods to a 
ladder, saying, 'Some curtail their passions; others practice psalmody, persevering most of the time in this; others 
devote themselves to prayer; and others turn their gaze to the depths of contemplation. When examining this 
question let us use the analogy of a ladder. Now those who want to ascend a ladder do not start at the top and climb 
down, but start at the bottom and climb up. They ascend the first step, then the second, and so the rest in turn. In this 
way we can ascend from earth to heaven. If, then, we wish to attain the perfect stature of the fullness of Christ, like 
children who are growing up we must start to climb the ladder set before us, until progressing step by step we reach 
the level of a full-grown man and then of an old man.  

The first age in the monastic state is to curtail the passions. This is the stage of beginners.  

The second rung or stage whereby a person grows up spiritually from adolescence to youth is assiduously to 
practice psalmody. For when the passions have been curtailed and laid to rest, psalmody brings  
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delight to the tongue and is welcomed by God, since it is not possible to sing to the Lord in a strange land (cf. Ps. 
137:4), that is to say, from an impassioned heart. This is the mark of those who are beginning to make progress. 

The third rung or stage in life, marking the spiritual transition from youth to manhood, is to persevere in prayer. 
This is the stage of those who are already well advanced. Prayer differs from psalmody just as the full-grown man 
differs from the youth and the adolescent, according to the scheme that we are following.  

In addition there is a fourth rung or stage in spiritual life, that of the old man with grey hairs. This signifies 
undeviating absorption in contemplation, and this is the state of the perfect. So the journey is complete and the top 
of the ladder has been reached.  

Since this is the way in which matters have been appointed and arranged by the Spirit, it is not possible for a child 
to grow up to manhood and to attain old age except by mounting the first rung of the ladder and so climbing up to 
perfection by the four steps in succession.  

For someone who desires spiritual rebirth, the first step towards the light is to curtail the passions, that is to say, to 
guard the heart; for it is impossible otherwise to curtail the passions. The next stage is to devote oneself to 
psalmody; for when the passions have been curtailed and laid to rest through the heart's resistance against them, 
longing for intimate union with God inflames the intellect. Strengthened by this longing the intellect repulses all 
distractive thoughts that encircle the heart, attempting to get in, and it rebuffs them through attentiveness. So it 
applies itself assiduously to the second stage, that of attentiveness and prayer. This then stirs up the evil spirits, and 
the blasts of passion violently agitate the depths of the heart. But through the invocation of the Lord Jesus Christ 
they are utterly routed and all the tumult melts like wax in the fire. But though they have been driven out of the heart 
the demons continue to disturb the intellect externally through the senses. However, because they can only trouble it 
superficially, the intellect soon regains its serenity; none the less, it can never be completely free from the attacks of 



the demons. Such freedom is to be found only among those who have attained full manhood - who are totally 
detached from everything visible and who devote themselves unceasingly to giving attention to the heart. After that, 
those who have achieved attentiveness are raised little by little to the wisdom of old  
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age, that is to say, they ascend to contemplation; and this is the stage of the perfect. 

Thus if you practice all this in due sequence, completing each phase at the right time, your heart will first be 
cleansed of the passions, and you will then be able to concentrate wholly on psalmody; you will be able to wage war 
against the thoughts that are roused by the senses and disturb the surface of the intellect and you will gaze 
heavenwards, if need be, alike with your physical and your spiritual eyes, and will pray in true purity. Yet you 
should gaze upwards only occasionally because of the enemies that lie in ambush in the air.  

God asks only this of us, that our heart be purified through watchfulness. As St Paul says, if the root is holy, so 
also will the branches and the fruit be holy (cf. Rom 11:16). But if without following the sequence of which we have 
spoken you raise eyes and intellect to heaven in the hope of envisaging noetic realities you will see fantasies rather 
than the truth. Because our heart is still unpurified, as we have said many times, the first and the second methods of 
attentiveness do not promote our progress. When we build a house we do not put on the roof before laying the 
foundations - this is impossible. We first lay the foundations, then build the house, and finally put on the roof. We 
must do the same in relation to spiritual matters. First we must lay the spiritual foundations of the house, that is to 
say, we must watch over the heart and curtail the passions arising from it. Then we must build the walls of the 
spiritual house, that is to say, through the second form of attentiveness we must repulse the turbulence of the evil 
spirits that fight us by means of the external senses, and must free ourselves as quickly as possible from their 
attacks. Then we must put on the roof, that is to say, detach ourselves entirely from all things and give ourselves 
wholly to God. In this way we complete our spiritual house in Christ Jesus our Lord, to whom be glory throughout 
all the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 
 
Nikitas Stithatos, the disciple and biographer of St Symeon the New Theologian, is far less well known to us 

than St Symeon himself.1 Born around the beginning of the eleventh century, at an early age (c. 1020) Nikitas 
entered the monastery of Studios at Constantinople, and here he remained as a monk for the rest of his life, being 
ordained in due course to the priesthood. His personal contact with the New Theologian cannot have lasted very 
long, for the latter died in 1022.  Before his death St Symeon commissioned Nikitas to make copies of his writings; 
and some years later, as a result of a vision in which the saint appeared to him, Nikitas prepared an edition of 



Symeon's works which was widely circulated. He acquired the sobriquet 'Stithatos', meaning 'the Courageous', 
because of his outspoken opposition during the early 1040’s to the illicit relations of the Emperor Constantine IX 
Monomachos with his mistress Skliraina. At the time of the confrontation between Cardinal Humbert and Patriarch 
Michael Kiroularios of Constantinople in 1054, Nikitas wrote in defence of the Orthodox Church against the Latins. 
It is possible that he became abbot of the Studios monastery in his extreme old age, at some point in the period 
1076-92. The date of his death is unknown. 

In addition to his polemical works against the Latins and his biography of St Symeon, Nikitas wrote theological 
treatises on the soul, on paradise, and on the correlation between the angelic and the ecclesiastical hierarchies.2 
The three Centuries of texts included in The Philokalia deal respectively, so the titles indicate, with the three main 
stages on the spiritual way: the practice of the commandments (praktiki), the contemplation of the inner essences 
of created things (physiki), and 'theology' or the knowledge of God (gnosis).  Here Nikitas  

 

1  On the life and writings of Nikitas, see A. Solignac in Dictionnaire de Spiritualite, xi (1981), cols 224-30. 
2 Edited by J. Darrouzes in Sources chretiennes 81 (Paris, 1961).  
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is following the classic triadic pattern devised by Evagrios of Pontos1 and used by, among many others, St 

Maximos the Confessor.2  But in fact the contents of the Centuries do not correspond at all exactly to these titles, 
and Nikitas includes in each Century material relating to all three stages on the spiritual journey. While employing 
most frequently the Evagrian-Maximian scheme, Nikitas occasionally combines this with the somewhat different 
sequence proposed by St Dionysios the Areopagite, in which the three stages are described as the purgative, the 
illuminative and the mystical (III, 41-4). Elsewhere he adopts the threefold classification found in St Isaac the 
Syrian: carnal, psychic and spiritual (II, 3-7). 

Although his style is more complex and his approach more abstract than are those of St Symeon the New 
Theologian, Nikitas shares in common with his master many dominant themes. There are frequent references to 
the divine light (II, 2, 5, 43, 45, etc.), but at the same time Nikitas places more emphasis than does his master upon 
St Dionysios the Areopagite's symbolism of divine darkness (I, 1, 42; II, 50-1; III, 39, 53). Like St Symeon, 
Nikitas underlines the role of the spiritual father (I, 35; II, 10, 53-4) and maintains that a life of holiness is always 
possible, whatever a person's outward situation; it is not necessary to withdraw physically into the desert (I, 72), 
for the true 'flight from the world' is the inner renunciation of our self-will (I, 2, 75-6). Faithful to the example set 
by the New Theologian, Nikitas insists that those initiated into the divine mysteries must then act as 'missionaries', 
telling others about the gifts of grace which they have received (II, 96; III, 13, 27-8, etc.); and he agrees with St 
Symeon the Studite that love for others is higher than prayer (II, 76). 

One theme in particular that Nikitas derives from St Symeon the New Theologian is the vital significance of 
tears and compunction (katanyxis) within the spiritual life. The two are commonly mentioned together, although a 
distinction is also drawn between them (I, 71). A modern reader might easily assume that both of these things are 
primarily negative and penitential in character, but this is to misunderstand Nikitas' viewpoint. Following St John 
Klimakos, 3 he  

 

1 See The Philokalia, vol. i (London and Boston, 1979), p. 57; and compare the Glossary, 'Contemplation'. 
2 See The Philokalia, vol. ii (London and Boston, 1981), pp. 64, 90. 
3 See The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 7 passim, and also the Introduction to the E.T., pp. 23-7.  
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is careful to distinguish two types of tears: those that produce 'an acrid and painful feeling', and the 'joyous tears' that are full 

of 'delight and a sense of jubilation'. The first are caused by repentance and inner grief, the second by compunction (I, 69-70). 
By the same token compunction has also a bitter-sweet character: it is linked with repentance and contrition (II, 92; III, 81), but 
at the same time it brings sweetness, joy and light, so that Nikitas speaks of the 'intoxication' and the healing ‘oil’ of 
compunction (II, 39, 68), and describes it as a spring from Eden, a shower of rain from the Holy Spirit (II, 44; III, 84.). Tears 
and compunction, then, are caused not just by a realization of our own sinfulness, but also and much more fundamentally by a 
grateful and tender recognition of God's forgiving love. 

In his basic approach, Nikitas Stithatos remains always positive, although never blandly optimistic. Our human nature is 
essentially good, and sanctity is nothing else than a return through grace to our natural state (I, 15; II, 12, 66). The material 
world is likewise intrinsically good and beautiful, and forms a sacrament of God's presence, a means of ascent to the divine 
realm: 'Recognize the delightfulness of the Lord from the beauty of creation ... in purity ascending to the Creator through the 
beauty of His creatures' (I, 74, 90).  
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1. Those who have passed the mid-point of the first stage of the spiritual path, and who have attained the triad of 
mystical theology, are prompted to write in a profitable manner by, it seems to me, four factors inherent in the faith, 
hope and love that constitute the perfect triad of the virtues. The first is the freedom - that is to say, the dispassion - 
of soul, which as a result of ascetic practice raises the aspirant to the contemplation of the spiritual essences of the 
created world and then inducts him into the divine darkness of theology. The second is the purity of intellect that 
arises from prayer and tears, a purity that gives birth to the consciousness of grace and from which streams of 
intellection flow. The third is the indwelling of the Holy Trinity within us, which produces in each of those 
undergoing purification the bountiful illumination of the Spirit, revealing to them the mysteries of the kingdom of 
heaven and disclosing the treasures of God hidden in the soul. The fourth is the constraint which as a result of God's 
threatening words is imposed upon all who have received the talent of the consciousness of spiritual knowledge; for 
God says, 'You wicked, slothful servant, you should have deposited My money with the bankers, and then when I 
came I would have received My capital with interest' (Matt. 25:26-27). It was certainly because of this that David in 
great fear wrote, 'Behold, I will not seal my lips, as Thou, 0 Lord, knowest. I have not hidden Thy righteousness 
within my heart; 1 have declared Thy truth and Thy salvation; I have not concealed Thy mercy and Thy truth from 



the great congregation' (Ps. 40:9-10).  

2. A life in harmony with God begins with complete flight from the world. 'Flight from the world' means the 
denial of the soul's desires and the transformation of the mundane will. Reverting in this way to  
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the will of God, from being worldlings we become spiritual: dead to the fallen self and to the world, we are 
quickened in soul and spirit in Christ. 

3. When a soul has true esteem for God, deeply-rooted faith combined with detachment from visible things, and 
an ascetic practice free from all self-love, it possesses, to use Solomon's phrase, a 'threefold cord' (Eccles. 4:12), not 
easily broken by the spirits of wickedness.  

4. In faith we hope to receive reward for our labors, and on this account we readily endure the hardship of 
practicing the virtues. But when we experience the pledge of the Holy Spirit, we are winged with love towards God.  

5. To be troubled by unclean thoughts does not mean that we are already of the devil's party. But when the soul 
becomes slack, when the intellect, because of our dissolute and unruly life, is filled with turbid and obscure images, 
and when our practice of the virtues lapses because of our laxity in meditation and prayer, then, even if not actively 
engaged in evil, we are ranked among those who deliberately crawl in sensual pleasures.  

6. As soon as the bridle of the higher senses is removed, our passions at once revolt and the baser, more slavish 
senses are stirred into action; for when these latter in their mindlessness are loosed from the bonds of self-control, 
their habit is to light upon the sources of the passions and to feed on them as upon poisonous weeds. And the longer 
the laxity continues, the more they do this. For such being their natural appetite they cannot refrain from indulging it 
once they are free to do so.  

7. Among the senses, sight and hearing possess a certain noetic quality and are more intelligent and masterful than 
the other three senses, taste, smell and touch, which are mindless and gross, and wait on the higher senses. For we 
first see and hear, and then, through the agency of the mind, we lay hold of what is before us and, smelling it, finally 
taste it. Thus taste, smell and touch are more animal-like or, quite simply, baser and more slavish than sight and 
hearing. The more gluttonous and ruttish animals, both tame and wild, are especially afflicted by them, and day and 
night either fill themselves with food or indulge in copulation.  

8. If you refer the activities of the outer senses back to their inner counterparts - exposing your sight to the 
intellect, the beholder of the  
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light of life, your hearing to the judgment of the soul, your taste to the discrimination of the intelligence, your 
sense of smell to the understanding of the intellect, and relating your sense of touch to the watchfulness of the heart - 
you will lead an angelic life on earth; while being and appearing as a man among men, you will also be an angel 
coexisting with angels and spiritually conscious in the same way as they are. 

9. Through the intellect, beholder of the light of divine life, we receive knowledge of God's hidden mysteries. 
Through the soul's faculty of judgment we winnow in the light of this knowledge the thoughts that arise within the 
heart, distinguishing the good from the bad. Through the discrimination of the intelligence we savor our conceptual 
images. Those that spring from a bitter rout we transform into sweet nourishment for the soul, or else we reject them 
entirely; those that spring from a virtuous and vigorous stock we accept. In this way we take every thought captive 
and make it obey Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 10:5). Through the understanding of the intellect we smell the spiritual unguent 
of the grace of the Holy Spirit, our hearts filled with joy and gladness. Through the watchfulness of the' heart we 
consciously perceive the Spirit, who refreshes the flame of our desire for supernal blessings and warms our spiritual 
powers, numbed as they have been by the frost of the passions.  

10. Just as in the body there are five senses - sight, hearing, taste, smell and touch - so in the soul there are five 
senses: intellect, reason, noetic perception, intuitive knowledge, and cognitive insight. These are united in three 
psychic activities: intellection, ratiocination, and noetic perception. By means of intellection we apprehend spiritual 
intentions, by means of ratiocination we interpret them, and through noetic perception we grasp the images of divine 
insight and spiritual knowledge.  

11. If your intellect clearly distinguishes the intentions of its thoughts and in its purity gives its assent only to 
those that are divine; if your reason can interpret the physical movements of the whole of visible creation - that is to 
say, can clearly elucidate the inner essences of things; if noetically you can perceive heavenly wisdom and spiritual 
knowledge: then through the light of the Sun of righteousness you have transcended all sense-perception and have 
attained what lies beyond it, and you savor the delight of things unseen.  

12. The intellect comprises four principal facilities: judgment,  
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sagacity, noetic apprehension, perspicacity. If you conjoin these with the four principal virtues of the soul, linking 
restraint of soul to the judgment of the intellect, sound understanding to sagacity, righteousness to noetic 
apprehension, and courage to perspicacity, you build for yourself a two-fold fiery heaven-coursing chariot that will 
protect you against the three major principalities and powers of the mustered passions: avarice, self-indulgence and 
love of praise. 

13. To master the mundane will of the fallen self you have to fulfill three conditions. First, you have to overcome 
avarice by embracing the law of righteousness, which consists in merciful compassion for one's fellow beings; 



second, you have to conquer self-indulgence through prudent self-restraint, that is to say, through all-inclusive self-
control; and, third, you have to prevail over your love of praise through sagacity and sound understanding, in other 
words through exact discrimination in things human and divine, trampling such love underfoot as something 
cloddish and worthless. All this you have to do until the mundane will is converted into the law of the spirit of life 
and liberated from domination by the law of the outer fallen self. Then you can say, 'I thank God that the law of the 
spirit of life has freed me from the law and dominion of death' (cf. Rom. 8:2).  

14. If you aspire to the spuriousness of human praise as though it were something authentic, wallow in self-
indulgence because of your soul's insatiability, and through your greed entwine yourself with avarice, you will either 
make yourself demonic through self-conceit and arrogance, or degenerate into bestiality through the gratification of 
belly and genitals, or become savage to others because of your gross inhuman avarice. In this way your faith in God 
will lapse, as Christ said it would when you accept human praise (cf. John 5:44.); you will abandon self-restraint and 
purity because your lower organs are unsatedly kindled and succumb to unbridled appetence; and you will be shut 
out from love because you minister solely to yourself and do not succor your fellow beings when they are in need. 
Like some polymorphic monster compounded thus out of multifarious self-antagonistic parts, you will be the 
implacable enemy of God, man and the animals.  

15. If when aroused and active a man's incensive, appetitive and intelligent powers spontaneously operate in 
accordance with nature, they make him wholly godlike and divine, sound in his actions and never in any way 
dislodged from nature's bedrock. But if, betraying his  
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own nature, he follows a course that is contrary to nature, these same powers will turn him, as we have said, into 
a polymorphic monster, compounded of many self-antagonistic parts. 

16. Our incensive power lies between the appetitive' and intelligent aspects of our soul; for both of them it serves 
as a weapon, whether it is acting in a way that accords with or is contrary to nature. When our desire and 
intelligence, in a way that accords with nature, aspire to what is divine, then our incensiveness is for both of them a 
weapon of righteousness wielded solely against the hissing serpent that would persuade them to indulge in fleshly 
pleasures and to relish men's praise. But when we fail to act according to nature and direct our desire and 
intelligence to what is contrary to nature, transferring attention from what is divine to purely human matters, then 
our incensive power becomes a weapon of iniquity in the service of sin, and we use it to attack and fight against 
those who would restrain the passions and appetites of the other powers of our soul. Thus, whether we are engaged 
in ascetic practice or are contemplatives and theologians, when we act according to nature we prove; ourselves to be 
among the faithful members of the Church, and when we act contrary to nature we become bestial, savage and 
demonic.  

17. Unless through the labor of repentance and assiduous ascetic practice we first restore the soul's powers to the 
state in which they were when God originally formed Adam and breathed into him the breath of life (cf. Gen. 2:7), 
we will never be able to know ourselves; nor will we be able to acquire a disposition that is master of the passions, 



free from arrogance, not over-curious, guileless, simple, humble, without jealousy or malice, and that takes every 
thought captive and makes it obey Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 10 : 5). Nor will our soul be enkindled with God's love, never 
transgressing the bounds of self-control, but content with what is given to it and longing for the serenity of the 
saints. And if we do not achieve such a state we can never acquire a heart that is gentle, peaceful, free from anger, 
kind, uncontentious and filled with mercy and joy; for our soul will be divided against itself and because of the 
turbulence of its powers will remain impervious to the rays of the Spirit.  

18. If we do not regain the beauty of our original high estate, continually renewing the impress of the image of 
Him who created us in His likeness (cf. Gen. 1:26-27), but instead distance ourselves from Him through the 
disparity of our qualities, how can we ever enter  
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into union with Him? How can we enter into union with Him who is light when we have blotted out the light and 
have embraced its opposite? And if we are not united to Him from whom we have received the source of our being, 
and through whom we have come into existence from things that are not and have been made preeminent over things 
that are; and if, because of our unlikeness to our Creator we are severed from Him, where will we be cast? This will 
be clear to those who can see, even if I am silent. 

19. So long as we have the raw material of the passions within ourselves and, instead of repudiating it, 
deliberately nurture it, the passions will prevail over us, deriving their strength from us. But when we cast this raw 
material out, cleansing our hearts with the tears of repentance and abhorring the deceitfulness of visible things, then 
we share in the presence of the Paraclete: we see God in eternal light and are seen by Him.  

20. Those who have broken the bonds of worldly sense-perception are free from all servitude to the senses: they 
live solely in the Spirit, communing with Him, impelled by Him, and brought through Him in some measure into 
union with the Father and the Logos who are one in essence with Him; and so they become a single spirit with God, 
as St Paul says (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17). Not only are they exempt from the dominion of the demons but they actually fill 
them with terror, since they share in the divine fire and are in fact called fire.  

21. Our sense of touch is not partial in the sense that its activity is restricted to one part of the body, as is that of 
the other senses; it is a general, all-over sense belonging to the whole body. Thus if while still addicted to the 
lubricity of things we touch some object unnecessarily, passion-charged thoughts perturb the intellect; but if, after 
renouncing such addiction and rising above the realm of sense, we touch something in accordance with a need 
inherent in our nature, then our sense of touch has no tendency to seduce the soul's organs of perception.  

22. When the intellect is established in the realm of what is beyond nature, the senses, assuming their natural role, 
commune dispassionately with the springs of the passions; they seek out only their underlying essences and natures, 
unerringly distinguishing their activities and qualities while not being addicted to them or adventitiously attracted by 
them in a manner that is contrary to nature.  

23. Spiritual struggles and labors generate gladness in the soul,  
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so long, that is, as the passions have been stilled; for what is difficult for those who are still dominated by the 
senses is easy and even delightful for an aspiring soul that through its holly exertions has acquired a longing for God 
and is smitten with desire for divine knowledge. For the sense-dominated, the labors and struggles for virtue, 
opposed as they are to bodily ease and indulgence in sensual pleasure, are difficult and seem very harsh, for in such 
people the brackish taste of pleasure has not yet been washed away by the flow of tears. But the soul that abominates 
pain-inducing pleasure and has rejected comfort along with the self-love of the body, feels the need for and 
embraces such labor and struggles. One thing alone distresses it: slackness in its labors and indolence in its 
struggles. Thus what for those still dominated by the senses is the source of bodily content is for the soul that aspires 
to what is divine a cause of distress. And what for the aspiring soul is a cause of spiritual gladness is for the sense-
dominated the cause of pain and anguish. 

24. Ascetic toil is initially painful for all those newly engaged in spiritual warfare; but for those exercised in the 
growth of virtue and who have reached the mid-point of their path, such toil is pleasurable and produces a strange 
sense of relief. When the mortal will of the flesh is swallowed up by the immortal life (cf. 2 Cor. 5:4) conferred 
through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in those truly striving towards the perfection of virtue, they are filled with 
unspeakable joy and gladness, for a pure spring of tears has opened within them, and streams of sweet compunction 
flow down on them from above.  

25. If you wish to advance to the frontiers of virtue and to find unerringly the path that leads to God, do not allow 
your eyes to sleep or let your eyelids droop or give rest to your brow (cf. Ps. 132:4) until, with your soul riven by 
toil and tears, you have attained the land of dispassion and have entered into the sanctuary of the knowledge of God. 
For then, aloof from all that is below, in your great thirst you will have climbed like a stag to the high mountains of 
contemplation and through God's personalized Wisdom you will have descried the ultimate reaches of human life.  

26. For those newly engaged in spiritual warfare the swift path to the recovery of virtue consists in the silencing of 
the lips, the closure of the eyes and the stopping of the ears; for once the intellect has achieved this kind of 
intermission and has sealed off the external entrances to itself, it begins to understand itself and its own activities. 
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It immediately sets about interrogating the ideas swimming in the noetic sea of its thought, trying to discern 
whether the concepts that irrupt into the mind's crucible are pure, alloyed with no bitter seed, and conferred by an 
angel of light, or whether they are tares, hybridized, trashy, emanating from the devil. Standing thus like a masterful 



sovereign in the midst of its thoughts, judging them and separating the better from the worse, the intellect accepts 
those that are well-tested in the fire of the Spirit and saturated with divine water, absorbing them into its actions and 
practice and storing them up in its spiritual treasure-house; for by these thoughts it is nourished, strengthened and 
filled with light. The other thoughts it casts into the depths of oblivion, eradicating their bitterness. This is the work 
only of someone who has spiritually embarked upon the path that leads unerringly to the heavens and to God, and 
who has stripped off the lugubrious cloak of the dark passions. 

27. Once the soul has divested itself of malice and of its futile propensity to cheap arrogance, and through the 
indwelling of the Paraclete has adorned the heart with simplicity and innocence, it will immediately be restored to 
God and to itself. And since it has now passed beyond the hellish pits of incredulity and malevolence, it will 
unhesitatingly accept what it hears and sees as trustworthy and true.  

28. Deep-rooted faith is pre-eminent among the virtues, since such faith strips the soul of doubt and rids it 
completely of self-love. For nothing so prevents someone newly engaged in spiritual warfare from practicing the 
commandments as this pernicious vice of self-love. It even prevents the progress of those well advanced on the 
spiritual path, for it suggests illnesses to them and malignant bodily ailments, so that their ardor wanes and they are 
persuaded to give up ascetic toil on the grounds that in their susceptible state it is dangerous. Self-love is inane amity 
for the body, which ends by making the monk a lover of himself - of his own soul and body - and so estranges him 
from God and from God's kingdom, in accordance with the gospel phrase, 'He who loves his life will destroy it' 
(John 12:25).  

29. He who diligently begins to practice God's commandments, and with ardent longing shoulders the light yoke 
of asceticism (cf. Matt. 11:30), does not spare his body's health, or flinch at virtue's harsh demands, or shrink from 
exertion, or heed the laziness and negligence of others. Rather, whatever the hardship, he fervently ploughs the 
furrow of the virtues, attending only to himself and to the  
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commandments of God. Each day with tears he tills and sows the land of the living (cf. Ps. 126:5) until the first 
shoots of dispassion germinate within him, wax into divine knowledge, bear the grain of the Logos and fructify in 
His righteousness. 

30. Nothing, I think, so promotes the soul's swift progress as faith - not just faith in God and in His only-begotten 
Son, but faith that is deeply rooted. With this faith we believe in the truth of Christ's promises, made and kept in 
readiness for those who love Him (cf. 1 Cor. 2:19), just as we also believe in the truth of the threats and the infernal 
punishments prepared for the devil and his accomplices (cf. Matt. 25:41). This faith inspires the striving soul with 
the hope that it will attain the state of the saints, their blessed dispassion, climbing the heights of their holiness and 
becoming a coheir with them of God's kingdom. With such assurance the soul assiduously and unwaveringly 
augments its practice of the commandments, imitating the labors of the saints and pursuing their perfection by 
means of similar struggles.  



31. The external appearance of the face changes in accordance with the inner state of the soul: whatever the soul's 
noetic activity, it will be reflected in the face. Disposed and changed according to the thoughts within the soul, the 
face brightens when the heart rejoices in the upsurge of good thoughts and in its meditation on God, but is downcast 
and glum when the heart is embittered by unnatural thoughts. In both cases, what is happening is quite evident to 
those in whom the soul's organs of perception are well trained. Either it is a change brought about by 'the right hand 
of the Most High' (Ps. 77:10. LXX), and this is obvious to them because it is something familiar and dear to them 
whereby they are reborn in the Spirit and become light and salt to others near them (cf. Matt. 5:13-14); or else is a 
change brought about by the discord of evil powers and the tumult of our thoughts, and this too is evident to them, 
since they resist such change, the impress of the image of the Son of God within them having been burnished to the 
highest degree by the rays of divine grace.  

32. A soul receives either blessings or penalties and punishment according to its inner activities. If it concerns 
itself with things divine and tills the ground of humility, tears fall on it like rain from heaven, and it cultivates love 
for God, faith and compassion for others. And when in this way the soul is renewed in the beauty of Christ's image, 
it becomes a light to others; attracting their attention with the rays of its virtue, it inspires them to glorify God. But if 
the soul devotes itself to  

 

[V4] 88 
Nikitas  Stithatos 

 
On the Practice of the Virtues: 

One Hundred Texts  

mundane and merely human matters, stirring and agitating the fetid waters of sin, it nourishes hatred and repels 
what is good and beautiful. Deformed in this way according to the mundane, ugly image of fallen man, it becomes a 
thing of darkness to others; and through its evil talk and depravity it corrupts immature and fickle souls, inducing 
them to blaspheme God. Thus the soul receives its reward according to the state it is in when death overtakes it. 

33. If you husband evil thoughts your face will be morose and sullen; your tongue will be incapable of praising 
God and you will be surly towards others. But if you husband in your heart what is deathless and holy, your face 
will radiate joy and gladness, you will lift up your voice in prayer and be most gentle in speech. Thus it will be quite 
clear to all whether you are still subject to unclean passions and to the law of the mundane will, or whether you are 
free from such servitude and live according to the law of the Spirit. In the words of Solomon, 'A glad heart makes 
the face radiant; but a doleful heart makes it sullen' (cf. Prov. 15:13).  

34. Passions acted out can be cured by action. Dissipation, sensuality, gluttony and a dissolute, profligate life 
produce a passion-charged state of soul and impel it to unnatural actions. On the other hand, restraint and self-
control, ascetic labor and spiritual struggle translate the soul from its passion-charged state to a state of dispassion.  

35. If after strenuous ascetic labor you receive great gifts from God on account of your humility, but are then 
dragged down and handed over to the passions and to the chastisement of the demons, you must know that you have 
exalted yourself, have thought much of yourself, and have disparaged others. And you will find no cure for or 
release from the passions and demons that afflict you unless you make use of a good mediator and through humility 
and awareness of your limitations you repent and return to your original state. Such humility and self-knowledge 
lead all who are firmly rooted in virtue to look upon themselves as the lowest of created things.  



36. In the eyes of God and of those who live a Christ-like life, to act with passion because of one's dissolute 
character and to take pride in one's virtues through a spirit of self-conceit are each as evil as the other. In the first 
case it is shameful even to speak of the things that those enslaved to the passions do in secret (cf. Eph. 5:12); in the 
second case the self-vaunting of the heart is an abomination to God. The dissolute person alienates himself from 
God, for he is 'flesh' (cf. Gen. 6:3),   
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while the person who takes pride in his virtue is unclean in God's sight because of his self-conceit. 

37. A passion is not the same thing as a sinful act: they are quite distinct. A passion operates in the soul, a sinful 
act involves the body. For example, love of pleasure, avarice and love of praise are three particularly noxious 
passions of the soul; but unchastity, greed and wrong-doing are sinful acts of the flesh. Lust anger and arrogance are 
passions of the soul produced when the soul's powers operate in a way that is contrary to nature. Adultery, murder, 
theft, drunkenness and whatever else is done through the body, are sinful and noxious actions of the flesh.  

38. The three most general passions are self-indulgence, avarice and love of praise; and three are the ranks of men 
that fight against them and overcome them: those newly embarked on the spiritual path, those in mid-course, and 
those who have attained its goal.  

39. The battle waged by those in the three stages of the spiritual path against these three principles and powers of 
the prince of this world is not one and the same, but at each stage the battle is different. At each stage there is a 
different way of fighting against these passions, and each way makes lawful and natural use of the power of 
righteous indignation.  

40. If it is but recently that you have embarked on the struggle for holiness and ranked yourself. against the 
passions, you must battle unremittingly and through every kind of ascetic hardship against the spirit of self-
indulgence. You must waste your flesh through fasting, sleeping on the ground, vigils and night-long prayer; you 
must bring your soul into a state of contrition through thinking on the torments of hell and through meditation on 
death; and you must through tears of repentance purge your heart of all the defilement that comes from coupling 
with impure thoughts and giving your assent to them.  

41. When you approach the mid-point of the initial stage of the spiritual path you will experience the first form of 
dispassion, and through it the strain of your exertions against the spirit of self-indulgence will be eased. Your eyes 
opened, you will begin to perceive the inner nature of things, and will now take up the weapons of faith against the 
spirit of perfidious avarice. You will exalt your intellect through meditation on things divine and quicken your 
thought with the inner essences of the created world, elucidating their true nature.  
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In faith you will lead your soul from what is visible to the heights of the invisible, assured that God, who brings 
all things from non-existence into existence, provides for all that He has created. In this way your whole aspiration 
will be directed towards life in God. 

42. When through contemplation and dispassion you have passed the half-way mark of the spiritual journey and 
have transcended the deceitfulness of worldly sense-perception, you will now enter the divine darkness of theology, 
guided by the consciousness of spiritual knowledge and by God's personalized Wisdom. It is at this point that with 
the strength of humility you raise your weapons against the spirit of self-glory and the love of praise. Your soul will 
be spurred by holy revelations and painlessly you will pour forth tears; you will be humbled in your will through the 
recognition of human weakness, and exalted by intimations of divine knowledge.  

43. By means of fasting, vigils, prayer, sleeping on the ground, bodily labors and the amputation of our desires 
through humility of soul, we inactivate the spirit of self-indulgence. We overcome it through tears of repentance 
and, shackling it with self-control, render it immobile and ineffective; for we are now among those proficient in 
spiritual warfare.  

44. Repulsing and finally slaying the spirit of avarice with the weapons of faith and 'the sword of the Spirit, which 
is the word of God' (Eph. 6:17), we now approach, thanks to the consciousness of Wisdom, the contemplation of the 
inner essences of created beings. Illumined with the consciousness of spiritual knowledge, we pass beyond the lowly 
region of visible things and attain the realms of love, rich in God-inspired hope.  

45. Winged by dispassion and humility, and inspired by the Holy Spirit, we enter the sphere of mystical theology 
and the abyss of the knowledge of God's mysteries. The spirit of self-glory is now consumed in the lightning of 
divine thought and doctrine. Weeping and filled with compunction we perceive the consummation of things human, 
and scatter that spirit's minions, who attack us through presumption, self-esteem and arrogance.  

46. He who wholeheartedly hates and renounces 'the desire of the fallen self, the desire of the eyes, and the false 
pretentions of this life' (1 John 2:16) - that whole 'world of iniquity' (Jas. 3:6) through the love of which we become 
the enemies of God (cf. Jas. 4:4) - has crucified the world to himself and himself to the world: he has  
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destroyed in his flesh the enmity between God and his soul, and has made peace between the two (cf. Eph. 2:15). 
For he who has died to these things through effacing the will of the flesh has reconciled himself to God. He has 
eradicated the enmity of this world by obliterating sensual pleasure through a life crucified to the world, and has 
embraced friendship with Jesus. He is no longer God's enemy because of his love for the world, but is a friend of 
God, crucified to the world and able to say, 'The world is crucified to me, and I to the world' (Gal. 6:14). 

47. God deserts those engaged in spiritual warfare for three reasons: because of their arrogance, because they 



censure others, and because they are so cock-a-hoop about their own virtue. The presence of any of these vices in 
the soul prompts God to withdraw; and until they are expelled and replaced by radical humility, the soul will not 
escape just punishment.  

48. It is not only passion-charged thoughts that sully the heart and defile the soul. To be elated about one's many 
achievements, to be puffed up about one's virtue, to have a high idea of one's wisdom and spiritual knowledge, and 
to criticize those who are lazy and negligent - all this has the same effect, as is clear from the parable of the publican 
and the Pharisee (cf. Luke 18:10-14).  

49. Do not imagine that you will be delivered from your passions, or escape the defilement of the passion-charged 
thoughts which these generate, while your mind is still swollen with pride because of your virtues. You will not see 
the courts of peace, your thoughts full of loving-kindness, nor, generous and calm in heart, will you joyfully enter 
the temple of love, so long as you presume on yourself and on your own works.  

50. If your soul is allured by comeliness of body and usurped by the passion-imbued thoughts that it seems to 
evoke, do not assume that such comeliness is the cause of your agitated and impassioned state. The cause lies hidden 
in your soul, and it is your soul's passionate disposition and evil habits that, as a magnet attracts iron, attracts to itself 
such impurity from the beauty it perceives. For all things are created by God and all, as He Himself says, are 'wholly 
good and beautiful' (Gen. 1:31), providing no ground at all for impugning His creation.  

51. Just as seasickness is due, not to the sea's nature, but to the already existing disorder of the body's humors, so 
the soul's  

 

[V4] 92 
Nikitas  Stithatos 

 
On the Practice of the Virtues: 

One Hundred Texts  

confusion and turmoil are due, not to the beauty of countenance in the person that it perceives, but to its pre-
existing evil disposition. 

52. The soul's apprehension of the nature of things changes in accordance with its own inner state. Thus when its 
spiritual organs of perception operate in a way that accords with nature and the intellect unerringly penetrates to the 
inner essences of things, clearly and cogently elucidating their nature and function, then it perceives things and 
persons and every material body as they are according to nature, and is aware that no seed of impurity or vitiation 
lies hidden within them. But when its powers operate in a way that is contrary to nature, and are in a state of self-
antagonism, it perceives things likewise in a way that is not in accord with nature; their natural beauty does not exalt 
it to an understanding of their Maker, but because of its own impassioned proclivities engulfs it in self-destruction.  

53. If while you are engaged in ascetic labor and hardship God withdraws from you because of some bodily lapse, 
or lapse of tongue or thought, do not take this to be strange or untoward. The lapse is yours and due to yourself. Had 
you not yourself first indulged in some new-fangled, overweening and obnoxious thought about yourself, or had you 
not in arrogance treated someone disdainfully or criticized him for his human weakness, you would have recognized 
your own fallibility and God in His righteous judgment would not have withdrawn from you. Learn from this not to 
judge (cf. Matt. 7:1), not to think too highly of yourself (cf. Rom. 12:3), and not to look down on others (cf. 1 Cor. 



4:6).  

54. When you have fallen into the depths of wickedness, do not despair of your recall, even if you have been 
brought down to the nethermost reaches of hell. For if through the practice of the virtues you have already 
established your ascetic life on a firm basis, God will not forget your former labors and hardships even if the stones 
of virtue you have set in place should be shaken to the ground by the most impassioned of vices. Only you must 
bring to Him a heart full of contrition for your lapse, and you must 'remember the days of old' (cf. Ps. 143:5), 
recalling your fall with deep sorrow before Him. He will then swiftly visit you as you tremble at His words (cf. Isa. 
66:2), and invisibly will touch the eyes of your grieving heart, recognizing the basis of virtue you have already 
established through your labors; and together with fervor of spirit He will give you strength that is greater and more 
perfect than your former strength. In this way the house of  
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virtue, patiently built up but then destroyed through the devil's malice, will in a spirit of humility be restored more 
splendidly than before as His eternal dwelling-place. 

55. Everything that brings disgrace upon us, whether prompted by man or demons, occurs through God's just 
judgment in order to humble the overweening vanity of our soul. For God, the helmsman of our lives, wishes that we 
should always be humble and have not an exaggerated but a modest view of ourselves (cf. Rom. 12:3); that we 
should not have great ideas about ourselves, but should look to Christ and imitate, so far as we can, His blessed 
humility; for He was 'gentle and humble in heart' (Matt. 11:29). He who for our sake endured a disgraceful, unjust 
death desires us to be like this, for there is nothing so dear to Him or that in its true virtue so fully accords with Him 
- nothing so apt to raise us from the dunghill of the passions - as gentleness and humility and love for our fellow 
beings. If these are not present with us as we cultivate the virtues, all our labor is in vain and all our ascetic 
endeavors are useless and unacceptable.  

56. Those newly embarked on the ascetic life are assisted in the practice of the commandments and in their escape 
from evil by fear of punishment. But in those who through virtue have advanced to the contemplation of God's glory 
this fear is followed by another fear - a pure fear (cf. Ps. 19:9) - which, because it is caused by love, fills them with 
great dread. This helps them to stand unshaken in their love for God, instilling in them terror at falling away from 
such love. If beginners in spiritual warfare lapse, but then repent and recover, they are filled once more with the first 
fear, accompanied now by auspicious hope. But when those who have attained the heights of contemplation fall 
from them as a result of the devil's malice, they do not at once recover the second kind of fear. A grey mist and a 
palpable darkness (cf. Exod. 10:21) envelop them, and they are filled with despondency, pain and bitterness, 
together with their earlier fear of punishment. And if the Lord of hosts did not curtail those days of unbearable pain, 
none who fall from the heights of contemplation would be rescued (cf. Matt. 24:22).  

57. When our soul is freed from the persistent importunities of impassioned thoughts, and the flame that torments 
the flesh dies away, we should recognize that the Holy Spirit is actively present within us, disclosing that our past 
sins are forgiven and bestowing dispassion on us. But so long as we are still aware of the constant 
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importunity of such thoughts and our lower organs are enkindled as a result, we may be sure that the sweet 
fragrance of the Spirit is far from our soul, and that our soul is wholly subject to the unbroken bonds of the passions 
and the senses. 

58. 'I have seen under the sun', remarked the sage (cf. Eccles. 1:3; 9:11), 'a man who thought he was intelligent, 
who though mortal presumed on his own works and had a high opinion of his own human, worldly and psychic 
wisdom. Because of this not only did he look down on simple men, but he ridiculed the divinely-appointed Christian 
teachers and mocked them on account of their peculiar form of speech, their deliberate eschewing of the polished 
diction of academics, and the lack of rhythmical dexterity in their writings. To such a man, ignorant that God prefers 
clarity of thought to well-turned phrases or sonorous words, I would commend the maxims: "Better a living dog than 
a dead lion" (Eccles. 9:4), and "Better a poor and wise child than an old and foolish king, who no longer knows how 
to pay attention" ' (Eccles. 4:13. LXX).  

59. Blasphemy is a frightful passion, difficult to combat, for its origin lies in the arrogant mind of Satan. It 
troubles all who live in virtue and in accord with God, but especially those advancing in prayer and in the 
contemplation of things divine. Hence we must guard the senses with great diligence, and reverence all the awe-
inspiring mysteries of God, the holy images and holy words, and watch out for the attacks of this spirit. For it lies in 
wait for us while we pray and chant, and when we are inattentive it discharges through our lips curses against 
ourselves and strange blasphemies against God the Most High, introducing them into the verses of the psalms and 
into the words of our prayers. When it brings some such thing to our lips or sows it in our minds, we should turn 
against it the words of Christ and say, 'Get behind me, Satan, full of every foul odor and condemned to eternal fire; 
may your blasphemy fall upon your own head' (cf. Luke 4:8; Matt. 25:41). Then, concentrating our thoughts, we 
should at once occupy our intellect with some other matter, either divine or human, and with tears raise it towards 
God; and so with God's assistance we will be relieved of the burden of blasphemy.  

60. Dejection is a passion that corrupts soul and body, affecting even the marrow of one's bones - I mean that 
cosmic dejection induced by the transitoriness of things and often resulting in death. The sorrow prompted by God, 
however, is extremely salutary,  
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enabling one patiently to endure hardships and trials. It is a source of compunction for those struggling and 
thirsting for God's righteousness (cf. Matt. 5:6), and nourishes their heart with tears. In such people is the saying of 
David fulfilled, 'Thou shalt feed us with the bread of tears and give us tears to drink in great measure' (Ps. 80:5) - the 



wine of compunction. 

61. Sorrow prompted by God is an excellent tonic for those parts of the soul corrupted by evil actions, and it 
restores them to their natural state. It dissolves through tears the storm-clouds of passion and sin and dispels them 
from the soul's spiritual firmament, so that at once a clear sky appears in the thoughts of our intellect, the sea of the 
mind grows calm, gladness rises in the heart and a change comes over our face. When this is now seen by those 
skilled in discerning our inner state from our outward appearance, they will exclaim, as did David, 'This change is 
from the right hand of the Most High' (Ps. 77:10. LXX).  

62. Do not keep company with those who enkindle in you suspicions about your fellow beings, for such 
suspicions are false, destructive and utterly deceitful. They are ploys through which the demons try to engulf the 
souls of those progressing in virtue. For there is only one way in which the demons can thrust them into the pit of 
perdition and active sin, and that is by persuading them to harbor evil suspicions about the outward behavior and 
inner state of their neighbor. By this means the demons contrive to have them condemned along with the world, in 
the manner indicated by St Paul's phrase, 'If we would judge ourselves, we would not be judged; but when we are 
judged, we are chastened by the Lord, so that we should not be condemned with the world' (1 Cor. 11:31-32).  

63. When because of our laxity we allow the demons to beguile us with suspicious thoughts about other people - 
that is to say, when we fail to control the abduction of our eyes - then they incite us to pronounce judgment on 
others, sometimes even those who are perfect in virtue. If someone is affable, with a cheerful, smiling face, we think 
him prone to pleasure and the passions; and we assume that anyone who looks downcast and sullen is filled with 
arrogance and anger. But we ought not to concern ourselves with people's appearance. Everyone is likely to judge 
wrongly in this respect; for men have various characters, temperaments and bodily features, the true assessment and 
study of which pertain only to those in whom the spiritual eye of the  
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soul has been cleansed through deep compunction, who are filled with the boundless light of divine life, and to 
whom it has been given to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God (cf. Matt. 13:11). 

64. When we act basely in obedience to our fallen self, we serve the soul's appetitive and incensive powers in a 
way that is contrary to nature. We defile the flesh with the noxious flux of sin, darken the soul with embittered anger 
and estrange ourselves from the Son of God. We should therefore cleanse the stain deriving from the body's intrinsic 
serosity with floods of heartfelt tears. In this way the body soiled by sensual indulgence on account of its natural 
serosity will, because of our remorse, in its turn be purified through the natural flow of tears; and we will dispel with 
the luminosity of compunction and the sweetness of a godlike love the cloud that darkens our soul because of our 
embittered anger. Thus we shall once again be united with Him from whom we had been estranged.  

65. Just as the stain produced by sensual indulgence presupposes a satanic desire to fulfill the shabby act it 
involves, so the purification that comes from our remorse presupposes heartfelt longing for the grief and tears which 
purification demands. In accordance with God's supernal goodness and providence, we expel and purge sensual 
indulgence through grief, and the flesh's baneful serosity through the flow of tears. In this way we expunge the 



imprint of vilifying actions from the intellect and squalid images from the soul, disclosing ever more fully the 
splendor of its natural beauty.  

66. Prompted by the devil, the libertine reaps fleshly pleasure, and his ugly actions induce self-pollution. 
Prompted by the Holy Spirit, the man of God reaps joy of soul, and his acts of beauty induce purification through 
tears, rebirth and union with God.  

67. There are in us two natural fluids which come from the same source in our being: semen and our tears. 
Through the first we may sully our soul's garment, through the second we may cleanse it again. The stain that comes 
from our being has to be washed away with the tears that come from the same source. Otherwise it is impossible for 
us to cleanse this self-generated defilement.  

68. The discordant soul, prompted by what is base, always acts in a manner that ends up in some fleeting pleasure; 
but the soul purged of vicious habits labors to attain enduring bliss. It is marvelous how the second form of pleasure 
restrains the first, mollifying the pain engendered by self-indulgence.  
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69. Sometimes the How of tears produces an acrid and painful feeling in the heart's organ of spiritual perception, 
sometimes it induces delight and a sense of jubilation. Thus when through repentance we are in the process of 
cleansing ourselves from the poison and stain of sin and, enkindled by divine (ire, hot tears of repentance flow from 
us, and when our conscience is as it were smitten by the heart's anguish, then we experience this acrid feeling and 
painfulness both spiritually and perceptibly. But when we have been largely cleansed by such tears and have 
attained freedom from the passions, then - refreshed by the divine Spirit, our heart pure and tranquil - we are filled 
with inexpressible tenderness and delight by the joyous tears provoked by compunction. 

70. Tears of repentance are one thing, tears that flow because of divine compunction another. The first are like a 
river in spate that sweeps away all the bastions of sin; the second are to the soul like rain or snow to a field, making 
it yield a bountiful crop of spiritual knowledge.  

71. Tears are not the same thing as compunction, and there is a great difference between them. Tears come from 
the transformation of our manner of life and the remembrance of our past lapses, as if fire and boiling water were 
purifying the heart. Compunction descends from above as the divine dew of the Spirit, comforting and refreshing the 
soul that has but recently entered with fervor into the depths of humility and attained the contemplation of the 
unapproachable light, crying out with joy as David cried, 'We went through fire and water; and Thou hast brought us 
out into a place where the soul is refreshed' (Ps. 66:12. LXX).  

72. I have heard people say that one cannot achieve a persistent state of virtue without retreating far into the 
desert, and I was amazed that they should think that the unconfinable could be confined to a particular locality. For 
the state of virtue is the restitution of the soul's powers to their former nobility and the convergence of the principal 
virtues in an activity that accords with nature. Such a state is not achieved adventitiously, by external influences; it is 
implanted within us at our creation by virtue of our endemic divine and spiritual consciousness; and when we are 
impelled by this inner consciousness in accordance with our true nature we are led into the kingdom of heaven 



which, in our Lord's words, is 'within us' (cf. Luke 17:21). Thus the desert is in fact superfluous, since we can enter 
the kingdom  
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simply through repentance and the strict keeping of God's commandments. Entry into the kingdom can occur, as 
David states, 'in all places of His dominion'; for he says, 'In all places of His dominion bless the Lord, 0 my soul' 
(Ps. 103:22). 

73. If you are in the ranks of the imperial army, fighting together with others under the command of generals and 
captains, and yet you fail to do anything noble or bold in battle against the enemy or even put a single one of them to 
flight, how will you be able to fight alone among so many enemies or perform any feat of brilliant strategy, 
inexperienced as you are in warfare? And if this is impossible in human affairs, it is all the more so where things 
divine are concerned. If you flee into the desert, how will you recognize the attacks of the demons, the open and 
covert assaults of the passions? How will you be able to attack them yourself, unless you have first been well trained 
in thwarting your own will by dwelling with a group of brethren under a leader experienced in such invisible and 
spiritual warfare? And if you are incapable of fighting even on your own behalf, then it is clearly inconceivable that 
you should do so on behalf of others and teach them how to defeat their invisible enemies.  

74. Expunge from yourself the disgrace of negligence and the ignominy of disdaining God's commandments. 
Dispel self-love and battle with your fallen self unsparingly. Seek out the judgments of the Lord and His 
testimonies. Scorn glory and dishonor. Hate the titillating appetites of the body. Avoid overeating, because this 
enkindles your lower organs. Embrace poverty and hardship. Resist the passions. Introvert your senses towards your 
soul. Inwardly assent to the doing of what is more noble. Be deaf to human affairs. Expend all your strength in 
practicing the commandments. Mourn, sleep on the ground, fast, endure hardship, be still and, last of all, know, not 
the things around you, but yourself. Transcend the lowly state of visible things. Open your spiritual eye to the 
contemplation of God and recognize the delightfulness of the Lord from the beauty of creation. And when you 
descend from these heights of contemplation, speak to your brethren about eternal life and the mysteries of God's 
kingdom. This is the purpose of flight from men through the strictest asceticism, and the ultimate goal of the life of 
solitude.  

75. If you wish to see the blessings 'that God has prepared for those who love Him' (1 Cor. 2:9), then take up your 
abode in the desert of the renunciation of your own will and flee the world. What world?  
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The world of the lust of the eyes, of your fallen self (cf. 1 John 2:16), the presumptuousness of your own thoughts, 
the deceit of things visible. If you flee from this world, then light will dawn for you, you will see the life that is in 
God, and the medicine of your soul - that is, tears - will swiftly well up in you. You will experience the change 
brought about by the right hand of the Most High'(Ps. 77:10), and from that time the 'plague' of the passions will not 
'come near your dwelling' (Ps. 91:10). In this way, living in the world and among people, you will be like a man 
living in the desert and seeing no one. If you do not flee the world in such a manner, you will gain nothing as 
regards the perfecting of virtue and union with God simply by flight from the visible world. 

76. To become a monk does not mean to abandon men and the world, but to renounce the will of the flesh, to be 
destitute of the passions. If it was once said to a great spiritual master, 'Flee men and you will be saved', it was said 
in precisely this spirit; for even after he fled, he dwelt among men and lived in inhabited regions along with his 
disciples. But because he so assiduously fled in a spiritual sense at the same time as he fled visibly, he suffered no 
harm from being with other men. And another great monk cried as he came out of a meeting, 'Flee, my brethren!' 
And when asked what he meant by this, he pointed to his mouth.  

77. Living together in one place is safer than living alone. The sacred words of Jesus our God bear witness to the 
necessity of living together; for He says, 'Where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am in the midst of 
them' (Matt. 18:20). Likewise Solomon speaks about the danger of living alone when he says, 'Alas for him who is 
alone when he falls; for he has no one to help him up' (Eccles. 4:10). And David calls those who praise God in love 
and concord blessed when he says, 'Blessed is the people that sing aloud together' (Ps. 89:15); and he commends life 
in community, saying: 'Behold, how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together' (Ps. 133:1). And among 
the disciples of our Lord there was but a single soul and a single heart (cf. Acts 4:32); and even God's incarnation 
did not take place in the wilderness, but in inhabited areas and among  
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sinful men. Thus we have need of the concord of communal life. Isolation is treacherous and full of danger. 

78. 'Offensive provocations have to come,' said the Lord, 'but alas for him through whom such provocation 
comes!' (Matt. 18:7). The monk who loses his sense of reverence and behaves insolently, without awe for God, in 
the company of his brethren scandalizes many of the more simple among them. He does this by his acts, bearing and 
bad habits, and by his words and vicious talk. He corrupts their souls and undermines their probity.  

79. If you keep God's commandments you will not become a stumbling-block to others, for there will be nothing 
offensive or provocative in you. 'Great peace have they who love Thy law, and for them there is no stumbling-block' 
(Ps. 119:165. LXX). Rather they are light, salt and life, in conformity with the Lord's words, 'You are the light of the 
world, and the salt of the earth' (cf. Matt. 5:13-14). Light, because they are virtuous in life, lucid in speech, and wise 
in thought; salt, because they are rich in divine knowledge and strong in the wisdom of God; life, because through 
their words they bring to life those slain by the passions, raising them up from the pit of despair. Through the light 
of their righteous works they shine before men and illumine them; with the sweet astringency of their words they 
brace those softened by sluggishness and free them from the putrescence of the passions; and by the life present in 



what they say they give life to souls deadened by sin.  

80. The passion of self-esteem is a three-pronged barb heated and forged by the demons out of vanity, 
presumption and arrogance. Yet those who dwell under the protection of the God of heaven (cf. Ps. 91:1) detect it 
easily and shatter its prongs; for through their humility they rise above such vices and find repose in the tree of life.  

81. While you are progressing in virtue this unclean and wily demon of self-esteem may attack you and predict 
that you will have a throne in heaven, reminding you of all your labor, extolling it above that of others, and even 
suggesting that you are capable of guiding souls. If this happens, and you have been given power from on high to 
enable you to do so, seize hold of him spiritually and do not let him escape. Once you have caught him, consider 
what unworthy act of yours has provoked his attack; and confronting him with this act, say to him: 'Are those who 
behave in this way worthy of ascending to such privileged heights, and do you regard them as qualified to guide 
souls  
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and lead them to salvation in Christ? Tell me, for I shall be silent.' Since he will have nothing to say to you in reply, 
out of shame he will disappear like smoke and will no longer greatly trouble you. And even if you have not done or 
said anything unworthy of the transcendent life you have embraced, yet compare yourself with the commandments 
and the sufferings of the Lord, and you will find that you fall as short of perfection as a basinful of water falls short 
of the sea. For man's righteousness is as far from the righteousness of God as the earth is in size from the heavens or 
a flea from a lion. 

82. He who has been deeply smitten by the love of God will find that his bodily strength is not equal to his desire, 
for there are no limits to the ascetic labor in which he yearns to engage. He is like someone consumed by thirst, and 
the fire of his desire is insatiable. He longs to labor night and day, but is thwarted by his body's lack of strength. I 
think that Christ's martyrs were not aware of the pain they suffered precisely because they were overpowered by 
such an enormous passion. Mastering themselves through their burning love for God, they could not have their fill 
of the torments inflicted on them, and felt that their desire to suffer was never assuaged.  

83. He who in any way compares himself with his fellow ascetics or with the brethren who live with him is 
unaware that he deceives himself and treads a path alien to God. Either he does not know himself or he has deviated 
from the path that leads heavenwards. But by following this path in modesty of mind, those more spiritually 
advanced surmount the devil's ploys and, winged by dispassion and adorned with humility, they attain the heights of 
spiritual illumination.  

84. If you are puffed up and full of presumption you will never be illumined by compunction or attain the grace of 
humility. It is through this that the light of God's wisdom is bestowed on those with contrite hearts, in accordance 
with the words, 'In Thy light shall we see light' (Ps. 36:9). On the contrary, you will be swaddled in the night of the 
passions, in which all the beasts in the forest of man's nature prowl around, and in which the clamorous whelps of 
presumption - by which I mean the demons of self-esteem and unchastity - seek whom they may devour and 
dispatch into the maw of despair (cf. Ps. 104:20-21; 1 Pet. 5:8).  



85. For the man who lives as most men, prompted by the spirit of presumption, this present life becomes a sea 
embroiled by the powers of evil; the noetic aspect of his soul is flooded with the brine of sensual  
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pleasure, its triple powers assailed by the fierce waves of the passions. The ship of his soul, and its rudder, are 
shattered by carnal self-indulgence; the intellect, his pilot, sinks into the depths of sin and spiritual death; and he is 
engulfed in a slough of despondency. Only the deep calm of humility can quell those malignant waves, and only 
under the gentle flow of tears can the brine of sensual pleasures be changed into the luminosity of compunction. 

86. If you have enslaved yourself to bodily pleasure and indulgence to the point of repletion, you will need a 
corresponding measure of ascetic labor and hardship. Thus one form of repletion will counter another, pain will 
counter pleasure, bodily labor will counter bodily ease, and you will enjoy unmeasured felicity and repose, 
delighting in the fragrance of purity and chastity, and relishing the indescribable savor of the deathless fruits of the 
Spirit. In a similar way we apply cleansing unguents to the stains on our clothing when they have penetrated so 
deeply that we cannot wear it any longer.  

87. To those newly engaged in spiritual warfare illness is salutary, for it contributes to reducing and subduing the 
ebullience of the flesh. It greatly debilitates the flesh and attenuates the soul's materialistic propensities, while at the 
same time it invigorates and braces the soul, in accordance with St Paul's words, 'When I am weak, then I am strong' 
(2 Cor. 12:10). Yet the benefits that it brings to beginners are equaled by the harm that it does to those who have 
progressed in the labors of virtue and have now transcended the world of the senses and entered into the realm of 
spiritual contemplation. It hinders their devotion to things divine and coarsens their soul's consciousness with 
distress and affliction, darkening it with despondency and drying up its compunction in the drought of its suffering. 
Paul knew this well when, attentive to himself in conformity with the law of discrimination, he said, 'I discipline my 
body through hardship and bring it into subjection through healing remedies, lest after preaching to others I myself 
should be cast away' (cf. 1 Cor. 9:27).  

88. It often happens that illness occurs as a result of an irregular and unbalanced regimen, as when those proficient 
in spiritual warfare fast Or extend their ascetic labors excessively and indiscreetly, or when they become prone to 
gluttony and repletion, the enemies of nature. Thus self-control is necessary both for those who are newly embarked 
on the spiritual path and for those who, now beyond mid-course, aspire to the higher reaches of contemplation; for 
self-control  
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is the mother of health, the friend of purity and the beloved consort of humility. 

89. Dispassion is of two kinds and takes two main forms in those well advanced on the spiritual path. They attain 
the first kind of dispassion when they have become adept in the practice of the virtues. This dispassion, arising in 
various ways as a result of their toil in practicing the commandments, at once mortifies the passions and cuts off the 
impulses of the fallen self; at the same time it induces the powers of the soul to act in a way that accords with nature, 
and restores the intellect to conscious meditation on things divine. Subsequently, when they embark on the 
contemplation of the inner essences of created things, they attain in their wisdom the second and more perfect kind 
of dispassion. Bringing inner stillness to their thoughts, this dispassion raises them to a state of intellectual peace, 
making their intellect visionary and prophetic to the highest degree: visionary in matters divine, in insight into 
supernal realities, and in the disclosure of God's mysteries; prophetic in matters human, destined to happen in the 
distant future. In both these forms of dispassion one and the same Spirit is at work (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11): through the 
first He controls and sustains, through the second He dispenses the freedom of eternal life.  

90. When you approach the frontiers of dispassion - attaining a right view of God and the nature of things, and 
according to your growth in purity ascending to the Creator through the beauty of His creatures - you will be 
illumined by the Holy Spirit. Entertaining kindly feelings about all men and always thinking good of all, you will 
look on all as pure and holy and will rightly esteem things both human and divine. You will desire none of the 
material things that men seek but, divesting yourself of worldly sense-perception by means of the intellect, you will 
ascend towards heaven and towards God, free from all impurity and from every form of servitude, aware in spirit 
only of God's blessings and His beauty. Thus, full of reverence and joy, and in indescribable silence, you will dwell 
in the divine realm of God's blessed glory, all your senses transformed, and at the same time you will live spiritually 
among men like an angel in a material body.  

91. Five senses characterize the ascetic life: vigilance, meditation, prayer, self-control and stillness. Once you 
have linked your five outward senses to them, joining sight to vigilance, hearing to meditation, smell to prayer, taste 
to self-control and touch to stillness,  
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you will swiftly purify your soul's intellect: refining it by means of them, you will make it dispassionate and 
visionary. 

92. A dispassionate intellect is one that has gained control over its own passions and risen above both dejection 
and joy. It is neither subject to bouts of depression nor ebullient with high spirits, but is joyful in affliction, 
restrained when cheerful, and temperate in all things.  

93. The demons rage violently against those who are progressing in contemplation, lying in wait for them night 
and day. Through fellow-ascetics they provoke formidable trials, while through their own direct action they terrify 
them with noises. Even when they are asleep they attack them, grudging them any rest. They harass them in various 
ways, even though they cannot injure those who have surrendered themselves to God. If an angel of the Lord God 
did not protect them, they could not escape the demons' attack and the snares of death.  



94. If you are energetically struggling to practice the virtues, watch out for the ploys of the pernicious demons. 
The more you advance towards the heights of virtue and the more divine light increases in your prayers, and the 
closer you come to revelations and ineffable visions through the Spirit, the more they will gnash their teeth as they 
see you mounting towards heaven, and craftily spread their many nets of iniquity through the intellectual firmament. 
For not only will the demons of lust and anger, flesh-avid and bestial, breathe on you, but with acrid malice the 
demons of blasphemy will also rise up against you. In addition, the visible and invisible powers and principalities 
that wing through the air, in naked fancy changing themselves into strange and frightening forms, will batten on you 
and do you as much harm as they can. But if, with the eye of your intellect vigilant, you devote yourself to the 
spiritual work of prayer and to contemplation of the inner essences of God's creation, you will not be frightened by 
their 'arrow that flies by day' (Ps. 91:5), nor will they be able to invade your inner sanctuary; for like darkness they 
will be repulsed by the light that is in you and consumed in divine fire.  

95. The spirits of evil are extremely frightened of the grace of the divine Spirit, especially when it is abundantly 
present in us or when we have been cleansed through meditation and pure prayer. Not daring to invade our inner 
sanctuary when we are illumined from that source, they try to alarm and trouble us by means of fantasies, fearful 
noises and meaningless screams, so as to divert us from vigil and prayer. They  
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do not spare us even when we allow ourselves a little sleep on the ground: begrudging us the slightest rest from 
our labors, they set upon us and dash sleep from our eyes with some commotion or other, thinking by such means to 
make our life more difficult and painful. 

96. As we can learn from experience, the spirits of darkness seem to take on a subtle bodily form. This may be an 
illusion that they produce by deceiving our senses, or it may be that they are condemned to take such a form as the 
result of their age-old fall. In any case, they impetuously intertwine themselves with the struggling soul as our 
servile body draws it towards sleep. This seems to me to be a kind of testing for a soul that has but recently 
transcended the body's low estate: it provides an opportunity for the incensive and virile aspect of the soul to prove 
its mettle by reacting with wrath and violence against the demons that threaten it so formidably. The soul smitten 
with intense love for God and braced by .the principal virtues will not only oppose the demons with righteous 
indignation, but will actually strike back at them - if, that is, having become so entirely earth-bound as a result of 
their fall from the primal divine light, they do have a perceptible appearance.  

97. Before intermeshing with the soul and defeating it, the demons often disturb the soul's organs of perception 
and snatch sleep from our eyes. Yet the soul filled with manly courage by the Holy Spirit will pay no heed to the 
bitter fury of their attack, but will dispel their fantasies and put them to flight solely by means of the life-giving sign 
of the cross and the invocation of Jesus our God.  

98. If you have embarked on the task of despoiling the hostile spirits through the practice of the virtues, see that 
you are thoroughly armed with the weapons of the Spirit. Are you aware of who it is you want to despoil? They are 
enemies, to be sure, but noetic and fleshless, while you are still doing battle with the body under the King of the 



spirits and our God. You must realize that they will fight against you more bitterly than before and that there will be 
many who will deploy their tricks against you. If, then, you fail to notice them and to strip them of their spoils they 
will take you prisoner, filling your soul with great bitterness; or else they will subject you to evil and distressing 
temptations, acting as a grievous thorn in your flesh (cf. 2 Cor. 12:7).  

99. A good spring does not produce turbid, foul-smelling water, redolent of worldly matter; nor can a heart that is 
outside the kingdom  
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of heaven gush with streams of divine life, giving out the sweet savor of spiritual myrrh. 'Does a spring from the 

same opening gush with sweet water and bitter? Can the fig tree bear olives, or an olive tree acorns?' (cf. Jas. 3:11-
12). In the same way a single spring in the heart cannot produce simultaneously both good and bad images. Rather, 
'a good man out of the good treasure-house of his heart brings forth that which is good; and an evil man out of the 
evil treasure-house of his heart brings forth that which is evil', as the Lord has said (Luke 6:45). 

100. Just as it is impossible without oil and flame for a lamp to bum and thus to give light to those in the house, 
so it is impossible without the divine fire and Spirit for a soul to speak clearly about divine matters and to illumine 
others. For every perfect gift bestowed on the devout soul 'is from above . . . from the Father of lights, in whom 
there is no variableness or shadow due to change' (Jas. 1:17).  
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1. Love for God begins with detachment from things human and visible. Purification of heart and intellect marks 
the intermediate stage, for through such purification the eye of the intellect is spiritually unveiled and we attain 
knowledge of the kingdom of heaven hidden within us (cf. Luke 17:21). The final stage is consummated in an 
irrepressible longing for the supernatural gifts of God and in a natural desire for union with God and for finding 
one's abode in Him.  

2. Where there is intense longing for God, noetic labor, and participation in the unapproachable light, there too the 
soul's powers will be at peace, the intellect will be purified, and the Holy Trinity will dwell within us; for it is 
written, ‘He who loves Me will fulfill My teaching, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and take 
up Our abode in him' (John 14:23).  

3. Our teaching recognizes three modes of living: the carnal, the psychic and the spiritual. Each of these is 



characterized by its own particular attitude to life, distinctive to itself and dissimilar to that of the others.  

4. The carnal mode of life is one wholly devoted to the pleasures and enjoyments of this present life, and has 
nothing to do with the psychic and spiritual modes of life, and does not even have any wish to acquire them. The 
psychic mode, which is situated on the borderline between evil and virtue, is preoccupied with the care and 
strengthening of the body and with men's praise; it not only repudiates the labors required for virtue, but also rejects 
carnal indulgence. It avoids both virtue and vice but for opposite reasons: virtue because this requires toil and 
discipline; vice because that would entail forfeiting  
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men's praise. The spiritual mode of life, on the other hand, has nothing in common with these two other modes, and 
on this account is not implicated in the evil that pertains to either: it is entirely free in every way from both the one 
and the other. Invested with the wings of love and dispassion, it soars above them both, doing nothing that is 
forbidden and not being hamstrung by evil. 

5. Those who pursue the carnal mode of life and in whom the will of the flesh is imperious - who are, quite 
simply, carnal - are not able to conform to God's will (cf. Rom. 8:8). Their judgment is eclipsed and they are totally 
impervious to the rays of divine light: the engulfing clouds of the passions are like high walls that shut out the 
resplendence of the Spirit and leave them without illumination. Their soul's senses maimed, they cannot aspire to 
God's spiritual beauty and see the light of the true life and so transcend the lowliness of visible things. It is as if they 
had become beasts conscious only of this world, with the dignity of their intelligence fettered to things sensory and 
human. They strive only for what is visible and corruptible, on this account fighting among themselves and even 
sacrificing their lives for such things, avid for wealth, glory and the pleasures of the flesh, and regarding the lack of 
any of these things as a disaster. To such people applies the prophetic statement that comes from God's own mouth: 
'My Spirit shall not remain in these men, for they are flesh' (Gen. 6:3. LXX).  

6. Those who pursue the psychic mode of life and are therefore called 'psychic' are like the mentally defective 
whose limbs do not function properly. They never exert themselves on behalf of virtue or in the practice of God's 
commandments, and they refrain from acting reprehensibly simply in order to gain the esteem of other people. They 
are completely under the sway of self-love, nurse of the destructive passions, and they seek out whatever fosters 
physical health and pleasure. They repudiate all tribulation, effort and hardship embraced for the sake of virtue, and 
they cosset our enemy the body more than they should. Through such life and behavior their passion-imbued 
intellect grows cloddish and becomes impervious to the divine and spiritual realities whereby the soul is plucked 
from the world of matter and soars into the noetic heaven. This happens to them because they are still possessed by 
the spirit of matter, love themselves, and choose to do what they themselves want. Void of the Holy Spirit, they have 
no share in His gifts. As a result they exhibit no godly fruit - love for God and for their fellow men - no joy in the 
midst of poverty and  
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tribulation, no peace of soul, no deeply-rooted faith, no all-embracing self-control. Neither do they experience 
compunction, tears, humility or compassion, but they are altogether filled with conceit and arrogance. Hence they 
are totally incapable of plumbing the depths of the Spirit, for there is no guiding light in diem to open their intellect 
to the understanding of the Scriptures (cf. Luke 24:45); indeed, they cannot endure even to hear other people talking 
about such things. St Paul was quite right when he said that 'the psychic man cannot grasp spiritual things: they are 
folly to him; he is unaware that the law is spiritual and must be discerned spiritually' (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14).  

7. Those who 'cleave to the Spirit' (Gal. 5:25) and are totally committed to the spiritual life live in accordance with 
God's will, dedicated to Him as were the Nazirites (cf. Num. 6:2-8; Judg. 13:5). At all times they labor to purify 
their soul and to keep the Lord's commandments, expending their blood in their love for Him. They purify the flesh 
through fasts and vigils; they refine the heart's dross with tears; they mortify their materialistic tendencies through 
ascetic hardship; they fill the intellect with light through prayer and meditation, making it translucid; and by 
renouncing their own wills they sunder themselves from passionate attachment to the body and adhere solely to the 
Spirit. As a result everyone recognizes them as spiritual, and rightly refers to them as such. As they approach the 
state of dispassion and love, they ascend to the contemplation of the inner essences of created things; and from this 
they acquire the knowledge of created being that is bestowed by the hidden wisdom of God (cf. 1 Cor. 2:7) and 
given only to those who have risen above the body's low estate. Thus it is that when they have passed beyond all 
sensory experience of this world and have entered with an illumined mind into the realms that are above sense-
perception, their intelligence is enlightened and they utter righteous words from a pure heart in the midst of the 
Church of God and the great congregation of the faithful (cf. Ps. 40 : 9-10). For other people they are salt and light, 
as the Lord says of them: 'You are the light of the world and the salt of (he earth' (cf. Matt. 5:13-14).  

8. 'Devote yourselves to stillness and know that I am God' (Ps. 46:10). This is the voice of the divine Logos and is 
experienced as such by those who put the words into practice. Thus once you have renounced the turmoil and 
frightening vanity of life you should in stillness scrutinize yourself and the inner reality of things with the  
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utmost attentiveness and should seek to blow more fully the God within yourself, for His kingdom is within us (cf. 
Luke 17 : 21). Yet even if you do this over a long period of time it will be difficult for you to erase the imprint of 



evil from your soul and to restore it wholly to its Creator in all its primal beauty. 

9. Since we are so greatly imbued with the poison of evil we are in a correspondingly great need of the cleansing 
fire of repentant tears and voluntary ascetic labor. For we are purged of the stains of sin either through embracing 
such labor willingly or through afflictions that come unsought. If we first engage in voluntary ascetic labor, we will 
be spared the unsought afflictions; but if we fail to cleanse 'the inside of the cup and the dish' (cf. Matt. 23:26) 
through ascetic labor, the afflictions will restore us to our original state with a greater harshness. So the Creator has 
ordained.  

10. If you do not enter the way of renunciation in the right spirit -if, that is to say, from the start you refuse to 
accept a teacher and guide but, regarding yourself as an adept, rely on your own judgment - you will make a 
mockery of the religious life and in turn will be mocked by what happens to you.  

11. Just as you cannot know exactly the causes and cures of bodily afflictions without great medical experience 
and skill, so you cannot know those of psychic afflictions without great spiritual training and practice. The diagnosis 
of bodily illnesses is a tricky business and only a few are truly versed in it; but the diagnosis of psychic illnesses is 
far more tricky. The soul is superior to the body, and correspondingly its afflictions are greater and harder to 
understand than those of the body, which is visible to all.  

12. The principal and primary virtues were co-created with man as part of his nature. From them the rivers of all 
the other virtues are filled as from four well-heads, and they water the city of God, which is the heart cleansed and 
refreshed by tears. If you keep these four principal virtues impregnable to the spirits of malice, or if they fall but you 
raise them up again through the travails of repentance, you will build yourself a royal palace in which the King of 
All may make His abode (cf. John 14:2}), lavishly bestowing His lofty gifts on those who have thus prepared the 
ground.  

13. Life is short, the age to come is long, and little the length of our present existence. Man, this great but petty 
being, to whom the scant present has been allotted, is weak. Time is scant, man weak, but the  
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contest set before him, with its prize, is great, even if it is full of thorns and puts our trivial life at risk. 

14. God does not wish the labors of those well advanced on the spiritual path to go untested, but wants them to be 
well tried. Consequently He casts upon them the fire of temptation and withdraws for a short time the grace given 
them, allowing the tranquility of their thoughts to be perturbed for a while by the spirits of malice. In this manner He 
sees which way the soul will turn, and whether it will favor its own Creator and Benefactor or the senses of this 
world and the lure of pleasure. Depending on their proclivity He will either augment His grace in them as they 
advance in love of Him, or lash them with temptation and tribulation if they indulge in worldly thoughts and actions, 
continuing this until they come to hate the unstable whirl of visible things and with tears wash away the bitterness of 
its pleasures.  



15. When the peace of your thoughts is disturbed by the spirits of malice, then those huntsmen - the flesh-loving 
demons - will at once assault your swiftly-mounting intellect with the fiery arrows of desire (cf. Eph. 6:16). As a 
result its upward motion is thwarted and it succumbs to unseemly, corrupt impulses; the flesh licentiously begins to 
revolt against the spirit, through titivation and incitement seeking to drag the intellect down into the pit of pleasure. 
And if the Lord of hosts did not curtail those days and grant His servants the strength to endure, 'no flesh would be 
saved' (cf. Matt. 24:22).  

16. The highly experienced and wily demon of unchastity is for some a pitfall, for others a well-merited scourge, 
for others a test or trial of soul. He is a pitfall for those newly engaged in spiritual warfare, who still bear the ascetic 
yoke slackly and negligently; a scourge for those who have advanced midway along the path of virtue but then relax 
in their efforts; a test or trial for those who on the wings of the intellect have already entered the sphere of 
contemplation and who now aspire to the more perfect form of dispassion. Each category is thus divinely guided in 
the way that suits it best.  

17. The demon of unchastity is a pitfall for those who live the ascetic life perfunctorily. It kindles their limbs with 
sensual desire and suggests ways of carrying out the will of me flesh even without intercourse with other flesh, 
something of which it is shameful even to speak or think (cf. Eph. 5:12). Such people defile the flesh (cf. Jude 8) 
and devour the fruits of bitter pleasure, blinding themselves and  
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deservedly slipping from the higher realms. If they wish for healing, they will find it in the fervor of repentance and 
the tearful compunction' that flows from it. This will make them flee from evil and will cleanse their soul from its 
impurity, making it an heir of God's mercy. In his wisdom Solomon referred to this cryptically when he said, 
'Healing puts an end to great offences' (cf. Eccles. 10:4. LXX). 

18. This demon is a well-merited scourge for those who through the practice of the virtues have attained the first 
degree of dispassion and are now progressing to what lies beyond this and is more perfect. For when out of 
sluggishness they slacken the tension of their ascetic practice and deviate, albeit slightly, towards unguarded 
preoccupation with the sensible world, longing to involve themselves in human affairs, then, as a result of God's 
great goodness towards them, this demon acts as scourge: it begins to assail those who deviate in this way with 
thoughts tainted by carnal desire. Unable to bear this, they swiftly revert to their stronghold of intense ascetic 
practice and attentiveness, performing with ever greater eagerness and even more strenuously the tasks that will save 
them. In His bounteousness, God does not wish the soul that has reached this stage to turn completely to the world 
of the senses; on the contrary. He wants it to progress continuously and to embrace zealously ever more perfect 
works, so that no plague will come near its dwelling (cf. Ps. 91:10. LXX).  

19. Through God's economy, this same demon is a test, a thorn and a trial for those who, having attained the first, 
aspire to the second degree of dispassion. So long as the demon troubles them, they recall the weakness of their 
nature and do not become conceited because of the 'abundance of the revelations' (2 Cor. 12:7) that they have 



received through contemplation. Rather, keenly aware, of the law that wars against the law of the intellect (cf. Rom. 
7:23), they repudiate even the passion-free recollection of sin, lest by recalling it they re-experience the defilement it 
engenders and thereby let the eye of the intellect lapse from the heights of contemplation.  

20. Only those who through the Spirit have been privileged to receive the life-quickening deadness of the Lord 
(cf. 2 Cor. 4:10) in their limbs and thoughts can keep their intellect untroubled even by the passion-free memory of 
sin. Their flesh is dead to sin, while through the righteousness that is in Christ Jesus they have enriched their spirit 
with life (cf. Rom. 8:10). Those who through their consciousness of wisdom have received the intellect of Christ 
will also  
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experience the untroubled life-quickening deadness that comes from knowledge of God. 

21. The spirit of desire and anger is liable to invade souls but recently purified. To do what? To shake down the 
fruits of the Holy Spirit burgeoning within them. For the joy of freedom produces a certain confusion in such souls; 
they tend to exalt themselves over others because of their great freedom and the richness of their gifts, and also to 
think that they have attained this great palace of peace through their own strength and understanding. Hence the 
Wisdom that orders all things for good, and seeks always to attract these souls to itself by means of its gifts and to 
keep them unshaken in their humility, withdraws from them slightly and so permits this spirit of desire and anger to 
attack them. Plunged as a result into the fear of falling, they once more keep guard over blessed humility; and, 
recognizing that they are bound to flesh and blood, they search in accordance with their true nature for the inner 
stronghold where by the power of the Holy Spirit they can sustain themselves unharmed.  

22. The vehemence of our trials and temptations depends upon the degree to which we are debilitated by the 
passions and infected by sin; and the bitter cup of God's judgment varies accordingly. If the nature of the sin within 
us is such that it is easily treated and cured - if, that is to say, it consists of thoughts that are self-indulgent or worldly 
- then the Healer of our souls in His compassion adds but a mild dose of wormwood to the cup of trial and 
temptation He administers, since these are merely human ailments by which we are afflicted. But if the sin is deep-
seated and hard to cure - a lethal infection of pretentious arrogant thoughts - then in the keenness of His wrath He 
gives us the cup undiluted, so that, dissolved and refined in the fire of successive trials and the humility they induce, 
the sickness may be removed from our soul and we may wash away our brackish thoughts with tears, thus 
presenting ourselves pure in the light of humility to our Healer.  

23. Those engaged in spiritual warfare can escape from the cycle of trial and temptation only by recognizing their 
weakness, and regarding themselves as strangers to righteousness and unworthy of any solace, honor, or repose. 
God, the doctor of our souls, wishes us to be always humble and modest, detached from our fellow-men and 
imitators of His sufferings. For He was 'gentle and humble in heart' (Matt. 11:29), and wants us to pursue the path of 
His commandments with a similar gentleness and humility of heart.  
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24. Humility is not achieved by means of a scraggy neck, squalid hair, or filthy, ragged and unkempt clothing, to 
which the generality of men ascribe the sum total of this virtue. It comes from a contrite heart and a spirit of self-
abasement. As David said, 'God will not scorn a contrite spirit, and a contrite and humble heart' (cf. Ps. 51:19. 
LXX).  

25. To speak humbly is one thing, to act humbly is another, and to be inwardly humble is something else again. 
Through all manner of hardship and through the outward labors of virtue those engaged in spiritual warfare can 
attain the qualities of speaking and acting humbly, for these qualities require-no more than bodily effort and 
discipline. But because the soul of such people often lacks inner stability, when temptation confronts them they are 
easily shaken. Inward humility, on the other hand, is something exalted and divine, bestowed through the indwelling 
of the Paraclete only on those who have passed the midpoint of the spiritual way - who have, that is to say, through 
acting in all humility traversed the rigorous path of virtue.  

26. The soul is so distressed and oppressed when inner humility like a weighty stone has penetrated its depths, 
that it loses all its strength because of the tears which it uncontrollably sheds; while the intellect, cleansed of every 
defiling thought, attains like Isaiah to the vision of God. Under that divine influence it too confesses, 'How abject I 
am - I am pierced to the heart; because I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell among a people of unclean lips; and 
my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts' (Isa. 6:5).  

27. When the ability to speak humbly is firmly established within you, then you will no longer indulge in boastful 
talk; when you act spontaneously in humbleness of heart, then you will cease from humble speech, whether 
superficial or profound; and when you are enriched by God with inner humility then both humility of outward action 
and humility of the tongue will no longer have any place in you. It is as St Paul said: 'But when that which is perfect 
comes, that which is partial is done away with' (1 Cor. 13:l0).  

28. Genuine humility of speech is as remote from genuine humility of action as East is from West. And as heaven 
surpasses earth, or the soul the body, so the inner humility given to the saints through the Holy Spirit excels genuine 
humility of action.  

29. Do not readily assume that someone who in outward appearance and dress, and in manner of speech, seems to 
be humble is  
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actually humble at heart; and do not assume - unless you have put it to the test - that someone who speaks exaltedly 
of high things is full of boastfulness and vanity. For 'you shall' know them by their fruits' (Matt. 7:16). 

30. The fruits of the Holy Spirit are love, joy, peace, goodness, long-suffering, kindness, faith, gentleness, self-
control (cf. Gal. 5:22-23). The fruits of the spirit of evil are hatred, worldly despondency, restlessness of soul, a 
troubled heart, guile, inquisitive-ness, negligence, anger, lack of faith, envy, gluttony, drunkenness, abusiveness, 
censoriousness, the lust of the eyes (cf. 1 John 2:16), vanity and pretentiousness of soul. By these fruits you may 
know the tree (cf. Matt. 12:33), and in this way you will certainly recognize what kind of spirit you have to deal 
with. An even clearer indication of these things is given by the Lord Himself when He says, 'A good man out of the 
good treasury of his heart brings forth good things; and an evil man out of the evil treasury of his heart brings forth 
evil things' (Matt. 12:35). For as the tree, so is the fruit.  

31. God dwells in those in whom the fruits of the Holy Spirit are evident and, whether they speak of lowly or 
exalted things, from them flows, full of wisdom and knowledge, the unsullied spring of the Logos. Those who 
display the fruits and gifts not of the Holy Spirit but of the spirit of evil are on the other hand benighted with 
ignorance of God and swarm with the passions and hostile spirits; and this is so whether they speak and dress 
humbly, or whether they speak exaltedly, wear fine clothes, and bear themselves with an outward show of pomp.  

32. Truth is not evinced by looks, gestures or words, and God reposes not in these things but in a contrite heart, a 
humble spirit and a soul illumined by the knowledge of God. Sometimes we see someone speaking to all comers in 
an outwardly obsequious and humble manner, while inwardly he pursues the praise of men and is filled with self-
conceit, guile, malice and rancor. And there are times when we see someone fighting for righteousness outwardly 
with lofty words of wisdom, taking a stand against falsehood or the transgression of God's laws, and looking only to 
the truth, while within he is all modesty, humility, and love for his fellow-men. Sometimes also we see such a 
person glorying in the Lord after the manner of St Paul, who when he gloried in the Lord said, 'I will glory in my 
infirmities' (2 Cor. 12:9).  

33. God looks not at the outward form of what we say or do, but at  
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the disposition of our soul and the purpose for which we perform a visible action or express a thought. In the same 
way those of greater understanding than others look rather to the inward meaning of words and the intention of 
actions, and unfalteringly assess them accordingly. Man looks at the outward form, but God looks on the heart (cf. 1 
Sam. 16:7). 

34. God has judged it right that from generation to generation His prophets and friends should be equipped by the 
Spirit for the building up of His Church (cf. Eph. 4:11-13). For since the old serpent still devastates men's souls by 
spewing the poison of sin into their ears, how could He who fashioned our hearts one by one (cf. Ps. 33:15) not raise 
the needy from the earth of humility and lift them from the dunghill of the .passions (cf. Ps. 113:7), assisting His 



inheritance with 'the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God' (Eph. 6:17)? Rightly, then, do those who begin 
with humility, and deny themselves, rise to the heights of spiritual knowledge, receiving from on high the teachings 
of wisdom through the power of God, so that they may proclaim the Gospel of salvation to His Church.   

35. 'Know thyself: this is true humility, the humility that teaches us to be inwardly humble and makes our heart 
contrite. Such humility you must cultivate and guard. For if you do not yet know yourself you cannot know what 
humility is, and have not yet embarked truly on the task of cultivating and guarding. To know oneself is the goal of 
the practice of the virtues.  

36. If having achieved a state of purity you advance to the knowledge of the essences of created beings, you will 
have fulfilled the injunction, 'Know thyself. If on the other hand you have not yet attained a knowledge of the inner 
essences of creation and of things both divine and human, you may know what is outside and around you, but you 
will still be totally ignorant of your own self.  

37. What I am is not at all the same as that which characterizes me; nor is what characterizes me the same as that 
which relates to my situation; nor is what relates to my situation the same as that which is external to me. In each 
case the one is distinct from the other. What I am is an image of God manifest in a spiritual, immortal and intelligent 
soul, having an intellect that is the father of my consciousness and that is consubstantial with the soul and 
inseparable from it That which characterizes me, and is regal and sovereign, is the power of intelligence and free 
will. That which relates to my situation is what I  
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may choose in exercising my free will, such as whether to be a farmer, a merchant, a mathematician or a 
philosopher. That which is external to me is whatever relates to my ambitions in this present life, to my class status 
and worldly wealth, to glory, honor, prosperity and exalted rank, or to their opposites, poverty, ignominy, dishonor 
and misfortune. 

38. When you know yourself you cease from all outward tasks undertaken with a view to serving God and enter 
into the very sanctuary of God, into the noetic liturgy of the Spirit, the divine haven of dispassion and humility. But 
until you come to know yourself through humility and spiritual knowledge your life is one of toil and sweat. It was 
of this that David cryptically spoke when he said, ‘Toil lies before me until I enter the sanctuary of God’ (Ps. 73:16-
17. LXX).  

39. To know yourself means that you must guard yourself diligently from everything external to you; it means 
respite from worldly concerns and cross-examination of the conscience. Once you come to know yourself a kind of 
super rational divine humility suddenly descends upon the soul, bringing contrition and tears of fervent compunction 
to the heart. Acted upon in this way you regard yourself as earth and ashes (cf. Gen. 18:27), and as a worm and no 
man (cf. Ps. 22:6). Indeed, because of this overwhelming gift of God, you think you are unworthy of even this 
wormlike form of life. If you are privileged to remain in this state for some time you will be filled with a strange, 



unspeakable intoxication - the intoxication of compunction - and will enter into the depths of humility. Rapt out of 
yourself, you take no account of food, drink or clothing beyond the minimum needed; for you are as one who has 
experienced the blessed change that comes from 'the right hand of the Most High' (Ps. 77:10. LXX).  

40. Humility is the greatest of the virtues. If as a result of sincere repentance it is implanted in you, you will also 
be given the gift of prayer and self-control, and will be freed from servitude to the passions. Peace will suffuse your 
powers, tears will cleanse your heart, and through the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit you will be filled with 
tranquility. When you have attained this state, your consciousness of me knowledge of God will grow lucid and you 
will begin to contemplate the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven and the inner essences of created things. The more 
you descend into the depths of the Spirit, the more you plumb the abyss of humility. Correspondingly  
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you gain greater knowledge of your own Imitations and recognize the weakness of human nature; at the same time 
your love for God and your fellow beings waxes until you think that sanctification flows simply from a greeting or 
from the proximity of those with whom you live. 

41. Nothing so inspires the soul with longing for God and love for one's fellow beings as humility, compunction 
and pure prayer. Humility shatters the spirit and engenders tears, while by making us aware of the shortness of 
human life it teaches us to know the frailty of our limitations. Compunction purifies the intellect of materiality, 
illumines the eye of the heart, and makes the soul completely radiant. Pure prayer binds the whole person to God, 
making us share the life of the angels, allowing us to taste the sweetness of the immortal blessings of God, and 
bestowing on us the treasures of the great mysteries. Enkindling us with love, it gives us the courage to lay down our 
life for our friends (cf. John 15:13), for we have transcended the body's low estate.  

42. Protect the pledge of enriching humility that has been entrusted to you, for in it are stored the hidden treasures 
of love and the pearls of compunction. In it, too, the King, Christ our God, reposes as on a golden throne, bestowing 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit on those it nourishes and giving them His great glories: consciousness of His divine 
knowledge. His ineffable wisdom, the vision of supernal realities, the prevision of human realities, the life-
quickening deadness induced by dispassion, and union with Himself, so that we co-reign with Him in the kingdom 
of God the Father. For this accords with the petition He made to the Father, when He said on our behalf, 'Father, I 
desire that those whom Thou hast given Me should be with Me wherever I am' (John 17:24).  

43. If while striving to practice the commandments you suddenly feel an inexpressible secret joy that strangely 
and unaccountably transforms you, alleviates the body's weight and puts from your mind all thought of food, sleep 
and the other necessities of nature, then you must know that all this is because God has come to dwell within you, 
inducing in you a life-quickening deadness and here and now raising you to the angelic state. The operative power 
behind this blessed life is humility; its mother and nurse, holy compunction; its friend and sister, the contemplation 
of the divine light; its throne, dispassion; its consummation. God the Holy Trinity.  
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44. Once you have achieved this lofty state you cannot be constrained by sensory attachment to things. You are 
not distracted by any of the delectations of this life, nor do you regard some people as holy and others as unholy; but 
just as God makes the rain fall and the sun shine equally on the just and on the unjust, on the evil and on the good 
(cf. Matt 5:45), so you irradiate love and diffuse its rays to all men. Pregnant though you are with love for 
everything, yet your heart feels no distress or, rather, you are distressed and straitened because you cannot help 
others as much as you would wish. As from Eden, from you flows another spring of compunction, divided into the 
four streams of humility, chastity, dispassion and undistracted prayer; and it waters the face of God's entire spiritual 
creation (cf. Gen. 2:l0). 

45. Those who have not tasted the sweetness of the tears of compunction and are ignorant of its grace and of how 
it operates, think that such tears differ in no way from those shed for the dead; and they invent all manner of 
specious reasons and pretexts for thinking this, such as might naturally occur to us. But when what was haughty in 
our intellect inclines towards humility, and when me soul has closed its eyes to the deceitfulness of visible things 
and aspires solely to the contemplation of the immaterial, primal light, repudiating all that derives from sense 
perception and receiving the grace bestowed by the Spirit, then as water from a spring tears at once gush from it and 
sweeten its senses, filling the mind with all manner of joy and divine light. More than this, they shatter the heart and 
make the intellect humble in its contemplation of the higher world. These things cannot happen to those who lament 
and mourn in another way.  

46. Without the deepest humility you cannot release the spring of tears within you, nor can you be humble 
without the compunction that is quickened through the abiding presence of the Spirit. For humility engenders 
compunction and compunction engenders humility through the Holy Spirit. It is as if these were strung together by a 
single grace, linked by the unbreakable bond of the Spirit.  

47. The light that enters the soul through the agency of the divine Spirit is liable to withdraw as a result of our 
laxity, negligence or perfunctoriness in matters of food or speech. Carelessness over what we eat and an unstable 
diet, as well as an uncontrolled tongue and unguarded eyes, will naturally drive the light from the soul and plunge us 
info darkness. And once we are filled with darkness all the beasts in the wild places of our heart and our whelp-like 
passion-imbued  
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thoughts rove raucously through it, seeking to feed on our impassioned proclivities and to despoil the treasure 
garnered in us by the Spirit (cf. Ps. 104 : 20-21). But the self-control that is truly dear to us and the prayer that 
makes us angels not only prevent such things from ranging through the soul; they also preserve unquenched the light 
of the Spirit that encircles the intellect, pacify the heart and liberate the pure spring of divine compunction, opening 
the soul to the love of God and binding it through joy and virginity entirely to Christ. 

48. There is nothing so kindred to the divine Logos as the soul's purity and chasteness. Their mother is a devout 
all-embracing self-control; and the father of this is fear. For once fear has changed to longing and is imbued with 
desire for things divine, it makes the soul not only fearless and full of love for God, but also the very mother of the 
divine Logos.  

49. Once impregnated by fear, the soul becomes through repentance pregnant with the Logos of divine judgment; 
the birth-pangs of hell encompass it, heartfelt anguish and travail afflict it as it reflects on the retribution due for the 
evil it has done. Then, having through copious tears and labors gestated in the mind's womb the Spirit of salvation it 
has conceived, it brings it forth into the world of the heart. Thus liberated from the pangs of hell and the anguish of 
judgment, the soul is joyously filled with longing for the blessings in store for it; purity and chasteness attend on it 
and, spurred by intense desire, unite it with God. Through this union it experiences an ineffable delight and sheds 
the sweet pleasureful tears of compunction. Exempt from the ordinary forms of perception and as though in ecstasy 
following the Bridegroom, it cries voicelessly, ‘I pursue Thee in the fragrance of Thy myrrh; tell me, 0 Thou whom 
my soul loves, where Thou feedest Thy flock, where Thou givest it rest. In the noon-day of pure contemplation? Let 
me not be rejected from the flock of the righteous. With Thee are the illuminations of the great mysteries' (cf. Song 
of Songs 1:4-7). Once the Bridegroom has led the soul into the sanctuary of His hidden mysteries, He will initiate it 
with wisdom into the contemplation of the inner essences of created things.  

50. Do not say in your heart, it is now impossible for me to acquire a virginal purity, for I have succumbed in so 
many ways to the seduction and delirium of the body. For once the soul engages fervently and strenuously in the 
labors of repentance and we shed tears of compunction, then the prison-house is razed to the ground,  
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the fire of the passions is extinguished, we are spiritually reborn through the abiding presence of the Paraclete, and 
once again the soul becomes a palace of purity and virginity. God, who is above nature, descends with light and 
ineffable joy into the soul and sits on the heights of its intellect as upon a throne of glory, bestowing peace on all its 
inner powers and saying: 'Peace be with you, peace from hostile passions. I give you My peace, so that you may act 
according to your true nature. I leave My peace with you, so that you may be perfected into what is beyond nature' 
(cf. John 14:27). Through His threefold gift of peace He heals the soul's three powers, brings it into triadic 
perfection and unites it with Himself. Thus He refashions it and makes it at one stroke wholly virginal, good and 
beautiful through the fragrance of the myrrh of purity. Then he says to it, 'Arise. Come near to me, dove of 
loveliness, through the practice of the virtues; for behold, the storm of the passions has passed. The downpour of 



sensual pleasure-laden droughts is over, it has gone its way. The flowers of the virtues, redolent with intellections, 
have appeared in the soil of your heart (cf. Song of Songs, 2:10-12). Arise, come near to Me in the knowledge 
gleaned from the contemplation of the essences of created beings. Come, my dove, on your own wing into the over-
canopying darkness of mystical theology, to the faith rooted rock-like in Me, your God.' 

51. Blessed in my eyes is the man who, changed through the practice of the virtues, transcends the encompassing 
walls of the passion-embroiled state and rises on the wings of dispassion - wings silver-toned with divine knowledge 
(cf. Ps. 68:13) - to the spiritual sphere in which he contemplates the essences of created things, and who from there 
enters the divine darkness of theology where in the life of blessedness he ceases from all outward labors and reposes 
in God. For he has become a terrestrial angel and a celestial man; he has glorified God in himself, and God will 
glorify him (cf. John 13:31-32).  

52. 'Great peace have they who love God's law, and for them there is no stumbling-block' (cf. Ps. 119:165). For 
not all things congenial to men accord with God; and some things that do not appear good are seen, by those who 
know the inner essences of things and events, to be by nature most excellent.  

53. It behooves us to die to the world and live in Christ. Otherwise we cannot be spiritually born anew - and, as 
the Lord says, 'Unless you  
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are born anew, you cannot enter the kingdom of heaven' (cf. John 3:3). Such a rebirth comes through obedience to a 
spiritual father, for if we do not first become pregnant with the seed of the Logos through the teaching of such a 
father and through him become children of God, we cannot be spiritually reborn. For in this way the twelve were 
born of one, that is, of Christ; and the seventy were born of the twelve and were made children of God the Father, 
according to our Lord's words, 'You are the children of My heavenly Father' (cf. Matt. 5:45). Thus St Paul, too, says 
to us, 'For though you have ten thousand instructors, you have not many fathers; I have begotten you; be imitators of 
me' (cf. 1Cor. 4:15-16). 

54. If you are not obedient to a spiritual father in imitation of the Son who was obedient to the Father even unto 
death and the cross (cf. Phil. 2:8), you cannot be spiritually born anew. If you do not become the beloved son of a 
holy father, and if you have not been born anew in the Logos and the Spirit, how will you yourself become a holy 
father and give birth to holy children who conform to the holiness of their father? And if this does not happen - well, 
'the tree is known by its fruit' (cf. Matt. 12:33).  

55. Lack of faith is evil, the most diabolic issue of diabolic avarice and envy. And if it is evil, how much the more 
so is the avarice that gives birth to it. For avarice impels men to love money more than they love Christ, to esteem 
what is material more highly than God, to worship creation rather than the Creator, and to pervert God's truth into a 
lie (cf. Rom. 1:25). If this disease is so evil that it can be called a second idolatry (cf. Col. 3:5), what exorbitance of 
evil will the soul willingly sick with such a disease not surpass?  



56. If you aspire to friendship with Christ, you will hate money and the gluttonous love of money; for money 
lures towards itself the mind of whoever loves it and diverts it from love for Jesus, a love which, I think, is 
expressed not in words but in action, in the carrying out of His commandments (cf. John 14:15). If, alas, what you 
want is money, you will hoard away as much of it as you can, setting this desire for money above love for Christ, 
and regarding wealth as a gain and not as the greatest disaster that can befall you. You should realize, however, that 
money is in fact disastrous to you, and the disaster will be all the greater because you will also lose your true wealth, 
God, without whom the life of salvation is impossible.  

57. If you love money you do not love Christ; if you do not love  
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Christ, but love money, think to whose likeness that tyrant will reduce you: it will make you like the disciple who 
was unfaithful, who appeared to be a friend but was a traitor, who acted viciously towards the Master of All, and 
who fell miserably from both faith and love, plunging into the depths of despair. Fear his example and listen to my 
counsel: spurn money and love for money, so that you may gain the love of Christ. If not, well, you know the place 
prepared for those who have fallen. 

58. If you are not called by God to a high status, never try to attain it through money or human support or by 
demanding it, even if you know you can help others. For if you do, three things lie in wait for you, and of them one 
will surely happen: either God's anger and wrath will fall upon you in the form of diverse assaults and misfortunes - 
for not only men but virtually the whole of creation will turn on you, and your life will be full of anguish; or your 
enemies will gain the upper hand and expel you from your position in deep disgrace; or you will die before your 
time, cut off from this present life.  

59. You cannot be indifferent to both fame and disgrace, or rise above pleasure and pain, unless you are enabled 
by grace to perceive the upshot of all worldly preoccupations. For when you realize that the resultant of fame, 
pleasure, indulgence, wealth and prosperity is naught, since death and decay await them, then you will recognize the 
blatant vanity of all things worldly and will turn your eyes to the consummation of things divine. You will cleave to 
the realities that truly exist and cannot perish; and, making these things your own, you will rise above pain and 
pleasure: above pain in that you have defeated that which in your soul loves pleasure, fame and money; above 
pleasure, in that you have become impervious to worldly sensations. Thus you are the same whether you are 
honored or scorned, attacked by bodily pain or endued with bodily ease. In all things you will give thanks to God 
and you will not be cast down.  

60. Those who have attained spiritual maturity can also analyze, the impulsions and proclivities of the soul, and 
can guide and guard their inner state, on the basis of dreams. For bodily impulsions and the images in our intellect 
depend upon our inner disposition and preoccupations. If your soul hankers after pleasure and material things, you 
will dream about acquiring possessions and having money, about the female figure and sexual intercourse - all of 
which leads to the soiling and defilement of soul and body. If you are haunted by images  
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of greed and avarice, you will see money everywhere, will get hold of it, and will make more money by lending it 
out at interest and storing the proceeds in the bank, and you will be condemned for your callousness. If you are hot-
tempered and vicious, images of poisonous snakes and wild beasts will plague you and overwhelm you with terror. 
If you are fall of self-esteem, you will dream of popular acclaim and mass-meetings, government posts and high 
office; and even when awake you will imagine that these things, which as yet you lack, are already yours, or soon 
will be. If you are proud and pretentious, you will see yourself being carried along in a splendid coach and even 
sometimes airborne, while everyone trembles at your great power. Similarly, if you are devoted to God, diligent in 
the practice of the virtues, scrupulous in the struggle for holiness and with a soul purged of material preoccupations, 
you will see in sleep the outcome of events and awe-inspiring visions will be disclosed to you. When you wake from 
sleep you will always find yourself praying with compunction and in a peaceful state of soul and body, and there 
will be tears on your cheeks, and on your lips words addressed to God. 

61. The images that visit us during sleep are either dreams, or visions, or revelations. To the category of dreams 
belongs everything in the image-forming faculty of the intellect that is mutable - all that makes it confused and 
subject to constantly altering states. We have nothing to gain from such images and if we are sensible we should 
ignore them - indeed, they disappear of their own accord as soon as we awake. Visions on the other hand are 
constant; the one does not change into another, but they remain imprinted upon the intellect unforgettably for many 
years. Those that disclose the upshot of things to come, and assist the soul by inspiring it with compunction and the 
sight of fearful wonders, make the beholder reflective and strike him with awe on account of their constancy and 
their fearsome nature. Hence they are treated with great seriousness by those skilled in spiritual matters. Revelations 
occur when the purified and illumined soul is able to contemplate in a way that transcends normal sense-perception. 
They have the force of things and thoughts miraculous and divine, initiating us into the hidden mysteries of God, 
showing us the outcome of our most important problems and the universal transformation of things worldly and 
human.  

62. The first category - that of dreams - pertains to materialistic sensually-minded people who worship their belly 
(cf. Phil. 3:19) and  
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are brash in their over-indulgence. Their dissolute, passion-polluted mode of life darkens their intellect, and they are 



mocked and spellbound by the demons. The second category - that of visions -pertains to those well advanced on the 
spiritual path, who have cleansed the soul's organs of perception. Beneficially assisted by things visible they ascend 
to the ever-increasing apprehension of things divine. The third category - that of revelations - pertains to those who 
are perfect, who are energized by the Holy Spirit, and whose soul through mystical prayer is united to God. 

63. Things seen in sleep are true and imprinted on the spiritual intellect in the case, not of everyone, but only of 
those whose intellect is purified, who have cleansed the soul's organs of perception and who are advancing toward 
the contemplation of the inner essences of created things. Such people do not worry about day-to-day matters, nor 
are they troubled about this present life. Through long fasts they have acquired an all-embracing self-control and 
through exertion and hardship they' have attained the sanctuary of God, the spiritual knowledge of created being and 
the wisdom of the higher world. Their life is the life of angels and is hidden in God (cf. Col. 5:3), their progress is 
based upon holy stillness and on the prophets of God's Church. It is of them that God has spoken through Moses, 
when He said, 'If there be a prophet among you, I will appear to him in his sleep and will speak to him in a vision' 
(cf. Num. 12:6); and through Joel, when He said, 'And it will come to pass after these things that I will pour out My 
spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams and your 
young men shall see visions' (Joel 2:28).  

64. Stillness is an undisturbed state of the intellect, the calm of a free and joyful soul, the tranquil unwavering 
stability of the heart in God, the contemplation of light, the knowledge of the mysteries of God, consciousness of 
wisdom by virtue of a pure mind, the abyss of divine intellections, the rapture of the intellect, intercourse with God, 
an unsleeping watchfulness, spiritual prayer, untroubled repose in the midst of great hardship and, finally, solidarity 
and union with God.  

65. If the soul, its powers disordered, is still at war with itself and has not yet become receptive to the divine rays, 
if it is still enslaved to the will of the flesh and without peace; and if its battle with the rebellious passions has but 
recently come to an end, it needs to  
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preserve strict silence, so that with David it too can say: 'But I, as a deaf man, heard not; and I was as a dumb man 
who does not open his mouth' (Ps. 38:13). It should always be full of grief and should walk sorrowfully along the 
road of Christ's commandments; for it is still afflicted by the enemy and awaits the coming of the Paraclete, through 
whom it will receive the prize of true freedom for its compunction and cleansing tears. 

66. If you generate the honey of the virtues in stillness, you will through struggle and self-discipline transcend the 
lowly estate of man's fallen condition and by overcoming your presumption you will restore the soul's powers to 
their natural state. Your heart purified by tears, you will now become receptive to the rays of the Spirit, will clothe 
yourself in the incorruption of the life-quickening deadness of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 15:53; 1 Cor. 4:10), and will receive 
the Paraclete in tongues of fire in the upper room of your stillness (cf. Acts 2:3). You will then be under an 
obligation to speak unreservedly of the wonderful works of God (cf. Acts 2:11) and to 'declare His righteousness in 



the great congregation' (cf. Ps. 40:10), for you will have received inwardly the law of the Spirit (cf. John 7:38; Rom. 
8:2); otherwise, like the wicked servant who hid the talent of his own master, you will be cast into eternal fire (cf. 
Matt. 25:30). Thus it was with David, when he washed away his sin through repentance and received once more the 
gift of prophecy; unable to conceal the blessings that he had received, he said to God, 'Behold, I will not seal my 
lips, as Thou, 0 Lord, knowest. I have not hidden Thy righteousness within my heart; I have declared Thy truth and 
Thy salvation; I have not concealed Thy mercy and Thy truth from the great congregation' (Ps. 40:9-10).  

67. An intellect totally purged of impurities is like a star-filled sky that illumines the soul with lucid intellections; 
and the Sun of righteousness (cf. Mal. 4:2) shines within it, enlightening the world with divine knowledge. Cleansed 
in this way, the consciousness brings forth from the depths of wisdom the creative principles of things and the 
transparent revelations of what is hidden, and in their pure and unalloyed state it sets them before the intellect, so 
that it knows the depth, height and breadth of the knowledge of God (cf. Eph. 3:18). When the intellect has 
interiorized these principles and revelations and made them part of its own nature, then it will elucidate the 
profundities of the Spirit to all who possess God's Spirit within  
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themselves, exposing the guile of the demons and expounding the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven. 

68. Bodily desires and the impulses of the flesh are checked by self-control, fasting and spiritual struggle. Psychic 
ferments and the overweeningness of the heart are allayed by the reading of the Divine Scriptures and humbled by 
constant prayer, while compunction like oil assuages them altogether.  

69. Nothing so puts you in communion with God and unites you with the divine Logos as pure noetic prayer, 
when you pray undistractedly in the Spirit, your soul cleansed by tears, mellowed by compunction and illumined by 
the light of the Spirit.  

70. Quantity is very important in the prayerful recitation of psalms, provided that it is accompanied by 
perseverance and attentiveness; but the quality of our recitation is what gives life to the soul and makes it fruitful. 
Quality in psalmody and prayer consists in praying with the Spirit and with the intellect (cf. 1 Cor. 14:15). We pray 
with the intellect when, as we say prayers and recite psalms, we perceive the meaning hidden in the Holy Scriptures 
and thence garner in the heart a harvest of ever more exalted divine thoughts. Rapt spiritually by these thoughts into 
the regions of light, the soul shines with a clear radiance, is further purified, rises wholly to the heavens, and beholds 
the beauty of the blessings held in store for the saints. Out of ardent longing for these blessings, tears - the fruit of 
prayer - at once flow from our eyes, induced by the light-creating energy of the Spirit, their taste so sweet that in 
experiencing them one may even forget to eat. This is the fruit of prayer, begotten through the quality of their 
psalmody in the soul of those who pray.  

71. Where the fruit of the Spirit is present in a person, prayer is of a like quality; and where there is such quality, 
quantity in the recitation of psalms is excellent. Where there is no spiritual fruit, the quality is sapless. If the quality 



is arid, quantity is useless: even if it disciplines the body, for most people there is no gain to be got from it.  

72. As you pray and sing psalms to the Lord, watch out for the guile of the demons. Either they deceive us into 
saying one thing instead of another, snatching the soul's attention and turning the verses of the psalms into 
blasphemies, so that we say things that we should not say; or, when we have started with a psalm, they cause us to 
skip to the end of it, distracting the intellect from what lies between; or else they make us return time and again to 
the same verse, through absent-  
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mindedness preventing us from going on to what comes next; or, when we are in the middle of a psalm, they 
suddenly blank out the intellect's memory of the sequence of the verses, so that we cannot even remember what 
verse of the psalm it was that we were saying, and thus we repeat it once more. This they do to make us neglectful 
and listless, and to deprive us of the fruits of our prayer by persuading us that we cannot go on because of the 
lateness of the hour. We should persevere strongly, however, and continue the psalm more slowly, so that through 
contemplation we may reap the profit of prayer from the verses and become rich with the light of the Holy Spirit that 
fills the souls of those who pray. 

73. If something like this happens to you when you are 'singing with understanding' (cf. Ps. 47:7), do not become 
cursory or listless. Do not opt for bodily rest rather than the soul's profit, justifying this on the grounds that the hour 
is late. But when you realize that your intellect has become distracted, stop the recitation; and although you may be 
near the end of the psalm, bravely go back to the beginning, diligently resume it, and recite it over again, even if, 
because of distraction, you have to repeat this process several times in a single hour. If you do this the demons, 
unable to bear your patient perseverance and your ardor, will be put to shame and will leave you.  

74. Unceasing prayer is prayer that does not leave the soul day or night. It consists not in what is outwardly 
perceived - outstretched hands, bodily stance, or verbal utterance - but in our inner concentration on the intellect's 
activity and on mindfulness of God born of unwavering compunction; and it can be perceived noetically by those 
capable of such perception.  

75. You can devote yourself constantly to prayer only when your thoughts are mustered under the command of 
the intellect, delving in profound peace and reverence into the depths of God and seeking therein to taste the sweet 
waters of contemplation. When this peace is not present, such prayer is impossible. Only when your soul's powers 
are pacified through spiritual knowledge can you attain constant prayer.  

76. If while you are singing a song of prayer to God, one of your brethren knocks at the door of your cell, do not 
opt for the work of prayer rather than that of love and ignore your brother, for so to act would be alien to God. God 
desires love's mercy, not the sacrifice of prayer (cf. Hos. 6:6). Rather, put aside the gift of prayer and speak  
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with healing love to your brother. Then with tears and a contrite heart once more offer your gift of prayer to the 
father of the spiritual powers, and a righteous spirit will be renewed within you (cf. Matt. 5:23-24; Ps. 51:10, 17). 

77. The mystery of prayer is not consummated at a certain specific time or place. For if you restrict prayer to 
particular times or places, you will waste the rest of the time in vain pursuits. Prayer may be defined as the intellect's 
unceasing intercourse with God. Its task is to engage the soul totally in things divine, its fulfillment - to adapt the 
words of St Paul (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17) - lies in so wedding the mind to God that it becomes one spirit with Him.  

78. Even though you have died to your worldly self, and even though life has been generated in your soul by the 
Holy Spirit and God has granted you supernal gifts, you should still not leave your mind unoccupied. Accustom it to 
think continually on your past sins and the torments of hell, and regard yourself as one condemned. If you concern 
yourself with these things and look on yourself in this way, you will preserve a contrite spirit and within you a 
spring of compunction will flow with divine grace. God will have regard for your heart and will support it with His 
Spirit.  

79. Controlled fasting, accompanied by vigils, meditation and prayer, quickly brings you to the frontiers of 
dispassion. At this point your great humility releases the spring of tears within you and you bum with love for God. 
When you have reached this state, you enter the peace of the Spirit that transcends every dauntless intellect (cf. Phil. 
4:7) and through love you are united to God.  

80. No king so rejoices over his glory and kingdom, or so exults in his power, as does a monk over the dispassion 
of his soul and over his tears of compunction. For the king's jubilation will wither with his kingdom, while the monk 
will be accompanied for limitless ages by the blessed dispassion and the joy he has attained. He moves like a wheel 
among men during this present life, touching only lightly the earth and the things upon it - and then simply because 
his bodily needs demand it; his intellect ascending through this circling movement entirely into the celestial sphere, 
in his beginning is his end; and, crowned with humility, he bears in himself the fruits of grace. His table is replete 
with the contemplation of the essences of created things, his drink is from the cup of Wisdom and his repose is in 
God.  

81. If you willingly engage in the labors of virtue and zealously  
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pursue the ascetic path, you will be granted great gifts by God. As you approach the halfway mark, you will receive 



divine revelations and visions, and the greater your struggles the more full of tight and wisdom you will become. At 
the same time, the greater the heights of contemplation you reach, the more you will provoke the destructive envy of 
the demons, for they cannot bear to see a human being attain an angelic nature. Hence they will deceitfully attack 
you with thoughts of presumption. But if you perceive their wiliness and, admonishing yourself, take refuge in the 
stronghold of humility, you will escape the havoc of pride and enter the haven of salvation. Failing this, and 
abandoned by God, you will be given over to punitive spirits; and because you did not willingly put yourself to the 
test, they will chastise you against your will. Carnal and pleasure-loving, full of guile and rage, these spirits will 
cruelly humiliate you with their attacks until you recognize your own weakness and, stricken with grief, free 
yourself from the rack, saying with David: 'It is good for me that Thou hast humiliated me, so that I may learn Thy 
commandments' (Ps. 119:71. LXX). 

82. God does not want us always to be humiliated by the passions and to be hunted down by them like hares, 
making Him alone our rock and refuge (cf. Ps. 104:18); otherwise He would not have affirmed, 'I have said, you are 
gods; and all of you are children of the Most High' (Ps. 82:6). But He wants us to run as deer on the high mountains 
of His commandments (cf. Ps. 104:18. LXX), thirsting for the life-creating waters of the Spirit (cf. Ps. 42:1). For, 
they say, it is the deer's nature to eat snakes; but by virtue of the heat they generate through being always on the 
move, they strangely transform the snakes' poison into musk and it does them no harm. In a similar manner, when 
passion-imbued thoughts invade our mind we should bring them into subjection through our ardent pursuit of God's 
commandments and the power of the Spirit, and so transform them into the fragrant and salutary practice of virtue. 
In this way we can take every thought captive and make it obey Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 10:5). For the celestial world must 
be filled, not with people who are materialistic and imperfect, but with those who are spiritual and perfect - those 
who have advanced to the stature of perfect manhood in the fullness of Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13).  

83. A person who keeps turning round and round on the same spot and does not want to make any spiritual 
progress is like a mule that  
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walks round and round a well-head operating a water-wheel. Always to be battling with your carnal proclivities and 
to be concerned only with disciplining the body through various forms of ascetic labor is to mistake God's purpose 
and unwittingly to inflict great damage on yourself. 'The gain to be derived from bodily discipline is but limited', 
says St Paul (1 Tim. 4:8) - at any rate as long as the earth-bound will of the flesh has not been swallowed up in tears 
of repentance, as long as the life-quickening deadness of the Spirit has not supervened in our body, and the law of 
the Spirit does not reign in our mortal flesh. But true devotion of soul attained through the spiritual knowledge of 
created things and of their immortal essences is as a tree of life within the spiritual activity of the intellect: it is 
'profitable in all things' (cf. 1 Tim. 4:8) and everywhere, bestowing purity of heart, pacifying the soul's powers, 
giving light to the intellect and chastity to the body, and conferring restraint, all-embracing self-control, humility, 
compunction, love, holiness, heavenly knowledge, divine wisdom, and the contemplation of God. If, then, as a result 
of great spiritual discipline you have attained such perfection of true devotion you will have crossed the Red Sea of 



the passions and will have entered the promised land, from which flow the milk and the honey of divine knowledge 
(cf. Exod. 3:8), the inexhaustible delight of the saints. 

84. If you persist in acting in a manner that is one-sided and of but limited profit and do not choose to do what is 
beneficial in every way, you still - in conformity to God's high decree - eat coarse bread in the sweat of your brow 
(cf. Gen. 3:19). Your soul feels no appetite for the spiritual manna and the honey that flows for Israel from the 
cloven rock (cf. Deut. 32:13; Ps. 81:16). If, however, you have heard the words, 'Arise, let us go hence' (John 
14:31); if, in answer to the Master's call, you lay aside assiduous labor and stop eating the bread of pain, repudiating 
merely material perception and tasting the bowl of God's wisdom, then you will know that Christ is the Lord; for, 
having fulfilled the law of the commandments through ministering to the divine Logos, you will have ascended into 
the upper chamber and will be awaiting the coming of the Paraclete (cf. Acts 2:1-4).  

85. We must ever progress according to the ranks and rungs of a life dedicated to wisdom and rise assiduously 
towards the higher world, always advancing towards God and never static in our aspiration towards supernal beauty. 
We must advance from ascetic practice to the contemplation of the essences of created beings, and  
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thence to the mystical knowledge of the divine Logos. There we may relinquish all external forms of bodily 
discipline, since we will have risen above the body's lowly state and will have been granted the lucidity of true 
discrimination. If we have not yet been granted that lucidity we will not know how to take the next step and pursue 
what is more perfect. We will be in an even worse condition than those 'in the world'; for many of them do not set 
any limit to their ambitions, and do not halt in their ascent, until they have reached the highest rank of all; and only 
then do they rest satisfied. 

86. Cleansed through fervent ascetic labor, the soul is illumined by divine light and begins little by little to 
perceive the natural beauty which God originally bestowed on it and to expand in love for its Creator. And as 
through its purification the rays of the Sun of righteousness grow more lucid in it, and as its natural beauty is 
increasingly revealed to it and recognized, so in order to become yet more pure it extends its ascetic practice. In this 
way it acquires a clear vision of the glory of the gift it has received, regains its former nobility and restores to its 
Creator His own image pure and unalloyed. And it continues to add to its labors until it has cleansed itself of every 
stain and impurity and is privileged to contemplate and commune with God.  

87. 'Open my eyes and I will perceive the wonders of Thy law' (Ps. 119:18). So he who is still bedarkened by his 
earth-bound will cries out to God. For the ignorance of the worldly mind, all murk and obscurity, blots out the soul's 
vision, so that it cannot grasp things either divine or human; it cannot perceive the rays of divine light or enjoy the 
blessings that 'the eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and man's heart has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9). But 
when through repentance its vision has been restored, it sees these things clearly, hears them with understanding and 
intuits them intellectually. Not only this, but it also assimilates more exalted things which, prompted by these 
intellections, arise in its heart; and, having tasted their sweetness, its knowledge grows more lurid. It can then, in the 



light of God's wisdom, explain to all the nature of the divine blessings 'that God has prepared for those who love 
Him' (1 Cor. 2:9); and it exhorts all to follow the path of struggle and tears in order to share in them.  

88. Scripture enumerates seven gifts of the Spirit, beginning with wisdom and ending with the divine fear of the 
Spirit; for it speaks of  
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'the spirit of wisdom, the spirit of understanding, the spirit of counseling, the spirit of strength, the spirit of divine 
knowledge, the spirit of reverence, the spirit of the fear of God' (cf. Isa. 11:2). But we for our part should begin with 
the fear that purifies - that is to say, with the fear of punishment; in this way, first repudiating evil and through 
repentance expunging the squalor of sin, we may attain the pure fear of the Spirit. Having once attained it, we may 
lay aside all our struggles for virtue. 

89. If you begin with fear of judgment and through tears of repentance advance towards purity of heart, you will 
first be filled with wisdom, since, as it is written, fear is 'the beginning of wisdom' (Prov.1:7). You will then be filled 
simultaneously with the spirit of understanding and of counseling, and this will enable you to resolve matters in the 
way that is best for yourself. Having reached this stage through the practice of the commandments, you then 
advance to the spiritual apperception of created being and receive the most exact comprehension of things divine 
and human. Thereafter, entirely transformed into a tabernacle of holiness, you ascend to the citadel of love and are 
made perfect. At once the pure fear of the Spirit lays hold of you, so that you may guard the treasure of the kingdom 
of heaven of which you have become the repository. Such tear possesses great saving power; for when you have 
been exalted to the pinnacle of God's love it makes you fearful and full of disquiet lest you lapse from this love and 
are cast once more into the terrible fear of punishment.  

90. The reading of the Scriptures means one thing for those who have but recently embraced the life of holiness, 
another for those who have attained the middle state, and another for those who are moving rapidly towards 
perfection. For the first, the Scriptures are bread from God's table, strengthening their hearts (cf. Ps. 104:15) in the 
holy struggle for virtue and filling them with forcefulness, power and courage in their battle against the spirits that 
activate the passions, so that they can say, 'For me Thou hast prepared a table with food against my enemies' (Ps. 
23:5). For the second, the Scriptures are wine from God's chalice, gladdening their hearts (cf. Ps. 104:15) and 
transforming them through the power of the inner meaning, so that their intellect is raised above the letter that kills 
and led searchingly into the depths of the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 3:6; 1 Cor. 2:10), In this way they are enabled to discover 
and give birth to the inner meaning, so that fittingly they can exclaim, 'Thy chalice makes me drunk as with  
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the strongest wine' (Ps. 23:5. LXX). Finally, for those approaching perfection the Scriptures are the oil of the Holy 
Spirit (cf. Ps. 104:15), anointing the soul, making it gentle and humble through the excess of the divine illumination 
they bestow, and raising it wholly above the lowliness of the body, so that in its glory it may cry, 'Thou hast 
anointed my head with oil' (Ps. 23:5) and 'Thy mercy shall follow me all the days of my life' (Ps. 23:6). 

91. So long as we dedicate ourselves to God through keeping the commandments in the sweat of our brow, and in 
this way diminish the passions of the flesh, the Lord sups with us at the table of His gifts on the heart-strengthening 
daily bread that is cultivated through the practice of the virtues. But when by attaining dispassion we hallow His 
name (cf. Matt. 6:9), and He Himself reigns in all the faculties of our soul, having brought under control and 
pacified what was in a state of schism - having, that is to say, subjected our lower consciousness to our higher 
consciousness - and when in this way His will is done in us as it is in heaven (cf. Matt. 6:10), then He drinks with us 
in His kingdom - which is now actively present within us - an inconceivable new drink (cf. Mark 14:25), the drink of 
the wisdom of the Logos mingled with compunction and the knowledge of the great mysteries. And once we have 
become partakers of the Holy Spirit, transformed through the renewing of our intellect (cf. Rom. 12:2), then as God 
He will dine with us as gods: for He renders immortal what He has made His own.  

92. When the unbridled water of the intellect's passion-charged thoughts has been bridled through the abiding 
presence of the Holy Spirit, and the brine-bitter abyss of indecent images and desires has been brought into 
subjection through self-control and meditation on death, then the divine spirit of repentance begins to blow and the 
waters of compunction pour forth; and our God and Master, channeling them into the basin of repentance, washes 
our spiritual feet, making them worthy to walk in the courts of His kingdom.  

93. The Logos of God, having taken flesh and given our nature subsistence in Himself, becoming perfect man, 
entirely free from sin, has as perfect God refashioned our nature and made it divine. As Logos of the primal Intellect 
and God, He has united Himself to our intelligence, giving it wings so that it may conceive divine, exalted thoughts. 
Because He is fire. He has with true divine fire steeled the incensive power of the soul against hostile passions and 
demons.  
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Aspiration of all intelligent being and slaker of all desire. He has in His deep-seated love dilated the appetitive 
aspect of the soul so that it can partake of the blessings of eternal life. Having thus renewed the whole man in 
Himself, He restores it in an act of re-creation that leaves no grounds for any reproach against the Creator-Logos. 

94. Performing in Himself the sacred mystery of our re-creation, the Logos offered Himself up on our behalf 
through His death on the cross, and He continually offers Himself up, giving His immaculate body to us daily as a 
soul-nourishing banquet, so that by eating it and by drinking His precious blood we may through this participation 



consciously grow in spiritual stature. Communicating in His body and blood and refashioned in a purer form, we are 
united to the twofold divine-human Logos in two ways, in our body and in our deiform soul; for He is God incarnate 
whose flesh is the same in essence as our own. Thus we do not belong to ourselves, but to Him who has united us to 
Himself through this immortal meal and has made us by adoption what He Himself is by nature.  

95. If, then, tested in the labors of virtue and purified by tears, we come forward and eat of this bread and drink of 
this cup, the divine-human Logos in His gentleness is commixed with our two natural faculties, with our soul and 
body; and as God incarnate, one with us in essence as regards our human nature, He totally refashions us in Himself, 
wholly deifying us through divine knowledge and uniting us with Himself as His brothers, conformed to Him who is 
God coessential with the Father. If, however, we are denied with the materiality of the passions and soiled with sin, 
He visits us with His natural sin-devouring fire, igniting and consuming us entirely, and cutting us off from life, not 
because in His goodness He wishes to do this, but because He is constrained to do it by our indifference and lack of 
spiritual perception.  

96. Invisibly the Lord draws near to all who by practicing the virtues have begun to travel the path of His 
commandments, and He keeps them company even though they are as yet imperfect in understanding and still 
unsure as to the true nature of virtue. Rightly are the eyes of their soul impeded, so that they do not recognize their 
own progress even though the Lord accompanies them, co-operates with them in their efforts to be liberated from 
the passions, and assists them in the attainment of every form of virtue. For although they advance in the struggle for 
holiness, and through humility approach  
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the state of dispassion, the Logos does not want them to come to a hah, exhausted by their labors; rather He wishes 
them to advance still further and to rise to the state of contemplation. Thus, having nourished them in moderation on 
the bread of tears. He blesses them with the light of compunction and opens their intellect so that they can 
understand the profundities of Holy Scripture and thus perceive the nature and inner essence of everything that 
exists. At this point He abruptly withdraws from them so that they will be put on their mettle and will seek more 
zealously to learn what is meant by the spiritual knowledge of things and what is the exaltation that it brings. 
Prompted thus to pursue this knowledge more diligently, they become ministers of the Logos in a yet higher way 
and proclaim to all the resurrection consummated through the practice of the virtues and the contemplation of the 
Logos (cf. Luke 24:13-35). 

97. The Logos justifiably rebukes the tardiness of those who drag out their time in the practice of the virtues and 
do not wish to advance beyond this and rise to the higher state of contemplation. 'Fools and slow of heart,' He calls 
them (Luke 24:25)  - slow to place their trust in Him who can reveal the meaning of the contemplation of the inner 
principles of the created world to all who spiritually explore the depths of the Spirit. For not to wish to progress 
from the initial struggles to those that are more advanced, and to pass from the 'exterior' or literal meaning of Holy 
Scripture to its inner or spiritual meaning, is a sign of the sluggish soul, one with no taste for spiritual profit and 



extremely resentful about its own advancement. Such a soul, since its lamp has gone out, will not only be told to go 
and buy oil from those that sell it; but, finding the bridal chamber closed to it, it will also hear the words, 'Go away, I 
do not know you or whence you come' (cf. Matt. 25: 9,12).  

98. When the Logos of God enters a fallen soul - as He entered the city of Bethany (cf. John 11:17) - in order to 
resurrect its intellect, sin-slain and buried under the corruption of the passions, then sound understanding and justice, 
plunged into grief by the intellect's death, come as mourners to meet Him, and they say, 'Hadst Thou been here with 
us, guarding and keeping watch, our brother intellect would not have died because of sin' (cf. John 11:32). Then 
justice will anxiously tend the Logos through the practice of the virtues and will want to prepare a menu of various 
kinds of hardship; but sound understanding, laying aside all other concerns and ascetic endeavors,  
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will devote itself solely to spiritual labor, cleaving to the spiritual discourse of the Logos and attentive to the 
intellections arising from its contemplation of Him. Thus although the Logos acknowledges justice and its efforts to 
nourish Him generously through various forms of practical activity. He still rebukes it for always being anxious 
about so many outward labors and for engaging in what is of but limited profit (cf. 1 Tim. 4:8). One thing only is 
needed in order to serve the Logos, and that is the subjection, through the labors of virtue, of the lower 
consciousness to the higher consciousness, and the transformation of the soul's earth-bound propensity into spiritual 
aspiration. Sound understanding, however, the Logos praises, and unites with Himself in a manner that accords with 
His nature, for it has chosen 'the better portion' - the knowledge of the Spirit whereby, transcending things human, it 
penetrates into the depths of the Divine. Here to its great profit it procures the pearl of the Logos (cf. Matt. 13:45-
46), beholds the hidden treasures of the Spirit (cf. Matt. 13:44), and is filled with an inexpressible joy that will not 
be taken away from it (cf. Luke 10:38-42). 

99. The intellect that has been slain by the passions and again brought to life by the indwelling presence of the 
divine Logos has thrown off the grave-stone of torpid insensibility and has been freed from the shroud of sin and 
from corrupting thoughts by the servants of the Logos, fear of punishment and ascetic labor. Having tasted the light 
of eternal life, it is released into dispassion (cf. John 11:38-43). Henceforward it enthrones itself over the senses and, 
having in purity celebrated the mystery of initiation, consorts with Christ the Logos, rising with Him from the earth 
to heaven, and reigning with Him in the kingdom of God the Father, all its desires quenched.  

100. The restitution that will be consummated in the age to come after the dissolution of the body becomes clearly 
evident even now, through the inspiration and inner activity of the Spirit, in those who have truly striven, have 
traversed the midpoint of the spiritual path, and been made perfect according to 'the measure of the stature of the 
fullness of Christ' (Eph. 4:13). Their joy is eternal, in eternal light, and their blessedness is of that final state. For 
ceaseless joy possesses the hearts of those who in this present life are rightly fighting the spiritual fight, and the 
gladness of the Holy Spirit embraces them - a gladness which, according to our Lord's words, will not be taken away 
from them (cf. Luke 10:42). Thus he who in this present life is  
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privileged to experience the abiding presence of the Paraclete, and through the cultivation of the virtues delights in 
His fruits and is enriched by His divine gilts, is filled with joy and with all love, for fear has entirely left him. 
Joyously is he released from the bonds of the body and joyously he transcends the world of visible things, being 
already freed from his sensory attachment to them. He reposes in the inexpressible joy of the light in which dwell all 
who rejoice (cf. Ps. 87:7. LXX), even if his body often experiences pain at its dissolution and at the severing of its 
union with the soul, and suffers in various ways, as a woman does during a difficult childbirth.  
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1. God is dispassionate Intellect, beyond every intellect and beyond every form of dispassion; He is Light and the 
source of blessed light. He is Wisdom, Intelligence and spiritual Knowledge, and the giver of wisdom, intelligence 
and spiritual knowledge. If on account of your purity these qualities have been. bestowed on you and are richly 
present in you, then that Within you which accords with the image of God has been safely preserved and you are 
now a son of God guided by the Holy Spirit; for 'all who are guided by the Spirit of God are sons of God' (Rom. 
8:14). 

2. Those who through ascetic practice cleanse themselves 'from all pollution of the flesh and spirit' (2 Cor. 7:1) 
receive the gifts of the Holy Spirit and so become vessels of immortal reality. Having attained this level they are 
filled with the light of glory. Their hearts now serene and at peace, they utter blessed words, and God's wisdom - 
knowledge of things divine and human - flows from their tips, while their intelligence undisturbed interprets the 
profundities of the Holy Spirits Once they have been united with God and have experienced a blessed 
transformation, the law is no longer binding on such people (cf. Gal. 5:23). 

3. He who wholeheartedly and assiduously directs himself towards God attains such virtue of soul and body that 
he becomes a mirror of the divine image. He is so commixed with God, and God with him, that each reposes in the 
other. Because of the richness of the gifts of the Spirit that he has received, henceforth he is and appears to be an 
image of divine blessedness and god by adoption, God being the perfector of his perfection. 

4. Only in ignorance would one claim that man is created in the image of God with respect to the organic 



structure of his body. He is in  
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the image by virtue of the spiritual nature of his intellect, which is not circumscribed by the dead weight of the body. 
Since the divine nature is outside every created being and all material grossness, it is not circumscribed, but is 
unlimited and incorporeal, beyond substance and all condition, without qualities, impalpable, unquantifiable, 
invisible, immortal, incomprehensible and totally beyond our grasp. Similarly, the spiritual nature given to us by 
God is uncircumscribed and outside the material grossness of this world, and so is incorporeal, invisible, impalpable, 
incomprehensible, and an image of His immortal and eternal glory. 

5. Since God, as sovereign King of all, is primordial Intellect, He possesses within Himself His Logos and His 
Spirit, coessential and coetemal with Him. He is never without the Logos and the Spirit because the divine nature is 
one and indivisible; nor is He to be confused with Them, for the three hypostases in God are distinct and 
unconfusable. Hence in naturally begetting the Logos from His essence, the Father is not Severed from Him, since 
He is Himself indivisible. The coetemal Logos, not severed from His Begetter, possesses the Spirit, who proceeds 
eternally from the Father (cf. John 15:26) and shares with the Logos the same unoriginate nature. For the nature of 
both Logos and Spirit is one and undivided, even though by virtue of the distinction of hypostases the one God is 
divided into persons and is glorified as die Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Yet the persons, since They 
constitute one nature and one God, are never separated from the co-eternal essence and nature. Observe, then, an 
image of this trihypostatic and single divine nature in man, who is created by this nature and is the image of it, not 
according to his visible self but according to his spiritual self, not according to what is mortal and perishable in him 
but according to what is immortal and ever the same.  

6. God is Intellect and transcends the creatures that in His Wisdom He has created; yet He also changelessly 
begets the Logos as their dwelling-place, and, as Scripture says (cf. John 14:26), sends the Holy Spirit to endow 
them with power. He is thus both outside everything and within everything. Similarly, man participates in the divine 
nature, and according to his spiritual self-that is to say, as a spiritual, incorporeal and immortal soul - is an image of 
God, and possesses an intellect which naturally begets consciousness from its essence; and by virtue of all this he 
maintains the power of the body.  
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He is thus both outside matter and visible things and within them. And just as the Father who created man is 
inseparable from the other two hypostases - that is, from the Logos and the Spirit - so man's soul is indivisible from 
his intellect and his consciousness, for they are of one nature and essence - an essence uncircumscribed by the body. 

7. Since the Deity is worshipped in the three hypostases of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the image formed by Him 
- man, that is - also subsists in a tripartite division, worshipping God, the Creator of all things out of things that are 
not, with soul, intellect and consciousness. Thus, things by nature coeternal and coessential within God are also 
intrinsic to and coessential with His image. They constitute the divine image in us and through them I am an image 
of God, even though I am a composite of clay and divine image.  

8. The image of God is one thing, and that which is contemplated in the image is another. For the image of God is 
the noetic soul, the intellect and the consciousness, which form one indivisible nature. What is contemplated in the 
image is that which is sovereign, royal and self-determinative. Thus the glory of the intellect is one thing, its dignity 
is another, its being in the image of God is another, and its being in His likeness is another (cf. Gen. 1:26). The glory 
of the intellect is its power of ascent, its constant movement upwards, its acuity, purity, understanding, wisdom and 
immortality. The dignity of the intellect lies in its intelligence, its royal and sovereign nature, and its power of self-
determination. Its being in the image of God resides in the self-subsistence of soul, intellect and consciousness and 
in their coessentiality, indivisibility and inseparability. For intellect and consciousness belong to the incorporeal, 
immortal, divine and noetic soul; these three are coessential and coeternal, and can never be divided or separated 
from each other. The intellect's being in the likeness of God resides in its justice, truthfulness, love, sympathy and 
compassion. When these qualities are energized and guarded in a person, that which is in the image and likeness of 
God is clearly manifest in him; he acts, that is to say, in accordance with nature and enjoys a higher dignity than 
others.  

9. The tripartite deiform soul possesses two aspects, the one noetic and the' other passible. The noetic aspect, 
being in the image of the soul's Creator, is not conditioned by the senses, is invisible to them and is not limited by 
them, since it is both outside them and within them. It is by virtue of this aspect that the soul communicates with 
spiritual and   
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divine powers and, through the sacred knowledge of created beings, ascends naturally to God as to its archetype, 
thus entering into the enjoyment of His divine nature. The passible aspect is split up among the senses and is subject 
to passions and prone to self-indulgence. It is by virtue of this aspect that the soul communicates with the world that 
is perceptible to the senses and that fosters nutrition and growth; and in this way it breathes the air, experiences cold 
and heat, and receives sustenance for self-preservation, life, growth and health. Since the passible aspect is modified 
by what it comes into contact with, it is sometimes incited by impulses contrary to nature and develops disordered 
desires; at other times it is provoked and carried away by mindless anger, or is subject to hunger and thirst, to sorrow 
and pain, and finally to physical dissolution; it luxuriates in self-indulgence, but shrinks back from affliction. Thus it 



is rightly called the passible aspect of the soul, since it is to be found in the company of the passions. When the 
noetic aspect of the soul holds sway and this mortal aspect is swallowed up by the Logos of life (cf. 2 Cor. 5:4), then 
the life of Jesus is also manifested in our mortal flesh (cf. 2 Cor. 4:11), producing in us the life-quickening deadness 
of dispassion, and conferring the incorruption of immortality in response to our spiritual aspiration. 

10. Prior to His creation of all things out of nothing, the Creator possessed in Himself the knowledge and the 
intrinsic principles and essences of all that He brought into existence, for He is sovereign over the ages and has 
foreknowledge of them all. Correspondingly, when in His own image He fashioned man as the sovereign of 
creation. He endowed him with the knowledge and the intrinsic principles and essences of all created things. Thus 
through his creation man possesses the dry and cold qualities of the body's gastric fluid from the earth, the warm and 
moist qualities of blood from air and fire, the moist and cold qualities of phlegm from water, the power of growth 
from plants, the power of nutrition from zoophytes, his passible aspect from the animals, his spiritual and noetic 
aspect from the angels, and finally, in order to exist and live, his immaterial breath - his incorporeal and immortal 
soul, understood as intellect, consciousness and the power of the Holy Spirit - from God.  

11. God created us in His image and likeness (cf. Gen. 1:26). We are in His likeness if we possess virtue and 
understanding; for 'His virtue covered the heavens, and the earth was full of His  
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understanding' (cf. Hab. 3:3). The virtue of God is His justice, holiness and truth: as David says, 'Thou an just, 0 
Lord, and Thy truth is round about Thee' (cf. Ps. 89:8. LXX); and again. The Lord is just and holy' (cf. Ps. 145:17). 
We are also in the likeness of God if we possess uprightness and goodness, for 'good and upright is the Lord' (Ps. 
25:8); or if we are conscious of wisdom and spiritual knowledge, for these are within Him and He is called Wisdom 
and Logos; or if we possess holiness and perfection, since He Himself said, 'You must be perfect, as your heavenly 
Father is perfect' (Matt. 5:48), and, 'You must be holy, for I am holy' (Lev. 11:44; 1 Pet. 1:16); or if we are humble 
and gentle, for it is written, 'Learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your 
souls' (Matt. 11:29). 

12. Since our intellect is an image of God, it is true to itself when it remains among- the things that are properly 
its own and does not divagate from its own dignity and nature. Hence it loves to dwell among things proximate to 
God, and seeks to unite itself with Him, from whom it had its origin, by whom it is activated, and towards whom it 
ascends by means of its natural capabilities; and it desires to imitate Him in His compassion and simplicity. Such an 
intellect even begets the Logos, and it recreates like new heavens the souls akin to it, strengthening them in the 
patient practice of the virtues; and it bestows life on them through the spiritual power of its counsel, providing them 
with the strength to resist destructive passions. If, then, it truly imitates God, it becomes itself also a creator both of 
the noetic world and of the macrocosm, and clearly hears God's words, 'He who extracts what is precious from what 
is vile will be as My mouth' (cf. Jer. I5:19).  



13. He who staunchly adheres to those activities of the intellect which accord with its nature and affirms the 
dignity of the intelligence, is kept unsullied by material preoccupations, is invested with gentleness, humility, love 
and compassion, and is illumined by the Holy Spirit. His attention focused on the higher spheres of contemplative 
activity, he is initiated into the hidden mysteries of God, and through his words of wisdom he lovingly ministers to 
those who are capable of learning about these things. In this way he does not use his talent solely for his own 
benefit, but also shares its benediction with his fellow-men.  

14. Exalt the One over the dyad - the single over the dual – and  
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free its nobility from all commerce with dualism, and you will consort immaterially with immaterial spirits; for you 
will yourself have become a noetic spirit, even though you appear to dwell bodily among other men. 

15. Once you have brought bondage to the dyad into subjection to the dignity and nature of the One, you will 
have subjected the whole of creation to God; for you will have brought into unity what was divided and will have 
reconciled all things.  

16. So long as the nature of the powers within us is in a state of inner discord and is dispersed among many 
contrary things, we do not participate in God's supernatural gifts. And if we do not participate in these gifts, we are 
also far from the mystical eucharist of the heavenly sanctuary, celebrated by the intellect through its spiritual 
activity. When through assiduous ascetic labor we have purged ourselves of the crudity of evil and have reconciled 
our inner discord through the power of the Spirit, we then participate in the ineffable blessings of God, and worthily 
concelebrate the divine mysteries of the intellect's mystical eucharist with God the Logos in His supracelestial and 
spiritual sanctuary; for we have become initiates and priests of His immortal mysteries.  

17. Our fallen self desires in a way that opposes our spiritual self, our spiritual self in a way that opposes our 
fallen self (cf. Gal. 5:17); 
and in this relentless warfare between the two each strives for victory and control over the other. This contrariety 
within us is also called 'discord', 'turning point', 'balance' and 'twofold struggle'; and if the intellect tips the balance 
towards an act of human passion the soul is split asunder.  

18. So long as we are reft by the turmoil of our thoughts, and so long as we are ruled and constrained by our fallen 
self, we are self-fragmented and cut off from the divine Monad, since we have not made our own the riches of its 
unity. But when our mortality is swallowed up by the unifying power of the Monad and acquires a supernatural 
detachment, when the intellect becomes master of itself, illumined by its wisdom-engendering intellections, then the 
soul, in sacred embrace with the One, is freed from discord and becomes a unity: enfolded into the divine Monad, it 
is unified in a godlike simplicity. Such is the nature of the soul's restoration to its original state and such our renewal 
in a state yet more exalted.  

19. Ignorance is terrible and more than terrible, a truly palpable  
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darkness (cf. Exod. 10:21). Souls suckled on ignorance are tenebrous, their thought is fragmented, and they are cut 
off from union with God. Its upshot is inanity, since it makes the whole person mindless and insensate. Waxing 
gross, it plunges the soul into the depths of hell, where there is every kind of punishment and pain, distress and 
anguish. Conversely, divine knowledge is luminous and endlessly illuminating: souls in which it has been 
engendered because of their purity possess a godlike radiance, for it fills them with peace, serenity, joy, ineffable 
wisdom and perfect love. 

20. Simple and unified, the presence of divine light gathers within itself the souls that participate in it and 
converts them to itself, uniting them with its own unity, and perfecting them with its own perfection. It leads them to 
descry the depths of God, so that they contemplate the great mysteries and become initiates and mystagogues. 
Aspire, then, to be punned utterly through ascetic labor, and you will see these mysteries dear to God - of which I 
have spoken - actually at work within you.  

21. The rays of primordial Light that illumine purified souls with spiritual knowledge not only fill them with 
benediction and luminosity; they also, by means of the contemplation of the inner essences of created things, lead 
them up to the noetic heavens. The effects of the divine energy, however, do not stop here; they continue until 
through wisdom and through knowledge of indescribable things they unite purified souls with the One, bringing 
them out of a state of multiplicity into a state of oneness in Him.  

22. We must first purge ourselves of the vicious materiality prompted in us by the demons - this is the stage of 
purification; then, through the stage of illumination, we must make our spiritual eyes lucid and ever light-filled, and 
this is accomplished by means of the mystical wisdom hidden in God. In this way we ascend to the cognition of 
sacred knowledge, which through the intelligence imparts things new and old to those who have ears to hear. Then 
we in our turn must pass on to others images and intimations of this knowledge, conveying its hidden meaning to the 
purified while withholding it from the profane, lest holy things be given to dogs, or the pearl of the Logos be cast 
before swine-like souls that would defile it (cf. Matt. 7:6).  

23. When you become aware of increasing ardency in your inner faith and love for God, then you should know 
that you are bringing Christ to birth within yourself, and that it is He who exalts your soul  
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above terrestrial and visible things and prepares a dwelling-place for it in heaven. When you perceive that your heart 
is replete with joy, and poignantly longs for God's unutterable blessings, then you should realize that you are 
activated by the divine Spirit. And when you sense that your intellect is full of ineffable light and the intellections of 
supernal Wisdom, then you should recognize that the Paraclete is present in your soul, disclosing the treasures of the 
kingdom of heaven hidden within you; and you should guard yourself strictly as a palace of God and as a dwelling-
place of the Spirit. 

24. Guardianship of the hidden treasure of the Spirit consists in that state of detachment from human affairs 
which is properly termed stillness. When through purity of heart and Joyful compunction this stillness kindles a yet 
fiercer longing for God's love, it releases the soul from the bonds of the senses and impels it to embrace the life of 
freedom. Recalled to its natural state, the soul reorientates its powers, restoring them to their original condition. 
Thus it is evident that none of the evil that afflicts us as a result of our deviation and lapse from the divine image 
may be imputed to God, who creates only what is good.  

25. It is stillness, full of wisdom and benediction, that leads us to this holy and godlike state of perfection - when, 
that is, it is practiced and pursued genuinely. If an apparent hesychast has not attained this eminence and perfection, 
his stillness is not yet this noetic and perfect stillness. Indeed, until he has attained this eminence, he will not even 
have stilled the inner turbulence of the anarchic passions. All he will have is a body consisting of teguments, vents 
and cavities, and wasted by a disordered and deluded mind.  

26. Souls that have attained total purity, and have reached the heights of wisdom and spiritual knowledge, 
resemble the Cherubim. By virtue of their unmediated cognition they draw close to the source of all beauty and 
goodness, and in this way they are directly and folly initiated into the vision of secret things. Among the spiritual 
powers it is said that only the Cherubim are illuminated in this direct manner by the source of divinity itself and thus 
possess this vision in the highest degree.  

27. Among the highest angelic powers, some are more ardent and clear-sighted in their devotion to the divine 
realities around which they  
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unceasingly circle; others are more contemplative, gnostic and imbued with wisdom, this being the divine state that 
impels them unceasingly to circle around these realities. Similarly, angel-like souls are ardent and clear-sighted in 
their devotion to the divine realities, as well as wise, gnostic and exalted in mystical contemplation. Potentially and 
actually they too unceasingly circle around things divine, firmly rooted in them alone. Immutably receptive of divine 
illuminations, and thus participating in Him who truly is, they also unstintingly communicate His irradiance and 
grace to others through their teaching. 

28. God is Intellect and the activating agent of everything. All intellects have both their permanent abode and 
their eternal mobility in this primary Intellect. Such is the experience of all whose activity is not adulterated by 



materiality but is pure and unsullied as a result of sacred ascetic labor. They experience this when, ardent with 
divine love, they communicate to each other and to themselves the illumination bestowed on them by the Divinity, 
generously transmitting to others the wisdom of God's mysteries concealed within it; and in this way they 
unceasingly extol the divine love that inspires them.  

29. Souls whose intelligence has been freed from material preoccupation, and in whom the self-warring appetitive 
and incensive aspects have been restored to harmony and harnessed to their heaven-bound well-reined chariot, both 
revolve around God and yet stand fixedly. They revolve incessantly around God as the centre and cause of their 
circular movement. They stand steadfast and unwavering as fixed points on the circumference of the circle, and 
cannot be diverted from this fixed position by the sense-world and the distraction of human affairs. This is therefore 
the perfect consummation of stillness, and it is to this; that stillness leads those who truly achieve it, so that while 
moving they are stationary, and while steadfast and immobile they move around the divine realities. So long as we 
do not experience this we can only be said to practice an apparent stillness, and our intellect is not free from 
materiality and distraction.  

30. When through great diligence and effort we recover the original beauty of the intelligence, and through the 
abiding presence of the Holy Spirit participate in supernal wisdom and knowledge, we can then perceive things as 
they are by nature and hence can recognize that the source and cause of all things is itself wise and beautiful We see 
that we cannot hold it in any way responsible for the evil that destroys created things when they deviate towards 
what is base. When we are  
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so deflected and dragged downwards, we are sundered from the pristine beauty of the Logos and forfeit our 
deification, while the evil that has invaded us disfigures us into its own obtuse and witless form. 

31. When through the practice of the virtues we attain a spiritual knowledge of created things we have achieved 
the first stage on the path of deification. We achieve the second stage when – initiated through the contemplation of 
the spiritual essences of created things -we perceive the hidden mysteries of God. We achieve the third stage when 
we are united and interfused with the primordial light. It is then that we reach the goal of all ascetic and 
contemplative activity.  

32. By means of these three stages all intellects are brought, in a way that accords with their own nature, into 
unity with themselves and with Him who truly is. They can then illumine their fellow-intellects, initiating them into 
divine realities, through celestial wisdom perfecting them as spirits already purified, and uniting them with 
themselves and with the One.  

33. Deification in this present life is the spiritual and truly sacred rite in which the Logos of unutterable wisdom 
makes Himself a sacred offering and gives Himself, so far as is possible, to those who have prepared themselves. 
God, as befits His goodness, has bestowed this deification on beings endowed with intelligence so that they may 



achieve the union of faith. Those who as a result of their purity and their knowledge of things divine participate in 
this dignity are assimilated to God, 'conformed to the image of His Son' (Rom. 8:29) through their exalted and 
spiritual concentration upon the divine. Thus they become as gods to other men on earth. These others in their turn, 
perfected in virtue by purification through their divine intelligence and through sacred intercourse with God, 
participate according to their proficiency and the degree of their purification in the same deification as their brethren 
and they commune with them in the God of unity. In this way all of them, joined together in the union of love, are 
unceasingly united with the one God; and God, the source of all holy works and totally free from any indictment 
because of His work of creation, abides in the midst of gods (cf. Ps. 82:1. LXX), God by nature among gods by 
adoption.  

34. You cannot be assimilated to God and participate in His ineffable blessings - in so far as this is possible - 
unless you first through fervent tears and through the practice of Christ's sacred commandments strip away the 
interposing foulness and disfigurement  
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of sin. If you want spiritually to taste the sweetness and delight of things spiritual you must renounce all mundane 
sense-experience, and in your aspiration for the blessings held in store for the saints you must devote yourself to the 
contemplation of the inner reality of created beings. 

35. Assimilation to God, conferred upon us through intense purification and deep love for God, can be maintained 
only through an unceasing aspiration towards Him on the part of the contemplative intellect. Such aspiration is born 
within the soul through the persistent stillness produced by the acquisition of the virtues, by ceaseless and 
undistracted spiritual prayer, by total self-control, and by intensive reading of the Scriptures.  

36. We must strive not only to bring the soul's powers into a state of peace, but also to acquire a longing for 
spiritual serenity. For through the pacifying of our thoughts every aspiration for what is good is strengthened, while 
divine heaven-sent dew heals and revives the heart wounded by Spirit-enkindled celestial fire.  

37. Once a soul deeply wounded by divine longing has experienced the balm of God's noetic gifts, it cannot 
remain static or fixed in itself, but will aspire to rise ever further towards heaven. The higher it rises through the 
Spirit and the farther it penetrates into the depths of God, the more it is consumed by the fire of desire; and it 
explores in all their immensity the yet deeper mysteries of God, anxious to attain the blessed light where every 
intellect is rapt out of itself and where - its goal achieved - it reposes in heartfelt joy.  

38. When you come to participate in the Holy Spirit and recognize His presence through a certain ineffable 
energy and fragrance within yourself - this fragrance even spreading over the surface of your body - you can no 
longer be content to remain within the bounds of the created world. On the contrary, having experienced the noble 
conversion wrought by the ‘right hand of the Most High' (Ps. 77:10. LXX), you forget food and sleep, transcend 
bodily needs, ignore physical repose and, after spending the whole day to ascetic toil, are yet unaware of stress or 



duress, of hunger, thirst, sleep, or of any other physical need. For with unutterable joy God's love is poured out 
invisibly into your heart (cf. Rom. 5:5). Wrapped the whole night in an illumination of fire, you accomplish spiritual 
work through the body and feast on the immortal fruits of the noetic paradise. It was into this paradise that St Paul, 
too, was caught up when he heard the  
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inexpressible words which no one is permitted to hear (cf. 2 Cor. 12:4) if still attached to the sense-world of visible 
things. 

39. Once the body has been fired in the furnace of ascetic practice and tempered by the water of tears, it is no 
longer dulled by hardship, for it is now exempt from outward labors and ceases from the great toil they demand. 
Immersed in the silence and serenity of inward peace, it becomes full of a new power, a new vigor, a new spiritual 
strength. When the soul works hand in hand with such a body - one, that is to say, whose state transcends the need 
for bodily discipline - it changes its physical labors into spiritual warfare. It promptly begins to perform spiritual 
work, and guards in itself the immortal fruits of the noetic paradise, where the rivers of godlike intellection have 
their source, and where stands the tree of divine knowledge (cf. Gen. 2:9-10), bearing the fruits of wisdom, joy, 
peace, kindness, goodness, long-suffering and ineffable love (cf. Gal. ; : 22). Working assiduously in this manner 
and guarding what it harvests, the soul goes out of the body and enters into the darkness of mystical theology. It 
leaves everything behind, not held back by anything belonging to the visible world; and, united with God, it ceases 
from toil and grief.  

40. Those engaged in spiritual warfare confront the question of which in us is the more noble: the visible or the 
intelligible? If it is the visible, there is nothing in us more to be preferred or desired than what is corruptible, nor is 
the soul more noble than the body. If it is the intelligible then we must recognize that 'God is spirit, and those who 
worship Him must worship in spirit and in truth' (John 4:24). Thus once the soul is firmly established in spiritual 
work, freed from the downward pull of the body and rendered entirely spiritual through union with what is superior 
to it, then bodily discipline is superfluous.  

41. There are three stages on the spiritual path: the purgative, the illuminative and finally the mystical, through 
which we are perfected. The first pertains to beginners, the second to those in the intermediate stage, and the third to 
the perfect. It is through these three consecutive stages that we ascend, growing in stature according to Christ and 
attaining 'mature manhood, the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ'(Eph. 4:13).  

42. The purgative stage pertains to those newly engaged in spiritual warfare. It is characterized by the rejection of 
the materialistic self, liberation from material evil, and investiture with the regenerate self, renewed by the Holy 
Spirit (cf. Col. 3:10). It involves hatred of  
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materiality, the attenuation of the flesh, the avoidance of whatever incites the mind to passion, repentance for sins 
committed, the dissolving with tears of the bitter sediment left by sin, the regulation of our life according to the 
generosity of the Spirit, and the cleansing through compunction of the inside of the cup (cf. Matt. 23:26) - the 
intellect - from every defilement of flesh and spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 7:1), so that it can then be filled with the wine of the 
Logos that gladdens the heart of the purified (cf. Ps. 104:15), and can be brought to the King of the celestial powers 
for Him to taste. Its final goal is that we should be forged in the fire of ascetic struggle, scouring off the rust of sin, 
and steeled and tempered in the water of compunction, so that sword-like we may effectively cut off the passions 
and the demons. Reaching this point through long ascetic struggle, we quench the fire within us, muzzle the brute-
like passions, become strong in the Spirit instead of weak (cf. Heb. 11:33-34), and like another Job conquer the 
tempter through our patient endurance. 

43. The illuminative stage pertains to those who as a result of their struggles have attained the first level of 
dispassion. It is characterized by the spiritual knowledge of created beings, the contemplation of their inner essences 
and communion in the Holy Spirit. It involves the intellect's purification by divine fire, the noetic opening of the 
eyes of the heart, and the birth of the Logos accompanied by sublime intellections of spiritual knowledge. Its final 
goal is the elucidation of the nature of created things by the Logos of Wisdom, insight into divine and human affairs, 
and the revelation of the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven (cf. Luke 8 : 10). He who has reached this point 
through the inner activity of the intellect rides, like another Elijah (cf. 2 Kgs. 2:11), in a chariot of fire drawn by the 
quaternity of the virtues; and while still living he is raised to the noetic realm and traverses the heavens, since he has 
risen above the lowliness of the body.  

44. The mystical and perfective stage pertains to those who have already passed through all things and have come 
to 'the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ' (Eph. 4:13). It is characterized by the transcending of the 
sphere of demonic powers and of all sublunar things, by our attaining to the higher celestial ranks, approaching the 
primordial light and plumbing the depths of God through the Spirit. It involves immersing our contemplative 
intellect in the inner principles of providence, justice and truth, and also the interpretation of the  
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arcane symbolism, parables and obscure passages in Holy Scripture. Its final goal is our initiation into the hidden 
mysteries of God and our being filled with ineffable wisdom through union with the Holy Spirit, so that each 



becomes a wise theologian in the great Church of God, illuminating others with the inner meaning of theology. He 
who has reached this point through the deepest humility and compunction has, like another Paul, been caught up into 
the third heaven of theology, and has heard indescribable things which he who is still dominated by the sense-world 
is not permitted to hear (cf. 2 Cor. 12:4); and he experiences unutterable blessings, such as no eye has seen or ear 
heard (cf. 1 Cor. 2:9). He becomes a steward of God's mysteries (cf. 1 Cor. 4:1), for he is God's mouthpiece, and 
through words he communicates these mysteries to other people; and in this he finds blessed repose. For he is now 
perfected in the perfect God, united in the company of other theologians with the supreme angelic powers of the 
Cherubim and Seraphim, in whom dwells the principle of wisdom and spiritual knowledge. 

45. Human life is divided into two forms, while its goals are subsumed under three categories. One form is social 
and within the world, the other is solitary and transcends the world. Social life is characterized either by self-
restraint or by insatiability; the solitary life is subdivided into three modes: the practice of the virtues, the spiritual 
cognition of created beings, and the indwelling of supernatural energy. Social life may be characterized by justice, in 
which case it accords with nature, or by injustice, in which case it is contrary to nature. The solitary life either 
aspires towards its goal in accordance with monastic precept and rule, and - perfected in a manner that transcends 
nature - attains the Infinite; or else it is prompted by presumption and so is balked of its purpose, debases the mind, 
and fails to attain perfection.  

46. The Spirit is light, life and peace. If consequently you are illumined by the Spirit your own life is imbued with 
peace and serenity. Because of this you are filled with the spiritual knowledge of created beings and the wisdom of 
the Logos; you are granted the intellect of Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 2:16); and you come to know the mysteries of God's 
kingdom (cf. Luke 8:10). Thus you penetrate into the depths of the Divine and daily from an untroubled and 
illumined heart you utter words of life for the benefit of others; for you yourself are full of benediction, since you 
have within you Goodness itself that utters things new and old (cf. Matt. 13:52).  
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47. God is Wisdom, and by deifying through the spiritual knowledge of created beings those who live in the 
Logos and in Wisdom He unites them with Himself through light and makes them gods by adoption. Since God has 
created all things out of nothing through Wisdom, He directs and administers all that is in the world through 
Wisdom, and likewise in Wisdom brings about the salvation of all who turn towards Him and draw near to Him. 
Similarly, whoever as a result of his purity has been enabled to participate in the highest Wisdom always as an 
image of God acts in Wisdom, and in Wisdom carries out the divine will. Withdrawing himself from what is 
external and multiple, each day he raises his intelligence anagogically through the knowledge of unutterable things 
to a life that is truly angelic. Having unified his own life as far as possible, he unites himself with the angelic powers 
that move in a unified way around God, and under their good guidance is elevated to the first Principle and Cause. 

48. Once you have united yourself through the higher Wisdom with the angelic powers and have thereby been 
united with God, through love of Wisdom you enter into communion with all men, since you have achieved God's 



likeness. Through divine power you sever those so disposed from their attachment to what is external and multiple, 
and as an imitator of God you concentrate them in spirit, elevating them as you are elevated to a unified life through 
wisdom, spiritual knowledge and the illumination of divine mysteries, until they come to contemplate the glory of 
the unique primordial light. When you have united them with the essences and orders that surround God, you induct 
them - wholly irradiated by the Spirit - to the unity of God Himself.  

49. Linked to the four cardinal virtues there is a group of eight natural and general virtues. Each cardinal virtue is 
accompanied by two virtues from the second category, thus composing a triad. Sound understanding is accompanied 
by spiritual knowledge and wise contemplation; justice by discrimination and sympathetic understanding; courage 
by patience and firm resolution; self-restraint by purity and virginity. From the throne of the intellect, in His wisdom 
God presides like an architect and mystagogue over these twelve virtues divided into triads, and sends out the Logos 
to create them within us. From their underlying principles the Logos takes the substance of each of the virtues and 
creates in the soul a numinous noetic world. He places sound understanding in the soul like a star-filled sky from 
which  
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two great luminaries - divine knowledge and contemplation of spiritual essences - irradiate it with their light. He 
makes justice its firm foundation, rich like the earth with every kind of sustenance. He puts self-restraint within it as 
the air, cooling and refreshing it with a life free from all impurity. He sets courage like a sea around the weakness of 
our nature, enabling us to undermine the strongholds and citadels of the enemy. In thus establishing this world the 
Logos fills the soul with the power of the Holy Spirit, so as to maintain it in unceasing noetic activity and in 
indissoluble and enduring unity. As the Psalmist expresses it, 'By the Logos of the Lord are the heavens established, 
and all their power lies in the Spirit that comes from Him' (Ps. 33:6. LXX). 

50. Our spiritual growth corresponds to the different stages in the life of our Lord Jesus Christ. While we are 
infants in need of milk (cf. Heb. 5:12) we are suckled on the milk of the introductory virtues acquired through bodily 
discipline; yet this is of but limited profit (cf. 1 Tim. 4:8) to us once we begin to grow in virtue and gradually leave 
our infancy behind. When we attain adolescence and are nourished by the solid food of the contemplation of the 
spiritual essences of things - for our soul's organs of perception are now well attuned (cf. Heb. 5:14) - it may be said 
that we increase in stature and in grace (cf. Luke 2:52), and sit among the elders (cf. Luke 2:46), disclosing to them 
things hidden in the depths of darkness (cf. Job 12:22). When we have reached 'mature manhood, the measure of the 
stature of the fullness of Christ' (Eph. 4:13), we proclaim to all the meaning of repentance, teach others about the 
kingdom of heaven (cf. Matt. 4:17) and press on towards the Passion (cf. Luke 12:50). For this is the ultimate goal 
of everyone who has reached perfection in the practice of the virtues: after passing through all the different ages of 
Christ he finally undergoes the trials that Christ suffered on the cross.  

51. So long as we are learning the basic principles of bodily discipline, watching ourselves carefully when we 
taste food, or touch things, or gaze at beautiful objects, or listen to music, or smell fragrances, we are under 



guardians and trustees; for we are still infants, even though we are also heirs and lords of all that belongs to the 
Father. But when the time of such training is over and we have attained dispassion, the Logos is born within us as a 
result of our purity of mind, and He submits to the law of the Spirit, so that He may redeem us who are under the 
law of the will of the flesh and may grant us the status of sonship. When this has taken place, the Spirit cries in our 
hearts,  
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'Abba! Father!', making this status known to us and revealing to us our intimate communion with the Father. And He 
abides in us and converses with us as sons and heirs of God through Christ, free from servitude to the senses (cf. 
Gal. 4:1-6). 

52. For those who like Peter have advanced in faith, and like James have been restored in hope, and like John 
have achieved perfection in love, the Lord ascends the high mountain of theology and is transfigured (cf. Matt. 
17:1). Through the disclosure and expression of His pure teaching He shines upon them as the sun, and with the 
intellections of His unutterable wisdom He becomes radiant with light. They see the Logos standing between Moses 
and Elijah - between law and prophecy - promulgating the law and teaching it to them, and at the same time 
revealing to them through vision and prophecy the depths and the hidden treasures of wisdom. The Holy Spirit 
overshadows them like a luminous cloud, and from the cloud they hear the voice of mystical theology, initiating 
them into the mystery of the tri-hypostatic Divinity and saying, 'This is My beloved, the Logos of perfection made 
manifest, in whom I take delight. Become for Me perfect sons in the perfect Spirit' (cf. Matt. 17:1-5).  

53. A soul that disdains everything unspiritual and that is wholly wounded by love for God undergoes a strange 
divine ecstasy. Having clearly grasped the inner nature and essence of created beings, as well as the upshot of 
matters human, it cannot bear to be imprisoned or circumscribed by anything. On the contrary, surpassing its own 
limitations, rebelling against the fetters of the senses and transcending all creatureliness, it penetrates the divine 
darkness of theology in unutterable silence and - to the degree that grace permits - it perceives in the intellective 
light of inexpressible wisdom the beauty of Him who truly is. Reverentially entering ever more deeply into 
intellective contemplation of that beauty, it savors, in loving awe, the fruits of immortality - the visionary 
intellections of the Divine. Never withdrawing from these back into itself, it is able to express perfectly their 
magnificence and glory. Activated, as it were, in a strange way by the Spirit, it experiences this admirable passion in 
unspeakable joy and silence; yet how it is activated, or what it is that impels it, and is seen by it, and secretly 
communicates to it unutterable mysteries, it cannot explain.  

54. If you sow tears of compunction in yourself for the sake of righteousness you will gather a harvest of life - 
inexpressible joy (cf. Ps.  
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126:5) If you search out the Lord and patiently wait for Him until the firstlings of His righteousness grow in you, 
you will reap a rich crop of divine knowledge. The light of wisdom will illuminate you and you will become a lamp 
of eternal light illuminating all men. You will not be grudging towards yourself or your fellow beings, hiding under 
the cloak of envy the light of wisdom given to you (cf. Matt. 5:15); but in the assembly of the faithful you will utter 
good words for the edification of many, explaining things hidden since the beginning of the world - all that you have 
heard from above, prompted by the divine Spirit, all that you have come to understand through the contemplation of 
the inner nature of created beings, and all that your fathers have told you (cf. Ps. 78:2-3. LXX). 

55. The practice of God's commandments will lead the spiritual contestant to such heights that on the day when 
he becomes perfect in virtue he will be filled with quiet delight and will reign with a pure mind in Zion. The 
mountains - the spiritual principles of the virtues - will flow with milk, nourishing him as he reposes in the sanctuary 
of dispassion, and all the stream-beds of Judah - his faith and spiritual knowledge - will flow with water, with 
doctrines, parables and the arcane symbols of things divine. As from the house of God a fountain of ineffable 
wisdom will flow from his heart and will water the valley of dry reeds - all those, that is to say, who have been 
withered by the aridity and heat of the passions (cf. Joel 3:18. LXX). Then he will experience in himself the true 
fulfillment of the Lord's words, 'Rivers of living water will flow from the heart of him who believes in Me' (John 
7:38).  

56. For those who fear Me, says God, the Sun of righteousness will rise with healing in its wings. They will go 
forth from the prison-house of the passions and, loosed from the bonds of sin, they will leap like calves. On the day 
when God restores them they will tread the wicked and the demons under their feet like ashes; for they will be 
exalted by all the virtues and because of their wisdom and spiritual knowledge they will be made perfect through 
communion in the Spirit (cf. Mal. 4:2-3).  

57. If on the mountain above the plain of this world and within the Church of Christ you raise the standard of new 
spiritual knowledge and cry aloud, as the prophet says (cf. Isa. 13:2), with the wisdom given to you by God, 
exhorting and teaching your brethren - opening their mind to the divine Scriptures so that they understand the  
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wonderful gifts of God, and encouraging them to practice His commandments - do not fear those who envy you the 
power of your words and distort every text of divine Scripture; for they are people swept empty and ready to be 



occupied by the demons (cf. Matt. 12:44). God will write what you say in the book of the living (cf. Rev. 3:5) and 
no harm will befall you from such men, just as no harm befell Peter from Simon Magus (cf. Acts 8:9-24). On the 
contrary, when you see such people trying to put obstacles in your way, you should say with the prophet: 'Behold, 
my God is my salvation and I will trust in Him; I will be saved by Him and will not be afraid; for the Lord is my 
glory and my praise, and He has become my salvation; and I shall not cease proclaiming His glorious deeds 
throughout the world'(cf. Isa. 12:2,4. LXX). 

58. When you perceive that the passions are no longer active within you, and when because of your humility tears 
of compunction flow from your eyes, then you must know that the kingdom of God has come upon you and that you 
have become pregnant with the Holy Spirit. And when you perceive the Spirit moving and speaking in your heart, 
inciting you to proclaim in the great congregation the saving power and truth of God (cf. Ps. 40:10), do not keep 
your lips sealed for fear of provoking the envy of bigoted men; but as Isaiah counsels (cf. Isa. 30:8), sit and write on 
a tablet, what the Spirit says to you, so that it may endure in times to come and for ever. For the envious are a 
rebellious people, lying sons who cannot be trusted (cf. Isa. 30:9). They do not want to be told that the Gospel is still 
effective and makes us friends of God and prophets. On the contrary, they say to the prophets and teachers of the 
Church: 'Do not proclaim God's wisdom to us'; and to the visionaries who perceive the spiritual essences of things, 
they say, 'Do not tell us about that, but speak and proclaim to us another deceit such as the world loves, and free us 
from the prophecy of Israel' (cf. Isa. 30:10). Pay no attention to their malice and their words; for even the deaf will 
eventually hear your message, divinely inspired as it is for the profit of many, and those blinded by life's opacity and 
the fog of sin will see the light of your words. The poor in spirit will exult in them, and those in despair will be filled 
with gladness; through your words those spiritually astray will attain understanding, those who revile you will learn 
obedience to the utterances of the Spirit, and inarticulate tongues will be taught to speak of peace (cf. Isa. 29:18-19, 
24. LXX).  
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59. Blessed is he, says Isaiah, who sows the seeds of his teaching in Zion - that is, in the Church of God - and 
who begets spiritual children in the heavenly Jerusalem of the firstborn (cf. Isa. 31:9. LXX). For according to 
Scripture such a man may conceal his words for a while, and may himself be hidden as if by flowing water; but in 
the end he will be revealed in Zion - in the Church of the faithful - as a glorious river flowing in a land thirsty for the 
waters of his wisdom. Then those beguiled by the envious will listen to his words, the heart of those spiritually weak 
will give heed, and no longer will the servants of envy enjoin silence when in his devotion he gives good counsel, 
instead of declaiming the inanities of the wise fools of this world. For his heart has not been occupied with empty 
thoughts, with ways of doing evil and telling lies in God's sight, thus misleading hungry souls and leaving the souls 
of the thirsty unsatisfied (cf. Isa. 32:2-6. LXX). For this reason his words will endure and many will profit from 
them, even though the spiteful and malicious do not believe this to be so. 

60. He who dwells in a cave high up on a great rock will be sated with the bread of spiritual knowledge and made 



drunk with the cup of wisdom, and hence his counsel will be trustworthy. He will see a king arrayed in glory and he 
will gaze on a distant land. His soul will meditate on wisdom and he will proclaim to all men the eternal abode that 
embraces all and everything.  

61. The Lord's teaching is heard by all who fear Him; He gives them an ear with which to hear, and an instructed 
tongue so that they know when they too must speak (cf. Isa. 50:4-5. LXX). Who but He sets at naught the prudent 
and the wise of this world and shows their wisdom to be folly, yet confirms the words of His servants (cf. Isa. 44:25-
26. LXX)? He it is that in His glory does new and astonishing things: He makes a highway of humility and 
gentleness in the barren and arid heart, and opens rivers of ineffable wisdom in the parched and desiccated mind, 
giving water to the chosen people that He made His own, so that they may declare His virtues (cf. Isa. 43: 20-21. 
LXX). He marches at the head of those who love and fear Him, razes the mountains of the passions, shatters the 
brazen gates of ignorance, and opens the doors of the knowledge of God, revealing to them its obscure, secret and 
invisible treasures, so that they may know that He is the Lord their God, who calls them by their name, 'Israel' (cf. 
Isa. 45:1-3. LXX).  

62. Who is this that strikes terror into the sea of the passions and  
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quells its waves? It is the Lord of hosts, who delivers those that love Him from the danger of sin and pacifies the 
turbulence of their thoughts, who puts His words into their mouth (cf. Jer. 1:9) and protects them under the shadow 
of His hands - the shadow within which He established the heaven and made firm the earth. He it is who gives to 
those who fear Him an instructed tongue (cf. Isa. 50:4) and an understanding ear, so that they may hear His voice 
and proclaim His commandments to the house of Jacob, to the Church of the faithful. Those who lack eyes to see the 
rays of the Sun of righteousness, and ears to hear of God's glory, are sunk in the darkness of total ignorance, of 
empty hope and vain words. Not one of them speaks justly or judges truly; for they have put their trust in vanities 
and their words are vacuous. They conceive envy and beget spite and malice (cf. Isa. 59:4. LXX), for their ears are 
obdurate and deaf. On account of this they revile the word of God's knowledge and refuse to listen to it. 

63. What wisdom is there in those filled with pangs of envy against their fellow beings? By what right do the 
malicious claim, in the words of Jeremiah, that 'we are wise and the law of the Lord is with us' (Jer. 8:8), when they 
are consumed with jealousy against those who have received the grace of the Spirit in the form of wisdom and 
divine knowledge? But the false knowledge of the scribes and the wise men of this world - of those who have lost 
the path of true knowledge - is altogether valueless. For this reason the worldly-wise, void of the wisdom of the 
Paraclete, founder in confusion: they see the sons of fishermen rich in the wisdom of God and they quail at the 
power of their words; but at the same time they are entangled in the nets of their own concepts and reasoning, for 
they have rejected true wisdom and truly divine knowledge.  

64. Why are these creatures of malice consumed with jealousy against those rich in the grace of the Spirit, against 



those blessed with a tongue of fire like the pen of a ready scribe (cf. Ps. 45:1)? Have they not spurned the source of 
divine wisdom? Had they walked in the way of God, they would have dwelt in the peace of dispassion for ever. 
They would have learnt where they could find sound understanding, strength, clear judgment, spiritual knowledge of 
created beings, length of days, life, light for the eyes and wisdom yoked with peace. They would have learnt who 
finds the dwelling-place of Wisdom and who enters into her storehouses (cf. Bar. 3:13-15), and how God issues a 
command through the prophet to those initiated into His  
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teaching, and says, 'Let the prophet to whom things have been revealed in sleep declare his vision, and having heard 
My teaching let him proclaim it faithfully' (cf. Jer. 23:28); as He also says, 'Write in a book all the words I have 
spoken to you' (Jer. 37:2. LXX). Had they themselves chosen this path, they would not be consumed with jealousy 
against those who do choose it. 

65. Yet if the Ethiopian can change his skin or the leopard his spots (cf. Jer. 13:23), these same bantlings of 
malice can also speak and devise what seems good, well versed as they are in evil. With the heel they trip up their 
fellow men, their ways being ways of treachery and deception, even with regard to their friends. They lie because 
lying and quackery are what they are trained in (cf. Jer. 9:4-5. LXX). So if on account of your intelligence and 
spiritual knowledge you become a butt for their jealousy and deceit, you must be wary: appeal to God in the words 
of Jeremiah, saying, '0 Lord, remember me and visit me and free me from those who persecute me with their malice. 
Although it is Thy will to test me for a long time, in Thy forbearance do not reject me. See how those who repudiate 
Thy sacred knowledge have derided me. Consume them in their jealousy, and Thy teaching will be a joy to me and 
the delight of my heart. I have not sat in the company of those who spurn Thy knowledge, but have feared the 
presence of Thy hand, and sat alone because I was filled with bitterness by their envy.' When you say this you will 
hear the response:' "This I know well. But if you set him who has gone astray on his right path, 1 will re-establish 
you among My friends; you will stand before Me; and if you extract what is precious from what is vile, you will be 
as My mouth. I will deliver you from these malicious people who plague you", says the Lord God of Israel' (cf. Jer. 
15:15-21. LXX).  

66. Let these malicious sages hear the conclusion of the whole matter (cf. Eccles. 12:13). By their labors were 
God's Nazirites cleansed cleaner than snow; their lives were whiter than milk, their wisdom was more lambent than 
the sapphire (cf. Lam. 4:7. LXX), their words purer than a pearl. Those who delight in worldly knowledge have been 
utterly destroyed by the departure of the Spirit. Those nourished on profane wisdom are swathed in the dung of 
ignorance (cf. Lam. 4:5. LXX): they are shackled in fetters, their tongue is pinioned to their larynx and they are 
mute. For they have rejected the true wisdom and knowledge of the Holy Spirit, not wanting to attain it through 
ascetic labor.  
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67. God who fells the lofty tree and raises the lowly tree, who desiccates green wood and make dry wood burgeon 
(cf. Ezek. 17:24), is also the God who opens the mouth of His servants in the midst of a great assembly (cf. Ezek. 
29:21. LXX), and enables them to proclaim the Gospel with full power (cf. Ps. 68:12. LXX). For wisdom, 
understanding and strength are His; and just as He changes times and seasons, so He gives to souls that seek Him 
and desire Him sovereignty over the passions; He converts them from one life to another, bestowing wisdom on the 
wise in spirit and sound understanding on those endowed with intelligence. He reveals deep hidden things to those 
who explore His depths and initiates them into the meaning concealed in obscure symbolism. For the light of 
wisdom and spiritual knowledge dwells in Him and He gives it to whom He wishes (cf. Dan. 2:21-22). 

68. If you patiently carry out the commandments in accordance with your outer and your inner self, and look only 
to the glory of God, you will be given the honor of heavenly knowledge, peace of soul and incorruptibility; for you 
carry out, and do not simply hear, the law of grace (cf. Jas. 1:25). God will not condemn your knowledge, since your 
actions will bear witness to it. On the contrary, He will glorify it through the words of knowledge spoken by those 
who by virtue of His wisdom shine as beacons in the Church of the faithful; for God is 'impartial' (Rom. 2:11). If on 
the other hand your endeavors are prompted by selfish ambition and you reject the teachings of those inspired by the 
Holy Spirit, trusting in your own understanding and in the deceptive words of those clad merely in the outward 
forms of piety and incited by a vainglorious and hedonistic spirit, then you will be filled with affliction and anguish, 
with envy, anger and animosity (cf. Rom. 2:8-9). Such will be the immediate reward for your delusion, and such at 
your death - when God judges the secrets of men and renders to each according to his actions (cf. Rom. 2:6) - will be 
the sentence for your mutually self-accusing, self-defending thoughts.  

69. 'He is not a real Jew who is one outwardly,' says St Paul, 'nor is true circumcision something external and 
physical; he is a Jew who is one inwardly, and real circumcision is a matter of the heart, spiritual and not literal' 
(Rom. 2:28-29). Similarly, you are not perfect in wisdom and spiritual knowledge because you give an outward and 
voluble appearance of being so; and you are proficient in virtue, not  
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because you adopt extreme forms of bodily and outward ascetic practice, but because you dedicate yourself to 
hidden spiritual work. You are wise and perfect in knowledge when you speak from a pure unsullied heart through 
the Spirit of God, not when you repeat things according to the letter. Then 'you will receive praise not from men but 



from God' (Rom. 2:29), since you will be unknown to men or else envied by them, and beloved and known only by 
God and those inspired by God's Spirit. 

70. If carrying out the law does not make you pure in the sight of God (cf. Gal. 2:16), then neither will ascetic 
struggle and labor alone perfect you in God's sight. We do indeed receive our grounding in virtue and check the 
activity of the passions through ascetic practice; but we are not initiated into the fullness of Christ through that 
alone. What, then, brings us to perfection? An ingrained faith in God, the 'faith that makes real the things for which 
we hope' (Heb. 11:1), the faith whereby Abel offered to God a better sacrifice than Cain and was commended as 
righteous (cf. Heb. 11:4), and whereby Abraham obeyed when he was called to go out and sojourn in the promised 
land (cf. Heb. 11:8). It is such faith that fills those assiduous in the search for truth with great aspiration for the 
exalted gifts of God, and leads them to the spiritual knowledge of created beings; and it pours into their hearts the 
inexhaustible treasures of the Spirit, enabling them to bring thence new and old mysteries of God (cf. Matt. 13:52) 
and to reveal them to the needy. He who is blessed with such faith is initiated by love into the knowledge of God, 
and has entered into God's rest, having ceased from all his labors as God did from His (cf. Heb. 4:l0).  

71. If God once swore to non-believers that they would never enter into His rest - and it was on account of their 
lack of faith that they could not do so (cf. Heb. 3:18-19) - how can mere bodily discipline, in the absence of faith, 
enable us to enter the rest of dispassion and the perfection of spiritual knowledge? We do in fact see many who 
because of this are unable to enter and to rest from their labors. We must therefore be wary lest we possess an evil, 
unbelieving heart (cf. Heb. 3:12), and because of this are thwarted of rest and perfection, in spite of our great: labors. 
Otherwise we will be ceaselessly involved in the toils of the ascetic life and will always eat the bread of sorrow (cf. 
Ps. 127 : 2). If a sabbath rest awaits us - the rest of dispassion and of perfect gnosis - let us through faith strive to 
enter into it, and not fall  
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short of it because of our unbelief in the same way as those mentioned in the Bible (cf. Heb. 4:9-11). 

72. Since we are endowed with senses, intelligence and intellection, we too ought to offer a tithe from ourselves 
to God (cf. Heb. 7:2). As beings endowed with senses we ought to perceive sensory things in the right way, through 
their beauty elevating ourselves to the Creator and referring back to Him our true knowledge of them. As intelligent 
beings we ought to speak correctly about divine and human matters. As noetic beings we ought unerringly to 
apprehend what pertains to God and eternal life, to the kingdom of heaven and the mysteries of the Spirit hidden 
within it. In this way how we perceive, speak and apprehend will conform to God, and will be genuinely true and 
divine, constituting a sacred offering to God.  

75. The tithe that we offer to God is in the true sense the soul's Passover - its passing beyond, that is to say, every 
passion-embroiled state and all mindless sense-perception. In this Passover the Logos is offered up in the 
contemplation of the spiritual essences of created beings; He is eaten in the bread of spiritual knowledge; and His 



precious blood is drunk in the chalice of ineffable wisdom. Thus he who has fed upon and celebrated this Passover 
makes a sacred offering within himself of the Lamb who effaces the world's sin (cf. John 1:29); and he will no 
longer die but, in the Lord's words, 'will live eternally' (John 6:58).  

74. If you have been raised above dead actions you are resurrected with Christ. And if you are resurrected with 
Christ through spiritual knowledge, and Christ no longer dies, then you will not be overcome by the death of 
ignorance. For the death which you have now died to sin, prompted by an impulse in accordance with nature, you 
have died once for all; but the life you now live you live in God through the freedom of the Holy Spirit, who has 
raised you above the dead actions of sin (cf. Rom. 6:9-11). Thus you will no longer live according to the flesh, in a 
fallen worldly state, for you will have died to the mortal members of your body and to worldly matters. On the 
contrary, Christ will live in you (cf. Gal. 2:20), for you will be guided by the grace of the Holy Spirit, not enslaved 
to the law of your outer unregenerate self; and your members will be weapons of righteousness consecrated to God 
the Father (cf. Rom. 6:13).  

75. He who has freed his members from servitude to the passions, and has consecrated them to the service of 
righteousness  
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(cf. Rom. 6:19), has risen above the law of his fallen self and has begun to share in the sanctification of the Holy 
Spirit. Sin will no longer dominate him, since he is free in the freedom and the law of the Spirit. Serving 
righteousness has an effect altogether different from that of servitude to sin. The latter inevitably leads to the 
destruction of the soul's noetic power, while the former leads to the eternal life hidden in Christ Jesus our Lord (cf. 
Col. 3:3). 

76. So long as you live according to your fallen impulses you are dominated by your fallen mortal self. But once 
you die to the world, you are set free from this domination (cf. Rom. 7:2). We cannot die to the world unless we die 
to the mortal aspects of ourselves. We die to these when we become participants in the Holy Spirit. We know 
ourselves to be participants in the Holy Spirit when we offer to God fruits worthy of the Spirit: love for God with all 
our soul and genuine love for our fellow beings; joy of heart issuing from a clear conscience; peace of soul as a 
result of dispassion and humility; generosity in our thoughts, long-suffering in affliction and times of trial, kindness 
and restraint in our behavior, deep-rooted unwavering faith in God, gentleness springing from humble-mindedness 
and compunction, and complete control of the senses. When we bear such fruits for God, we escape from the 
domination of our mortal self; and there is no law condemning and punishing us for the death-purveying fruits we 
produced while still living in an unregenerate state. Once we have risen with Christ above dead actions the freedom 
of the Spirit releases us from the law of our fallen self (cf. Rom. 7:4-6).  

77. Those who, having passed through the 'washing of regeneration' (Tit. 3:4), possess the firstfruits of the Spirit, 
and who preserve them unimpaired, are deeply afflicted by the burden of their fallen self; and they long for their 



adoption as sons through the full gift of the Paraclete, so that their body may be freed from servitude to corruption 
(cf. Rom. 8:23). Indeed, the Spirit helps them in their natural weaknesses and intercedes for them 'with sighs too 
deep for words' (Rom. 8:26); for they have conformed their will to God and are filled with the hope of experiencing 
in their mortal flesh the 'revelation of the sons of God' (Rom. 8:19), the life-quickening death of Jesus (cf. 2 Cor. 
4:10). In this way they too will be called sons of God, for they will be guided by the Holy Spirit, will be freed from 
servitude to the fallen self, and will attain 'the glorious liberty of the children of God' (Rom. 8:21), for  
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whom, since they love God, 'all things work together for their good' (Rom. 8:28). 

78. Divine Scripture is to be interpreted spiritually and the treasures it contains are revealed only through the 
Holy Spirit to the spiritual. Hence the unspiritual man cannot receive the revelation of these treasures (cf. 1 Cor. 
2:14). The ceaseless flow of his own thoughts makes it impossible for him to understand or listen to anything said by 
someone else. For he lacks the Spirit of God, that searches the depths of God (cf. 1 Cor. 2:10) and knows the things 
of God. He possesses only the material spirit of the world, full of jealousy and envy, of strife and discord; and for 
this reason he thinks it foolish to enquire into the sense and meaning of the written word. Unable to understand that 
everything in divine Scripture concerning things divine and human is to be interpreted spiritually, he mocks those 
who do interpret it in this way. Calling such people not 'spiritual', or 'guided by the Spirit', but 'anagogical', he twists 
and distorts their words and their divine intellections as much as he can, like the notorious Demas (cf. 2 Tim. 4:10). 
The spiritual man does not behave in this manner; on the contrary, inspired by the Holy Spirit, he discerns all things, 
but he himself cannot be called to account by anyone. For he has the intellect of Christ, and that no one can teach 
(cf. 1 Cor. 2:15-16).  

79. Since the day of judgment will be one of fire, what each of us has done, as St Paul says, will be tested by fire 
(cf. 1 Cor. 3:13). Thus, if what we have built up is of an incorruptible nature, it will not be destroyed by fire; and not 
only will it not be consumed, but it will be made radiant, totally purified of whatever small amount of filth may 
adhere to it. But if the work with which we have burdened ourselves consists of corruptible matter, it will be 
consumed and burnt up and we will be left destitute in the midst of the fire (cf. 1 Cor. 3:13-15). Incorruptible and 
imperishable actions are the following: tears of repentance, acts of charity, compassion, prayer, humility, faith, hope, 
love and whatever else is done in a spirit of devotion. Even while we are still alive such actions help to build us up 
into a holy temple of God (cf. Eph. 2:21-22), while when we die they accompany us and remain incorruptibly with 
us for ever. The actions which are consumed by the fire are well known to all: self-indulgence, vainglory, avarice, 
hatred, envy, theft, drunkenness, abusiveness, censoriousness, and anything else of a base nature to which our 
appetites or incensive  

 



[V4] 166 

Nikitas  Stithatos 
 

On Spiritual Knowledge,  
Love and the Perfection of Living:  

One Hundred Texts  

power prompts us to give bodily expression. Such actions pollute us even while we are still living and consumed by 
the fire of desire; and when we are wrenched away from the body, they accompany us but do not survive. On the 
contrary, they are destroyed and leave their perpetrator in the midst of the fire, to be punished immortally for all 
eternity. 

80. If through humility and prayer you have been initiated into the spiritual knowledge of God, this means that 
you are known by God and enriched by Him with an authentic knowledge of His supernatural mysteries. If you are 
tainted with conceit, you have not been so initiated, but are governed by the spirit of this material world. Thus, even 
if you imagine that you know something, in fact you know nothing about things divine in the way you ought to (cf. 1 
Cor. 8:2). If, however, you love God and regard nothing as more precious than love for God and for your fellow 
being, you will also know the depths of God and the mysteries of His kingdom in the way that someone inspired by 
the Holy Spirit must know them. And you are known by God (cf. 1 Cor. 8:3), for you are a true worker in the 
paradise of His Church, out of love doing God's will - that is to say, converting others, making the unworthy worthy 
through the understanding given you by the Holy Spirit, and keeping your actions inviolate through humility and 
compunction.  

81. All of us were baptized into Christ through water and the Holy Spirit, and we all eat the same spiritual food 
and drink the same spiritual drink; yet, though this food and drink are Christ Himself, God finds no delight in most 
of us (cf. 1 Cor. 10:4-5). For many of those faithful and diligent in ascetic practice and bodily discipline have 
mortified and emaciated their bodies; but because they lacked the compunction that comes from a contrite and 
virtuous state of mind, and the compassion that springs from love for their fellow beings as well as for themselves, 
they have remained bereft of the fullness of the Holy Spirit, remote from the spiritual knowledge of God. Their 
mind's womb is sterile and their intelligence without salt or illumination.  

82. What the Logos seeks from the Nazirites is not simply to ascend Mount Sinai through ascetic practice or to be 
purified before ascending and to wash their clothes and to abstain from intercourse with a woman (cf. Exod. 19:14-
15). It is also to see, not the rearward parts of God (cf. Exod. 33:23), but God Himself in His glory rejoicing in them, 
bestowing on them the tables of spiritual  
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knowledge, and sending them out to instruct His people (cf. Exod. 32:15). 



83. The Logos does not take all His servants and disciples with Him when He reveals His hidden and greater 
mysteries; He takes only those to whom an ear has been given and whose eye has been opened and in whom a new 
tongue has been trained to speak clearly. Taking such people with Him and separating them from the others - even 
though the latter are likewise His disciples - He ascends Mount Tabor, the mountain of contemplation, and is 
transfigured before them (cf. Matt. 17:2). He does not yet initiate them into the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, 
but shows them the glory and resplendence of the Divinity. And through the light that He gives He makes their life 
and intelligence shine like the sun in the midst of the Church of the faithful. He transforms their intellections into the 
whiteness and purity of the brightest light, and puts in them His own intellect, and sends them out to proclaim things 
new and old (cf. Matt. 13:52) for the edification of His Church.  

84. Many have cultivated their own fields with great diligence and have sown pure seed in them, cutting away the 
thorn-bushes and burning the thistles on the fire of repentance; but because God did not water these fields with the 
compunction-born rain of the Holy Spirit, they did not yield anything. Parched as they were they did not bring forth 
the rich grain of the knowledge of God. Thus even if they did not perish through a total dearth of the divine Logos, 
they certainly died poor in the knowledge of God and with hands empty, having provided themselves with but scant 
nourishment for the divine banquet.  

85. When someone says something that edifies his fellow beings, he speaks out of the goodness stored up in his 
heart, since he himself is good, as the Lord confirms (cf. Luke 6:45). No one can devote himself to theology and 
speak about what pertains to God unless so empowered by the Holy Spirit; and no one when inspired by the Spirit of 
God says anything contrary to faith in Christ (cf. 1Cor. 12:3). But he says only what is edifying, only what leads 
others to God and His kingdom and restores them to their original nobility, bringing them to salvation and uniting 
them to God. And if 'the manifestation of the Spirit is given to each to the degree that is profitable' (1 Cor. 12:7), this 
means that anyone enriched with the wisdom of God and blessed with spiritual knowledge is inspired by the divine 
Spirit and is a storehouse of the inexhaustible treasures of God.  
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86. No one baptized into Christ and believing in Him is left without a share in the grace of the Spirit, so long as 
he has not succumbed to any diabolic influence and defiled his faith with evil actions, or does not live slothfully and 
dissolutely. Provided he has preserved unextinguished the firstfruits of the Holy Spirit, which he received from holy 
baptism, or, if he has extinguished them, has rekindled them through acts of righteousness, he cannot but receive 
from God the fullness of this grace. He may after worthily engaging in spiritual combat be blessed through the 
plenitude of the Spirit with the consciousness of God's wisdom and so become a teacher in the Church; or he may 
through the same Spirit be given knowledge of God's mysteries and so come to understand the mysteries of the 
kingdom of heaven; or from the same Spirit he may acquire deep-rooted faith in God's promises, as Abraham did 
(cf. Gen. 15:6; Rom. 4:3). He may receive the gift of healing, so that he can cure diseases; or of spiritual power, so 
that he can expel demons and perform miracles; or of prophecy, so that he can foresee and predict things of the 



future; or of the ability to distinguish between spirits, so that he can discern who is speaking in the Spirit of God and 
who is not; or of the interpretation of various tongues, or of helping the weary, or of governing God's flocks and His 
people, or of love for all men and the gifts of grace that go with it, long-suffering, kindness and the rest (cf. 1 Cor. 
12:8-10, 28). If you are bereft of all these qualities, there is no way in which I can call you a believer or number you 
among those who have 'clothed themselves in Christ' through divine baptism (cf. Gal. 3:27). 

87. If you possess love, you feel no jealousy or envy. You are not boastful, carried away by reckless pride. Nor do 
you put on airs with anyone. Nor do you act shamefully towards your fellow beings. You seek, not simply what is to 
your own advantage, but what also benefits your fellow beings. You are not quickly provoked by those who are 
angry with you. You are not resentful if wrong is done to you, nor do you rejoice if your friends act unjustly, though 
you do rejoice with them over the truth of their righteousness. You put up with disagreeable eventualities. You 
believe all things in simplicity and innocence, and hope to receive everything promised to us by God. You patiently 
endure all trials, never rendering evil for evil. And, laborer of love that you are, you never waver in your love for 
your fellow beings (cf. 1 Cor. 13:4-8).  

88. Of those granted the grace of the Holy Spirit in the form of various gifts, some are still immature and 
imperfect with regard to  
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these gifts, while others are mature and perfect, enjoying them in their fullness. The first, by increasing their efforts 
to practice the divine commandments, augment the spiritual gifts they have received so that they are filled with yet 
greater gifts, leaving those of immaturity behind. The mature and the perfect, having attained the summit of God's 
love and knowledge, cease from exercising partial gifts, whether of prophecy, or of distinguishing between spirits, 
or of helping, or of governing, and so on (cf. 1 Cor. 12:28). Once you have entered the palace of love you no longer 
know in part the God who is love (cf. 1 Cor. 13:9) but, conversing with Him face to face, you understand Him fully 
even as you yourself are fully understood by Him (cf.1 Cor. 13:12). 

89. If in your aspiration for spiritual gifts you have pursued and laid hold of love, you cannot content yourself 
with praying and reading solely for your own edification. If when you pray and psalmodize you speak to God in 
private you edify yourself, as St Paul says. But once you have laid hold of love you feel impelled to prophesy for the 
edification of God's Church (cf. 1 Cor. 14:2-4), that is, to teach your fellow men how to practice the commandments 
of God and how they must endeavor to conform to God's will. For of what benefit can it be to others if, while 
charged with their guidance, you always converse with yourself and God alone through prayer and psalmody, and do 
not also speak to those in your charge, whether through the revelation of the Holy Spirit, or out of knowledge of the 
mysteries of God, or by exercising the prophetic gift of foresight, or by teaching the wisdom of God (cf. 1 Cor. 
14:6)? For which of your disciples will prepare for battle against the passions and the demons (cf. 1 Cor. 14:8) if he 
does not receive clear instructions from you either in writing or by word of mouth? Truly, if it is not in order to edify 
his flock that the shepherd seeks to be richly endowed with the grace of teaching and the knowledge of the Spirit, he 



lacks fervor in his quest for God's gifts. By merely praying and psalmodizing inwardly with your tongue - that is, by 
praying in the soul - you edify yourself, but your intellect is unproductive (cf. 1 Cor. 14:14), for you do not prophesy 
with the language of sacred teaching or edify God's Church. If Paul, who of all men was the most closely united 
with God through prayer, would have rather spoken from his fertile intellect five words in church for the instruction 
of others than ten thousand words of psalmody in private (cf. 1 Cor. 14:19), surely those who have responsibility for 
others  
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have strayed from the path of love if they limit the shepherd's ministry solely to psalmody and reading. 

90. He who has given us being by miraculously uniting and sustaining the two contrary aspects of our nature, 
material substratum and spiritual essence, has also given us the capacity for well-being, which we can realize by 
means of His wisdom and spiritual knowledge. Thus through spiritual knowledge we may perceive the hidden 
treasures of the kingdom of heaven that He discloses to us, and through wisdom we may make known to our fellow-
men the riches of His supernal goodness and the blessings of eternal life which He has prepared for the joy of those 
who love Him (cf. 1 Cor. 2:9).  

91. He who has risen above the threats and promises of the three laws and has entered into the life which is not 
subject to law has himself become the law of the Church and is not ruled by law. The life that is free is not subject to 
law, and therefore transcends all physical necessity and change. He who has attained such a life is as if liberated 
from his fallen unregenerate self, and through his participation in the Spirit he becomes incandescent. Purged of all 
within him that is imperfect (cf. 1 Cor. 13:9-10), he is united wholly with Christ, who transcends all nature.  

92. If you embrace the knowledge of the primordial Intellect, who is the origin and consummation of all things, 
infinite in Himself, and existing both within all things and outside them, then you will know how to live as a solitary 
either by yourself or with other solitaries. For you will suffer no loss of perfection through being on your own, and 
no loss of solitude through being with others. On the contrary, you will be the same everywhere and alone among 
all. You will initiate in others their movement towards a life of solitude and will embody the highest perfection of 
virtue that they set before themselves.  

93. The unconfused union and conjunction of soul and body constitutes, when maintained in harmony, a single 
reality, whether on the visible level or in their inner being. When not harmonious, there is civil war in which each 
side desires victory. But when the intelligence takes control, it at once puts an end to the jealousy and establishes 
concord, conforming the entire soul-body reality to its inner being and the Spirit.  

94. Of the three main aspects of our being, the first rules the others and is not ruled by them, the second both rules 
and is ruled, the third does not rule but is ruled. Thus when the ruling aspect falls under the  
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domination of either of those aspects which are ruled, that which is by nature free becomes the servant of what are 
by nature servants; it loses its rightful pre-eminence and nature, and this provokes great discord among the three 
leading powers of the soul. So long as there is this discord among them, all things are not yet made subject to the 
divine Logos (cf. Heb. 2:8). But when the ruling aspect governs the others and brings them under its own direction 
and control, then the discordant elements, united into one and becoming concordant, are led peacefully to God. And 
when all is subjected to the Logos, He delivers the kingdom to God the Father (cf. 1 Cor. 15: 24). 

95. When the five senses are subject to the four principal virtues and maintain their obedience, they enable the 
body, composed of the four elements, tranquilly to fulfill the round of life. When the body is thus disposed, the 
soul's powers are not in a state of discord; the passible aspect of the appetitive and incensive powers is united with 
the power of the intelligence, and the intellect assumes its natural sovereignty. It makes the four principal virtues its 
chariot and the five subservient senses its seat. And once it has subdued the imperious and unregenerate self, the 
intellect is seized and borne heavenward in its four-horsed chariot and, led before the King of the ages, is crowned 
with the crow n of victory and rests from its long endeavor.  

96. For those who with the support of the Spirit have entered the fullness of contemplation, a chalice of wine is 
made ready, and bread from a royal banquet is set before them. A throne is prepared for their repose and silver for 
their wealth. Close at hand is a treasure-house of pearls and precious stones, and untold riches are bestowed upon 
them. Because of the promptness with which they act, their ascetic life renders them visionary and prepares them to 
be brought into the presence, not of sluggards, but of the King.  

97. Is the kingdom of heaven already given in this life to all those advanced on the spiritual way, or is it given to 
them after the dissolution of the body? If in this life, our victory is unassailable, our joy inexpressible, and our path 
to paradise unimpeded: we are directly present in the divine East (cf. Gen. 2:8). But if it is given only after death and 
dissolution, we should ask that our departure from this life may take place without fear; we should learn what the 
kingdom of heaven is, what the kingdom of God is, and what paradise is, and how the one differs from the other; 
also what the nature of time is in each of them, and whether we enter all three, and how and when and after  
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how much time. If you enter the first while you are still alive and in the flesh you will not fail to enter the other two. 



98. The world above is as yet incomplete, and awaits its fulfillment from the first-born of Israel - from those who 
see God; for it receives its completion from those who attain the knowledge of God. Once it is complete, and has 
brought to an end the lower world of believers and unbelievers, it constitutes a single congregation, allocating to 
each member his appointed place, and separating out what cannot be reconciled. It draws to itself the origins and 
ends of all other worlds and, itself unlimited, it sets bounds to them. It is not affected or limited by any other 
principle, as something that is under constraint. For it is ever-active, in such a way that it is never self-confined or 
extended beyond its own limits. It is the sabbath rest of other worlds and of every other principle and activity.  

99. The nine heavenly powers sing hymns of praise that have a threefold structure, as they stand in threefold rank 
before the Trinity, in awe celebrating their liturgy and glorifying God. Those who come first - immediately below 
Him who is the Source and Cause of all things and from whom they take their origin - are the initiators of the hymns 
and are named thrones, Cherubim and Seraphim. They are characterized by a fiery wisdom and a knowledge of 
heavenly things, and their supreme accomplishment is the godly hymn of El, as the Divinity is called in Hebrew. 
Those in the middle rank, encircling God between the first triad and the last, are the authorities, dominions and 
powers. They are characterized by their ordering of great events, their performance of wondrous deeds and working 
of miracles, and their supreme accomplishment is the Trisagion: Holy, Holy, Holy (cf. Isa. 6:3; Rev. 4:8). Those 
nearest to us, superior to us but below the more exalted ranks, are the principalities, archangels and angels. They are 
characterized by their ministrative function, and their supreme accomplishment is the sacred hymn Alleluia (cf. Rev. 
19:1). When our intelligence is perfected through the practice of the virtues and is elevated through the knowledge 
and wisdom of the Spirit and by the divine fire, it is assimilated to these heavenly powers through the gifts of God, 
as by virtue of its purity it draws towards itself the particular characteristic of each of them. We are assimilated to 
the third rank through the ministration and performance of God's commandments.  
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We are assimilated to the second rank through our compassion and solidarity with our fellow-men, as well as 
through our ordering of matters great and divine, and through the activities of the Spirit. We are assimilated to the 
first rank through the fiery wisdom of the Logos and through knowledge of divine and human affairs. Perfected in 
this way, and rewarded with the gifts that belong by nature to the heavenly powers, our intelligence is united 
through them with the God of the Decad, for it offers to Him from its own being the finest of all the offerings that 
can be made by the tenth rank.  

100. God is both Monad and Triad; He begins with the Monad and, as Decad, He completes Himself through a 
cyclic movement. Thus  
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He contains within Himself the origins and ends of all things. He is outside everything, since He transcends all 
things. To be within Him you must embrace the inner essences and possess a spiritual knowledge of created beings. 
Then while standing outside all things you will dwell within all things and know their origins and ends; for you will 
have attained a spiritual union with the Father through the Logos and will have been perfected in the Spirit. May the 
sovereignty of this all-perfect, indivisible and coessential Trinity, worshipped in Father, Son and Holy Spirit, and 
glorified in one nature, kingdom and power of Divinity, prevail throughout the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 
 
In the past the full significance of Theoliptos in the development of fourteenth-century Orthodox theology has 

been underestimated, largely because most of his writings remain still unpublished.1 The texts included in The 
Philokalia represent no more than a small part of his total output. Born at Nicaea around 1250, Theoliptos was at 
first married, but at an early age he separated from his wife and became a monk. He suffered imprisonment 
because of his firm opposition to the union between the Orthodox Church and the Church Of Rome, promulgated 
at the Council of Lyons (1274) and upheld by the Emperor Michael VIII Palaiologos. Following Michael's death, 
Theoliptos was elevated to the see of Philadelphia in 1284, and held the position of metropolitan there for nearly 
forty years. He led the heroic defence of the city against Turkish attack in 1310, and died in 1322. He was widely 
respected as a spiritual father, and his work in this sphere is known to us above all through his letters of direction 
to the nun Irene-Evlogia Choumnaina, abbess of the double monastery of Christ Philanthropos Sotir in 
Constantinople. St Gregory Palamas, who in his early years was a disciple of Theoliptos, in the Triads singles him 
out for mention as one of the leading teachers of hesychasm who lived 'in our  

 

1 For a good survey of Theoliptos' life and writings, with full references to the earlier studies by S. Salaville and V. Laurent, see Marie-Helene 
Congourdeau, in Dictionnaire de Spiritualite xv (1990), cols 446-59. On his spirituality, see Antonio Rigo, 'Nota sulla dottrina ascetico-
spirituale di Teolepto Metropolita di Filadelfia (1250/51-1322)', Rivisto di Studi Bizantini e Neoellenici, n.s. xxiv (1987), pp. 165-200. In 
English, consult Demetrios J. Constantelos, 'Mysticism and Social Involvement in the Later Byzantine Church: Theoleptos of Philadelphia - a 
Case Study', Byzantine StudieslEtudes Byzantines vi (1979), pp. 83-94; Robert E. Sinkewicz, 'Church and Society in Asia Minor in the late 
Thirteenth Century: the Case of Theoleptos of Philadelphia', in M. Gervers and R.J. Bikhazi (eds), Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous 
Christian Communities in Islamic Lands, Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries (Toronto, 1989). Critical editions of Theoliptos' works are being 
prepared by R.E. Sinkewicz and Angela Hero.  
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own day', and describes him as ‘an authentic theologian and a trustworthy visionary of the truth of God's 

mysteries'.1 
The main text included here, On Inner Work in Christ and the Monastic Profession, was addressed by Theoliptos 

to Irene-Evlogia, but in the manuscript used by St Makarios and St Nikodimos all the expressions originally in the 
feminine have been changed to the masculine. In our translation we have taken account of alternative readings 
supplied by Fr Severien Salaville.2  On Inner Work in Christ is a brief but comprehensive survey of the monastic 
vocation, offering practical advice on the outward ordering of daily life - on behaviour in church and the refectory, 
on conversations within the community and with outside persons, on psalmody, spiritual reading, work and sleep - 
but dealing above all with inner prayer. Theoliptos draws a close parallel between monastic life and the sacrament 
of baptism.3 He is apophatic in his approach, emphasizing the need to lay aside 'all representational images', 
thereby attaining 'an ignorance surpassing all knowledge'.4  He refers several times to the invocation of the name of 
Jesus, and briefly mentions illumination by the divine light.5  Here, drawing on earlier tradition, he anticipates the 
themes taken up by Palamas later in the fourteenth century. 

 
1 Triads 1, ii, 12: see below, p. 341. 
2  Formes ou rnethodes de priere d'apres un byzantin du 14e siecle, Theolepte de Philadelphie', Echos d'Orient xxxix (1940), pp. 1-25. 
3 See p. 178. 
4 See p. 181. 

   5 See pp. 182, 184, 189. 
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The monastic profession is a lofty and fruitful tree whose root is detachment from all corporeal things, whose 
branches are freedom from passionate craving and total alienation from what you have renounced, and whose fruit is 
the acquisition of virtue, a deifying love, and the uninterrupted joy mat results from these two things; for, as St Paul 
says, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace and the other things he mentions (cf. Gal. 5:22). 

Flight from the world is rewarded by refuge in Christ. By 'world I mean here attachment to sensory things and to 
worldly proclivities. If you detach yourself from such things through knowledge of the truth you are assimilated to 
Christ, acquiring a love for Him that allows you to put aside all worldly matters and to purchase the precious pearl, 
that is to say, Christ Himself (cf. Matt 13:46).  

You put on Christ through the baptism of salvation (cf. Gal. 3:27), being thus washed clean, illumined with 
spiritual grace and restored to your original nobility. But what happened then as a result of your weakness of will? 
Through over-attachment to the world you subverted your likeness to God, through coddling the flesh you rendered 
the divine image within you powerless, and with passion-embroiled thoughts you beclouded your soul's mirror so 



that Christ, the spiritual Sun, can no longer manifest Himself in it.  

Now, however, you have transfixed your soul with the fear of God. You have recognized the world's benighted 
abnormity and the mental dissipation and vain distraction which it generates, and you have been wounded by a 
longing for stillness. Obedient to the precepts 'Seek peace and pursue it' (Ps. 34:14) and ’Return to your rest, O my 
soul' (Ps. 116:7), you have sought to bring peace to your thoughts. You have therefore resolved to regain the nobility 
that you received  
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through grace at baptism, but jettisoned by your own free choice through your self-indulgence in the world; and 
accordingly you have entered this sacred school and set to work, donning the venerable habit of repentance and 
vowing courageously to remain in the monastery until death. 

This is now the second covenant you have made with God. The first you made when you originally entered into 
this life; the second, as you swiftly approach its dose. Then through the profession of the true faith you were 
numbered among Christ's flock; now you are united to Him through repentance. Then you found grace; now you 
have contracted an obligation. Then, still a little child, you were not aware of the honor conferred on you, although 
later, as you grew up, you began to appreciate the greatness of the gift and restrained your tongue accordingly. Now, 
having reached complete understanding, you fully recognize the significance of the vow you are taking. Beware lest 
you fail to fulfill this promise as well, and are cast, like some shattered pot, into the outer darkness where there is 
weeping and gnashing of teeth (cf. Matt. 8:12). No path other than that of repentance leads to salvation.  

Listen to what David promises you: 'You have made the Most High your refuge’ (Ps. 91:9) and, if on the model of 
Christ you choose a life of tribulation, 'no plague will come near you' (Ps. 91:10) - no evil, that is to say, will be 
inflicted on you because of your worldly life. Now that you have chosen to repent, you will not be shadowed by 
avidity, self-indulgence, self-glorification, self-display or sensual dissipation. Distraction of the mind, captivity of 
the intellect, the levity of successive thoughts, and every other kind of deliberate prevarication and confusion - from 
all such aberrations you will be set free. Nor will you be constrained by the love of parents, brothers and sisters, 
relatives, friends and acquaintances, and you will not waste time in pointless meetings and talks with them  

If you thus give yourself soul and body to the religious life, no scourge of anguish will afflict you (cf. Ps. 91:10), 
nor will distress pierce your heart or darken your countenance. Distress is muted in those who have renounced the 
life of pleasure and are free from attachment to the things that 1 have mentioned, for Christ reveals Himself to the 
striving soul and bestows ineffable joy on the heart. No worldly delight or suffering can take away this spiritual joy, 
for holy meditation, the mindfulness of God that brings salvation, divine 
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thoughts and words of wisdom nourish and protect everyone engaged in spiritual warfare. That is why such a 
person treads upon all mindless desire and headstrong anger as upon an asp or basilisk, quelling pleasure as though 
it were a snake and wrath as though it were a lion (cf. Ps. 91:13. LXX). This is because he has transferred all his 
hope from men and from worldly things to God, has been enriched with divine knowledge and always calls 
spiritually upon God to come to his aid. As the Psalmist writes, 'Because he has set his hope on Me, I will deliver 
him; I will protect him, because he has known My name. He shall call upon Me, and I will answer him: not only will 
I deliver him from those who afflict him, but I will also glorify him' (cf. Ps. 91:15-16). 

Do you see the struggles of those who lead a godly ascetic life, and the rewards granted them? Then put your 
calling into action without more ado. Just as you have secluded yourself bodily, rejecting worldly things, so likewise 
seclude yourself in soul by subjecting also the thoughts of all such things. You have changed your outward clothing; 
make your monastic profession into a reality. You have separated yourself from crowds of strangers; distance 
yourself also from the few who are related to you by birth. If you do not put an end to delusions prompted by 
external things, you will not overcome those that ambush you from within. If you do not triumph over those who 
fight against you with visible means, you will not repulse your invisible enemies. But when you have quelled both 
external and inner distraction, your intellect will rise to spiritual labor and spiritual discourse. In the place of 
conventional dealings with relatives and friends you will follow the ways of virtue; and instead of filling your soul 
with vain words born of worldly contacts, you will illumine and fill it with understanding through meditating upon 
the meaning of Holy Scripture.  

To give free rein to the senses is to shackle the soul, to shackle the senses is to liberate it. When the sun sets, night 
comes; when Christ leaves the soul, the darkness of the passions envelops it and incorporeal predators tear it 
asunder. When the visible sun rises, animals retreat into their lairs; when Christ rises in the heaven of the praying 
mind, worldly preoccupations and proclivities abscond, and the intellect goes forth to its labor - that is, to meditate 
on the divine - until the evening (cf. Ps. 104:19-23). Not that the intellect limits its fulfillment of the spiritual law to 
any period of time or performs it according to some measure; on the contrary, it continues to fulfill it  
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until it reaches the term of this present life and the soul departs from the body. That is what is meant in the 
Psalms when it is said, 'How 1 have loved Thy law, 0 Lord; it is my meditation all the day long' (Ps. 119:97) - where 
'day' means the whole course of one's present life. 

Suspend, then, your gossip with the outer world and fight against the thoughts within until you find the abode of 
pure prayer and Christ's dwelling-place. Thus you will be illumined and mellowed by His knowledge and His 
presence, enabled to experience tribulation for His sake as joy and to shun worldly pleasure as you would bitter 
poison.  

Winds rouse the Sea's waves, and until they drop the waves will not subside and the sea will not grow calm. 



Similarly, if you are not careful evil spirits will rouse in your soul memories of parents, brothers and sisters, 
relatives, acquaintances, banquets, celebrations, theatres and various other images of pleasure; and they will incite 
you to seek for happiness in visual, vocal and corporeal things, so that you waste not only the present moment but 
also the time that you sit alone in your cell, in bringing to mind what you have seen and spoken about. Preoccupied 
in this way with memories of his worldly activities, the monk's life passes profitlessly: he is like a man who retreads 
his own footsteps in the snow.  

If we continue to nourish the demons, when will we slay them? If we let our mind dwell on actions and thoughts 
related to meaningless friendships and habits, when will we mortify the will of the flesh? When will we live the 
Christ-like life to which we have committed ourselves? The foot's imprint in the snow dissolves when the sun shines 
or when it begins to rain. Mind-embedded memories of self-indulgence whether in thought or act are effaced when 
as the result of prayer and tears of compunction Christ rises in the heart. But when will the monk who does not 
practice what he has professed expunge passion-imbued memories from his mind?  

Moral virtues pertaining to the body are effectuated when you give up commerce with the world. Holy images and 
thoughts are imprinted on the soul when you efface memories of previous actions by frequent prayer and fervent 
compunction. Heartfelt contrition and the illumination that comes from constant mindfulness of God excise evil 
memories like a razor.  

Copy the wisdom of the bees; when they become aware of an encircling swarm of wasps, they remain inside their 
hive and so escape  
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the attacks with which they are threatened. Wasps signify commerce with the world: avoid such commerce at all 
costs, stay in your cell, and there try to re-enter the innermost citadel of the soul, the dwelling-place of Christ, where 
you will truly find the peace, joy and serenity of Christ the spiritual Sun - gifts that He irradiates and with which He 
rewards the soul that receives Him with faith and devotion. 

Sitting in your cell, then, be mindful of God, raising your intellect above all things and prostrating it wordlessly 
before Him, exposing your heart's state to Him, and cleaving to Him in love. For mindfulness of God is the 
contemplation of God, who draws to Himself the intellect's vision and aspiration, and illumines the intellect with His 
own light. When the intellect turns toward God and stills all representational images of created things, it perceives in 
an imageless way, and through an ignorance surpassing all knowledge its vision is illumined by God's 
unapproachable glory. Although not knowing, because what it perceives is beyond all knowledge, nevertheless the 
intellect does know through the truth of Him who truly is and who alone transcends all being. Nourishing its love on 
the wealth of goodness that pours forth from God, and fulfilling thereby its own nature, it is granted blessed and 
eternal repose.  

Such are the characteristics of true mindfulness of God. Prayer is the mind's dialogue with God, in which words of 
petition are uttered with the intellect riveted wholly on God. For when the mind unceasingly repeats the name of the 
Lord and the intellect gives its full attention to the invocation of the divine name, the light of the knowledge of God 



overshadows the entire soul like a luminous cloud.  

Concentrated mindfulness of God is followed by love and joy: 'I remembered God, and I rejoiced', writes the 
Psalmist (Ps. 77:3. LXX). Pure prayer is followed by divine knowledge and compunction; again the Psalmist writes, 
'On whatever day I call upon Thee, behold, I shall know that Thou art my God' (Ps. 56:9. LXX); and, The offering 
acceptable to God is a contrite spirit' (Ps. 51:17). When intellect and mind stand attentive before God in fervent 
supplication, compunction of the soul will ensue. When intellect, intelligence and spirit prostrate themselves before 
God, the first through attentiveness, the second through invocation, and the third through Compunction and love, the 
whole of your inner self serves God; for 'You shall love your God with all your heart' (Deut. 6:5; Matt. 22:37).  

You should take particular notice of this lest, though you think you  
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are praying, you wander far from prayer, and accomplish nothing. This is what happens during the chanting of 
psalms when the tongue utters the words of the verses while the intellect is carried away elsewhere and is dispersed 
among passion-charged thoughts and other things, with the result that comprehension of the psalms goes by the 
board. The same thing also happens where we mind is concerned. Time and again, when the mind repeats the words 
of the prayer the intellect does not keep it company and does not fix its attention on God, to whom our words of 
prayer are being addressed; imperceptibly it is turned aside by one thought or another. The mind says the words as 
usual, but the intellect lapses from the knowledge of God. As a result, the soul is devoid of understanding and 
devotion, since the intellect is fragmented by fantasies, distracted by what has enticed it away or by what it has 
deliberately chosen. 

When there is no conscious understanding of prayer and when the suppliant does not put himself in the presence 
of Him whom he invokes, how can the soul be gladdened? How can a heart find joy when it only pretends to pray 
but lacks true prayer? "The hearts of those who seek the Lord will rejoice' (cf. Ps. 105:3). To seek the Lord is to 
prostrate yourself with your whole mind and with great fervor before God and to expel every worldly thought with 
the knowledge and love of God that spring from pure and unremitting prayer.  

In order to clarify the nature of the vision born in the intellect as a result of the mindfulness of God and the status 
of the mind during pure prayer, I shall use the analogy of the bodily eye and tongue. What the pupil is to the eye and 
utterance is to the tongue, mindfulness is to the intellect and prayer is to the mind. Just as the eye, when it receives 
the visual impression of an object, makes no sound, but acquires knowledge of what is seen through the experience 
of sight, so it is with the intellect: when through its mindfulness of God it is lovingly assimilated to Him, cleaving to 
Him exponentially and in the silence of direct and unalloyed intellection, it is illumined by divine light and receives 
a pledge of the radiance in store for it. Or again, as the tongue when it speaks reveals to the hearer the hidden 
disposition of the intellect, so the mind, when it repeats frequently and ardently the brief words of the prayer, reveals 
the soul's petition to the all-knowing God. Persistence in prayer and unceasing contrition of heart enkindle God's 
compassion for man and call down the riches of salvation; for 'God will not despise a broken and a contrite heart'(Ps. 
51:17).  
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Another illustration which may lead you to an understanding of pure prayer is that of the earthly king. When you 
approach a king, you stand before him bodily, entreat him orally, and fix your eyes upon him, thus drawing to 
yourself his royal favor. Act in the same manner, whether in church or in the solitude of your cell. When in God's 
name you gather together with the brethren, present yourself bodily to God and offer Him psalms chanted orally; 
and likewise keep your intellect attentive to the words and to God Himself, aware of who it is that your intellect 
addresses and entreats. For when the mind devotes itself to prayer actively and with purity, the heart is granted 
inexpressible peace and a joy which cannot be taken away. Again, when you sit alone in your cell, cleave to this 
mental prayer with watchful intellect and contrite spirit. Then on account of your watchfulness the grace of 
contemplation will descend upon you, knowledge will dwell in you by virtue of your prayer, and wisdom will repose 
in you because of your compunction, banishing mindless pleasure and replacing it with divine love. 

Believe me, I tell the truth. If in all your activity you cleave inseparably to the mother of blessings, prayer, then 
prayer itself will not rest until it has shown you the bridal chamber and has led you within, filling you with ineffable 
glory and joy. By removing every impediment, prayer smoothes the path of virtue and renders it easy for those who 
pursue it.  

Consider now the effects of mental prayer. Dialogue with God destroys passion-imbued thoughts, while the 
intellect's concentration on God dispels worldly preoccupations. Compunction of soul repels affection for the flesh, 
and the prayer born from ceaseless invocation of the divine name reveals itself as the concordance and union of 
intellect, intelligence and soul; for 'where two or three are gathered together in My name, I am in the midst of them' 
(Matt. 18:20). Thus by recollecting the powers of the soul dispersed by the passions, and by uniting them to one 
another and to itself, prayer assimilates the tripartite soul to the one God in three hypostases.  

By first removing the ugliness of sin from the soul through the practice of virtue, and then through sacred 
knowledge renewing the divine beauty imprinted upon it, prayer presents the soul to God. At once the soul 
recognizes its Creator, for ‘on whatever day I call upon Thee, behold, I shall know that Thou art my God' (Ps. 56:9. 
LXX); and in turn it is known by God, for "the Lord knows those that are His'   
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(2 Tim. 2:19). It knows God because of the purity of His image within it, for every image leads one back to its 
original; and it is known by God because its likeness to God has been restored through the practice of the virtues. 
Thus it is by means of the virtues that the soul knows God and is known by God. 



The person who courts the favor of a king does so in one of three ways. He either entreats his possible benefactor 
with words, or stands silently before him, or throws himself at his feet Pure prayer, uniting to itself intellect, 
intelligence and spirit, invokes the divine name with the intelligence; with the intellect it concentrates its unwavering 
attention on God whom it invokes; and with the spirit it manifests compunction, humility, and love. In this way it 
entreats the unoriginate Trinity - Father, Son, and Holy Spirit - the one God.  

Just as variety in food stimulates the appetite, so the varied forms of virtue awaken the activity of the intellect. 
Thus while you travel the path of the mind, repeat again and again the words of the prayer, hold converse with the 
Lord, cry out ceaselessly, and do not give up, praying frequently and imitating the boldness of the widow who 
managed to prevail upon the inexorable judge (cf. Luke 18:1-5). Then you will walk in the path of the Spirit, 
impervious to sensual desires, the flow of your prayer unbroken by worldly thoughts, and you will become a temple 
of God, praising Him undistractedly. If you pray in the mind in this way you will be granted the privilege of 
attaining mindfulness of God and will penetrate the innermost sanctuary of the intellect, mystically contemplating 
the Invisible and alone celebrating in solitude God alone in the unity of divine knowledge and in outpourings of 
love.  

When you see yourself, therefore, growing sluggish in prayer, take up a book and by paying careful attention to 
what you read absorb its meaning. Do not read through the words in a cursory fashion, but examine them with depth 
of understanding and treasure their meaning. Then meditate on what you have read, so that your mind in 
comprehending it is mellowed and it remains unforgotten. Thus will your ardor for reflection on things divine be 
kindled, for 'a fire shall be kindled during my meditation' (Ps. 39:3. LXX). just as you have to chew food before you 
can savor its taste, so you have to ruminate in your soul on holy texts before they enrich and gladden the mind: as 
the Psalmist says, 'How sweet Thy words are in my throat' (Ps. 119:103). Learn by heart the words of the Gospels 
and me sayings of  

 
 
[V4] 185 

Theoliptos, Metropolitan of Philadelphia 

On Inner Work in Christ  
And the Monastic Profession  

the blessed fathers, and study their lives diligently, so that you may meditate on these things during the night. In 
this way when your mind grows listless in prayer you can refresh it by reading and meditating on sacred texts and 
rekindle its appetite for prayer. 

When chanting psalms, do this in a low voice, with your intellect fully attentive: do not allow any phrase to go 
uncomprehended. Should anything escape your understanding, begin the verse again, and repeat this as many times 
as necessary, until your intellect grasps what is being said. For the intellect can attend to the chanting and 
simultaneously can recollect God. You may learn this from everyday experience: you can meet and speak with 
someone and also focus your eyes on him. Similarly, you can chant psalms and focus on God through 
recollectedness.  

Do not neglect prostration. It provides an image of man's fall into sin and expresses the confession of our 
sinfulness. Getting up, on the other hand, signifies repentance and the promise to lead a life of virtue. Let each 



prostration be accompanied by a noetic invocation of Christ, so that by falling before the Lord in soul and body you 
may gain the grace of the God of souls and bodies.  

To dispel sleep and indolence while practicing mental prayer you may occupy your hands with some quiet task, 
for this, too, contributes to the ascetic struggle. All such tasks when accompanied by prayer quicken the intellect, 
banish listlessness, give youthful vigor to the soul, and render the intellect more prompt and eager to devote itself to 
mental work.  

When the wooden sounding-board is struck, leave your cell, your eyes lowered and your mind anchored in 
mindfulness of God. When you have entered the church and taken your place in the choir, do not indulge in idle talk 
with the monk next to you or let your intellect be distracted by vain droughts. Secure your tongue with the chanting 
of psalms and your mind with prayer. After the dismissal, go back to your cell and begin the tasks prescribed for you 
by your rule.  

When you enter the refectory, do not look round to see how much food your brethren are eating and so fragment 
your soul with ugly suspicions. Look only at what lies before you; with your mouth eat  
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your food, with your ears listen to what is being read, and with your soul pray. Nourishing body and spirit in this 
way, with your whole being you may truly praise Him who 'satisfies your desire with blessings' (Ps. 103:5. LXX). 
Then rise and enter your cell with dignity and silence, and like an industrious bee make virtue your labor of love. 
When you work with the brethren, let your hands do the work while your lips keep silence, and let your intellect be 
mindful of God. Should someone be prompted to speak idle words, to restore order rise and make a prostration. 

Repulse evil thoughts and do not let than penetrate the heart and settle there; for when passion-imbued thoughts 
persist they bring the passions themselves to life and are the death of the intellect. As soon as you sense that they are 
attacking you, try to destroy them with the arrow of prayer. If they go on importuning you to be let in, confusing 
your mind, now withdrawing, now assailing you again, you may be sure that a prevenient desire for them on your 
part is giving them strength. Because the soul's free will has been overcome in this way, they now have a lawful 
claim against it, and so they perturb and pester it. Hence you should expose them through confession, for evil 
thoughts take to flight as soon as they are denounced. Just as darkness recedes when light shines, so the light of 
confession dispels the darkness of impassioned thoughts. The vanity and self-indulgence that provided an opening 
for such thoughts are destroyed by the shame felt in confessing them and by the hardship of the penance imposed. 
Evil thoughts See in confusion when they find the mind already free from passions as a result of continuous, truly 
contrite prayer.  

When a spiritual athlete tries by means of prayer to cut off the thoughts that agitate him, he is successful for a 
while and, wrestling and fighting, controls his mental distraction. But he is not delivered completely, because he is 
still attached to the things that cause these disturbing thoughts - to bodily comfort, that is to say, and to worldly 
ambition. It is for this reason, indeed, that he is reluctant to confess his thoughts. Thus he is not at peace, for he 
himself keeps hold of what properly belongs to his enemies. If you retain someone else's goods, will not the rightful 



owner claim them back from you? And if you do not surrender what you wrongfully possess, how can you escape 
from your adversary? But when the spiritual athlete, strengthened by mindfulness of God, willingly humiliates and 
ill-treats his mortal self, and confesses his thoughts without shame, the enemy withdraws at  
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once, and the mind - now free - enjoys ceaseless prayer and uninterrupted meditation on things divine. 

Reject completely every suspicion about someone else that rises in your heart, because it destroys love and peace. 
But accept with courage any calamity that comes from without, since it provides an opportunity for exercising the 
patience that leads to salvation, the patience that bestows an abiding-place and repose in heaven.  

If you pass your days in this manner, you will spend this present-life in good heart, glad in the expectation of 
blessedness; and at death you will leave this world with confidence and be translated to the place of repose that the 
Lord has prepared for you, granting you as a reward for your present labors the privilege of reigning with Him in 
His kingdom. To Him be all glory, honor and worship, as also to His unoriginate Father, and to His all-holy, blessed 
and life-quickening Spirit, now, for ever, and through all the ages. Amen.  
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1. When the intellect turns away from external things and concentrates on what is within, it is restored to itself; it 
is united, that is to say, to the principle of its own consciousness, and through this principle naturally inherent in its 
own substance it devotes itself entirely to prayer. By means of prayer it ascends with all its loving power and 
affection to the knowledge of God. Then sensual desire vanishes, every pleasure-inciting sense becomes inert, and 
the delectable things of earth cease to have any attraction. For once the soul has put behind it all that pertains and is 
endemic to the body, it pursues the beauty of Christ, engaging in works of devotion and of mental purity. It sings 
aloud, 'The virgins that follow Him shall be brought to the King' (cf. Ps. 45:14. LXX). With Christ's image ever 
before it, it exclaims, 'I have set the Lord always before me, for He is at my right hand' (Ps. 16:8). It cleaves to 
Christ with love and cries, 'Lord, all my desire is before Thee' (Ps. 38:9). It continually contemplates Christ, uttering 
the words, 'My eyes are ever towards the Lord' (Ps. 25:15). Discoursing with Christ in pure prayer it is filled with 
delight and joy, in accordance with the Psalmist's words, 'My discourse with Him will be full of delight, I will 
rejoice in the Lord' (Ps. 104 : 34). For God welcomes the discourse born of prayer, and when He is lovingly invoked 
and called to our aid, He bestows inexpressible joy on the beseeching soul. For when the soul brings God to mind in 
the discourse of prayer, it is gladdened by the Lord: again as the Psalmist says, 'I remembered God and was 
gladdened' (Ps. 77:4. LXX).  



2. Spurn the senses and you will quell sensual pleasure. Spurn mental fantasies of delectation and you will quell 
self-indulgent thoughts. For when the intellect remains free from fantasy and image, not permitting itself to be 
shaped or stamped either by the taints of sensual pleasure or by thoughts full of desire, then it is in a state of  
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simplicity; and transcending all sensory and intelligible realities, it concentrates its vision on God. Its sole activity 
is to invoke the Lord's name in the depth of itself with continuous recollectedness, as a child repeats the name of his 
father: as it is said in the Scriptures, 'I will invoke the name of the Lord before you' (Exod. 33:19). And as Adam, 
molded by God's hand from dust, became through divine inspiration a living soul, so the intellect molded by the 
virtues and repeatedly invoking the Lord with a pure mind and an ardent spirit, is divinely transformed, quickened 
and deified through knowing and loving God. 

3. If through sincere, continual prayer you stand aloof from desire for earthly things, if you repose not with sleep 
but through abandoning concern with everything except God, being steadfastly rooted solely in mindfulness of God, 
you will establish in yourself, like another helpmate, love for God. For the cry of the prayer that rises from within 
you releases divine love; and divine love awakens the intellect, revealing to it what is hidden. Then the intellect, 
united with love, gives birth to wisdom, and through wisdom proclaims the esoteric meaning of things. For the 
divine Logos, invoked in the cry of the prayer that rises from within you, lays hold of the noetic power of the 
intellect as though it were Adam's rib and fills it with divine knowledge; and in its place, bringing to perfection your 
inner state. He confers the gift of virtue. Next He vivifies light-generating love and brings it to the enraptured 
intellect as it sleeps a sleep free from all desire for. anything earthly. Love appears as another helpmate to the 
intellect liberated from mindless attachment to sensory things; it is because of this that it awakens the intellect, now 
in a state of purity that permits it to embrace the words of wisdom. Then the intellect, gazing on love and filled with 
delight, speaks at length to others, disclosing to them the hidden dimensions of virtue and the unseen operations of 
divine knowledge (cf. Gen. 2:18, 21-23).  

4. Stand aloof from all things sensory, abjuring the law of your unregenerate self, and the spiritual law will be 
engraved on your mind. As, according to St Paul, the spiritually awakened do not implement the desire of the flesh 
(cf. Gal. 5:16), so he who stands aloof from the senses and from sensory things - stands aloof, that is to say, from the 
world and the flesh - is energized by the Spirit and meditates on the things of the Spirit. One can learn of this from 
God's relationship with Adam prior to the fall.  
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5. If you struggle to keep the commandments, persisting in the paradise of prayer and cleaving to God through 
continuous recollection of Him, then God will release you from the self-indulgent proclivities of the flesh, from all 



sensory impulsion and from all forms engraved upon your thought; and rendering you dead to the passions and to sin 
He will make you a participant in divine life. A sleeping person looks like one dead so far as his bodily activity is 
concerned, and yet he is alive thanks to the co-operation of his soul. Similarly if you abide in the Spirit you are dead 
to the world and the flesh, but you live according to the spontaneity of the Spirit.  

6. If you grasp the meaning of what you chant you will acquire knowledge. From such knowledge you will attain 
understanding. From understanding springs the practice of what you know. From practice you will reap abiding 
spiritual knowledge. Experiential spiritual knowledge gives rise to true contemplation. From true contemplation is 
born wisdom, filling the firmament of the mind with refulgent words of grace and elucidating what is hidden to the 
uninitiated.  

7. First the intellect seeks and finds, and then it is united to what it has found. The searching is effectuated by 
means of the intelligence, the union by means of love. The search by means of the intelligence is undertaken for the 
sake of truth, the union by means of love is consummated for the sake of sanctity.  

8. If you transcend the flow of temporal things and detach yourself from desire for what is transient, you will not 
notice mundane objects or crave for the delectable things of earth. On the contrary. Supernal visions will be 
disclosed to you and you will contemplate celestial beauty and the blessedness of unfading realities. To the person 
who hankers after material things and who steeps himself in sensual pleasure, the heavens are dosed, since his 
spiritual eyes are shrouded; but he who scorns material things and who repudiates them exalts his intellect and 
perceives the glory of eternal realities and the luminosity of the saints. Such a person is filled with divine love and 
becomes a temple of the Holy Spirit; he aspires to do God's will and is guided by the Spirit of God, being granted 
divine sonship, blessed by God and conforming to Him. 'For all who are guided by the Spirit of God are sons of 
God' (Rom. 8:14).  

9. For as long as you live do not abandon prayer even for a single day on the excuse of illness. Heed St Paul, who 
says, 'When I am weak, then I am strong' (2 Cor. 12:10). If you act in this spirit, your profit  
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will be greater, and the prayer - grace assisting - will soon make you well. Wherever the Spirit brings solace, 
illness and listlessness are short-lived.  
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Nikiphoros the Monk, often known as Nikiphoros the Hesychast or the Athonite, lived in the second half of the 

thirteenth century. He was bom in Italy, so St Gregory Palamas tells us,1 and was originally a Roman Catholic. But, 
rejecting what Palamas terms the 'kakodoxy' of the Latin West, he travelled to the Byzantine Empire, where he 
embraced the Orthodox faith, becoming a monk on the Holy Mountain of Athos. Here he dwelt in 'quietness and 
stillness', according to Palamas - presumably this means that he lived in a small hermitage, not in a fully-organized 
cenobium - and eventually he withdrew to the 'most isolated parts' of the mountain. Like Theoliptos of 
Philadelphia, he was fiercely opposed to the unionist policy of Michael VIII,2 and he has himself left an account of 
the imprisonment and exile that he suffered in consequence during 1276-7.3  Probably he died before 1300. 

The present work, On Watchfulness and the Guarding of the Heart, is mentioned by Palamas, who writes: 
'Seeing that many beginners were incapable of controlling the instability of their intellect, even to a limited degree, 
Nikiphoros proposed a method whereby they could restrain to some extent the wanderings of the fantasy.’4 The 
'method' in question is closely similar to the psychosomatic technique recommended in The Three Methods of 
Prayer, attributed to St Symeon the New Theologian.5 Nikiphoros is sometimes styled the 'inventor' of this bodily 
'method', but Palamas does not actually assert this. It is more  

 

1 See Triads, I, ii, 12 (cf below, p. 341); II, ii, 2-3. Compare Daniel Stiernon, in Dictionnaire de Spiritualite xi (1981), cols 198-203; Antonio 
Rigo, 'Niceforo l'Esicasta (XIII sec.): alcune considerazioni sulla vita e sull'opera', in Olivier Raquez (ed.), Amore del Bello: Studi sulla Filocalia 
(Magnano, 1991), pp. 81-119. 

2 See above, p. 175. 
3Edited by V. Laurent and J. Darrouzes, Dossier grec de l'union de Lyon (I 273-1277) (Archives de l'Orient Chretien 16: Paris, 1976), pp. 486-

507; cf. pp. 82-8. 
4 Triads II, ii, 2. 

5 See above, pp. 72-3.  
 
[V4] 193 

Nikiphoros the Monk 

Introductory Note 
 
probable that the 'method' had long been traditional on the Holy Mountain and elsewhere, handed down orally 

from teacher to disciple, and that Nikiphoros - along with the author of The Three Methods - did no more than 
provide the first written descriptions of this technique. 

The main theme of the work On Watchfulness is the need to return into oneself, to descend with the intellect 
into the depths of the heart, and to seek there the hidden treasure of the inner kingdom. After a short anthology of 
texts, underlining the importance of keeping guard over the intellect, Nikiphoros concludes by suggesting the 
physical ‘method' as a practical way of 'entering the heart' and so achieving this state of spiritual watchfulness. As 
in The Three Methods, the psychosomatic technique, so it seems, is to be practiced before actually commencing 
the Jesus Prayer. Nikiphoros insists that it is highly desirable to have personal direction from an 'unerring guide', 
but then recommends the 'method' for those who cannot find such a spiritual director. Most modern Orthodox 
writers adopt a different view, and consider it dangerous to use this technique except under the immediate 
instruction of an experienced teacher. 

St Gregory Palamas concedes that Nikiphoros has written 'in a simple and unsophisticated manner'.1 Statements 
about making the intellect descend into the heart, Palamas insists, are not to be interpreted literally, for our mental 
faculties are not located spatially inside the physical heart 'as in a container'.2 But there is none the less the genuine 
correlation - what has sometimes been termed a relationship of 'analogy-participation' - between our physical 
modalities and our mental or spiritual state: 'After the fall our inner being naturally adapts itself to outward 
forms.’3 Nikiphoros was therefore correct, Palamas concludes, in suggesting specific ways whereby our bodily 
energies can be harnessed to the work of prayer.  

 

1 Triads, II, ii, 3. 
2 Triads I, ii, 2 (see p. 334). 



3 Triads I, ii, 8 (see p. 338). For the phrase 'analogy-participation' see J.-A. Cuttat, The Encounter of Religions.- A Dialogue between the West 
and the Orient, with an Essay on the Prayer of Jesus (New York/Toumai, 1960), pp. 92-3. 
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If you ardently long to attain the wondrous divine illumination of our Savior Jesus Christ; to experience in your 
heart the supracelestial fire and to be consciously reconciled with God; to dispossess yourself of worldly things in 
order to find and possess the treasure hidden in the field of your heart (cf. Matt. 13:44); to enkindle here and now 
your soul's flame and to renounce all that is only here and now; and spiritually to know and experience the kingdom 
of heaven within you (cf. Luke 17:21): then I will impart to you the science of eternal or heavenly life or, rather, a 
method that will lead you, if you apply it, painlessly and without toil to the harbor of dispassion, without the danger 
of being deceived or terrified by the demons. Terror of this kind we experience only when through disobedience we 
estrange ourselves from the life I am about to describe. This was the fate of Adam when he violated God's 
commandments: associating with the serpent and trusting him, he was sated by him with the fruits of deceit (cf. Gen. 
3:1-6), and thus wretchedly plunged himself and all those who came after him into the pit of death, darkness and 
corruption.  

You should, then, return; or - to put it more truly - let us return, brethren, to ourselves, rejecting once and for all 
with disgust the serpent's counsel and our deflection to what is base. For we cannot be reconciled with God and 
assimilated to Him unless we first return or, rather, enter into ourselves, in so far as this lies within our power. For 
the miracle consists in tearing ourselves away from the distraction and vain concerns of the world and in this way 
relentlessly seizing hold of the kingdom of heaven within us.  

That is why the monastic life has been called the art of arts and the science of sciences. For this holy discipline 
does not procure us what is corruptible, so that we divert our intellect from higher to lower things  
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and completely stifle it. On the contrary it offers us strange, indescribable blessings, that 'the eye has not seen, 
and the ear has not heard, and man's heart has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9). Henceforward 'we wrestle not against flesh 
and blood but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of the darkness of this world' (Eph. 6:12). If, 
then, this present age is one of darkness, let us flee from it. Let us flee from it in our thoughts so that we may have 
nothing in common with the enemy of God. For if you choose to be a friend of this present age you are an enemy of 



God (cf.Jas. 4:4). And who can help an enemy of God? 

Let us therefore imitate our fathers and like them let us seek the treasure within our hearts. And when we have 
found it let us hold fast to it with all our might, both cultivating and guarding it (cf. Gen. 2:15); for this is what we 
were commanded to do from the beginning. And if another Nikodimos should appear and begin to argue, saying, 
'How can anyone enter into his own heart and work or dwell in it?' - as the original Nikodimos, doubting the Savior, 
said, 'How can someone who is old enter the second time into his mother's womb and be born?' (John 3:4) - let him 
in his turn hear the words, 'The Spirit blows where He wants to' (John 3:8). If we are full of disbelief and doubt 
about the practice of the ascetic life, how shall we enjoy the fruits of contemplation? For it is practice that initiates 
us into contemplation.  

Doubters of this kind cannot be convinced without written evidence. Hence for the benefit of many I will include 
in this discourse passages from the lives of the saints and from their writings: reading them should dispel all doubt. I 
will begin at the beginning with St Antony the Great, and then continue with his successors, selecting and setting 
forth their words and actions as best I can, so as to confirm what I have been saying. 

From the Life of Our Holy Father Antony 

Once two brothers were on their way to visit St Antony, but on the journey their water gave out and one of them 
died and the other was near to dying. Unable to go any further, he too lay down on the ground  
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and awaited death. But Antony, seated on the mountain, called two monks who happened to be with him and said 
to them urgently, 'Take a jar of water and go as fast as you can along the road leading to Egypt: two men were on 
their way here, but one has just died and the other will also die if you don't hurry. This was revealed to me as I was 
praying.' The monks set off; and finding the one man dead they buried him, while they revived the other with water 
and brought him to the elder. It was about a day's journey off. Should you ask why Antony did not speak before the 
first man died, I would say that the question is inapt: the decision about death rested not with Antony but with God, 
and He allowed the first man to die and sent a revelation to St Antony about the second. The miracle happened to St 
Antony, and to him alone, because while seated on the mountain he kept his heart watchful, and so the Lord showed 
him what was happening a long way off. 

Do you see how through watchfulness of heart St Antony was able to perceive God and to acquire the power of 
clairvoyance? For it is in the heart that God manifests Himself to the intellect, first - according to St John Klimakos - 
as fire that purifies the lover and then as light that illumines the intellect and renders it godlike. 

From the Life of St Theodosios the Cenobiarch 



St Theodosios was so deeply wounded by the sweet arrow of love, and was held so fast in love's fetters, that he 
fulfilled in actual practice the exalted commandment, 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your mind' (Matt. 22:37). Such a state can be attained only by so concentrating the 
soul's natural powers that they aspire to nothing other than the Creator alone. So great were these spiritual energies 
in his soul that when exhorting someone he often inspired awe; yet when giving  
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 rebukes he was always gentle and tender. Who else could talk with so many people and be of such service to 
them, or could so concentrate their senses and turn them inwards that in the midst of tumult they lived with greater 
serenity than did those in the desert? Who else could remain just the same whether among crowds or dwelling 
alone? It was by thus concentrating the senses and turning them inwards that the great Theodosios came to be 
wounded by love for the Creator. 

From the Life of St Arsenios 

St Arsenios made it a rule never to discuss things in writing and never to send letters. This was not out of 
weakness or incapacity - how could it have been, seeing that he could speak eloquently with as much ease as others 
displayed when speaking in a normal way? But it was due to his long habit of silence and his dislike of self-display. 
For the same reason he took great care when in church or at any other gathering not to look at other people or to be 
seen by them; he would stand behind a column or some other obstruction and hide himself from view, remaining 
unseen and not mixing with others. This holy man and earthly angel acted like this because he too wanted to keep a 
strict watch on himself and to concentrate his intellect inwardly so that he could raise himself towards God without 
impediment. 

From the Life of St Paul of Mount Latros 

Although the divine Paul always lived in the mountains and in desert places, and shared his solitude and his food 
with wild animals, there were nevertheless times when he went down to the Lavra in order to visit the brethren. He 
counseled them, exhorting them not to be fainthearted and not to neglect the assiduous practice of the virtues,  
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From the Life of St Paul of Mount Latros 

but to persevere with all attentiveness and discrimination in their efforts to live according to the Gospels and in 
their courageous fight against the spirits of evil. He also taught them a method by which they could expunge 
ingrained passion-imbued dispositions as well as counteract new seeds of passion. 

You see how this holy father teaches his uninitiated disciples a method through which they could ward off the 
attacks of the passions? This method was none other than the art of keeping watch over the intellect, for it is only by 
keeping such watch that we can ward off the passions. 

From the Life of St Savvas 

When St Savvas saw that a monk had thoroughly mastered the rules of monastic conduct, and was already able to 
keep watch over his intellect and fight off demonic thoughts - had indeed banished from his mind all memory of 
worldly things - then, if this monk was physically weak and ill, St Savvas allowed him to have a cell in the Lavra. 
But if such a monk was vigorous and in good health, he told him to build his own cell. 

Do you see how the divine Savvas, too, required his disciples to keep watch over the intellect and only then 
permitted them to dwell by themselves in their own cells? What are we doing who idly sit in our cells without even 
knowing whether there is such an art as keeping watch over the intellect? 

From the Life of Abba Agathon 

One of the brethren asked Abba Agathon which is the better, bodily asceticism or the guarding of our inner state. 
The elder replied: 'Man is  
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like a tree: bodily asceticism is the leaves, the guarding of our inner state the fruit. Since, according to the 
Scriptures, "every tree that fails to produce good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire" (Matt. 3:10), it is clear 
that all our efforts should be devoted to producing the fruit, that is, to keeping watch over our intellect. But we also 
need the shelter and canopy of the leaves - bodily asceticism.' 

How astonishing it is that this saint denounced those who fail to learn how to keep watch over the intellect and 
who boast only of their bodily asceticism: every tree, he said, which does not produce fruit - by which is meant 
keeping watch over the intellect - but only has leaves, that is, bodily asceticism, is cut down and thrown into the fire. 
How terrible, father, is your verdict. 



From Abba Mark's Letter to Nicolas 

If, my son, you wish to acquire within yourself your own lamp of noetic light and spiritual knowledge, so as to 
walk without stumbling in the dark night of this age; and if you wish your steps to be ordered by the Lord, delighting 
in the way of the Gospel - that is, desiring with ardent faith, with zeal and prayer, to practice the commandments of 
the Gospel - then I will show you a wonderful spiritual method to help you achieve this. It does not call for bodily 
exertion, but requires spiritual effort, control of the intellect, and an attentive understanding, assisted by fear and 
love of God. Through this method you can easily put to flight the cohorts of the enemy. If, then, you wish to triumph 
over the passions, enter within yourself through prayer and with the help of God. Descend into the depths of the 
heart, and search out the three powerful giants - forgetfulness, sloth and ignorance - which enable the rest of the evil 
passions to infiltrate into the self-indulgent soul, and to live, energize and flourish there. Then through strict 
attentiveness and control of the intellect, together with help from above, you will track down these evil giants, about 
which most people are ignorant; and so you will be able to free yourself from them by means of strict attentiveness 
and prayer. For when, through the action  
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of grace, zeal for true knowledge, for mindfulness of God's words and for genuine concord is diligently planted 
and cultivated in the heart, then the last traces of forgetfulness, ignorance and sloth are expunged from it. 

Observe how admirably different spiritual teachings concur, and how clearly they explain the meaning of prayer. 

From St John Klimakos 

A hesychast is one who strives to enshrine what is bodiless within the temple of the body, paradoxical though this 
may sound. A hesychast is one who says, 'I sleep but my heart is watchful' (Song of Songs 5:2). Close the door of 
your cell to the body, the door of your tongue to speech, and your inner gate to evil spirits. Ascend into a 
watchtower - if you know how to - and observe how and when and whence, and in what numbers and what form, the 
robbers try to break in and steal your grapes. When the watchman grows weary he stands up and prays; then he sits 
down again and manfully resumes the same task. Guarding against evil thoughts is one thing, keeping watch over 
the intellect is another. The latter differs from the former as much as east from west, and is far more difficult to 
attain. Where thieves see royal weapons at the ready they do not attack the place lightly. Similarly, spiritual robbers 
do not lightly try to plunder the person who has enshrined prayer within his heart.  

Do you see how these words reveal the wonderful inner work of this great father? We, on the other hand, walk in 
darkness and as though in some midnight brawl tread these soul-saving words of the Spirit underfoot, spurning them 
as though willfully deaf. But now in the passages that follow see what the fathers set down for us as guidance in the 



attaining of watchfulness.  
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From St Isaiah the Solitary 

When a man severs himself from evil, he gains an exact understanding of all the sins he has committed against 
God; for he does not see his sins unless he severs himself from them with a feeling of revulsion. Those who have 
reached this level pray to God with tears, and are filled with shame when they recall their evil love of the passions. 
Let us therefore pursue the spiritual way with all our strength, and God in His great mercy will help us. And if we 
have not guarded our hearts as our fathers guarded theirs, at least in obedience to God let us do all we can to keep 
our bodies sinless, trusting that at this time of spiritual dearth He will grant mercy to us together with His saints. 

Here then this great father encourages those who are very weak, saying that, even if we have not guarded our 
hearts as the fathers have done, let us at least keep our bodies free from sin, as God demands, and He will be 
merciful to us. Great is the compassion and sympathy of such a father. 

From St Makarios the Great 

The most important task for an ascetic is to enter into his heart, to wage war against Satan, to hate him, and to 
battle with him by wrestling against the thoughts he provokes. If you keep your body outwardly chaste and pure, but 
inwardly are adulterous where God is concerned and profligate in your thoughts, then you gain nothing from 
keeping your body chaste. For it is written, 'Whoever looks at a woman with lust has already committed adultery 
with her in his heart' (Matt. 5:28). In other words, you can fornicate through the body, and you also fornicate when 
your soul communes with Satan.  
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This great father seems to contradict the words of St Isaiah quoted above. Yet this is not the case, for St Makarios 
exhorts us also to guard our body in the way that God requires. But he asks us to keep pure not only our body but 
our spirit as well. Thus he too enjoins what the Gospel commandments stipulate. 



From St Diadochos 

He who dwells continually within his own heart is detached from the attractions of this world, for he lives in the 
Spirit and cannot know the desires of the flesh. Such a man henceforward patrols the fortress of the virtues, posting 
them as watchmen at all the gates. The assaults of the demons are now ineffective against him. 

Rightly does the saint say that the assaults of the demons are now ineffective - ineffective, that is, when we dwell 
in the depth of our own hearts, and the more so the longer we dwell there. But I lack time to cite here extracts from 
all the fathers, so I will add one or two more and bring this work to a close. 

From St Isaac the Syrian 

Strive to enter the shrine within you and you will see the shrine of heaven, for the one is the same as the other, and 
a single entrance permits you to contemplate both. The ladder leading to that kingdom is hidden within you, that is, 
within your soul: cleanse yourself from sin and there you will find the steps by which to ascend.  
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A great effort and much toil are needed in prayer before we can reach a state in which our mind is no longer 
troubled, and so attain the inward heaven of the heart where Christ dwells. As St Paul says, 'Do you not realize that 
Christ dwells within you, unless you are worthless?' (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5). 

From St Symeon the New Theologian 

After the devil and his demons had brought about man's exile from paradise and from God by making him 
transgress, they found they could inwardly derange - to a greater or lesser extent - anyone's reason whenever they 
wanted to. The only defense against this is the ceaseless mindfulness of God, for if such mindfulness is stamped on 
the heart through the power of the cross it will render our thought steadfast and unshakeable. This is a state to which 
the spiritual contest of every Christian who enters the arena of Christ's faith should lead, if he is not to struggle in 
vain. For it is to achieve this state that God's athlete embraces all the various forms of ascetic practice. He embraces 
them so as to call down God's mercy upon him, that Christ may restore him to his original status and may be set as a 
seal on his mind. This accords with St Paul's words, 'My little children, for you I again bear the pangs of birth, until 
Christ is formed in you' (Gal. 4:19). 

Have you grasped, brethren, that there is a spiritual art or method swiftly leading whoever pursues it to dispassion 
and the vision of God? Are you convinced that every external form of asceticism is regarded by God as the foliage 



of a fruitless tree and will be of no benefit to the  
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soul that is not capable of guarding the intellect? Let us then strive not to die fruitless, and thereafter repent to no 
purpose. 

Question: From what has been said we have learned not only of the practice of those who live in accordance with 
God's will but also that there is a certain form of action that speedily frees the soul from passions and unites it to 
love for God, and that everyone who engage  in spiritual warfare must adopt this form. About these things we have 
no doubt and are quite convinced. But we are anxious to know what exactly attentiveness is and how we may 
acquire it, for of this we are altogether ignorant. 

Response: In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ who said 'Without Me you can do nothing' (John 15:5), having 
invoked His help and assistance, I will do my best to show you what attentiveness is and how, if God wills, it may 
be attained. 

From Nikiphoros Himself 

Some of the saints have called attentiveness the guarding of the intellect others have called it custody of the heart, 
or watchfulness, or noetic stillness, and others something else. All these expressions indicate one and the same thing, 
just as 'bread' and 'a round' or 'a slice' do; and you should read them in this sense. As to what attentiveness itself is 
and what its characteristics are, this you can now learn in more detail. 

Attentiveness is the sign of true repentance. It is the soul's restoration, hatred of the world, and return to God. It is 
rejection of sin and recovery of virtue. It is the unreserved assurance that our sins are forgiven. It is the beginning of 
contemplation or, rather, its presupposition, for through it God, descrying its presence in us reveals Himself to the 
intellect. It is serenity of intellect or, rather, the repose bestowed on the soul through God's mercy. It is the 
subjection of our thoughts, the palace of the mindfulness of God, the stronghold that enables us patiently to accept 
all that befalls. It is the ground of faith, hope and love. For if you do not have faith you cannot endure the outward 
afflictions that assail you; and if you do not bear them gladly you cannot say to the Lord, 'Thou art my helper and 
my refuge' (Ps 91:2).   
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From Nikiphoros Himself  

And if the Most High is not your refuge you will not lay up His love in your heart. 

Most if not all of those who attain this greatest of gifts do so chiefly through being taught. To be sure, a few 
without being taught receive it directly from God through the ardor of their endeavor and the fervor of their faith; 
but what is rare does not constitute the norm. That is why we should search for an unerring guide, so that under his 
instruction we may learn how to deal with the shortcomings and exaggerations suggested to us by the devil 
whenever we deviate left or right from the axis of attentiveness. Since such a guide will himself have been tested 
through what he has suffered, he will be able to make these things clear to us and will unambiguously disclose the 
spiritual path to us so that we can follow it easily. If you have no such guide you must diligently search for one. If, 
however, no guide is to be found, you must renounce worldly attachments, call on God with a contrite spirit and 
with tears, and do what I tell you.  

You know that what we breathe is air. When we exhale it, it is for the heart's sake, for the heart is the source of 
life and warmth for the body. The heart draws towards itself the air inhaled when breathing, so that by discharging 
some of its heat when the air is exhaled it may maintain an even temperature. The cause of this process or, rather, its 
agent, are the lungs. The Creator has made these capable of expanding and contracting, like bellows, so that they can 
easily draw in and expel their contents. Thus, by taking in coolness and expelling heat through breathing, the heart 
performs unobstructed the function for which it was created, that of maintaining life.  

Seat yourself, then, concentrate your intellect, and lead it into the respiratory passage through which your breath 
passes into your heart. Put pressure on your intellect and compel it to descend with your inhaled breath into your 
heart. Once it has entered there, what follows will be neither dismal nor glum. Just as a man, after being far away 
from home, on his return is overjoyed at being with his wife and children again, so the intellect, once it is united 
with the soul, is filled with indescribable delight.  

Therefore, brother, train your intellect not to leave your heart quickly, for at first it is strongly disinclined to 
remain constrained and circumscribed in this way. But once it becomes accustomed to remaining there, it can no 
longer bear to be outside the heart. For the kingdom of heaven is within us (cf. Luke 17:21); and when the  
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intellect concentrates its attention in the heart and through pure prayer searches there for the kingdom of heaven, 
all external things become abominable and hateful to it. If, then, after your first attempts you enter through your 
intellect into the abode of the heart in the way that I have explained, give thanks and glory to God, and exult in Him. 
Continually persevere in this practice and it will teach you what you do not know. 

Moreover, when your intellect is firmly established in your heart, it must not remain there silent and idle; it should 
constantly repeat and meditate on the prayer, 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me', and should never 
stop doing this. For this prayer protects the intellect from distraction, renders it impregnable to diabolic attacks, and 



every day increases its love and desire for God.  

If, however, in spite of all your efforts you are not able to enter the realms of the heart in the way I have enjoined, 
do what I now tell you and with God's help you will find what you seek. You know that everyone's discursive 
faculty is centered in his breast; for when our lips are silent we speak and deliberate and formulate prayers, psalms 
and other things in our breast. Banish, then, all thoughts from this faculty - and you can do this if you want to - and 
in their place put the prayer, 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me', and compel it to repeat this prayer 
ceaselessly. If you continue to do this for some time, it will assuredly open for you the entrance to your heart in the 
way we have explained, and as we ourselves know from experience.  

Then, along with the attentiveness you have so wished for, the whole choir of the virtues - love, joy, peace and the 
others (cf. Gal. 5:22) - will come to you. Through the virtues all your petitions will be answered in Christ Jesus our 
Lord, to whom with the Father and the Holy Spirit be glory, power, honor and worship now and always and 
throughout the ages. Amen.  
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Introductory Note 
 
Orthodox mystical theology in the mid-fourteenth century possesses as its crowning glory the two Gregories: St 

Gregory of Sinai and St Gregory Palamas.1 Although they were on the Holy Mountain of Athos at the same time, it 
is uncertain how far they were in personal contact.2 Gregory of Sinai was bom, probably around 1265 (but the date 
is uncertain), near Klazomenai, on the western shores of Asia Minor. Taken prisoner as a young man in a Turkish 
raid, after being ransomed he went to Cyprus, where he entered the first grade of the monastic life, becoming a 
rasophore. Next he travelled to Sinai, where he received full monastic profession. From here he went to Crete, 
where - according to his disciple and biographer Patriarch Kallistos I - he learned from a monk called Arsenios 
about the 'guarding of the intellect, true watchfulness and pure prayer': in other words, he was initiated into that 
tradition of inner prayer - including the Jesus Prayer - to which the writings in The Philokalia bear witness. 

After this St Gregory moved to Mount Athos, perhaps around the turn of the century, where he remained for the 
next twenty-five years. Like Nikiphoros the Monk,3 he chose to live not in one of the large cenobia but in a 
secluded hermitage, settling in the skete of Magoula, not far from the monastery of Philotheou. Turkish incursions 
forced him to leave Athos around 1325-8, although he returned there briefly during the 1330’s. He played no 
direct part in the hesychast dispute which broke out around 1335, and in which his namesake St Gregory Palamas 
was deeply involved; probably it was by deliberate choice that  

 

1 On St Gregory of Sinai, see Kallistos Ware, 'The Jesus Prayer in St Gregory of Sinai', Eastern Churches Review 4 : 1 (1972), pp. 3-22; David 
Balfour, Saint Gregory the Sinaite: Discourse on the Transfiguration (offprint from the periodical Theologia: Athens, 1983). 

2 See David Balfour, 'Was St Gregory Palamas St Gregory the Sinafte's Pupil?', St Vladimir's Theological Quarterly xxviii (1984), pp. 115-30. 
Balfour answers this question with an emphatic 'yes', but many of his arguments remain speculative. 

3 See p. 192.  
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he avoided controversy and polemics. But there can be no doubt that his own theological standpoint, although 

less explicitly developed, agrees fundamentally with that of Palamas on all essential points. This is confirmed by 
the Discourse on the Transfiguration, recently edited by David Balfour, in which the Sinaite clearly speaks of the 
light of Tabor as divine and uncreated. The last years of his life were spent in the remote wilderness of Paroria, in 
the Strandzha Mountains on the border between the Byzantine Empire and Bulgaria, where he enjoyed the 
patronage of John Alexander, Tsar of Bulgaria. Here he gathered round him a large group of disciples, both Greeks 
and Slavs, and here he died on 27 November 1346.4 

St Makarios and St Nikodimos have included five works by the Sinaite in The Philokalia. Since their titles vary 
widely in the manuscripts and they are cited in different ways by modern writers, it will be helpful to list them 
here, giving first the titles used in our translation, and then the Latin titles used in Migne:  

(I) On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; on Thoughts, Passions and Virtues, and also on 
Stillness and Prayer: One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts; Migne: Capita vaide utilia per acrostichidem (P.G. cl, 
1240-1300). In the Greek original, the initial letters of each text form an acrostic, spelling out the title of the work. 
The subject matter, as the title indicates, is extremely varied; the work is concerned mainly with ascetic practice 
rather than inner prayer. 

(II) Further Texts; Migne: Alia Capita (P.G. cl, 130a--4). Seven texts, forming a short supplement to (I). 
(III) On the Signs of Grace and Delusion, Written for the Confessor Longinos: Ten Texts; Migne: De quiete et 

oratione (P.G. cl, 1304-12). In this and the two following works, St Gregory discusses more particularly inner 
prayer, especially the Jesus Prayer, as well as indicating how to distinguish between experiences that come from 
God and those emanating from the demons or the fallen self. Nothing is known about the Longinos to whom this 
third treatise is addressed, but he was presumably one of Gregory's monastic colleagues or disciples. Gregory terms 
him σημειοφόρος, which means literally  

1 For the decisive influence of Gregory of Sinai's disciples upon the Slav world, see Dimitri Obolensky, The Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern 
Europe, 500-1453 (London, 1971), pp. 301-8, 336-43; Anthony-Emil N. Tachiaos, 'Gregory Sinaites' legacy to the Slavs: Preliminary Remarks', 
Cyrillomethodianum vii (1983), pp. 113-65.  
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‘standard-bearer', ‘ensign'; in Christian authors, it can signify a confessor for the faith or a miracle-worker. 
Perhaps Longinos, like Theoliptos of Philadelphia and Nikiphoros the Monk, suffered for the Orthodox faith under 
the unionist Emperor Michael VIII. 

(IV) On Stillness: Fifteen Texts; Migne: De quietudine et duobis orationis modis (P.G. cl, 1313-29). This work 
contains a lengthy section on psalmody (§§ 5-9). The manuscripts disagree concerning the recipient, who is 
variously named 'Joachim the Vigilant', 'Niphon the Hesychast', 'brother Philotheos of the same mountain of Sinai'. 
It is extremely unlikely that Gregory wrote this work while still at Sinai, before being initiated into inner prayer by 
the monk Arsenios; but it is of course possible that, while on Athos or at Paroria, he continued to maintain contact 
with monks whom he had met at Sinai. All three of these persons are otherwise unknown to us, but clearly they are 
monks. 

(V) On Prayer: Seven Texts; Migne: Quomodo oporteat sedere hesychastam ad orationem nec cito assurgere 
(P.G. cl, 1329-45). This includes a section on food (§ 6). No name of any addressee is mentioned in the 
manuscripts. The work has a warm and friendly tone and was obviously intended for a real individual, who is said 



to be advanced in years (§ 6). Gregory is forthright in his demands, but speaks to the recipient in respectful and 
encouraging terms.1 

None of these works contains any indication of date or place, and so it is impossible to say at what point in St 
Gregory's career they were composed; but from their tone it seems likely that they were written towards the end of 
his life, either during his last years on Athos or at Paroria. Clearly he had a monastic audience in mind, and was 
writing for hesychasts dwelling alone or in hermitages rather than for cenobites in large, fully organized 
communities. 

Patriarch Kallistos, in his Life of St Gregory, emphasizes the Sinaite's austerity in his earlier years and his radiant 
joy and loving kindness at the end of his life. Both of these characteristics are evident in the texts that follow. The 
daily programme that Gregory proposes for the  

 

1 In our translation of works (I) and (II) we have used the Greek text printed in The Philokalia, which is reproduced without change in Migne. 
For works (III)-(V) we have been able to consult a preliminary draft of the forthcoming critical edition of Gregory of Sinai, in course of 
preparation by Dr Hans-Veit Beyer of the Kommission fur Byzantinistik attached to the Austrian Academy of Sciences in Vienna. We look 
forward eagerly to its eventual publication.  
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hesychast is daunting in its severity (I, 99, 101),1  and he is strict and uncompromising in his analysis of delusion 

(I, 131-2, 135; III, 10; V, 7), in his warnings about the coming judgment (I, 34-40), his strictures upon the passions 
(I, 62-5, 70-9, 110), and his demand for total humility (I, 115, 117). But he speaks also about the 'warmth of heart' 
which marks 'the beginning of prayer' (IV, 10), and about the exultation, rapture and ecstasy to which, by God's 
grace, the inner pilgrimage of the hesychast eventually leads (I, 58-9, 113, 118; III, 3, 5, 9). True to the apophatic 
tradition of inner prayer, the Sinaite requires a resolute 'shedding' of images and thoughts (I, 118; III, 3; IV, 9; V, 
7),2  yet he allows an important place to feelings - although without any trace of sentimental emotionalism. Although 
he is deliberately reticent when referring to the transfiguring vision of the divine light (I, 23, 116, 118), and is 
careful to warn the reader against the ever- present danger of delusion by false visions of light (III, 3; IV, 10),3  it is 
evident that he stands in the same spiritual tradition as St Symeon the New Theologian and St Gregory Palamas. 

In his teaching upon inner prayer, the Sinaite assigns a central place to the invocation of the name of Jesus. This 
is to be practised 'under spiritual guidance' (III, 3; cf  IV, 15), that is to say, under the immediate direction of an 
experienced spiritual father. Gregory recommends the psychosomatic technique, but provides no detailed 
instructions; probably he considered that these were best supplied orally and on a personal basis by each spiritual 
guide to his immediate disciples. Whereas Nikiphoros and The Three Methods seem to regard the technique as a 
preliminary exercise, preceding the actual invocation, Gregory's language suggests that the control of the breathing 
is to be simultaneous with the recitation of the Prayer, although he does not explain exactly how the two are to be 
coordinated (IV, 2; V, 1). Although endorsing the use of the bodily technique, he sees it as limited in value (V, 3, 7). 
He allows a certain flexibility as regards the precise formula of prayer that is to be employed, but he discourages the 
hesychast from making constant changes in the wording: 'For  

 

1 In references to Gregory's writings, the number of the work is given first in Roman numerals, followed by the number of the section in Arabic 
figures. Thus I, 99 signifies On Commandments and Doctrines, text 99. 

2 On prayer as 'the shedding of thoughts', see Evagrios, On Prover 71; E.T., The Philokalia, vol. i, p. 64 
3 Cf. St Diadochos of Photiki, On Spiitual Knowledge 36; E.T., The Philokalia, vol. i, p. 263.  
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plants which are frequently transplanted do not put down roots' (IV, 2; Cf V, 2).1 
Of particular interest is the way in which St Gregory connects the Jesus Prayer with the sacrament of baptism. 

Prayer, he states, is 'baptism made manifest' (I, 113; cf I, 129). The aim of the Jesus Prayer, as of all prayer, is to 
reveal in a conscious and dynamically active way 'the energy of the Holy Spirit, which we have already mystically 
received in baptism' (III, 3). Through the invocation of the Holy Name, we are enabled to pass from the stage when 
baptismal grace is present in our hearts merely in a hidden and unconscious manner, to the point of full awareness 
at which we experience the activity of this grace directly and consciously. While emphasizing the indwelling 
presence of Christ through baptism, Gregory does not make any explicit connection between the Jesus Prayer and 
the eucharist, as we might have expected him to do. But in other contexts he does employ eucharistic imagery, 
speaking of prayer as an inner liturgy celebrated in the sanctuary of the heart, and likening the soul to a 'noetic altar' 
on which the Lamb of God is offered in mystical sacrifice (I, 112; Cf, I, 43).2   

 
1 In the manuscripts of Gregory's works there are many minor variations in the formulae given for the Jesus Prayer, and it is impossible to be 

sure exactly what words Gregory recommended. Scribes naturally substituted the forms with which they were personally familiar. 
2 See Michel van Parys, 'La Liturgic du Coeur selon saint Gregoire le Sinaite', Irenikon li (1973), pp. 312-37. 
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One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts 

1. You cannot be or become spiritually intelligent in the way that is natural to man in his pre-fallen state unless 
you first attain purity and freedom from corruption. For our purity has been overlaid by a state of sense-dominated 
mindlessness, and our original incorruption by the corruption of the flesh. 

2. Only those who through their purity have become saints are spiritually intelligent in the way that is natural to 
man in his pre-fallen state. Mere skill in reasoning does not make a person's intelligence pure, for since the fall our 
intelligence has been corrupted by evil thoughts. The materialistic and wordy spirit of the wisdom of this world may 
lead us to speak about ever wider spheres of knowledge, but it renders our thoughts increasingly crude and uncouth. 
This combination of well-informed talk and crude thought falls far short of real wisdom and contemplation, as well 



as of undivided and unified knowledge.  

3. By knowledge of truth understand above all apprehension of truth through grace. Other kinds of knowledge 
should be regarded as images of intellections or the rational demonstration of facts.  

4. If you fail to receive grace it is because of your lack of faith and your negligence; if you find it again it is 
because of your faith and your diligence. For faith and diligence always conduce to progress, while their opposites 
do the reverse.  

5. To be utterly senseless is like being dead, and to be blind in intellect is like not seeing physically. To be utterly 
senseless is to be deprived of life-giving energizing power; to be blind in intellect is to be  
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deprived of the divine light by which a man can see and be seen by God. 

6. Few men receive both power and wisdom from God. Through power we partake of divine blessings; through 
wisdom we manifest them. This participation and this communication to others is a truly divine gift, beyond man's 
unaided capacity.  

7. A true sanctuary, even before the life to come, is a heart free from distractive thoughts and energized by the 
Spirit, for all is done and said there spiritually. If we do not attain such a state in this life, we may because of our 
other virtues be a stone fit for building into the temple of God; but we will not ourselves be a temple or a celebrant 
of the Spirit.  

8. Man is created incorruptible, without bodily humors, and thus he will be when resurrected. Yet he is not created 
either immutable or mutable, since he possesses the power to choose at will whether to be subject to change or not 
But the will cannot confer total immutability of nature upon him. Such immutability is bestowed only when he has 
attained the state of changeless deification.  

9. Corruption is generated by the flesh. To feed, to excrete, to stride about and to sleep are the natural 
characteristics of beasts and wild animals; acquiring these characteristics through the fall, we have become beast-
like, losing the natural blessings bestowed on us by God. We have become brutal instead of spiritually intelligent, 
ferine instead of godlike.  

10. Paradise is twofold - sensible and spiritual: there is the paradise of Eden and the paradise of grace. The 
paradise of Eden is so exalted that it is said to extend to the third heaven. It has been planted by God with every kind 
of sweet-scented plant. It is neither entirely free from corruption nor altogether subject to it. Created between 
corruption and incorruption, it is always rich in fruits, ripe and unripe, and continually full of flowers. When trees 
and ripe fruit rot and fall to the ground they turn into sweet-scented soil, free from the smell of decay exuded by the 
vegetable-matter of this world. That is because of the great richness and holiness of the grace ever abounding there. 
The river Ocean, appointed always to irrigate paradise with its waters, flows through the middle of it. On leaving 
paradise, it divides into four other rivers, and flowing down to the Indians and Ethiopians brings them soil and fallen 



leaves. Their fields are flooded by the united rivers of Pison and Gihon until these  

 
[V4] 214 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 

Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 
One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  

divide again, the one watering Libya and the other the land of Egypt (rf. Gen. 2:8-14). 

11. It is said that when the world was first created it was not subject to flux and corruption. According to Scripture 
it was only later corrupted and 'made subject to vanity' - that is, to man - not by its own choice but by the will of 
Him to whom it is subject, the expectation being that Adam, who had fallen into corruption, would be restored to his 
original state (cf. Rom. 8:20-21). For by renewing man and sanctifying him, even though in this transient life he 
bears a corruptible body. God also renewed creation, although creation is not yet freed from the process of 
corruption. This deliverance from corruption is said by some to be a translation to a better state, by others to require 
a complete transmutation of everything sensory. Scripture generally makes simple and straightforward statements 
about matters that are still obscure.  

12. People who have received grace are as if impregnated and with child by the Holy Spirit; but they may abort 
the divine seed through sinning, or divorce themselves from God through intercourse with the enemy lurking within 
them. It is the turbulence of the passions that aborts grace, while the act of sinning deprives us of it altogether. A 
passion- and sin-loving soul, shorn of grace and divorced from God, is the haunt of passions - not to say of demons - 
in this world and the next.  

13. Nothing so converts anger into joy and gentleness as courage and mercy. Like a siege-engine, courage shatters 
enemies attacking the soul from without, mercy those attacking it from within.  

14. Many who practice the commandments think they are following the spiritual path. But they have not yet 
reached the city, and in fact remain outside it. For they travel foolishly, deviating unawares from the straight 
highway into side-roads, not realizing how close the vices are to the path of virtue. For the true fulfillment of the 
commandments demands that we do neither too little nor too much but simply pursue a course acceptable to God 
and in accordance with His will. Otherwise we labor in vain and do not make straight the paths of the Lord (cf. Isa. 
40:3). For in everything we do we must be  clear about the goal we are pursuing.  

15. To be on the spiritual path means seeking the Lord in your heart through fulfilling the commandments. For 
when you listen to John the Baptist crying in the wilderness, 'Prepare the way of the Lord,  
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make His paths straight' (Matt. 3:3), you must understand that he is referring to the commandments and their 
fulfillment both in the heart and in actions. It is impossible to 'make straight' the path of the commandments and to 
act rightly unless your heart too is straight and upright. 

16. When Scripture speaks of rod and staff (cf. Ps. 23:4), you should take these to signify in the prophetic sense 
judgment and providence, and in the moral sense psalmody and prayer. For when we are chastened by the Lord with 
me rod of correction (cf. 1 Cor. 11:32), this is so that we may learn how to mend our ways. And when we chasten 
our assailants with the rod of dauntless psalmody, we become established in prayer. Since we thus wield the rod and 
the staff of spiritual action, let us not cease to chasten and be chastened until we are wholly in the hands of 
providence and escape judgment both now and hereafter.  

17. The essence of the commandments is always to give precedence to the one that embraces them all: 
mindfulness of God, as stipulated in the phrase, 'Always be mindful of the Lord your God' (cf. Deut. 8:18). Our 
failure or success in keeping the commandments depends on such mindfulness, for it is this that forgetfulness first 
destroys when it shrouds the commandments in darkness and strips us of every blessing.  

18. Those engaged in spiritual warfare regain their original state by practicing two commandments - obedience 
and fasting; for evil has infiltrated our human condition by means of their opposites. Those who keep the 
commandments out of obedience return to God more quickly. Others who keep them by means of fasting and prayer 
return more slowly. Obedience befits beginners, fasting those in the middle way, who have attained a state of 
spiritual enlightenment and self-mastery. To observe genuine obedience to God when practicing the commandments 
is something only very few can do, and proves difficult even for those who have attained a state of self-mastery.  

19. According to St Paul, it is characteristic of the Spirit of life to act and speak in the heart, while a literal, 
outwardly correct observance of things characterizes the Men unregenerate person (cf. Rom. 8:2; 2 Cor. 3:6). The 
Spirit of life frees the intellect from sin and death, whereas a literal, outwardly correct observance imperceptibly 
turns us into Pharisees, since we then act only in an external bodily  
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sense and practice the commandments merely in order to be seen doing so (cf. Matt. 23:5). 

20. The whole complex of the commandments united and knit together in the Spirit (cf. Eph. 4:16) has its 
analogue in man, whether his state is perfect or imperfect. The commandments are the body. The virtues - 
established inner qualities - are the bones. Grace is the soul that lives and vivifies, energizing me vital power of the 
commandments just as the soul animates the body. The degree of negligence or diligence with which a man tries to 
attain to Christ's stature reveals what stage he has reached. Alike in this world and in the next, it indicates whether 
he is in his spiritual infancy or has achieved maturity.  

21. If you want the body of me commandments to nourish, you must zealously desire the pure spiritual milk of 
maternal grace (cf. 1 Pet. 2:2); for it is on this milk of grace that you must suckle yourself if you wish to increase 



your stature in Christ. Wisdom yields fervor from her breasts as milk that helps you to grow; but to nourish the 
perfect she gives them the honey other purifying joy. 'Honey and milk are under your tongue’ (Song of Songs 4:11): 
by 'milk' Solomon means the Spirit's nurturing and maturing power, while by 'honey' he means the Spirit's 
purificatory power. St Paul likewise refers to the differing functions of these powers when he says, 'I have fed you as 
little children with milk. and not with meat' (cf. 1 Cor. 3:2).  

22. To try to discover the meaning of the commandments through study and reading without actually living in 
accordance with them is like mistaking the shadow of something for its reality. It is only by participating in the truth 
that you can share in the meaning of truth. If you search for the meaning without participating in the truth and 
without having been initiated into it, you will find only a besotted kind of wisdom (cf. 1 Cor. 1:20). You will be 
among those whom St Jude categorized as 'psychic' or worldly because they lack the Spirit (cf. Jude 19), boast as 
they may of their knowledge of the truth.  

23. The physical eye perceives the outward or literal sense of things and from it derives sensory images. The 
intellect, once purified and reestablished in its pristine state, perceives God and from Him derives divine images. 
Instead of a book the intellect has the Spirit; instead of a pen, mind and tongue - 'my tongue is a pen', says me 
Psalmist (cf. Ps. 45:1); and instead of ink, light. So plunging the mind into the light that it becomes light, the 
intellect, guided by the Spirit, inscribes the  
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inner meaning of things in the pure hearts of those who listen. Then it grasps the significance of the statement that 
the faithful 'shall be taught by God' (cf. Isa. 54:13; John 6:45), and that through the Spirit God 'teaches man 
knowledge’ (Ps. 94:l0). 

24. The efficacy of the commandments depends on faith working directly in the heart. Through faith each 
commandment kindles and activates the soul's illumination. The fruits of a true and effective faith are self-control 
and love, its consummation God-given humility, the source and support of love.  

25. A right view of created things depends upon a truly spiritual knowledge of visible and invisible realities. 
Visible realities are objects perceived by the senses, while invisible realities are noetic, intelligent, intelligible and 
divine.  

25. Orthodoxy may be defined as the clear perception and grasp of the two dogmas of the faith, namely, the 
Trinity and the Duality. It is to know and contemplate the three Persons of the Trinity as distinctively and indivisibly 
constituting the one God, and the divine and human natures of Christ as united in His single Person - that is to say, 
to know and profess that the single Son, both prior and subsequent to the Incarnation, is to be glorified in two 
natures, divine and human, and in two wills, divine and human, the one distinct from the other.  

27. Three unaltering and changeless properties typify the Holy Trinity: unbegottenness, begottenness and 
procession. The Father is unbegotten and unoriginate; the Son is begotten and also unoriginate; the Holy Spirit 



proceeds from the Father through the Son, as St John of Damaskos says, and is equally coetemal.  

28. Grace-imbued faith energized by the Spirit through our keeping of the commandments, alone suffices for 
salvation, provided we sustain it and do not opt for a dead and ineffectual faith rather than for a living effective faith 
in Christ. To embody and give life to an effective faith in Christ all we need to do as believers. But nowadays we 
who call ourselves orthodox believers have in our ignorance imbibed not the faith imbued with grace but a faith that 
is merely a matter of words, dead and unfeeling.  

29. The Trinity is simple unity, unqualified and uncompounded. It is three-in-one, for God is three-personed, each 
person wholly  

 
[V4] 218 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 

Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 
One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  

interpenetrating the others without any loss of distinct personal identity. 

30. God reveals and manifests Himself in all things in a threefold manner. In Himself He is undetermined; but 
through the Son in the Holy Spirit He sustains and watches over all things. And wherever He expresses Himself, 
none of the three Persons is manifest or to be perceived apart from or without the other two.  

31. In man there is intellect, consciousness and spirit. There is neither intellect without consciousness nor 
consciousness without spirit: each subsists in the others and in itself. Intellect expresses itself through consciousness 
and consciousness is manifested through the spirit In this way man is a dim image of the ineffable and archetypal 
Trinity, disclosing even now the divine image in which he is created.  

32. When the divine fathers expound the doctrine of the supra-essential, holy and supernatural Trinity, they 
illustrate it by saying that the Father truly corresponds to the intellect, the Son to consciousness and the Holy Spirit 
to the spirit. Thus they bequeath to us the dogma of one God in three Persons as the hallmark of the true faith and 
the anchor of hope. For, according to Scripture, to apprehend the one God is the root of immortality, and to know the 
majesty of the three-personed Monad is complete righteousness (cf. Wisd. 15:3). Again, we should read what is said 
in the Gospel in the same way: eternal life is to know Thee the only true God in three Persons, and Him whom Thou 
hast sent, Jesus Christ, in two natures and two wills (cf. John 17:3).  

33. Chastisements differ, as do the rewards of the righteous. Chastisements are inflicted in hell, in what Scripture 
describes as 'a dark and gloomy land, a land of eternal darkness' (Job 10:21-22. LXX), where sinners dwell before 
the judgment and whither they return after judgment is given. For can the phrases, 'Let sinners be returned to hell' 
(Ps. 9:17. LXX), and 'death will rule over them' (Ps. 49:14. LXX), refer to anything other than the final judgment 
visited upon sinners, and their eternal condemnation?  

34. Fire, darkness, the worm and the nether world correspond to ubiquitous self-indulgence, total tenebrific 
ignorance, all-pervasive. lecherous titivation, and the tearfulness and foul stench of sin. Already even now they can 
be seen to be active, as foretastes and first fruits of hell's torments, in sinners in whose soul they have taken root.  



35. Passion-embroiled states are foretastes of hell's torments, just  
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as the activity of the virtues is a foretaste of the kingdom of heaven. We must realize that the commandments are 
activities producing effects, and that virtues are states, just as vices that have taken root are also states. 

36. Requitals correspond to our deserts, even if many people think they do not. To some, divine justice gives 
eternal life; to others, eternal chastisement. Each will be requited according to his actions -according to whether he 
has passed through this present life in a virtuous or in a sinful manner. The degree or quality of the requital will 
accord with the state induced in each by either the passions or the virtues, and the differing effects these have had.  

37. Lakes of fire (cf. Rev. 19:20) signify self-indulgent souls. In these lakes the stench of the passions, like fetid 
bogs, nourishes the sleepless worm of dissipation - the unbridled lusts of the flesh - as it also nourishes the snakes, 
frogs and leeches of evil desire, the loathsome and poisonous thoughts and demons. A soul in such a state already in 
this life receives a foretaste of the chastisement to come.  

38. As the firstfruits of future chastisement are secretly present in the souls of sinners, so the foretaste of future 
blessings is present and experienced in the hearts of the righteous through the activity of the Spirit. For a life lived 
virtuously is the kingdom of heaven, just as a passion-embroiled state is hell.  

39. The coming night of which Christ speaks (cf. John 9:4) is the complete inertia of hell's darkness. Or, 
interpreted differently, it is antichrist, who is, and is called, both night and darkness. Or alternatively, according to 
the moral sense, it is our daily negligence which, like a dark night, deadens the soul in insensate sleep. For just as 
the night makes all men sleep and is the image of the lifelessness of death, so the night of hell's darkness deadens 
and stupefies sinners with the sottishness of pain.  

40. Judgment upon this world (cf. John 12:31) is synonymous with ungodly lack of faith; for 'he who lacks faith is 
already judged' (John 3:18). It is also a providential visitation restraining us or turning us back from sin, and 
likewise a way of testing whether by inner disposition we incline towards good or evil actions; for according to the 
Psalmist, 'The wicked are estranged from the womb' (Ps. 58:3). Thus God manifests His judgment either because of 
our lack of faith, or to discipline us, or to test which way our actions gravitate. Some He chastens, to others He is 
merciful; on some He bestows  
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crowns of glory, others He visits with the torments of hell. Those whom He chastens are the utterly godless. 
Those to whom He shows mercy possess faith, but at the same time they are negligent, and it is for this reason that 
they are compassionately chastised. Those consummate either in virtue or in wickedness receive their rewards 
accordingly. 

41. If our human nature is not kept pure or else restored to its original purity by the Holy Spirit, it cannot become 
one body and one spirit in Christ, either in this life or in the harmonious order of the life to come. For the all-
embracing and unifying power of the Spirit does not complete the new garment of grace by sewing on to it a patch 
taken from the old garment of the passions (cf. Matt. 9:16).  

42. Every person who has been renewed in the Spirit and has preserved this gift will be transformed and embodied 
in Christ, experiencing ineffably the supernatural state of deification. But he will not hereafter be one with Christ or 
be engrafted into His body unless in this life he has come to share in divine grace and has embodied spiritual 
knowledge and truth.  

43. The kingdom of heaven is like the tabernacle which was built by God, and which He disclosed to Moses as a 
pattern (cf. Exod. 25:40); for it too has an outer and an inner sanctuary. Into the first will enter all who are priests of 
grace. But into the second - which is noetic - will enter only those who in this life have attained the divine darkness 
of theological wisdom and there as true hierarchs have celebrated the triadic liturgy, entering into the tabernacle that 
Jesus Himself has set up, where He acts as their consecrator and chief Hierarch before the Trinity, and illumines 
them ever more richly with His own splendor.  

44. By 'many dwelling-places' (John 14:2) the Savior meant the differing stages of spiritual ascent and states of 
development in the other world; for although the kingdom of heaven is one, there are many different levels within it. 
That is to say, there is place for both heavenly and earthy men (cf. 1 Cor. 15:48) according to their virtue, their 
knowledge and the degree of deification that they have attained. 'For there is one glory of the sun, and another glory 
of the moon, and another glory of the stars, for one star differs from another star in   
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glory' (1 Cor. 15:41); and yet all of them shine in a single divine firmament. 

45. You partake of angelic life and attain an incorruptible and hence almost bodiless state when you have cleansed 
your intellect through tears, have through the power of the Spirit resurrected your soul even in this life, and with the 
help of the Logos have made your flesh - your natural human form of clay - a resplendent and fiery image of divine 
beauty. For bodies become incorruptible when rid of their natural humors and their material density.  

46. The body in its incorruptible state will be earthy, but it will be without humors or material density, 
indescribably transmuted from an unspiritual body into a spiritual body (cf. 1 Cor. 15:44), so that it will be in its 
godlike refinement and subtleness both earthy and heavenly. Its state when it is resurrected will be the same as that 
in which it was originally created - one in which it conforms to the image of the Son of Man (cf. Rom. 8:29; Phil. 



3:21) through full participation in His divinity.  

47. The land of the gentle (cf. Ps. 37:11) is the kingdom of heaven. Or else it is the theandric state of the Son, 
which we have attained or are in the process of attaining, having through grace been reborn as sons of God into the 
new life of the resurrection. Or again, the holy land is our human nature when it has been divinized or, it may be, the 
land purified according to the measure of those dwelling in it. Or, according to another interpretation, it is the land 
granted as an inheritance (cf. Numb. 34:13) to those who are truly saints, the untroubled and divine serenity and the 
peace that transcends the intellect (cf. Phil. 4:7) - the land wherein the righteous dwell quietly and unmolested.  

48. The promised land is dispassion, from which spiritual joy flows like milk and honey (cf. Exod. 13:5).  

49. The saints in heaven hold inner converse together, communicating mystically through the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  

50. If we do not know what we are like when God makes us, we shall not realize what sin has turned us into.  

51. All who have received the fullness of the perfection of Christ in this life are of equal spiritual stature.  

52. Rewards correspond to labors. But their quantity or quality -that is to say, their measure - will be shown by the 
position and state in heaven of those who receive them.  
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53. According to Scripture the saints, the sons of Christ's resurrection, through incorruption and deification will 
become intellects, that is to say, equal to the angels (cf. Luke 20:36).  

54. It is said that in the life to come the angels and saints ever increase in gifts of grace and never abate their 
longing for further blessings. No lapse or veering from virtue to vice takes place in that life.  

55. A person is perfect in this life when as a pledge of what is to come he receives the grace to assimilate himself 
to the various stages of Christ's life. In the life to come perfection is made manifest through the power of deification.  

56. If by passing through the different stages of spiritual growth you become perfect in virtue during this life, you 
will attain a state of deification in the life hereafter equal to that of your peers.  

57. It is said that true belief is knowledge or contemplation of the Holy Spirit. It is also said that scrupulous 
discernment in matters of dogma constitutes full knowledge of the true faith.  

58. Rapture means the total elevation of the soul's powers towards the majesty of divine glory, disclosed as an 
undivided unity. Or again rapture is a pure and all-embracing ascent towards the limitless power that dwells in light. 
Ecstasy is not only the heavenward ravishing of the soul's powers; it is also complete transcendence of the sense-
world itself. Intense longing for God - there are two forms of it - is a spiritual intoxication that arouses our desire.  

59. As just remarked, there are two main forms of ecstatic longing for God: one within the heart and the other an 
enravishment taking one beyond oneself. The first pertains to those who are still in the process of achieving 



illumination, the second to those perfected in love. Both, acting on the intellect, transport it beyond the sense-world. 
Such longing for the divine is truly a spiritual intoxication, impelling natural thoughts towards higher states and 
detaching the senses from their involvement with visible things.  

60. The source and ground of our distractive thoughts is the fragmented state of our memory. The memory was 
originally simple and one-pointed, but as a result of the fall its natural powers have been perverted: it has lost its 
recollectedness in God and has become compound instead of simple, diversified instead of one-pointed.  

61. We recover the original state of our memory by restoring it to  

 
[V4] 223 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 

Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 
One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  

its primal simplicity, when it will no longer act as a source of evil and destructive thoughts. For Adam's 
disobedience has not only deformed into a weapon of evil the soul's simple memory of what is good; it has also 
corrupted all its powers and quenched its natural appetite for virtue. The memory is restored above all by constant 
mindfulness of God consolidated through prayer, for this spiritually elevates the memory from a natural to a 
supernatural state. 

62. Sinful acts provoke passions, the passions provoke distractive thoughts, and distractive thoughts provoke 
fantasies. The fragmented memory begets a multiplicity of ideas, forgetfulness causes the fragmentation of the 
memory, ignorance leads to forgetfulness, and laziness to ignorance. Laziness is spawned by lustful appetites, 
appetites are aroused by misdirected emotions, and misdirected emotions by committing sinful acts. A sinful act is 
provoked by a mindless desire for evil and a strong attachment to the senses and to sensory things.  

63. Distractive thoughts arise and are activated in the soul's intelligent faculty, violent passions in the incensive 
faculty, the memory of bestial appetites in the desiring faculty, imaginary forms in the mind, and ideas in the 
conceptualizing faculty.  

64. The irruption of evil thoughts is like the current of a river. We are provoked to sin by such thoughts, and when 
as a result of this we give our assent to sin our heart is overwhelmed as though by a turbulent flood.  

65. By the 'deep mire' (Ps. 69:2) understand slimy sensual pleasure, or the sludge of lechery, or the burden of 
material things. Weighed down by all this the impassioned intellect casts itself into the depths of despair.  

66. Scripture often calls thoughts motives for actions, just as it also calls these motives mental images and, 
conversely, calls mental images motives. This is because the point of departure for such actions, although in itself 
immaterial, is embodied through them and changed into a particular visible form. Thus the sin that is provoked is 
identified and named according to its external manifestation.  

67. Distractive thoughts are the promptings of the demons and precursors of the passions, just as such promptings 
and mental images are also the precursors of particular actions. There can be no action, either for good or evil, that is 
not initially provoked by the particular thought of that action; for thought is the impulse,  
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non-visible in form, that provokes us to act at all, whatever the action may be. 

68. The raw material of actions generates neutral thoughts, while demonic provocation begets evil thoughts. Thus 
when they are compared it is clear that there is a difference between motives and thoughts that accord with nature 
and those which are either Contrary to nature or supernatural.  

69. Thoughts in different classes of people are equally prone to change, thoughts that accord with nature 
becoming either thoughts contrary to nature or, alternatively, becoming thoughts that transcend nature. Occasions 
for these changes are provided, in the case of evil-minded people, by thoughts suggested by material things; whereas 
in the case of those who are materially-minded they are provided by demonic provocation. Similarly, in the case of 
saints, it is thoughts that accord with nature that provide the occasion for this change, such thoughts generating 
thoughts that transcend nature. For the motivating occasions and grounds for these changes of the various types of 
thought into their congenerate types are fourfold: material, demonic, natural and supernatural.  

70. Occasions give rise to distractive thoughts, thoughts to fantasies, fantasies to the passions, and the passions 
give entry to the demons. It is as if there were a certain cunningly devised sequence and order among the disordered 
spirits, one thing following and derived from another. But no one thing in the sequence is self-operative: each is 
prompted and activated by the demons. Fantasy is not wrought into an image, passion is not energized, without 
unperceived hidden demonic impulsion. For even though Satan has fallen and is shattered, he is still stronger than 
we are and exults over us because of our sloth.  

71. The demons fill our minds with images; or, rather, they clothe themselves in images that correspond to the 
character of the most dominant and active passion in our soul, and in this way they provoke us to give our assent to 
that passion. For the demons use the state of passion as an occasion for stirring up images. Thus, whether we are 
awake or asleep, they visit us with varied and diverse imaginings. The demons of desire turn themselves sometimes 
into pigs, sometimes into donkeys, sometimes into fiery stallions avid for copulation, and sometimes - particularly 
the demons of licentiousness - into Israelites. The demons of wrath turn themselves sometimes into gentiles and 
sometimes into lions. The demons of cowardice take on the form  
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of Ishmaelites, those of licentiousness the form of Idumaeans, and those of drunkenness and dissipation the form 
of Hagarenes. The demons of greed appear sometimes as wolves and sometimes as leopards, those of malice assume 



the form sometimes of snakes, sometimes of vipers, and sometimes of foxes, those of shamelessness the form of 
dogs and those of listlessness the form of cats. Finally there are the demons of lechery, that turn sometimes into 
snakes and sometimes into crows and jackdaws. Carnal-minded demons, particularly those dwelling in the air, 
transform themselves into birds. Our fantasy transmutes the images of the demons in a threefold manner 
corresponding to the tripartite nature of the soul: into birds, wild animals and domestic animals, that correspond 
respectively to the desiring, incensive and intelligent aspect of the soul. For the three princes of the passions are 
always ready to wage war on these three powers of the soul. Whatever the passion that dominates the soul, they 
assume a form that corresponds to it and thus they insinuate themselves into us. 

72. The demons of sensual pleasure often attack us in the form of fire and coals. For the spirits of self-indulgence 
kindle the soul's desiring faculty, while they also confuse the intelligence and plunge it into darkness. The chief 
cause of lustful burning and mental confusion and beclouding lies in the sensuality of the passions.  

73. The night of the passions is the darkness of ignorance. Or alternatively the night is the state which begets the 
passions, where the prince of darkness rules, and where the beasts of the field, the birds of the air and the creeping 
things of the earth have their dwelling, these being allegorical terms for the roving spirits that seek to lay hold of us 
in order to devour us (cf. Ps. 104:20).  

74. Some distractive thoughts precede the activity of the passions and others follow it. Such thoughts precede 
fantasies, while passions are sequent to fantasies. The passions precede demons, while demons follow the passions.  

75. The cause and origin of the passions is the misuse of things. Such misuse results from perversion of our 
character. Perversion expresses the bias of the will, and the state of our will is tested by demonic provocation. The 
demons thus are permitted by divine providence to demonstrate to us the specific state of our will.  

76. The lethal poison of the sting of sin is the soul's passion-charged state. For if by your own free choice you 
allow yourself to be  
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dominated by the passions you will develop a firm and unchanging propensity to sin. 

77. The passions are variously named. They are divided into those pertaining to the body and those pertaining to 
the soul. The bodily passions are subdivided into those that involve suffering and those that are sinful. The passions 
that induce suffering are further subdivided into those connected with disease and those connected with corrective 
discipline. The passions pertaining to the soul are divided according to whether they affect the incensive, appetitive 
or intelligent aspect of the soul. Those connected with the intelligence are subdivided into those affecting the 
imagination and those affecting the understanding. Of these some are the result of the deliberate misuse of things; 
others we suffer against our will, out of necessity, and for these we are not culpable. The fathers have also called 
them concomitants and natural idiosyncrasies.  

78. The passions that pertain to the body differ from those that pertain to the soul; those affecting the appetitive 



faculty differ from those affecting the incensive faculty; and those of the intelligence differ from those of the 
intellect and the reason. But all intercommunicate, and all collaborate, the bodily passions with those of the 
appetitive faculty, passions of the soul with those of the incensive faculty, passions of the intelligence with those of 
the intellect, and passions of the intellect with those of the reason and of the memory.  

79. The passions of the incensive faculty are anger, animosity, shouting, bad temper, self-assertion, conceit, 
boastfulness, and so on. The passions of the appetitive faculty are greed, licentiousness, dissipation, insatiateness, 
self-indulgence, avarice and self-love, which is the worst of all. The passions of the flesh are unchastity, adultery, 
uncleanliness, profligacy, injustice, gluttony, listlessness, ostentation, self-adornment, cowardice and so on. The 
passions of the intelligence are lack of faith, blasphemy, malice, cunning, inquisitiveness, duplicity, abuse, 
backbiting, censoriousness, vilification, frivolous talk, hypocrisy, lying, foul talk, foolish chatter, deceitfulness, 
sarcasm, self-display, love of popularity, day-dreaming, perjury, gossiping and so on. The passions of the intellect 
are self-conceit, pomposity, arrogance, quarrelsomeness, envy, self-satisfaction, contentiousness, inattentiveness, 
fantasy, fabrication, swaggering, vainglory and pride, the beginning and end of all the vices. The passions of the 
reason are dithering, distraction, captivation, obfuscation, blindness, abduction,  
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provocation, connivance in sin, bias, perversion, instability of mind and similar things. In short, all the unnatural 
vices commingle with the three faculties of the soul, just as all the virtues naturally coexist within them. 

80. How eloquent is David when he speaks to God in ecstasy, saying, 'Thy knowledge is too wonderful for me; I 
cannot attain to it' (cf. Ps. 139:6), for it exceeds my feeble knowledge and my powers. How incomprehensible, 
indeed, is even this flesh in the way it has been constituted: it too is triadic in every detail, and yet a single harmony 
embraces its limbs and parts; in addition it is graced by the numbers seven and two which, according to 
mathematicians, signify time and creation. Thus it, too, when perceived according to the laws at work in creation, is 
to be seen as an organ of God's glory manifesting His triadic  magnificence.  

81. The laws of creation are the qualities inventing wholes compounded of energized parts - qualities also known 
as generic differences, since they invest many different composites constituted from identical properties. Or again 
the natural law is the potential power to energize inherent in each species and in each part. As God does with respect 
to the whole of creation, so does the soul with respect to the body: it energizes and impels each member of the body 
in accordance with the energy intrinsic to that member. At this point it must be asked why the holy fathers 
sometimes say that anger and desire are powers pertaining to the body and sometimes that they are powers 
pertaining to the soul. Assuredly, the words of the saints never disagree if they are carefully examined. In this case, 
both statements are true, if correctly understood in context. For indescribably body and soul are brought into being 
in such a way that they coexist. The soul is in a state of perfection from the start, but the body is imperfect since it 
has to grow through taking nourishment. The soul by virtue of its creation as a deiform and intellective entity 
possesses an intrinsic power of desire and an intrinsic incensive power, and these lead it to manifest both courage 



and divine love. For senseless anger and mindless desire were not created along with the soul. Nor originally did 
they pertain to the body. On the contrary, when the body was created it was free from corruption and without the 
humors from which such desire and uncontrollable rage arise. But after the fall anger and desire were necessarily 
generated within it, for then it became subject to the corruption and gross materiality of the instinct-driven  
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animals. That is why when the body has the upper hand it opposes the will of the soul through anger and desire. 
But when what is mortal is made subject to the intelligence it assists the soul in doing what is good. For when 
characteristics that do not originally pertain to the body but have subsequently infiltrated into it become entangled 
with the soul, man becomes like an animal (cf. Ps. 49:20), since he is now necessarily subject to the law of sin. He 
ceases to be an intelligent human being and becomes beast-like. 

82. When God through His life-giving breath created the soul deiform and intellective. He did not implant in it 
anger and desire that are animal-like. But He did endow it with a power of longing and aspiration, as well as with a 
courage responsive to divine love. Similarly when God formed the body He did not originally implant in it 
instinctual anger and desire. It was only afterwards, through the fall, that it was invested with these characteristics 
that have rendered it mortal, corruptible and animal-like. For the body, even though susceptive of corruption, was 
created, as theologians will tell us, free from corruption, and that is how it will be resurrected. In the same way the 
soul when originally created was dispassionate. But soul and body have both been denied, commingled as they are 
through the natural law of mutual interpenetration and exchange. The soul has acquired the qualities of the passions 
or, rather, of the demons; and the body, passing under the sway of corruption because of its fallen state, has become 
akin to instinct-driven animals. The powers of body and soul have merged together and have produced a single 
animal, driven impulsively and mindlessly by anger and desire. That is how man has sunk to the level of animals, as 
Scripture testifies, and has become like them in every respect (cf. Ps. 49:20).  

83. The principle and source of the virtues is a good disposition of the will, that is to say, an aspiration for 
goodness and beauty. God is the source and ground of all supernal goodness. Thus the principle of goodness and 
beauty is faith or, rather, it is Christ, the rock of faith, who is principle and foundation of all the virtues. On this rock 
we stand and on this foundation we build every good thing (cf. 1 Cor. 3:11). Christ is the capstone (cf. Eph. 2:20) 
uniting us with Himself. He is the pearl of great price (c£ Matt. 13:46): it is this for which the monk seeks when he 
plunges into the depths of stillness and it is this for which he sells all his own desires through obedience to the 
commandments, so that he may acquire it even in this life.  
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84. The virtues are all equal and together reduce themselves to one, thus constituting a single principle and form 
of virtue. But some virtues - such as divine love, humility and divine patience - are greater than others, embracing 
and comprising as they do a large number or even all of the rest. With regard to patience the Lord says, 'You will 
gain possession of your souls through your patient endurance' (Luke 21:19). He did not say 'through your fasting' or 
'through your vigils'. I refer to the patience bestowed by God, which is the queen of virtues, the foundation of 
courageous actions. It is patience that is peace amid strife, serenity amid distress, and a steadfast base for those who 
acquire it. Once you have attained it with the help of Christ Jesus, no swords and spears, no attacking armies, not 
even the ranks of demons, the dark phalanx of hostile powers, will be able to do you any harm. 

85. The virtues, though they beget each other, yet have their origin in the three powers of the soul - all except 
those virtues that are divine. For the ground and principle of the four cardinal virtues, both natural and divine - 
sound understanding, courage, self-restraint and justice, the progenitors of all the other virtues - is the divine 
Wisdom that inspires those who have attained a state of mystical prayer. This Wisdom operates in a fourfold manner 
in the intellect. It activates not all the four virtues simultaneously, but each one individually, as is appropriate and as 
it determines. It activates sound understanding in the form of light, courage as clear-sighted power and ever-moving 
inspiration, self-restraint as a power of sanctification and purification, and justice as the dew of purity, joy-inducing 
and cooling the arid heat of the passions. In every one who has attained the state of perfection it activates each virtue 
fully, in the appropriate form.  

86. The pursuit of the virtues through one's own efforts does not confer complete strength on the soul unless grace 
transforms them into an essential inner disposition. Each virtue is endowed with its own specific gift of grace, its 
own particular energy, and thus possesses the capacity to produce such a disposition and blessed state in those who 
attain it even when they have not consciously sought for any such state. Once a virtue has been bestowed on us it 
remains unchanged and unfailing. For just as a living soul activates the body's members, so the grace of the Holy 
Spirit activates the virtues. Without such grace the whole bevy of the virtues is moribund; and in those who appear 
to have attained them, or to be in the way of attaining them, solely through  

 
[V4] 230 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 

Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 
One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  

their own efforts they are but shadows and prefigurations of beauty, not the reality itself. 

87. The cardinal virtues are four: courage, sound understanding, self-restraint and justice. There are eight other 
moral qualities, that either go beyond or fall short of these virtues. These we regard as vices, and so we call them; 
but non-spiritual people regard them as virtues and that is what they call them. Exceeding or falling short of courage 
are audacity and cowardice, of sound understanding are cunning and ignorance; of self-restraint are licentiousness 
and obtuseness; of justice are excess and injustice, or taking less than one's due. In between, and superior to, what 



goes beyond or what falls short of them, lie not only the cardinal and natural virtues, but also the practical virtues. 
These are consolidated by resolution combined with probity of character; the others by perversion and self-conceit. 
That the virtues lie along the midpoint or axis of rectitude is testified to by the proverb, 'You will attain every well-
founded axis' (Prov. 2:9. LXX). Thus when they are all established in the soul's three faculties in which they are 
begotten and built up, they have as their foundation the four cardinal virtues or, rather, Christ Himself. In this way 
the natural virtues are purified through the practical virtues, while the divine and supra-natural virtues are conferred 
through the bounty of the Holy Spirit.  

88. Among the virtues some are practical, others are natural, and others are divine and conferred by the Holy 
Spirit. The practical virtues are the products of our resolution, the natural virtues are built into us when we are 
created, the divine virtues are the fruits of grace.  

89. Just as the virtues are begotten in the soul, so are the passions. But the virtues are begotten in accordance with 
nature, the passions in a mode contrary to nature. For what produces good or evil in the soul is the will's bias: it is 
like the joint of a pair of compasses or the pivot of a pair of scales: whichever way it inclines, so it will determine 
the consequences. For our inner disposition is capable of operating in one way or another, since it bears within itself 
both virtue and vice, the first as its natural birthright, the second as the result of the self-incurred proclivity of our 
moral will.  

90. Scripture calls the virtues 'maidens' (cf. Song of Songs 1:3) because through their close union with the soul 
they become one with it in spirit and body. In the same way as a girl's beauty is emblematic of her love, the presence 
of these holy virtues expresses our inner purity and saintliness. Grace habitually gives to divine things an outward 
form  
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that accords with their inner nature, at the same time unerringly molding those receptive to it in a way that 
corresponds to this nature. 

91. There are eight ruling passions: gluttony, avarice and self-esteem - the three principal passions; and 
unchastity, anger, dejection, listlessness and arrogance - the five subordinate passions. In the same way, among the 
virtues opposed to these there are three that are all-embracing, namely, total shedding of possessions, self-control 
and humility, and five deriving from them, namely, purity, gentleness, joy, courage, and self-belittlement - and then 
come all the other virtues. To study and recognize the power, action and special flavor of each virtue and vice is not 
within the competence of everyone who wishes to do so; it is the prerogative of those who practice and experience 
the virtues actively and consciously and who receive from the Holy Spirit the gifts of cognitive insight and 
discrimination.  

92. Virtues either energize in us or are energized by us. They energize in us by being present in us when it is 
appropriate, when they will, for as long as they will and in whatever manner they will. We energize them ourselves 



according to our resolve and the moral state of our capabilities. But they energize in us by virtue of their own 
essence, whereas we energize them merely in an imitative way, by modeling our moral conduct upon them. For all 
our actions are but typifications of the divine archetypes; and few indeed are those who participate concretely in 
noetic realities before they enjoy the eternal blessings of the life to come. In this life we mainly activate and make 
our own not the virtues themselves but their reflections and the ascetic toil they require.  

93. According to St Paul (cf. Rom. 15:16), you 'minister' the Gospel only when, having yourself participated in 
the light of Christ, you can pass it on actively to others. Then you sow the Logos like a divine seed in the fields of 
your listeners' souls. 'Let your speech be always filled with grace', says St Paul (Col. 4:6), 'seasoned' with divine 
goodness. Then it will impart grace to those who listen to you with faith. Elsewhere St Paul, calling the teachers 
tillers and their pupils the fields they till (cf. 2 Tim. 2:6), wisely presents the former as plowers and sowers of the 
divine Logos and the latter as the fertile soil, yielding a rich crop of virtues. True ministry is not simply a celebration 
of sacred rites; it also involves participation in divine blessings and the communication of these blessings to others.  

94. Oral teaching for the guidance of others has many forms,  
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varying in accordance with the diverse ways in which it is put together from different sources. These sources are 
four in number: instruction, reading, ascetic practice, and grace. For just as water, while essentially the same, 
changes and acquires a distinctive quality according to the composition of the soil under it, so that it tastes bitter, or 
sweet, or brackish, or acidic, so oral teaching, colored as it is by the moral state of the teacher, varies accordingly in 
the way it operates and in the benefits it confers. 

95. Oral teaching is something to be enjoyed by all intelligent beings. But just as there are many different kinds of 
food, so the recipient of this teaching experiences its pleasure in a variety of ways. Instruction moulds the moral 
character; teaching by reading is like 'still waters' that nourish and restore the soul (cf. Ps. 23:2); teaching through 
ascetic practice is like 'green pastures', strengthening it (cf. Ps. 23:2); while teaching imparted through grace is like a 
cup that intoxicates it (cf. Ps. 23:5. LXX), filling it with unspeakable joy, or else it is like oil that exhilarates the face 
and makes it radiant (cf. Ps. 104:15).  

96. Strictly speaking the soul possesses these various forms of teachings within itself as part of its own life; but 
when it learns about them through listening to others it becomes conscious of them, provided it listens with faith and 
provided the teacher teaches with love, speaking of the virtues without vanity or self-esteem. Then the soul is 
disciplined by instruction, nourished by reading, graciously escorted to her wedding by the deeply-rooted teaching 
that derives from ascetic practice, and receives the illuminative teaching of the Holy Spirit as a bridegroom who 
unites her to Himself and fills her with delight. 'Every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God' (Matt. 4:4) 
denotes the words that, inspired by the Holy Spirit, issue from the mouths of the saints - an inspiration granted not to 
all but only to those who are worthy. For although all intelligent beings take pleasure in knowledge, very few are 
those in this world who are consciously filled with joy by the wisdom of the Spirit; most of us only know and 



participate through the power of memory in the images and reflections of spiritual wisdom, for we do not yet with 
full awareness partake of the Logos of God, the true celestial bread. But in the life to come this bread is the sole food 
of me saints, proffered in such abundance that it is never exhausted, depleted, or immolated anew.  

97. Without spiritual perception you cannot consciously  
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experience the delight of divine things. If you dull your physical senses you make them insensible to sensory 
things, and you neither see, hear nor smell, but are paralyzed or, rather, half-dead; similarly, if through the passions 
you deaden the natural powers of your soul you make them insensible to the activity of the mysteries of the Spirit 
and you cannot participate in them. If you are spiritually blind, deaf and insensible you are as dead: Christ does not 
live in you, and you do not live and act in Christ. 

98. The physical senses and the soul's powers have an equal and similar, not to say identical, mode of operation, 
especially when they are in a healthy state; far then the soul's powers live and act through the senses, and the life-
giving Spirit sustains them both. A man is truly ill when he succumbs to the generic malady of the passions and 
spends his whole time in the sickroom of inertia. When there is no satanic battle between them, making them reject 
the rule of the intellect and of the Spirit, the senses clearly perceive sensory things, the soul's powers intelligible 
things; for when they are united through the Spirit and constitute a single whole, they know directly and essentially 
the nature of divine and human things. They contemplate with clarity the logoi, or inward essences of these things, 
and distinctly perceive, so far as is possible, the single source of all things, the Holy Trinity.  

99. He who practices hesychasm must acquire the following five virtues, as a foundation on which to build: 
silence, self-control, vigilance, humility and patience. Then there are three practices blessed by God: psalmody, 
prayer and reading - and handiwork for those weak in body. These virtues which we have listed not only embrace all 
the rest but also consolidate each other. From early morning the hesychast must devote himself to the remembrance 
of God through prayer and stillness of heart, praying diligently in the first hour, reading in the second, chanting 
psalms in the third, praying in the fourth, reading in the fifth, chanting psalms in the sixth, praying in the seventh, 
reading in the eighth, chanting psalms in the ninth, eating in the tenth, sleeping in the eleventh, if need be, and 
reciting vespers in the twelfth hour. Thus fruitfully spending the course of the day he gains God's blessings.  

100. Like a bee one should extract from each of the virtues what is most profitable. In this way, by taking a small 
amount from all of them, one builds up from the practice of the virtues a great honeycomb overflowing with the 
soul-delighting honey of wisdom.  

101. Now hear, if you will, how it is best to spend the night. For the  
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night vigil there are three programs: for beginners, for those midway on the path, and for the perfect. The first 
program is as follows: to sleep half the night and to keep vigil for the other half, either from evening till midnight or 
from midnight till dawn. The second is to keep vigil after nightfall for one or two hours, then to sleep for four hours, 
then to rise for matins and to chant psalms and pray for six hours until daybreak, then to chant the first hour, and 
after that to sit down and practice stillness, in the way already described. Then one can either follow the program of 
spiritual work given for the daylight hours, or else continue in unbroken prayer, which gives a greater inner stability. 
The third program is to stand and keep vigil uninterruptedly throughout the night. 

102. Now let us say something about food. A pound of bread is sufficient for anyone aspiring to attain the state of 
inner stillness. You may drink two cups of undiluted wine and three of water. Your food should consist of whatever 
is at hand - not whatever your natural craving seeks, but what providence provides, to be eaten sparingly. The best 
and shortest guiding rule for those who wish to live as they should is to maintain the threefold all-embracing 
practices of fasting, vigilance and prayer, for these provide a most powerful support for all the other virtues.  

103. Stillness requires above all faith, patience, love with all one's heart and strength and might (cf. Deut. 6:5), 
and hope. For if you have faith, even though because of negligence or some other fault you fail to attain what you 
seek in this life, you will on leaving this life most certainly be vouchsafed the fruit of faith and spiritual struggle and 
will behold your liberation, which is Jesus Christ, the redemption and salvation of souls, the Logos who is both God 
and man. But if you lack faith, you will certainly be condemned on leaving this world. In fact, as the Lord says, you 
are condemned already (cf. John 3:18). For if you are a slave to sensual pleasure, and want to be honored by other 
people rather than by God (cf. John 5:44.), you lack faith, even though you may profess faith verbally; and you 
deceive yourself without realizing it. And you will incur the rebuke: 'Because you did not receive Me in your heart 
but cast Me out behind your back, I too will reject you' (ef. Ezek. 5:11). If you possess faith you should have hope, 
and believe in God's truth to which the whole of Scripture bears witness, and confess your own weakness; otherwise 
you will inescapably receive double condemnation.  
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104. Nothing so fills the heart with contrition and humbles the soul as solitude embraced with self-awareness, and 
utter silence. And nothing so destroys the state of inner stillness and takes away the divine power that comes from it 
as the following six universal passions: insolence, gluttony, talkativeness, distraction, pretentiousness and the 
mistress of the passions, self-conceit. Whoever commits himself to these passions plunges himself progressively into 



darkness until he becomes completely insensate. But if he comes to himself again and with faith and ardor makes a 
fresh start, he will once more attain what he seeks, especially if he seeks it with humility. Yet if through his 
negligence even one of the passions that we have mentioned gets a hold on him once more, then the whole host of 
evils, including pernicious lack of faith, moves in and attacks him, devastating his soul till it becomes like another 
city of Babylon, full of diabolical turmoil and confusion (cf. Isa. 13:21). Then the last state of the person to whom 
this happens is worse than his first (cf. Matt. 12:45), and he turns into a violent enemy and defamer of those 
pursuing the path of hesychasm, always whetting his tongue against them like a sharp double-edged sword.  

105. Once the waters of the passions, like a turbid and chaotic sea, have flooded the soul's state of stillness, there 
is no way of crossing over them except in the light swift-winged barque of self-control and total poverty. For when 
because of our dissipation and enslavement to materiality the torrents of the passions inundate the soil of the heart, 
they deposit there all the filth and sludge of evil thoughts, befouling the intellect, muddying the reason, clogging the 
body, and slackening, darkening and deadening soul and heart, depriving them of their natural stability and 
responsiveness.  

106. Nothing so makes the soul of those striving to advance on the spiritual path sluggish, apathetic and mindless 
as self-love, that pimp of the passions. For whenever it induces us to choose bodily ease rather than virtue-
promoting hardship, or to regard it as positive good sense not willingly to burden ourselves with ascetic labor, 
especially with respect to the light exertions involved in practicing the commandments, then it causes the soul to 
relax its efforts to attain a state of stillness, and produces in it a strong, irresistible sense of indolence and slackness.  

107. If you are feeble in practicing the commandments yet want to expel your inner murkiness, the best and most 
efficient physic is  
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trustful unhesitating obedience in all things. This remedy, distilled 'from many virtues, restores vitality and acts as a 
knife which at a single stroke cuts away festering sores. If, then, in total trust and simplicity you choose this remedy 
out of all alternatives you excise every passion at once. Not only will you reach the state of stillness but also through 
your obedience you will fully enter into it, having found Christ and become His imitator and servitor in name and 
act. 

108. Unless your life and actions are accompanied by a sense of inner grief you cannot endure the incandescence 
of stillness. If with this sense of grief you meditate - before they come to pass - on the many terrors that await us 
prior to and after death you will achieve both patience and humility, the twin foundations of stillness. Without them 
your efforts to attain stillness will always be accompanied by apathy and self-conceit. From these will arise a host of 
distractions and day-dreams, all inducing sluggishness. In their wake comes dissipation, daughter of indolence, 
making the body sluggish and slack and the intellect benighted and callous. Then Jesus is hidden, concealed by the 
throng of thoughts and images that crowd the mind (cf. John 5:13).  



109. The torments of conscience in this life or the life to come are experienced with full awareness not by 
everyone but only by those who in this world or the next are deprived of divine glory and love. Such torment is like 
a fearful torturer punishing the guilty in various ways, or like a sharp sword striking with pitiless indignation and 
reproach. Once our conscience is active, what some call righteous indignation and others natural wrath is roused in 
three ways - against the demons, against our nature and against our own soul; for such indignation or wrath impels 
us to sharpen our conscience like a keen-bladed sword against our enemies. If this righteous indignation triumphs 
and subjects sin and our unregenerate self to the soul, then it is transmuted into the loftiest courage and leads us to 
God. But if the soul enslaves itself to sin and our unregenerate self, then this righteous indignation turns against it 
and torments it mercilessly, for it has enslaved itself to its enemies by its own free will. Thus enslaved, the soul 
commits terrible crimes, for its state of virtue is lost and it has alienated itself from God.  

110. Of all the passions, lechery and listlessness are especially harsh and burdensome, for they oppress and 
debilitate the unhappy soul. And as they are inter-related and intertwined they are difficult to fight against and to 
overcome - in fact by our own efforts alone we cannot  
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defeat them. Lechery burgeons in the soul's appetitive aspect and by nature embraces indiscriminately both soul 
and body, since the total pleasure it generates spreads through all our members. Listlessness, once it has laid hold of 
our intellect and like bindweed has enlaced our soul and body, makes us slothful, enfeebled and indolent. Even 
before we have attained the blessed state of dispassion these two passions are expelled, though not finally defeated, 
whenever through prayer our soul receives from the Holy Spirit a power that releases it from tension, producing 
strength and profound peace in the heart, and solacing us with stillness. Lechery is the pleasure that includes all 
other forms of sensual indulgence, their source, mistress and queen; and its crony, sloth, is the invincible chariot 
bearing Pharaoh's captains (cf. Exod. 14:7). Through these two - lechery and sloth - the seeds of the passions are 
sown in our unhappy lives. 

111. Noetic prayer is an activity initiated by the cleansing power of the Spirit and the mystical rites celebrated by 
the intellect. Similarly, stillness is initiated by attentive waiting upon God, its intermediate stage is characterized by 
illuminative power and contemplation, and its final goal is ecstasy and the enraptured flight of the intellect towards 
God.  

112. Prior to the enjoyment of the blessings that transcend the intellect, and as a foretaste of that enjoyment, the 
noetic activity of the intellect mystically offers up the Lamb of God upon the altar of the soul and partakes of Him in 
communion. To eat the Lamb of God upon the soul's noetic altar is not simply to apprehend Him spiritually or to 
participate in Him; it is also to become an image of the Lamb as He is in the age to come. Now we experience the 
manifest expression of the mysteries; hereafter we hope to enjoy their very substance.  

113. For beginners prayer is like a joyous fire kindled in the heart; for the perfect it is like a vigorous sweet-
scented light. Or again, prayer is the preaching of the Apostles, an action of faith or, rather, faith itself, 'that makes 



real for us the things for which we hope' (Heb. 11:1), active love, angelic impulse, the power of the bodiless spirits, 
their work and delight, the Gospel of God, the heart's assurance, hope of salvation, a sign of purity, a token of 
holiness, knowledge of God, baptism made manifest, purification in the water of regeneration, a pledge of the Holy 
Spirit, the exultation of Jesus, the soul's delight, God's mercy, a sign of reconciliation, the seal of Christ, a ray of the 
noetic sun, the heart's dawn-star, the confirmation of the Christian  
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faith, the disclosure of reconciliation with God, God's grace, God's wisdom or, rather, the origin of true and 
absolute Wisdom; the revelation of God, the work of monks, the life of hesychasts, the source of stillness, and 
expression of the angelic state. Why say more? Prayer is God, who accomplishes everything in everyone (cf. 1 Cor. 
12:6), for there is a single action of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, activating all things through Christ Jesus. 

114. Had Moses not received the rod of power from God, he would not have become a god to Pharaoh (cf. Exod. 
7:1) and a scourge both to him and to Egypt. Correspondingly the intellect, if it fails to grasp the power of prayer, 
will not be able to shatter sin and the hostile forces ranged against it.  

115. Those who say or do anything without humility are like people who build in winter or without bricks and 
mortar. Very few acquire humility and know it through experience; and those who try to talk about it are like people 
measuring a bottomless pit. And I who in my blindness have formed a faint image of this great light am rash enough 
to say this about it: true humility does not consist in speaking humbly, or in looking humble. The humble person 
does not have to force himself to think humbly, nor does he keep finding fault with himself. Such conduct may 
provide us with an occasion for humility or constitute its outward form, but humility itself is a grace and a divine 
gift. The holy fathers teach that there are two kinds of humility: to regard oneself as lower than everyone else, and to 
ascribe all one's achievement to God. The first is the beginning, the second the consummation.  

Those who seek humility should bear in mind the three following things: that they are the worst of sinners, that 
they are the most despicable of all creatures since their state is an unnatural one, and that they are even more pitiable 
than the demons, since they are slaves to the demons. You will also profit if you say this to yourself: how do I know 
what or how many other people's sins are, or whether they are greater than or equal to my own? In our ignorance 
you and I, my soul, are worse than all men, we are dust and ashes under their feet. How can I not regard myself as 
more despicable than all other creatures, for they act in accordance with the nature they have been given, while I, 
owing to my innumerable sins, am in a state contrary to nature. Truly animals are more pure than I, sinner that I am; 
on account of this I am the lowest of all, since even before my death I have made my bed in  
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hell. Who is not fully aware that the person who sins is worse than the demons, since he is their thrall and their 
slave, even in this life sharing their murk-mantled prison? If I am mastered by the demons I must be inferior to them. 
Therefore my lot will be with them in the abyss of hell, pitiful that I am. You on earth who even before your death 
dwell in that abyss, how do you dare delude yourself, calling yourself righteous, when through the evil you have 
done you have defiled yourself and made yourself a sinner and a demon? Woe to your self-deception and your 
delusion, squalid cur that you are, consigned to fire and darkness for these offences. 

116. According to theologians, noetic, pure, angelic prayer is in its power wisdom inspired by the Holy Spirit. A 
sign that you have attained such prayer is that the intellect's vision when praying is completely free from form and 
that the intellect sees neither itself nor anything else in a material way. On the contrary, it is often drawn away even 
from its own senses by the light acting within it; for it now grows immaterial and filled with spiritual radiance, 
becoming through ineffable union a single spirit with God (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17).  

117. We are led and guided towards God-given humility by seven different qualities, each of which generates and 
complements the others: silence, humbleness in thought, in speech, in appearance, self-reproach, contrition and 
looking on oneself as the least of men. Silence consciously espoused gives birth to humbleness in thought. Humble-
ness in thought produces three further modes of humility, namely, humbleness in speech, bearing oneself in a simple 
and humble way, and constant self-belittlement. These three modes give birth to contrition; this arises within us 
when God allows us to suffer temptations - when, that is, we are disciplined by providence and humbled by the 
demons. Contrition readily induces the soul to feel the lowest and least of all, and the servant of all. Contrition and 
looking on oneself as the least of all bring about the perfect humility that is the gift of God, a power rightly regarded 
as the perfection of all the virtues. It is a state in which one ascribes all one's achievements to God. Thus the first 
factor leading to humility is silence, from which humbleness of thought is born. This gives birth to the three further 
modes of humility. These three generate the single quality of contrition. The quality of contrition gives birth to the 
seventh mode, the primal humility of regarding oneself as the least of men, which is also' called providential 
humility. Providential humility confers the true and God-given humility that is  
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perfect and indescribable. Primal humility comes thus: when you are abandoned, overcome, enslaved and 
dominated by every passion, distractive thought and evil spirit, and can find no help in doing good works, or in God, 
or in anything at all, so that you are ready to fall into despair, then you are humbled in everything, are filled with 
contrition and regard yourself as the lowest and least of all things, the slave of all, and worse even than the demons, 
since you are dominated and vanquished by them. This is providential humility. Once acquired, through it God 
bestows the ultimate humility. This is a divine power that activates and accomplishes all things. With its aid a man 



always sees himself as an instrument of divine power, and through it he accomplishes the miraculous works of God. 

118. Because we are now mastered by the passions and succumb to a host of temptations we cannot in our age 
attain those states that characterize sanctity - I mean real spiritual contemplation of the divine light, an intellect free 
from fantasy and distraction, the true energy of prayer ceaselessly flowing from the depths of the heart, the soul's 
resurrection and ascension, divine rapture, the soaring beyond the limits of this world, the mind's ecstasy in spirit 
above all things sensory, the ravishment of the intellect above even its own powers, the angelic flight of the soul 
impelled by God towards what is infinite and utterly sublime. The intellect - especially in the more superficial 
among us - tends to picture these states prematurely to itself, and in this way it loses even the slight stability God has 
given it and becomes altogether moribund. Hence we must exercise great discrimination and not try to pre-empt 
things that come in their own good time, or reject what we already possess and dream of something else. For by 
nature the intellect readily invents fantasies and illusions about the high spiritual states it has not yet attained, and 
thus there is no small danger that we may lose what has already been given to us and destroy our mind through 
repeated self-deception, becoming a day-dreamer and not a hesychast.  

119. Faith, like active prayer, is a grace. For prayer, when activated by love through the power of the Spirit, 
renders true faith manifest - the faith that reveals the life of Jesus. If, then, you are aware that such faith is not at 
work within you, that means your faith is dead and lifeless. In fact you should not even speak of yourself as one of 
the 'faithful' if your faith is merely theoretical and is not actualized by the practice of the commandments or by the 
Spirit. Thus faith must be  
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evidenced by progress in keeping the commandments, or it must be actualized and translucent in what we do. 
This is confirmed by St James when he says, 'Show me your faith through your works and I will show you the works 
that I do through my faith' (cf. Jas. 2:18). In saying this he makes it clear that grace-inspired faith is evidenced by 
the keeping of the commandments, just as the commandments are actualized and made translucent by grace-inspired 
faith. Faith is the root of the commandments or, rather, it is the spring that feeds their growth. It has two aspects - 
that of confession and that of grace - though it is essentially one and indivisible. 

120. The short ladder of spiritual progress - which is at the same time both small and great - has five rungs leading 
to perfection. The first is renunciation, the second submission to a religious way of life, the third obedience to 
spiritual direction, the fourth humility, and the fifth God-imbued love. Renunciation raises the prisoner from hell and 
sets him free from enslavement to material things. Submission is the discovery of Christ and the decision to serve 
Him. As Christ Himself said, 'He who serves Me, follows Me; and where I am he who serves Me will also be' (cf. 
John 12:26). And where is Christ? In heaven, enthroned at the right hand of the Father. Thus he who serves Christ 
must be in heaven as well, his foot placed ready to climb up; indeed, before he even begins to ascend by his own 
efforts he is already raised up and ascending with Christ. Obedience, put into action through the practice of the 
commandments, builds a ladder out of various virtues and places them in the soul as rungs by which to ascend (cf. 



Ps. 84:5. LXX). Thence the spiritual aspirant is embraced by humility, the great exalter, and is borne heavenwards 
and delivered over to love, the queen of the virtues. By love he is led to Christ and brought into His presence. Thus 
by this short ladder he who is truly obedient swiftly ascends to heaven.  

121. The quickest way to ascend to the kingdom of heaven by the short ladder of the virtues is through effacing 
the five passions hostile to obedience, namely, disobedience, contentiousness, self-gratification, self-justification 
and pernicious self-conceit. For these are the limbs and organs of the recalcitrant demon that devours those who 
offer false obedience and consigns them to the dragon of the abyss. Disobedience is the mouth of hell; 
contentiousness its tongue, whetted like a sword; self-gratification its sharp teeth; self-justification its gullet; and 
self-conceit, that sends one to hell, is the vent that evacuates its  
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all-devouring belly. If through obedience you overcome the first of these - disobedience - you cut off all the rest 
at a stroke, and with a single swift stride attain heaven. This is the truly ineffable and inconceivable miracle wrought 
by our compassionate Lord: that through a single virtue or, rather, a single commandment, we can ascend 
straightway to heaven, just as through a single act of disobedience we have descended and continue to descend into 
hell. 

122. Man is like another or second world - a new world, as he is called by St Paul when he states, 'Whoever is in 
Christ is a new creation' (2 Cor. 5:17). For through virtue man becomes a heaven and an earth and everything that a 
world is. Every quality and mystery exists for man's sake, as St Gregory of Nazianzos says. Moreover, if, as St Paul 
affirms, our struggle is not against creatures of flesh and blood, but against the potentates and rulers of the darkness 
of this world, against the spirits of evil in the celestial realms of the prince of the air (cf. Eph. 2:2; 6:12), it follows 
that those who secretly fight against us inhabit the world of our psychic powers, which is like another great world of 
nature. For the three princes that oppose us in our struggle attack the three powers of the soul; and it is precisely 
where we have made progress, and in areas that we have labored to develop, that they launch their assault.  

Thus the dragon, the prince of the abyss, whose strength is manifest in the loins and the belly - organs of our 
soul's appetitive power - sallies forth against those who strive to keep their attention in their hearts; and through the 
lust-loving giant of forgetfulness he hurls at them the whole battery of his fiery darts (cf. Eph. 6:16). Desire being 
for him like another sea and abyss, he plunges into it, coils his way through it, and stirs it up, making it foam and 
boil. In this way he inflames it with sexual longing and inundates it with sensual pleasure; but this does not slake it, 
for it is insatiable.  

The prince of this world (cf. John 12:31), who campaigns against the soul's incensive power, attacks those striving 
to attain practical virtue. With the help of the giant of sloth, he continually ranges his forces against us and engages 
us in a spiritual contest with every trick of passion he can devise. As though in the theatre or stadium of some other 
world, he wrestles with all who stand up against him with  
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courage and endurance; sometimes he wins, sometimes he is defeated, and so he either disgraces us or gains us 
crowns of glory in the sight of the angels. 

The prince of the air (cf. Eph. 2:2) attacks those whose minds are absorbed in contemplation, deluding them with 
fantasies; for supported by the evil spirits of the air he attacks the soul's intellectual and spiritual power. Through the 
giant of ignorance he clouds the aspiring mind as though it were an intellectual heaven, disrupting its composure, 
craftily insinuating into it vague fantastic images of evil spirits and their metamorphoses, and producing fear-
inspiring similitudes of thunder and lightning, tempests and alarums. These three princes, assisted by the three 
giants, attack the three powers of our soul, each waging war against the particular power that corresponds to him.  

123. These demons were once celestial intelligences; but, having fallen from their original state of immateriality 
and refinement, each of them has acquired a certain material grossness, assuming a bodily form corresponding to the 
kind of action allotted to it. For like human beings they have lost the delights of the angels and have been deprived 
of divine bliss, and so they too, like us, now find pleasure in earthly things, becoming to a certain extent material 
because of the disposition to material passions which they have acquired. We should not be surprised at this, for our 
own soul, created intellectual and spiritual in the image of God, has become bestial, insensate and virtually mindless 
through losing the knowledge of God and finding pleasure in material things. Inner disposition changes outward 
nature, and acts of moral choice alter the way that nature functions. Some evil spirits are material, gross, 
uncontrollable, passionate and vindictive. They hunger for material pleasure and indulgence as carnivores for flesh. 
Like savage dogs and like those possessed they devour and relish rotten food; and their delight and habitation are 
coarse, fleshy bodies. Others are licentious and slimy. They creep about in the pool of desire like leeches, frogs and 
snakes. Sometimes they assume the form of fish, delighting in their brackish lubricity. Slippery and flaccid, they 
swim in the sea of drunkenness, rejoicing in the humectation of mindless pleasures. In this manner they constantly 
stir up waves of impure thoughts, and storms and tempests in the soul. Others are light and subtle, since they are 
aerial spirits, and agitate the soul's contemplative power, provoking strong winds and fantasies. They deceive the 
soul by  
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appearing sometimes in the form of birds or angels. They fill one's memory with the forms of people one knows. 



They pervert and deform the contemplative vision of those pursuing the path of holiness who have not yet attained 
the state of purity and inner discrimination; for there is nothing spiritual but that they can secretly transform 
themselves into it in the imagination. They too arm themselves according to our spiritual state and degree of 
progress, and substituting illusion for truth and fantasy for contemplation they take up their abode within us. It is to 
these evil spirits that Scripture refers when it speaks of beasts of the field, birds of the air and things that creep on 
the ground (cf. Hos. 2:18). 

124. There are five ways in which the passions may be aroused in us and our fallen self may wage war against our 
soul. Sometimes our fallen self misuses things. Sometimes it seeks to do what is unnatural as though it were natural. 
Sometimes it forms warm friendship with the demons and they provide it with arms against the soul. Sometimes 
under the influence of the passions it falls into a state of civil war, divided against itself. Finally, if the demons have 
failed to achieve their purpose in any of the ways just mentioned. God may permit them in their malice to wage war 
against us in order to teach us greater humility.  

125. The main causes of warfare - arising in us through every kind of object or situation - are three: our inner 
disposition, the misuse of created things and, by God's leave, the malice and onslaught of the demons. As the fallen 
self rises in protest against the soul, and the soul against the fallen self (cf. Gal. 5:17), so in the same way our inner 
disposition and our mode of acting make the passions of the fallen self war against the soul, and the valiant powers 
of the soul wage war against the fallen self. And sometimes our enemy, shameless as he is, has the audacity to fight 
against us in his own person, without cause or warning. Thus, my friend, do not let this blood-loving leech bleed 
your arteries, and then spit out the blood he has sucked from you. Do not glut the snake and the dragon, and then 
you will easily trample on the insolence of the lion and the dragon (cf. Ps. 91:13). Lament until you have stripped 
off the passions and clothed yourself in your heavenly dwelling-place (cf. 2 Cor. 5:2), and are refashioned according 
to the likeness of Jesus Christ, who made you in His image (cf. Col. 3:l0).  

126. Those completely given over to the pursuits of the flesh and  
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full of self-love are always slaves to sensual pleasure and to vanity. Envy, too, is rooted in them. Consumed by 
malice and embittered by their neighbor’s blessings, they calumniate good as bad, calling it the fruit of deceit. They 
do not accept things of the Spirit or believe in them; and because of their lack of faith they cannot see or know God. 
Such people, due to this same blindness and lack of faith, on the last day will justly hear spoken to them the words, 'I 
know you not' (Matt. 25:12). For the questing believer must either believe when he hears what he does not know, or 
come to know what he believes; and he must teach to others what he has come to know and abundantly multiply the 
talent entrusted to him. But if he disbelieves what he does not know, and vilifies what he does not understand, and 
teaches what he has not learnt, envying those who teach things from practical experience, his lot will surely be to 
suffer punishment with those consumed by 'the gall of bitterness' (Acts 8:23). 

127. According to the wise, a true teacher is he who through his all-embracing cognitive insight comprehends 



created things concisely, as if they constituted a single body, establishing distinctions and connections between them 
according to their generic difference and identity, so as to indicate which possess similar qualities. Or he may be 
described as one who can truly demonstrate things apodictically. Or again, a true spiritual teacher is he who 
distinguishes and relates the general and universal qualities of created things - classified as five in number, but 
compounded in the incarnate Logos - in accordance with a particular formulation that embraces everything. But his 
apodictic skill is not a matter of mere verbal dexterity, like that of profane philosophers, for he is able to enlighten 
others through the contemplative vision of created things manifested to him by the Holy Spirit.  

A true philosopher is one who perceives in created things their spiritual Cause, or who knows created things 
through knowing their Cause, having attained a union with God that transcends the intellect and a direct, unmediated 
faith: He does not simply learn about divine things, but actually experiences them. Or again, a true philosopher is 
one whose intellect is conversant equally with ascetic practice and contemplative wisdom. Thus the perfect 
philosopher or lover of wisdom is one whose intellect has attained - alike on the moral, natural and theological 
levels - love of wisdom or, rather, love of God. That is to say, he has learnt from God the principles of ascetic 
practice (moral philosophy), an insight into the spiritual causes of created things  
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(natural philosophy), and a precise contemplative understanding of doctrinal principles (theology). 

Or again, a teacher initiated into things divine is one who distinguishes principial beings from participative beings 
or beings that have no autonomous self-subsistent reality; he adduces the essences of principial beings from beings 
that exist through participating in them, and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, he perceives the essences of principial 
beings embodied in participative beings. In other words, he interprets what is intelligible and invisible in terms of 
what is sensible and visible, and the visible sense-world in terms of the invisible and supersensory world, conscious 
that what is visible is an image of what is invisible, and that what is invisible is the archetype of what is visible. He 
knows that things possessing form and figure are brought into being by what is formless and without figure, and that 
each manifests the other spiritually; and he clearly perceives each in the other and conveys this perception in his 
teaching of the truth. His knowledge of the truth, with all its sun-like radiance, is not expressed in anagogical or 
allegorical form; on the contrary, he elucidates the true underlying principles of both worlds with spiritual insight 
and power, and expounds them forcibly and vividly. In this way the visible world becomes our teacher and the 
invisible world is shown to be an eternal divine dwelling-place manifestly brought into being for our sake.  

A divine philosopher is he who through ascetic purification and noetic contemplation has achieved a direct union 
with God, and is a true friend of God, in that he esteems and loves the supreme, creative and true wisdom above 
every other love, wisdom and knowledge. A student of spiritual knowledge, though not properly speaking a 
philosopher (even though reflected wisdom has unnoticed appropriated the name of philosophy, as St Gregory of 
Nazianzos points out) is he who esteems and studies God's wisdom mirrored in His creation, down to the least 
vestige of it; but he does this without any self-display or any hankering after human praise and glory, for he wishes 



to be a lover of God's wisdom in creation and not a lover of materialism.  

An interpreter of sacred texts adept in the mysteries of the kingdom of God is everyone who after practicing the 
ascetic life devotes himself to the contemplation of God and cleaves to stillness. Out of the treasury of his heart he 
brings forth things new and old (cf. Matt. 13:52), that is, things from the Gospel of Christ and the Prophets, or from 
the New and Old Testaments, or doctrinal teachings and rules of  
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ascetic practice, or themes from the Apostles and from the Law. These are the mysteries new and old that the 
skilled interpreter brings forth when he has been schooled in the life of holiness. 

An interpreter is one proficient in the practice of the ascetic life and still actively engaged in scriptural exegesis. 
A divine teacher is one who mediates, in accordance with the laws governing the natural world, the spiritual 
knowledge and inner meanings of created things and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, elucidates all things with the 
analytic power of his intelligence. A true philosopher is one who has attained, consciously and directly, a 
supernatural union with God.  

128. Those who write and speak and who wish to build up the Church, while lacking the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, are 'psychic' or worldly people void of the Spirit, as St Jude observes (cf. Jude 19). Such people come under 
the curse which says, 'Woe to those who are wise in their own sight, and esteem themselves as possessors of 
knowledge' (Isa. 5:21); for they speak from themselves and it is not the Spirit of God that speaks in them (cf. Matt. 
10:20). For those who speak what are simply their own thoughts before they have attained purity are deluded by the 
spirit of self-conceit. It is to them that Solomon refers when he says, 'I knew a man who regarded himself as wise; 
there is more hope for a fool than for him' (Prov. 26:12. LXX); and again, 'Do not be wise in your own sight' (Prov. 
3:7). St Paul himself, filled with the Spirit, endorses this when he says, 'We are not qualified to form any judgment 
on our own account; our qualification comes from God' (2 Cor. 3:5), and, 'As men sent from God, we speak before 
God in the grace of Christ' (2 Cor. 2:17). What people say when they speak on their own account is repellent and 
murksome, for their words do not come from the living spring of the Spirit, but are spawned from the morass of their 
own heart, a bog infested with the leeches, snakes and frogs of desire, delusion and dissipation; the water of their 
knowledge is evil-smelling, turbid and torpid, sickening to those who drink it and filling them with nausea and 
disgust.  

129. 'We are the body of Christ', says St Paul, 'and each of us is one of its members' (cf. 1 Cor. 12:27). And 
elsewhere he says, 'You are one body and one spirit, even as you have been called' (Eph. 4:4). For 'as the body 
without the spirit is dead' (Jas. 2:26) and insensate, so if you have been deadened by the passions through neglecting 
the commandments after your baptism the Holy Spirit and the grace of  
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Christ cease to operate in you and to enlighten you; for though you possess the Spirit, since you have faith and 
have been regenerated through baptism, yet the Spirit is quiescent and inactive within you because of the deadness 
of your soul. 

Although the soul is one and the members of the body are many, the soul sustains them all, giving life and 
movement to those that can be animated. Should some of them have withered because of some disease and become 
as if dead and inert, yet they are still sustained by the soul, even in their lifeless and insensate state. Similarly, the 
Spirit of Christ is present with integral wholeness in all who are members of Christ, activating and generating life in 
all capable of participating in it; and in His compassion He still sustains even those who through some weakness do 
not actively participate in the life of the Spirit. In this way each of the faithful participates, by virtue of his faith, in 
adoption to sonship through the Spirit; but should he grow negligent and fail to sustain his faith he will become inert 
and benighted, deprived of Christ's life and light. Such is the state of each of the faithful who, though a member of 
Christ and possessing the Spirit of Christ, fails to activate this Spirit within himself and so is stagnant, incapable of 
participating positively in the life of grace.  

130. The principal forms of contemplation are eight in number. The first is contemplation of the formless, 
unoriginate and uncreated God, source of all things - that is, contemplation of the one Triadic Deity that transcends 
all being. The second is contemplation of the hierarchy and order of the spiritual powers. The third is contemplation 
of the structure of created beings. The fourth is contemplation of God's descent through the incarnation of the Logos. 
The fifth is contemplation of the universal resurrection. The sixth is contemplation of the dread second coming of 
Christ. The seventh is contemplation of age-long punishment. The eighth is contemplation of the kingdom of 
heaven. The first four pertain to what has already been manifested and realized. The second four pertain to what is in 
store and has not yet been manifested; but they are clearly contemplated by and disclosed to those who through 
grace have attained great purity of intellect. Whoever without such grace attempts to descry them should realize that 
far from attaining spiritual vision he will merely become the prey of fantasies, deceived by and forming illusions in 
obedience to the spirit of delusion.  

131. Here something must be said about delusion, so far as this is  
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possible; for, because of its deviousness and the number of ways in which it can ensnare us, few recognize it 
clearly and for most it is almost inscrutable. Delusion manifests itself or, rather, attacks and invades us in two ways - 



in the form of mental images and fantasies or in the form of diabolic influence - though its sole cause and origin is 
always arrogance. The first form is the origin of the second and the second is the origin of a third form - mental 
derangement. The first form, illusory visions, is caused by self-conceit; for this leads us to invest the divine with 
some illusory shape, thus deceiving us through mental images and fantasies. This deception in its turn produces 
blasphemy as well as the fear induced by monstrous apparitions, occurring both when awake and when asleep - a 
state described as the terror and perturbation of the soul. Thus arrogance is followed by delusion, delusion by 
blasphemy, blasphemy by fear, fear by terror, and terror by a derangement of the natural state of the mind. This is 
the first form of delusion, that induced by mental images and fantasies. 

The second form, induced by diabolic influence, is as follows. It has its origin in self-indulgence, which in its turn 
results from so-called natural desire. Self-indulgence begets licentiousness in all its forms of indescribable impurity. 
By inflaming man's whole nature and clouding his intelligence as a result of its intercourse with spurious images, 
licentiousness deranges the intellect, searing it into a state of delirium and impelling its victim to utter false 
prophecies, interpreting the visions and discourses of certain supposed saints, which he claims arc revealed to him 
when he is intoxicated and befuddled with passion, his whole character perverted and corrupted by demons. Those 
ignorant of spiritual matters, beguiled by delusion, call such men 'little souls'. These 'little souls' are to be found 
sitting near the shrines of saints, by whose spirit they claim to be inspired and tested, and whose purported message 
they proclaim to others. But in truth they should be called possessed by the demons, deceived and enslaved by 
delusion, and not prophets foretelling what is to happen now and in the future. For the demon of licentiousness 
himself darkens and deranges their minds, inflaming them with the fire of spiritual lust, conjuring up before them 
the illusory appearance of saints, and making them hear conversations and see visions. Sometimes the demons 
themselves appear to them and convulse them with fear. For having harnessed them to the yoke of Belial, the demon 
of licentiousness drives them on  
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to practice their deceits, so that he may keep them captive and enslaved until death, when he will consign them to 
hell. 

132. Delusion arises in us from three principal sources: arrogance, the envy of demons, and the divine will that 
allows us to be tried and corrected. Arrogance arises from superficiality, demonic envy is provoked by our spiritual 
progress, and the need for correction is the consequence of our sinful way of life. The delusion arising solely from 
envy and self-conceit is swiftly healed, especially when we humble ourselves. On the other hand, the delusion 
allowed by God for our correction, when we are handed over to Satan because of our sinfulness, God often permits 
to continue until our death, if this is needed to efface our sins. Sometimes God hands over even the guiltless to the 
torment of demons for the sake of their salvation. One should also know that the demon of self-conceit himself 
prophesies in those who are not scrupulously attentive to their hearts.  

133. All the faithful are truly anointed priests and kings in the spiritual renewal brought about through baptism, 



just as priests and kings were anointed figuratively in former times. For those anointings were prefigurations of the 
truth of our anointing: prefigurations in relation not merely to some of us but to all of us. For our kingship and 
priesthood is not of the same form or character as theirs, even though the symbolic actions are the same. Nor does 
our anointing recognize any distinction in nature, grace or calling, in such a way that those anointed essentially 
differ one from the other: we have but one and the same calling, faith and ritual. The true significance of this is that 
he who is anointed is pure, dispassionate and wholly consecrated to God now and for ever.  

134. If your speech is full of wisdom and you meditate on understanding in your heart (cf. Ps. 49:3), you will 
disclose in created things the presence of the divine Logos, the substantive Wisdom of God the Father (cf. 1 Cor. 
1:24); for in created things you will perceive the outward expression of the archetypes that characterize them, and 
thus through your active living intelligence you will speak wisdom that derives from the divine Wisdom. And 
because your heart will be illuminated by the power of the transfiguring understanding on which you meditate in 
your spirit, you will be able through this understanding to instruct and illuminate those who listen with faith.  

135. Today's great enemy of truth, drawing men to perdition, is  
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delusion. As a result of this delusion, tenebrous ignorance rules the souls of all those sunk in lethargy and 
alienates them from God. Such people are as if unaware that there exists a God who gives us rebirth and 
illumination, or they assume that we can believe in Him and know Him only in a theoretical way and not through 
our actions, or else they imagine that He has revealed Himself only to the people of former times and not to us also; 
and they pretend that the scriptural texts about God are applicable only to the original authors, or to others, but not to 
themselves. Thus they blaspheme the teaching about God, since they repudiate true knowledge inspired by devotion 
to God, and read the Scriptures only in a literal, not to say Judaic, manner; denying the possibility that man even in 
this life can be resurrected through the resurrection of his soul, they choose to remain in the grave of ignorance. 
Delusion consists of three passions: lack of faith, guile and sloth. These generate and support each other: lack of 
faith sharpens the wits of guile, and guile goes hand in hand with sloth, which expresses itself outwardly in laziness. 
Or conversely, sloth may beget guile - did not the Lord say, 'You cunning and lazy servant' (Matt. 25:26)? - and 
guile mothers lack of faith. For if you are full of guile you lack faith, and if you lack faith you stand in no awe of 
God. From such lack of faith comes sloth, which begets contempt; and when you are full of contempt you scorn all 
goodness and practice every kind of wickedness. 

   136. Complete dogmatic orthodoxy consists in a true doctrine about God and an unerring spiritual knowledge of 
created things. If  you are orthodox in this way you should glorify God thus: Glory to Thee, Christ our God, glory to 
Thee, because for our sake Thou, the  divine Logos who transcends all things, becamest man. Great is the  mystery 
of Thine incarnation, Savior: glory to Thee.  

   137. According to St Maximos the Confessor there are three motives for writing which are above reproach and 
censure: to assist  one's memory, to help others, or as an act of obedience. It is for the  last reason that most spiritual 



writings have been composed, at the  humble request of those who have need of them. If you write about  spiritual 
matters simply for pleasure, fame or self-display, you will get  your deserts, as Scripture says (cf. Matt. 6:5, 16), and 
will not profit  
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from it in this life or gain any reward in the life to come. On the contrary, you will be condemned for courting 
popularity and for fraudulently trafficking in God's wisdom.  
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1. Everyone baptized into Christ should pass progressively through all  the stages of Christ's own life, for in 
baptism he receives the power so  to progress, and through the commandments he can discover and learn  how to 
accomplish such progression. To Christ's conception corresponds the foretaste of the gift of the Holy Spirit, to His 
nativity the actual experience of joyousness, to His baptism the cleansing force of the fire of the Spirit, to His 
transfiguration the contemplation of divine light, to His crucifixion the dying to all things, to His burial the 
indwelling of divine love in the heart, to His resurrection the soul's life-quickening resurrection, and to His 
ascension divine ecstasy and I the transport of the intellect into God. He who fails to pass consciously through these 
stages is still callow in body and spirit, even though he may be regarded by all as mature and accomplished in the 
practice of virtue. 

2. Christ's Passion is a life-quickening death to those who have experienced all its phases, for by experiencing 
what He experienced we are glorified as He is (cf. Rom. 8:17). But indulgence in sensual passions induces a truly 
lethal death. Willingly to experience what Christ experienced is to crucify crucifixion and to put death to death.  

3. To suffer for Christ's sake is patiently to endure whatever happens to us. For the envy which the innocent 
provoke is for their benefit, while the Lord's schooling tests us so as to bring about our conversion, since it opens 
our ears when we are guilty. That is why the Lord has promised an eternal crown to those who endure in this manner 
(cf. Jas. 1:12). Glory to Thee, our God; glory to Thee, Holy Trinity; glory to Thee for all things.  
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On Passion-Imbued Change 

4. Listlessness - a most difficult passion to overcome - makes the body sluggish. And when the body is sluggish, 
the soul also grows sluggish. When both have become thoroughly lax, self-indulgence induces a change in the 
body's temperament. Self-indulgence incites the appetite, appetite gives rise to pernicious desire, desire to the spirit 
of revolt, revolt to dormant recollections, recollection to imaginings, imagining to mental provocation, provocation 
to coupling with the thought provoked, and coupling to assent. Such assent to a diabolic provocation leads to actual 
sinning, either through the body or in various other ways. Thus we are defeated and thus we lapse. 

On Beneficent Change 

5. In whatever work we engage patience gives birth to courage, courage to commitment, commitment to 
perseverance, and perseverance to an increase in the work done. Such additional labor quells the body's dissolute 
impulses and checks the desire for sensual indulgence. Thus checked, desire gives rise to spiritual longing, longing 
to love, love to aspiration, aspiration to ardor, ardor to self-galvanizing, self-galvanizing to assiduousness, 
assiduousness to prayer, and prayer to stillness. Stillness gives birth to contemplation, contemplation to spiritual 
knowledge, and knowledge to the apprehension of the mysteries. The consummation of the mysteries is theology, 
the fruit of theology is perfect love, of love humility, of humility dispassion, and of dispassion foresight, prophecy 
and foreknowledge. No one possesses the virtues perfectly in this life, nor does he cut off evil all at once. On the 
contrary, by small increases of virtue evil gradually ceases to exist. 

On Morbid Defluxions 

Question:  In how many ways do morbid defluxions take place, whether sinful or sinless?  
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6. Answer:  Sinful defluxions take place in three ways: through fornication, through self-abuse, and through 
consent to pernicious thoughts. Sinless defluxions take place in seven ways: through the urine, through eating solid 
or stimulating foods, through drinking too much chill water, through the sluggishness of the body, through excessive 
tiredness, and through all kinds of demonic fantasy. In veterans in the ascetic life they generally take place through 
the first five of the ways we have just mentioned. In those who have attained the state of dispassion, the fluid only 
issues mixed with urine, because on account of their ascetic labors their inner ducts have in some way become 
porous and they have been given the grace of a divine energy, purificatory and sanctifying - the grace of continence. 
The last form of defluxion - that prompted by demonic fantasy during sleep - pertains both to those still under the 
domination of the passions and to those suffering from weakness. But since this is involuntary it is free from sin, as 
the holy fathers tell us. 



By divine dispensation the person who has attained the state of dispassion experiences from time to time a sinless 
propulsion, while the remaining fluid is consumed by divine fire. The person still engaged in the ascetic life and so 
under various forms of constraint experiences a discharge that is innocuous. The person still under the sway of the 
passions experiences a natural discharge and an unnatural discharge, the first prompted by diabolic fantasy during 
sleep and the second by diabolic fantasy to which assent has been given while he is awake. The first is innocuous, 
the second is sinful and liable to penance.  

In those who have attained the state of dispassion the propulsion and the bodily discharge constitute a single 
action through which by divine dispensation surplus fluid is expelled through the urine while the rest is consumed 
by divine fire, as already stated. In those midway along the ascetic path there are said to be six general ways of 
innocuous defluxion through which the body is cleansed and freed from the corruptive fluid formed naturally and 
unavoidably in it. These are prompted by solid or stimulating foods, by drinking cold water, by sluggishness of the 
body, by torpor resulting from excessive labor, and finally by the malice of demons. In the weak and those newly 
engaged in the ascetic life there are similarly six ways, all embroiled with the passions. They are prompted by 
gluttony, by back-biting, by censoriousness, by self-esteem, by demonic fantasy during sleep and  
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assent to it while awake, and finally by the aggressive malice of demons. Yet even these have in God's providence 
a double purpose: first, they cleanse human nature from corruption, from the surplus matter it has absorbed, and 
from impulse-driven appetites; and, second, they train the person engaged in the spiritual struggle to be humble and 
attentive, and to restrain himself in all things and from all things. 

7. He who dwells in solitude and depends on charity for his food must accept alms in seven ways. First, he must 
ask only for what is needful. Secondly, he must take only what is needful. Thirdly, he must receive whatever is 
offered to him as if from God. Fourthly, he must trust in God and believe that He will recompense the giver. Fifthly, 
he must apply himself to keeping the commandments. Sixthly, he must not misuse what is given to him. Seventhly, 
he must not be stingy but must give to others and be compassionate. He who conducts himself thus in these matters 
experiences the joy of having his needs supplied not by man but by God.  
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1. As the great teacher St John Chrysostom states, we should be in a position to say that we need no help from the 
Scriptures, no assistance from other people, but are instructed by God; for 'all will be taught by God' (Isa. 54:13; 
John 6:45), in such a way that we learn from Him and through Him what we ought to know. And this applies not 



only to those of us who are monks but to each and every one of the faithful: we are all of us called to carry the law 
of the Spirit written on the tablets of our hearts (cf. 2 Cor. 3:3), and to attain like the Cherubim the supreme privilege 
of conversing through pure prayer in the heart directly with Jesus. But because we are infants at the time of our 
renewal through baptism we do not understand the grace and the new life conferred upon us. Unaware of the 
surpassing grandeur of the honor and glory in which we share, we fail to realize that we ought to grow in soul and 
spirit through the keeping of the commandments and so perceive noetically what we have received. On account of 
this most of us fall through indifference and servitude to the passions into a state of benighted obduracy. We do not 
know whether God exists, or who we are, or what we have become, although through baptism we have been made 
sons of God, sons of light, and children and members of Christ. If we are baptized when grown up, we feel that we 
have been baptized only in water and not by the Spirit. And even though we have been renewed in the Spirit, we 
believe only in a formal, lifeless and ineffectual sense, and we say we are full of doubts. 

Hence because we are in fact non-spiritual we live and behave in a non-spiritual manner. Should we repent, we 
understand and practice  
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the commandments only in a bodily way and not spiritually. And if after many labors a revelation of grace is in 
God's compassion granted to us, we take it for a delusion. Or if we hear from others how grace acts, we are 
persuaded by our envy to regard that also as a delusion. Thus we remain corpses until death, failing to live in Christ 
and to be inspired by Him. According to Scripture, even that which we possess will be taken away from us at the 
time of our death or our judgment because of our lack of faith and our despair (cf. Matt. 25:29). We do not 
understand that the children must be like the father, that is to say, we are to be made gods by God and spiritual by 
the Holy Spirit; for 'that which is born of the Spirit is spirit' (John 3:6). But we are unregenerate, even though we 
have become members of the faith and heavenly, and so the Spirit of God does not dwell within us (cf. Gen. 6:3). 
Because of this the Lord has handed us over to strange afflictions and captivity, and slaughter flourishes, perhaps 
because He wishes to correct evil, or cut it off, or heal it by more powerful remedies. 

2. With the help of God, then, who inspires those who declare good tidings (cf. Ps. 68:11. LXX), we must first 
examine how one finds Christ or, rather, how one is found by Him, since we already possess and have received Him 
through baptism in the Spirit: as St Paul says, 'Do you not realize that Jesus Christ dwells within you?' (2 Cor. 13:5). 
Then we must ask how to advance or, simply, how to retain what we have discovered. The best and shortest course 
is for us to give a brief summary of the whole spiritual journey from start to finish, long though it is. Many, indeed, 
have been so exhausted by their efforts to discover what they were looking for that, on finding the starting-point, 
they have remained content with this, and have not tried to advance farther. Encountering obstacles and turning 
aside unawares from the true path, they think that they are on the right track when actually they are veering 
profitlessly off course. Others, on reaching the halfway point of illumination, have then grown slack, wilting before 
reaching the end; or they have reverted through their slipshod way of life, and have become beginners again. Yet 
others, on the point of attaining perfection, have grown inattentive and self-conceited, relapsing to the state of those 
in the middle way or even of beginners. Beginners, those in the middle way and the perfect have each their 



distinctive characteristic: for the first it is activity, for the second illumination, for the third purification and 
resurrection of the soul.  
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3. The energy of the Holy Spirit, which we have already mystically received in baptism, is realized in two ways. 
First - to generalize - this gift is revealed, as St Mark tells us, through arduous and protracted practice of the 
commandments: to the degree to which we effectively practice the commandments its radiance is increasingly 
manifested in us. Secondly, it is manifested to those under spiritual guidance through the continuous invocation of 
the Lord Jesus, repeated with conscious awareness, that is, through mindfulness of God. In the first way, it is 
revealed more slowly, in the second more rapidly, if one diligently and persistently learns how to dig the ground and 
locate the gold. Thus if we want to realize and know the truth and not to be led astray, let us seek to possess only the 
heart-engrafted energy in a way that is totally without shape or form, not trying to contemplate in our imagination 
what we take to be the figure or similitude of things holy or to see any colors or lights. For in the nature of things the 
spirit of delusion deceives the intellect through such spurious fantasies, especially at the early stages, in those who 
are still inexperienced. On the contrary, let our aim be to make the energy of prayer alone active in our hearts, for it 
brings warmth and joy to the intellect, and sets the heart alight with an ineffable love for God and man. It is on 
account of this that humility and contrition flow richly from prayer. For prayer in beginners is the unceasing noetic 
activity of the Holy Spirit. To start with it rises like a fire of joy from the heart; in the end it is like light made 
fragrant by divine energy. 

4. There are several signs that the energy of the Holy Spirit is beginning to be active in those who genuinely 
aspire for this to happen and are not just putting God to the test - for, according to the Wisdom of Solomon, 'It is 
found by those who do not put it to the test, and manifests itself to those who do not distrust it' (cf. Wisd. 1:2). In 
some it appears as awe arising in the heart, in others as a tremulous sense of jubilation, in others as joy, in others as 
joy mingled with awe, or as tremulousness mingled with joy, and sometimes it manifests itself  
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as tears and awe. For the soul is joyous at God's visitation and mercy, but at the same time is in awe and 
trepidation at His presence because it is guilty of so many sins. Again, in some the soul at the outset experiences an 
unutterable sense of contrition and an indescribable pain, like the woman in Scripture who labors to give birth (cf. 
Rev. 12:2). For the living and active Logos - that is to say, Jesus - penetrates, as the apostle says, to the point at 
which soul separates from body, joints from marrow (cf. Heb. 4:12), so as to expel by force every trace of passion 
from both soul and body. In others it is manifest as an unconquerable love and peace, shown towards all, or as a 
joyousness that the fathers have often called exultation - a spiritual force and an impulsion of the living heart that is 
also described as a vibration and sighing of the Spirit who makes wordless intercession for us to God (cf. Rom. 
8:26). Isaiah has also called this the 'waves' of God's righteousness (cf. Isa. 48:18), while the great Ephrem calls it 
'spurring'. The Lord Himself describes it as 'a spring of water welling up for eternal life' (John 4:14) - He refers to 
the Spirit as water - a source that leaps up in the heart and erupts through the ebullience of its power. 

5. You should know that there are two kinds of exultation or joyousness: the calm variety (called a vibration or 
sighing or intercession of the Spirit), and the great exultation of the heart - a leap, bound or jump, the soaring flight 
of the living heart towards the sphere of the divine. For when the soul has been raised on the wings of divine love by 
the Holy Spirit and has been freed from the bonds of the passions, it strives to fly to that higher realm even before 
death, seeking to separate itself from its burden. This is also known as a stirring of the spirit - that is to say, an 
eruption or impulsion - as in the text, 'Jesus was stirred in spirit and, deeply moved. He said, "Where have you laid 
him?"' (cf. John 11:34). David the Psalmist indicates the difference between the greater and the lesser exultation 
when he declares that the mountains leap like rams and the little hills like lambs (cf. Ps. 114 : 6). He is referring of 
course to those who are perfect and to beginners, for physical mountains and hills, lacking animal life, do not 
actually leap about.  

6. Divine awe has nothing to do with trepidation - by which I mean, not the tremulousness induced by joy, but the 
trepidation induced by wrath or chastisement or the feeling of desertion by God. On the contrary, divine awe is 
accompanied by a tremulous sense of  
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jubilation arising from the prayer of fire that we offer when filled with awe. This awe is not the fear provoked by 
wrath or punishment, but it is inspired by wisdom, and is also deserted as 'the beginning of wisdom' (Ps. 111:10). 
Awe may be divided into three kinds, even though the fathers speak only of two: the awe of beginners, that of the 
perfect, and that provoked by wrath, which should properly be called trepidation, agitation or contrition. 

7. There are several kinds of trembling. That of wrath is one, that of joy is another, and that of the soul's incensive 
power, when the heart's blood is over-heated, is another, that of old age is another, that of sin or delusion is another, 
and that of the curse which was laid on the human race because of Cain is another (cf. Gen. 4:11-15). In the early 



stages of spiritual warfare, however, it sometimes but not always happens that the trembling induced by joy and that 
induced by sin contend with one another. The first is the tremulous sense of jubilation, when grace refreshes the soul 
with great joyfulness accompanied by tears; the second is characterized by a disordered fervor, stupor and obduracy 
that consume the soul, inflame the sexual organs, and impel one to assent through the imagination to erotic physical 
obscenities. 

On the Different Kinds of Energy 

8. In every beginner two forms of energy are at work, each affecting the heart in a distinct way. The first comes 
from grace, the second from delusion. St Mark the Ascetic corroborates this when he says that there is a spiritual 
energy and a satanic energy, and that the beginner cannot distinguish between them. These energies in their turn 
generate three kinds of fervor, the first prompted by grace, the second by delusion or sin, and the third by an excess 
of blood. This last relates to what St Thalassios the Libyan calls the body's temperament, the balance and concord of 
which can be achieved by appropriate self-control.  
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9. The energy of grace is the power of spiritual fire that fills the heart with joy and gladness, stabilizes, warms and 
purifies the soul, temporarily stills our provocative thoughts, and for a time suspends the body's impulsions. The 
signs and fruits that testify to its authenticity are tears, contrition, humility, self-control, silence, patience, self-
effacement and similar qualities, all of which constitute undeniable evidence of its presence. 

On Delusion 

10. The energy of delusion is the passion for sin, inflaming the soul with thoughts of sensual pleasure and 
arousing phrenetic desire in the body for intercourse with other bodies. According to St Diadochos it is entirely 
amorphous and disordered, inducing a mindless joy, presumption and confusion, accompanied by a mood of ill-
defined sterile levity, and fomenting above all the soul's appetitive power with its sensuality. It nourishes itself on 
pleasure, aided and abetted by the insatiable belly; for through the belly it not only impregnates and enkindles our 
whole bodily temperament but also acts upon and inflames the soul, drawing it to itself so that little by little the 
disposition to self-indulgence expels all grace from the person thus possessed.  
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Two Ways of Prayer 

1. There are two modes of union or, rather, two ways of entering into the noetic prayer that the Spirit activates 
in the heart. For either the intellect, cleaving to the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17), is present in the heart prior to the 
action of the prayer; or the prayer itself, progressively quickened in the fire of spiritual joy, draws the 
intellect along with it or welds it to the invocation of the Lord Jesus and to union with Him. For since the 
Spirit works in each person as He wishes (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11), one of these two ways we have mentioned will 
take precedence in some people, the other in others. Sometimes, as the passions subside through the ceaseless 
invocation of Jesus Christ, a divine energy wells up in the heart, and a divine warmth is kindled; for Scripture 
says that our God is a fire that consumes the passions (cf. Deut. 4:24; Heb. 12:29). At other times the Spirit 
draws the intellect to Himself, confining it to the depths of the heart and restraining it from its usual 
distractions. Then it will no longer be led captive from Jerusalem to the Assyrians, but a change for the better 
brings it back from Babylon to Zion, so that it says with the Psalmist, 'It is right to praise Thee, 0 God, in 
Zion, and to Thee shall our vows be rendered in Jerusalem' (Ps. 65:1. LXX), and 'When the Lord brought 
back the prisoners to Zion' (Ps. 126:1), and 'Jacob will rejoice and Israel will be glad’ (Ps. 53:6). The names 
Jacob and Israel refer respectively to the ascetically active and to the contemplative intellect which through 
ascetic labor and with God's help overcomes the passions and through contemplation sees God, so far as is 
possible. Then the intellect, as if invited to a rich banquet and replete with divine joy, will sing, 'Thou hast 
prepared a table before me in the face of the demons and passions that afflict me' (cf. Ps. 23:5).  
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2. 'In the morning sow your seed', says Solomon - and by 'seed' is to be understood the seed of prayer - 'and in the 
evening do not withhold your hand', so that there may be no break in the continuity of your prayer, no moment when 
through lack of attention you cease to pray; 'for you do not know which will flourish, this or that' (Eccles. 11:6). 
Sitting from dawn on a seat about nine inches high, compel your intellect to descend from your head into your heart, 
and retain it there. Keeping your head forcibly bent downwards, and suffering acute pain in your chest, shoulders 
and neck, persevere in repeating noetically or in your soul 'Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy'. Then, since that may 
become constrictive and wearisome, and even galling because of the constant repetition - though this is not because 
you are constantly eating the one food of the threefold name, for 'those who eat Me', says Scripture, 'will still be 
hungry' (Eccles. 24:21) - let your intellect concentrate on the second half of the prayer and repeat the words 'Son of 
God, have mercy'. You must say this half over and over again and not out of laziness constantly change the words. 
For plants which are frequently transplanted do not put down roots. Restrain your breathing, so as not to breathe 
unimpededly; for when you exhale, the air, rising from the heart, beclouds the intellect and ruffles your thinking, 
keeping the intellect away from the heart. Then the intellect is either enslaved by forgetfulness or induced to give its 



attention to all manner of things, insensibly becoming preoccupied with what it should ignore. If you see impure evil 
thoughts rising up and assuming various forms in your intellect, do not be startled. Even if images of good things 
appear to you, pay no attention to them. But restraining your breathing as much as possible and enclosing your 
intellect in your heart, invoke the Lord Jesus continuously and diligently and you will swiftly consume and subdue 
them, flaying them invisibly with the divine name. For St John Klimakos says, 'With the name of Jesus lash your 
enemies, for there is no more powerful weapon in heaven or on earth.' 

3. Isaiah the Solitary is one of many who affirm that when praying  
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you have to restrain your breath. Another author says that you have to control your uncontrollable intellect, 
impelled and dispersed as it is by the satanic power which seizes hold of your lax soul because of your negligence 
after baptism, bringing with it other spirits even more evil than itself and thus making your soul's state worse than it 
was originally (cf. Matt. 12:45). Another writer says that in a monk mindfulness of God ought to take the place of 
breathing, while another declares that the love of God acts as a brake on his out-breathing. St Symeon the New 
Theologian tells us, 'Restrain the drawing-in of breath through your nostrils, so as not to breathe easily'; St John 
Klimakos says, 'Let mindfulness of Jesus be united to your breathing, and then you will know the blessings of 
stillness.' St Paul affirms that it is not he who lives but Christ in him (cf. Gal. 2:20), activating him and inspiring him 
with divine life. And the Lord, taking as an example the blowing of the physical wind, says, 'The Spirit blows where 
He wishes' (John 3:8). For when we were cleansed through baptism we received in seed-like form the foretaste of 
the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 1:22) and what St James calls the 'implanted Logos' (Jas. 1:21), embedded and as it were 
consolidated in us through an unparticipable participation; and, while keeping Himself inviolate and undiminished. 
He deifies us in His superabundant bounty. But then we neglected the commandments, the guardians of grace, and 
through this negligence we again fell into the clutches of the passions, filled with the afflatus of the evil spirits 
instead of the breath of the Holy Spirit. That is why, as the holy fathers explain, we are subject to lassitude and 
continually enervated. For had we laid hold of the Spirit and been purified by Him we would have been enkindled 
by Him and inspired with divine life, and would speak and think and act in the manner that the Lord indicates when 
He says, 'For it is not you that speak but the Spirit of My Father that speaks in you' (cf. Matt. 10:20). Conversely, if 
we embrace the devil and are mastered by him, we speak and act in the opposite manner. 

4. 'When the watchman grows weary,' says St John Klimakos, 'he stands up and prays; then he sits down again 
and courageously resumes the same task.' Although St John is here referring to the intellect and  
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is saying that it should behave in this manner when it has learnt how to guard the heart, yet what he says can 
apply equally to psalmody. For it is said that when the great Varsanuphios was asked about how one should 
psalmodize, he replied, 'The Hours and the liturgical Odes are church traditions, rightly given so that concord is 
maintained when there are many praying together. But the monks of Sketis do not recite the Hours, nor do they sing 
Odes. On their own they practice manual labor, meditation and a little prayer. When you stand in prayer, you should 
repeat the Trisagion and the Lord's Prayer. You should also ask God to deliver you from your fallen selfhood. Do 
not grow slack in doing this; your mind should be concentrated in prayer all day long.' What St Varsanuphios 
wanted to make clear is that private meditation is the prayer of the heart, and that to practice 'a little prayer' means to 
stand and psalmodize. Moreover, St John Klimakos explicitly says that to attain the state of stillness entails first total 
detachment, secondly resolute prayer - this means standing and psalmodizing - and thirdly, unbroken labor of the 
heart, that is to say, sitting down to pray in stillness. 

Different Ways of Psalmodizing 

5. Why do some teach that we should psalmodize a lot, others a little, and others that we should not psalmodize at 
all but should devote ourselves only to prayer and to physical exertion such as manual labor, prostrations or some 
other strenuous activity? The explanation is as follows. Those who have found grace through long, arduous practice 
of the ascetic life teach others to find it in the same way. They do not believe that there are some who through 
cognitive insight and fervent faith have by the mercy of God attained the state of grace in a short time, as St Isaac, 
for instance, recognizes. Led astray by ignorance and self-conceit they disparage such people, claiming that anything 
different from their own experience is delusion and not the operation of grace. They do not know that 'it is easy for 
God to enrich  
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a poor man suddenly' (Eccles. 11:21), and that 'wisdom is the principal thing; therefore acquire wisdom', as 
Proverbs says, referring to grace (4:7). Similarly St Paul is rebuking the disciples of his time who were ignorant of 
grace when he says, 'Do you not realize that Jesus Christ dwells within you, unless you are worthless?' (cf. 2 Cor. 
13:5) - unless, that is to say, you make no progress because of your negligence. Thus in their disbelief and arrogance 
they do not acknowledge the exceptional qualities of prayer activated in some people by the Spirit in a special way. 

6. Objection: Tell me, if a person fasts, practices self-control, keeps vigils, stands, makes prostrations, grieves 
inwardly and lives in poverty, is this not active asceticism? How then do you advocate simply the singing of psalms, 
yet say that without ascetic labor it is impossible to succeed in prayer? Do not the activities I mention constitute 
ascetic labor?  

Answer.  If you pray with your lips but your mind wanders, how do you benefit? 'When one builds and another 
tears down, what do they gain but toil?' (Eccles. 34:23). As you labor with your body, so you must labor with your 



intellect, lest you appear righteous in the body while your heart is filled with every form of injustice and impurity. St 
Paul confirms this when he says that if he prays with his tongue - that is, with his lips - his spirit or his voice prays, 
but his intellect is unproductive: 'I will pray with my spirit, and I will also pray with my intellect' (cf. 1 Cor. 14:14-
15). And he adds, 'I would rather speak five words with my intellect than ten thousand with my tongue' (cf. 1 Cor. 
14:19). St John Klimakos, too, indicates that St Paul is speaking here about prayer when he says in his chapter on 
prayer, 'The great practitioner of sublime and perfect prayer says, "I would rather speak five words with my 
intellect." ' There are many other forms of spiritual work, yet not one in itself is all-sufficient; but prayer of the heart, 
according to St John Klimakos, is pre-eminent and all-embracing, the source of the virtues and catalyst of all 
goodness. 'There is nothing more fearful than the thought of death,' says St Maximos, 'or more wonderful than 
mindfulness of God,' indicating  
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the supremacy of this activity. But some do not even wish to know that we can attain a state of active grace in this 
present life, so blinded and weak in faith are they because of their ignorance and obduracy. 

7. In my opinion, those who do not psalmodize much act rightly, for it means that they esteem moderation - and 
according to the sages moderation is best in all things. In this way they do not expend all the energy of their soul in 
ascetic labor, thus making the intellect negligent and slack where prayer is concerned. On the contrary, by devoting 
but little time to psalmodizing, they can give most of their time to prayer. On the other hand, when the intellect is 
exhausted by continuous noetic invocation and intense concentration, it can be given some rest by releasing it from 
the straitness of silent prayer and allowing it to relax in the amplitude of psalmody. This is an excellent rule, taught 
by the wisest men.  

8. Those who do not psalmodize at all also act rightly, provided they are well advanced on the spiritual path. Such 
people have no need to recite psalms; if they have attained the state of illumination, they should cultivate silence, 
uninterrupted prayer and contemplation. They are united with God and have no need to tear their intellect away from 
Him and so to throw it into confusion. As St John Klimakos says, 'One under monastic obedience falls when he 
follows his own will, while the hesychast falls when he is interrupted in his prayer.' For the hesychast commits 
adultery in his intellect when he sunders it from its mindfulness of God: it is as if he were being unfaithful to his true 
spouse and philandering with trivial matters.  

To impart this discipline to others is not always possible. But it can be taught to simple uneducated people who 
are under obedience to a spiritual father, for such obedience, thanks to the humility that goes with it, can partake of 
every virtue. Those, however, who are not under this kind of obedience should not be taught it, regardless of 
whether they are unlearned people or educated: they may easily be deluded, because people who are a law unto 
themselves cannot avoid being conceited, and the natural result of conceit is delusion, as St Isaac says. Yet some 
people, unaware of the harm which will result, counsel anybody they happen to meet to practice this discipline 
alone, so that their intellect may grow accustomed to being mindful of God and may come to love it. But this is not 
possible, especially for those not under  
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obedience. For, because of their negligence and arrogance, their intellect is still impure and has not first been 
cleansed by tears; and so, instead of concentrating on prayer, they are filled with images of shameful thoughts, while 
the unclean spirits in their heart, panic-struck by the invocation of the dread name of the Lord Jesus, howl for the 
destruction of the person who scourges them. Thus if you hear about or are taught this discipline, and want to 
practice it, but are not under spiritual direction you will experience one of two things: you will either force yourself 
to persist, in which case you fall into delusion and will fail to attain healing; or you will grow negligent, in which 
case you will never make any progress during your whole life. 

9. I will add this from my own small experience. When you sit in stillness, by day or by night, free from random 
thoughts and continuously praying to God in humility, you may find that your intellect becomes exhausted through 
calling upon God and that your body and heart begin to feel pain because of the intense concentration with which 
you unceasingly invoke the name of Jesus, with the result that you no longer experience the warmth and joy that 
engender ardor and patience in the spiritual aspirant. If this is the case, stand up and psalmodize, either by yourself 
or with a disciple who lives with you, or occupy yourself with meditation on some scriptural passage or with the 
remembrance of death, or with manual labor or with some other thing, or give your attention to reading, preferably 
standing up so as to involve your body in the task as well.  

When you stand and psalmodize by yourself, recite the Trisagion and then pray in your soul or your intellect, 
making your intellect pay attention to your heart; and recite two or three psalms and a few penitential troparia but 
without chanting them: as St John Klimakos confirms, people at this stage of spiritual development do not chant. For 
'the suffering of the heart endured in a spirit of devotion', as St Mark puts it, is sufficient to produce joy in them, and 
the warmth of the Spirit is given to them as a source of grace and exultation. After each psalm again pray in your 
intellect or soul, keeping your thoughts from wandering, and repeat the Alleluia. This is the order established  
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by the holy fathers Varsanuphios, Diadochos and others. And as St Basil the Great says, one should vary the 
psalms daily to enkindle one's fervor and to prevent the intellect from getting bored with having to recite always the 
same things. The intellect should be given freedom and then its fervor will be quickened.' If you stand and 
psalmodize with a trusted disciple, let him recite the psalms while you guard yourself, secretly watching your heart 
and praying. With the help of prayer ignore all images, whether sensory or conceptual, that rise up from the heart. 
For stillness means the shedding of all thoughts for a time, even those which are divine and engendered by the 
Spirit; otherwise through giving them our attention because they are good we will lose what is better. 

10. So, lover of God, attend with care and intelligence. If while engaged in spiritual work you see a light or a fire 



outside you, or a form supposedly of Christ or of an angel or of someone else, reject it lest you suffer harm. And do 
not pay court to images, lest you allow them to stamp themselves on your intellect. For all these things that 
externally and inopportunely assume various guises do so in order to delude your soul. The true beginning of prayer 
is the warmth of heart that scorifies the passions, fills the soul with joy and delight, and establishes the heart in 
unwavering love and unhesitating surety. The holy fathers teach that if the heart is in doubt about whether to accept 
something either sensory or conceptual that enters the soul, then that thing is not from God but has been sent by the 
devil. Moreover, if you become aware that your intellect is being enticed by some invisible power either from the 
outside or from above, do not trust in that power or let your intellect be so enticed, but immediately force it to 
continue its work. Unceasingly cry out: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy’, and do not allow yourself to 
retain any concept, object, thought or form that is supposedly divine, or any sequence of argument or any color, but 
concentrate solely on the pure, simple, formless remembrance of Jesus. Then God, seeing your intellect so strict in 
guarding itself in every way against the enemy, will Himself bestow pure and unerring vision upon it and will make 
it participate in God and share in all other blessings.  

What is of God, says St Isaac, comes of itself, without you knowing when it will come. Our natural enemy - the 
demon who operates in the seat of our desiring power - gives the spirit-forces various guises in  
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our imagination. In this way he substitutes his own unruly heat for spiritual warmth, so that the soul is oppressed 
by this deceit. For spiritual delight he substitutes mindless joy and a muggy sense of pleasure, inducing self-
satisfaction and vanity. Thus he tries to conceal himself from those who lack experience and to persuade them to 
take his delusions for manifestations of spiritual joy. But time, experience and perspicacity will reveal him to those 
not entirely ignorant of his wiles. As the palate discriminates between different kinds of food (cf. Eccles. 36:18,19), 
so the spiritual sense of taste clearly and unerringly reveals everything as it truly is. 

11. 'Since you are engaged in spiritual warfare,' says St John Klimakos, 'you should read texts concerned with 
ascetic practice. Translating such texts into action makes other reading superfluous.' Read works of the fathers 
related to stillness and prayer, like those of St John Klimakos, St Isaac, St Maximos, St Neilos, St Hesychios, 
Philotheos of Sinai, St Symeon the New Theologian and his disciple Stithatos, and whatever else exists of writers of 
this kind. Leave other books for the time being, not because they are to be rejected, but because they do not 
contribute to your present purpose, diverting the intellect from prayer by their narrative character. Read by yourself, 
but not in a pompous voice, or with pretentious eloquence or affected enunciation or melodic delectation, or, 
insensibly carried away by passion, as if you are wanting to please an audience. Do not read with inordinate avidity, 
for in all things moderation is best, nor on the other hand in a rough, sluggish or negligent manner. On the contrary, 
read reverently, gently, steadily, with understanding, and at an even pace, your intellect, your soul and your reason 
all engaged. When the intellect is invigorated by such reading, it acquires the strength to pray harder. But if you read 
in the contrary manner - as I have described it above - you cloud the intellect and make it sluggish and distracted, so 
that you develop a headache and grow slack in prayer.  

12. Continually take careful note of your inner intention: watch carefully which way it inclines, and discover 



whether it is for God and for the sake of goodness itself and the benefit of your soul that you practice stillness or 
psalmodize or read or pray or cultivate some virtue. Otherwise you may unknowingly be ensnared and prove to be 
an ascetic in outward appearance alone while in your manner of life and  
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inner intention you are wanting to impress men, and not to conform to God. For the devil's traps are many, and he 
persistently and secretly watches the bias of our intention, without most of us being aware of it, striving 
imperceptibly to corrupt our labor so that what we do is not done in accordance with God's will. But even if he 
attacks and assaults you relentlessly and shamelessly, and even if he distracts the bias of your will and makes it 
waver in spite of your efforts to prevent it, you will not often be caught out by him so long as you keep yourself 
steadfastly intent on God. If again in spite of your efforts you are overcome through weakness, you will swiftly be 
forgiven and praised by Hun who knows our intentions and our hearts. There is, however, one passion - self-esteem 
- that does not permit a monk to grow in virtue, so that though he engages in ascetic labors in the end he remains 
barren. For whether you are a beginner, or midway along the spiritual path, or have attained the stage of perfection, 
self-esteem always tries to insinuate itself, and it nullifies your efforts to live a holy life, so that you waste your time 
in listlessness and day-dreaming. 

13. I have also learnt this from experience, that unless a monk cultivates the following virtues he will never make 
progress: fasting, self-control, keeping vigil, patient endurance, courage, stillness, prayer, silence, inward grief and 
humility. These virtues generate and protect each other. Constant fasting withers lust and begets self-control. Self-
control enables us to keep vigils, vigils beget patient endurance, endurance courage, courage stillness, stillness 
prayer, prayer silence, silence inward grief, and grief begets humility. Or, going in the reverse order, you will find 
how daughters give birth to mothers - how, that is to say, humility begets inward grief, and so on. In the realm of the 
virtues there is nothing more important than this form of mutual generation. The things opposite to these virtues are 
obvious to all.  

14. Here we should specify the toils and hardships of the ascetic life and explain clearly how we should embark 
on each task. We must do this lest someone who coasts along without exerting himself, simply relying on what he 
has heard, and who consequently remains barren, should blame us or other writers, alleging that things are not as we 
have said. For it is only through travail of heart and bodily toil that the work can properly be carried out. Through 
them the grace of the Holy Spirit is revealed. This is the grace with which we and all Christians are endowed at 
baptism but which through neglect of the commandments  
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has been stifled by the passions. Now through God's ineffable mercy it awaits our repentance, so that at the end of 



our life we may not because of our barrenness hear the words ‘Take the talent from him', and 'What he thinks he has 
will be taken away from him' (cf. Matt. 25:28-29), and may not be sent to hell to suffer endlessly in Gehenna. No 
activity, whether bodily or spiritual, unaccompanied by toil and hardship bears fruit; 'for the kingdom of heaven is 
entered forcibly,' says the Lord, 'and those who force themselves take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12), where 'forcibly' 
and 'force' relate to the body's awareness of exertion in all things. 

Many for long years may have been preoccupied with the spiritual life without exerting themselves, or may still 
be preoccupied with it in this way; but .because they do not assiduously embrace hardships with heartfelt fervor and 
sense of purpose, and have repudiated the severity of bodily toil, they remain devoid of purity, without a share in the 
Holy Spirit. Those who practice the spiritual life, but do so carelessly and lazily, may think that they make 
considerable efforts; but they will never reap any harvest because they have not exerted themselves and basically 
have never experienced any real tribulation. A witness to this is St John Klimakos, who says, 'However exalted our 
way of life may be, it is worthless and bogus if our heart does not suffer.' Sometimes when we fail to exert ourselves 
we are in our listlessness carried away by spurious forms of distraction and plunged into darkness, thinking we can 
find rest in them when that is impossible. The truth is that we are then bound invisibly by unloosable cords and 
become inert and ineffective in everything we do, for we grow increasingly sluggish, especially if we are beginners. 
For those who have reached the stage of perfection everything is profitable in moderation. St Ephrem also testifies to 
this when he says, 'Persistently suffer hardships in order to avoid the hardship of vain sufferings.' For unless, to use 
the prophet's phrase, our loins are exhausted by the weakness induced through the exertions of fasting, and unless 
like a woman in childbirth we are afflicted with pains arising from the constriction of our heart, we will not conceive 
the Spirit of salvation in the earth of our heart (cf. Isa. 21:3; 26:18). Instead, all we will have to boast about is the 
many profitless years we have spent in the wilderness, lazily cultivating stillness and imagining that we are  
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somebody. At the moment of our death we will all know for certain what is the outcome of our life. 

15. No one can learn the art of virtue by himself, though some have taken experience as their teacher. For to act 
on one's own and not on the advice of those who have gone before us is overweening presumption - or, rather, it 
engenders such presumption. If the Son does nothing of His own accord, but does only what the Father has taught 
Him (cf. John 5:19-20), and the Spirit will not speak of His own accord (cf. John 16:3), who can think he has 
attained such heights of virtue that he does not need anyone to initiate him into the mysteries? Such a person is 
deluded and out of his mind rather than virtuous. One should therefore listen, to those who have experienced the 
hardships involved in cultivating the virtues and should cultivate them as they have - that is to say, by severe fasting, 
painful self-control, steadfast vigils, laborious genuflexions, assiduous standing motionless, constant prayer, 
unfeigned humility, ceaseless contrition and compunctive sorrow, eloquent silence, as if seasoned with salt (cf. Col. 
4:6), and by patience in all things. You must not be always relaxing or pray sitting down, before it is the proper time 
to do so, or before age or sickness compels you. For, as Scripture says, 'You will nourish yourself on the hardships 
of your practice of the virtues' (cf. Ps. 128:2. LXX); and, 'The kingdom of heaven is entered forcibly' (Matt. 11:12). 
Hence those who diligently strive day by day to practice the virtues that we have mentioned will with God's help 



gather in the harvest at the appropriate time.  
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1. Sometimes - and most often - you should sit on a stool, because it is more arduous; but sometimes, for a break, 
you should sit for a while on a mattress. As you sit be patient and assiduous, in accordance with St Paul's precept, 
'Cleave patiently to prayer' (Col. 4:2). Do not grow discouraged and quickly rise up again because of the strain and 
effort needed to keep your intellect concentrated on its inner invocation. It is as the prophet says: 'The birth-pangs 
are upon me, like those of a woman in travail' (Isa. 21:3). You must bend down and gather your intellect into your 
heart - provided it has been opened - and call on the Lord Jesus to help you. Should you feel pain in your shoulders 
or in your head - as you often will - endure it patiently and fervently, seeking the Lord in your heart. For 'the 
kingdom of God is entered forcibly, and those who force themselves take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12). With these 
words the Lord truly indicated the persistence and labor needed in this task. Patience and endurance in all things 
involve hardship in both body and soul. 

How to Say the Prayer 

2. Some of the fathers advise us to say the whole prayer, 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy', while others 
specify that we say it in two parts - 'Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy', and then 'Son of God, help me' - because this is 
easier, given the immaturity and feebleness of our  
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intellect. For no one on his own account and without the help of the Spirit can mystically invoke the Lord Jesus, 
for this can be done with purity and in its fullness only with the help of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). Like 
children who can still speak only falteringly, we are unable by ourselves to articulate the prayer properly. Yet we 
must not out of laziness frequently change the words of the invocation, but only do this rarely, so as to ensure 
continuity. Again, some fathers teach that the prayer should be said aloud; others, that it should be said silently with 
the intellect. On the basis of my personal experience I recommend both ways. For at times the intellect grows listless 
and cannot repeat the prayer, while at other times the same thing happens to the voice. Thus we should pray both 
vocally and in the intellect. But when we pray vocally we should speak quietly and calmly and not loudly, so that the 



voice does not disturb and hinder the intellect's consciousness and concentration. This is always a danger until the 
intellect grows accustomed to its work, makes progress and receives power from the Spirit to pray firmly and with 
complete attention. Then there will be no need to pray aloud - indeed, it will be impossible, for we shall be content 
to carry out the whole work with the intellect alone. 

How to Master the Intellect in Prayer 

3. .No one can master the intellect unless he himself is mastered by the Spirit. For the intellect is uncontrollable, 
not because it is by nature ever-active, but because through our continual remissness it has been given over to 
distraction and has become used to that. When we violated the commandments of Him who in baptism regenerates 
us we separated ourselves from God and lost our conscious awareness of Him and our union with Him. Sundered 
from that union and estranged from God, the intellect is led captive everywhere; and it cannot regain its stability 
unless it submits to God and is stilled by Him, joyfully uniting with Him through unceasing and diligent prayer and 
through noetically confessing all our lapses to Him each day. God immediately forgives everything to those who ask 
forgiveness in a spirit of humility and contrition and who ceaselessly invoke His holy name. As the  
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Psalmist says, 'Confess to the Lord and call upon His holy name' (cf. Ps. 105:1). Holding the breath also helps to 
stabilize the intellect, but only temporarily, for after a little it lapses into distraction again. But when prayer is 
activated, then it really does keep the intellect in its presence, and it gladdens it and frees it from captivity. But it 
may sometimes happen that the intellect, rooted in the heart, is praying, yet the mind wanders and gives its attention 
to other things; for the mind is brought under control only in those who have been made perfect by the Holy Spirit 
and who have attained a state of total concentration upon Christ Jesus. 

How to Expel Thoughts 

4. In the case of a beginner in the art of spiritual warfare. God alone can expel thoughts, for it is only those strong 
in such warfare who are in a position to wrestle with them and banish them. Yet even they do not achieve this by 
themselves, but they fight against them with God's assistance, clothed in the armor of His grace. So when thoughts 
invade you, in place of weapons call on the Lord Jesus frequently and persistently and then they will retreat; for they 
cannot bear the warmth produced in the heart by prayer and they flee as if scorched by fire. St John Klimakos tells 
us, 'Lash your enemies with the name of Jesus', because God is a fire the cauterizes wickedness (cf. Deut. 4:24; Heb. 
12:29). The Lord is prompt to help, and will speedily come to the defense of those who wholeheartedly call on Him 
day and night (cf. Luke 18:7). But if prayer is not yet activated in you, you can put these thoughts to flight in another 



manner, by imitating Moses (cf. Exod. 17:11-12); rise up, lift hands and eyes to heaven, and God will rout them. 
Then sit down again and begin to pray resolutely. This is what you should do if you have not yet acquired the power 
of prayer. Yet even if prayer is activated in you and you are attacked by the more obdurate and grievous of the 
bodily passions - namely, listlessness and lust - you should sometimes rise up and lift your hands for help against 
them. But you should do this only seldom, and then sit down again, for  
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there is a danger of the enemy deluding you by showing you some illusory form of the truth. For only in those 
who are pure and perfect does God keep the intellect steadfast and intact wherever it is, whether above or below, or 
in the heart. 

How to Psalmodize 

5. Some say that we should psalmodize seldom, others often, others not at all. You for your part should not 
psalmodize often, for that induces unrest, nor yet not at all, for that induces indolence and negligence. Instead you 
should follow the example of those who psalmodize from time to time, for moderation in all things is best, as the 
ancient Greeks tell us. To psalmodize often is appropriate for novices in the ascetic life, because of the toil it 
involves and the spiritual knowledge it confers. It is not appropriate for hesychasts, since they concentrate wholly 
upon praying to God with travail of heart, eschewing all conceptual images. For according to St John Klimakos, 
'Stillness is the shedding of thoughts', whether of sensible or of intelligible realities. Moreover, if we expend all our 
energy in reciting many psalms, our intellect will grow slack and will not be able to pray firmly and resolutely. 
Again according to St John Klimakos, 'Devote-most of the night to prayer and only a little of it to psalmody.' 

You, too, should do the same. If you are seated and you see that prayer is continuously active in your heart, do not 
abandon it and get up to psalmodize until in God's good time it leaves you of its own accord. Otherwise, abandoning 
the interior presence of God, you will address yourself to Him from without, thus passing from a higher to a lower 
state, provoking unrest and disrupting the intellect's serenity. Stillness, in accordance with its name, is maintained by 
means of peace and serenity; for God is peace (cf. Eph. 2:14) beyond all unrest and clamor. Our psalmody, too, 
should accord with our mode of life, and be angelic, not unspiritual and secular. For to psalmodize with clamor  
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and a loud voice is a sign of inner turbulence. Psalmody has been given to us because of our grossness and 
indolence, so that we may be led back to our true state. 

As for those not yet initiated into prayer - this prayer which, according to St John Klimakos, is the source of the 
virtues' and which waters, as plants, the faculties of the soul - they should psalmodize frequently, without measure, 
reciting a great variety of psalms; and they should not desist from such assiduous practice until they have attained 
the state of contemplation and find that noetic prayer is activated within them. For the practice of stillness is one 
thing and that of community life is another. 'Let each persist in that to which he is called' (1 Cor. 7:24) and he will 
be saved. It was on account of this that I hesitated to write to you, for I know that you live among those still weak. If 
someone's experience of praying derives from hearsay or reading; he will lose his way, for he lacks a guide. 
According to the fathers, once you have tasted grace you should psalmodize sparingly, giving most of your time to 
prayer. But if you find yourself growing indolent you should psalmodize or read patristic texts. A ship has no need 
of oars when a fair wind swells the sails and drives it lightly across the salt sea of the passions. But when it is 
becalmed it has to be propelled by oars or towed by another boat.  

To gainsay this, some point to the holy fathers, or to certain living persons, saying that they kept all-night watches 
psalmodizing the whole time. But, as we learn from Scripture, not all things can be accomplished by everyone, for 
some lack diligence and strength. As St John Klimakos says, 'Small things may not always seem so to the great, and 
great things may not seem altogether perfect to the small.' Everything is easy for the perfect; and not everyone, either 
now or in former times, remains always a probationer, nor does everyone travel along the same road or pursue it to 
the end. Many have passed from the life of ascetic labor to the life of contemplation, laying aside outward practices, 
keeping the Sabbath according to the spiritual law, and delighting in God alone. They are replete with divine fare, 
and the grace that fills them does not permit them to psalmodize or to meditate on anything else; for the time being 
they are in a state of ecstasy, having attained, if only in part and as a foretaste, the ultimate  
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desire of all desires. Others have been saved through pursuing the life of ascetic labor until their death, awaiting 
their reward in the life to come. Some have received conscious assurance of salvation at their death, or else after 
death they have given off a fragrant odor as testimony to their salvation. Like all other Christians they had received 
the grace of baptism, but because of the distraught and ignorant state of their intellects they did not participate in it 
mystically while still alive. Others excel in both psalmody and prayer and spend their lives in this manner, richly 
endowed with ever-active grace and not impeded by anything. Yet others, being unlettered and restricting 
themselves solely to prayer, have persevered in stillness until the end of their lives; and in doing this they have done 
well, uniting themselves as single individuals with God alone. To the perfect, as we said, all things are possible 
through Christ who is their strength (cf. Phil. 4:13). 

How to Partake of Food 



6. What shall I say about the belly, the queen of the passions? If you can deaden or half-deaden it, do not relent. It 
has mastered me, beloved, and I worship it as a slave and vassal, this abettor of the demons and dwelling-place of 
the passions. Through it we fall and through it - when it is well-disciplined - we rise again. Through it we have lost 
both our original divine status and also our second divine status, that which was bestowed on us when after our 
initial corruption we are renewed in Christ through baptism, and from which we have lapsed once more, separating 
ourselves from God through our neglect of the commandments, even though in our ignorance we exalt ourselves. 
We think that we are with God, but it is only by keeping the commandments that we advance, guarding and 
increasing the grace bestowed upon us.  

As the fathers have pointed out, bodies vary greatly in their need for food. One person needs little, another much 
to sustain his physical strength, each according to his capacity and habit. A hesychast, however, should always eat 
too little, never too much. For when the stomach is heavy the intellect is clouded, and you cannot pray resolutely and 
with purity. On the contrary, made drowsy by the effects of too much food you are soon induced to sleep; and as you  
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sleep the food produces countless fantasies in your mind. Thus in my opinion if you want to attain salvation and 
strive for the Lord's sake to lead a life of stillness, you should be satisfied with a pound of bread and three or four 
cups of water or wine daily, taking at appropriate times a little from whatever victuals happen to be at hand, but 
never eating to satiety. In this way you will avoid growing conceited, and by thanking God for everything you will 
show no disdain for the excellent things He has made. This is the counsel of those who are wise in such matters. For 
those weak in faith and soul, abstinence from specific types of food is most beneficial; St Paul exhorts them to eat 
herbs (cf. Rom. 14:2), for they do not believe that God will preserve them. 

What shall I say? You are old, yet have asked for a rule, and an extremely severe one at that. Younger people 
cannot keep to a strict rule by weight and measure, so how will you keep to it? Because you are ill, you should be 
entirely free in partaking of food. If you eat too much, repent and try again. Always act like this - lapsing and 
recovering again, and always blaming yourself and no one else - and you will be at peace, wisely converting such 
lapses into victories, as Scripture says. But do not exceed the limit I set down above, and this will be enough, for no 
other food strengthens the body as much as bread and water. That is why the prophet disregarded everything else 
and simply said, 'Son of man, by weight you will eat your bread and by measure you will drink water' (cf. Ezek. 
4:16).  

There are three degrees of eating: self-control, sufficiency and satiety. Self-control is to be hungry after having 
eaten. Sufficiency is to be neither hungry nor weighed down. Satiety is to be slightly weighed down. To eat again 
after reaching the point of satiety is to open the door of gluttony, through which unchastity comes in. Attentive to 
these distinctions, choose what is best for you according to your powers, not overstepping the limits. For according 
to St Paul only the perfect can be both hungry and full, and at the same time be strong in all things (cf. Phil. 4:12). 



On Delusion and Other Subjects 

7. I wish you to be fully informed about delusion, so that you can guard yourself against it and not do great harm 
to yourself through  
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ignorance, and lose your soul. For our free will easily veers towards keeping company with the demons, 
especially when we are inexperienced and still under their sway. Around beginners and those who rely on their own 
counsel the demons spread the nets of destructive thoughts and images, and open pits into which such people fall; 
for their city is still in the hands of the workers of iniquity, and in their impetuosity they are easily slain by them. It 
is not surprising that they are deceived, or lose their wits, or have been and still are deluded, or heed what is contrary 
to truth, or from inexperience and ignorance say things that should not be said. Often some witless person will speak 
about truth and will hold forth at length without being aware of what he is saying or in a position to give a correct 
account of things. In this way he troubles many who hear him and by his inept behavior he brings abuse and ridicule 
on the heads of hesychasts. It is not in the least strange that beginners should be deceived even after making great 
efforts, for this has happened to many who have sought God, both now and in the past. 

Mindfulness of God, or noetic prayer, is superior to all other activities. Indeed, being love for God, it is the chief 
virtue. But a person who is brazen and shameless in his approach to God, and who is over-zealous in his efforts to 
converse with Him in purity and to possess Him inwardly, is easily destroyed by the demons if they are given 
license to attack him; for in rashly and presumptuously striving prematurely to attain what is beyond his present 
capacity, he becomes a victim of his own arrogance. The Lord in His compassion often prevents us from 
succumbing to temptation when He sees us aspiring over-confidently to attain what is still beyond our powers, for in 
this way He gives each of us the opportunity of discovering his own presumption and so of repenting of his own 
accord before making himself the butt of demons as well as of other people's ridicule or pity. Especially is this the 
case when we try to accomplish this task with patience and contrition; for we stand in need of much sorrow and 
lamentation, of solitude, deprivation of all things, hardship and humility, and - most important of all for its 
marvelous effects - of guidance and obedience; for otherwise we might unknowingly reap thorns instead of wheat, 
gall instead of sweetness, ruin instead of salvation. Only the strong and the perfect can continuously fight alone with 
the demons, wielding against them the sword of the Spirit, which is the teaching of God (cf. Eph. 6:17). The weak 
and beginners  
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escape death by taking refuge in flight, reverently and with fear withdrawing from the battle rather than risking 
their life prematurely. 

For your part, if you are rightly cultivating stillness and aspiring to be with God, and you see something either 
sensory or noetic, within or without, be it even an image of Christ or of an angel or of some saint, or you imagine 
you see a light in your intellect and give it a specific form, you should never entertain it. For the intellect itself 
naturally possesses an imaginative power and in those who do not keep a strict watch over it it can easily produce, to 
its own hurt, whatever forms and images it wants to. In this way the recollection of things good or evil can suddenly 
imprint images on the intellect's perceptive faculty and so induce it to entertain fantasies, thus making whoever this 
happens to a daydreamer rather than a hesychast.  

Be careful, therefore, not to entertain and readily give assent to anything even if it be good, before questioning 
those with spiritual experience and investigating it thoroughly, so as not to come to any harm. Always be suspicious 
of it and keep your intellect free from colors, forms and images. For it has often happened that things sent by God to 
test our free will, to see which way it inclines and to act as a spur to our efforts, have in fact had bad consequences. 
For when we see something, whether with mind or senses - even if this thing be from God - and then readily 
entertain it without consulting those experienced in such matters, we are easily deceived, or will be in the future, 
because of our gullibility. A novice should pay close attention solely to the activity of his heart, because this is not 
led astray. Everything else he must reject until the passions are quietened. For God does not censure those who out 
of fear of being deluded pay strict attention to themselves, even though this means that they refuse to entertain what 
He sends them until they have questioned others and made careful enquiry. Indeed, He is more likely to praise their 
prudence, even though in some cases He is grieved.  

Yet you should not question everyone. You should go only to one, to someone who has been entrusted with the 
guidance of others as well, who is radiant alike in his life and in his words, and who although poor makes many rich 
(cf. 2 Cor. 6:10). For people lacking spiritual experience have often done harm to foolish questioners, and for this 
they will be judged after death. Not everyone is qualified to guide others: only those can do so who have been 
granted divine discrimination - what St Paul calls the 'discrimination of spirits'  
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(1 Cor. 12:10) - enabling them to distinguish between bad and good with the sword of God's teaching (cf. Eph. 
6:17). Everyone possesses his own private knowledge and discrimination, whether inborn, pragmatic or scientific, 
but not all possess spiritual knowledge and discrimination. That is why Sirach said, 'Be at peace with many, but let 
your counselors be one in a thousand' (Eccles. 6:6). It is hard to find a guide who in all he does, says or thinks is free 
from delusion. You can tell that a person is undeluded when his actions and judgment are founded on the testimony 
of divine Scripture, and when he is humble in whatever he has to give his mind to. No little effort is needed to attain 
a clear understanding of the truth and to be cleansed from whatever is contrary to grace, for the devil - especially in 



the case of beginners - is liable to present his delusions in the forms of truth, thus giving his deceit a spiritual guise. 

If, then, you are striving in stillness to attain a state of pure prayer, you must journey with great trepidation and 
inward grief, questioning those with spiritual experience, accepting their guidance, always lamenting your sins, and 
full of distress and fear lest you should be chastised or should fall away from God and be divorced from Him in this 
life or the next. For when the devil sees someone leading a penitent life, he retreats, frightened of the humility that 
such inward grief engenders. But if, with a longing that is satanic rather than authentic, you are presumptuous 
enough to imagine that you have attained a lofty state, the devil will easily trap you in his nets and make you his 
slave. Thus the surest guard against falling from the joy of prayer into a state of conceit is to persevere in prayer and 
inward grief, for by embracing a solace-filled grief you keep yourself safe from harm. Authentic prayer - the warmth 
that accompanies the Jesus Prayer, for it is Jesus who enkindles fire on the earth of our hearts (cf. Luke 12:49) - 
consumes the passions like thorns and fills the soul with delight and joyfulness. Such prayer comes neither from 
right or left, nor from above, but wells up in the heart like a spring of water from the life-quickening Spirit. It is this 
prayer alone that you should aspire to realize and possess in your heart, always keeping your intellect free from 
images, concepts and thoughts. And do not be afraid, for He who says, "Take heart; it is I; be not afraid' (Matt. 
14:27), is with us - He whom we seek and who protects us always. When we invoke God we must be neither timid 
nor hesitant.  

If some have gone astray and lost their mental balance, this is 
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because they have in arrogance followed their own counsels. For when you seek God in obedience and humility, 
and with the guidance of a spiritual master, you will never come to any harm, by the grace of Christ who desires all 
to be saved (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4). Should temptation arise, its purpose is to test you and to spur you on; and God, who has 
permitted this testing, will speedily come to your help in whatever way He sees fit. As the holy fathers assure us, a 
person who lives an upright and blameless life, avoiding arrogance and spurning popularity, will come to no harm 
even if a whole host of demons provoke him with countless temptations. But if you are presumptuous and follow 
your own counsel you will readily fall victim to delusion. That is why a hesychast must always keep to the royal 
road. For excess in anything easily leads to conceit, and conceit induces self-delusion. Keep the intellect at rest by 
gently pressing your lips together when you pray, but do not impede your nasal breathing, as the ignorant do, in case 
you harm yourself by building up inward pressure. 

There are three virtues connected with stillness which we must guard scrupulously, examining ourselves every 
hour to make sure that we possess them, in case through unmindfulness we are robbed of them and wander far away 
from them. These virtues are self-control, silence and self-reproach, which is the same thing as humility. They are 
all-embracing and support one another; and from them prayer is born and through them it burgeons.  

Grace begins to operate in people during prayer in different ways, for, as the apostle says, the Spirit distributes 
Himself as He wills in a variety of modes, and is perceived and known correspondingly (cf. Heb. 2:4). Elijah the 
Tishbite serves here as an example for us (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:11-12). In some the Spirit appears as a whirlwind of awe, 



dissolving the mountains of the passions and shattering the rocks of our hardened hearts, so that our worldly self is 
transpierced and mortified. In others the Spirit appears as an earthquake, that is to say as a sense of inward jubilation 
or what the fathers more clearly define as a sense of exultation. In others He is manifested inwardly as a fire that is 
non-material yet real; for what is unreal and imaginary is also non-existent. Finally, in others - particularly in those 
well advanced in prayer - God produces a gentle and serene flow of light. This is when Christ comes to dwell in the 
heart, as St Paul says (cf. Eph. 3:17), mystically disclosing Himself through the Holy Spirit. That is why God said to 
Elijah on Mount Horeb that the Lord was not in this or in that –  
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not in the particular actions He manifests Himself in to beginners - but in the gentle flow of light; for it is in this 
that He attests the perfection of our prayer. 

Question: What should we do when the devil transforms himself into an angel of light (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14) and tries 
to seduce us?  

Answer: You need great discrimination in order to distinguish between good and evil. So do not readily or lightly 
put your trust in appearances, but weigh things well, and after testing everything carefully cleave to what is good 
and reject what is evil (cf. 1 Thess. 5:21-2). You must test and discriminate before you give credence to anything. 
You must also be aware that the effects of grace are self-evident, and that even if the devil does transform himself he 
cannot produce these effects: he cannot induce you to be gentle, or forbearing, or humble, or joyful, or serene, or 
stable in your thoughts; he cannot make you hate what is worldly, or cut off sensual indulgence and the working of 
the passions, as grace does. He produces vanity, haughtiness, cowardice and every kind of evil. Thus you can tell 
from its effects whether the light shining in your soul is from God or from Satan. The lettuce is similar in 
appearance to the endive, and vinegar, to wine; but when you taste them the palate discerns and recognizes the 
differences between each. In the same way the soul, if it possesses the power of discrimination, can distinguish with 
its noetic sense between the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the illusions of Satan. 
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1. You cannot be or become spiritually intelligent in the way that is natural to man in his pre-fallen state unless 
you first attain purity and freedom from corruption. For our purity has been overlaid by a state of sense-dominated 
mindlessness, and our original incorruption by the corruption of the flesh. 

2. Only those who through their purity have become saints are spiritually intelligent in the way that is natural to 
man in his pre-fallen state. Mere skill in reasoning does not make a person's intelligence pure, for since the fall our 
intelligence has been corrupted by evil thoughts. The materialistic and wordy spirit of the wisdom of this world may 
lead us to speak about ever wider spheres of knowledge, but it renders our thoughts increasingly crude and uncouth. 



This combination of well-informed talk and crude thought falls far short of real wisdom and contemplation, as well 
as of undivided and unified knowledge.  

3. By knowledge of truth understand above all apprehension of truth through grace. Other kinds of knowledge 
should be regarded as images of intellections or the rational demonstration of facts.  

4. If you fail to receive grace it is because of your lack of faith and your negligence; if you find it again it is 
because of your faith and your diligence. For faith and diligence always conduce to progress, while their opposites 
do the reverse.  

5. To be utterly senseless is like being dead, and to be blind in intellect is like not seeing physically. To be utterly 
senseless is to be deprived of life-giving energizing power; to be blind in intellect is to be  

[V4] 213 
St Gregory of Sinai  

On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 
Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 

One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  

deprived of the divine light by which a man can see and be seen by God. 

6. Few men receive both power and wisdom from God. Through power we partake of divine blessings; through 
wisdom we manifest them. This participation and this communication to others is a truly divine gift, beyond man's 
unaided capacity.  

7. A true sanctuary, even before the life to come, is a heart free from distractive thoughts and energized by the 
Spirit, for all is done and said there spiritually. If we do not attain such a state in this life, we may because of our 
other virtues be a stone fit for building into the temple of God; but we will not ourselves be a temple or a celebrant 
of the Spirit.  

8. Man is created incorruptible, without bodily humors, and thus he will be when resurrected. Yet he is not created 
either immutable or mutable, since he possesses the power to choose at will whether to be subject to change or not 
But the will cannot confer total immutability of nature upon him. Such immutability is bestowed only when he has 
attained the state of changeless deification.  

9. Corruption is generated by the flesh. To feed, to excrete, to stride about and to sleep are the natural 
characteristics of beasts and wild animals; acquiring these characteristics through the fall, we have become beast-
like, losing the natural blessings bestowed on us by God. We have become brutal instead of spiritually intelligent, 
ferine instead of godlike.  

10. Paradise is twofold - sensible and spiritual: there is the paradise of Eden and the paradise of grace. The 
paradise of Eden is so exalted that it is said to extend to the third heaven. It has been planted by God with every kind 
of sweet-scented plant. It is neither entirely free from corruption nor altogether subject to it. Created between 
corruption and incorruption, it is always rich in fruits, ripe and unripe, and continually full of flowers. When trees 
and ripe fruit rot and fall to the ground they turn into sweet-scented soil, free from the smell of decay exuded by the 
vegetable-matter of this world. That is because of the great richness and holiness of the grace ever abounding there. 
The river Ocean, appointed always to irrigate paradise with its waters, flows through the middle of it. On leaving 
paradise, it divides into four other rivers, and flowing down to the Indians and Ethiopians brings them soil and fallen 



leaves. Their fields are flooded by the united rivers of Pison and Gihon until these  
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divide again, the one watering Libya and the other the land of Egypt (rf. Gen. 2:8-14). 

11. It is said that when the world was first created it was not subject to flux and corruption. According to Scripture 
it was only later corrupted and 'made subject to vanity' - that is, to man - not by its own choice but by the will of 
Him to whom it is subject, the expectation being that Adam, who had fallen into corruption, would be restored to his 
original state (cf. Rom. 8:20-21). For by renewing man and sanctifying him, even though in this transient life he 
bears a corruptible body. God also renewed creation, although creation is not yet freed from the process of 
corruption. This deliverance from corruption is said by some to be a translation to a better state, by others to require 
a complete transmutation of everything sensory. Scripture generally makes simple and straightforward statements 
about matters that are still obscure.  

12. People who have received grace are as if impregnated and with child by the Holy Spirit; but they may abort 
the divine seed through sinning, or divorce themselves from God through intercourse with the enemy lurking within 
them. It is the turbulence of the passions that aborts grace, while the act of sinning deprives us of it altogether. A 
passion- and sin-loving soul, shorn of grace and divorced from God, is the haunt of passions - not to say of demons - 
in this world and the next.  

13. Nothing so converts anger into joy and gentleness as courage and mercy. Like a siege-engine, courage shatters 
enemies attacking the soul from without, mercy those attacking it from within.  

14. Many who practice the commandments think they are following the spiritual path. But they have not yet 
reached the city, and in fact remain outside it. For they travel foolishly, deviating unawares from the straight 
highway into side-roads, not realizing how close the vices are to the path of virtue. For the true fulfillment of the 
commandments demands that we do neither too little nor too much but simply pursue a course acceptable to God 
and in accordance with His will. Otherwise we labor in vain and do not make straight the paths of the Lord (cf. Isa. 
40:3). For in everything we do we must be  clear about the goal we are pursuing.  

15. To be on the spiritual path means seeking the Lord in your heart through fulfilling the commandments. For 
when you listen to John the Baptist crying in the wilderness, 'Prepare the way of the Lord,  
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make His paths straight' (Matt. 3:3), you must understand that he is referring to the commandments and their 
fulfillment both in the heart and in actions. It is impossible to 'make straight' the path of the commandments and to 
act rightly unless your heart too is straight and upright. 

16. When Scripture speaks of rod and staff (cf. Ps. 23:4), you should take these to signify in the prophetic sense 
judgment and providence, and in the moral sense psalmody and prayer. For when we are chastened by the Lord with 
me rod of correction (cf. 1 Cor. 11:32), this is so that we may learn how to mend our ways. And when we chasten 
our assailants with the rod of dauntless psalmody, we become established in prayer. Since we thus wield the rod and 
the staff of spiritual action, let us not cease to chasten and be chastened until we are wholly in the hands of 
providence and escape judgment both now and hereafter.  

17. The essence of the commandments is always to give precedence to the one that embraces them all: 
mindfulness of God, as stipulated in the phrase, 'Always be mindful of the Lord your God' (cf. Deut. 8:18). Our 
failure or success in keeping the commandments depends on such mindfulness, for it is this that forgetfulness first 
destroys when it shrouds the commandments in darkness and strips us of every blessing.  

18. Those engaged in spiritual warfare regain their original state by practicing two commandments - obedience 
and fasting; for evil has infiltrated our human condition by means of their opposites. Those who keep the 
commandments out of obedience return to God more quickly. Others who keep them by means of fasting and prayer 
return more slowly. Obedience befits beginners, fasting those in the middle way, who have attained a state of 
spiritual enlightenment and self-mastery. To observe genuine obedience to God when practicing the commandments 
is something only very few can do, and proves difficult even for those who have attained a state of self-mastery.  

19. According to St Paul, it is characteristic of the Spirit of life to act and speak in the heart, while a literal, 
outwardly correct observance of things characterizes the Men unregenerate person (cf. Rom. 8:2; 2 Cor. 3:6). The 
Spirit of life frees the intellect from sin and death, whereas a literal, outwardly correct observance imperceptibly 
turns us into Pharisees, since we then act only in an external bodily  
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sense and practice the commandments merely in order to be seen doing so (cf. Matt. 23:5). 

20. The whole complex of the commandments united and knit together in the Spirit (cf. Eph. 4:16) has its 
analogue in man, whether his state is perfect or imperfect. The commandments are the body. The virtues - 
established inner qualities - are the bones. Grace is the soul that lives and vivifies, energizing me vital power of the 
commandments just as the soul animates the body. The degree of negligence or diligence with which a man tries to 
attain to Christ's stature reveals what stage he has reached. Alike in this world and in the next, it indicates whether 
he is in his spiritual infancy or has achieved maturity.  

21. If you want the body of me commandments to nourish, you must zealously desire the pure spiritual milk of 
maternal grace (cf. 1 Pet. 2:2); for it is on this milk of grace that you must suckle yourself if you wish to increase 



your stature in Christ. Wisdom yields fervor from her breasts as milk that helps you to grow; but to nourish the 
perfect she gives them the honey other purifying joy. 'Honey and milk are under your tongue’ (Song of Songs 4:11): 
by 'milk' Solomon means the Spirit's nurturing and maturing power, while by 'honey' he means the Spirit's 
purificatory power. St Paul likewise refers to the differing functions of these powers when he says, 'I have fed you as 
little children with milk. and not with meat' (cf. 1 Cor. 3:2).  

22. To try to discover the meaning of the commandments through study and reading without actually living in 
accordance with them is like mistaking the shadow of something for its reality. It is only by participating in the truth 
that you can share in the meaning of truth. If you search for the meaning without participating in the truth and 
without having been initiated into it, you will find only a besotted kind of wisdom (cf. 1 Cor. 1:20). You will be 
among those whom St Jude categorized as 'psychic' or worldly because they lack the Spirit (cf. Jude 19), boast as 
they may of their knowledge of the truth.  

23. The physical eye perceives the outward or literal sense of things and from it derives sensory images. The 
intellect, once purified and reestablished in its pristine state, perceives God and from Him derives divine images. 
Instead of a book the intellect has the Spirit; instead of a pen, mind and tongue - 'my tongue is a pen', says me 
Psalmist (cf. Ps. 45:1); and instead of ink, light. So plunging the mind into the light that it becomes light, the 
intellect, guided by the Spirit, inscribes the  
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inner meaning of things in the pure hearts of those who listen. Then it grasps the significance of the statement that 
the faithful 'shall be taught by God' (cf. Isa. 54:13; John 6:45), and that through the Spirit God 'teaches man 
knowledge’ (Ps. 94:l0). 

24. The efficacy of the commandments depends on faith working directly in the heart. Through faith each 
commandment kindles and activates the soul's illumination. The fruits of a true and effective faith are self-control 
and love, its consummation God-given humility, the source and support of love.  

25. A right view of created things depends upon a truly spiritual knowledge of visible and invisible realities. 
Visible realities are objects perceived by the senses, while invisible realities are noetic, intelligent, intelligible and 
divine.  

25. Orthodoxy may be defined as the clear perception and grasp of the two dogmas of the faith, namely, the 
Trinity and the Duality. It is to know and contemplate the three Persons of the Trinity as distinctively and indivisibly 
constituting the one God, and the divine and human natures of Christ as united in His single Person - that is to say, 
to know and profess that the single Son, both prior and subsequent to the Incarnation, is to be glorified in two 
natures, divine and human, and in two wills, divine and human, the one distinct from the other.  

27. Three unaltering and changeless properties typify the Holy Trinity: unbegottenness, begottenness and 
procession. The Father is unbegotten and unoriginate; the Son is begotten and also unoriginate; the Holy Spirit 



proceeds from the Father through the Son, as St John of Damaskos says, and is equally coetemal.  

28. Grace-imbued faith energized by the Spirit through our keeping of the commandments, alone suffices for 
salvation, provided we sustain it and do not opt for a dead and ineffectual faith rather than for a living effective faith 
in Christ. To embody and give life to an effective faith in Christ all we need to do as believers. But nowadays we 
who call ourselves orthodox believers have in our ignorance imbibed not the faith imbued with grace but a faith that 
is merely a matter of words, dead and unfeeling.  

29. The Trinity is simple unity, unqualified and uncompounded. It is three-in-one, for God is three-personed, each 
person wholly  
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interpenetrating the others without any loss of distinct personal identity. 

30. God reveals and manifests Himself in all things in a threefold manner. In Himself He is undetermined; but 
through the Son in the Holy Spirit He sustains and watches over all things. And wherever He expresses Himself, 
none of the three Persons is manifest or to be perceived apart from or without the other two.  

31. In man there is intellect, consciousness and spirit. There is neither intellect without consciousness nor 
consciousness without spirit: each subsists in the others and in itself. Intellect expresses itself through consciousness 
and consciousness is manifested through the spirit In this way man is a dim image of the ineffable and archetypal 
Trinity, disclosing even now the divine image in which he is created.  

32. When the divine fathers expound the doctrine of the supra-essential, holy and supernatural Trinity, they 
illustrate it by saying that the Father truly corresponds to the intellect, the Son to consciousness and the Holy Spirit 
to the spirit. Thus they bequeath to us the dogma of one God in three Persons as the hallmark of the true faith and 
the anchor of hope. For, according to Scripture, to apprehend the one God is the root of immortality, and to know the 
majesty of the three-personed Monad is complete righteousness (cf. Wisd. 15:3). Again, we should read what is said 
in the Gospel in the same way: eternal life is to know Thee the only true God in three Persons, and Him whom Thou 
hast sent, Jesus Christ, in two natures and two wills (cf. John 17:3).  

33. Chastisements differ, as do the rewards of the righteous. Chastisements are inflicted in hell, in what Scripture 
describes as 'a dark and gloomy land, a land of eternal darkness' (Job 10:21-22. LXX), where sinners dwell before 
the judgment and whither they return after judgment is given. For can the phrases, 'Let sinners be returned to hell' 
(Ps. 9:17. LXX), and 'death will rule over them' (Ps. 49:14. LXX), refer to anything other than the final judgment 
visited upon sinners, and their eternal condemnation?  

34. Fire, darkness, the worm and the nether world correspond to ubiquitous self-indulgence, total tenebrific 
ignorance, all-pervasive. lecherous titivation, and the tearfulness and foul stench of sin. Already even now they can 
be seen to be active, as foretastes and first fruits of hell's torments, in sinners in whose soul they have taken root.  



35. Passion-embroiled states are foretastes of hell's torments, just  
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as the activity of the virtues is a foretaste of the kingdom of heaven. We must realize that the commandments are 
activities producing effects, and that virtues are states, just as vices that have taken root are also states. 

36. Requitals correspond to our deserts, even if many people think they do not. To some, divine justice gives 
eternal life; to others, eternal chastisement. Each will be requited according to his actions -according to whether he 
has passed through this present life in a virtuous or in a sinful manner. The degree or quality of the requital will 
accord with the state induced in each by either the passions or the virtues, and the differing effects these have had.  

37. Lakes of fire (cf. Rev. 19:20) signify self-indulgent souls. In these lakes the stench of the passions, like fetid 
bogs, nourishes the sleepless worm of dissipation - the unbridled lusts of the flesh - as it also nourishes the snakes, 
frogs and leeches of evil desire, the loathsome and poisonous thoughts and demons. A soul in such a state already in 
this life receives a foretaste of the chastisement to come.  

38. As the firstfruits of future chastisement are secretly present in the souls of sinners, so the foretaste of future 
blessings is present and experienced in the hearts of the righteous through the activity of the Spirit. For a life lived 
virtuously is the kingdom of heaven, just as a passion-embroiled state is hell.  

39. The coming night of which Christ speaks (cf. John 9:4) is the complete inertia of hell's darkness. Or, 
interpreted differently, it is antichrist, who is, and is called, both night and darkness. Or alternatively, according to 
the moral sense, it is our daily negligence which, like a dark night, deadens the soul in insensate sleep. For just as 
the night makes all men sleep and is the image of the lifelessness of death, so the night of hell's darkness deadens 
and stupefies sinners with the sottishness of pain.  

40. Judgment upon this world (cf. John 12:31) is synonymous with ungodly lack of faith; for 'he who lacks faith is 
already judged' (John 3:18). It is also a providential visitation restraining us or turning us back from sin, and 
likewise a way of testing whether by inner disposition we incline towards good or evil actions; for according to the 
Psalmist, 'The wicked are estranged from the womb' (Ps. 58:3). Thus God manifests His judgment either because of 
our lack of faith, or to discipline us, or to test which way our actions gravitate. Some He chastens, to others He is 
merciful; on some He bestows  

 
[V4] 220 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On Commandments and Doctrines, Warnings and Promises; On Thoughts, 

Passions and Virtues, and Also on Stillness and Prayer: 
One Hundred and Thirty-Seven Texts  



crowns of glory, others He visits with the torments of hell. Those whom He chastens are the utterly godless. 
Those to whom He shows mercy possess faith, but at the same time they are negligent, and it is for this reason that 
they are compassionately chastised. Those consummate either in virtue or in wickedness receive their rewards 
accordingly. 

41. If our human nature is not kept pure or else restored to its original purity by the Holy Spirit, it cannot become 
one body and one spirit in Christ, either in this life or in the harmonious order of the life to come. For the all-
embracing and unifying power of the Spirit does not complete the new garment of grace by sewing on to it a patch 
taken from the old garment of the passions (cf. Matt. 9:16).  

42. Every person who has been renewed in the Spirit and has preserved this gift will be transformed and embodied 
in Christ, experiencing ineffably the supernatural state of deification. But he will not hereafter be one with Christ or 
be engrafted into His body unless in this life he has come to share in divine grace and has embodied spiritual 
knowledge and truth.  

43. The kingdom of heaven is like the tabernacle which was built by God, and which He disclosed to Moses as a 
pattern (cf. Exod. 25:40); for it too has an outer and an inner sanctuary. Into the first will enter all who are priests of 
grace. But into the second - which is noetic - will enter only those who in this life have attained the divine darkness 
of theological wisdom and there as true hierarchs have celebrated the triadic liturgy, entering into the tabernacle that 
Jesus Himself has set up, where He acts as their consecrator and chief Hierarch before the Trinity, and illumines 
them ever more richly with His own splendor.  

44. By 'many dwelling-places' (John 14:2) the Savior meant the differing stages of spiritual ascent and states of 
development in the other world; for although the kingdom of heaven is one, there are many different levels within it. 
That is to say, there is place for both heavenly and earthy men (cf. 1 Cor. 15:48) according to their virtue, their 
knowledge and the degree of deification that they have attained. 'For there is one glory of the sun, and another glory 
of the moon, and another glory of the stars, for one star differs from another star in   
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glory' (1 Cor. 15:41); and yet all of them shine in a single divine firmament. 

45. You partake of angelic life and attain an incorruptible and hence almost bodiless state when you have cleansed 
your intellect through tears, have through the power of the Spirit resurrected your soul even in this life, and with the 
help of the Logos have made your flesh - your natural human form of clay - a resplendent and fiery image of divine 
beauty. For bodies become incorruptible when rid of their natural humors and their material density.  

46. The body in its incorruptible state will be earthy, but it will be without humors or material density, 
indescribably transmuted from an unspiritual body into a spiritual body (cf. 1 Cor. 15:44), so that it will be in its 
godlike refinement and subtleness both earthy and heavenly. Its state when it is resurrected will be the same as that 
in which it was originally created - one in which it conforms to the image of the Son of Man (cf. Rom. 8:29; Phil. 



3:21) through full participation in His divinity.  

47. The land of the gentle (cf. Ps. 37:11) is the kingdom of heaven. Or else it is the theandric state of the Son, 
which we have attained or are in the process of attaining, having through grace been reborn as sons of God into the 
new life of the resurrection. Or again, the holy land is our human nature when it has been divinized or, it may be, the 
land purified according to the measure of those dwelling in it. Or, according to another interpretation, it is the land 
granted as an inheritance (cf. Numb. 34:13) to those who are truly saints, the untroubled and divine serenity and the 
peace that transcends the intellect (cf. Phil. 4:7) - the land wherein the righteous dwell quietly and unmolested.  

48. The promised land is dispassion, from which spiritual joy flows like milk and honey (cf. Exod. 13:5).  

49. The saints in heaven hold inner converse together, communicating mystically through the power of the Holy 
Spirit.  

50. If we do not know what we are like when God makes us, we shall not realize what sin has turned us into.  

51. All who have received the fullness of the perfection of Christ in this life are of equal spiritual stature.  

52. Rewards correspond to labors. But their quantity or quality -that is to say, their measure - will be shown by the 
position and state in heaven of those who receive them.  
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53. According to Scripture the saints, the sons of Christ's resurrection, through incorruption and deification will 
become intellects, that is to say, equal to the angels (cf. Luke 20:36).  

54. It is said that in the life to come the angels and saints ever increase in gifts of grace and never abate their 
longing for further blessings. No lapse or veering from virtue to vice takes place in that life.  

55. A person is perfect in this life when as a pledge of what is to come he receives the grace to assimilate himself 
to the various stages of Christ's life. In the life to come perfection is made manifest through the power of deification.  

56. If by passing through the different stages of spiritual growth you become perfect in virtue during this life, you 
will attain a state of deification in the life hereafter equal to that of your peers.  

57. It is said that true belief is knowledge or contemplation of the Holy Spirit. It is also said that scrupulous 
discernment in matters of dogma constitutes full knowledge of the true faith.  

58. Rapture means the total elevation of the soul's powers towards the majesty of divine glory, disclosed as an 
undivided unity. Or again rapture is a pure and all-embracing ascent towards the limitless power that dwells in light. 
Ecstasy is not only the heavenward ravishing of the soul's powers; it is also complete transcendence of the sense-
world itself. Intense longing for God - there are two forms of it - is a spiritual intoxication that arouses our desire.  

59. As just remarked, there are two main forms of ecstatic longing for God: one within the heart and the other an 
enravishment taking one beyond oneself. The first pertains to those who are still in the process of achieving 



illumination, the second to those perfected in love. Both, acting on the intellect, transport it beyond the sense-world. 
Such longing for the divine is truly a spiritual intoxication, impelling natural thoughts towards higher states and 
detaching the senses from their involvement with visible things.  

60. The source and ground of our distractive thoughts is the fragmented state of our memory. The memory was 
originally simple and one-pointed, but as a result of the fall its natural powers have been perverted: it has lost its 
recollectedness in God and has become compound instead of simple, diversified instead of one-pointed.  

61. We recover the original state of our memory by restoring it to  
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its primal simplicity, when it will no longer act as a source of evil and destructive thoughts. For Adam's 
disobedience has not only deformed into a weapon of evil the soul's simple memory of what is good; it has also 
corrupted all its powers and quenched its natural appetite for virtue. The memory is restored above all by constant 
mindfulness of God consolidated through prayer, for this spiritually elevates the memory from a natural to a 
supernatural state. 

62. Sinful acts provoke passions, the passions provoke distractive thoughts, and distractive thoughts provoke 
fantasies. The fragmented memory begets a multiplicity of ideas, forgetfulness causes the fragmentation of the 
memory, ignorance leads to forgetfulness, and laziness to ignorance. Laziness is spawned by lustful appetites, 
appetites are aroused by misdirected emotions, and misdirected emotions by committing sinful acts. A sinful act is 
provoked by a mindless desire for evil and a strong attachment to the senses and to sensory things.  

63. Distractive thoughts arise and are activated in the soul's intelligent faculty, violent passions in the incensive 
faculty, the memory of bestial appetites in the desiring faculty, imaginary forms in the mind, and ideas in the 
conceptualizing faculty.  

64. The irruption of evil thoughts is like the current of a river. We are provoked to sin by such thoughts, and when 
as a result of this we give our assent to sin our heart is overwhelmed as though by a turbulent flood.  

65. By the 'deep mire' (Ps. 69:2) understand slimy sensual pleasure, or the sludge of lechery, or the burden of 
material things. Weighed down by all this the impassioned intellect casts itself into the depths of despair.  

66. Scripture often calls thoughts motives for actions, just as it also calls these motives mental images and, 
conversely, calls mental images motives. This is because the point of departure for such actions, although in itself 
immaterial, is embodied through them and changed into a particular visible form. Thus the sin that is provoked is 
identified and named according to its external manifestation.  

67. Distractive thoughts are the promptings of the demons and precursors of the passions, just as such promptings 
and mental images are also the precursors of particular actions. There can be no action, either for good or evil, that is 
not initially provoked by the particular thought of that action; for thought is the impulse,  
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non-visible in form, that provokes us to act at all, whatever the action may be. 

68. The raw material of actions generates neutral thoughts, while demonic provocation begets evil thoughts. Thus 
when they are compared it is clear that there is a difference between motives and thoughts that accord with nature 
and those which are either Contrary to nature or supernatural.  

69. Thoughts in different classes of people are equally prone to change, thoughts that accord with nature 
becoming either thoughts contrary to nature or, alternatively, becoming thoughts that transcend nature. Occasions 
for these changes are provided, in the case of evil-minded people, by thoughts suggested by material things; whereas 
in the case of those who are materially-minded they are provided by demonic provocation. Similarly, in the case of 
saints, it is thoughts that accord with nature that provide the occasion for this change, such thoughts generating 
thoughts that transcend nature. For the motivating occasions and grounds for these changes of the various types of 
thought into their congenerate types are fourfold: material, demonic, natural and supernatural.  

70. Occasions give rise to distractive thoughts, thoughts to fantasies, fantasies to the passions, and the passions 
give entry to the demons. It is as if there were a certain cunningly devised sequence and order among the disordered 
spirits, one thing following and derived from another. But no one thing in the sequence is self-operative: each is 
prompted and activated by the demons. Fantasy is not wrought into an image, passion is not energized, without 
unperceived hidden demonic impulsion. For even though Satan has fallen and is shattered, he is still stronger than 
we are and exults over us because of our sloth.  

71. The demons fill our minds with images; or, rather, they clothe themselves in images that correspond to the 
character of the most dominant and active passion in our soul, and in this way they provoke us to give our assent to 
that passion. For the demons use the state of passion as an occasion for stirring up images. Thus, whether we are 
awake or asleep, they visit us with varied and diverse imaginings. The demons of desire turn themselves sometimes 
into pigs, sometimes into donkeys, sometimes into fiery stallions avid for copulation, and sometimes - particularly 
the demons of licentiousness - into Israelites. The demons of wrath turn themselves sometimes into gentiles and 
sometimes into lions. The demons of cowardice take on the form  
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of Ishmaelites, those of licentiousness the form of Idumaeans, and those of drunkenness and dissipation the form 
of Hagarenes. The demons of greed appear sometimes as wolves and sometimes as leopards, those of malice assume 



the form sometimes of snakes, sometimes of vipers, and sometimes of foxes, those of shamelessness the form of 
dogs and those of listlessness the form of cats. Finally there are the demons of lechery, that turn sometimes into 
snakes and sometimes into crows and jackdaws. Carnal-minded demons, particularly those dwelling in the air, 
transform themselves into birds. Our fantasy transmutes the images of the demons in a threefold manner 
corresponding to the tripartite nature of the soul: into birds, wild animals and domestic animals, that correspond 
respectively to the desiring, incensive and intelligent aspect of the soul. For the three princes of the passions are 
always ready to wage war on these three powers of the soul. Whatever the passion that dominates the soul, they 
assume a form that corresponds to it and thus they insinuate themselves into us. 

72. The demons of sensual pleasure often attack us in the form of fire and coals. For the spirits of self-indulgence 
kindle the soul's desiring faculty, while they also confuse the intelligence and plunge it into darkness. The chief 
cause of lustful burning and mental confusion and beclouding lies in the sensuality of the passions.  

73. The night of the passions is the darkness of ignorance. Or alternatively the night is the state which begets the 
passions, where the prince of darkness rules, and where the beasts of the field, the birds of the air and the creeping 
things of the earth have their dwelling, these being allegorical terms for the roving spirits that seek to lay hold of us 
in order to devour us (cf. Ps. 104:20).  

74. Some distractive thoughts precede the activity of the passions and others follow it. Such thoughts precede 
fantasies, while passions are sequent to fantasies. The passions precede demons, while demons follow the passions.  

75. The cause and origin of the passions is the misuse of things. Such misuse results from perversion of our 
character. Perversion expresses the bias of the will, and the state of our will is tested by demonic provocation. The 
demons thus are permitted by divine providence to demonstrate to us the specific state of our will.  

76. The lethal poison of the sting of sin is the soul's passion-charged state. For if by your own free choice you 
allow yourself to be  
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dominated by the passions you will develop a firm and unchanging propensity to sin. 

77. The passions are variously named. They are divided into those pertaining to the body and those pertaining to 
the soul. The bodily passions are subdivided into those that involve suffering and those that are sinful. The passions 
that induce suffering are further subdivided into those connected with disease and those connected with corrective 
discipline. The passions pertaining to the soul are divided according to whether they affect the incensive, appetitive 
or intelligent aspect of the soul. Those connected with the intelligence are subdivided into those affecting the 
imagination and those affecting the understanding. Of these some are the result of the deliberate misuse of things; 
others we suffer against our will, out of necessity, and for these we are not culpable. The fathers have also called 
them concomitants and natural idiosyncrasies.  

78. The passions that pertain to the body differ from those that pertain to the soul; those affecting the appetitive 



faculty differ from those affecting the incensive faculty; and those of the intelligence differ from those of the 
intellect and the reason. But all intercommunicate, and all collaborate, the bodily passions with those of the 
appetitive faculty, passions of the soul with those of the incensive faculty, passions of the intelligence with those of 
the intellect, and passions of the intellect with those of the reason and of the memory.  

79. The passions of the incensive faculty are anger, animosity, shouting, bad temper, self-assertion, conceit, 
boastfulness, and so on. The passions of the appetitive faculty are greed, licentiousness, dissipation, insatiateness, 
self-indulgence, avarice and self-love, which is the worst of all. The passions of the flesh are unchastity, adultery, 
uncleanliness, profligacy, injustice, gluttony, listlessness, ostentation, self-adornment, cowardice and so on. The 
passions of the intelligence are lack of faith, blasphemy, malice, cunning, inquisitiveness, duplicity, abuse, 
backbiting, censoriousness, vilification, frivolous talk, hypocrisy, lying, foul talk, foolish chatter, deceitfulness, 
sarcasm, self-display, love of popularity, day-dreaming, perjury, gossiping and so on. The passions of the intellect 
are self-conceit, pomposity, arrogance, quarrelsomeness, envy, self-satisfaction, contentiousness, inattentiveness, 
fantasy, fabrication, swaggering, vainglory and pride, the beginning and end of all the vices. The passions of the 
reason are dithering, distraction, captivation, obfuscation, blindness, abduction,  
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provocation, connivance in sin, bias, perversion, instability of mind and similar things. In short, all the unnatural 
vices commingle with the three faculties of the soul, just as all the virtues naturally coexist within them. 

80. How eloquent is David when he speaks to God in ecstasy, saying, 'Thy knowledge is too wonderful for me; I 
cannot attain to it' (cf. Ps. 139:6), for it exceeds my feeble knowledge and my powers. How incomprehensible, 
indeed, is even this flesh in the way it has been constituted: it too is triadic in every detail, and yet a single harmony 
embraces its limbs and parts; in addition it is graced by the numbers seven and two which, according to 
mathematicians, signify time and creation. Thus it, too, when perceived according to the laws at work in creation, is 
to be seen as an organ of God's glory manifesting His triadic  magnificence.  

81. The laws of creation are the qualities inventing wholes compounded of energized parts - qualities also known 
as generic differences, since they invest many different composites constituted from identical properties. Or again 
the natural law is the potential power to energize inherent in each species and in each part. As God does with respect 
to the whole of creation, so does the soul with respect to the body: it energizes and impels each member of the body 
in accordance with the energy intrinsic to that member. At this point it must be asked why the holy fathers 
sometimes say that anger and desire are powers pertaining to the body and sometimes that they are powers 
pertaining to the soul. Assuredly, the words of the saints never disagree if they are carefully examined. In this case, 
both statements are true, if correctly understood in context. For indescribably body and soul are brought into being 
in such a way that they coexist. The soul is in a state of perfection from the start, but the body is imperfect since it 
has to grow through taking nourishment. The soul by virtue of its creation as a deiform and intellective entity 
possesses an intrinsic power of desire and an intrinsic incensive power, and these lead it to manifest both courage 



and divine love. For senseless anger and mindless desire were not created along with the soul. Nor originally did 
they pertain to the body. On the contrary, when the body was created it was free from corruption and without the 
humors from which such desire and uncontrollable rage arise. But after the fall anger and desire were necessarily 
generated within it, for then it became subject to the corruption and gross materiality of the instinct-driven  
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animals. That is why when the body has the upper hand it opposes the will of the soul through anger and desire. 
But when what is mortal is made subject to the intelligence it assists the soul in doing what is good. For when 
characteristics that do not originally pertain to the body but have subsequently infiltrated into it become entangled 
with the soul, man becomes like an animal (cf. Ps. 49:20), since he is now necessarily subject to the law of sin. He 
ceases to be an intelligent human being and becomes beast-like. 

82. When God through His life-giving breath created the soul deiform and intellective. He did not implant in it 
anger and desire that are animal-like. But He did endow it with a power of longing and aspiration, as well as with a 
courage responsive to divine love. Similarly when God formed the body He did not originally implant in it 
instinctual anger and desire. It was only afterwards, through the fall, that it was invested with these characteristics 
that have rendered it mortal, corruptible and animal-like. For the body, even though susceptive of corruption, was 
created, as theologians will tell us, free from corruption, and that is how it will be resurrected. In the same way the 
soul when originally created was dispassionate. But soul and body have both been denied, commingled as they are 
through the natural law of mutual interpenetration and exchange. The soul has acquired the qualities of the passions 
or, rather, of the demons; and the body, passing under the sway of corruption because of its fallen state, has become 
akin to instinct-driven animals. The powers of body and soul have merged together and have produced a single 
animal, driven impulsively and mindlessly by anger and desire. That is how man has sunk to the level of animals, as 
Scripture testifies, and has become like them in every respect (cf. Ps. 49:20).  

83. The principle and source of the virtues is a good disposition of the will, that is to say, an aspiration for 
goodness and beauty. God is the source and ground of all supernal goodness. Thus the principle of goodness and 
beauty is faith or, rather, it is Christ, the rock of faith, who is principle and foundation of all the virtues. On this rock 
we stand and on this foundation we build every good thing (cf. 1 Cor. 3:11). Christ is the capstone (cf. Eph. 2:20) 
uniting us with Himself. He is the pearl of great price (c£ Matt. 13:46): it is this for which the monk seeks when he 
plunges into the depths of stillness and it is this for which he sells all his own desires through obedience to the 
commandments, so that he may acquire it even in this life.  
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84. The virtues are all equal and together reduce themselves to one, thus constituting a single principle and form 
of virtue. But some virtues - such as divine love, humility and divine patience - are greater than others, embracing 
and comprising as they do a large number or even all of the rest. With regard to patience the Lord says, 'You will 
gain possession of your souls through your patient endurance' (Luke 21:19). He did not say 'through your fasting' or 
'through your vigils'. I refer to the patience bestowed by God, which is the queen of virtues, the foundation of 
courageous actions. It is patience that is peace amid strife, serenity amid distress, and a steadfast base for those who 
acquire it. Once you have attained it with the help of Christ Jesus, no swords and spears, no attacking armies, not 
even the ranks of demons, the dark phalanx of hostile powers, will be able to do you any harm. 

85. The virtues, though they beget each other, yet have their origin in the three powers of the soul - all except 
those virtues that are divine. For the ground and principle of the four cardinal virtues, both natural and divine - 
sound understanding, courage, self-restraint and justice, the progenitors of all the other virtues - is the divine 
Wisdom that inspires those who have attained a state of mystical prayer. This Wisdom operates in a fourfold manner 
in the intellect. It activates not all the four virtues simultaneously, but each one individually, as is appropriate and as 
it determines. It activates sound understanding in the form of light, courage as clear-sighted power and ever-moving 
inspiration, self-restraint as a power of sanctification and purification, and justice as the dew of purity, joy-inducing 
and cooling the arid heat of the passions. In every one who has attained the state of perfection it activates each virtue 
fully, in the appropriate form.  

86. The pursuit of the virtues through one's own efforts does not confer complete strength on the soul unless grace 
transforms them into an essential inner disposition. Each virtue is endowed with its own specific gift of grace, its 
own particular energy, and thus possesses the capacity to produce such a disposition and blessed state in those who 
attain it even when they have not consciously sought for any such state. Once a virtue has been bestowed on us it 
remains unchanged and unfailing. For just as a living soul activates the body's members, so the grace of the Holy 
Spirit activates the virtues. Without such grace the whole bevy of the virtues is moribund; and in those who appear 
to have attained them, or to be in the way of attaining them, solely through  
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their own efforts they are but shadows and prefigurations of beauty, not the reality itself. 

87. The cardinal virtues are four: courage, sound understanding, self-restraint and justice. There are eight other 
moral qualities, that either go beyond or fall short of these virtues. These we regard as vices, and so we call them; 
but non-spiritual people regard them as virtues and that is what they call them. Exceeding or falling short of courage 
are audacity and cowardice, of sound understanding are cunning and ignorance; of self-restraint are licentiousness 
and obtuseness; of justice are excess and injustice, or taking less than one's due. In between, and superior to, what 



goes beyond or what falls short of them, lie not only the cardinal and natural virtues, but also the practical virtues. 
These are consolidated by resolution combined with probity of character; the others by perversion and self-conceit. 
That the virtues lie along the midpoint or axis of rectitude is testified to by the proverb, 'You will attain every well-
founded axis' (Prov. 2:9. LXX). Thus when they are all established in the soul's three faculties in which they are 
begotten and built up, they have as their foundation the four cardinal virtues or, rather, Christ Himself. In this way 
the natural virtues are purified through the practical virtues, while the divine and supra-natural virtues are conferred 
through the bounty of the Holy Spirit.  

88. Among the virtues some are practical, others are natural, and others are divine and conferred by the Holy 
Spirit. The practical virtues are the products of our resolution, the natural virtues are built into us when we are 
created, the divine virtues are the fruits of grace.  

89. Just as the virtues are begotten in the soul, so are the passions. But the virtues are begotten in accordance with 
nature, the passions in a mode contrary to nature. For what produces good or evil in the soul is the will's bias: it is 
like the joint of a pair of compasses or the pivot of a pair of scales: whichever way it inclines, so it will determine 
the consequences. For our inner disposition is capable of operating in one way or another, since it bears within itself 
both virtue and vice, the first as its natural birthright, the second as the result of the self-incurred proclivity of our 
moral will.  

90. Scripture calls the virtues 'maidens' (cf. Song of Songs 1:3) because through their close union with the soul 
they become one with it in spirit and body. In the same way as a girl's beauty is emblematic of her love, the presence 
of these holy virtues expresses our inner purity and saintliness. Grace habitually gives to divine things an outward 
form  
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that accords with their inner nature, at the same time unerringly molding those receptive to it in a way that 
corresponds to this nature. 

91. There are eight ruling passions: gluttony, avarice and self-esteem - the three principal passions; and 
unchastity, anger, dejection, listlessness and arrogance - the five subordinate passions. In the same way, among the 
virtues opposed to these there are three that are all-embracing, namely, total shedding of possessions, self-control 
and humility, and five deriving from them, namely, purity, gentleness, joy, courage, and self-belittlement - and then 
come all the other virtues. To study and recognize the power, action and special flavor of each virtue and vice is not 
within the competence of everyone who wishes to do so; it is the prerogative of those who practice and experience 
the virtues actively and consciously and who receive from the Holy Spirit the gifts of cognitive insight and 
discrimination.  

92. Virtues either energize in us or are energized by us. They energize in us by being present in us when it is 
appropriate, when they will, for as long as they will and in whatever manner they will. We energize them ourselves 



according to our resolve and the moral state of our capabilities. But they energize in us by virtue of their own 
essence, whereas we energize them merely in an imitative way, by modeling our moral conduct upon them. For all 
our actions are but typifications of the divine archetypes; and few indeed are those who participate concretely in 
noetic realities before they enjoy the eternal blessings of the life to come. In this life we mainly activate and make 
our own not the virtues themselves but their reflections and the ascetic toil they require.  

93. According to St Paul (cf. Rom. 15:16), you 'minister' the Gospel only when, having yourself participated in 
the light of Christ, you can pass it on actively to others. Then you sow the Logos like a divine seed in the fields of 
your listeners' souls. 'Let your speech be always filled with grace', says St Paul (Col. 4:6), 'seasoned' with divine 
goodness. Then it will impart grace to those who listen to you with faith. Elsewhere St Paul, calling the teachers 
tillers and their pupils the fields they till (cf. 2 Tim. 2:6), wisely presents the former as plowers and sowers of the 
divine Logos and the latter as the fertile soil, yielding a rich crop of virtues. True ministry is not simply a celebration 
of sacred rites; it also involves participation in divine blessings and the communication of these blessings to others.  

94. Oral teaching for the guidance of others has many forms,  
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varying in accordance with the diverse ways in which it is put together from different sources. These sources are 
four in number: instruction, reading, ascetic practice, and grace. For just as water, while essentially the same, 
changes and acquires a distinctive quality according to the composition of the soil under it, so that it tastes bitter, or 
sweet, or brackish, or acidic, so oral teaching, colored as it is by the moral state of the teacher, varies accordingly in 
the way it operates and in the benefits it confers. 

95. Oral teaching is something to be enjoyed by all intelligent beings. But just as there are many different kinds of 
food, so the recipient of this teaching experiences its pleasure in a variety of ways. Instruction moulds the moral 
character; teaching by reading is like 'still waters' that nourish and restore the soul (cf. Ps. 23:2); teaching through 
ascetic practice is like 'green pastures', strengthening it (cf. Ps. 23:2); while teaching imparted through grace is like a 
cup that intoxicates it (cf. Ps. 23:5. LXX), filling it with unspeakable joy, or else it is like oil that exhilarates the face 
and makes it radiant (cf. Ps. 104:15).  

96. Strictly speaking the soul possesses these various forms of teachings within itself as part of its own life; but 
when it learns about them through listening to others it becomes conscious of them, provided it listens with faith and 
provided the teacher teaches with love, speaking of the virtues without vanity or self-esteem. Then the soul is 
disciplined by instruction, nourished by reading, graciously escorted to her wedding by the deeply-rooted teaching 
that derives from ascetic practice, and receives the illuminative teaching of the Holy Spirit as a bridegroom who 
unites her to Himself and fills her with delight. 'Every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God' (Matt. 4:4) 
denotes the words that, inspired by the Holy Spirit, issue from the mouths of the saints - an inspiration granted not to 
all but only to those who are worthy. For although all intelligent beings take pleasure in knowledge, very few are 
those in this world who are consciously filled with joy by the wisdom of the Spirit; most of us only know and 



participate through the power of memory in die images and reflections of spiritual wisdom, for we do not yet with 
full awareness partake of the Logos of God, the true celestial bread. But in the life to come this bread is the sole food 
of me saints, proffered in such abundance that it is never exhausted, depleted, or immolated anew.  

97. Without spiritual perception you cannot consciously  
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experience the delight of divine things. If you dull your physical senses you make them insensible to sensory 
things, and you neither see, hear nor smell, but are paralyzed or, rather, half-dead; similarly, if through the passions 
you deaden the natural powers of your soul you make them insensible to the activity of the mysteries of the Spirit 
and you cannot participate in them. If you are spiritually blind, deaf and insensible you are as dead: Christ does not 
live in you, and you do not live and act in Christ. 

98. The physical senses and the soul's powers have an equal and similar, not to say identical, mode of operation, 
especially when they are in a healthy state; far then the soul's powers live and act through the senses, and the life-
giving Spirit sustains them both. A man is truly ill when he succumbs to the generic malady of the passions and 
spends his whole time in the sickroom of inertia. When there is no satanic battle between them, making them reject 
the rule of the intellect and of the Spirit, the senses clearly perceive sensory things, the soul's powers intelligible 
things; for when they are united through the Spirit and constitute a single whole, they know directly and essentially 
the nature of divine and human things. They contemplate with clarity the logoi, or inward essences of these things, 
and distinctly perceive, so far as is possible, the single source of all things, the Holy Trinity.  

99. He who practices hesychasm must acquire the following five virtues, as a foundation on which to build: 
silence, self-control, vigilance, humility and patience. Then there are three practices blessed by God: psalmody, 
prayer and reading - and handiwork for those weak in body. These virtues which we have listed not only embrace all 
the rest but also consolidate each other. From early morning the hesychast must devote himself to the remembrance 
of God through prayer and stillness of heart, praying diligently in the first hour, reading in the second, chanting 
psalms in the third, praying in the fourth, reading in the fifth, chanting psalms in the sixth, praying in the seventh, 
reading in the eighth, chanting psalms in the ninth, eating in the tenth, sleeping in the eleventh, if need be, and 
reciting vespers in the twelfth hour. Thus fruitfully spending the course of the day he gains God's blessings.  

100. Like a bee one should extract from each of the virtues what is most profitable. In this way, by taking a small 
amount from all of them, one builds up from the practice of the virtues a great honeycomb overflowing with the 
soul-delighting honey of wisdom.  

101. Now hear, if you will, how it is best to spend the night. For the  
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night vigil there are three programs: for beginners, for those midway on the path, and for the perfect. The first 
program is as follows: to sleep half the night and to keep vigil for the other half, either from evening till midnight or 
from midnight till dawn. The second is to keep vigil after nightfall for one or two hours, then to sleep for four hours, 
then to rise for matins and to chant psalms and pray for six hours until daybreak, then to chant the first hour, and 
after that to sit down and practice stillness, in the way already described. Then one can either follow the program of 
spiritual work given for the daylight hours, or else continue in unbroken prayer, which gives a greater inner stability. 
The third program is to stand and keep vigil uninterruptedly throughout the night. 

102. Now let us say something about food. A pound of bread is sufficient for anyone aspiring to attain the state of 
inner stillness. You may drink two cups of undiluted wine and three of water. Your food should consist of whatever 
is at hand - not whatever your natural craving seeks, but what providence provides, to be eaten sparingly. The best 
and shortest guiding rule for those who wish to live as they should is to maintain the threefold all-embracing 
practices of fasting, vigilance and prayer, for these provide a most powerful support for all the other virtues.  

103. Stillness requires above all faith, patience, love with all one's heart and strength and might (cf. Deut. 6:5), 
and hope. For if you have faith, even though because of negligence or some other fault you fail to attain what you 
seek in this life, you will on leaving this life most certainly be vouchsafed the fruit of faith and spiritual struggle and 
will behold your liberation, which is Jesus Christ, the redemption and salvation of souls, the Logos who is both God 
and man. But if you lack faith, you will certainly be condemned on leaving this world. In fact, as the Lord says, you 
are condemned already (cf. John 3:18). For if you are a slave to sensual pleasure, and want to be honored by other 
people rather than by God (cf. John 5:44.), you lack faith, even though you may profess faith verbally; and you 
deceive yourself without realizing it. And you will incur the rebuke: 'Because you did not receive Me in your heart 
but cast Me out behind your back, I too will reject you' (ef. Ezek. 5:11). If you possess faith you should have hope, 
and believe in God's truth to which the whole of Scripture bears witness, and confess your own weakness; otherwise 
you will inescapably receive double condemnation.  
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104. Nothing so fills the heart with contrition and humbles the soul as solitude embraced with self-awareness, and 
utter silence. And nothing so destroys the state of inner stillness and takes away the divine power that comes from it 
as the following six universal passions: insolence, gluttony, talkativeness, distraction, pretentiousness and the 
mistress of the passions, self-conceit. Whoever commits himself to these passions plunges himself progressively into 



darkness until he becomes completely insensate. But if he comes to himself again and with faith and ardor makes a 
fresh start, he will once more attain what he seeks, especially if he seeks it with humility. Yet if through his 
negligence even one of the passions that we have mentioned gets a hold on him once more, then the whole host of 
evils, including pernicious lack of faith, moves in and attacks him, devastating his soul till it becomes like another 
city of Babylon, full of diabolical turmoil and confusion (cf. Isa. 13:21). Then the last state of the person to whom 
this happens is worse than his first (cf. Matt. 12:45), and he turns into a violent enemy and defamer of those 
pursuing the path of hesychasm, always whetting his tongue against them like a sharp double-edged sword.  

105. Once the waters of the passions, like a turbid and chaotic sea, have flooded the soul's state of stillness, there 
is no way of crossing over them except in the light swift-winged barque of self-control and total poverty. For when 
because of our dissipation and enslavement to materiality the torrents of the passions inundate the soil of the heart, 
they deposit there all the filth and sludge of evil thoughts, befouling the intellect, muddying the reason, clogging the 
body, and slackening, darkening and deadening soul and heart, depriving them of their natural stability and 
responsiveness.  

106. Nothing so makes the soul of those striving to advance on the spiritual path sluggish, apathetic and mindless 
as self-love, that pimp of the passions. For whenever it induces us to choose bodily ease rather than virtue-
promoting hardship, or to regard it as positive good sense not willingly to burden ourselves with ascetic labor, 
especially with respect to the light exertions involved in practicing the commandments, then it causes the soul to 
relax its efforts to attain a state of stillness, and produces in it a strong, irresistible sense of indolence and slackness.  

107. If you are feeble in practicing the commandments yet want to expel your inner murkiness, the best and most 
efficient physic is  
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trustful unhesitating obedience in all things. This remedy, distilled 'from many virtues, restores vitality and acts as a 
knife which at a single stroke cuts away festering sores. If, then, in total trust and simplicity you choose this remedy 
out of all alternatives you excise every passion at once. Not only will you reach the state of stillness but also through 
your obedience you will fully enter into it, having found Christ and become His imitator and servitor in name and 
act. 

108. Unless your life and actions are accompanied by a sense of inner grief you cannot endure the incandescence 
of stillness. If with this sense of grief you meditate - before they come to pass - on the many terrors that await us 
prior to and after death you will achieve both patience and humility, the twin foundations of stillness. Without them 
your efforts to attain stillness will always be accompanied by apathy and self-conceit. From these will arise a host of 
distractions and day-dreams, all inducing sluggishness. In their wake comes dissipation, daughter of indolence, 
making the body sluggish and slack and the intellect benighted and callous. Then Jesus is hidden, concealed by the 
throng of thoughts and images that crowd the mind (cf. John 5:13).  



109. The torments of conscience in this life or the life to come are experienced with full awareness not by 
everyone but only by those who in this world or the next are deprived of divine glory and love. Such torment is like 
a fearful torturer punishing the guilty in various ways, or like a sharp sword striking with pitiless indignation and 
reproach. Once our conscience is active, what some call righteous indignation and others natural wrath is roused in 
three ways - against the demons, against our nature and against our own soul; for such indignation or wrath impels 
us to sharpen our conscience like a keen-bladed sword against our enemies. If this righteous indignation triumphs 
and subjects sin and our unregenerate self to the soul, then it is transmuted into the loftiest courage and leads us to 
God. But if the soul enslaves itself to sin and our unregenerate self, then this righteous indignation turns against it 
and torments it mercilessly, for it has enslaved itself to its enemies by its own free will. Thus enslaved, the soul 
commits terrible crimes, for its state of virtue is lost and it has alienated itself from God.  

110. Of all the passions, lechery and listlessness are especially harsh and burdensome, for they oppress and 
debilitate the unhappy soul. And as they are inter-related and intertwined they are difficult to fight against and to 
overcome - in fact by our own efforts alone we cannot  
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defeat them. Lechery burgeons in the soul's appetitive aspect and by nature embraces indiscriminately both soul 
and body, since the total pleasure it generates spreads through all our members. Listlessness, once it has laid hold of 
our intellect and like bindweed has enlaced our soul and body, makes us slothful, enfeebled and indolent. Even 
before we have attained the blessed state of dispassion these two passions are expelled, though not finally defeated, 
whenever through prayer our soul receives from the Holy Spirit a power that releases it from tension, producing 
strength and profound peace in the heart, and solacing us with stillness. Lechery is the pleasure that includes all 
other forms of sensual indulgence, their source, mistress and queen; and its crony, sloth, is the invincible chariot 
bearing Pharaoh's captains (cf. Exod. 14:7). Through these two - lechery and sloth - the seeds of the passions are 
sown in our unhappy lives. 

111. Noetic prayer is an activity initiated by the cleansing power of the Spirit and the mystical rites celebrated by 
the intellect. Similarly, stillness is initiated by attentive waiting upon God, its intermediate stage is characterized by 
illuminative power and contemplation, and its final goal is ecstasy and the enraptured flight of the intellect towards 
God.  

112. Prior to the enjoyment of the blessings that transcend the intellect, and as a foretaste of that enjoyment, the 
noetic activity of the intellect mystically offers up the Lamb of God upon the altar of the soul and partakes of Him in 
communion. To eat the Lamb of God upon the soul's noetic altar is not simply to apprehend Him spiritually or to 
participate in Him; it is also to become an image of the Lamb as He is in the age to come. Now we experience the 
manifest expression of the mysteries; hereafter we hope to enjoy their very substance.  

113. For beginners prayer is like a joyous fire kindled in the heart; for the perfect it is like a vigorous sweet-
scented light. Or again, prayer is the preaching of the Apostles, an action of faith or, rather, faith itself, 'that makes 



real for us the things for which we hope' (Heb. 11:1), active love, angelic impulse, the power of the bodiless spirits, 
their work and delight, the Gospel of God, the heart's assurance, hope of salvation, a sign of purity, a token of 
holiness, knowledge of God, baptism made manifest, purification in the water of regeneration, a pledge of the Holy 
Spirit, the exultation of Jesus, the soul's delight, God's mercy, a sign of reconciliation, the seal of Christ, a ray of the 
noetic sun, the heart's dawn-star, the confirmation of the Christian  
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faith, the disclosure of reconciliation with God, God's grace, God's wisdom or, rather, the origin of true and 
absolute Wisdom; the revelation of God, the work of monks, the life of hesychasts, the source of stillness, and 
expression of the angelic state. Why say more? Prayer is God, who accomplishes everything in everyone (cf. 1 Cor. 
12:6), for there is a single action of Father, Son and Holy Spirit, activating all things through Christ Jesus. 

114. Had Moses not received the rod of power from God, he would not have become a god to Pharaoh (cf. Exod. 
7:1) and a scourge both to him and to Egypt. Correspondingly the intellect, if it fails to grasp the power of prayer, 
will not be able to shatter sin and the hostile forces ranged against it.  

115. Those who say or do anything without humility are like people who build in winter or without bricks and 
mortar. Very few acquire humility and know it through experience; and those who try to talk about it are like people 
measuring a bottomless pit. And I who in my blindness have formed a faint image of this great light am rash enough 
to say this about it: true humility does not consist in speaking humbly, or in looking humble. The humble person 
does not have to force himself to think humbly, nor does he keep finding fault with himself. Such conduct may 
provide us with an occasion for humility or constitute its outward form, but humility itself is a grace and a divine 
gift. The holy fathers teach that there are two kinds of humility: to regard oneself as lower than everyone else, and to 
ascribe all one's achievement to God. The first is the beginning, the second the consummation.  

Those who seek humility should bear in mind the three following things: that they are the worst of sinners, that 
they are the most despicable of all creatures since their state is an unnatural one, and that they are even more pitiable 
than the demons, since they are slaves to the demons. You will also profit if you say this to yourself: how do I know 
what or how many other people's sins are, or whether they are greater than or equal to my own? In our ignorance 
you and I, my soul, are worse than all men, we are dust and ashes under their feet. How can I not regard myself as 
more despicable than all other creatures, for they act in accordance with the nature they have been given, while I, 
owing to my innumerable sins, am in a state contrary to nature. Truly animals are more pure than I, sinner that I am; 
on account of this I am the lowest of all, since even before my death I have made my bed in  
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hell. Who is not fully aware that the person who sins is worse than the demons, since he is their thrall and their 
slave, even in this life sharing their murk-mantled prison? If I am mastered by the demons I must be inferior to them. 
Therefore my lot will be with them in the abyss of hell, pitiful that I am. You on earth who even before your death 
dwell in that abyss, how do you dare delude yourself, calling yourself righteous, when through the evil you have 
done you have defiled yourself and made yourself a sinner and a demon? Woe to your self-deception and your 
delusion, squalid cur that you are, consigned to fire and darkness for these offences. 

116. According to theologians, noetic, pure, angelic prayer is in its power wisdom inspired by the Holy Spirit. A 
sign that you have attained such prayer is that the intellect's vision when praying is completely free from form and 
that the intellect sees neither itself nor anything else in a material way. On the contrary, it is often drawn away even 
from its own senses by the light acting within it; for it now grows immaterial and filled with spiritual radiance, 
becoming through ineffable union a single spirit with God (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17).  

117. We are led and guided towards God-given humility by seven different qualities, each of which generates and 
complements the others: silence, humbleness in thought, in speech, in appearance, self-reproach, contrition and 
looking on oneself as the least of men. Silence consciously espoused gives birth to humbleness in thought. Humble-
ness in thought produces three further modes of humility, namely, humbleness in speech, bearing oneself in a simple 
and humble way, and constant self-belittlement. These three modes give birth to contrition; this arises within us 
when God allows us to suffer temptations - when, that is, we are disciplined by providence and humbled by the 
demons. Contrition readily induces the soul to feel the lowest and least of all, and the servant of all. Contrition and 
looking on oneself as the least of all bring about the perfect humility that is the gift of God, a power rightly regarded 
as the perfection of all the virtues. It is a state in which one ascribes all one's achievements to God. Thus the first 
factor leading to humility is silence, from which humbleness of thought is born. This gives birth to the three further 
modes of humility. These three generate the single quality of contrition. The quality of contrition gives birth to the 
seventh mode, the primal humility of regarding oneself as the least of men, which is also' called providential 
humility. Providential humility confers the true and God-given humility that is  
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perfect and indescribable. Primal humility comes thus: when you are abandoned, overcome, enslaved and 
dominated by every passion, distractive thought and evil spirit, and can find no help in doing good works, or in God, 
or in anything at all, so that you are ready to fall into despair, then you are humbled in everything, are filled with 
contrition and regard yourself as the lowest and least of all things, the slave of all, and worse even than the demons, 
since you are dominated and vanquished by them. This is providential humility. Once acquired, through it God 
bestows the ultimate humility. This is a divine power that activates and accomplishes all things. With its aid a man 



always sees himself as an instrument of divine power, and through it he accomplishes the miraculous works of God. 

118. Because we are now mastered by the passions and succumb to a host of temptations we cannot in our age 
attain those states that characterize sanctity - I mean real spiritual contemplation of the divine light, an intellect free 
from fantasy and distraction, the true energy of prayer ceaselessly flowing from the depths of the heart, the soul's 
resurrection and ascension, divine rapture, the soaring beyond the limits of this world, the mind's ecstasy in spirit 
above all things sensory, the ravishment of the intellect above even its own powers, the angelic flight of the soul 
impelled by God towards what is infinite and utterly sublime. The intellect - especially in the more superficial 
among us - tends to picture these states prematurely to itself, and in this way it loses even the slight stability God has 
given it and becomes altogether moribund. Hence we must exercise great discrimination and not try to pre-empt 
things that come in their own good time, or reject what we already possess and dream of something else. For by 
nature the intellect readily invents fantasies and illusions about the high spiritual states it has not yet attained, and 
thus there is no small danger that we may lose what has already been given to us and destroy our mind through 
repeated self-deception, becoming a day-dreamer and not a hesychast.  

119. Faith, like active prayer, is a grace. For prayer, when activated by love through the power of the Spirit, 
renders true faith manifest - the faith that reveals the life of Jesus. If, then, you are aware that such faith is not at 
work within you, that means your faith is dead and lifeless. In fact you should not even speak of yourself as one of 
the 'faithful' if your faith is merely theoretical and is not actualized by the practice of the commandments or by the 
Spirit. Thus faith must be  
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evidenced by progress in keeping the commandments, or it must be actualized and translucent in what we do. 
This is confirmed by St James when he says, 'Show me your faith through your works and I will show you the works 
that I do through my faith' (cf. Jas. 2:18). In saying this he makes it clear that grace-inspired faith is evidenced by 
the keeping of the commandments, just as the commandments are actualized and made translucent by grace-inspired 
faith. Faith is the root of the commandments or, rather, it is the spring that feeds their growth. It has two aspects - 
that of confession and that of grace - though it is essentially one and indivisible. 

120. The short ladder of spiritual progress - which is at the same time both small and great - has five rungs leading 
to perfection. The first is renunciation, the second submission to a religious way of life, the third obedience to 
spiritual direction, the fourth humility, and the fifth God-imbued love. Renunciation raises the prisoner from hell and 
sets him free from enslavement to material things. Submission is the discovery of Christ and the decision to serve 
Him. As Christ Himself said, 'He who serves Me, follows Me; and where I am he who serves Me will also be' (cf. 
John 12:26). And where is Christ? In heaven, enthroned at the right hand of the Father. Thus he who serves Christ 
must be in heaven as well, his foot placed ready to climb up; indeed, before he even begins to ascend by his own 
efforts he is already raised up and ascending with Christ. Obedience, put into action through the practice of the 
commandments, builds a ladder out of various virtues and places them in the soul as rungs by which to ascend (cf. 



Ps. 84:5. LXX). Thence the spiritual aspirant is embraced by humility, the great exalter, and is borne heavenwards 
and delivered over to love, the queen of the virtues. By love he is led to Christ and brought into His presence. Thus 
by this short ladder he who is truly obedient swiftly ascends to heaven.  

121. The quickest way to ascend to the kingdom of heaven by the short ladder of the virtues is through effacing 
the five passions hostile to obedience, namely, disobedience, contentiousness, self-gratification, self-justification 
and pernicious self-conceit. For these are the limbs and organs of the recalcitrant demon that devours those who 
offer false obedience and consigns them to the dragon of the abyss. Disobedience is the mouth of hell; 
contentiousness its tongue, whetted like a sword; self-gratification its sharp teeth; self-justification its gullet; and 
self-conceit, that sends one to hell, is the vent that evacuates its  
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all-devouring belly. If through obedience you overcome the first of these - disobedience - you cut off all the rest 
at a stroke, and with a single swift stride attain heaven. This is the truly ineffable and inconceivable miracle wrought 
by our compassionate Lord: that through a single virtue or, rather, a single commandment, we can ascend 
straightway to heaven, just as through a single act of disobedience we have descended and continue to descend into 
hell. 

122. Man is like another or second world - a new world, as he is called by St Paul when he states, 'Whoever is in 
Christ is a new creation' (2 Cor. 5:17). For through virtue man becomes a heaven and an earth and everything that a 
world is. Every quality and mystery exists for man's sake, as St Gregory of Nazianzos says. Moreover, if, as St Paul 
affirms, our struggle is not against creatures of flesh and blood, but against the potentates and rulers of the darkness 
of this world, against the spirits of evil in the celestial realms of the prince of the air (cf. Eph. 2:2; 6:12), it follows 
that those who secretly fight against us inhabit the world of our psychic powers, which is like another great world of 
nature. For the three princes that oppose us in our struggle attack the three powers of the soul; and it is precisely 
where we have made progress, and in areas that we have labored to develop, that they launch their assault.  

Thus the dragon, the prince of the abyss, whose strength is manifest in the loins and the belly - organs of our 
soul's appetitive power - sallies forth against those who strive to keep their attention in their hearts; and through the 
lust-loving giant of forgetfulness he hurls at them the whole battery of his fiery darts (cf. Eph. 6:16). Desire being 
for him like another sea and abyss, he plunges into it, coils his way through it, and stirs it up, making it foam and 
boil. In this way he inflames it with sexual longing and inundates it with sensual pleasure; but this does not slake it, 
for it is insatiable.  

The prince of this world (cf. John 12:31), who campaigns against the soul's incensive power, attacks those striving 
to attain practical virtue. With the help of the giant of sloth, he continually ranges his forces against us and engages 
us in a spiritual contest with every trick of passion he can devise. As though in the theatre or stadium of some other 
world, he wrestles with all who stand up against him with  
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courage and endurance; sometimes he wins, sometimes he is defeated, and so he either disgraces us or gains us 
crowns of glory in the sight of the angels. 

The prince of the air (cf. Eph. 2:2) attacks those whose minds are absorbed in contemplation, deluding them with 
fantasies; for supported by the evil spirits of the air he attacks the soul's intellectual and spiritual power. Through the 
giant of ignorance he clouds the aspiring mind as though it were an intellectual heaven, disrupting its composure, 
craftily insinuating into it vague fantastic images of evil spirits and their metamorphoses, and producing fear-
inspiring similitudes of thunder and lightning, tempests and alarums. These three princes, assisted by the three 
giants, attack the three powers of our soul, each waging war against the particular power that corresponds to him.  

123. These demons were once celestial intelligences; but, having fallen from their original state of immateriality 
and refinement, each of them has acquired a certain material grossness, assuming a bodily form corresponding to the 
kind of action allotted to it. For like human beings they have lost the delights of the angels and have been deprived 
of divine bliss, and so they too, like us, now find pleasure in earthly things, becoming to a certain extent material 
because of the disposition to material passions which they have acquired. We should not be surprised at this, for our 
own soul, created intellectual and spiritual in the image of God, has become bestial, insensate and virtually mindless 
through losing the knowledge of God and finding pleasure in material things. Inner disposition changes outward 
nature, and acts of moral choice alter the way that nature functions. Some evil spirits are material, gross, 
uncontrollable, passionate and vindictive. They hunger for material pleasure and indulgence as carnivores for flesh. 
Like savage dogs and like those possessed they devour and relish rotten food; and their delight and habitation are 
coarse, fleshy bodies. Others are licentious and slimy. They creep about in the pool of desire like leeches, frogs and 
snakes. Sometimes they assume the form of fish, delighting in their brackish lubricity. Slippery and flaccid, they 
swim in the sea of drunkenness, rejoicing in the humectation of mindless pleasures. In this manner they constantly 
stir up waves of impure thoughts, and storms and tempests in the soul. Others are light and subtle, since they are 
aerial spirits, and agitate the soul's contemplative power, provoking strong winds and fantasies. They deceive the 
soul by  
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appearing sometimes in the form of birds or angels. They fill one's memory with the forms of people one knows. 



They pervert and deform the contemplative vision of those pursuing the path of holiness who have not yet attained 
the state of purity and inner discrimination; for there is nothing spiritual but that they can secretly transform 
themselves into it in the imagination. They too arm themselves according to our spiritual state and degree of 
progress, and substituting illusion for truth and fantasy for contemplation they take up their abode within us. It is to 
these evil spirits that Scripture refers when it speaks of beasts of the field, birds of the air and things that creep on 
the ground (cf. Hos. 2:18). 

124. There are five ways in which the passions may be aroused in us and our fallen self may wage war against our 
soul. Sometimes our fallen self misuses things. Sometimes it seeks to do what is unnatural as though it were natural. 
Sometimes it forms warm friendship with the demons and they provide it with arms against the soul. Sometimes 
under the influence of the passions it falls into a state of civil war, divided against itself. Finally, if the demons have 
failed to achieve their purpose in any of the ways just mentioned. God may permit them in their malice to wage war 
against us in order to teach us greater humility.  

125. The main causes of warfare - arising in us through every kind of object or situation - are three: our inner 
disposition, the misuse of created things and, by God's leave, the malice and onslaught of the demons. As the fallen 
self rises in protest against the soul, and the soul against the fallen self (cf. Gal. 5:17), so in the same way our inner 
disposition and our mode of acting make the passions of the fallen self war against the soul, and the valiant powers 
of the soul wage war against the fallen self. And sometimes our enemy, shameless as he is, has the audacity to fight 
against us in his own person, without cause or warning. Thus, my friend, do not let this blood-loving leech bleed 
your arteries, and then spit out the blood he has sucked from you. Do not glut the snake and the dragon, and then 
you will easily trample on the insolence of the lion and the dragon (cf. Ps. 91:13). Lament until you have stripped 
off the passions and clothed yourself in your heavenly dwelling-place (cf. 2 Cor. 5:2), and are refashioned according 
to the likeness of Jesus Christ, who made you in His image (cf. Col. 3:l0).  

126. Those completely given over to the pursuits of the flesh and  
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full of self-love are always slaves to sensual pleasure and to vanity. Envy, too, is rooted in them. Consumed by 
malice and embittered by their neighbor’s blessings, they calumniate good as bad, calling it the fruit of deceit. They 
do not accept things of the Spirit or believe in them; and because of their lack of faith they cannot see or know God. 
Such people, due to this same blindness and lack of faith, on the last day will justly hear spoken to them the words, 'I 
know you not' (Matt. 25:12). For the questing believer must either believe when he hears what he does not know, or 
come to know what he believes; and he must teach to others what he has come to know and abundantly multiply the 
talent entrusted to him. But if he disbelieves what he does not know, and vilifies what he does not understand, and 
teaches what he has not learnt, envying those who teach things from practical experience, his lot will surely be to 
suffer punishment with those consumed by 'the gall of bitterness' (Acts 8:23). 

127. According to the wise, a true teacher is he who through his all-embracing cognitive insight comprehends 



created things concisely, as if they constituted a single body, establishing distinctions and connections between them 
according to their generic difference and identity, so as to indicate which possess similar qualities. Or he may be 
described as one who can truly demonstrate things apodictically. Or again, a true spiritual teacher is he who 
distinguishes and relates the general and universal qualities of created things - classified as five in number, but 
compounded in the incarnate Logos - in accordance with a particular formulation that embraces everything. But his 
apodictic skill is not a matter of mere verbal dexterity, like that of profane philosophers, for he is able to enlighten 
others through the contemplative vision of created things manifested to him by the Holy Spirit.  

A true philosopher is one who perceives in created things their spiritual Cause, or who knows created things 
through knowing their Cause, having attained a union with God that transcends the intellect and a direct, unmediated 
faith: He does not simply learn about divine things, but actually experiences them. Or again, a true philosopher is 
one whose intellect is conversant equally with ascetic practice and contemplative wisdom. Thus the perfect 
philosopher or lover of wisdom is one whose intellect has attained - alike on the moral, natural and theological 
levels - love of wisdom or, rather, love of God. That is to say, he has learnt from God the principles of ascetic 
practice (moral philosophy), an insight into the spiritual causes of created things  
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(natural philosophy), and a precise contemplative understanding of doctrinal principles (theology). 

Or again, a teacher initiated into things divine is one who distinguishes principial beings from participative beings 
or beings that have no autonomous self-subsistent reality; he adduces the essences of principial beings from beings 
that exist through participating in them, and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, he perceives the essences of principial 
beings embodied in participative beings. In other words, he interprets what is intelligible and invisible in terms of 
what is sensible and visible, and the visible sense-world in terms of the invisible and supersensory world, conscious 
that what is visible is an image of what is invisible, and that what is invisible is the archetype of what is visible. He 
knows that things possessing form and figure are brought into being by what is formless and without figure, and that 
each manifests the other spiritually; and he clearly perceives each in the other and conveys this perception in his 
teaching of the truth. His knowledge of the truth, with all its sun-like radiance, is not expressed in anagogical or 
allegorical form; on the contrary, he elucidates the true underlying principles of both worlds with spiritual insight 
and power, and expounds them forcibly and vividly. In this way the visible world becomes our teacher and the 
invisible world is shown to be an eternal divine dwelling-place manifestly brought into being for our sake.  

A divine philosopher is he who through ascetic purification and noetic contemplation has achieved a direct union 
with God, and is a true friend of God, in that he esteems and loves the supreme, creative and true wisdom above 
every other love, wisdom and knowledge. A student of spiritual knowledge, though not properly speaking a 
philosopher (even though reflected wisdom has unnoticed appropriated the name of philosophy, as St Gregory of 
Nazianzos points out) is he who esteems and studies God's wisdom mirrored in His creation, down to the least 
vestige of it; but he does this without any self-display or any hankering after human praise and glory, for he wishes 



to be a lover of God's wisdom in creation and not a lover of materialism.  

An interpreter of sacred texts adept in the mysteries of the kingdom of God is everyone who after practicing the 
ascetic life devotes himself to the contemplation of God and cleaves to stillness. Out of the treasury of his heart he 
brings forth things new and old (cf. Matt. 13:52), that is, things from the Gospel of Christ and the Prophets, or from 
the New and Old Testaments, or doctrinal teachings and rules of  
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ascetic practice, or themes from the Apostles and from the Law. These are the mysteries new and old that the 
skilled interpreter brings forth when he has been schooled in the life of holiness. 

An interpreter is one proficient in the practice of the ascetic life and still actively engaged in scriptural exegesis. 
A divine teacher is one who mediates, in accordance with the laws governing the natural world, the spiritual 
knowledge and inner meanings of created things and, inspired by the Holy Spirit, elucidates all things with the 
analytic power of his intelligence. A true philosopher is one who has attained, consciously and directly, a 
supernatural union with God.  

128. Those who write and speak and who wish to build up the Church, while lacking the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit, are 'psychic' or worldly people void of the Spirit, as St Jude observes (cf. Jude 19). Such people come under 
the curse which says, 'Woe to those who are wise in their own sight, and esteem themselves as possessors of 
knowledge' (Isa. 5:21); for they speak from themselves and it is not the Spirit of God that speaks in them (cf. Matt. 
10:20). For those who speak what are simply their own thoughts before they have attained purity are deluded by the 
spirit of self-conceit. It is to them that Solomon refers when he says, 'I knew a man who regarded himself as wise; 
there is more hope for a fool than for him' (Prov. 26:12. LXX); and again, 'Do not be wise in your own sight' (Prov. 
3:7). St Paul himself, filled with the Spirit, endorses this when he says, 'We are not qualified to form any judgment 
on our own account; our qualification comes from God' (2 Cor. 3:5), and, 'As men sent from God, we speak before 
God in the grace of Christ' (2 Cor. 2:17). What people say when they speak on their own account is repellent and 
murksome, for their words do not come from the living spring of the Spirit, but are spawned from the morass of their 
own heart, a bog infested with the leeches, snakes and frogs of desire, delusion and dissipation; the water of their 
knowledge is evil-smelling, turbid and torpid, sickening to those who drink it and filling them with nausea and 
disgust.  

129. 'We are the body of Christ', says St Paul, 'and each of us is one of its members' (cf. 1 Cor. 12:27). And 
elsewhere he says, 'You are one body and one spirit, even as you have been called' (Eph. 4:4). For 'as the body 
without the spirit is dead' (Jas. 2:26) and insensate, so if you have been deadened by the passions through neglecting 
the commandments after your baptism the Holy Spirit and the grace of  
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Christ cease to operate in you and to enlighten you; for though you possess the Spirit, since you have faith and 
have been regenerated through baptism, yet the Spirit is quiescent and inactive within you because of the deadness 
of your soul. 

Although the soul is one and the members of the body are many, the soul sustains them all, giving life and 
movement to those that can be animated. Should some of them have withered because of some disease and become 
as if dead and inert, yet they are still sustained by the soul, even in their lifeless and insensate state. Similarly, the 
Spirit of Christ is present with integral wholeness in all who are members of Christ, activating and generating life in 
all capable of participating in it; and in His compassion He still sustains even those who through some weakness do 
not actively participate in the life of the Spirit. In this way each of the faithful participates, by virtue of his faith, in 
adoption to sonship through the Spirit; but should he grow negligent and fail to sustain his faith he will become inert 
and benighted, deprived of Christ's life and light. Such is the state of each of the faithful who, though a member of 
Christ and possessing the Spirit of Christ, fails to activate this Spirit within himself and so is stagnant, incapable of 
participating positively in the life of grace.  

130. The principal forms of contemplation are eight in number. The first is contemplation of the formless, 
unoriginate and uncreated God, source of all things - that is, contemplation of the one Triadic Deity that transcends 
all being. The second is contemplation of the hierarchy and order of the spiritual powers. The third is contemplation 
of the structure of created beings. The fourth is contemplation of God's descent through the incarnation of the Logos. 
The fifth is contemplation of the universal resurrection. The sixth is contemplation of the dread second coming of 
Christ. The seventh is contemplation of age-long punishment. The eighth is contemplation of the kingdom of 
heaven. The first four pertain to what has already been manifested and realized. The second four pertain to what is in 
store and has not yet been manifested; but they are clearly contemplated by and disclosed to those who through 
grace have attained great purity of intellect. Whoever without such grace attempts to descry them should realize that 
far from attaining spiritual vision he will merely become the prey of fantasies, deceived by and forming illusions in 
obedience to the spirit of delusion.  

131. Here something must be said about delusion, so far as this is  
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possible; for, because of its deviousness and the number of ways in which it can ensnare us, few recognize it 
clearly and for most it is almost inscrutable. Delusion manifests itself or, rather, attacks and invades us in two ways - 



in the form of mental images and fantasies or in the form of diabolic influence - though its sole cause and origin is 
always arrogance. The first form is the origin of the second and the second is the origin of a third form - mental 
derangement. The first form, illusory visions, is caused by self-conceit; for this leads us to invest the divine with 
some illusory shape, thus deceiving us through mental images and fantasies. This deception in its turn produces 
blasphemy as well as the fear induced by monstrous apparitions, occurring both when awake and when asleep - a 
state described as the terror and perturbation of the soul. Thus arrogance is followed by delusion, delusion by 
blasphemy, blasphemy by fear, fear by terror, and terror by a derangement of the natural state of the mind. This is 
the first form of delusion, that induced by mental images and fantasies. 

The second form, induced by diabolic influence, is as follows. It has its origin in self-indulgence, which in its turn 
results from so-called natural desire. Self-indulgence begets licentiousness in all its forms of indescribable impurity. 
By inflaming man's whole nature and clouding his intelligence as a result of its intercourse with spurious images, 
licentiousness deranges the intellect, searing it into a state of delirium and impelling its victim to utter false 
prophecies, interpreting the visions and discourses of certain supposed saints, which he claims arc revealed to him 
when he is intoxicated and befuddled with passion, his whole character perverted and corrupted by demons. Those 
ignorant of spiritual matters, beguiled by delusion, call such men 'little souls'. These 'little souls' are to be found 
sitting near the shrines of saints, by whose spirit they claim to be inspired and tested, and whose purported message 
they proclaim to others. But in truth they should be called possessed by the demons, deceived and enslaved by 
delusion, and not prophets foretelling what is to happen now and in the future. For the demon of licentiousness 
himself darkens and deranges their minds, inflaming them with the fire of spiritual lust, conjuring up before them 
the illusory appearance of saints, and making them hear conversations and see visions. Sometimes the demons 
themselves appear to them and convulse them with fear. For having harnessed them to the yoke of Belial, the demon 
of licentiousness drives them on  
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to practice their deceits, so that he may keep them captive and enslaved until death, when he will consign them to 
hell. 

132. Delusion arises in us from three principal sources: arrogance, the envy of demons, and the divine will that 
allows us to be tried and corrected. Arrogance arises from superficiality, demonic envy is provoked by our spiritual 
progress, and the need for correction is the consequence of our sinful way of life. The delusion arising solely from 
envy and self-conceit is swiftly healed, especially when we humble ourselves. On the other hand, the delusion 
allowed by God for our correction, when we are handed over to Satan because of our sinfulness, God often permits 
to continue until our death, if this is needed to efface our sins. Sometimes God hands over even the guiltless to the 
torment of demons for the sake of their salvation. One should also know that the demon of self-conceit himself 
prophesies in those who are not scrupulously attentive to their hearts.  

133. All the faithful are truly anointed priests and kings in the spiritual renewal brought about through baptism, 



just as priests and kings were anointed figuratively in former times. For those anointings were prefigurations of the 
truth of our anointing: prefigurations in relation not merely to some of us but to all of us. For our kingship and 
priesthood is not of the same form or character as theirs, even though the symbolic actions are the same. Nor does 
our anointing recognize any distinction in nature, grace or calling, in such a way that those anointed essentially 
differ one from the other: we have but one and the same calling, faith and ritual. The true significance of this is that 
he who is anointed is pure, dispassionate and wholly consecrated to God now and for ever.  

134. If your speech is full of wisdom and you meditate on understanding in your heart (cf. Ps. 49:3), you will 
disclose in created things the presence of the divine Logos, the substantive Wisdom of God the Father (cf. 1 Cor. 
1:24); for in created things you will perceive the outward expression of the archetypes that characterize them, and 
thus through your active living intelligence you will speak wisdom that derives from the divine Wisdom. And 
because your heart will be illuminated by the power of the transfiguring understanding on which you meditate in 
your spirit, you will be able through this understanding to instruct and illuminate those who listen with faith.  

135. Today's great enemy of truth, drawing men to perdition, is  
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delusion. As a result of this delusion, tenebrous ignorance rules the souls of all those sunk in lethargy and 
alienates them from God. Such people are as if unaware that there exists a God who gives us rebirth and 
illumination, or they assume that we can believe in Him and know Him only in a theoretical way and not through 
our actions, or else they imagine that He has revealed Himself only to the people of former times and not to us also; 
and they pretend that the scriptural texts about God are applicable only to the original authors, or to others, but not to 
themselves. Thus they blaspheme the teaching about God, since they repudiate true knowledge inspired by devotion 
to God, and read the Scriptures only in a literal, not to say Judaic, manner; denying the possibility that man even in 
this life can be resurrected through the resurrection of his soul, they choose to remain in the grave of ignorance. 
Delusion consists of three passions: lack of faith, guile and sloth. These generate and support each other: lack of 
faith sharpens the wits of guile, and guile goes hand in hand with sloth, which expresses itself outwardly in laziness. 
Or conversely, sloth may beget guile - did not the Lord say, 'You cunning and lazy servant' (Matt. 25:26)? - and 
guile mothers lack of faith. For if you are full of guile you lack faith, and if you lack faith you stand in no awe of 
God. From such lack of faith comes sloth, which begets contempt; and when you are full of contempt you scorn all 
goodness and practice every kind of wickedness. 

   136. Complete dogmatic orthodoxy consists in a true doctrine about God and an unerring spiritual knowledge of 
created things. If  you are orthodox in this way you should glorify God thus: Glory to Thee, Christ our God, glory to 
Thee, because for our sake Thou, the  divine Logos who transcends all things, becamest man. Great is the  mystery 
of Thine incarnation, Savior: glory to Thee.  

   137. According to St Maximos the Confessor there are three motives for writing which are above reproach and 
censure: to assist  one's memory, to help others, or as an act of obedience. It is for the  last reason that most spiritual 



writings have been composed, at the  humble request of those who have need of them. If you write about  spiritual 
matters simply for pleasure, fame or self-display, you will get  your deserts, as Scripture says (cf. Matt. 6:5, 16), and 
will not profit  
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from it in this life or gain any reward in the life to come. On the contrary, you will be condemned for courting 
popularity and for fraudulently trafficking in God's wisdom.  
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1. Everyone baptized into Christ should pass progressively through all  the stages of Christ's own life, for in 
baptism he receives the power so  to progress, and through the commandments he can discover and learn  how to 
accomplish such progression. To Christ's conception corresponds the foretaste of the gift of the Holy Spirit, to His 
nativity the actual experience of joyousness, to His baptism the cleansing force of the fire of the Spirit, to His 
transfiguration the contemplation of divine light, to His crucifixion the dying to all things, to His burial the 
indwelling of divine love in the heart, to His resurrection the soul's life-quickening resurrection, and to His 
ascension divine ecstasy and I the transport of the intellect into God. He who fails to pass consciously through these 
stages is still callow in body and spirit, even though he may be regarded by all as mature and accomplished in the 
practice of virtue. 

2. Christ's Passion is a life-quickening death to those who have experienced all its phases, for by experiencing 
what He experienced we are glorified as He is (cf. Rom. 8:17). But indulgence in sensual passions induces a truly 
lethal death. Willingly to experience what Christ experienced is to crucify crucifixion and to put death to death.  

3. To suffer for Christ's sake is patiently to endure whatever happens to us. For the envy which the innocent 
provoke is for their benefit, while the Lord's schooling tests us so as to bring about our conversion, since it opens 
our ears when we are guilty. That is why the Lord has promised an eternal crown to those who endure in this manner 
(cf. Jas. 1:12). Glory to Thee, our God; glory to Thee, Holy Trinity; glory to Thee for all things.  
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On Passion-Imbued Change 

4. Listlessness - a most difficult passion to overcome - makes the body sluggish. And when the body is sluggish, 
the soul also grows sluggish. When both have become thoroughly lax, self-indulgence induces a change in the 
body's temperament. Self-indulgence incites the appetite, appetite gives rise to pernicious desire, desire to the spirit 
of revolt, revolt to dormant recollections, recollection to imaginings, imagining to mental provocation, provocation 
to coupling with the thought provoked, and coupling to assent. Such assent to a diabolic provocation leads to actual 
sinning, either through the body or in various other ways. Thus we are defeated and thus we lapse. 

On Beneficent Change 

5. In whatever work we engage patience gives birth to courage, courage to commitment, commitment to 
perseverance, and perseverance to an increase in the work done. Such additional labor quells the body's dissolute 
impulses and checks the desire for sensual indulgence. Thus checked, desire gives rise to spiritual longing, longing 
to love, love to aspiration, aspiration to ardor, ardor to self-galvanizing, self-galvanizing to assiduousness, 
assiduousness to prayer, and prayer to stillness. Stillness gives birth to contemplation, contemplation to spiritual 
knowledge, and knowledge to the apprehension of the mysteries. The consummation of the mysteries is theology, 
the fruit of theology is perfect love, of love humility, of humility dispassion, and of dispassion foresight, prophecy 
and foreknowledge. No one possesses the virtues perfectly in this life, nor does he cut off evil all at once. On the 
contrary, by small increases of virtue evil gradually ceases to exist. 

On Morbid Defluxions 

Question:  In how many ways do morbid defluxions take place, whether sinful or sinless?  
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6. Answer:  Sinful defluxions take place in three ways: through fornication, through self-abuse, and through 
consent to pernicious thoughts. Sinless defluxions take place in seven ways: through the urine, through eating solid 
or stimulating foods, through drinking too much chill water, through the sluggishness of the body, through excessive 
tiredness, and through all kinds of demonic fantasy. In veterans in the ascetic life they generally take place through 
the first five of the ways we have just mentioned. In those who have attained the state of dispassion, the fluid only 
issues mixed with urine, because on account of their ascetic labors their inner ducts have in some way become 
porous and they have been given the grace of a divine energy, purificatory and sanctifying - the grace of continence. 
The last form of defluxion - that prompted by demonic fantasy during sleep - pertains both to those still under the 
domination of the passions and to those suffering from weakness. But since this is involuntary it is free from sin, as 
the holy fathers tell us. 



By divine dispensation the person who has attained the state of dispassion experiences from time to time a sinless 
propulsion, while the remaining fluid is consumed by divine fire. The person still engaged in the ascetic life and so 
under various forms of constraint experiences a discharge that is innocuous. The person still under the sway of the 
passions experiences a natural discharge and an unnatural discharge, the first prompted by diabolic fantasy during 
sleep and the second by diabolic fantasy to which assent has been given while he is awake. The first is innocuous, 
the second is sinful and liable to penance.  

In those who have attained the state of dispassion the propulsion and the bodily discharge constitute a single 
action through which by divine dispensation surplus fluid is expelled through the urine while the rest is consumed 
by divine fire, as already stated. In those midway along the ascetic path there are said to be six general ways of 
innocuous defluxion through which the body is cleansed and freed from the corruptive fluid formed naturally and 
unavoidably in it. These are prompted by solid or stimulating foods, by drinking cold water, by sluggishness of the 
body, by torpor resulting from excessive labor, and finally by the malice of demons. In the weak and those newly 
engaged in the ascetic life there are similarly six ways, all embroiled with the passions. They are prompted by 
gluttony, by back-biting, by censoriousness, by self-esteem, by demonic fantasy during sleep and  
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assent to it while awake, and finally by the aggressive malice of demons. Yet even these have in God's providence 
a double purpose: first, they cleanse human nature from corruption, from the surplus matter it has absorbed, and 
from impulse-driven appetites; and, second, they train the person engaged in the spiritual struggle to be humble and 
attentive, and to restrain himself in all things and from all things. 

7. He who dwells in solitude and depends on charity for his food must accept alms in seven ways. First, he must 
ask only for what is needful. Secondly, he must take only what is needful. Thirdly, he must receive whatever is 
offered to him as if from God. Fourthly, he must trust in God and believe that He will recompense the giver. Fifthly, 
he must apply himself to keeping the commandments. Sixthly, he must not misuse what is given to him. Seventhly, 
he must not be stingy but must give to others and be compassionate. He who conducts himself thus in these matters 
experiences the joy of having his needs supplied not by man but by God.  

 
[V4] 257 

St Gregory of Sinai  
On the Signs of Grace and Delusion,  

Written for the Confessor Longinos: Ten Texts 

1. As the great teacher St John Chrysostom states, we should be in a position to say that we need no help from the 
Scriptures, no assistance from other people, but are instructed by God; for 'all will be taught by God' (Isa. 54:13; 
John 6:45), in such a way that we learn from Him and through Him what we ought to know. And this applies not 



only to those of us who are monks but to each and every one of the faithful: we are all of us called to carry the law 
of the Spirit written on the tablets of our hearts (cf. 2 Cor. 3:3), and to attain like the Cherubim the supreme privilege 
of conversing through pure prayer in the heart directly with Jesus. But because we are infants at the time of our 
renewal through baptism we do not understand the grace and the new life conferred upon us. Unaware of the 
surpassing grandeur of the honor and glory in which we share, we fail to realize that we ought to grow in soul and 
spirit through the keeping of the commandments and so perceive noetically what we have received. On account of 
this most of us fall through indifference and servitude to the passions into a state of benighted obduracy. We do not 
know whether God exists, or who we are, or what we have become, although through baptism we have been made 
sons of God, sons of light, and children and members of Christ. If we are baptized when grown up, we feel that we 
have been baptized only in water and not by the Spirit. And even though we have been renewed in the Spirit, we 
believe only in a formal, lifeless and ineffectual sense, and we say we are full of doubts. 

Hence because we are in fact non-spiritual we live and behave in a non-spiritual manner. Should we repent, we 
understand and practice  
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the commandments only in a bodily way and not spiritually. And if after many labors a revelation of grace is in 
God's compassion granted to us, we take it for a delusion. Or if we hear from others how grace acts, we are 
persuaded by our envy to regard that also as a delusion. Thus we remain corpses until death, failing to live in Christ 
and to be inspired by Him. According to Scripture, even that which we possess will be taken away from us at the 
time of our death or our judgment because of our lack of faith and our despair (cf. Matt. 25:29). We do not 
understand that the children must be like the father, that is to say, we are to be made gods by God and spiritual by 
the Holy Spirit; for 'that which is born of the Spirit is spirit' (John 3:6). But we are unregenerate, even though we 
have become members of the faith and heavenly, and so the Spirit of God does not dwell within us (cf. Gen. 6:3). 
Because of this the Lord has handed us over to strange afflictions and captivity, and slaughter flourishes, perhaps 
because He wishes to correct evil, or cut it off, or heal it by more powerful remedies. 

2. With the help of God, then, who inspires those who declare good tidings (cf. Ps. 68:11. LXX), we must first 
examine how one finds Christ or, rather, how one is found by Him, since we already possess and have received Him 
through baptism in the Spirit: as St Paul says, 'Do you not realize that Jesus Christ dwells within you?' (2 Cor. 13:5). 
Then we must ask how to advance or, simply, how to retain what we have discovered. The best and shortest course 
is for us to give a brief summary of the whole spiritual journey from start to finish, long though it is. Many, indeed, 
have been so exhausted by their efforts to discover what they were looking for that, on finding the starting-point, 
they have remained content with this, and have not tried to advance farther. Encountering obstacles and turning 
aside unawares from the true path, they think that they are on the right track when actually they are veering 
profitlessly off course. Others, on reaching the halfway point of illumination, have then grown slack, wilting before 
reaching the end; or they have reverted through their slipshod way of life, and have become beginners again. Yet 
others, on the point of attaining perfection, have grown inattentive and self-conceited, relapsing to the state of those 
in the middle way or even of beginners. Beginners, those in the middle way and the perfect have each their 



distinctive characteristic: for the first it is activity, for the second illumination, for the third purification and 
resurrection of the soul.  
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3. The energy of the Holy Spirit, which we have already mystically received in baptism, is realized in two ways. 
First - to generalize - this gift is revealed, as St Mark tells us, through arduous and protracted practice of the 
commandments: to the degree to which we effectively practice the commandments its radiance is increasingly 
manifested in us. Secondly, it is manifested to those under spiritual guidance through the continuous invocation of 
the Lord Jesus, repeated with conscious awareness, that is, through mindfulness of God. In the first way, it is 
revealed more slowly, in the second more rapidly, if one diligently and persistently learns how to dig the ground and 
locate the gold. Thus if we want to realize and know the truth and not to be led astray, let us seek to possess only the 
heart-engrafted energy in a way that is totally without shape or form, not trying to contemplate in our imagination 
what we take to be the figure or similitude of things holy or to see any colors or lights. For in the nature of things the 
spirit of delusion deceives the intellect through such spurious fantasies, especially at the early stages, in those who 
are still inexperienced. On the contrary, let our aim be to make the energy of prayer alone active in our hearts, for it 
brings warmth and joy to the intellect, and sets the heart alight with an ineffable love for God and man. It is on 
account of this that humility and contrition flow richly from prayer. For prayer in beginners is the unceasing noetic 
activity of the Holy Spirit. To start with it rises like a fire of joy from the heart; in the end it is like light made 
fragrant by divine energy. 

4. There are several signs that the energy of the Holy Spirit is beginning to be active in those who genuinely 
aspire for this to happen and are not just putting God to the test - for, according to the Wisdom of Solomon, 'It is 
found by those who do not put it to the test, and manifests itself to those who do not distrust it' (cf. Wisd. 1:2). In 
some it appears as awe arising in the heart, in others as a tremulous sense of jubilation, in others as joy, in others as 
joy mingled with awe, or as tremulousness mingled with joy, and sometimes it manifests itself  
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as tears and awe. For the soul is joyous at God's visitation and mercy, but at the same time is in awe and 
trepidation at His presence because it is guilty of so many sins. Again, in some the soul at the outset experiences an 
unutterable sense of contrition and an indescribable pain, like the woman in Scripture who labors to give birth (cf. 
Rev. 12:2). For the living and active Logos - that is to say, Jesus - penetrates, as the apostle says, to the point at 
which soul separates from body, joints from marrow (cf. Heb. 4:12), so as to expel by force every trace of passion 
from both soul and body. In others it is manifest as an unconquerable love and peace, shown towards all, or as a 
joyousness that the fathers have often called exultation - a spiritual force and an impulsion of the living heart that is 
also described as a vibration and sighing of the Spirit who makes wordless intercession for us to God (cf. Rom. 
8:26). Isaiah has also called this the 'waves' of God's righteousness (cf. Isa. 48:18), while the great Ephrem calls it 
'spurring'. The Lord Himself describes it as 'a spring of water welling up for eternal life' (John 4:14) - He refers to 
the Spirit as water - a source that leaps up in the heart and erupts through the ebullience of its power. 

5. You should know that there are two kinds of exultation or joyousness: the calm variety (called a vibration or 
sighing or intercession of the Spirit), and the great exultation of the heart - a leap, bound or jump, the soaring flight 
of the living heart towards the sphere of the divine. For when the soul has been raised on the wings of divine love by 
the Holy Spirit and has been freed from the bonds of the passions, it strives to fly to that higher realm even before 
death, seeking to separate itself from its burden. This is also known as a stirring of the spirit - that is to say, an 
eruption or impulsion - as in the text, 'Jesus was stirred in spirit and, deeply moved. He said, "Where have you laid 
him?"' (cf. John 11:34). David the Psalmist indicates the difference between the greater and the lesser exultation 
when he declares that the mountains leap like rams and the little hills like lambs (cf. Ps. 114 : 6). He is referring of 
course to those who are perfect and to beginners, for physical mountains and hills, lacking animal life, do not 
actually leap about.  

6. Divine awe has nothing to do with trepidation - by which I mean, not the tremulousness induced by joy, but the 
trepidation induced by wrath or chastisement or the feeling of desertion by God. On the contrary, divine awe is 
accompanied by a tremulous sense of  
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jubilation arising from the prayer of fire that we offer when filled with awe. This awe is not the fear provoked by 
wrath or punishment, but it is inspired by wisdom, and is also deserted as 'the beginning of wisdom' (Ps. 111:10). 
Awe may be divided into three kinds, even though the fathers speak only of two: the awe of beginners, that of the 
perfect, and that provoked by wrath, which should properly be called trepidation, agitation or contrition. 

7. There are several kinds of trembling. That of wrath is one, that of joy is another, and that of the soul's incensive 
power, when the heart's blood is over-heated, is another, that of old age is another, that of sin or delusion is another, 
and that of the curse which was laid on the human race because of Cain is another (cf. Gen. 4:11-15). In the early 



stages of spiritual warfare, however, it sometimes but not always happens that the trembling induced by joy and that 
induced by sin contend with one another. The first is the tremulous sense of jubilation, when grace refreshes the soul 
with great joyfulness accompanied by tears; the second is characterized by a disordered fervor, stupor and obduracy 
that consume the soul, inflame the sexual organs, and impel one to assent through the imagination to erotic physical 
obscenities. 

On the Different Kinds of Energy 

8. In every beginner two forms of energy are at work, each affecting the heart in a distinct way. The first comes 
from grace, the second from delusion. St Mark the Ascetic corroborates this when he says that there is a spiritual 
energy and a satanic energy, and that the beginner cannot distinguish between them. These energies in their turn 
generate three kinds of fervor, the first prompted by grace, the second by delusion or sin, and the third by an excess 
of blood. This last relates to what St Thalassios the Libyan calls the body's temperament, the balance and concord of 
which can be achieved by appropriate self-control.  
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9. The energy of grace is the power of spiritual fire that fills the heart with joy and gladness, stabilizes, warms and 
purifies the soul, temporarily stills our provocative thoughts, and for a time suspends the body's impulsions. The 
signs and fruits that testify to its authenticity are tears, contrition, humility, self-control, silence, patience, self-
effacement and similar qualities, all of which constitute undeniable evidence of its presence. 

On Delusion 

10. The energy of delusion is the passion for sin, inflaming the soul with thoughts of sensual pleasure and 
arousing phrenetic desire in the body for intercourse with other bodies. According to St Diadochos it is entirely 
amorphous and disordered, inducing a mindless joy, presumption and confusion, accompanied by a mood of ill-
defined sterile levity, and fomenting above all the soul's appetitive power with its sensuality. It nourishes itself on 
pleasure, aided and abetted by the insatiable belly; for through the belly it not only impregnates and enkindles our 
whole bodily temperament but also acts upon and inflames the soul, drawing it to itself so that little by little the 
disposition to self-indulgence expels all grace from the person thus possessed.  
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2. There are two modes of union or, rather, two ways of entering into the noetic prayer that the Spirit activates 
in the heart. For either the intellect, cleaving to the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17), is present in the heart prior to the 
action of the prayer; or the prayer itself, progressively quickened in the fire of spiritual joy, draws the 
intellect along with it or welds it to the invocation of the Lord Jesus and to union with Him. For since the 
Spirit works in each person as He wishes (cf. 1 Cor. 12:11), one of these two ways we have mentioned will 
take precedence in some people, the other in others. Sometimes, as the passions subside through the ceaseless 
invocation of Jesus Christ, a divine energy wells up in the heart, and a divine warmth is kindled; for Scripture 
says that our God is a fire that consumes the passions (cf. Deut. 4:24; Heb. 12:29). At other times the Spirit 
draws the intellect to Himself, confining it to the depths of the heart and restraining it from its usual 
distractions. Then it will no longer be led captive from Jerusalem to the Assyrians, but a change for the better 
brings it back from Babylon to Zion, so that it says with the Psalmist, 'It is right to praise Thee, 0 God, in 
Zion, and to Thee shall our vows be rendered in Jerusalem' (Ps. 65:1. LXX), and 'When the Lord brought 
back the prisoners to Zion' (Ps. 126:1), and 'Jacob will rejoice and Israel will be glad’ (Ps. 53:6). The names 
Jacob and Israel refer respectively to the ascetically active and to the contemplative intellect which through 
ascetic labor and with God's help overcomes the passions and through contemplation sees God, so far as is 
possible. Then the intellect, as if invited to a rich banquet and replete with divine joy, will sing, 'Thou hast 
prepared a table before me in the face of the demons and passions that afflict me' (cf. Ps. 23:5).  
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2. 'In the morning sow your seed', says Solomon - and by 'seed' is to be understood the seed of prayer - 'and in the 
evening do not withhold your hand', so that there may be no break in the continuity of your prayer, no moment when 
through lack of attention you cease to pray; 'for you do not know which will flourish, this or that' (Eccles. 11:6). 
Sitting from dawn on a seat about nine inches high, compel your intellect to descend from your head into your heart, 
and retain it there. Keeping your head forcibly bent downwards, and suffering acute pain in your chest, shoulders 
and neck, persevere in repeating noetically or in your soul 'Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy'. Then, since that may 
become constrictive and wearisome, and even galling because of the constant repetition - though this is not because 
you are constantly eating the one food of the threefold name, for 'those who eat Me', says Scripture, 'will still be 
hungry' (Eccles. 24:21) - let your intellect concentrate on the second half of the prayer and repeat the words 'Son of 
God, have mercy'. You must say this half over and over again and not out of laziness constantly change the words. 
For plants which are frequently transplanted do not put down roots. Restrain your breathing, so as not to breathe 
unimpededly; for when you exhale, the air, rising from the heart, beclouds the intellect and ruffles your thinking, 
keeping the intellect away from the heart. Then the intellect is either enslaved by forgetfulness or induced to give its 



attention to all manner of things, insensibly becoming preoccupied with what it should ignore. If you see impure evil 
thoughts rising up and assuming various forms in your intellect, do not be startled. Even if images of good things 
appear to you, pay no attention to them. But restraining your breathing as much as possible and enclosing your 
intellect in your heart, invoke the Lord Jesus continuously and diligently and you will swiftly consume and subdue 
them, flaying them invisibly with the divine name. For St John Klimakos says, 'With the name of Jesus lash your 
enemies, for there is no more powerful weapon in heaven or on earth.' 

3. Isaiah the Solitary is one of many who affirm that when praying  
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you have to restrain your breath. Another author says that you have to control your uncontrollable intellect, 
impelled and dispersed as it is by the satanic power which seizes hold of your lax soul because of your negligence 
after baptism, bringing with it other spirits even more evil than itself and thus making your soul's state worse than it 
was originally (cf. Matt. 12:45). Another writer says that in a monk mindfulness of God ought to take the place of 
breathing, while another declares that the love of God acts as a brake on his out-breathing. St Symeon the New 
Theologian tells us, 'Restrain the drawing-in of breath through your nostrils, so as not to breathe easily'; St John 
Klimakos says, 'Let mindfulness of Jesus be united to your breathing, and then you will know the blessings of 
stillness.' St Paul affirms that it is not he who lives but Christ in him (cf. Gal. 2:20), activating him and inspiring him 
with divine life. And the Lord, taking as an example the blowing of the physical wind, says, 'The Spirit blows where 
He wishes' (John 3:8). For when we were cleansed through baptism we received in seed-like form the foretaste of 
the Spirit (cf. 2 Cor. 1:22) and what St James calls the 'implanted Logos' (Jas. 1:21), embedded and as it were 
consolidated in us through an unparticipable participation; and, while keeping Himself inviolate and undiminished. 
He deifies us in His superabundant bounty. But then we neglected the commandments, the guardians of grace, and 
through this negligence we again fell into the clutches of the passions, filled with the afflatus of the evil spirits 
instead of the breath of the Holy Spirit. That is why, as the holy fathers explain, we are subject to lassitude and 
continually enervated. For had we laid hold of the Spirit and been purified by Him we would have been enkindled 
by Him and inspired with divine life, and would speak and think and act in the manner that the Lord indicates when 
He says, 'For it is not you that speak but the Spirit of My Father that speaks in you' (cf. Matt. 10:20). Conversely, if 
we embrace the devil and are mastered by him, we speak and act in the opposite manner. 

4. 'When the watchman grows weary,' says St John Klimakos, 'he stands up and prays; then he sits down again 
and courageously resumes the same task.' Although St John is here referring to the intellect and  
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is saying that it should behave in this manner when it has learnt how to guard the heart, yet what he says can 



apply equally to psalmody. For it is said that when the great Varsanuphios was asked about how one should 
psalmodize, he replied, 'The Hours and the liturgical Odes are church traditions, rightly given so that concord is 
maintained when there are many praying together. But the monks of Sketis do not recite the Hours, nor do they sing 
Odes. On their own they practice manual labor, meditation and a little prayer. When you stand in prayer, you should 
repeat the Trisagion and the Lord's Prayer. You should also ask God to deliver you from your fallen selfhood. Do 
not grow slack in doing this; your mind should be concentrated in prayer all day long.' What St Varsanuphios 
wanted to make clear is that private meditation is the prayer of the heart, and that to practice 'a little prayer' means to 
stand and psalmodize. Moreover, St John Klimakos explicitly says that to attain the state of stillness entails first total 
detachment, secondly resolute prayer - this means standing and psalmodizing - and thirdly, unbroken labor of the 
heart, that is to say, sitting down to pray in stillness. 

Different Ways of Psalmodizing 

5. Why do some teach that we should psalmodize a lot, others a little, and others that we should not psalmodize at 
all but should devote ourselves only to prayer and to physical exertion such as manual labor, prostrations or some 
other strenuous activity? The explanation is as follows. Those who have found grace through long, arduous practice 
of the ascetic life teach others to find it in the same way. They do not believe that there are some who through 
cognitive insight and fervent faith have by the mercy of God attained the state of grace in a short time, as St Isaac, 
for instance, recognizes. Led astray by ignorance and self-conceit they disparage such people, claiming that anything 
different from their own experience is delusion and not the operation of grace. They do not know that 'it is easy for 
God to enrich  
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a poor man suddenly' (Eccles. 11:21), and that 'wisdom is the principal thing; therefore acquire wisdom', as 
Proverbs says, referring to grace (4:7). Similarly St Paul is rebuking the disciples of his time who were ignorant of 
grace when he says, 'Do you not realize that Jesus Christ dwells within you, unless you are worthless?' (cf. 2 Cor. 
13:5) - unless, that is to say, you make no progress because of your negligence. Thus in their disbelief and arrogance 
they do not acknowledge the exceptional qualities of prayer activated in some people by the Spirit in a special way. 

6. Objection: Tell me, if a person fasts, practices self-control, keeps vigils, stands, makes prostrations, grieves 
inwardly and lives in poverty, is this not active asceticism? How then do you advocate simply the singing of psalms, 
yet say that without ascetic labor it is impossible to succeed in prayer? Do not the activities I mention constitute 
ascetic labor?  

Answer.  If you pray with your lips but your mind wanders, how do you benefit? 'When one builds and another 
tears down, what do they gain but toil?' (Eccles. 34:23). As you labor with your body, so you must labor with your 
intellect, lest you appear righteous in the body while your heart is filled with every form of injustice and impurity. St 



Paul confirms this when he says that if he prays with his tongue - that is, with his lips - his spirit or his voice prays, 
but his intellect is unproductive: 'I will pray with my spirit, and I will also pray with my intellect' (cf. 1 Cor. 14:14-
15). And he adds, 'I would rather speak five words with my intellect than ten thousand with my tongue' (cf. 1 Cor. 
14:19). St John Klimakos, too, indicates that St Paul is speaking here about prayer when he says in his chapter on 
prayer, 'The great practitioner of sublime and perfect prayer says, "I would rather speak five words with my 
intellect." ' There are many other forms of spiritual work, yet not one in itself is all-sufficient; but prayer of the heart, 
according to St John Klimakos, is pre-eminent and all-embracing, the source of the virtues and catalyst of all 
goodness. 'There is nothing more fearful than the thought of death,' says St Maximos, 'or more wonderful than 
mindfulness of God,' indicating  
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the supremacy of this activity. But some do not even wish to know that we can attain a state of active grace in this 
present life, so blinded and weak in faith are they because of their ignorance and obduracy. 

7. In my opinion, those who do not psalmodize much act rightly, for it means that they esteem moderation - and 
according to the sages moderation is best in all things. In this way they do not expend all the energy of their soul in 
ascetic labour, thus making the intellect negligent and slack where prayer is concerned. On the contrary, by devoting 
but little time to psalmodizing, they can give most of their time to prayer. On the other hand, when the intellect is 
exhausted by continuous noetic invocation and intense concentration, it can be given some rest by releasing it from 
the straitness of silent prayer and allowing it to relax in the amplitude of psalmody. This is an excellent rule, taught 
by the wisest men.  

8. Those who do not psalmodize at all also act rightly, provided they are well advanced on the spiritual path. Such 
people have no need to recite psalms; if they have attained the state of illumination, they should cultivate silence, 
uninterrupted prayer and contemplation. They are united with God and have no need to tear their intellect away from 
Him and so to throw it into confusion. As St John Klimakos says, 'One under monastic obedience falls when he 
follows his own will, while the hesychast falls when he is interrupted in his prayer.' For the hesychast commits 
adultery in his intellect when he sunders it from its mindfulness of God: it is as if he were being unfaithful to his true 
spouse and philandering with trivial matters.  

To impart this discipline to others is not always possible. But it can be taught to simple uneducated people who 
are under obedience to a spiritual father, for such obedience, thanks to the humility that goes with it, can partake of 
every virtue. Those, however, who are not under this kind of obedience should not be taught it, regardless of 
whether they are unlearned people or educated: they may easily be deluded, because people who are a law unto 
themselves cannot avoid being conceited, and the natural result of conceit is delusion, as St Isaac says. Yet some 
people, unaware of the harm which will result, counsel anybody they happen to meet to practice this discipline 
alone, so that their intellect may grow accustomed to being mindful of God and may come to love it. But this is not 
possible, especially for those not under  
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obedience. For, because of their negligence and arrogance, their intellect is still impure and has not first been 
cleansed by tears; and so, instead of concentrating on prayer, they are filled with images of shameful thoughts, while 
the unclean spirits in their heart, panic-struck by the invocation of the dread name of the Lord Jesus, howl for the 
destruction of the person who scourges them. Thus if you hear about or are taught this discipline, and want to 
practice it, but are not under spiritual direction you will experience one of two things: you will either force yourself 
to persist, in which case you fall into delusion and will fail to attain healing; or you will grow negligent, in which 
case you will never make any progress during your whole life. 

9. I will add this from my own small experience. When you sit in stillness, by day or by night, free from random 
thoughts and continuously praying to God in humility, you may find that your intellect becomes exhausted through 
calling upon God and that your body and heart begin to feel pain because of the intense concentration with which 
you unceasingly invoke the name of Jesus, with the result that you no longer experience the warmth and joy that 
engender ardor and patience in the spiritual aspirant. If this is the case, stand up and psalmodize, either by yourself 
or with a disciple who lives with you, or occupy yourself with meditation on some scriptural passage or with the 
remembrance of death, or with manual labor or with some other thing, or give your attention to reading, preferably 
standing up so as to involve your body in the task as well.  

When you stand and psalmodize by yourself, recite the Trisagion and then pray in your soul or your intellect, 
making your intellect pay attention to your heart; and recite two or three psalms and a few penitential troparia but 
without chanting them: as St John Klimakos confirms, people at this stage of spiritual development do not chant. For 
'the suffering of the heart endured in a spirit of devotion', as St Mark puts it, is sufficient to produce joy in them, and 
the warmth of the Spirit is given to them as a source of grace and exultation. After each psalm again pray in your 
intellect or soul, keeping your thoughts from wandering, and repeat the Alleluia. This is the order established  
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by the holy fathers Varsanuphios, Diadochos and others. And as St Basil the Great says, one should vary the 
psalms daily to enkindle one's fervor and to prevent the intellect from getting bored with having to recite always the 
same things. The intellect should be given freedom and then its fervor will be quickened.' If you stand and 
psalmodize with a trusted disciple, let him recite the psalms while you guard yourself, secretly watching your heart 
and praying. With the help of prayer ignore all images, whether sensory or conceptual, that rise up from the heart. 
For stillness means the shedding of all thoughts for a time, even those which are divine and engendered by the 
Spirit; otherwise through giving them our attention because they are good we will lose what is better. 

10. So, lover of God, attend with care and intelligence. If while engaged in spiritual work you see a light or a fire 
outside you, or a form supposedly of Christ or of an angel or of someone else, reject it lest you suffer harm. And do 



not pay court to images, lest you allow them to stamp themselves on your intellect. For all these things that 
externally and inopportunely assume various guises do so in order to delude your soul. The true beginning of prayer 
is the warmth of heart that scorifies the passions, fills the soul with joy and delight, and establishes the heart in 
unwavering love and unhesitating surety. The holy fathers teach that if the heart is in doubt about whether to accept 
something either sensory or conceptual that enters the soul, then that thing is not from God but has been sent by the 
devil. Moreover, if you become aware that your intellect is being enticed by some invisible power either from the 
outside or from above, do not trust in that power or let your intellect be so enticed, but immediately force it to 
continue its work. Unceasingly cry out: ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy’, and do not allow yourself to 
retain any concept, object, thought or form that is supposedly divine, or any sequence of argument or any color, but 
concentrate solely on the pure, simple, formless remembrance of Jesus. Then God, seeing your intellect so strict in 
guarding itself in every way against the enemy, will Himself bestow pure and unerring vision upon it and will make 
it participate in God and share in all other blessings.  

What is of God, says St Isaac, comes of itself, without you knowing when it will come. Our natural enemy - the 
demon who operates in the seat of our desiring power - gives the spirit-forces various guises in  
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our imagination. In this way he substitutes his own unruly heat for spiritual warmth, so that the soul is oppressed 
by this deceit. For spiritual delight he substitutes mindless joy and a muggy sense of pleasure, inducing self-
satisfaction and vanity. Thus he tries to conceal himself from those who lack experience and to persuade them to 
take his delusions for manifestations of spiritual joy. But time, experience and perspicacity will reveal him to those 
not entirely ignorant of his wiles. As the palate discriminates between different kinds of food (cf. Eccles. 36:18,19), 
so the spiritual sense of taste clearly and unerringly reveals everything as it truly is. 

11. 'Since you are engaged in spiritual warfare,' says St John Klimakos, 'you should read texts concerned with 
ascetic practice. Translating such texts into action makes other reading superfluous.' Read works of the fathers 
related to stillness and prayer, like those of St John Klimakos, St Isaac, St Maximos, St Neilos, St Hesychios, 
Philotheos of Sinai, St Symeon the New Theologian and his disciple Stithatos, and whatever else exists of writers of 
this kind. Leave other books for the time being, not because they are to be rejected, but because they do not 
contribute to your present purpose, diverting the intellect from prayer by their narrative character. Read by yourself, 
but not in a pompous voice, or with pretentious eloquence or affected enunciation or melodic delectation, or, 
insensibly carried away by passion, as if you are wanting to please an audience. Do not read with inordinate avidity, 
for in all things moderation is best, nor on the other hand in a rough, sluggish or negligent manner. On the contrary, 
read reverently, gently, steadily, with understanding, and at an even pace, your intellect, your soul and your reason 
all engaged. When the intellect is invigorated by such reading, it acquires the strength to pray harder. But if you read 
in the contrary manner - as I have described it above - you cloud the intellect and make it sluggish and distracted, so 
that you develop a headache and grow slack in prayer.  

12. Continually take careful note of your inner intention: watch carefully which way it inclines, and discover 
whether it is for God and for the sake of goodness itself and the benefit of your soul that you practice stillness or 



psalmodize or read or pray or cultivate some virtue. Otherwise you may unknowingly be ensnared and prove to be 
an ascetic in outward appearance alone while in your manner of life and  
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inner intention you are wanting to impress men, and not to conform to God. For the devil's traps are many, and he 
persistently and secretly watches the bias of our intention, without most of us being aware of it, striving 
imperceptibly to corrupt our labor so that what we do is not done in accordance with God's will. But even if he 
attacks and assaults you relentlessly and shamelessly, and even if he distracts the bias of your will and makes it 
waver in spite of your efforts to prevent it, you will not often be caught out by him so long as you keep yourself 
steadfastly intent on God. If again in spite of your efforts you are overcome through weakness, you will swiftly be 
forgiven and praised by Hun who knows our intentions and our hearts. There is, however, one passion - self-esteem 
- that does not permit a monk to grow in virtue, so that though he engages in ascetic labors in the end he remains 
barren. For whether you are a beginner, or midway along the spiritual path, or have attained the stage of perfection, 
self-esteem always tries to insinuate itself, and it nullifies your efforts to live a holy life, so that you waste your time 
in listlessness and day-dreaming. 

13. I have also learnt this from experience, that unless a monk cultivates the following virtues he will never make 
progress: fasting, self-control, keeping vigil, patient endurance, courage, stillness, prayer, silence, inward grief and 
humility. These virtues generate and protect each other. Constant fasting withers lust and begets self-control. Self-
control enables us to keep vigils, vigils beget patient endurance, endurance courage, courage stillness, stillness 
prayer, prayer silence, silence inward grief, and grief begets humility. Or, going in the reverse order, you will find 
how daughters give birth to mothers - how, that is to say, humility begets inward grief, and so on. In the realm of the 
virtues there is nothing more important than this form of mutual generation. The things opposite to these virtues are 
obvious to all.  

14. Here we should specify the toils and hardships of the ascetic life and explain clearly how we should embark 
on each task. We must do this lest someone who coasts along without exerting himself, simply relying on what he 
has heard, and who consequently remains barren, should blame us or other writers, alleging that things are not as we 
have said. For it is only through travail of heart and bodily toil that the work can properly be carried out. Through 
them the grace of the Holy Spirit is revealed. This is the grace with which we and all Christians are endowed at 
baptism but which through neglect of the commandments  
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has been stifled by the passions. Now through God's ineffable mercy it awaits our repentance, so that at the end of 
our life we may not because of our barrenness hear the words ‘Take the talent from him', and 'What he thinks he has 



will be taken away from him' (cf. Matt. 25:28-29), and may not be sent to hell to suffer endlessly in Gehenna. No 
activity, whether bodily or spiritual, unaccompanied by toil and hardship bears fruit; 'for the kingdom of heaven is 
entered forcibly,' says the Lord, 'and those who force themselves take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12), where 'forcibly' 
and 'force' relate to the body's awareness of exertion in all things. 

Many for long years may have been preoccupied with the spiritual life without exerting themselves, or may still 
be preoccupied with it in this way; but .because they do not assiduously embrace hardships with heartfelt fervor and 
sense of purpose, and have repudiated the severity of bodily toil, they remain devoid of purity, without a share in the 
Holy Spirit. Those who practice the spiritual life, but do so carelessly and lazily, may think that they make 
considerable efforts; but they will never reap any harvest because they have not exerted themselves and basically 
have never experienced any real tribulation. A witness to this is St John Klimakos, who says, 'However exalted our 
way of life may be, it is worthless and bogus if our heart does not suffer.' Sometimes when we fail to exert ourselves 
we are in our listlessness carried away by spurious forms of distraction and plunged into darkness, thinking we can 
find rest in them when that is impossible. The truth is that we are then bound invisibly by unloosable cords and 
become inert and ineffective in everything we do, for we grow increasingly sluggish, especially if we are beginners. 
For those who have reached the stage of perfection everything is profitable in moderation. St Ephrem also testifies to 
this when he says, 'Persistently suffer hardships in order to avoid the hardship of vain sufferings.' For unless, to use 
the prophet's phrase, our loins are exhausted by the weakness induced through the exertions of fasting, and unless 
like a woman in childbirth we are afflicted with pains arising from the constriction of our heart, we will not conceive 
the Spirit of salvation in the earth of our heart (cf. Isa. 21:3; 26:18). Instead, all we will have to boast about is the 
many profitless years we have spent in the wilderness, lazily cultivating stillness and imagining that we are  
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somebody. At the moment of our death we will all know for certain what is the outcome of our life. 

15. No one can learn the art of virtue by himself, though some have taken experience as their teacher. For to act 
on one's own and not on the advice of those who have gone before us is overweening presumption - or, rather, it 
engenders such presumption. If the Son does nothing of His own accord, but does only what the Father has taught 
Him (cf. John 5:19-20), and the Spirit will not speak of His own accord (cf. John 16:3), who can think he has 
attained such heights of virtue that he does not need anyone to initiate him into the mysteries? Such a person is 
deluded and out of his mind rather than virtuous. One should therefore listen, to those who have experienced the 
hardships involved in cultivating the virtues and should cultivate them as they have - that is to say, by severe fasting, 
painful self-control, steadfast vigils, laborious genuflexions, assiduous standing motionless, constant prayer, 
unfeigned humility, ceaseless contrition and compunctive sorrow, eloquent silence, as if seasoned with salt (cf. Col. 
4:6), and by patience in all things. You must not be always relaxing or pray sitting down, before it is the proper time 
to do so, or before age or sickness compels you. For, as Scripture says, 'You will nourish yourself on the hardships 
of your practice of the virtues' (cf. Ps. 128:2. LXX); and, 'The kingdom of heaven is entered forcibly' (Matt. 11:12). 
Hence those who diligently strive day by day to practice the virtues that we have mentioned will with God's help 
gather in the harvest at the appropriate time.  
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How the Hesychast Should Sit for Prayer and Not Rise Again Too Quickly 

1. Sometimes - and most often - you should sit on a stool, because it is more arduous; but sometimes, for a break, 
you should sit for a while on a mattress. As you sit be patient and assiduous, in accordance with St Paul's precept, 
'Cleave patiently to prayer' (Col. 4:2). Do not grow discouraged and quickly rise up again because of the strain and 
effort needed to keep your intellect concentrated on its inner invocation. It is as the prophet says: 'The birth-pangs 
are upon me, like those of a woman in travail' (Isa. 21:3). You must bend down and gather your intellect into your 
heart - provided it has been opened - and call on the Lord Jesus to help you. Should you feel pain in your shoulders 
or in your head - as you often will - endure it patiently and fervently, seeking the Lord in your heart. For 'the 
kingdom of God is entered forcibly, and those who force themselves take possession of it' (Matt. 11:12). With these 
words the Lord truly indicated the persistence and labor needed in this task. Patience and endurance in all things 
involve hardship in both body and soul. 

How to Say the Prayer 

2. Some of the fathers advise us to say the whole prayer, 'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy', while others 
specify that we say it in two parts - 'Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy', and then 'Son of God, help me' - because this is 
easier, given the immaturity and feebleness of our  
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intellect. For no one on his own account and without the help of the Spirit can mystically invoke the Lord Jesus, 
for this can be done with purity and in its fullness only with the help of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1 Cor. 12:3). Like 
children who can still speak only falteringly, we are unable by ourselves to articulate the prayer properly. Yet we 
must not out of laziness frequently change the words of the invocation, but only do this rarely, so as to ensure 
continuity. Again, some fathers teach that the prayer should be said aloud; others, that it should be said silently with 
the intellect. On the basis of my personal experience I recommend both ways. For at times the intellect grows listless 
and cannot repeat the prayer, while at other times the same thing happens to the voice. Thus we should pray both 
vocally and in the intellect. But when we pray vocally we should speak quietly and calmly and not loudly, so that the 
voice does not disturb and hinder the intellect's consciousness and concentration. This is always a danger until the 



intellect grows accustomed to its work, makes progress and receives power from the Spirit to pray firmly and with 
complete attention. Then there will be no need to pray aloud - indeed, it will be impossible, for we shall be content 
to carry out the whole work with the intellect alone. 

How to Master the Intellect in Prayer 

3. .No one can master the intellect unless he himself is mastered by the Spirit. For the intellect is uncontrollable, 
not because it is by nature ever-active, but because through our continual remissness it has been given over to 
distraction and has become used to that. When we violated the commandments of Him who in baptism regenerates 
us we separated ourselves from God and lost our conscious awareness of Him and our union with Him. Sundered 
from that union and estranged from God, the intellect is led captive everywhere; and it cannot regain its stability 
unless it submits to God and is stilled by Him, joyfully uniting with Him through unceasing and diligent prayer and 
through noetically confessing all our lapses to Him each day. God immediately forgives everything to those who ask 
forgiveness in a spirit of humility and contrition and who ceaselessly invoke His holy name. As the  
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Psalmist says, 'Confess to the Lord and call upon His holy name' (cf. Ps. 105:1). Holding the breath also helps to 
stabilize the intellect, but only temporarily, for after a little it lapses into distraction again. But when prayer is 
activated, then it really does keep the intellect in its presence, and it gladdens it and frees it from captivity. But it 
may sometimes happen that the intellect, rooted in the heart, is praying, yet the mind wanders and gives its attention 
to other things; for the mind is brought under control only in those who have been made perfect by the Holy Spirit 
and who have attained a state of total concentration upon Christ Jesus. 

How to Expel Thoughts 

4. In the case of a beginner in the art of spiritual warfare. God alone can expel thoughts, for it is only those strong 
in such warfare who are in a position to wrestle with them and banish them. Yet even they do not achieve this by 
themselves, but they fight against them with God's assistance, clothed in the armor of His grace. So when thoughts 
invade you, in place of weapons call on the Lord Jesus frequently and persistently and then they will retreat; for they 
cannot bear the warmth produced in the heart by prayer and they flee as if scorched by fire. St John Klimakos tells 
us, 'Lash your enemies with the name of Jesus', because God is a fire the cauterizes wickedness (cf. Deut. 4:24; Heb. 
12:29). The Lord is prompt to help, and will speedily come to the defense of those who wholeheartedly call on Him 
day and night (cf. Luke 18:7). But if prayer is not yet activated in you, you can put these thoughts to flight in another 
manner, by imitating Moses (cf. Exod. 17:11-12); rise up, lift hands and eyes to heaven, and God will rout them. 



Then sit down again and begin to pray resolutely. This is what you should do if you have not yet acquired the power 
of prayer. Yet even if prayer is activated in you and you are attacked by the more obdurate and grievous of the 
bodily passions - namely, listlessness and lust - you should sometimes rise up and lift your hands for help against 
them. But you should do this only seldom, and then sit down again, for  
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there is a danger of the enemy deluding you by showing you some illusory form of the truth. For only in those 
who are pure and perfect does God keep the intellect steadfast and intact wherever it is, whether above or below, or 
in the heart. 

How to Psalmodize 

5. Some say that we should psalmodize seldom, others often, others not at all. You for your part should not 
psalmodize often, for that induces unrest, nor yet not at all, for that induces indolence and negligence. Instead you 
should follow the example of those who psalmodize from time to time, for moderation in all things is best, as the 
ancient Greeks tell us. To psalmodize often is appropriate for novices in the ascetic life, because of the toil it 
involves and the spiritual knowledge it confers. It is not appropriate for hesychasts, since they concentrate wholly 
upon praying to God with travail of heart, eschewing all conceptual images. For according to St John Klimakos, 
'Stillness is the shedding of thoughts', whether of sensible or of intelligible realities. Moreover, if we expend all our 
energy in reciting many psalms, our intellect will grow slack and will not be able to pray firmly and resolutely. 
Again according to St John Klimakos, 'Devote-most of the night to prayer and only a little of it to psalmody.' 

You, too, should do the same. If you are seated and you see that prayer is continuously active in your heart, do not 
abandon it and get up to psalmodize until in God's good time it leaves you of its own accord. Otherwise, abandoning 
the interior presence of God, you will address yourself to Him from without, thus passing from a higher to a lower 
state, provoking unrest and disrupting the intellect's serenity. Stillness, in accordance with its name, is maintained by 
means of peace and serenity; for God is peace (cf. Eph. 2:14) beyond all unrest and clamor. Our psalmody, too, 
should accord with our mode of life, and be angelic, not unspiritual and secular. For to psalmodize with clamor  
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and a loud voice is a sign of inner turbulence. Psalmody has been given to us because of our grossness and 



indolence, so that we may be led back to our true state. 

As for those not yet initiated into prayer - this prayer which, according to St John Klimakos, is the source of the 
virtues' and which waters, as plants, the faculties of the soul - they should psalmodize frequently, without measure, 
reciting a great variety of psalms; and they should not desist from such assiduous practice until they have attained 
the state of contemplation and find that noetic prayer is activated within them. For the practice of stillness is one 
thing and that of community life is another. 'Let each persist in that to which he is called' (1 Cor. 7:24) and he will 
be saved. It was on account of this that I hesitated to write to you, for I know that you live among those still weak. If 
someone's experience of praying derives from hearsay or reading; he will lose his way, for he lacks a guide. 
According to the fathers, once you have tasted grace you should psalmodize sparingly, giving most of your time to 
prayer. But if you find yourself growing indolent you should psalmodize or read patristic texts. A ship has no need 
of oars when a fair wind swells the sails and drives it lightly across the salt sea of the passions. But when it is 
becalmed it has to be propelled by oars or towed by another boat.  

To gainsay this, some point to the holy fathers, or to certain living persons, saying that they kept all-night watches 
psalmodizing the whole time. But, as we learn from Scripture, not all things can be accomplished by everyone, for 
some lack diligence and strength. As St John Klimakos says, 'Small things may not always seem so to the great, and 
great things may not seem altogether perfect to the small.' Everything is easy for the perfect; and not everyone, either 
now or in former times, remains always a probationer, nor does everyone travel along the same road or pursue it to 
the end. Many have passed from the life of ascetic labor to the life of contemplation, laying aside outward practices, 
keeping the Sabbath according to the spiritual law, and delighting in God alone. They are replete with divine fare, 
and the grace that fills them does not permit them to psalmodize or to meditate on anything else; for the time being 
they are in a state of ecstasy, having attained, if only in part and as a foretaste, the ultimate  
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desire of all desires. Others have been saved through pursuing the life of ascetic labor until their death, awaiting 
their reward in the life to come. Some have received conscious assurance of salvation at their death, or else after 
death they have given off a fragrant odor as testimony to their salvation. Like all other Christians they had received 
the grace of baptism, but because of the distraught and ignorant state of their intellects they did not participate in it 
mystically while still alive. Others excel in both psalmody and prayer and spend their lives in this manner, richly 
endowed with ever-active grace and not impeded by anything. Yet others, being unlettered and restricting 
themselves solely to prayer, have persevered in stillness until the end of their lives; and in doing this they have done 
well, uniting themselves as single individuals with God alone. To the perfect, as we said, all things are possible 
through Christ who is their strength (cf. Phil. 4:13). 

How to Partake of Food 

6. What shall I say about the belly, the queen of the passions? If you can deaden or half-deaden it, do not relent. It 



has mastered me, beloved, and I worship it as a slave and vassal, this abettor of the demons and dwelling-place of 
the passions. Through it we fall and through it - when it is well-disciplined - we rise again. Through it we have lost 
both our original divine status and also our second divine status, that which was bestowed on us when after our 
initial corruption we are renewed in Christ through baptism, and from which we have lapsed once more, separating 
ourselves from God through our neglect of the commandments, even though in our ignorance we exalt ourselves. 
We think that we are with God, but it is only by keeping the commandments that we advance, guarding and 
increasing the grace bestowed upon us.  

As the fathers have pointed out, bodies vary greatly in their need for food. One person needs little, another much 
to sustain his physical strength, each according to his capacity and habit. A hesychast, however, should always eat 
too little, never too much. For when the stomach is heavy the intellect is clouded, and you cannot pray resolutely and 
with purity. On the contrary, made drowsy by the effects of too much food you are soon induced to sleep; and as you  
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sleep the food produces countless fantasies in your mind. Thus in my opinion if you want to attain salvation and 
strive for the Lord's sake to lead a life of stillness, you should be satisfied with a pound of bread and three or four 
cups of water or wine daily, taking at appropriate times a little from whatever victuals happen to be at hand, but 
never eating to satiety. In this way you will avoid growing conceited, and by thanking God for everything you will 
show no disdain for the excellent things He has made. This is the counsel of those who are wise in such matters. For 
those weak in faith and soul, abstinence from specific types of food is most beneficial; St Paul exhorts them to eat 
herbs (cf. Rom. 14:2), for they do not believe that God will preserve them. 

What shall I say? You are old, yet have asked for a rule, and an extremely severe one at that. Younger people 
cannot keep to a strict rule by weight and measure, so how will you keep to it? Because you are ill, you should be 
entirely free in partaking of food. If you eat too much, repent and try again. Always act like this - lapsing and 
recovering again, and always blaming yourself and no one else - and you will be at peace, wisely converting such 
lapses into victories, as Scripture says. But do not exceed the limit I set down above, and this will be enough, for no 
other food strengthens the body as much as bread and water. That is why the prophet disregarded everything else 
and simply said, 'Son of man, by weight you will eat your bread and by measure you will drink water' (cf. Ezek. 
4:16).  

There are three degrees of eating: self-control, sufficiency and satiety. Self-control is to be hungry after having 
eaten. Sufficiency is to be neither hungry nor weighed down. Satiety is to be slightly weighed down. To eat again 
after reaching the point of satiety is to open the door of gluttony, through which unchastity comes in. Attentive to 
these distinctions, choose what is best for you according to your powers, not overstepping the limits. For according 
to St Paul only the perfect can be both hungry and full, and at the same time be strong in all things (cf. Phil. 4:12). 

On Delusion and Other Subjects 



7. I wish you to be fully informed about delusion, so that you can guard yourself against it and not do great harm 
to yourself through  
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ignorance, and lose your soul. For our free will easily veers towards keeping company with the demons, 
especially when we are inexperienced and still under their sway. Around beginners and those who rely on their own 
counsel the demons spread the nets of destructive thoughts and images, and open pits into which such people fall; 
for their city is still in the hands of the workers of iniquity, and in their impetuosity they are easily slain by them. It 
is not surprising that they are deceived, or lose their wits, or have been and still are deluded, or heed what is contrary 
to truth, or from inexperience and ignorance say things that should not be said. Often some witless person will speak 
about truth and will hold forth at length without being aware of what he is saying or in a position to give a correct 
account of things. In this way he troubles many who hear him and by his inept behavior he brings abuse and ridicule 
on the heads of hesychasts. It is not in the least strange that beginners should be deceived even after making great 
efforts, for this has happened to many who have sought God, both now and in the past. 

Mindfulness of God, or noetic prayer, is superior to all other activities. Indeed, being love for God, it is the chief 
virtue. But a person who is brazen and shameless in his approach to God, and who is over-zealous in his efforts to 
converse with Him in purity and to possess Him inwardly, is easily destroyed by the demons if they are given 
license to attack him; for in rashly and presumptuously striving prematurely to attain what is beyond his present 
capacity, he becomes a victim of his own arrogance. The Lord in His compassion often prevents us from 
succumbing to temptation when He sees us aspiring over-confidently to attain what is still beyond our powers, for in 
this way He gives each of us the opportunity of discovering his own presumption and so of repenting of his own 
accord before making himself the butt of demons as well as of other people's ridicule or pity. Especially is this the 
case when we try to accomplish this task with patience and contrition; for we stand in need of much sorrow and 
lamentation, of solitude, deprivation of all things, hardship and humility, and - most important of all for its 
marvelous effects - of guidance and obedience; for otherwise we might unknowingly reap thorns instead of wheat, 
gall instead of sweetness, ruin instead of salvation. Only the strong and the perfect can continuously fight alone with 
the demons, wielding against them the sword of the Spirit, which is the teaching of God (cf. Eph. 6:17). The weak 
and beginners  
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escape death by taking refuge in flight, reverently and with fear withdrawing from the battle rather than risking 



their life prematurely. 

For your part, if you are rightly cultivating stillness and aspiring to be with God, and you see something either 
sensory or noetic, within or without, be it even an image of Christ or of an angel or of some saint, or you imagine 
you see a light in your intellect and give it a specific form, you should never entertain it. For the intellect itself 
naturally possesses an imaginative power and in those who do not keep a strict watch over it it can easily produce, to 
its own hurt, whatever forms and images it wants to. In this way the recollection of things good or evil can suddenly 
imprint images on the intellect's perceptive faculty and so induce it to entertain fantasies, thus making whoever this 
happens to a daydreamer rather than a hesychast.  

Be careful, therefore, not to entertain and readily give assent to anything even if it be good, before questioning 
those with spiritual experience and investigating it thoroughly, so as not to come to any harm. Always be suspicious 
of it and keep your intellect free from colors, forms and images. For it has often happened that things sent by God to 
test our free will, to see which way it inclines and to act as a spur to our efforts, have in fact had bad consequences. 
For when we see something, whether with mind or senses - even if this thing be from God - and then readily 
entertain it without consulting those experienced in such matters, we are easily deceived, or will be in the future, 
because of our gullibility. A novice should pay close attention solely to the activity of his heart, because this is not 
led astray. Everything else he must reject until the passions are quietened. For God does not censure those who out 
of fear of being deluded pay strict attention to themselves, even though this means that they refuse to entertain what 
He sends them until they have questioned others and made careful enquiry. Indeed, He is more likely to praise their 
prudence, even though in some cases He is grieved.  

Yet you should not question everyone. You should go only to one, to someone who has been entrusted with the 
guidance of others as well, who is radiant alike in his life and in his words, and who although poor makes many rich 
(cf. 2 Cor. 6:10). For people lacking spiritual experience have often done harm to foolish questioners, and for this 
they will be judged after death. Not everyone is qualified to guide others: only those can do so who have been 
granted divine discrimination - what St Paul calls the 'discrimination of spirits'  
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(1 Cor. 12:10) - enabling them to distinguish between bad and good with the sword of God's teaching (cf. Eph. 
6:17). Everyone possesses his own private knowledge and discrimination, whether inborn, pragmatic or scientific, 
but not all possess spiritual knowledge and discrimination. That is why Sirach said, 'Be at peace with many, but let 
your counselors be one in a thousand' (Eccles. 6:6). It is hard to find a guide who in all he does, says or thinks is free 
from delusion. You can tell that a person is undeluded when his actions and judgment are founded on the testimony 
of divine Scripture, and when he is humble in whatever he has to give his mind to. No little effort is needed to attain 
a clear understanding of the truth and to be cleansed from whatever is contrary to grace, for the devil - especially in 
the case of beginners - is liable to present his delusions in the forms of truth, thus giving his deceit a spiritual guise. 

If, then, you are striving in stillness to attain a state of pure prayer, you must journey with great trepidation and 
inward grief, questioning those with spiritual experience, accepting their guidance, always lamenting your sins, and 



full of distress and fear lest you should be chastised or should fall away from God and be divorced from Him in this 
life or the next. For when the devil sees someone leading a penitent life, he retreats, frightened of the humility that 
such inward grief engenders. But if, with a longing that is satanic rather than authentic, you are presumptuous 
enough to imagine that you have attained a lofty state, the devil will easily trap you in his nets and make you his 
slave. Thus the surest guard against falling from the joy of prayer into a state of conceit is to persevere in prayer and 
inward grief, for by embracing a solace-filled grief you keep yourself safe from harm. Authentic prayer - the warmth 
that accompanies the Jesus Prayer, for it is Jesus who enkindles fire on the earth of our hearts (cf. Luke 12:49) - 
consumes the passions like thorns and fills the soul with delight and joyfulness. Such prayer comes neither from 
right or left, nor from above, but wells up in the heart like a spring of water from the life-quickening Spirit. It is this 
prayer alone that you should aspire to realize and possess in your heart, always keeping your intellect free from 
images, concepts and thoughts. And do not be afraid, for He who says, "Take heart; it is I; be not afraid' (Matt. 
14:27), is with us - He whom we seek and who protects us always. When we invoke God we must be neither timid 
nor hesitant.  

If some have gone astray and lost their mental balance, this is 
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because they have in arrogance followed their own counsels. For when you seek God in obedience and humility, 
and with the guidance of a spiritual master, you will never come to any harm, by the grace of Christ who desires all 
to be saved (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4). Should temptation arise, its purpose is to test you and to spur you on; and God, who has 
permitted this testing, will speedily come to your help in whatever way He sees fit. As the holy fathers assure us, a 
person who lives an upright and blameless life, avoiding arrogance and spurning popularity, will come to no harm 
even if a whole host of demons provoke him with countless temptations. But if you are presumptuous and follow 
your own counsel you will readily fall victim to delusion. That is why a hesychast must always keep to the royal 
road. For excess in anything easily leads to conceit, and conceit induces self-delusion. Keep the intellect at rest by 
gently pressing your lips together when you pray, but do not impede your nasal breathing, as the ignorant do, in case 
you harm yourself by building up inward pressure. 

There are three virtues connected with stillness which we must guard scrupulously, examining ourselves every 
hour to make sure that we possess them, in case through unmindfulness we are robbed of them and wander far away 
from them. These virtues are self-control, silence and self-reproach, which is the same thing as humility. They are 
all-embracing and support one another; and from them prayer is born and through them it burgeons.  

Grace begins to operate in people during prayer in different ways, for, as the apostle says, the Spirit distributes 
Himself as He wills in a variety of modes, and is perceived and known correspondingly (cf. Heb. 2:4). Elijah the 
Tishbite serves here as an example for us (cf. 1 Kgs. 19:11-12). In some the Spirit appears as a whirlwind of awe, 
dissolving the mountains of the passions and shattering the rocks of our hardened hearts, so that our worldly self is 
transpierced and mortified. In others the Spirit appears as an earthquake, that is to say as a sense of inward jubilation 
or what the fathers more clearly define as a sense of exultation. In others He is manifested inwardly as a fire that is 



non-material yet real; for what is unreal and imaginary is also non-existent. Finally, in others - particularly in those 
well advanced in prayer - God produces a gentle and serene flow of light. This is when Christ comes to dwell in the 
heart, as St Paul says (cf. Eph. 3:17), mystically disclosing Himself through the Holy Spirit. That is why God said to 
Elijah on Mount Horeb that the Lord was not in this or in that –  
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not in the particular actions He manifests Himself in to beginners - but in the gentle flow of light; for it is in this 
that He attests the perfection of our prayer. 

Question: What should we do when the devil transforms himself into an angel of light (cf. 2 Cor. 11:14) and tries 
to seduce us?  

Answer: You need great discrimination in order to distinguish between good and evil. So do not readily or lightly 
put your trust in appearances, but weigh things well, and after testing everything carefully cleave to what is good 
and reject what is evil (cf. 1 Thess. 5:21-2). You must test and discriminate before you give credence to anything. 
You must also be aware that the effects of grace are self-evident, and that even if the devil does transform himself he 
cannot produce these effects: he cannot induce you to be gentle, or forbearing, or humble, or joyful, or serene, or 
stable in your thoughts; he cannot make you hate what is worldly, or cut off sensual indulgence and the working of 
the passions, as grace does. He produces vanity, haughtiness, cowardice and every kind of evil. Thus you can tell 
from its effects whether the light shining in your soul is from God or from Satan. The lettuce is similar in 
appearance to the endive, and vinegar, to wine; but when you taste them the palate discerns and recognizes the 
differences between each. In the same way the soul, if it possesses the power of discrimination, can distinguish with 
its noetic sense between the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the illusions of Satan.  
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Introductory Note 

 
In the Calendar of the Orthodox Church, St Gregory Palamas (1296-1359)1 - 'St Gregory of Thessaloniki', as he 

is usually termed in Orthodox texts – enjoys a particular prominence, since his memory is celebrated not only on 
the day of his death (14 November) but also on the second Sunday in Lent. The first Sunday in Lent, 
commemorating the definitive restoration of the holy ikons in 843 at the end of the 



iconoclast controversy, is known as 'the Sunday of Orthodoxy' or 'the Triumph of Orthodoxy'. If St Gregory's 
feast was assigned to the following Sunday, this means that his successful defence of the divine and uncreated 
character of the light of Tabor and his victory over the heretics of his time - Barlaam, Akindynos, Gregoras and 
others - were seen as a direct continuation of the preceding celebration, as nothing less than a renewed Triumph of 
Orthodoxy. 

Born and brought up in Constantinople, St Gregory Palamas came from a distinguished family, closely linked 
with the imperial house; his father was a personal friend of the Emperor Andronikos II and tutor to the future 
Emperor Andronikos III. In his youth Gregory enjoyed for a time the spiritual guidance of Theoliptos of 
Philadelphia. After his father's death he gave up a promising secular career and around 1316, at the age of twenty, 
he traveled to Mount Athos with two of his brothers; at the same time his mother, with two of his sisters and many 
of their servants, entered convents in Thessaloniki.  The next twenty years were passed by Gregory in monastic 
seclusion on the Holy Mountain, except for a six-year period when he left Athos because of  

 

1 On the life and theology of Palamas, the fundamental work remains the book of John Meyendorff, A Study of Gregory Polamas (London, 
1964). Meyendorf’s more popular study, St Gregory Palamas and Orthodox Spirituality (Crestwood, 1974), places Palamas in the broader 
context of Orthodox mystical theology from the fourth century onwards. For more recent bibliography, see the same author's article in 
Dictionnaire de Spiritualite xii (1983), cols 81-107. For selections from the Triads of Palamas, see Nicholas Gendle (tr.), Gregory Palamas: The 
Triads (The Classics of Western Spihtuality: New York, 1983).  
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the danger of Turkish attacks and settled in a cave near Veroia. Apart from a relatively short time spent in 

cenobia, he chose - like St Gregory of Sinai - to follow the hesychast way of life in various small hermitages. 
Palamas' normal programme was to spend five days of each week in total solitude, joining his brethren for the 
Liturgy and other services on Saturday and Sunday. Such was the preparation for his future work as defender of 
the faith. 

Around 1335-6 a new era commenced in St Gregory's life. For the next fourteen years he became involved in 
what is often termed the hesychast controversy. Initially his main opponent was a learned Greek from southern 
Italy, Barlaam the Calabrian, who maintained that the light seen by the hesychasts in prayer was not the uncreated 
light of the Godhead but simply a created and physical radiance. He also ridiculed the psychosomatic technique 
used by some of the monks, referring to them as omphalopsychoi, 'navel-psychics', people who locate the soul in 
the navel. Although, so far as his personal wishes were concerned Gregory would doubtless have preferred to 
remain in the stillness of his hermitage, he felt obliged to come to the defence of the spiritual tradition of the Holy 
Mountain and to act as spokesman for the monks. This forced him to leave Athos and to settle in the imperial 
capital. Gregory's standpoint was vindicated at the Council of Constantinople in 1341, and Barlaam now withdrew 
to the west. Unfortunately this did not mean the end of the controversy, which continued for another six years 
(1341-7), chiefly because the theological points at issue became entangled in politics. Gregory's main opponents 
during this second period of the dispute were his former friend Gregory Akindynos and the humanist scholar and 
statesman Nikiphoros Gregoras. The doctrinal position upheld by Gregory was eventually reaffirmed at two 
further councils held in Constantinople in 1347 and 1351, and since then it has remained the official teaching of 
the Orthodox Church. 

The final period in St Gregory's career began in 1347, when he was consecrated Metropolitan of Thessaloniki, the 
second city of the Byzantine Empire. Because of the unstable political situation, he could not take possession of his 
see until 1350. As bishop he made strenuous efforts to reconcile the members of his flock to each other, deeply 
divided as they still were by the social and political conflicts of the 1340’s. In his sermons he insisted upon the 
urgent need for social righteousness, consistently supporting the poor and oppressed. His  
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preaching was also firmly sacramental: whereas the writings of Palamas to be found in The Philokalia make but 

few references to baptism and the eucharist, the balance is redressed by his pastoral homilies to the faithful of 
Thessaloniki. In 1354, while traveling by sea to Constantinople, he was taken captive by the Turks and spent a year 
as a prisoner in Asia Minor, where he took part in doctrinal discussions with the local Muslims. Following his death 
in 1359, a popular veneration for him sprang up almost immediately in Thessaloniki, in Constantinople and on the 
Holy Mountain, and only nine years later, in 1368, he was formally glorified as a saint. 

The writings of St Gregory Palamas are extremely voluminous. A six-volume critical edition is in course of 
publication, prepared by Professor Panagiotis K. Christou, assisted by other scholars; five volumes have so far 
appeared (Thessaloniki, 1962-92). St Makarios and St Nikodimos included six works by Palamas in The Philokalia: 

(i) To the Most Reverend Nun Xenia (Greek text, ed. P.K. Christou, vol. v, pp. 193-230). This was written around 
1342-6, at a time when Palamas was suffering sharp persecution from his opponents, and he makes several allusions 
to his difficulties (§§ 3, 5, 6, 57). The work itself, however, is not an answer to his theological critics, but a 
statement of the traditional Orthodox teaching concerning the ascetic life, written at Xenia's request. It is the most 
substantial of Palamas's ascetic writings, and offers a general overview of his teaching about human nature, about 
death and the future life, about the passions and the virtues, and in particular about virginity and inward grief. Little 
is said concerning the higher stages of the spiritual way, but he refers briefly to the vision of divine light (§ 59) and 
to the uncreated character of the grace dwelling within the saints (§ 70). Nothing is known about the nun Xenia 
except that she had under her charge the daughters of 'the Great King', by which is probably meant the daughters of 
the late Emperor Andronikos III, who had died in 1341 (§ 7).  

(2) A New Testament Decalogue (Greek text, ed. P.K. Christou, vol. v, pp. 251-60).1 This was probably 
composed by St Gregory Palamas towards the end of his life, during his episcopate, perhaps in the autumn of 1355. 
It is a brief summary of Christian moral teaching,  

 
1 There is a previous English translation by S.A. Mousalimas in The Greek Orthodox Theological Review XXV 

(1980), pp. 297-305.  
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indicating how the Ten Commandments of the Mosaic Law are transformed within the life of the Church because 

of the incarnation. Addressed to the laity, it exemplifies St Gregory's pastoral concerns. Among other things he 
refers to the Orthodox teaching on ikons (§ 2), on spiritual fatherhood (§ 5), and on virginity and marriage (§ 6), but 
he does not discuss the specifically hesychast teaching concerning inner prayer. 

(3) In Defence of Those who Devoutly Practise a Life of Stillness (= Triads I, ii: Greek text, ed. J. Meyendorff, 
Defense des saints hesychastes [Spicilegium Sacrum Lovaniense 30-31: Louvain, 1959], vol. i, pp. 75-101). This is 
a section of a much larger work, written by Palamas in defence of the hesychast tradition of prayer during 1337-9, 
chiefly in answer to the attacks of Barlaam the Calabrian. In the portion included in The Philokalia, Palamas' main 
concern is to uphold the legitimacy of the psychosomatic technique. The crouching posture adopted by the 
hesychast assists him in establishing a 'circular' movement within himself, so that his concentration is turned inward 
(§§ 5, 8). Slowing down the rhythm of the breathing also helps to hold in check the volatile and easily distracted 
intellect; but this control of the breathing is an exercise appropriate chiefly for 'beginners ... recently embarked on 
the spiritual path', who may abandon it once they have advanced 'to a higher stage' (§ 7). Yet, while attaching only 
limited importance to the physical method, Gregory Palamas recognizes that it reflects a genuinely Christian 



doctrine of the human person, with the heart regarded symbolically as man's spiritual centre (§ 3). The body is 
God's creation, and we are to take full advantage of its Spirit-bearing potentialities; St Paul condemned, not the 
body itself, but only 'the body of this death' (§ 1). 

(4) Three Texts on Prayer and Purity of Heart (Greek text, ed. P.K. Christou, vol. v, pp. 157-9). Here again St 
Gregory emphasizes the centrality of the heart (§5). In this brief work there is no specific reference to the concerns 
of the hesychast controversy, and it was perhaps written in the early 1330’s, before the outbreak of the dispute. 
    (5) Topics of Natural and Theological Science and on the Moral and Ascetic Life: One Hundred and Fifty Texts 
(Greek text, ed. Robert E. Sinkewicz [Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, Studies and Texts 83: Toronto, 
1988]). This important but difficult work has been variously dated: some place it at the end of St Gregory's life, 
others assign it to the years 1344-7, but most probably it was composed in  
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1349-50. It provides a comprehensive picture of his theology, constituting what Fr Meyendorff calls 'a sort of 

systematic summa'. It falls into two distinct parts: 
(a) §§ 1-63: a general survey of the divine economy of creation and salvation:1  
(i) The non-etemity of the cosmos: the world had an origin, and it will have a consummation (§§ 1-2). 
(2) The celestial realm (§§ 3-7). 
(3) The terrestrial realm (§§ 8-14). 
(4) The natural human faculties: sense perception, the imaginative faculty, the intellect (§§ 15-20). 
(5) Spiritual knowledge, and its superiority to Hellenic philosophy (§§ 21-29).  
(6) Human nature, compared with that of the angels and the animals; the soul and its immortality (§§ 30-33). 
(7) God the Holy Trinity and the Triadic image of God in the human person (§§ 3,V-40). 
(8) The fallen state of man (§§ 41--63). Here St Gregory emphasizes that man is more perfectly in God's image 

than the angels (§§ 62-63; but cf § 78). 
(b) §§ 64-150: a refutation of false teachings concerning the divine light of Tabor and the uncreated energies of 

God. This is directed primarily against Akindynos rather than Barlaam, who at the time of writing had already 
withdrawn from the dispute and returned to Italy. St Gregory Palamas, supporting his argument with frequent 
quotations from the fathers, maintains that there is a distinction-in-unity between God's essence and His energies. 
The divine essence signifies God's absolute transcendence, and we humans will never participate in it, either in this 
life or in the age to come. The divine energies, on the other hand, permeate the entire creation, and we humans 
participate in them by grace (§§ 65, 78). Thus deification (theosis) and union with God signify union with God's 
energies, not His essence (§ 75). That which the energies effect and produce is created, but the divine energies 
themselves are supernatural, eternal and uncreated (§§ 72-73). The energies are Trinitarian, proceeding from all 
three persons at  

1 It has to be said that the cosmological aspects of this survey reflect very largely Palamas' own personal views and must not be taken to 
represent Christian cosmology as such. It should also be noted that Palamas' account of the thought of 'the Greek sages' makes it clear that 
he was not closely familiar with their works.  
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once (§§ 72, 112). They are not to be identified with the hypostasis of the Holy Spirit (§ 74.). The threefold 
distinction within God between the one essence, the three hypostases, and the multiplicity of energies in no way 
destroys the divine unity, for God 'is indivisibly divided and is united dividedly, and yet in spite of this suffers 
neither multiplicity nor compositeness' (§ 81). The light which shone from Christ at the transfiguration on Tabor is 
not created, natural or physical, but it is the uncreated energies of God. It is this uncreated glory that the saints 
behold in prayer, and that will shine from Christ at the second coming. Thus, even when experienced in this present 
life, it is an eschatological glory, the eternal radiance of the age to come (§§ 74, 146-50). 

(6) The Declaration of the Holy Mountain (also known as 'The Hagioritic Tome': Greek text, ed. P.K. Christou, 
vol. ii, pp. 567-78). This short statement of the hesychast standpoint, drafted by St Gregory Palamas in 1340, is of 
particular importance because it bears the signatures of leading Athonite monks and also of the local hierarch, the 
Bishop of Hierissos in Chalkidiki. This makes it clear that Palamas is expressing, not merely his own personal 
opinion, but the accepted teaching of the Holy Mountain. Palamas emphasizes the eschatological character of the 
divine light, which is a foretaste and anticipation of the glory of the age to come. The monks who bear witness to 
the uncreated light fulfill a prophetic role within the Church: just as the Old Testament prophets foretold Christ's 
first coming at the incarnation, so the monks as the prophets of the new covenant point forward to His second 
coming (Prologue). Here as elsewhere Palamas expresses a holistic vision of the human person: the body is 
glorified along with the soul (§ 4.). Our theosis is in no sense merely symbolical or metaphorical: it is a genuine 
and specific reality, a pure gift of grace experienced even in this present life (§ 2).  
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1. Those who truly desire to live a monastic life find all talk troublesome, whether it is with people at large or 
with those living in the same way as themselves. For it breaks the continuity of their joyful intercourse with God and 



sunders, and sometimes shatters, that one-pointed concentration of the intellect which constitutes the inward and true 
monk. For this reason one of the fathers, when asked why he avoided people, answered that he could not be with 
God while associating with men. Another father, speaking of these things from experience, affirms that not only talk 
with others but even the sight of them can destroy the steady quietude of mind possessed by those who practice 
stillness. 

2. If you observe carefully you will find that even the thought of someone's approach, and the expectation of a 
visit and of having to talk, disrupt your mental tranquility. If you write you burden your intellect with even more 
demanding worries. For if you are among those who are well advanced on the spiritual path and who through their 
soul's good health have attained God's love, then though this love will be active within you while you write, it will 
be so only indirectly and not unalloyed. But if you are one who still falls into many maladies and passions of the 
soul - and such in truth am I - and must continually cry out to God, 'Heal me, for I have sinned against Thee' (cf. Ps. 
41:4), then it is unwise for you to leave off prayer before being healed and of your own accord to occupy yourself 
with something else. In addition, through your writings you converse also with those who are not present, and often 
what you write falls into the hands of others, sometimes of those whom you would not wish to read it, since writings 
usually survive the death of their author.  
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3. For this reason many of the fathers who practiced extreme stillness could not bear to write anything at all, 
although they were in a position to set forth great and profitable things. It is true that I myself, who totally lack the 
strict observance of the fathers, have the habit of writing, although only when some great need compels me to do so. 
Now, however, those who look upon certain of my writings with malicious eyes and seek to find in them grounds to 
do me wrong have made me more reluctant to write. Such people, according to St Dionysios, are passionately 
attached to the component parts of letters, to meaningless penstrokes, to unfamiliar syllables and words - things that 
do not touch their power of noetic understanding. It is indeed witless, perverse and entirely inappropriate to want to 
understand divine things and yet to pay attention, not to the purpose of what is said, but to the words alone. 

4. Yet I know that I have been justly censured, not because what I have written conflicts with the fathers - for by 
the grace of Christ I have been kept from doing this - but because I have written on things whereof I am unworthy, 
perhaps, like another Uzzah, trying through words to prevent the chariot of truth from overturning (cf. 2 Sam. 6:6-7). 
Yet my punishment was not a matter of divine wrath, but a fit measure of instruction. On account of this my 
adversaries were not permitted to get the better of me. Yet this, too, may have been due to my unworthiness, for, it 
seems, I was not worthy, or capable, of suffering anything on behalf of the truth, and so sharing joyfully in the 
sufferings of the saints.  

5. Indeed, was not St John Chrysostom, who while yet clothed with the body was united to the Church of the 
firstborn in the heavens, and who as no other truthfully, clearly and fluently wrote about holiness - was not he cut off 
from the Church and condemned to exile on the charge of holding and expounding the doctrines of Origen? And St 
Peter, the chief of the foremost choir of the Lord's disciples, says that unlearned and unstable people in his days 
distorted difficult passages in St Paul's epistles and brought destruction upon themselves as a result (cf. 2 Pet. 3:16).  



6. I myself had intended to give up writing altogether because of the somewhat trivial attacks made upon me, even 
though those who attacked me have been synodically condemned. But now you, most reverend mother, through your 
constant requests in letters and  
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messages, have persuaded me once again to write words of counsel, though indeed you have no great need of 
counsel. For by the grace of Christ you have gained, together with old age, a venerable understanding, and for many 
years you have studied and applied the ordinances of the divine commandments, dividing your life in due measure 
between obedience and stillness. In this way you have wiped clean the tablet of your soul, so that it is capable of 
receiving and preserving whatever God writes on it. But the soul completely dominated by its desire for spiritual 
instruction is never sated. 

7. It is because of this that Wisdom says of herself, 'Those who eat Me will still be hungry' (Eccles. 24:21); while 
the Lord, who has instilled this divine desire in the soul, says of Mary who chose 'what is best' that it will not be 
taken away from her (cf. Luke 10:42). But you perhaps may be in need of such words of instruction for the sake of 
the daughters of the Emperor who live under your guidance, and especially for the sake of the nun Synesis, who is of 
your own family and whom you have longed to espouse to Christ, the bestower of incorruption. And, indeed, you 
imitate Him in that, just as He truly assumed our form for our sakes, so you have now assumed the role of a novice 
who is in need of instruction. Therefore, although I am not rich in words, and particularly in such words as these, I 
shall repay the debt of Christian love from what I now possess, showing thus my good will as well as my obedience 
and my readiness to keep the commandment, 'Give to him that asks' (Matt. 5:42).  

8. You must know, then, reverend mother - or rather, let the maidens who have chosen to live a godly life learn 
through you - that there is a death of the soul, though by nature the soul is immortal. This is made clear by the 
beloved disciple, St John the Theologian, when he says, 'There is sin that leads to death' and 'There is sin that does 
not lead to death' (1 John 5:16, 17). By death he certainly means here the death of the soul. And St Paul says, 
'Worldly sorrowfulness produces death' (2 Cor. 7:10) - death, certainly, of the soul. Again, St Paul says, 'Awake, you 
who sleep, and arise from the dead, and Christ will give you light' (Eph. 5:14). From which 'dead' is one enjoined to 
arise? Clearly, from those who have been killed by 'sinful desires that wage war against the soul' (1 Pet. 2:11). 
Hence the Lord also described those who live in this vain world as 'dead', for when one of His disciples asked to be 
allowed to go and bury his father, He refused permission, and told him to follow Him, leaving the dead to  
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bury their dead (cf. Matt. 8 : 22). Here, then, the Lord clearly calls those living people 'dead', in the sense that 
they are dead in soul. 

9. As the separation of the soul from the body is the death of the body, so the separation of God from the soul is 



the death of the soul. And this death of the soul is the true death. This is made clear by the commandment given in 
paradise, when God said to Adam, 'On whatever day you eat from the forbidden tree you will certainly die' (cf. Gen. 
2:17). And it was indeed Adam's soul that died by becoming through his transgression separated from God; for 
bodily he continued to live after that time, even for nine hundred and thirty years (cf. Gen. 5:5).  

10. The death, however, that befell the soul because of the transgression not only crippled the soul and made man 
accursed; it also rendered the body itself subject to fatigue, suffering and corruptibility, and finally handed it over to 
death. For it was after the dying of his inner self brought about by the transgression that the earthly Adam heard the 
words, 'Earth will be cursed because of what you do, it will produce thorns and thistles for you; through the sweat of 
your brow you will eat your bread until you return to the earth from which you were taken: for you are earth, and to 
earth you will return' (Gen. 3:17-19).  

11. Even though at the regeneration to come, in the resurrection of the righteous, the bodies of the godless and 
sinners will also be raised up, yet they will be given over to the second death, age-long chastisement, the unsleeping 
worm (cf. Mark 9:44), the gnashing of teeth, the outer, tangible darkness (cf. Matt. 8:12), the murky and 
unquenchable fire of Gehenna (cf. Matt. 5:22), in which, as the prophet says, the godless and sinners 'will be burned 
up together and there will be none to quench the flame' (Isa. 1:31). For this is the second death, as St John has taught 
us in the Revelation (cf. Rev. 20:14). Hark, too, to the words of St Paul, 'If you live in accordance with your fallen 
self, you will die, but if through the Spirit you extirpate the evil actions of your fallen self, you will live' (Rom. 
8:13). Here he speaks of life and death in the age to be: life is the enjoyment of the everlasting kingdom, death age-
long chastisement.  

12. Thus the violation of God's commandment is the cause of all types of death, both of soul and body, whether in 
the present life or in that endless chastisement. And death, properly speaking, is this: for the soul to be unharnessed 
from divine grace and to be yoked to sin. This death, for those who have their wits, is truly dreadful and something 
to  
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be avoided. This, for those who think aright, is more terrible than the chastisement of Gehenna. From this let us 
also flee with all our might. Let us cast away, let us reject all things, bid farewell to all things: to all relationships, 
actions and intentions that drag us downward, separate us from God and produce such a death. He who is frightened 
of this death and has preserved himself from it will not be alarmed by the oncoming death of the body, for in him the 
true life dwells, and bodily death, so far from taking true life away, renders it inalienable. 

13. As the death of the soul is authentic death, so the life of the soul is authentic life. Life of the soul is union with 
God, as life of the body is its union with the soul. As the soul was separated from God and died in consequence of 
the violation of the commandment, so by obedience to the commandment it is again united to God and is quickened. 
This is why the Lord says in the Gospels, 'The words I speak to you are spirit and life' (John 6:63). And having 
experienced the truth of this, St Peter said to Him, 'Thy words are the words of eternal life' (John 6:68). But they are 
words of eternal life for those who obey them; for those who disobey, this commandment of life results in death (cf. 
Rom. 7:10). So it was that the apostles, being Christ's fragrance, were to some the death-inducing odor of death, 



while to others they were the life-inducing odor of life (cf. 2 Cor. 2:16).  

14. And this life is not only the life of the soul, it is also the life of the body. Through resurrection the body is also 
rendered immortal: it is delivered not merely from mortality, but also from that never-abating death of future 
chastisement. On it, too, is bestowed everlasting life in Christ, free of pain, sickness and sorrow, and truly immortal.  

The death of the soul through transgression and sin is, then, followed by the death of the body and by its 
dissolution in the earth and its conversion into dust; and this bodily death is followed in its turn by the soul's 
banishment to Hades. In the same way the resurrection of the soul - its return to God through obedience to the divine 
commandments - is followed by the body's resurrection and its reunion with the soul. And for those who experience 
it the consequence of this resurrection will be true incorruption and eternal life with God: they will become spiritual 
instead of non-spiritual, and will dwell in heaven as angels of God (cf. Matt. 22:30).  

15. As St Paul says, 'We shall be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall be with the 
Lord for ever' (1 Thess. 4:17).  
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The Son of God, who in His compassion became man, died so far as His body was concerned when His soul was 
separated from His body; but this body was not separated from His divinity, and so He raised up His body once 
more and took it with Him to heaven in glory. Similarly, when those who have lived here in a godly manner are 
separated from their bodies, they are not separated from God, and in the resurrection they will take their bodies with 
them to God, and in their bodies they will enter with inexpressible joy there where Jesus has preceded us (cf. Heb. 
6:20) and in their bodies they will enjoy the glory that will be revealed in Christ (cf. 1 Pet. 5:1). Indeed, they will 
share not only in resurrection, but also in the Lord's ascension and in all divine life. But this does not apply to those 
who live this present life in an unregenerate manner and who at death have no communion with God. For though all 
will be resurrected, yet the resurrection of each individual will be in accordance with his own inner state (cf.1 Cor. 
15:23). He who through the power of the Spirit has extirpated his materialistic worldly proclivities in this life will 
hereafter live a divine and truly eternal life in communion with Christ. But he who through surrendering to his 
materialistic and worldly lusts and passions has in this life deadened his spiritual being will, alas, hereafter be co-
judged with the devil, the agent-provocateur of evil, and will be handed over to unbearable and immeasurable 
chastisement, which is the second and final death. 

16. Where did true death - the death that produces and induces in soul and body both temporal and eternal death - 
have its origin? Was it not in the realm of life? Thus was man, alas, at once banished from God's paradise, for he had 
imbued his life with death and made it unfit for paradise. Consequently true life - the life that confers immortality 
and true life on both soul and body - will have its origin here, in this place of death. If you do not strive here to gain 
this life in your soul, do not deceive yourself with vain hopes about receiving it hereafter, or about God then being 
compassionate towards you. For then is the time of requital and retribution, not of sympathy and compassion: the 
time for the revealing of God's wrath and anger and just judgment, for the manifestation of the mighty and sublime 
power that brings chastisement upon unbelievers. Woe to him who falls into the hands of the living God (cf. Heb. 
10:31)! Woe to him who hereafter experiences the Lord's wrath, who has not acquired in this life the fear of God and 



so come to know the might of His anger, who  

 
[V4] 299 

St Gregory Palamas  

To the Most Reverend Nun Xenia  

has not through his actions gained a foretaste of God's compassion! For the time to do all this is the present life. 
That is the reason why God has accorded us this present life, giving us a place for repentance. Were this not the case 
a person who sinned would at once be deprived of this life. For otherwise of what use would it be to him? 

17. This is why no one should give way to despair, even though the devil finds various means by which to 
insinuate it not only into those who live carelessly but also into those who practice the ascetic life. If, then, the time 
of this life is time for repentance, the very fact that a sinner still lives is a pledge that God will accept whoever 
desires to return to Him. Free will is always part and parcel of this present life. And it lies within the power of free 
will to choose or to reject the road of life or the road of death that we have described above; for it can pursue 
whichever it wishes. Where, then, are the grounds for despair, since all of us can at all times lay hold of eternal life 
whenever we want to?  

 18. Do you not perceive the grandeur of God's compassion? When we are disobedient He does not immediately 
condemn us, but He is longsuffering and allows us time for conversion. Throughout this period of longsuffering He 
gives us power to gain divine sonship if we so wish. Yet why do I say 'gain sonship'? He gives us power to be united 
with Him and to become one spirit with Him (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17).  

If, however, during this period of longsuffering we pursue the opposite path and choose death rather than true life, 
God does not take away the power that He gave us. And not only does He not take it away, but He reminds us of it 
again and again. From the dawn till the dusk of this life, He goes round, as in the parable of the vineyard, seeking us 
out and inviting us to engage in the works of life (cf. Matt. 20:7-15). And who is it that calls us in this way and 
would engage us in His service? It is the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the God of all solace (cf. 2 Cor. 1:3). And 
who is the vineyard into which He calls us to work? The Son of God, who said, 'I am the vine' (cf. John 15:1). For, 
indeed, no one can come to Christ, as He Himself said in the Gospels, unless the Father draws him (cf. John 6:44). 
Who are the branches? We ourselves are. For directly afterwards Christ says, 'You are the branches, My Father is 
the vine-dresser' (cf. John 15:1, 5).  

19. The Father, therefore, through the Son reconciles us to Himself, not taking into account our offences (cf. 2 
Cor. 5:19); and  
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He calls us, not in so far as we are engaged in unseemly works, but in so far as we are idle; although idleness is 
also a sin, since we shall give an account even for an idle word (cf. Matt. 12:36). But, as I said. God overlooks 
former sins and calls us again and again. And what does He call us to do? To work in the vineyard, that is, to work 



on behalf of the branches, on behalf of ourselves. And afterwards - 0 the incomparable grandeur of His compassion! 
- He promises and gives us a reward for toiling on our own behalf. 'Come,' He says, 'receive eternal life, which I 
bestow abundantly; and as though in your debt I reward you in full for the labor of your journey and even for your 
very desire to receive eternal life from Me.' 

20. Who does not owe the price of redemption to the Redeemer from death? Who will not give thanks to the Giver 
of Life? But He even promises to give us a reward as well, an inexpressible reward. 'I am come'. He says, 'so that 
they may have life, and have it in all its fullness' (John 10:10). What is meant by 'in all its fullness'? He came not 
only to be and to live with us, but to make us His brethren and coheirs. This, it seems, is the reward granted 'in all its 
fullness' to those who hasten to the life-giving Vine and establish themselves as branches in it, who labor on behalf 
of themselves and who cultivate it on behalf of themselves. And what do they do? First, they cut away everything 
that is superfluous and that, instead of promoting, impedes the bearing of fruit worthy of the divine cellars. And 
what are these things? Wealth, soft living, vain honors, all things that are transitory and fleeting, every sly and 
abominable passion of soul and body, all the litter gathered while daydreaming, everything heard, seen and spoken 
that can bring injury to the soul. If you do not cut out these things and prune the heart's offshoots with great 
assiduity, you will never bear fruit fit for eternal life.  

21. Married people can also strive for this purity, but only with the greatest difficulty. For this reason all who from 
their youth have by God's mercy glimpsed that eternal life with the mind's keen eye, and who have longed for its 
blessings, avoid getting married, since likewise in the resurrection, as the Lord said, people neither marry nor are 
given in marriage, but are 'as the angels of God' (Matt. 22:30). Therefore those who wish to become 'as the angels of 
God' will even in this present life, like the sons of the resurrection, rightly place themselves above bodily 
intercourse. Moreover, the occasion for sinning was first provided by the wife. Consequently those who do not  
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wish ever to give the devil any way of catching hold of them should not marry. 

22. If this body of ours is hard to harness and hard to lead towards virtue - if, indeed, we carry it about like an 
innate opposing force -why should we ever entrust ourselves to it, thereby increasing the difficulty we have in 
attaining a state of virtue by binding ourselves to many different bodies? How will the woman, who is tied by 
natural bonds to a husband, children and all her blood relations, possess that freedom for which she is enjoined to 
strive? How will she, when she has taken upon herself the care of so many, devote herself, free from care, to the 
Lord? How will she possess tranquility when entangled with such a multitude?  

23. For this reason she who is really a virgin - who models herself on Him who is virgin, who was born of a 
Virgin and who is the Bridegroom of the souls that live in true virginity - will shun not merely carnal wedlock but 
also worldly companionship, having renounced all kindred, so that like St Peter she can say boldly to Christ, 'We 
have left all and followed Thee' (Matt. 19:27). If an earthly bride leaves father and mother for the sake of a mortal 
bridegroom and cleaves to him alone, as Scripture says (cf. Gen. 2:24), what is untoward in a woman leaving her 
parents for the sake of an immortal Bridegroom and bridal chamber? How can she whose 'citizenship is in heaven' 
(Phil. 3:20) have kinship on the earth? How can she who is not an offspring of the flesh but of the Spirit (cf. John 



1:13) have a fleshly father or mother or blood relative? How will she who has renounced the carnal life, and so as far 
as possible has spurned and continues to spurn her own body, entertain any relationship whatever to bodies that are 
not her own? And if, as they say, likeness leads to friendship and everything adheres to what is like itself, how can 
the virgin align herself with worldly loves and fall victim once again to the disease of self-adornment? 'Love of the 
world is hostility to God' (Jas. 4:4), says the apostle who is our bridal escort into the spiritual bridal chamber. Thus a 
virgin who reverts to worldly affections is not only in danger of separating herself from the immortal Bridegroom, 
but also of being at enmity with him.  

Do not be astonished or distressed by the fact that no criticism is made in Scripture of women who live in 
wedlock, caring for the things of the world but not for the things of the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 7:34), while at the same time 
those who have vowed themselves to virginity  
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are forbidden even to approach worldly things and are never allowed to live in comfort. Yet St Paul also warns 
those who live in wedlock: 'The time is short; so let those who have wives live as though they had none and those 
involved in worldly affairs as though they were not involved' (1 Cor. 7:29, 31); and this, I think, is harder to 
accomplish than the keeping of one's virginity. For experience shows that total abstinence is easier than self-control 
in food and drink. And one might justly and truly say that if someone is not concerned to save himself, we have 
nothing to say to him, but if he is so concerned, then he should know that a life led in virginity is more easily 
accomplished and less laborious than married life. 

24. Yet let us leave these matters and return, 0 virgin, bride of Christ, branch of the Vine of life, to what was said 
above. The Lord says, ‘I am the vine, you are the branches. . . . My Father is the vine-dresser... He prunes every 
branch in Me that bears fruit, so that it may bring forth more fruit' (John 15:1, 2, 5). Reflecting on His careful 
concern for yourself, recognize what fruit your virginity should bear and how great is the Bridegroom's affection for 
you; and rejoice the more and strive in return to be still more obedient to Him. Gold that has been mixed with brass 
is called counterfeit, but brass that has been smelted with gold dust appears brighter and more radiant than its natural 
color. Similarly, it is an honorable thing for married women to long for you and the chastity of your way of life, but 
for you to yearn for them brings dishonor upon you. For such a yearning returns you to the world, first because 
though you have died to the world you still want to have relations with those who live in the world and to share their 
life, and second because being in contact with such persons leads you to desire what they desire for themselves and 
their kindred, that is, abundance in all things pertaining to this life - wealth, fame, glory, and the delight that these 
things bring. In this way you will fall away from your Bridegroom's will, for in the Gospels He clearly disparages 
such things, saying, 'Woe to the rich, woe to those who mock, woe to those who stuff themselves, woe to you when 
everyone speaks well of you' (cf. Luke 6:24-26).  

25. Why does He deplore such people? Is it not because their souls are dead? What kinship can the bride of life 
have with the dead? What communion with those who walk in the opposite direction? Wide and broad is the way 
they travel; and unless they restrain themselves by blending some aspects of your life with theirs, they will lapse into 
total  
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destruction. But you should enter through the strait and narrow gate, the way that leads to life (cf. Matt. 7:13-14). 
You cannot pass through this narrow gate and along this way while carrying a load of self-glory, or a cornucopia of 
self-indulgence, or the burden of money and possessions. 

26. But when you hear that other path of life called 'broad', do not suppose it to be free of sorrow, for in fact it is 
filled with many oppressive misfortunes. He calls it 'broad' and 'wide' because there are many who pass along it (cf. 
Matt. 7:13), each bearing a heavy load of the rubbish of this fleeting material life. But yours is a narrow path, 0 
virgin, not even wide enough for two together. None the less, many at first embroiled in the world have renounced it 
on the death of their spouses, emulating your supernatural way of life and choosing to journey along your path so as 
to share in its rewards. And St Paul enjoins us to honor such people, for with hope in God they persevere in 
supplication and prayer (cf. 1 Tim. 5:3, 5). Although the narrow way of life involves affliction, it also brings solace, 
confers the kingdom of heaven and fosters salvation. But on the broad path what is pleasant and what is grievous are 
both alike. For, as St Paul says, worldly sorrowfulness produces death, while 'godly sorrow produces a saving 
repentance that is not to be regretted' (2 Cor. 7:l0).  

27. It is for this reason that the Lord blesses the opposite of what the world calls blessed, saying, 'Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of the heavens' (Matt. 5:3). In saying 'Blessed are the poor', why did He add 
'in spirit'? So as to show that He blesses and commends humility of soul. And why did He not say, 'Blessed are those 
whose spirit is poor', thus indicating the modesty of their manner of thinking, but 'Blessed are the poor in spirit'? So 
as to teach us that poverty of body is also blessed and fosters the kingdom of heaven, but only when it is 
accomplished in accordance with the soul's humility, when it is united to it and originates from it. By calling the 
poor in spirit blessed He wonderfully demonstrated what is the root, as it were, and mainspring of the outward 
poverty of the saints, namely, their humility of spirit. For from our spirit, once it has embraced the grace of the 
gospel teaching, flows a wellspring of poverty that 'waters the whole face of our ground' (cf. Gen. 2:6), I mean our 
outward self, transforming us into a paradise of virtues. Such, then, is the poverty that is called blessed by God. 

28. 'The Lord has given a concise saying upon the earth', as the  
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prophet observes (cf. Isa. 10:23. LXX). Having pointed out and called blessed the root cause of voluntary and 
many-sided poverty. He also teaches us in this single short saying about its many effects. For we can choose to shed 
possessions, and to be frugal and abstinent, simply in order to be praised by other people. In such a case we are not 
'poor in spirit'. Hypocrisy is born of self-conceit, and self-conceit is contrary to being poor in spirit. But if you 
possess a contrite, lowly and humble spirit you cannot but rejoice in outward simplicity and self-abasement, because 



you will regard yourself as unworthy of praise, comfort, prosperity and all such things. The poor man deemed 
blessed by God is he who considers himself unworthy of these things. It is he who is really poor, being poor in full 
measure. It was on this account that St Luke also wrote, 'Blessed are the poor' (6:20), without adding 'in spirit'. 
These are they who have hearkened to the Son of God, following Him and assimilating themselves to him; for He 
said, 'Learn of Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls' (Matt. 11:29). Hence 
'theirs is the kingdom of heaven', for they are 'joint-heirs with Christ' (Rom. 8:17).  

29. The soul is tripartite and is considered as having three powers: the intelligent, the incensive, and the 
appetitive. Because the soul was ill in all three powers, Christ, the soul's Healer, began His cure with the last, the 
appetitive. For desire unsatisfied fuels the incensive power, and when both the appetitive and incensive powers are 
sick they produce distraction of mind. Thus the soul's incensive power will never be healthy before the appetitive 
power is healed; nor will the intelligence be healthy until the other two powers are first restored to health.  

30. If you examine things you will find that the first evil offspring of the appetitive power is love of material 
possessions. For the desires that help men to live are not blameworthy, as is clear from the fact that they are with us 
from a very early age. Love of possessions, however, comes a little later - although still in childhood - and in this 
way it is evident that it does not have its ground in nature, but is a matter of individual choice. St Paul rightly termed 
it the root of all evils (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10), and the evils that it usually begets are niggardliness, trickery, rapacity, 
thievery and, in short, greed in all its forms, which St Paul called a second idolatry (cf. Col. 3:5). Even in the case of 
evils that do not spring directly from it, greed nearly always provides the fuel for their sustenance. 

31. Such evils, begotten of the love for material things, are passions  
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of a soul that has no zeal for spiritual work. We can free ourselves more easily from passions that are a matter of 
our own volition than from those rooted in nature. It is disbelief in God's providence that makes it difficult for us to 
eradicate the passions that arise from our love of possessions, for such disbelief leads us to put our trust in material 
riches. 'It is easier', said the Lord, 'for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the 
kingdom of God' (Matt. 19:24). But if we trust in material riches, this means nothing to us; we long for worldly, 
perishable wealth, not for a kingdom that is heavenly and eternal. And even when we fail to acquire that wealth, the 
mere desire for it is extremely pernicious. For, as St Paul says, those who want to be rich fall into the temptations 
and snares of the devil (cf. 1 Tim. 6:9). Yet when wealth comes, it proves itself to be nothing, since its possessors, 
unless they are brought to their senses by experience, still thirst after it as though they lacked it. This love that is no 
love does not come from need; rather the need arises from the love. The love itself arises from folly, the same folly 
that led Christ, the Master of all, justly to describe as foolish the man who pulled down his barns and built greater 
ones (cf. Luke 12:18-20).  

32. How could such a person not be a fool when for the sake of things that cannot profit him - 'For a man's life 
does not consist in the abundance of the things that he possesses' (Luke 12:15) - he gives up what is most profitable 
of all? He fails to become a wise merchant, selling even necessities, so far as possible, and in this way adding to the 



capital of a truly bountiful and gainful form of commerce or husbandry - a husbandry, indeed, which even before the 
harvest time multiplies a hundredfold that which was sown, thus foreshowing that the profit to come and the harvest 
shortly to be reaped will be indescribable and unimaginable. And the curious thing is that the smaller the storerooms 
the seed comes from the larger will the harvest be.  

Hence there is no justification in aspiring to become rich even for a good cause. The truth is that people are 
frightened of being poor because they have no faith in Him who promised to provide all things needful to those who 
seek the kingdom of God (cf. Matt. 6:33). It is this fear that spurs them, even when they are endowed with all things, 
and it prevents them from ever freeing themselves from this sickly and baneful desire. They go on amassing wealth, 
loading themselves with a worthless burden or, rather, enclosing themselves while still living in a most absurd kind 
of tomb.  

33. Dead men are simply buried in  
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the earth, but the intellect of a living pinchpenny is buried in the dust and earth of gold. Further, for those whose 
senses are in a healthy state this grave smells worse than the normal one, and the more earth one throws on it, the 
stronger the smell grows. For the festering wound of wretched persons buried in this way spreads, and its stench 
rises up to heaven, even up to the angels of God and to God Himself. They have become loathsome and repulsive, 
stinking on account of their folly, as David puts it (cf. Ps. 38:5). Voluntary poverty - not undertaken to impress 
others - delivers men from this foul-smelling and deadly passion; and such poverty is precisely the 'poorness in 
spirit' that the Lord called blessed. 

34. Yet a monk who has this passion cannot be obedient. If he persists in serving it diligently, there is a grave risk 
of him lapsing also into incurable maladies of the body. Gehazi in the Old Testament and Judas in the New 
Testament are sufficient examples of this. The first sprouted leprosy as evidence of his incurable soul (cf. 2 Kgs. 
5:27), while the second hanged himself in the field of blood, and falling headlong he burst his belly and his 
intestines gushed out (cf. Acts 1:18). If, then, renunciation precedes obedience, how can it be the other way round? 
And if renunciation is the initial step in the monastic profession, how can anyone who has not first renounced 
material possessions succeed in any of the other struggles of monastic life? Moreover, if a monk is incapable of 
practicing obedience, how will he be able to cultivate stillness by himself in a cell, devoting himself to solitude and 
persevering in prayer? But as the Lord says, 'Where your treasure is, there will your intellect be also' (Matt. 6:21). 
How, then, can you gaze noetically at Him who sits in heaven on the right hand of the divine Majesty (cf. Heb. 1:3) 
while you are still amassing treasure upon the earth? How will you inherit that kingdom which this passion entirely 
prevents you even from conceiving in your mind? 'Blessed', therefore, 'are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven.' Do you see how many passions the Lord has cut away with one beatitude?  

35. Yet this is not all. If love for material things is the first offspring of evil desire, there is a second offspring 
which is even more to be shunned, and a third that is no less evil. What is the second? Self-flattery. We encounter 
this passion while we are still quite young, as a kind of prelude to the love for worldly things which we encounter 
later. Here I am referring to the self-flattery that expresses itself in the  
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beautification of the body through expensive clothing and so on. It is what the fathers call worldly vanity, to 
distinguish it from the other kind of vanity, which afflicts those noted for their virtue and is accompanied by self-
conceit and hypocrisy, whereby the devil contrives to plunder and disperse our spiritual riches. 

36. You can be completely healed from all these things if you become aware of divine glory and long for it while 
regarding yourself as unworthy of it, and if you patiently endure people's scorn while thinking you deserve it. In 
addition, you should esteem God's glory above your own, in conformity with the Psalmist's words, 'Not unto us, 0 
Lord, not unto us, but unto Thy name give glory' (Ps. 115:2). And should you feel that you have done something 
praiseworthy, you should attribute it to God, proclaiming Him as its cause and gratefully praising Him for it and not 
yourself. In your rejoicing you will regard each virtue as a gift, and will not become conceited about it, since it is not 
your personal achievement; on the contrary, you will grow more humble, and night and day will fix your mental 
eyes on God, as the eyes of the handmaid - to use the Psalmist's words again - are fixed on the hands other mistress 
(cf. Ps. 123:2). At the same time you will be full of fear lest, becoming separated from Him who alone confers 
goodness and preserves us in it, you are pulled down into the pit of evil; for this is what happens when you are 
enslaved to conceit and vanity. A great help in healing these passions is withdrawal from the world and living a life 
of solitude, keeping yourself to your cell. But you must be deeply aware of the frailty of your will and regard 
yourself as not strong enough to mix with other people. Yet what is this but the poverty in spirit that the Lord called 
blessed?  

37. If you recognize the disgrace that such self-flattery brings upon you, you will spurn it with all your might. For 
by longing for men's praise you dishonor yourself through the very deeds you do in order to attain it. By caring 
about your appearance, by attaching great importance to the fame of your ancestors and to gaudy clothes and so on, 
you show that yours is still a puerile mind. For all these things are mere dust, and what is more despicable than dust? 
The nun who wears what she wears not simply for covering or warmth, but because it is gossamery and gaudy, not 
only proclaims the barrenness of her soul but also displays the indecency of a loose woman. She should listen rather 
to Him who says, 'They that wear fine clothing are to be found in royal palaces' (Matt. 11:8). But 'our citizenship is 
in heaven' (Phil. 3:20),   
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as St Paul says. Let us not be cast out of heaven into the abodes of the 'ruler of the darkness of this world' (cf. 
Eph. 6:12) simply for the sake of foolish ostentation in our clothing. 

38. This same thing happens to those who practice virtue in order to be praised by others. While they are called to 
be citizens of heaven, they 'degrade their glory to the dust' (Ps. 7:5), and make their dwelling there, thus drawing 



upon themselves the curse of the Psalmist. For their prayer does not rise to heaven, and their every endeavor falls to 
the earth, since it is not supported by the wings of divine love that raise aloft the works we do upon the earth. So 
although they labor they reap no reward. But why do I speak of reaping no reward? For indeed they bear fruit, only 
it is the fruit of shame, instability of thoughts, and distraction and turbulence of mind. For the Lord, as the Psalmist 
says, 'has scattered the bones of those who court popularity; they have been put to shame, because God has set them 
at naught' (Ps. 53:5. LXX).  

This passion is the subtlest of all the passions, and for this reason the person who fights against it must not merely 
be on guard against coupling with it or avoid assenting to it, but he must regard the very provocation as assent and 
must shield himself from it. Only in this way can he narrowly escape speedy defeat. If through inward watchfulness 
he manages to do this, the provocation itself will become an occasion for compunction. But if he fails to do it, the 
provocation induces pride; and once a person has fallen a victim to pride it is hard, in fact impossible, to cure him, 
for such a fall is the same as the devil's. Yet even before this the passion for popularity brings such injury upon those 
it masters that it shipwrecks faith itself (cf. 1 Tim. 1:19). Our Lord confirms this when He says, 'How can you have 
faith in Me when you receive honor from one another and do not seek for the honor that comes from the only God?' 
(cf. John 5:44).  

39. What have you to do with honor accorded by men or, rather, with the empty name of honor? Not only is such 
honor no honor at all, but it also deprives you of true honor. And not only this, but among other evils it also 
generates envy: envy that is potentially murder and that was the cause of the first murder (cf. Gen. 4:1-8) and then of 
the slaying of God (cf. Matt. 27:18). What, in fact, does this passion for human honor contribute to our nature? Does 
it sustain or protect it, or in any way restore or heal it when it has gone awry? No one could claim it does anything 
like that; and I think that  
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this alone is enough to show how baseless are the excuses made for its perversions. Should you examine things 
closely you will find that in a treacherous fashion the thirst for glory among men first provokes us to various kinds 
of villainy and then denounces us, shamelessly unmasking itself and disgracing even its own lovers. And yet the 
champions of profane Greek teachings dare to say that nothing in life can be achieved without it - an absurd 
delusion!  

40. But we Christians have not been taught thus, we who bear the name of Him who lovingly anointed our nature 
with His own and who watches over our actions. Turning to Him, we accomplish whatever is most excellent through 
Him and because of Him, doing all for the glory of God (cf. 1 Cor. 10:31) and having no desire at all to court 
popularity. In fact, we are positively displeasing to people, as St Paul, the most intimate initiate of our Lawmaker 
and Lawgiver, confirms when he says: 'If I still wanted to be popular I would not be the servant of Christ' (Gal. 
1:10).  

41. Let us now see whether the third offspring of evil desire is likewise destroyed by that poverty which the Lord 
called blessed. The third offspring of the desire of a sick soul is gluttony; and from gluttony arises every kind of 



carnal impurity. Yet why do we call this the third and last when it is implanted in us from our very birth? For not 
only this passion, but also the natural motions related to the begetting of children, can be detected in infants that are 
still at the breast. Why, then, do we place the disease of carnal desire at the end of the list? The reason is this: the 
passions to which it gives birth belong to us by nature, and natural things are not indictable; for they were created by 
God who is good, so that through them we can act in ways that are also good. Hence in themselves they do not 
indicate sickness of soul, but they become evidence of such sickness when we misuse them. When we coddle the 
flesh in order to foster its desires, then the passion becomes evil and self-indulgence gives rise to the carnal passions 
and renders the soul diseased.  

The first victim of these passions is the intellect. Because the passions initially spring from the mind, the Lord 
says that the evil thoughts which defile us proceed from the heart (cf. Matt. 15:18-19). And prior to the Gospel the 
Law tells us, 'Be attentive to yourself, lest there arise some secret iniquity in your hearts' (Deut. 15:9. LXX). Yet 
though it is the intellect that initiates evil, none the less the images of sensory bodies that entice the intellect towards 
these bodies and incite it to misuse them are impressed on it from below, through  
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the senses, and above all through the eyes, for the eyes can embrace a defiling object even from a distance. Eve, 
our primordial mother, is clear evidence of this: first she saw that the forbidden tree was 'comely to look upon and 
beautiful to contemplate', and then, assenting in her heart, she plucked and ate its fruit (cf. Gen. 3:6). So we were 
right when we said that yielding to the beauty of physical objects precedes and leads us to the degrading passions. 
Hence the fathers advise us not to look closely upon another's beauty or to find delectation in our own. 

42. Before the mind becomes embroiled with them, the passions which are naturally implanted in children 
conduce not to sin but to the sustaining of nature. For this reason they are not at that stage evil. It is in the passion-
charged intellect that the carnal passions arise initially, and so healing must begin with the intellect. You cannot 
extinguish a raging fire by slashing at it from above; but if you pull away the fuel from below, the fire will die down 
immediately. So it is with the passions of impurity. If you do not cut off the inner flow of evil thoughts by means of 
prayer and humility, but fight against them merely with the weapons of fasting and bodily hardship, you will labor in 
vain. But if through prayer and humility you sanctify the root, as we said, you will attain outward sanctity as well. 
This it seems to me is what St Paul counsels when he exhorts us to gird our loins with truth (cf. Eph. 6:14). One of 
the fathers has excellently interpreted this as signifying that when the contemplative faculty of the soul tightly girds 
the appetitive faculty it also girds the passions manifested through the loins and the genitals. The body, nevertheless, 
is in need of hardship and moderate abstention from food, lest it become unruly and more powerful than the 
intelligence. Thus all the passions of the flesh are healed solely by bodily hardship and prayer issuing from a humble 
heart, which indeed is the poverty in spirit that the Lord called blessed.  

43. If, then, you yearn to be enriched with holiness - and without holiness no one will see the Lord (cf. Heb. 
12:14) - you should abide in your own cell, enduring hardship and praying with humility. For the cell of one rightly 
pursuing the monastic life is a haven of self-restraint. But all that lies outside, and especially what is found in market 



places and at fairs, constitutes an obscene medley of ugly sounds and sights, drowning the wretched soul of the nun 
who exposes herself to them. One might also call this evil world a raging fire that devours those  
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who come into contact with it and bums up every virtue they possess. The fire that did not bum was found in the 
desert (cf. Exod. 3:2). Instead of in the desert, you should abide in your cell and hide yourself a little until the 
tempest of passion has passed over you. When it has passed, spending time outside your cell will do you no harm. 

44. Then in truth you will be poor in spirit and will gain dominion over the passions and clearly be called blessed 
by Him who said, 'Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.' How, indeed, can those not be 
called blessed who have absolutely no truck with material wealth and place all their trust in Him? Who wish to 
please only Him? Who with humility and the other virtues live in His presence? Let us, then, also become poor in 
spirit by being humble, by submitting our unregenerate self to hardship and by shedding all possessions, so that the 
kingdom of God may be ours, and we may fulfill our blessed aspirations by inheriting the kingdom of heaven.  

The Lord has left us certain synoptic statements that express in a succinct manner the Gospel of our salvation, and 
one of these statements is the beatitude of which we have been speaking. By including so many virtues in that single 
phrase and excluding so many vices, the Lord has conferred His blessing on all those who through these virtues and 
through repentance prune the aspect of their souls that is vulnerable to passion. But this is not all; for in that phrase 
He also includes many other things, analogous not to pruning but rather to the activity of cold, ice, snow, frost and 
the violence of the wind - in a word, to the hardship that plants undergo in winter and summer by being exposed to 
the cold and heat, yet without which nothing upon earth can ever bear fruit.  

45. What are these things? The various trials and temptations that afflict us and that we must gladly endure if we 
are to yield fruit to the Husbandman of our souls. If we were to feel sorry for earthly plants and build a wall around 
them and put a roof over them and not allow them to suffer such hardships, then although we may prune and 
otherwise tend them assiduously, they will bear no fruit. On the contrary, we must let them endure everything, for 
then, after the winter's hardship, in springtime they will bud, blossom, adorn themselves with leaves and, covered 
with this bountiful foliage, they will produce young fruit. This fruit, as the sun's rays grow stronger, will thrive, 
mature and become ready for harvesting and eating. Similarly, if we do not courageously bear the burden of trial and 
temptation - even though we may practice all the other virtues – we  
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will never yield fruit worthy of the divine wine-press and the eternal granaries. For it is through patient endurance 



of afflictions deliberately entered into and those that are unsought, whether they come upon us from without or 
assault us from within, that we become perfect. What happens naturally to plants as a result of the farmer's care and 
the changing seasons happens, if we so choose, to us, Christ's spiritual branches (cf. John 15:5), when as creatures 
possessing free-will we are obedient to Him, the Husbandman of souls. 

46. Unless we bear with patience the afflictions that come to us unsought, God will not bless those that we 
embrace deliberately. For our love for God is demonstrated above all by the way we endure trials and temptations. 
First the soul has to surmount afflictions embraced willingly, thereby learning to spurn sensual pleasure and self-
glory; and this in its turn will permit us readily to bear the afflictions that come unsought. If for the sake of poverty 
of spirit you spurn such pleasure and self-glory, and also regard yourself as deserving the more drastic remedy of 
repentance, you will be ready to bear any affliction and will accept any temptation as your due, and you will rejoice 
when it comes, for you will see it as a cleansing-agent for your soul. In addition, it will spur you to ardent and most 
efficacious prayer to God, and you will regard it as the source and protector of the soul's health. Not only will you 
forgive those who afflict you, but you will be grateful to them and will pray for them as for your benefactors. Thus 
you will not only receive forgiveness for your sins, as the Lord has promised (cf. Matt. 6:14), but you will also attain 
the kingdom of heaven and God's benediction, for you will be blessed by the Lord for enduring with patience and a 
spirit of humility till the end.  

47. Having spoken briefly about spiritual pruning, I will now add something about the productiveness that results 
from it. After first calling blessed those who gain imperishable wealth because of their poverty in spirit. God, who 
alone is blessed, next makes those who grieve partakers of His own blessedness, saying, 'Blessed are those who 
grieve, for they will be consoled' (Matt. 5:4).  

48. Why did Christ thus join grief to poverty? Because it always coexists with it. But while sorrow over worldly 
poverty induces the soul's death, grief over poverty embraced in God's name induces the 'saving repentance that is 
not to be regretted' (2 Cor. 7:10). The first kind of poverty, being unsought, is followed by unwished-for grief; the 
second, being freely embraced, is followed by grief freely embraced. Because the grief here  
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called blessed is linked with the poverty embraced in God's name, necessarily issuing from it and depending on it 
as its cause, it too possesses a spiritual and voluntary character. 

49. Let us see, then, how this blessed poverty begets blessed grief. In this single word 'poverty' four types of 
spiritual poverty are represented: poverty in body, poverty in our way of thinking, poverty in worldly goods, and 
poverty through trials and temptations that come upon us from without. But because you see me setting down these 
four types of poverty separately, do not conclude that they are to be practiced separately. Each of them is to be 
implemented along with the others. Hence they are embraced by a single beatitude, which also discloses in a 
marvelous way what is, as it were, their root and mainspring, I mean, our spirit. For from our spirit, as has been said, 
once it has embraced the grace of the gospel teaching, there flows a wellspring of poverty that 'waters the whole face 
of our ground' (cf. Gen. 2:6), I mean our outward self, transforming us into a paradise of virtues.  



50. There are, then, four types of spiritual poverty, and each gives birth to a corresponding kind of grief, as well as 
to a corresponding form of spiritual solace. In the first place, freely-embraced physical poverty and humility - and 
that means hunger, thirst, vigils and in general hardship and tribulation of body, as well as a reasonable restraint of 
the senses - begets not only grief, but also tears. For just as insensibility, callousness and hardness of heart develop 
as the result of ease, soft living and self-indulgence, so from a way of life marked by self-control and renunciation 
come contrition of heart and compunction, expelling all bitterness and generating a gentle gladness. It is said that 
without contrition of heart it is impossible to be free from vice; and the heart is rendered contrite by a triple form of 
self-control, in sleep, food and bodily ease. When through such contrition the soul is freed from vice and bitterness, 
it will certainly receive spiritual delight in their place. This is the solace on account of which the Lord calls those 
who grieve blessed. St John Klimakos, who has constructed for us the ladder of spiritual ascent, says: 'Thirst and 
vigil afflict the heart, and when the heart is afflicted, tears spring up. ... He who has found this by experience will 
laugh' - he will laugh with that blessed joyousness which springs from the solace that the Lord promised. Thus  
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from bodily poverty embraced out of love for God is born the grief that brings solace to those who experience it 
and fills them with blessing. 

51. How, in the second place, does grief arise from a fear-dominated state of mind and a godly humility of soul? 
Self-reproach always coexists with humility of soul. Initially self-reproach strongly emphasizes the fear of torment, 
bringing before our eyes a frightening image in which all the various conflicting forms of hell are combined into 
one. Our fear is increased yet more as we reflect that these torments of hell are inexpressible, and so even worse than 
they have been painted, and - to add still further to the dismay - that they are unending. Heat, cold, darkness, fire, 
movement and immobility, bonds, terrors, and the biting of undying beasts are all brought together into this single 
condemnation; but all these things fail properly to convey the true horror of hell which - to use St Paul's words - 
'man's mind has not grasped' (1 Cor. 2:9).  

52. What, then, is this profitless, unconsoling and endless grief experienced in hell? It is the grief stirred up in 
those who have sinned against God when they become aware of their offences. There, in hell, convicted of their sins, 
stripped of all hope of salvation or of any improvement in their condition, they feel yet greater anguish and grief 
because of the unsought reproof of their conscience. And this itself, and the everlasting nature of their grief, gives 
rise to yet another form of grief, and to another dreadful darkness, to unbearable heat and a helpless abyss of 
despondency. In this life, however, such grief is altogether beneficial, for God hearkens to it compassionately, so 
much so that He even came down arid dwelt among us; and He promised consolation to those who grieve in this 
way, the consolation being Himself, since He is called, and He is indeed, a Comforter (cf. John 14:16).  

53. Do you see what grief arises in a humble soul and the consolation that ensues? Indeed, self-reproach on its 
own, when lying for a protracted time upon the soul's thoughts like some intellectual weight, crushes and presses 
and squeezes out the saving wine that gladdens the heart of man (cf. Ps. 104:15), that is to say, our inner self. This 
wine is compunction (cf. Ps. 60:3. LXX). Together with grief compunction crushes the passions and, having freed 



the soul from the weight that oppresses it, fills it with blessed joy. That is the reason why Christ says, 'Blessed are 
those who grieve, for they will be consoled' (Matt. 5:4).  

Thirdly, grief also arises from the shedding of possessions, that is to  
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say, from poverty in worldly goods and in what we gather around us. This, we said, is to be conjoined with 
poverty in spirit, for it is only when all types of poverty are practiced together that they are perfected and pleasing to 
God. Now listen attentively so as to learn how from such poverty in worldly goods grief is produced in us along 
with the consolation that grief confers. When a person bids farewell to all things, to both money and possessions, 
either casting them away or distributing them to the poor according to the commandment (cf. Luke 14:33), and 
weans his soul from anxiety about such things, he enables it to turn inwards to self-scrutiny, free now from all 
external attachments.  

54. And whenever the intellect withdraws itself from all material things, emerges from the turbulence they 
generate, and becomes aware of our inner self, then first of all it sees the ugly mask it has wrought for itself as a 
result of its divagations among worldly things, and it strives to wash it away through grief. When it has got rid of 
that uncouth guise, and the soul is no longer coarsely distracted by various cares and worries, then the intellect 
withdraws untroubled into its true treasure-house and prays to the Father 'in secret' (Matt. 6:6). And the Father first 
bestows upon it peace of thoughts, the gift which contains within it all other gifts. Then He makes it perfect in 
humility, which is begetter and sustainer of every virtue - not the humility that consists of words and postures easily 
taken by anyone who wishes, but that to which the Holy Spirit bears witness and which the Spirit Himself creates 
when enshrined in the depths of the soul.  

55. In such peace and humility, as in the secure enclosure of the noetic paradise, every tree of true virtue 
flourishes. At its heart stands the sacred palace of love, and in the forecourt of this palace blossoms the harbinger of 
the age to be, ineffable and inalienable joy.  

The shedding of possessions gives birth to freedom from anxiety, this freedom to attentiveness and prayer, while 
attentiveness and prayer induce grief and tears. Grief and tears expunge passion-imbued predispositions. When these 
are expunged the path of virtue is made smooth, since the obstacles are removed, and the conscience is no longer 
full of reproach. As a consequence joy and the soul's blessed laughter break through.  

56. Then tears of tribulation are transformed into tears of delight, and the words of God become sweet to the 
palate and more sweet than honey to the mouth (cf. Ps. 119:103). Prayer changes from entreaty to thanksgiving, and 
meditation on the divine truths of faith fills the heart with a sense of jubilation and  
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unimpeachable hope. This hope is a foretaste of future blessings, of which the soul even now receives direct 
experience, and so it comes to know in part the surpassing richness of God's bounty, in accordance with the 
Psalmist's words, 'Taste and know that the Lord is bountiful' (Ps. 34:8). For He is the jubilation of the righteous, the 
joy of the upright, the gladness of the humble, and the solace of those who grieve because of Him. 

57. Yet does such solace extend no further than this? Are these the only gifts of the sacred betrothal? Will not the 
Bridegroom of such souls manifest Himself still more clearly to those who are perfected and cleansed by blessed 
grief, and who through the virtues are arrayed as brides? Undoubtedly He will. We are well aware that at this point 
certain people out of malice are ready to censure us, telling us, in effect, 'You are not to speak in the name of the 
Lord (cf. Jer. 11:21), and if you do we will repudiate your name as evil (cf. Luke 6:22), devising and spreading 
slanders and falsehoods about you.' But let us take no notice of these people, and let us now continue with what we 
were saying, believing in and affirming the teachings of the holy fathers, directing our attention to them and 
convincing others through them. For it is written, 'I believed, and so I have spoken' (Ps. 116:10). We also believe, 
and so we, too, will speak (cf. 2 Cor. 4:13).  

58. When every shameful indwelling passion has been expelled and the intellect, as already indicated, has 
returned wholly to itself, converting at the same time the other powers of the soul - and when through cultivating the 
virtues it sets the soul in good order, ever advancing to a more perfect state, ascending through its active spiritual 
progress and with God's help cleansing itself more fully - then it not only expunges all imprints of evil but also rids 
itself of every accretion, however good it is or appears to be.  

59. And when it has transcended intelligible realities and the concepts, not unmixed with images, that pertain to 
them, and in a godly and devout manner has rejected all things, then it will stand before God deaf and speechless (cf. 
Ps. 38 : 13).  

It is now that: the intellect becomes simple matter in God's hands and is unresistingly recreated in the most 
sublime way, for nothing alien intrudes on it: inner grace translates it to a better state and, in an altogether marvelous 
fashion, illumines it with ineffable light, thus perfecting our inner being. And when in this manner 'the day breaks  
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and the morning star rises in our hearts' (cf. 2 Pet. 1:19), then 'the true man' - the intellect - 'will go out to his true 
work' (cf. Ps. 104:23), ascending in the light the road that leads to the eternal mountains. In this light it miraculously 
surveys supramundane things, being either still joined to the materiality to which it was originally linked, or else 
separated from it - this depending on the level that it has attained. For it does not ascend on the wings of the mind's 
fantasy, for the mind always wanders about as though blind, without possessing an accurate and assured 
understanding either of sensory things not immediately present to it or of transcendent intelligible realities. Rather it 



ascends in very truth, raised by the Spirit's ineffable power, and with spiritual and ineffable apperception it hears 
words too sacred to utter (cf. 2 Cor. 12:4) and sees invisible things. And it becomes entirely rapt in the miracle of it, 
even when it is no longer there, and it rivals the tireless angelic choir, having become truly another angel of God 
upon earth. Through itself it brings every created thing closer to God, for it itself now participates in all things and 
even in Him who transcends all, inasmuch as it has faithfully conformed itself to the divine image. 

60. For this reason St Neilos says, ‘The intellect's proper state is a noetic height, somewhat resembling the sky's 
hue, which is filled with the light of the Holy Trinity during the time of prayer.' And again: 'If you wish to see the 
intellect's proper state, rid yourself of all concepts, and then you will see it like sapphire or the sky's hue. But you 
cannot do this unless you have attained a state of dispassion, for God has to cooperate with you and to imbue you 
with His co-natural light.' And St Diadochos writes: 'Divine grace confers on us two gifts through the baptism of 
regeneration, one being infinitely superior to the other. The first gift is given to us at once, when grace renews us in 
the actual waters of baptism and cleanses all the lineaments of our soul, that is, the image of God in us, by washing 
away every stain of sin. The second - our likeness to God - requires our co-operation. When the intellect begins to 
perceive the Holy Spirit with full consciousness, we should realize that grace is beginning to paint the divine 
likeness over the divine image in us. ... Our power of perception shows us that we are being formed into the divine 
likeness; but the perfecting of this likeness  
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we shall know only by the light of grace. But no one can acquire spiritual love unless he experiences fully and 
clearly the illumination of the Holy Spirit. If the intellect does not receive the perfection of the divine likeness 
through such illumination, although it may have almost every other virtue, it will still have no share in perfect love.'  

61. And likewise St Isaac writes that during the time of prayer the intellect that has received grace sees its own 
purity to be 'like heaven's hue, which was also called the "place of God" by the council of the elders of Israel, when 
it was seen by them in the mountain' (cf. Exod. 24:9-10). Again, he says that 'prayer is purity of the intellect, and it 
is consummated when we are illumined in utter amazement by the light of the Holy Trinity'. He also speaks of 'the 
purity of the intellect upon and through which the light of the Holy Trinity shines at the time of prayer'.  

62. The intellect that has been accounted worthy of this light also transmits to the body that is united with it many 
clear tokens of the divine beauty, acting as an intermediary between divine grace and the grossness of the flesh and 
conferring on the flesh the power to do what lies beyond its power. This gives birth to a godlike, unmatched and 
stable state of virtue as well as to a disposition that has no or little inclination to sin. It is then that the intellect is 
illumined by the divine Logos who enables it to perceive clearly the inner essences - the logoi - of created things and 
on account of its purity reveals to it the mysteries of nature. In this way, through relationships of correspondence the 
perceiving and trusting intelligence is raised up to-the apprehension of supernatural realities - an apprehension that 
the Father of the Logos communicates through an immaterial union. From this arise various other miraculous 
effects, such as visionary insight, the seeing of things future, and the experience of things happening afar off as 
though they were occurring before one's very eyes. But what is more important is that those blessed in this manner 



do not aspire to attain such powers. Rather it is as though one were to look at a ray of sunlight and at the same time 
perceive the small particles in the air, though this was not one's intention. So it is with those who commune directly 
with the  
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rays of divine light, which by nature reveal all things: according to their degree of purity they truly attain - albeit 
as something incidental - a knowledge of what is past, of what is present, and even of what is to come. But their 
main concern is the return of the intellect to itself and its concentration on itself. Or, rather, their aim is the 
reconvergence of all the soul's powers in the intellect - however strange this may sound - and the attaining of the 
state in which both intellect and God work together. In this way they are restored to their original state and 
assimilated to their Archetype, grace renewing in them their pristine and inconceivable beauty. To such a 
consummation, then, does grief bring those who are humble in heart and poor in spirit. 

63. Since on account of our innate laziness such a consummation is beyond us, let us return to its foundation and 
say a little more about grief itself. Grief also accompanies every kind of unsolicited worldly poverty. For how can a 
person in need of money not be sorrowful, or he who hungers against his will or who suffers pain and dishonor? 
Such grief, indeed, lacks all consolation, the more so the more acute the poverty becomes, especially when the 
sufferer lacks true knowledge. For if you do not keep an intelligent control over sensual pleasures and pains but, 
rather, allow yourself to be dominated by them through the misuse of your intelligence, you wrongly and profitlessly 
multiply them, even causing yourself great injury. For thereby you give sure and self-accusing evidence that you do 
not firmly adhere to God's Gospel and to the prophets who preceded Him, and to those who came after Him and 
were His disciples and apostles. For these all teach that inexhaustible riches come through poverty, that ineffable 
glory comes through simplicity of life, that painless delight comes through self-control, and that through patiently 
enduring the trials and temptations that befall us we are delivered from the eternal tribulation and affliction held in 
store for those who choose an easy and soft life in this world instead of entering by the strait and narrow gate (cf. 
Matt. 7:14).  

64. Rightly did St Paul say, 'Worldly sorrowfulness produces death' (2 Cor. 7:10), for from what we have said it is 
clear that such sorrow is sin leading to death. If the soul's true life is the divine light conferred, according to the 
fathers, through spiritual grief, then the death of the soul is an evil darkness induced in the soul through worldly 
sorrowfulness. It is with reference to this darkness that St Basil the Great says, 'Sin, which exists through the 
absence of the good,  
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takes the form of noetic darkness caused by acts of evil.'  

65. And St 'Mark also says: 'If you are beset by evil thoughts, how can you see the reality of the sin concealed 
behind them? This sin wraps the soul in darkness and obscurity, and increases its hold upon us through our evil 
thoughts and actions. . . . If you fail to perceive this general process of sinning, when will you pray about it and be 
cleansed from it? And if you have not been cleansed, how will you find purity of nature? And if you have not found 
this, how will you behold the inner dwelling-place of Christ? . . . We should try to find that dwelling-place and 
knock with persistent prayer. . . . Not only ought we to ask and receive, but we should also keep safely what is 
given; for some people lose what they have received. A theoretical knowledge or chance experience of this may 
perhaps be gained by those who have begun to learn late in life or who are still young; but the constant and patient 
practice of these things is barely to be acquired even by devout and deeply experienced elders.' St Makarios, 
possessor of divine knowledge, says the same, as do all the saints.  

66. Just as this darkness derives its existence from all our various sins, so - as you will find if you examine it 
closely - worldly sorrowfulness is born of and dominated by all the passions. Such sorrowfulness is thus an image 
and a kind of firstfruit, prelude to and foretaste of the future endless grief that overwhelms those who do not choose 
for themselves the grief that the Lord called blessed. This grief not only brings spiritual solace and provides a 
foretaste of eternal joy, but it also stabilizes virtue and takes from the soul its disposition to fall into a lower state. 
For although you may become poor and humble yourself .and strive to live with godlike simplicity, yet if you do not 
acquire grief as you advance along the spiritual path you can easily be changed and can readily return in thought to 
that which you have abandoned, desiring again what you initially renounced and thus making yourself a transgressor 
(cf. Gal. 2:18). But if you persist in your intention to live a life of blessed poverty, and devote your attention to it, 
you will give birth to this grief in yourself and will lose all tendency to regress, and will not wrongly want to return 
to what  
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you have so well abandoned. For, as St Paul says, 'Godly sorrow produces in the soul a saving repentance which 
is not to be regretted (cf. 2 Cor. 7:10). Hence one of the fathers has said that 'grief both acts and protects'. 

67. This is not the only gain that comes of grief, namely, that you virtually lose all disposition towards evil and do 
not regress to your former sins; it also makes former sins as though they never existed. For once you begin to grieve 
over them. God reckons them as unintentional, and there is no guilt in actions performed unintentionally. A person 
who grieves because of his poverty shows that he is not in this state through his own choice, and so - like those who 
want to be rich or are already rich - he falls into the snares of the devil (cf. 1 Tim. 6:9); and unless he changes and 
strives to escape these snares, he will be sent with the devil into eternal torment. On the other hand, if a person who 
has sinned against God continues to grieve over his sins, they will be justly regarded as unintentional, and along 
with those who have not sinned he will journey without stumbling on the path leading to eternal life.  

68. This, then, is the profit of the initial stage of grief, which is painful inasmuch as it is conjoined with the fear of 
God. But in later stages it becomes in a wondrous manner wedded to love for God, and once you are conditioned by 



it you experience the tender and sacred solace of the Comforter's blessing. But to those who have not experienced 
this it is something virtually incomprehensible, since it cannot be described in words. For if one cannot explain the 
sweetness of honey to someone who has never tasted it, how can one describe the delight of God's joy and grace to 
those who have never experienced it?  

69. In addition, the initial stage of grief resembles something that appears to be almost unattainable - a kind of 
petition for betrothal to God. Thus those who grieve in their longing for the Bridegroom to whom they are not yet 
united utter as it were certain words of courtship, smiting themselves and calling upon Him with tears as though He 
were not present and perhaps might never be present. But the consummation of grief is pure bridal union with the 
Bridegroom. For this reason St Paul, after describing a married couple's union in one flesh as 'a great mystery', 
added, 'but I say this with respect to Christ and the Church' (Eph. 5:32). As they are one flesh, so those who are with 
God are one spirit, as St Paul clearly testifies elsewhere when he says that he who cleaves to the Lord is one spirit 
with Him (cf. 1 Cor. 6:17).  
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70. What are we to say, then, of those who regard the grace that dwells in God's saints as created? Let them know 
that they blaspheme against the Spirit Himself who, in giving His grace, is united to the saints. 

Let us add another still clearer example of what we are saying. The first stage of grief resembles the return of the 
prodigal son. For this reason it fills the mourner with dejection and leads him to employ these very words, 'Father, I 
have sinned against heaven and before Thee, and am no more worthy to be called Thy son' (Luke 15:21). But the 
consummation of grief resembles the moment when the heavenly Father runs out to meet him and embraces him. 
And when the son finds himself accepted with such inexpressible compassion and on account of it is filled with 
great joy and boldness, he receives the Father's embrace and embraces Him in return. Then, entering into the 
Father's house, he shares together in the feast of divine felicity.  

71. Let us, then, in blessed poverty also fall down and weep before the Lord our God, so that we may wash away 
our former sins, make ourselves impervious to evil and, receiving the blessings and solace of the Comforter, may 
glorify Him and the unoriginate Father and the Only-begotten Son, now and always and throughout the ages. Amen.  
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1. 'The Lord your God is one Lord' (cf. Deut. 6:4), revealed in the Father, Son and Holy Spirit: in the unbegotten 
Father; in the Son, who is begotten eternally, tunelessly and impassibly as the Logos, and who through Himself 
anointed that which He assumed from us and so is called Christ; and in the Holy Spirit, who also comes forth from 



the Father, not begotten, but proceeding. This alone is God and alone is true God, the one Lord in a Trinity of 
hypostases, undivided in nature, will, glory, power, energy, and all the characteristics of divinity. 

Him alone shall you love and Him alone shall you worship with all your mind and with all your heart and with all 
your strength. And His words and His commandments shall be in your heart so that you carry them out and meditate 
on them and speak of them both sitting and walking, lying down and standing up (cf. Deut. 6:5, 6, 7). And you shall 
remember the Lord your God always and fear Him alone (cf. Deut. 8:18; 6:13); and you shall not forget Him or His 
commandments, for thus shall He give you strength to do His will. For He requires nothing else from you except 
that you fear and love Him and walk in all His ways (cf. Deut. 10:12).  

'He is your boast and He is your God’ (cf. Deut. 10:21). When you hear of the impassible and invisible nature of 
the supramundane angels and of the wicked nature - wise, acute and extremely crafty in deceit - of him who fell 
away from that realm, do not think that any such being is equal with God. Seeing the greatness of the heaven and its 
manifold motions, the sun's brilliance, the shining of the moon, the bright twinkle of the stars, the beneficial breezes 
of the air, the broad back of sea and land, do not make a god of any of them. For all are servants and creations of the 
one God, brought forth from non-being by His Logos. 'For He spake and they came into being; He commanded and 
they were created' (Ps. 33:9. LXX). Him alone, therefore, the  
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Master and Creator of all, you should glorify as God and through love you should cleave to Him; before Him you 
should repent day and night for your deliberate and unintentional lapses. For 'He is compassionate and merciful, 
long-suffering and full of mercy' (Ps. 103:8) and eternally bountiful. He has promised and He actually gives a 
celestial, unending kingdom, a painless existence, an immortal life and unwaning light for the delight of those who 
revere and worship Him and who love and keep His commandments. 

Yet God is also a 'jealous God' (Exod. 20:5), a just judge who takes terrible vengeance on those who dishonor 
Him, who disobey Him and who scorn His commandments, visiting them with eternal chastisement, unquenchable 
fire, unceasing pain, unconsolable affliction, a cloak of lugubrious darkness, an obscure and grievous region, piteous 
gnashing of teeth, venomous and sleepless worms - things He prepared for that first evil apostate together with all 
those deluded by him who became his followers, rejecting their Creator in their actions, words and thoughts.  

2. 'You shall not make an image of anything in the heavens above, or in the earth below, or in the sea' (cf. Exod. 
20:4), in such a way that you worship these things and glorify them as gods. For all are the creations of the one God, 
created by Him in the Holy Spirit through His Son and Logos, who as Logos of God in these latter times took flesh 
from a virgin's womb, appeared on earth and associated with men (cf. Baruch 3:37), and who for the salvation of 
men suffered, died and arose again, ascended with His body into the heavens and 'sat down on the right hand of the 
Majesty on High' (Heb. 1:3), and who will come again with His body to judge the living and the dead. Out of love 
for Him you should make, therefore, an icon of Him who became man for our sakes, and through His icon you 
should bring Him to mind and worship Him, elevating your intellect through it to the venerable body of the Savior, 
that is set on the right hand of the Father in heaven.  



In like manner you should also make icons of the saints and venerate them, not as gods - for this is forbidden - but 
because of the attachment, inner affection and sense of surpassing honor that you feel for the saints when by means 
of their icons the intellect is raised up to them. It was in this spirit that Moses made icons of the Cherubim within the 
Holy of Holies (cf. Exod. 25:18). The Holy of Holies itself was an image of things supracelestial (cf. Exod. 25:40; 
Heb. 8:5),  
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while the Holy Place was an image of the entire world. Moses called these things holy, not glorifying what is 
created, but thrown it glorifying God the Creator of the world. You must not, then, deify the icons of Christ and of 
the saints, but through them you should venerate Him who originally created us in His own image, and who 
subsequently consented in His ineffable compassion to assume the human image and to be circumscribed by it.                 

You should venerate not only the icon of Christ, but also the similitude of His cross. For the cross is Christ's great 
sign and trophy of victory over the devil and all his hostile hosts; for this reason they tremble and flee when they see 
the figuration of the cross. This figure, even prior to the crucifixion, was greatly glorified by the prophets and 
wrought great wonders; and when He who was hung upon it, our Lord Jesus Christ, comes again to judge the living 
and the dead, this His great and terrible sign will precede Him, full of power and glory (cf. Matt. 24:30). So glorify 
the cross now, so that you may boldly look upon it then and be glorified with it. And you should venerate icons of 
the saints, for the saints have been crucified with the Lord; and you should make the sign of the cross upon your 
person before doing so, bringing to mind their communion in the sufferings of Christ. In the same way you should 
venerate their holy shrines and any relic of their bones; for God's grace is not sundered from these things, even as 
the divinity was not sundered from Christ's venerable body at the time of His life-quickening death. By doing this 
and by glorifying those who glorified God - for through their actions they showed themselves to be perfect in their 
love for God - you too will be glorified together with them by God, and with David you will chant: 'I have held Thy 
friends in high honor, 0 Lord' (Ps. 159:17. LXX).  

3. 'You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain' (Exod. 20:7), swearing an oath falsely because of 
some worldly thing, or out of human fear, or shame, or for personal gain. For a false oath is a denial of God. For this 
reason you should not take an oath at all (cf. Matt. 5:34). Avoid oaths altogether, since through an oath a man 
forswears himself, and this estranges him from God and numbers him among the wrongdoers. If you are truthful in 
all your words, that will convey the certainty of an oath.' Should you, however, bind yourself with an oath - 
something to be deprecated - you must fulfill it as a legal obligation, provided it involves something permitted by 
the divine law; but you should hold yourself at fault because you swore at  
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all, and by acts of mercy, supplication, grief and bodily hardship you should ask Christ's forgiveness, since He 
said you should not swear oaths. If, on the other hand, you take an oath that involves something that is unlawful, 
beware lest on account of your oath you do what is wrong and are numbered with Herod, the prophet-slayer (cf. 
Matt. 14:7-9). And when you have put that unlawful oath behind you, make it a rule never again to take an oath, and 
with tears ask more intensely for God's forgiveness, using the remedies already mentioned. 

4. One day of the week you should 'keep holy' (Exod. 20:8): that which is called the Lord's day, because it is 
consecrated to the Lord, who on that day arose from the dead, disclosing and giving prior assurance of the general 
resurrection, when every earthly activity will come to an end. And you must not engage in any worldly activity that 
is not essential; and you must allow those who are under your authority and those who live with you to rest, so that 
together you may all glorify Him who redeemed us through His death and who arose from the dead and resurrected 
our human nature with Himself. You should bring to mind the age to come and meditate upon all the 
commandments and statutes of the Lord, and you should examine yourself to see whether you have transgressed or 
overlooked any of them, and you should correct yourself in all ways. On this day you should go to the temple of 
God and attend the services held there and with sincere faith and a clean conscience you should receive the holy 
body and blood of Christ. You should make a beginning of a more perfect life and renew and prepare yourself for 
the reception of the eternal blessings to come. For the sake of these same blessings you must not misuse material 
things on the other days of the week either; but on the Lord's day, so as to be constantly near to God, abstain from all 
activities except those which are absolutely necessary and which you have to perform in order to live. God thus 
being your refuge, you will not be distracted, the fire of the passions will not bum you, and you will be free from the 
burden of sin. In this way you will sanctify the Sabbath, observing it by doing no evil deeds. To the Lord's day you 
should join the days dedicated to the great feasts, doing the same things and abstaining from the same things.  

5. 'Honour your father and your mother' (Exod. 20:12), for it is through them that God has brought you into this 
life and they, after God, are the causes of your existence. Thus after God you should honor them and love them, 
provided that your love for them  
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strengthens your love for God. If it does not, flee from them, yet without feelings of hatred. Should they actually 
be a hindrance to you - especially with respect to the true and saving faith because they profess some other faith - 
you should not merely flee from them, but also hate them, and not them alone but all relatives and everyone else 
bound to you by affection or other union, and, indeed, the very limbs of your body and their appetites, and your 
body itself and its bond with the passions. For 'if anyone does not hate his father and mother, and wife, and children, 
and brothers and sisters, and even his own life, and if he does not take up his cross and follow Me, he is not. worthy 
of Me', Christ said (cf. Luke 14:26-27; Matt. 10:37). Such is the way in which you are to act towards your earthly 



parents and your friends and brethren. But if they share your faith and do not hinder you in your quest for salvation, 
you should honor and love them. 

If it is thus with natural fathers, how much more should you honor and love those who are your spiritual fathers. 
For they have brought you from a state of mere existence to a state of virtue and spiritual health; they have 
transmitted to you the illumination of knowledge, have taught you the revelation of the truth, have given you rebirth 
through the water of regeneration and have instilled in you the hope of resurrection and immortality, and of the 
eternal kingdom and inheritance. In this way they have converted you from being unworthy to being worthy of 
eternal blessings, have transformed you from an earthly into a heavenly being, and have made you eternal instead of 
temporal, a son and disciple not of a man, but of the God-man Jesus Christ, who bestowed upon you the Spirit of 
adoption, and who told you not to call anyone on earth your father or teacher, because you have only one Father and 
Teacher, namely Christ (cf. Matt. 23:9-l0). You must, therefore, render all honor and love to your spiritual fathers, 
since the honor rendered to them redounds to Christ and the all-holy Spirit, in whom you received adoption, and to 
the heavenly Father, 'from whom derives all fatherhood in heaven and on earth' (Eph. 3:15) You should strive to 
have a spiritual father throughout your life and to confess to him every sin and every evil thought and to receive 
from him healing and remission. For they have been given the power to bind and to unbind souls, and whatever they 
bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever they unbind on earth will be unbound in heaven (cf. Matt. 
18:18). This grace and power they have received from Christ, and so you should obey them and not  
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gainsay them, lest you bring destruction upon your soul. For if a person who gainsays his natural parents in 
matters not interdicted by the divine law is - according to the law (cf. Exod. 21:17) - to be put to death, how will he 
who contradicts his spiritual fathers not expel the Spirit of God from himself and destroy his soul? For this reason be 
counseled by your spiritual fathers and obey them till the end, so that you may save your soul and inherit eternal and 
untarnished blessings. 

6. 'You shall not be unchaste' (Exod. 20:14), lest instead of being united to Christ you become united to a 
prostitute (cf. 1 Cor. 6:15), severing yourself from the divine body, forfeiting the divine inheritance and throwing 
yourself into hell. According to the law  (cf. Lev. 21:9),  a daughter of a priest caught whoring is to be burnt, for she 
dishonors her father; how much more, then, does the person who defiles the body of Christ deserve endless 
chastisement. If you are capable of it, embrace the path of virginity, so that you may become wholly God's and may 
cleave to Him with perfect love, all your life devoting yourself undistractedly to the Lord and to what belongs to 
Him (cf. 1 Cor. 7:32), and in this way anticipating the life to come and living as an angel of God on earth. For the 
angels are characterized by virginity and if you cleave to virginity you emulate them with your body, in so far as this 
is possible. Or, rather, prior to them you emulate the Father who in virginity begot the Son before all ages, and also 
the virginal Son who in the beginning came forth from the virginal Father by way of generation, and in these latter 
times was born in the flesh of a virginal Mother; you likewise emulate the Holy Spirit who ineffably proceeds from 
the Father alone, not by way of generation, but by procession. Hence if you practice true chastity in soul and body 



you emulate God and are joined to Him in imperishable wedlock, embellishing every sensation, word and thought 
with virginal beauty.  

If, however, you do not choose to live in virginity and have not promised God that you will do this, God's law 
allows you to marry one woman and to live with her alone and to hold her in holiness as your own wife (cf. 1 Thess. 
4:4), abstaining entirely from other women. You can totally abstain from them if you shun untimely meetings with 
them, do not indulge in lewd words and stories and, as far as you can, avoid looking at them with the eyes of both 
body and soul, training yourself not to gaze overmuch upon the beauty of their faces. For 'whoever looks at a woman 
with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart' (Matt. 5:28), and in this way he is  
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impure before Christ who sees his heart; and the next step is that he commits shameless acts with his body also. 
But why do I speak of fornication and adultery and other natural abominations? For by looking overfondly on the 
beauty of bodies a person is dragged down unrestrainedly into lascivious acts contrary to all nature. Thus, if you cut 
away from yourself the bitter roots, you will not reap the deadly harvest but, on the contrary, you will gather the 
fruits of chastity and the holiness which it confers, and without which 'no one will see the Lord' (Heb. 12:14). 

7. 'You shall not kill’ (Exod. 20:15), lest you forfeit the adoption of Him who quickens even the dead, and 
because of your actions are adopted instead by the devil, who was 'a murderer from the beginning' (John 8:44). As 
murder results from a blow, a blow from an insult, an insult from anger, and we are roused to anger because 
someone else injures, hits or insults us, for this reason Christ told us not to stop anyone who took our coat from 
taking our shirt also (cf. Luke 6:29); and we must not strike back at him who strikes us, or revile him who reviles us. 
In this manner we will free from the crime of murder both our self and him who does us wrong. Further, we will be 
forgiven our sins, since He says, 'Forgive and you will be forgiven' (cf. Matt. 6:14). But the person who speaks and 
acts evilly will be condemned to eternal chastisement. For Christ said, 'Whoever shall say to his brother "You fool" 
shall be guilty enough to go to the hell of fire' (Matt. 5:22). If, then, you can eradicate this evil, calling down upon 
your soul the benediction of gentleness, then glorify Christ, the teacher and ministrant of every virtue, without 
whom, as we have been taught, we can do nothing good (cf. John 15:5). But if you are unable to bridle your temper, 
censure yourself whenever you lose it, and repent before God and before anyone to whom you have spoken or have 
acted evilly. If you repent at the inception of sin you will not commit the sin itself; but if you feel no pang in 
committing minor offences you will through them fall into major transgressions.  

8. 'You shall not steal' (Exod. 20:15), lest He who knows things secret increases your punishment because you 
have set Him at naught. Rather you should secretly give from what you have to those in need, so that you receive 
from God, who sees in secret, a hundred times more, as well as life eternal in the age to come (cf. Matt. 6:4; Mark 
10:30).  

9. 'You shall not accuse anyone falsely' (cf. Exod. 20:16), lest you  
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become like the devil, who falsely accused God to Eve and was cursed by God (cf. Gen. 3:14). Rather, you 
should conceal your neighbor’s offence, unless by so doing others may be injured; and in this way you will imitate 
not Ham, but Shem and Japheth, and so like them receive the blessing (cf. Gen. 9:25-7). 

10. 'You shall not covet anything belonging to your neighbor' (cf. Exod 20:17), neither his land, nor his money, 
nor his glory, nor anything that is his. For covetousness, conceived in the soul, produces sin; and sin, when 
committed, results in death (cf. Jas. 1:15). Refrain, then, from coveting what belongs to others and, so far as you 
can, avoid filching things out of greediness. Rather you should give from what you possess to whoever asks of you, 
and you should, as much as you can, be charitable to whoever is in need of charity, and you should not refuse 
whoever wants to borrow from you (cf. Matt. 5:42). Should you find some lost article, you should keep it for its 
owner, even though he is hostilely disposed towards you; for in this way you will change him and will overcome 
evil with good, as Christ commands (cf. Rom. 12:21).  

If you observe these things with all your strength and live in accordance with them, you will store up in your soul 
the treasures of holiness, you will please God, you will be rewarded by God and by those who are godly, and you 
will inherit eternal blessings. May we all receive such blessings through the grace and compassion of our Lord, God 
and Savior Jesus Christ, to whom with His unoriginate Father and the all-holy, bountiful and life-quickening Spirit 
are due all glory, honor and worship, now and ever and through all the ages. Amen.  
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You have done well, father, to quote the words of the saints regarding the subject of my query. For as I heard you 
resolve my difficulties, I marveled at the clarity of the truth; but it also entered my mind that since - as you yourself 
said - every word fights with another word, there may be grounds for contradicting what you have said. Yet because 
I recognize that only by their fruits can we know things unquestionably, and because I have heard the saints saying 
exactly the same as you, I am no longer anxious on this score. Indeed, how can a man who is not convinced by the 
saints be worthy of credence? And how will such a person not reject also the God of the saints? For it is God who 
said with respect to the apostles and, through them, to the saints who succeeded them, 'He who rejects you, rejects 
Me’ (Luke 10:16), which is to say that he rejects Truth itself. How, then, can the enemy of truth be accepted by 
those who seek the truth? Hence I entreat you, father, to listen as I recount each of the other points that I heard from 
those who pass their life in the pursuit of profane learning, and I beg you to tell me some of your thoughts on these 
matters, adding also what the saints say about them. For they maintain that we are wrong in striving to enclose our 



intellect within our body. Rather, they say, we should alienate it by any means possible from the body. They actively 
mock some of those among us, writing against us on the grounds that we counsel those newly embarked on the 
spiritual path to direct their gaze upon themselves and to draw their intellect into themselves by means of their 
breathing. Our critics claim that the intellect is not separate from the soul; and since it is not separate, they say, but 
included in the soul, how is it possible to reintroduce it into  
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oneself? Further, they report us as saying that we intromit divine grace through the nostrils. As I have never heard 
any of those among us say this, I know that we are being misrepresented; and this has made me realize that their 
other charges are also malicious. People who fabricate false charges can also deal falsely with realities. Yet, father, I 
would ask you to teach me why we devote such care to inducing our intellect to come back into ourselves and do not 
think it wrong to enclose it within the body. 

Answer 

That it is not wrong for those who have chosen a life of self-attentiveness and stillness to strive to keep their 
intellect within their body. 

1. Brother, do you not recall St Paul's statements, 'Our body is the temple of the Holy Spirit within us' (cf. 1 Cor. 
6:19), and, 'We are the house of God' (cf. Heb. 3:6), as God Himself confirms when He says, 'I will dwell in them 
and walk in them, and I will be their God' (Lev. 26:12; 2 Cor. 6:16)? Since, then, the body is God's dwelling-place, 
what sane person would object to his intellect dwelling in it? And how was it that God established the intellect in the 
body to start with? Did He do so wrongly? These are the things we should say to the heretics, to those who declare 
that the body is evil and created by the devil. But we regard it as evil for the intellect to be caught up in material 
thoughts, not for it to be in the body, for the body is not evil. Hence everyone who devotes his life to God calls to 
Him as David did: 'My soul has thirsted for Thee, how often has my flesh longed for Thee' (Ps. 63:1), and: 'My heart 
and my flesh have rejoiced in the living God' (Ps. 84:2. LXX); and he says with Isaiah: 'My belly shall sound as a 
harp and my inward parts as a brazen wall that Thou hast restored' (cf. Isa. 16:11. LXX), and: 'Out of awe for Thee, 
0 Lord, we are pregnant with the Spirit of Thy salvation' (Isa. 26:18. LXX). Filled with courage by this Spirit, we 
will not fall; but it is those who speak in a materialistic way, and who pretend that celestial words and citizenship are 
materialistic, that will fall. 

Although St Paul called the body 'death' when he said, 'Who will  
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deliver me from the body 'of this death?' (Rom. 7 : 24), this is simply because the materialistic, carnal mentality is 
body-like, and so he rightly called it a body when comparing it to the spiritual and divine mind. Further, he did not 
say simply 'body' but 'death of the body'. Shortly before this he clarifies his meaning when he says that the flesh is 
not at fault, but the sinful impulse that infiltrates into the flesh because of the fall. 'I am sold', he says, 'into slavery 
under sin' (Rom. 7:14); but he who is sold is not a slave by nature. And again he says, 'I know that in me - that is, in 
my flesh - there dwells nothing good' (Rom. 7:18). Note that he does not say the flesh is evil, but that which dwells 
therein. Thus it is evil for this 'law that is in our bodily members, warring against the law of the intellect' (cf. Rom. 
7:23) - to dwell in the body, not for the intellect to dwell there. 

2. That is why we grapple with this 'law of sin' (Rom. 8 : 2) and expel it from our body, establishing in its place 
the surveillance of the intellect. Through this surveillance we prescribe what is fitting for every faculty of the soul 
and every member of the body. For the senses we prescribe what they should take into account and to what extent 
they should do so, and this exercise of the spiritual law is called self-control. To the aspect of the soul that is 
accessible to passion we impart the best of all dispositions, that of love; and we also raise the level of the 
intelligence by repelling whatever impedes the mind in its ascent towards God: this aspect of the law we call 
watchfulness. When through self-control we have purified our body, and when through divine love we have made 
our incensive power and our desire incentives for virtue, and when we offer to God an intellect cleansed by prayer, 
then we will possess and see within ourselves the grace promised to the pure in heart (cf. Matt. 5:8). Then, too, we 
will be able to affirm with St Paul: 'The God who said, "Out of darkness let light shine", has made this light shine in 
our hearts, to give us the illumination of the knowledge of God's glory in the Person of Jesus Christ' (2 Cor. 4:6). 
'But we have', he says, 'this treasure in earthen vessels' (2 Cor. 4:7). Since, therefore, we carry as in earthen vessels - 
that is to say, in our bodies - the Father's Light in the Person of Jesus Christ, and so can experience the glory of the 
Holy Spirit, are we doing anything unworthy of the intellect's nobility if we retain it within our body? What person 
of spiritual insight - and, indeed, what person endowed with human intelligence, even though bereft of divine grace - 
would say such a thing?  
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3. Since our soul is a single entity possessing many powers, it utilizes as an organ the body that by nature lives in 
conjunction with it. What organs, then, does the power of the soul that we call 'intellect' make use of when it is 



active? No one has ever supposed that the mind resides in the finger-nails or the eye-lashes, the nostrils or the lips. 
But we all agree that it resides within us, even though we may not all agree as to which of our inner organs it chiefly 
makes use of. For some locate it in the head, as though in a sort of acropolis; others consider that its vehicle is the 
centermost part of the heart, that aspect of the heart that has been purified from natural life. We know very well that 
our intelligence is neither within us as in a container - for it is incorporeal - nor yet outside us, for it is united to us; 
but it is located in the heart as in its own organ. And we-know this because we are taught it not by men but by the 
Creator of man Himself when He says, 'It is not that which goes into man's mouth that defiles him, but what comes 
out of it' (Matt. 15:11), adding, 'for thoughts come out of the heart' (Matt. 15:19). St Makarios the Great says the 
same: 'The heart rules over the whole human organism, and when grace takes possession of the pastures of the heart, 
it reigns over all a man's thoughts and members. For the intellect and all the thoughts of the soul are located there.'  

Our heart is, therefore, the shrine of the intelligence and the chief intellectual organ of the body. When, therefore, 
we strive to scrutinize and to amend our intelligence through rigorous watchfulness, how could we do this if we did 
not collect our intellect, outwardly dispersed through the senses, and bring it back within ourselves - back to the 
heart itself, the shrine of the thoughts? It is for this reason that St Makarios - rightly called blessed - directly after 
what he says above, adds: 'So it is there that we must look to see whether grace has inscribed the laws of the Spirit.' 
Where? In the ruling organ, in the throne of grace, where the intellect and all the thoughts of the soul reside, that is 
to say, in the heart. Do you see, then, how greatly necessary it is for those who have chosen a life of self-
attentiveness and stillness to bring their intellect back and to enclose it within their body, and particularly within that 
innermost body within the body that we call the heart?  
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4. If, as the Psalmist says, 'All the glory of the king's daughter is within' (Ps. 45:13. LXX), how shall we seek it 
somewhere without? And if, as St Paul says, 'God has sent forth His Spirit into our hearts, crying: "Abba Father" ' 
(cf. Gal. 4:6). how shall we not pray in union with the Spirit that is in our hearts? And if, as the Lord of the  prophets 
and the apostles says, 'The kingdom of heaven is within us' (cf. Luke 17:21), how shall we not find ourselves outside 
the kingdom of heaven if we strive to alienate our intellect from what lies within us? 'An upright heart', says 
Solomon, 'seeks conscious awareness' (cf. Prov. 27:21. LXX), the awareness or perception which he elsewhere calls 
noetic and divine (cf. Prov. 2:5. LXX). It is to such awareness that the fathers urge all of us when they say: 'A noetic 
intellect assuredly acquires noetic awareness. Let us never cease from seeking for this, which is both in us and not in 
us.'' Do you not see that whether we wish to withstand sin, or to acquire virtue, or to gain the reward of the contest 
for virtue or, rather, the noetic awareness which is the pledge of the reward for virtue, we have to bring our intellect 
back into our body and into ourselves? On the other hand, to extract the intellect not from a materialistic manner of 
thought but from the body itself, in the hope that there, outside the body, it may attain noetic visions, is the worst of 
profane delusions, the root and source of every heresy, an invention of demons, a doctrine engendering folly and 
itself the result of dementedness. It is for this reason that those who speak by the inspiration of the demons are out of 



their wits and do not even comprehend what they say. But we, on the contrary, install our intellect not only within 
the body and the heart, but also within itself. 

5. Those who claim that the intellect is never separate from the soul, but is always within it, assert consequently 
that it is not possible to reinstall it in this way. They are ignorant, it seems, that the essence of the intellect is one 
thing and its energy is another. Or, rather, although they know this, they deliberately side with the deceivers, making 
play with verbal equivocations. 'By not accepting the simplicity of spiritual teaching,' says St Basil the Great, 'these 
people whose wits are sharpened for disputation by dialectic pervert the power of the truth with the counter-
arguments of spurious knowledge (cf. 1 Tim. 6:20) 
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and with sophistic plausibilities.' Such inevitably is the character of those who, without being spiritual, think 
themselves competent to judge and give instruction in spiritual matters (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14-15). It should not have 
escaped them that the intellect is not like the eye which sees other visible things but does not see itself. On the 
contrary the intellect functions, first, by observing things other than itself, so far as this is necessary; and this is what 
St Dionysios the Great calls the intellect's 'direct movement'. Secondly, it returns to itself and operates within itself, 
and so beholds itself; and this is called by St Dionysios the intellect's 'circular movement'. This is the intellect's 
highest and most befitting activity and, through it, it even transcends itself and is united with God. 'For the intellect,' 
writes St Basil, 'when not dispersed outwardly' - note that it does go out from itself; and so, having gone out, it must 
find a way to return inwards - 'returns to itself, and through itself ascends to God' in a way that is free from delusion. 
St Dionysios, the unerring beholder of noetic things, also says that this circular movement of the intellect is not 
subject to delusion. 

6. The father of error, ever desirous of seducing man from this ascent and of leading him to that form of action 
which permits the devil to insinuate his delusions, has not found until now, so far as we know, a helper who with 
fair-sounding words would aid and abet him in achieving this. But now, if what you tell me is correct, it seems that 
he has discovered collaborators who write treatises which lead to this very thing and who endeavor to persuade 
people, including those who have embraced the sublime life of stillness, that during prayer it is better to keep the 
intellect outside the body. They do not respect even the definitive and unambiguous statement of St John Klimakos, 
who with his words constructed the ladder leading to heaven: 'A hesychast is one who tries to enshrine what is 
bodiless within his body.' And our spiritual fathers have rightly taught us things in harmony with this. For if the 
hesychast does not enclose his intellect within his body, how can he possess within himself the One who is invested 
with the body and who as its natural form penetrates all structurally organized  
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matter? The determined exterior aspect of this matter - the material body - cannot enshrine the essence of the 
intellect until the material body itself truly lives by adopting a form of life appropriate to union with the intellect. 

7. Do you see, brother, how St John has shown, not simply from the spiritual but even from a human point of 
view, how vital it is for those who seek to be true masters of themselves, and to be monks according to their inner 
self, to install or possess the intellect within the body? Nor is it out of place to teach beginners in particular to look 
within themselves and to bring their intellect within themselves by means of their breathing. For no one of sound 
judgment would prevent a person who has not yet achieved a true knowledge of himself from concentrating his 
intellect within himself with the aid of certain methods. Since the intellect of those recently embarked on the 
spiritual path continually darts away again as soon as it has been concentrated, they must continually bring it back 
once more; for in their inexperience they are unaware that of all things it is the most difficult to observe and the 
most mobile. That is why some teachers recommend them to pay attention to the exhalation and inhalation of their 
breath, and to restrain it a little, so that while they are watching it the intellect, too, may be held in check. This they 
should do until they advance with God's help to a higher stage and are able to prevent their intellect from going out 
to external things, to keep it uncompounded, and to gather it into what St Dionysios calls a state of 'unified 
concentration'. This control of the breathing may, indeed, be regarded as a spontaneous consequence', of paying 
attention to the intellect; for the breath is always quietly inhaled and exhaled at moments of intense concentration, 
especially in the case of those who practice stillness both bodily and mentally. Such people keep the Sabbath in a 
spiritual fashion and, so far as is possible, they rest from all personal activities; they strip their soul's powers free 
from every transient, fleeting and compound form of [knowledge, from every type of sense-perception and, in 
general, from every bodily act that is under our sway, and, so far as they can, even from those not entirely under our 
sway, such as breathing.  

8.  In those who have made progress in stillness all these things  
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come to pass without toil awl anxious care, few of necessity they spontaneously follow upon the soul's perfect 
entry into itself. But where beginners are concerned none of them can be achieved without effort. Patient endurance 
is the fruit of love, for 'love patiently accepts all things' (1 Cor. 13:7), and teaches us to achieve such endurance by 
forcing ourselves so that through patience we may attain love; and this is a case in point. But what need is there to 
say anything more about this? Everyone possessing experience can but laugh when contradicted by those who lack 



experience; for such a person is taught not by argument but by the exertions he makes and the experience that comes 
from these exertions. It is from experience that we reap what is profitable, and it is experience that refutes the 
fruitless arguments of contentious braggarts. 

A great teacher has said that after the fall our inner being naturally adapts itself to outward forms. When, then, 
someone is striving to concentrate his intellect in himself so that it functions, not according to the direct form of 
movement but according to the circular, delusion-free form, how could he not gain immensely if, instead of letting 
his gaze flit hither and thither, he fixes it upon his chest or his navel as upon a point of support? Outwardly curling 
himself- so far as is possible - into the form of a circle, in conformity with the mode of action that he tries to 
establish in his intellect, he also, through this same position of his body, sends into his heart the power of the 
intellect that is dispersed outwardly when his gaze is turned outward. If the power of the noetic demon resides in the 
navel of the belly, since there the law of sin exercises its dominion and provides him with fodder, why should we not 
establish there also the law of the intellect that, armed with prayer, contends against that dominion (cf. Rom. 7:23)? 
Then the evil spirit expelled through our baptism - 'the water of regeneration' (Tit. 3:5) - will not return with seven 
other spirits more wicked than himself and again take up residence in us, so that 'the last state is worse than the first’ 
(Luke 11:26).  

9. 'Be attentive to yourself,' says Moses (Deut. 15:9. LXX) - that is, to the whole of yourself, not to a few things 
that pertain to you, neglecting the rest. By what means? With the intellect assuredly, for nothing else can pay 
attention to the whole of yourself. Set this guard, therefore, over your soul and body, for thereby you will readily 
free yourself from the evil passions of body and soul. Take yourself in hand, then, be attentive to yourself, scrutinize 
yourself; or, rather, guard,  
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watch over and test yourself, for in this manner you will subdue your rebellious unregenerate self to the Spirit and 
there will never again be 'some secret iniquity in your heart' (Deut. 15:9). If, says, the Preacher, the spirit that-rules 
over the evil demons and passions rises up against you, do not desert your place (cf, Eccles. 10:4) - that is to say, do 
not leave any part of your soul or body unwatched. In this way you will master the evil spirits that assail you and 
you will boldly present yourself to Him who examines hearts and minds (cf. Ps. 7:9); and He will not scrutinize you, 
for you will have already scrutinized yourself. As St Paul says, 'If we judged ourselves we would not be judged' (1 
Cor. 11:31). 

Then you will experience the blessing that David experienced, and you will say to God, 'Darkness will not be 
darkness with Thee and night shall be bright as day for me, for Thou hast taken possession of my mind' (cf. Ps. 
139:12-13). It is as if David were saying that not only has God become the sole object of his soul's desire, but also 
that any spark of this desire in his body has returned to the soul that produced it, and through the soul has risen to 
God, hangs upon Him and cleaves to Him. For just as those who cleave to the perishable pleasures of the senses 



expend all the soul's desire in satisfying their fleshly proclivities and become so entirely materialistic that the Spirit 
of God cannot abide in them (cf. Gen. 6:3), so in the case of those who have elevated their intellect to God, and who 
through divine longing have attached their soul to Him, the flesh is also transformed, is exalted with the soul, 
communes together with the soul in the Divine, and itself likewise becomes the possession and dwelling-place of 
God, no longer harboring any enmity towards Him or any desires that are contrary to the Spirit (cf. Gal. 5:17).  

10. Which is the place - the flesh or the intellect - most expedient for the spirit of evil that rises up against us from 
below? Is it not the flesh, in which St Paul says that there is nothing good (cf. Rom. 7:18) until the law of life makes 
its habitation there? It is on account of this especially that the flesh must never escape our attention. How can it 
become our own? How can we avoid abandoning it? How can we repulse the devil's assault upon it - especially we 
who do not yet know how to contend spiritually with the spiritual forces of wickedness - unless we train ourselves to 
pay attention to ourselves also with respect to the outward positioning of the body? But why do I speak of those 
newly engaged in spiritual warfare when there are more perfect  
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people, not only after Christ's incarnation but also before it, who during prayer have adopted this outward 
positioning of the body and to whom the Deity readily hearkened? Elijah himself, pre-eminent among spiritual 
visionaries, leaned his head upon his knees, and having in this manner assiduously gathered his intellect into itself 
and into God he put an end to the drought that had lasted many years (cf. 1 Kgs. 18:42-45). But it seems to me, 
brother, that these men from whom you say you heard such slanders suffer from the illness of the Pharisees: they 
refuse to examine and cleanse the inside of the cup - that is to say, their heart - and not being grounded in the 
traditions of the fathers they try to assume precedence over everyone, as new teachers of the law (Matt. 23:25-26). 
They disdain the form of prayer that God vindicated in the case of the publican, and they exhort others who pray not 
to adopt it. For the Lord says in the Gospel that the publican 'would not even lift his eyes to heaven' (Luke 18:13). 
Those who when praying turn their gaze on themselves are trying to imitate the publican; yet their critics call them 
'navel-psychics', with the clear intention of slandering them. For who among the people who pray in this way has 
ever said that the soul is located in the navel? 

11. These critics, then, are evident calumniators; indeed, so far from healing those in error, they revile those who 
should be praised. They write not for the sake of truth and the life of stillness, but out of self-flattery; not in order to 
lead men towards spiritual watchfulness, but in order to draw them away from it. For they do all they can to discredit 
both the practice of hesychasm and those who engage in it in the appropriate manner. They would readily describe 
as belly-psychics those who said: 'The law of God is in the centre of my belly' (cf. Ps. 40:8. LXX), and: 'My belly 
shall sound as a harp and my inward parts as a brazen wall that Thou hast restored' (cf. Isa. 16:11. LXX). In general 
they slander all those who use corporeal symbols to represent, name and search out things noetic, divine and 
spiritual. Yet in spite of this they will inflict no injury on those whom they misrepresent or, rather, because of their 
attacks the saints will receive more blessings and still greater rewards in heaven, while their opponents will remain 



outside the sacred veils, unable to gaze upon even the shadows of the truth. It is, indeed, greatly to be feared that 
they will be punished eternally, for not only have they separated themselves from the saints, but they have also 
inveighed against them by their words.  
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12. You know the life of Symeon the New Theologian, and how it was all virtually a miracle, glorified by God 
through supernatural miracles. You know also his writings, which without exaggeration one can call writings of life. 
In addition, you know of St Nikiphoros, how he passed many years in quietness and stillness and how he 
subsequently withdrew into the most isolated parts of the Holy Mountain of Athos and devoted himself to gathering 
texts of the holy fathers concerned with the practice of watchfulness, thus passing this practice on to us. These two 
saints clearly teach those who have chosen this way of life the practices which, you report, are now under attack. But 
why do I refer to saints of past times? For shortly before our own day men of attested sanctity, recognized as 
endowed with the power of the Holy Spirit, have transmitted these things to us by their own mouths. You have heard 
of Theoliptos, whose name signifies 'inspired by God' and who is recognized in our days as an authentic theologian 
and a trustworthy visionary of the truth of God's mysteries - the bishop of Philadelphia or, rather, he who from 
Philadelphia as from a lampstand illumined the world. You have heard also of Athanasios, who for not a few years 
adorned the patriarchal throne and whose tomb God has honored; and of Neilos of Italy, the emulator of the great 
Neilos; of Seliotis and Ilias, who were in no wise inferior to Neilos; and of Gabriel and Athanasios, who were 
endowed with the gift of prophecy. You have certainly heard of all these men and of many others who lived before 
them, with them and after them, all of whom exhort and encourage those wishing to embrace this tradition - this 
tradition which the new doctors of hesychia, who have no idea of the life of stillness and who instruct not from 
experience but through spurious argument, try to repudiate, deform and disparage, all to no  
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Answer  

profit for their hearers. We, however, have spoken in person with some of these saints and they have been our 
teachers. Are we, then, to count as nothing these people who have been taught by experience and grace, and to 
submit ourselves to those who assume the role of teachers out of conceit and in a spirit of contention? This we will 
never, never do. And you, too, should turn away from them, wisely repeating to yourself the words of David, 'Bless 



the Lord, 0 my soul, and all that is within me bless His holy name' (Ps. 103;1). Guided by the fathers, take note how 
they urge us always to bring our intellect back into ourselves.  
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1. Because the Deity is goodness itself, true mercy and an abyss of loving bounty - or, rather, He is that which 
embraces and contains this abyss, since He transcends every name that is named (cf. Eph. 1:21) and everything we 
can conceive - we can receive mercy only by union with Him. We unite ourselves to Him, in so far as this is 
possible, by participating in the godlike virtues and by entering into communion with Him through prayer and 
praise. Because the virtues are similitudes of God, to participate in them puts us in a fit state to receive the Deity, yet 
it does not actually unite us to Him. But prayer through its sacral and hieratic power actualizes our ascent to and 
union with the Deity, for it is a bond between noetic creatures and their Creator. Or at least this happens when our 
prayer, through its fervent compunction, transcends the passions and conceptual thoughts; for the intellect, while 
still passion-dominated, cannot be united to God. Thus so long as the intellect when praying remains in a passion-
charged state, it will not obtain mercy; but to the extent that it can dispel distractive thoughts it will experience 
inward grief, and in so far as it experiences such grief it will partake of God's mercy. And if with humility it 
continues to savor this mercy it will transform entirely the aspect of the soul that is accessible to passion. 

2. When the intellect's oneness becomes threefold, yet remains single, then it is united with the divine Triadic 
Unity, and it closes the door to every form of delusion and is raised above the flesh, the world and the prince of the 
world. As the intellect thus escapes the grip of these enemies, it finds itself in itself and in God; and for as long as it 
abides in this state it delights in the sense of spiritual jubilation that springs up within it. The intellect's oneness 
becomes threefold, yet remains single, when it reverts to itself and through itself ascends to God. The intellect's 
return to itself is its own self-guarding, while its  
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ascent to God is initiated through prayer, prayer that is succinct, although at times it may be more lengthy in 
form, which requires more effort. If you persist in concentrating your intellect in this way and in raising it up 
towards the Deity, and in forcibly restraining the mind's propensity to stray hither and thither, you will draw 
noetically close to God, will reap things ineffable, taste the age to come, and by noetic perception will know that the 
Lord is fall of bounty, in accordance with the Psalmist's words, ‘Taste and know that the Lord is bountiful' (Ps. 
34:8). It is, perhaps, not very difficult for the intellect to find itself in the threefold state - for it itself to be, that is to 



say, both the guard, that which is guarded, and that which prays while it is keeping guard; but it is extremely 
difficult to persevere for a long time in this state that gives birth to things ineffable, for the effort involved in 
acquiring every other virtue is slight and altogether easy to sustain when compared with this. Hence many, unable to 
endure the self-constraint needed for acquiring the virtue of prayer, do not attain a plenitude of divine gifts; but 
those who do persist are rewarded with greater manifestations of divine aid, which sustain, support and joyfully 
carry them forward. Then what is difficult to accomplish is easily achieved, for they are invested with what one 
might call an angelic capacity, which empowers our human nature to commune with what lies beyond it. This 
accords with the words of the prophet, that those who persist will grow wings and will gain new strength (cf. Isa. 
40:31). 

3. The intellectual activity consisting of thought and intuition is called intellect, and the power that activates 
thought and intuition is likewise the intellect; and this power Scripture also calls the heart. It is because the intellect 
is pre-eminent among our inner powers that our soul is deiform. In those devoted to prayer, and especially to the 
single-phrased Jesus Prayer, the intellect's noetic activity is easily ordered and purified; but the power that produces 
this activity cannot be purified unless all the soul's other powers are also purified. For the soul is a single entity 
possessing many powers. Thus if one of its powers is vitiated the whole of it is denied; for since the soul is single, 
the evil in one of its powers is communicated to alt the rest Now since each of the soul's powers produces a different 
energy, it is possible that with diligence one of these energies might be temporarily purified; but the power in 
question will not therefore be pure, since it communes with all the rest and so it remains impure rather than pure. 
Suppose, then,  
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that a person has purified his intellectual energy through diligence in prayer, and has been to a certain extent 
enlightened either by the light of knowledge or in addition by noetic illumination: if he considers himself for this 
reason to be pure he deceives himself and is utterly mistaken, and through his presumption he throws wide open a 
door into himself for the devil, who always strives to delude us human beings. But if he recognizes his heart's 
impurity, and is not filled with pride because of the partial degree of purity he has attained, but uses it as an aid, then 
he will see more clearly the impurity of the other powers of his soul and will progress in humility, his inward grief 
will grow and he will find suitable ways of healing each of his soul's powers. He will cleanse its moral aspect with 
the right kind of ascetic practice, its power of spiritual apperception with spiritual knowledge, its power of 
contemplation with prayer, and in this way he will attain perfect, true and enduring purity of heart and intellect - a 
purity that no one can ever experience except through perfection in the ascetic life, persistent practice, 
contemplation and contemplative prayer.  
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1. That the world has an origin nature teaches and history confirms, while the discoveries of the arts, the 
institution of laws and the constitution of states also clearly affirm it. We know who are the founders of nearly all 
the arts, the lawgivers and those who established states, and indeed we know what has been written about the origin 
of everything. Yet we see that none of this surpasses the account of the genesis of the world and of time as narrated 
by Moses. And Moses, who wrote about the genesis of the world, has so irrefutably substantiated the truth of what 
he writes through such extraordinary actions and words that he has convinced virtually the whole human race and 
has persuaded them to deride those who sophistically teach the contrary. Since the nature of this world is such that 
everything in it requires a specific cause in each instance, and since without such a cause nothing can exist at all, the 
very nature of things demonstrates that there must be a first principle which is self-existent and does not derive from 
any other principle. 

2. That the world not only has an origin but also will have a consummation is affirmed by the fact that all things 
in it are contingent, and indeed it is partially coming to an end all the time. Moreover, sure and irrefutable assurance 
of this is furnished by the prophecy both of those inspired by God and of Christ Himself, the God of all; and not 
only the pious but also the impious must believe that what they say is true, since everyone can see that what they 
predicted about other things has proved correct. From them we learn that the world will not lapse entirely into non-
being but, like our bodies and in a manner analogous to what will happen to us, it will be changed by the  
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power of the Holy Spirit, being dissolved and transformed into something more divine. 

3. The ancient Greek sages say that the heavens revolve in accordance with the nature of the world soul, and that 
they teach justice and reason. What sort of justice? What kind of reason? For if the heavens revolve not by virtue of 
their own nature but by virtue of the nature of what they call the world soul, and if this world soul belongs to the 
entire world, how is it that the earth and the water and the air do not also revolve? Yet though in their opinion the 
soul is ever-moving, none the less the earth is stationary by nature, and so is water, which occupies the lower region, 
whereas the heavens, which occupy the upper region, are by nature ever in motion and move in a circle. But what is 
the character of this world soul by virtue of whose nature the heavens revolve? Is it endowed with intelligence? If 
so, it must be self-determining, and so it would not always move the celestial body in the same way, for what is self-
determining moves differently at different times. And what trace of deiform soul do we observe in the lowermost 
sphere - the sphere of the earth - or in the elements most proximate to it, namely those of water, air, and even fire 
itself, for the world soul supposedly pertains to them as well? And again, how in their opinion are some things 
animate and others inanimate? And among inanimate things it turns out that not merely a few examples taken at 



random but every stone, every piece of metal, all earth, water, air and fire, moves by virtue of its own nature and not 
by virtue of a soul; for they admit that this is true even of fire. Yet if the soul is common to all, how is it that only 
the heavens move by virtue of the nature of this soul and not by virtue of their own nature? And how in their view 
can the soul that moves the celestial body be void of intelligence since according to them it is the source of our 
souls? But if it is void of intelligence it must be either sentient or vegetative. We observe, however, that no soul 
moves a body without the assistance of organs, and we cannot observe any such organ that specifically serves the 
earth, or the heavens, or any of the other element contained within them; for every organ is composed of various 
natures, while the elements severally, and above all the heavens, are simple and not composite. The soul is the 
actuality of a body possessing organs and having the potentiality for life; but the heavens, since they have no 
member or part that can serve as an organ, have no potentiality for life. How, then, can that which is incapable of 
life possibly have a soul? But  
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those who have become 'vain in their reasonings' have invented 'out of their foolish hearts' (Rom. 1:21) a world 
soul that does not exist, never has existed, and never will exist. Yet they claim that this soul is the demiurge and 
governor and controller of the entire sensible world and, farther, that it is some sort of root and source of our souls 
or, rather, of every soul. Moreover, they say that it is born from the intellect, and that the intellect is other in 
substance than the supreme Intellect which they call God. Such doctrines are taught by those among them most 
proficient in wisdom and theology, but they are no better than men who deify wild beasts and stones. In fact their 
religiosity is much worse, for beasts, gold, stone and bronze are real things, even though they are among the least of 
creatures; but the star-bearing world soul neither exists, nor is it anything real, for it is nothing at all but the 
invention of an evil mind. 

4. Since, they say, the celestial body must be in motion, and there is no place to which it can advance, it turns 
about itself and thus its 'advancement' is that of rotation. Well and good. So if there were a place, it would move 
upwards, like fire, and more so than fire since it is by nature lighter than fire. Yet this movement is due not to the 
nature of a soul but to that of lightness. Thus if the heavens' motion is rotational, and this motion exists by virtue of 
their own nature, and not that of the soul, then the celestial body revolves not by virtue of the nature of the soul but 
by virtue of its own nature. Hence it does not possess a soul, nor is there any such thing as a celestial or pancosmic 
soul. The only soul that possesses intelligence is the human soul, and this is not celestial, but supracelestial, not 
because of its location but because of its very nature, for its essence is noetic.  

5. The celestial body does not move forward or upward. The reason for this is not that there is no place beyond it. 
For adjacent to the heavens and enclosed within them is the sphere of ether, and this too does not advance upward, 
not because there is no place to which it might proceed - for the breadth of the heavens embraces it - but because 
what is above is lighter. Hence, the heavens are by their own nature higher than the sphere of ether. It is not because 
there is no place higher that the heavens do not proceed upward, but because there is no body more subtle and light 



than they are.  

6. No body is higher than the celestial body. Yet this is not to say that the region beyond the heavens does not 
admit a body, but only that the heavens contain every body and there is no other body  
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beyond. But if a body could pass beyond the heavens, which is our pious belief, then the region beyond the 
heavens would not be inaccessible. God, who fills all things and extends infinitely beyond the heavens, existed 
before the world, filling as He now fills the whole region of the world. Yet this did not prevent a body from existing 
in that region. Thus even outside of the heavens there is nothing to prevent the existence of a region, such as that 
which surrounds the world or as that which is in the world, in which a body could abide. 

7. Since there is no such hindrance, how is it, then, that the celestial body does not move upwards, but turning 
back upon itself moves in a circular fashion? Because, as it is the lightest of bodies, it rises to the surface of all the 
others and is the highest of them all, as well .as being the most mobile. Just as what is most compressed and most 
heavy is the lowest and most stationary, so what is more rarified and lightest is the highest and most mobile. Thus 
since the celestial body moves by nature above the level of all other bodies, and since by nature it is impossible for it 
to separate itself from those things on the surface of which it is located, and since those things on which it is located 
are spherical, it must encircle them unceasingly. And this it does not by virtue of the nature of a soul but by virtue of 
its own proper nature as a body, since it passes successively from place to place, which is the movement most 
characteristic of the highest bodies, just as a stationary state most characterizes the lowest bodies.  

8. It may be observed that in the regions close about us the winds, whose nature it is to rise upwards, move about 
these regions without separating themselves from them and without proceeding further in an upward direction. This 
is not because there is no place for them to rise to, but because what is above the winds is lighter than they are. They 
remain on the surface of the regions above which they are situated because by nature they are lighter than those 
regions. And they move around those regions by virtue of their own nature and not that of a soul. I think that 
Solomon, wise in all things, intended to indicate this partial likeness that the winds bear to the celestial body when 
he applied the same kind of language to the winds as is used of it; for he wrote, 'The wind proceeds circle-wise, and 
returns on its own circuits' (Eccles. 1:6). But the nature of the winds round about us diners from the nature of higher 
bodies, in that the winds' motion is slower and they are more heavy.  

9. According to the Greek sages, there are two opposing zones of  
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the earth that are temperate and habitable, and each of these is divided into two inhabited regions, thus making 
four in all. Therefore they assert that there are also four races of men upon the earth, and that these are unable to 
have any contact with one another. There are, according to these philosophers, men living in the temperate zone 
lateral to us, who are separated from us by the torrid zone. And there are people who dwell antipodal to these latter, 
living from their point of view beneath the temperate zone and its inhabitants. In a similar way there are those who 
dwell beneath us. The first they say are opposite to us, while the second are antipodal and reversed. What these 
sages did not realize is that only one tenth of the earth's sphere is land, while the rest is almost entirely swallowed up 
by the abyss of the waters. 

10. You should realize that, apart from the region of the earth which we inhabit, there is no other habitable land, 
since it is all inundated by the waters of the abyss. You should also bear in mind that (omitting ether) the four 
elements out of which the world is fashioned balance one another equally, and that each of the elements has its own 
sphere, the size of which is proportionate to its density, as Aristotle also thinks. 'For', he says, 'there are five 
elements located in five spherical regions, and the greater spheres always encompass the lesser: water encompasses 
earth; air encompasses water; fire, air; and ether, fire. This constitutes the world.'  

11. Ether is more translucent than fire, which is also called 'combustible matter', and fire is many times greater in 
volume than air, and air than water, and water than earth which, as it is the most compressed, is the least in volume 
of all the four elements under the heavens. Since the sphere of water is many times greater in size than that of earth, 
if the two spheres - that of water and that of earth - had the same centre and the water was poured over the entire 
surface of the earth, the water would not have left any part of the earth's surface available for use by terrestrial 
animals, since it would have covered all the soil and the earth's surface would have been everywhere at a 
considerable depth beneath it. But since the waters do not entirely swallow up earth's surface - for the dry land we 
inhabit is not covered by them - the sphere of the waters must of necessity be eccentric to the earth's sphere. Thus 
we must try to discover by how much it is  
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eccentric and where its centre lies, whether above or beneath us. Yet it cannot be above us, since we see a part of 
the water's surface below us. Thus from our point of view the centre of the sphere of water is beneath the earth's 
centre. We have still to discover how far this centre is from the centre of the earth. 

12. You can see how far from our viewpoint the centre of water's sphere lies beneath the centre of earth's sphere if 
you take into consideration that the surface of the water visible to us and beneath us - just as the ground we walk 
upon is beneath us - coincides almost exactly with the surface of the earth which we inhabit. But the habitable region 
of the earth is about one tenth of its circumference, for the earth has five Stones, and we inhabit half of one of those 
five. Hence if you want to fit a sphere that encompasses the earth on to one that encompasses this tenth part of its 



surface you will find that the diameter of the exterior sphere is nearly twice as great as the diameter of the interior 
sphere, while its volume is eight times greater; and its centre will be situated at what is from our viewpoint the 
bottom extremity of the sphere of the earth. This is clear from the following diagram.  

13. Let us represent the earth's sphere with a circle on the inside of which are the letters A, B, C, D; and around 
this let us draw another circle representing water's sphere, which touches the first circle at its highest point, and on 
the outside of this second circle let us write the letters E, F, G, H. It will be found that, from our point of view, the 
centre of the outer circle will lie on the circumference of the inner circle at its bottom extremity. And since the 
diameter of the outer circle is twice that of the inner circle, and since it can be demonstrated geometrically that the 
sphere whose diameter is twice that of another sphere is eight times the size of the latter, it follows that one eighth of 
the sphere of the element of water is contained by and merged with earth's sphere. It is for this reason that many 
springs of water gush forth from the earth and abundant, ever-flowing rivers issue from it, and the gulfs of many 
seas pour into it, and many lakes spread over it. There is scarcely any place on the earth where, if you dig, you will 
not find water flowing beneath.  

14. As the above diagram and logic itself teach us, no region of the earth other than our own is inhabited. For just 
as the earth would be totally uninhabitable if both earth and water had the same centre, so, even more truly, if the 
water has its centre at what is from our point of  
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view the lowest extremity of the earth, all the other parts of the earth, apart from the region where we live which 



fits into the upper section of the water's sphere, must be uninhabitable since they are flooded by water. And since it 
has already been demonstrated that embodied deiform souls dwell only in the inhabited region of the earth, and that 
there is but one such region on the earth - the one in which we live - it follows that land animals not endowed with 
intelligence also dwell solely in this region. 

15. Sight is formed from the manifold impressions of colors and shapes; smell from odors; taste from flavors; 
hearing from sounds; 

and touch from things that are rough or smooth on contact. The impressions that the senses receive come from 
bodies but, although corporeal, they are not bodies themselves. For they do not arise directly from bodies, but from 
the forms that are associated with  
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bodies. Yet they are not themselves these forms, since they are but impressions left by the forms; and so, like 
images, they are inseparably separated from these forms. This is particularly evident in the case of sight, especially 
when objects are seen in mirrors. 

16. These sense impressions are in turn appropriated from the senses by the soul's imaginative faculty; and this 
faculty totally separates not the senses themselves but what we have called the images that exist within them from 
the bodies and their forms. It stores them up like treasures and brings them forward ulteriorly - now one and now 
another, each in its own time - for its own use even when there is no corresponding body present. In this way it sets 
before itself all manner of things seen, heard, tasted, smelled and touched.  

17. In creatures endowed with intelligence this imaginative faculty of the soul is an intermediary between the 
intellect and the senses. For the intellect beholds and dwells upon the images received in itself from the senses - 
images separated from bodies and already bodiless - and it formulates various kinds of thought by means of 
distinctions, analysis and inference. This happens in various ways - impassionately or dispassionately or in a state 
between the two, both with and without error. From these thoughts are born most virtues and vices, as well as 
opinions, whether right or wrong. Yet not every thought that comes into the intellect has its origin in the images of 
things perceived or is connected with them. There are some thoughts that do not come within the scope of the 
senses, but are given to the thinking faculty by the intellect itself. As regards our thoughts, then, not every truth or 
error, virtue or vice has its origin in the imagination.  

18. What is remarkable and deserving our attention is how beauty or ugliness, wealth or poverty, glory or ill 
repute - and, in short, either the noetic light that bestows eternal life or the noetic darkness of chastisement - enter 
the soul, becoming firmly established within it, from merely transitory and sensible things.  

19. When the intellect enthrones itself on the soul's imaginative faculty and thereby becomes associated with the 
senses, it engenders a composite form of knowledge. For suppose you look at the setting sun and then see the moon 
follow it, illuminated in the small part turned towards the sun, and in the subsequent days you note that the moon 
gradually recedes and is illuminated more brightly until the opposite process sets in; and suppose you then see the 



moon draw closer from the other side and its light wane more and more until it disappears  
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altogether at the point at which it first received illumination; suppose you take intellectual note of all this, having 
in your imagination the images you have previously received and with the moon itself ever present before your eyes, 
you will in this way understand from sense-perception, imagination and intellection that the moon gets its light from 
the sun, and that its orbit is much lower than the sun's and closer to the earth. 

20. As in this way we achieve knowledge of things pertaining to the moon, so in a similar way we can achieve 
knowledge of things pertaining to the sun - the solar eclipses and their nodes - as well as of the parallaxes, intervals 
and varied configurations involving the planets, and in short of all phenomena concerning the heavens. The same 
holds true with regard to the laws of nature, and every method and art, and in brief with regard to all knowledge 
acquired from the perception of particulars. Such knowledge we gather from the senses and the imagination by 
means of the intellect. Yet no such knowledge can ever be called spiritual, for it is natural, things of the Spirit being 
beyond its scope (cf. 1 Cor. 2:14).  

21. Where can we learn anything certain and true about God, about the world as a whole, and about ourselves? Is 
it not from the teaching of the Holy Spirit? For this teaching has taught us that God is the only Being that truly is - 
the only eternal and immutable Being - who neither receives being from non-being nor returns to non-being; who is 
Tri-hypostatic and Almighty, and who through His Logos brought forth all things from non-being in six days or, 
rather, as Moses states, He created them instantaneously. For we have heard him say, 'First of all God created 
heaven and earth' (Gen. 1:1). And He did not create them totally, empty or without any intermediary bodies at all. 
For the earth was mixed with water, and each was pregnant with air and with the various species of animals and 
plants, while the heavens were pregnant with various lights and fires; and so with the heavens and the earth all 
things received their existence. Thus first of all God created the heavens and the earth as a kind of all-embracing 
material substance with the potentiality of giving birth to all things. In this way He rightly rebuts those who wrongly 
think that matter preexisted on its own as an autonomous entity.  

22. After this initial creation. He who brings forth all things from non-being proceeds as it were to embellish and 
adorn the world. In six days He allotted its own proper and appropriate rank to each of  
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His creatures that together constitute His world. He differentiates each by command alone, as though bringing 
forth from hidden treasuries the things stored within, giving them form, and disposing and composing them 
harmoniously, with perfection and aptness, one to the other, each to all and all to each. Establishing the. immovable 
earth as the centre He encircled it in the highest vault with the ever-moving heavens and in His great wisdom bound 
the two together by means of the intermediary regions. Thus the same world is both at rest and moving. For while 
the heavenly bodies encircle the earth in rapid and perpetual motion, the immovable body of the earth necessarily 
occupies the central position, its state of rest serving as a counterbalance to the heavens' mobility. In this way the 
pancosmic sphere does not change its position as it would if it were cylindrical. 

23. Thus by assigning such positions to the two bodies that mark the boundaries of the universe - the earth and the 
heavens - the Master-craftsman both made fast and set in motion what one might call this entire and orderly world; 
and He farther allotted what was fitting to each thing lying between these two limits. Some He placed on high, 
enjoining them to move in the upper regions and to revolve for all time round the uttermost boundary of the universe 
in a wise and ordered manner. Those are the light and active bodies capable of making bodies that lie beneath them 
fit and serviceable. They are most wisely set above the world's middle region so that they can sufficiently dispel the 
excessive coldness there and restrain their own excessive heat to its proper level. In some manner they also restrict 
the excessive mobility of the world's outermost, bounds, for they have their own opposing movement and they hold 
that outermost region in place through their counter-rotation. At the same time they provide us with beneficial yearly 
changes of season, whereby we can measure temporal extension; and to those with understanding they supply 
knowledge of the God who has created, ordered and adorned the world. Hence He commanded those bodies in the 
upper region to dance round it in swift rotation for two reasons: to fill the entire universe with beauty and to furnish 
a variety of more specific benefits. He set lower down in the middle region other bodies of a heavy and passive 
nature that come into being and undergo change, that decompose and are recompounded, and that suffer alteration 
for a useful purpose. He established these bodies and their relationships to one another in an orderly manner  
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so that all things together could rightly be called 'cosmos', that is to say, that which is well-ordered. 

24. In this manner the first of beings was brought forth into creation and after that another was brought forth, and 
after that still another, and so on, until last of all man was brought forth. So great was the honor and providential 
care which God bestowed upon man that He brought the entire sensible world into being before him and for his 
sake. The kingdom of heaven was prepared for him from the foundation of the world (cf. Matt. 25:34); God first 
took counsel concerning him, and then he was fashioned by God's hand and according to the image of God (cf. Gen. 
1:26-27). God did not form the whole of man from matter and from the elements of this sensible world, as He did 
the other animals. He formed only man's body from these materials; but man's soul He took from things 
supracelestial or, rather, it came from God Himself when mysteriously He breathed life into man (cf. Gen. 2:7). The 
human soul is something great and wondrous, superior to the entire world; it overlooks the universe and has all 



things in its care; it is capable of knowing and receiving God, and more than anything else has the capacity of 
manifesting the sublime magnificence of the Master-Craftsman. Not only capable of receiving God and His grace 
through ascetic struggle, it is also able to be united in Him in a single hypostasis.  

25. Here and in such things as these lie the true wisdom and the saving knowledge that procure for us the 
blessedness of heaven. What Euclid, Marinos or Ptolemy has been able to understand these truths? What 
Empedocleans, Socratics, Aristotelians and Platonists with their logical methods and mathematical demonstrations? 
Or, rather, what form of sense-perception has grasped such things, what intellect apprehended them? If the wisdom 
of the Spirit seemed something lowly to these philosophers of nature and their followers, this fact alone 
demonstrates its incomparable superiority. In much the same way as animals not endowed with intelligence are 
related to the wisdom of these men - or, if you wish, as children would consider the pastries they hold in their hands 
superior to the imperial crown and to all the knowledge of these philosophers - so are these philosophers in relation 
to the true and sublime wisdom and teaching of the Spirit.  

26. To know God truly -  in so far as this is possible -  is incomparably superior to the philosophy of the Greeks, 
and simply to know what place man has in relation to God surpasses all their wisdom. For man  
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alone among all terrestrial and celestial beings is created in the image of his Maker, so that he might look to God 
and love Him and be an initiate and worshipper of God alone, and so that he might preserve his own beauty by his 
faith in God and his devotion and affection towards Him, and might know that whatever is found on earth and in the 
heavens is inferior to himself and is completely void of intelligence. This the Greek sages could never conceive of, 
and they dishonored our nature and were irreverent towards God. 'They worshipped and served the creature rather 
than the Creator' (Rom. 1:25), attributing to the sense-perceptible yet insensate stars an intelligence in each case 
proportionate in power and dignity to its physical size. They wretchedly worshipped these things, called them 
greater and lesser gods, and committed the lordship of all things to them. Did they not thus shame their own souls, 
dishonoring and impoverishing them, and filling them with a truly noetic and chastising darkness by their 
preoccupation with a philosophy based on sense-objects? 

27. To know that we have been created in God's image prevents us from deifying even the noetic world. 'Image' 
here refers not to the body but to the nature of the intellect. Nothing in nature is superior to the intellect, for if there 
were then it would constitute the divine image. Since, therefore, the intellect is what is best in us and this, even 
though it is in the divine image, is none the less created by God, why, then, is it difficult to understand or, rather, 
how is it not self-evident that the Creator of that which is noetic in us is also the Creator of everything noetic? Thus 
every noetic being, since it is likewise created in the image of God, is our fellow-servant, even if certain noetic 
beings are more honorable than us in that they possess no body and so more closely resemble the utterly bodiless 
and uncreated Nature. Or, rather, those noetic beings who have kept their rank and who maintain the purpose for 
which they were created deserve our homage and are far superior to us, even though they are fellow-servants. On the 



other hand, the noetic beings who did not keep their rank but rebelled and rejected the purpose for which they were 
created are totally estranged from those close to God, and they have fallen from honor. And if they attempt to drag 
us after them and to make us fall, they are not only worthless and disgraced but are also God's enemies and 
destructive and inimical to the human race.  

28. Yet natural scientists, astronomers and those who boast of possessing universal knowledge are unable to 
understand anything of  
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what has just been said on the basis of their philosophy. Moreover, they have regarded the ruler of the noetic 
darkness and all the rebellious powers under him not only as superior to themselves but even as gods, and they have 
honored them with temples, made sacrifices to them and submitted themselves to their ruinous oracles. In this way 
they were mocked exceedingly by the demons, through unholy sacred objects, through defiling purifications which 
only increased their accursed conceit, and through prophets and prophetesses who estranged them totally from the 
essential truth. 

29. For a man to know God, and to know himself and his proper rank - a knowledge now possessed even by 
Christians who are thought to be quite unlearned - is a knowledge superior to natural science and astronomy and to 
all philosophy concerning such matters. Moreover, for our intellect to know its own infirmity, and to seek healing 
for it, is incomparably greater than to know and search out the magnitude of the stars, the principles of nature, the 
generation of terrestrial things and the circuits of celestial bodies, their solstices and risings, stations and 
retrogressions, separations and conjunctions and, in short, all the multiform relationships which arise from the many 
different motions in the heavens. For the intellect that recognizes its own infirmity has discovered where to enter in 
order to find salvation and how to approach the light of knowledge and receive the true wisdom that does not pass 
away with this present world.  

30. Every spiritual and noetic nature, whether angelic or human, possesses life as its essence, whereby it continues 
immortal in its existence and does not admit dissolution. But the spiritual and noetic nature within us has life not 
only as its essence but also as its activity, since it quickens the body united to it. For this reason it is also called the 
body's life. And when it is called the life of the body, it is called life with reference to something else and is an 
activity of our nature; for when relative to something else it can never be called an essence in itself. The noetic 
nature of angels, however, does not possess life as an activity of this sort, because it did not receive an earthy body 
from God and was not united to it in such a way as to have a quickening power in regard to it. Yet their nature can 
admit opposites, that is, good and evil. This is confirmed by the fact that the wicked angels fell away because of 
their pride. Thus the angels are somehow composite, being formed of their essence and one of these contrary 
qualities of virtue or vice.  
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Hence it is evident that even angels do not have goodness as their 
essence. 

31. The soul of each animal not imbued with intelligence is the life of the body that it animates; it does not 
possess life as essence, but as activity, since here life is relative and not something in itself. Indeed, the soul of 
animals consists of nothing except that which is actuated by the body. Thus when the body dissolves, the soul 
inevitably dissolves as well. Their soul is no less mortal than their body, since everything that it is relates and refers 
to what is mortal. So when the body dies the soul also dies.  

32. The soul of each man is also the life of the body that it animates, and possesses a quickening activity in 
relation to something else, namely, to the body that it quickens. Yet the soul has life not only as an activity but also 
as its essence, since it is self-existent; for it possesses a spiritual and noetic life that is evidently different from the 
body's and from what is actuated by the body. Hence when the body dissolves the human soul does not perish with 
it; and not only does it not perish but it continues to exist immortally, since it is not manifest only in relation to 
something else, but possesses its own life as its essence.  

33. The spiritual and noetic soul possesses life as essence, yet it can admit contraries, that is to say, good and evil. 
Thus it is evident that it does not have goodness as essence, nor evil either; both are as it were qualities and when 
either is present it is because the soul has chosen it. They are present, not with respect to place, but whenever the 
noetic soul, having received free will from its Creator, inclines to one or the other and wills to live in accordance 
with it. Hence the spiritual and noetic soul is somehow composite, but not on account of the activity mentioned 
above; for this activity is related to something else, namely, the body, and so does not by nature produce what is 
composite. Rather the soul is composite on account of its own essence and the presence in it of one of the two 
contrary qualities - good and evil - of which we have just spoken.  

34. The supreme Intellect, the uttermost Good, the Nature which transcends life and divinity, being entirely 
incapable of admitting opposites in any way, clearly possesses goodness not as a quality but as essence. Hence 
everything that we can conceive of as good is to be found in It or, rather, the supreme Intellect both is that good and 
surpasses goodness. And everything that we can conceive of as being in the Intellect is good or, rather, is both 
goodness and a Goodness that  
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transcends goodness. Life, too, is to be found in It or, rather, the Intellect is life; for life is good and the life that is 



in the Intellect is goodness. And Wisdom is in It, or, rather, the Intellect is Wisdom; for Wisdom is good and the 
Wisdom that is in the Intellect is goodness. It is the same with eternity, blessedness and everything that we can 
conceive of as good. There is no distinction between life and wisdom and goodness and so on, for this Goodness 
embraces all these things comprehensively, unitively and in utter simplicity, and we conceive of It and call It 
Goodness by virtue of Its embracing every form of goodness. Whatever goodness we can conceive of and ascribe to 
It is one and true. Yet this Goodness is not only that which is truly conceived of by those who perceive with an 
intellect imbued with divine Wisdom and who speak of God with a tongue moved by the Spirit; it is also ineffable 
and incomprehensible and transcends these things, and is not inferior to the unitive and supernatural simplicity; for 
absolute and transcendent Goodness is one. It is by virtue of this alone - namely, that He is absolute and 
transcendent Goodness, possessing goodness as His essence - that the Creator and Lord of Creation is both 
intellectually perceived and described; and this solely on the basis of His energies which are directed towards 
creation. Hence in no way whatever does God admit what is contrary to goodness, since there is nothing contrary 
where essence is concerned.  

35. This absolute and transcendent Goodness is also the source of goodness; and that which proceeds from It is 
likewise good and is supremely good and cannot be lacking in perfect goodness. The transcendently and absolutely 
perfect Goodness is Intellect; thus what else could that which proceeds from It as from a source be except 
Intelligence-content or Logos? But the divine Logos is not to be understood in the same way as the human thought-
form that we express orally, for that proceeds not from the intellect but from a body activated by the intellect; nor is 
it to be understood in the same way as our human inner intelligence-principle, for this, too, is disposed within us in 
such a way as to give birth to different forms of sound. Neither is the divine Logos equivalent to the reasoning 
power in our mind, even though this is soundless and operates entirely according to impulses that are bodiless. For 
the reasoning logos, as a faculty dependent on us, requires for its functioning successive moments of time, since it 
emerges gradually, proceeding from an incomplete starting-point to its complete conclusion. Rather, the divine 
Logos is similar to the logos   
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implanted by nature in our intellect, according to which we are made by the Creator in His own image and which 
constitutes the spiritual knowledge coexistent with the intellect. On the plane of the sublime Intellect of the absolute 
and transcendently perfect Goodness, wherein there is nothing imperfect, the divine Logos-Gnosis is 
indistinguishably whatever that Goodness is, except for the fact that it is derived from It. Thus the supreme Logos is 
also the Son, and is so described by us, in order that we may recognize Him to be perfect in a perfect and individual 
hypostasis, since He comes from the Father and is in no way inferior to the Father's essence, but is indistinguishably 
identical with Him, although not according to hypostasis; for His distinction as hypostasis is manifest in the fact that 
the Logos is begotten in a divinely fitting manner from the Father. 



36. The Goodness, then, that issues by way of generation from the Source of noetic goodness is Logos. But no 
intelligent person could conceive of a Logos or Intelligence-content that is lifeless and without spirit. Hence the 
Logos, God from God, possesses the Holy Spirit that issues together with Himself from the Father. Yet the Holy 
Spirit is spirit not in the sense whereby the breath conjoined to the word issuing from our lips is spirit, for this is a 
body and is conjoined to our speech through bodily organs; nor is it spirit in the sense whereby that which 
accompanies, albeit bodilessly, our innate reasoning process is spirit, for that, too, entails a certain impulse of the 
intellect that accompanies our thought-process through successive intervals of time, and progresses from 
incompletion to completion. The Spirit of the supreme Logos is a kind of ineffable yet intense longing or eros 
experienced by the Begetter for the Logos born ineffably from Him, a longing experienced also by the beloved 
Logos and Son of the Father for His Begetter; but the Logos possesses this love by virtue of the fact that it comes 
from the Father in the very act through which He comes from the Father, and it resides co-naturally in Him. It is 
from the Logos's discourse with us through His incarnation that we have learned what is the name of the Spirit's 
distinct mode of coming to be from the Father and that the Spirit belongs not only to the Father but also to the 
Logos. For He says 'the Spirit of Truth, who proceeds from the Father' (John 15:26), so that we may know that from 
the Father comes not solely the Logos - who is begotten from the Father - but also the Spirit who proceeds from the 
Father. Yet the Spirit belongs also to the Son, who receives Him from the Father as the Spirit of  
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Truth, Wisdom and Logos. For Truth and Wisdom constitute a Logos that befits His Begetter, a Logos that 
rejoices with the Father as the Father rejoices in Him. This accords with the words that He spoke through Solomon: 
'I was She who rejoiced together with Him' (Prov, 8:30). Solomon did not say simply 'rejoiced' but 'rejoiced together 
with'. This pre-eternal rejoicing of the Father and the Son is the Holy Spirit who, as I said, is common to both, which 
explains why He is sent from both to those who are worthy. Yet the Spirit has His existence from the Father alone, 
and hence He proceeds as regards His existence only from the Father. 

37. Our intellect, because created in God's image, possesses likewise the image of this sublime Eros or intense 
longing - an image expressed in the love experienced by the intellect for the spiritual knowledge that originates from 
it and continually abides in it. This love is of the intellect and in the intellect and issues forth from it together with its 
innermost intelligence or logos. This is shown clearly by the fact that even those who are unable to perceive what 
lies deeply within themselves possess an insatiable desire for spiritual knowledge. Yet in the Archetype, in this 
absolutely and transcendently perfect Goodness, wherein there is nothing imperfect, the divine Eros is 
indistinguishably whatever that Goodness is, except for the fact that it is derived from It. Hence this intense longing 
is - and is called - the Holy Spirit and the other Comforter (cf. John 14:16), since He accompanies the Logos. Thus 
we know Him to be perfect in a perfect and individual hypostasis, in no way inferior to the Father's essence, but 
indistinguishably identical with the Son and the Father, although not according to hypostasis; for His distinction as 
hypostasis is manifest in the fact that He proceeds from God in a divinely fitting manner. Thus we worship one true 
and perfect God in three true and perfect hypostases - not, certainly, a threefold God but one who is simple. For 



Goodness is not something threefold, nor a triad of goodnesses. Rather, the most sublime Goodness is a holy, awe-
inspiring and venerable Trinity flowing forth out of Itself into Itself without change and divinely established in Itself 
before the ages. The Trinity is without limits and is limited only by Itself; It limits all things, transcends all and 
permits no beings to be outside Itself.  

38. The noetic and intelligent nature of angels also possesses intellect, and the thought-form (logos) that proceeds 
from the intellect, and the intense longing (eros) of the intellect for its thought-form,  
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This longing is likewise from the intellect and coexists eternally with the thought-form and the intellect, and can 
be called spirit since by nature it accompanies the thought-form. But this spirit in the case of angels is not life-
generating, for it has not received from God an earthy body conjoined with it, and so it has not received the power to 
generate and sustain life. On the other hand the noetic and intelligent nature of the human soul has received a life-
generating spirit from God since the soul is created together with an earthy body, and so by means of the spirit it 
sustains and quickens the body conjoined to it. This makes it clear to those who possess understanding that the spirit 
of man 'that quickens the body is noetic longing (eros), a longing that issues from the intellect and its thought-form, 
that exists in the thought-form and the intellect, and that possesses in itself both the thought-form and the intellect. 
Through the spirit the soul possesses such a natural union of love with its particular body that it never wants to 
abandon it, and it would never leave it at all if it was not forced to do so by some grave illness or affliction that 
assails it from without. 

39. Since the noetic and intelligent nature of the human soul alone possesses intellect, thought-form and life-
generating spirit, it alone -more so than the bodiless angels - is created by God in His image. This image the soul 
possesses inalienably, even if it does not recognize its own dignity, or think and live in a manner worthy of the 
Creator's image within it. After our forefather's transgression in paradise through the tree, we suffered the death of 
our soul - which is the separation of the soul from God - prior to our bodily death; yet although we cast away our 
divine likeness, we did not lose our divine image. Thus when the soul renounces its attachment to inferior things and 
cleaves through love to God and submits itself to Him through acts and modes of virtue, it is illuminated and made 
beautiful by God and is raised to a higher level, obeying His counsels and exhortations; and by these means it 
regains the truly eternal life. Through this life it makes the body conjoined to it immortal, so that in due time the 
body attains the promised resurrection and participates in eternal glory. But if the soul does not repudiate its 
attachment and submission to inferior things whereby it shamefully dishonors God's image, it alienates itself from 
God and is estranged from the true and truly blessed life of God; for as it has first abandoned God, it is justly 
abandoned by Him.  

40. The triadic nature sequent to the supreme Trinity - that is to say, the human soul - has more than other natures 
been made by the  
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Trinity noetic, intelligent and spiritual. In this way it is created more than other natures in the image of the 
Trinity. Thus it ought to maintain its proper rank, be sequent to God alone, yoked to Him alone, and subject and 
obedient to Him alone. It ought to look only to Him and adorn itself with the constant mindfulness and 
contemplation of Him, and with most fervent and ardent love for Him. For by these means it is wondrously drawn 
back to itself or, rather, it draws to itself the mystical and ineffable glory of God's nature. Then the soul truly 
possesses the image and the likeness of God and is thereby made gracious, wise and divine. When this glory is 
manifestly present or when it approaches unnoticed, the soul now increasingly learns to love God more than itself 
and to love its neighbor as itself. From this it learns to know and preserve its own dignity and rank, and truly to love 
itself. On the other hand, 'He who loves injustice hates his own soul' (Ps. 11:5. LXX), and through tearing apart and 
crippling the image of God in himself he suffers in a way similar to the mentally deranged who pitifully rend their 
own flesh without being aware of it. Such a person unconsciously outrages and most wretchedly mutilates his innate 
beauty, mindlessly shattering the soul's triadic, supra-mundane and love-filled world. What can be more wrong-
headed and pernicious than to refuse to remember, to refuse to gaze continually upon and love Him who created and 
adorned the soul with His own image, thus conferring the capacity for spiritual knowledge and love, as well as 
lavishing indescribable gifts and eternal life upon all who use this capacity aright. 

41. The noetic serpent, the author of evil, is one of the beings inferior to our soul, as he is also far inferior to other 
creatures. He has now become an angel and herald of his own wickedness as a result of his wicked counsel to human 
beings. He is so much more base than and inferior to all other beings that he desired in his arrogance to become like 
the Creator in authority; and he was justly abandoned by God to the same degree that he himself had first abandoned 
God. So total was his defection from God that he became His opponent and adversary and manifest enemy. Thus if 
God is living Goodness and the Quickener of living things, clearly the devil is deadly and death-dealing evil. God 
possesses goodness as His essence and by nature does not admit of its opposite, that is, evil, so that whoever 
partakes of evil of any sort may not so much as draw near Him. How much more will He not drive as far as possible 
from Himself the creator and originator of evil and the  
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cause of it in others? The evil one possesses not evil but life as his essence, and hence he lives immortally. Yet 
his essence was capable of admitting evil since he was honored with free will. Had he voluntarily accepted a 
subordinate status and cleaved to the everflowing Well-spring of goodness he would have partaken of true life. But 
since he deliberately gave himself over to evil, he was deprived of true life and was justly expelled from it, having 



himself abandoned it in the first place. Thus he became a dead spirit, not in essence - since death lacks substantial 
reality - but through his rejection of true life. Yet unsated in his pursuit of evil and adding more and more to his 
wretchedness, he made himself into a death-generating spirit, eagerly drawing man into communion with his own 
state of death. 

42. The mediator and cause of death, twisted in character and inordinate in craftiness, once insinuated himself into 
a twisting serpent in God's paradise. He did not himself become a serpent (nor could he, except in an illusory form; 
and this he preferred not to adopt at that time, for fear of being detected); but, not daring an open confrontation, he 
chose a deceitful approach, trusting that by this means he would escape detection. Thus, having the. visible aspect of 
a friend he could secretly insinuate the most hateful things, and by the extraordinary fact of his talking- for the 
visible serpent was not endowed with intelligence, nor did it previously appear capable of speaking - he could 
astonish Eve and draw her whole attention entirely to himself and by his devices make her easy to deal with. In this 
way he was able immediately to induce her to subject herself to what is inferior and so to enslave herself to things 
over which she was appointed to reign worthily, as she alone among visible beings had been honored by God with 
intelligence and created in the image of the Creator. God permitted this so that man, seeing the counsel coming from 
a creature inferior to himself - and, indeed, how greatly is the serpent his inferior - might realize how completely 
worthless this counsel was and might rightly reject with indignation the idea of submitting to what was clearly 
inferior to him. In this way he would preserve his own dignity and at the same time, by obeying the divine 
commandment, would keep faith with the Creator. Thus he would have won an easy victory over the spirit that had 
fallen away from true life, and would have justly received blessed immortality and would abide eternally in life 
divine.  

43. No being is superior to man so as to be in a position to advise  
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him and propose opinions and thus discern and provide what is fitting for him. But this is the case only if man 
maintains his rank, knows himself and knows, too, Him who alone is superior to him, observing those things which 
he learns from God and resolutely accepting God's counsel alone as regards anything proposed to him by others. For 
although angels are superior to us in dignity, it is their task obediently to execute God's designs respecting us; for 
they are ministers sent to serve 'those who are to be the heirs of salvation' (Heb. 1:14) - not all angels, of course, but 
only the beneficent angels who have kept their own rank. The angels have received intellect, intelligence and spirit 
from God, three co-natural qualities; and like us they should obey the creative Intellect, Intelligence and Spirit. 
Although the angels are superior to us in many ways, yet in some respects - as we have said and as we will repeat - 
they fall short of us with regard to being in the image of the Creator; for we, rather than they, have been created in 
God's image. 

44. The angels are ordained to serve the Creator effectively and their appointed role is to be ruled by God. But 
they are not appointed to rule over beings inferior to themselves unless they are sent to do so by the Sovereign Ruler 
of all. Yet Satan presumptuously yearned to rule contrary to the will of the Creator, and when together with his 



fellow apostate angels he forsook his proper rank he was rightly abandoned by the true Source of life and 
illumination and clothed himself in death and eternal darkness. But because man was appointed not merely to be 
ruled by God but also to rule over all creatures upon the earth, the arch-fiend looked upon him with malicious eyes 
and made use of every ploy to deprive him of his dominion. Being unable to use constraint, since he is prevented 
from doing this by the Sovereign Ruler who created all intelligent nature free and self-determining, he deceitfully 
suggested such counsel as would abolish man's dominion. He beguiled him or, rather, persuaded him to disregard, 
disdain and reject, and indeed to oppose and to act contrary to the commandment and counsel given him by God. In 
this way he induced man to share in his apostasy, and so to share also in his state of eternal darkness and death.  

45. St Paul has taught us that the soul endowed with intelligence can be as if dead even though it possesses life as 
its being; for he writes, 'The self-indulgent widow is dead while still alive' (1 Tim. 5:6). He could not have said 
worse than this about the present subject of our  
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discourse, namely, the soul endowed with intelligence. For if the soul deprived of the spiritual Bridegroom does 
not humble itself and mourn, and does not adopt the strait and grievous life of repentance, but is, on the contrary, 
profligate, sunk in sensual pleasure and self-indulgence, it is dead even while it lives and even though it is immortal 
in essence. It has the capacity for what is worse, death, and likewise for what is better, life. The apostle says that if a 
widow deprived of her earthly bridegroom lives self-indulgently, although alive in her body she is utterly dead in her 
soul. He also says elsewhere, 'Even when we were dead because of our sins God quickened us together with Christ' 
(Eph. 2:5). As St John says, 'There is sin that leads to death and there is sin that does not lead to death' (1 John 5:16-
17). And the Lord Himself, in commanding a man to 'let the dead bury their own dead' (Matt. 8:22), made it clear 
that those involved in the funeral, although alive in body, were utterly dead in soul. 

46. The ancestors of our race willfully desisted from mindfulness and contemplation of God. They disregarded 
His commandment, made themselves of one mind with the dead spirit of Satan and, contrary to the Creator's will, 
ate of the forbidden tree. Stripped of their resplendent and life-giving garments of supernal radiance, they became, 
alas, dead in spirit like Satan. But since Satan is not merely a dead spirit, but also brings death upon those who draw 
near him, and since those who shared in his deadness possessed a body through which the deadly counsel took 
effect, they transmitted those dead and death-dealing spirits of death to their own bodies. The human body would 
have immediately decomposed and returned to the earth whence it was taken (cf. Gen. 3:19), had it not been 
preserved by divine providence and power, patiently awaiting the decision of Him who brings about all things 
through His word alone. Without this decision nothing at all is accomplished, and it is always just. As the Psalmist 
says, 'The Lord is just and He loves justice' (Ps. 11:7. LXX).  

47. Scripture tells us, 'God did not create death' (Wisd. 1:13). Rather, He impeded its inception in so far as this 
was fitting, and in so far as it was consistent with His justice to obstruct those to whom He Himself had given free 
will when He created them. For from the beginning God gave them a counsel that would lead to immortality, and so 



that they would be safeguarded as far as possible He made His life-generating counsel a commandment. He clearly 
foretold and forewarned that death would be the consequence of rejecting this  

 

 
[V4] 368 

St Gregory Palamas  
Topics of Natural and Theological Science and on the Moral and Ascetic Life: 

One Hundred and Fifty Texts  

vivifying commandment, so that either through love or knowledge or fear they would protect themselves from the 
experience of death. For God loves, knows and has the power to effect what is profitable for every created being. If 
God only knew what is profitable but did not love it. He might have left unfinished what He knew to be good. 
Again, if He loved what is profitable but did not know it or was unable to accomplish it, perhaps against His will 
what He loved and knew would have remained unaccomplished. But since to the highest possible degree He loves, 
knows and is able to effect what is profitable for us, everything that comes to us from Him, even though it be 
without our wanting it, will certainly prove to be to our profit. On the other hand, it is greatly to be feared that 
whatever we engage in on our own initiative, as creatures endowed with free will, will prove to be unprofitable for 
us. When, however. God in His providence has plainly forbidden something, whether speaking directly, as He does 
in paradise and in the Gospel, or else speaking through the prophets, as He does to the Israelites, or through the 
apostles and their successors, as He does in the law of grace, it is clearly most unprofitable and destructive for us to 
desire and pursue it. And if someone proffers it to us and induces us to seek it, either by persuasive words or by 
enchanting us with apparent friendship, he is manifestly an enemy and hostile to our life. 

48. Hence - whether out of love for Him who wants us to live (for why would God have created us as living 
creatures if He did not especially want us to live?), or because we recognize that He knows what is for our profit 
better than we do (and how could He who grants us knowledge and is the Lord of knowledge not know this 
incomparably better than we do?), or out of fear for His almighty power - we ought not to have been misled, lured 
and persuaded at that time into rejecting God's commandment and counsel; and the same now holds good with 
regard to those saving commandments and counsels which we later received, just as now those who do not choose 
courageously to resist sin, and who set the divine commandments at nought, end up - if they do not renew their souls 
through repentance - by following a path that leads to inner and eternal death, so our two primal ancestors, by not 
resisting those who persuaded them to disobey, violated the commandment. Because of this the sentence previously 
proclaimed to them by Him who judges justly immediately took effect, so that as soon as they ate of the tree they 
died. At this they understood in  
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practice the meaning of the commandment which they had forgotten -the commandment of truth, love, wisdom 
and power -and they hid themselves in shame (cf. Gen. 3:7-8), perceiving themselves to be stripped of the glory that 



bestows on immortal spirits a more excellent life and without which the life of spiritual beings is believed to be and 
is indeed far worse than many deaths. 

49. That it was not yet to our ancestors' benefit to eat of the tree is made clear by St Gregory of Nazianzos when 
he writes: 'The tree, in my vision of things, is divine contemplation, which only those established in a high degree of 
perfection can safely approach, while it is not good for those who are still immature and greedy in their desires, just 
as solid food is not good for those who are yet tender and have need of milk.' But even if you do not want to refer 
that tree and its fruit anagogically to divine contemplation, it is not difficult, I think, to see that eating its fruit was of 
no benefit to our ancestors, since they were still immature. In my opinion they saw that the tree was the most 
attractive in paradise to look at and to eat from. But the food most pleasant to the senses is not truly and in every 
way good, nor is it always good, nor good for everyone. Rather it is good for those who can make use of it without 
being mastered by it, and then only when it is necessary and to the extent that it is necessary, and for the glory of 
Him who made it; but it is not good for those who are unable to make use of it in such a manner. It is on account of 
this, I think, that the tree was called the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (cf. Gen. 2:17). For only those fully 
established in the practice of divine contemplation and virtue can have concourse with things strongly attractive to 
the senses without withdrawing their intellect from the contemplation of God and from hymns and prayers to Him. 
Only such people can make these things the material and starting-point for raising themselves to God, and through 
this noetic movement towards God can totally master sensual pleasure. And even though displeasure may be novel, 
and may be greater and more powerful because of its novelty, they will not allow their soul's intelligence to be 
overcome by that which is evil, even though at the time it is regarded as good by those totally captured and mastered 
by it.  

50. Consequently our ancestors - who since they dwelt in the  
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sacred land of paradise should never have forgotten God - ought first to have acquired more practice and, so to 
speak, schooling in simple, genuine goodness and to have gained greater stability in the life of contemplation. Being 
still in an imperfect and intermediate state - that is to say, easily influenced, whether for good or evil, by whatever 
they made use of - they should not have ventured on the experience of things pleasant to the senses. They ought 
especially to have been on their guard against things that by nature greatly allure and dominate the senses and that 
seduce the entire intellect and give access to evil passions, thus rendering plausible the originator and creator of 
these passions. Now, after the devil, the cause of the passions is the impassioned eating of the most delectable kinds 
of foods. For if, as Scripture testifies, simply the sight of the tree was enough to make the serpent an acceptable and 
trustworthy counselor, how much more would the taste of the fruit have the same effect? And if this is true for the 
taste, how much more is it so for eating to repletion? Thus is it not clear that it was not yet profitable for our 
ancestors to eat of that tree through the senses? And because they did eat of it at the wrong time, was it not 
necessary for them to be cast out of paradise, to prevent them from making that divine land a council-chamber and 



workshop of evil? And should they not have undergone bodily death immediately after their transgression? But the 
Lord was long-suffering and patient with them. 

51. The soul's death sentence, brought into effect by man's transgression, was in accord with the Creator's justice; 
for when our forefathers forsook God and chose to do their own will, He abandoned them, not subjecting them to 
constraint. And, for the reasons we have stated above. God in His compassion had already forewarned them of this 
sentence (cf. Gen. 2:17). But in the abyss of His wisdom and the superabundance of His compassion he forbore and 
delayed in executing the sentence of death upon the body; and when He did pronounce it He relegated its execution 
to the future. He did not say to Adam, 'Return whence you were taken', but 'You are earth, and to earth you will 
return' (Gen. 3:19). Those who listen to these words with intelligence can gather from them that God did not make 
death (cf. Wisd. 1:13), neither that of the soul nor that of the body. He did not originally give the command, 'Die on 
the day you eat of it'; on the contrary, He said simply, 'You will die on the day you eat of it' (Gen. 2:17). Nor did He 
say, 'Return now to earth', but 'You will return'  
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(Gen. 3:19). This He said as a forewarning, but He then delayed its just execution, without prejudicing the 
eventual outcome. 

52. Death was thus to become the lot of our forefathers, just as it lies in store for us who are now living, and our 
body was rendered mortal. Death is thus a kind of protracted process or, rather, there are myriads of deaths, one 
death succeeding the next until we reach the one final and long-enduring death. For we are born into corruption, and 
having once come into existence we are in a state of transiency until we cease from this constant passing away and 
coming to be. We are never truly the same, although we may appear to be so to those who do not observe us closely. 
Just as a flame that catches one end of a slender reed changes continually, and its existence is measured by the 
length of the reed, so we likewise are ever changing, and our measure is the length of life appointed to each of us.  

53. That we should not be entirely ignorant of the superabundance of His compassion for us and the abyss of His 
wisdom. God deferred man's death, allowing him to live for a considerably longer time. From the first God shows 
that His discipline is merciful or, rather, that He delays a just chastisement so that we do not utterly despair. He also 
granted time for repentance and for a new life pleasing to Him, while through the succession of generations He 
eased the sorrow produced by death. He increased the human race with descendants so that initially the number of 
those being born would greatly exceed the number of those who died. In the place of one man, Adam, who became 
pitiable and impoverished through the sensible beauty of a tree, God brought forth many men who by means of 
things perceptible to the senses became blessedly enriched with divine wisdom, with virtue, with knowledge and 
divine favor: for example, Seth, Enos, Enoch, Noah, Melchisedec, Abraham, and those who were their 
contemporaries or who lived before them and after them, and who proved to be their equals, or nearly so. But there 
was no one among these great men who passed his life utterly free of sin, so that he might retrieve the defeat which 
our forefathers had suffered, heal the wound at the root of our race and be sufficient warranty for the sanctification, 



blessing and return to life of all who followed. God foreknew this; and during the course of time He chose out 
people from among the races and tribes who would produce that celebrated staff from which would blossom the 
Flower that was to accomplish the saving economy of our  whole race (cf. Num. 17:8; Isa. 11:1).  
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54. 0 the depth of God's riches, wisdom and compassion (cf. Rom. 11:33)! Had there been no death and had our 
race not become mortal prior to death - for it is from a mortal root - we should not in fact have been enriched with 
the firstfruit of immortality, nor should we have been called into the heavens, nor would our nature have been 
enthroned 'above every principality and power' (Eph. 1:21) 'at the right hand of the Majesty in the heavens' (Heb. 
8:1). Thus God in His wisdom, power and compassion knows how to change for the better the lapses we suffer as a 
result of our freely-willed perversion. 

55. Many may blame Adam for being so easily persuaded by that wicked counselor and for rejecting the divine 
commandment, thus becoming the agent of death for us all. Yet to wish to taste a deadly plant before actually doing 
so, and to desire to eat of such a plant after having learned by experience that it is deadly, are not the same thing. 
The man who drinks poison knowing that it is poison, and so wretchedly causes his own death, is more culpable 
than he who takes poison and so kills himself without knowing beforehand that it is poison. Therefore each of us is 
more culpable and guilty than Adam. But, you might ask, is that tree really within us? Do we still have a 
commandment from God forbidding us to eat from that tree? Perhaps exactly that same tree is not within us, yet the 
commandment of God is with us even now. And if we obey it, and try to lead our life in accordance with it, it frees 
us from punishment for all our sins, as well as from the ancestral curse and condemnation. But if we now reject it, 
and choose instead the provocation and counsel of the evil one, we cannot but fall away from the life and fellowship 
of paradise and be cast into the gehenna of everlasting fire with which we were threatened.  

56. What, then, is the divine commandment now laid upon us? It is repentance, the essence of which is never 
again to touch forbidden things. We were expelled from the land of divine delight, we were justly shut out from 
God's paradise, and we have fallen into this pit where we are condemned to dwell together with dumb creatures 
without hope of returning - in so far as it depends on us - to the paradise we have lost. But He who initially passed a 
just sentence of punishment or, rather, justly permitted punishment to come upon us, has now in His great goodness, 
compassion and mercy descended for our sake to us. And He became a human being like us in all things except sin 
so that by His likeness to us He might teach us anew and rescue us; and He gave us the saving counsel and 
commandment of  
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repentance, saying: 'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has drawn near' (Matt. 3:2). Prior to the incarnation of the 
Logos of God the kingdom of heaven was as far from us as the sky is from the earth; but when the King of heaven 
came to dwell amongst us and chose to unite Himself with us, the kingdom of heaven drew near to us all. 

57. Since the Logos of God through His descent to us has brought the kingdom of heaven close to us, let us not 
distance ourselves from it by leading an unrepentant life. Let us rather flee the wretchedness of those who sit 'in 
darkness and the shadow of death' (Isa. 9:2). Let us acquire the fruits of repentance: a humble disposition, 
compunction and spiritual grief, a gentle and merciful heart that loves righteousness and pursues purity, peaceful, 
peace-making, patient in toil, glad to endure persecution, loss, outrage, slander and suffering for the sake of truth 
and righteousness. For the kingdom of heaven or, rather, the King of heaven - ineffable in His generosity - is within 
us (cf. Luke 17:21); and to Him we should cleave through acts of repentance and patient endurance, loving as much 
as we can Him who so dearly has loved us.  

58. Absence of passions and the possession of virtue constitute love for God; for hatred of evil, resulting in the 
absence of passions, introduces in its place the desire for and acquisition of spiritual blessings. How could the lover 
and possessor of such blessings not love God above all, the Master who is Benediction itself, the only provider and 
guardian of every good thing? For in a special way such a person is in God, and by means of love he also bears God 
within himself, in accordance with the words, 'He who dwells in love dwells in God, and God in him' (1 John 4:16). 
Thus we can see both that love for God is begotten from the virtues and that the virtues are born of love. For this 
reason the Lord said at one point in the Gospel, 'He who has My commandments and keeps them is the one who 
loves Me' (John 14:21), and at another point, 'He who loves Me will keep My commandments' (cf. John 14:23). But 
without love the works of virtue are not praiseworthy or profitable to the man who practices them, and the same is 
true of love without works. St Paul makes this folly clear with reference to works when he writes to the Corinthians, 
'If I do this and that, but have no love, it profits me nothing' (cf. 1 Cor. 13:1-3); and with reference to love the 
disciple especially beloved by Christ writes, 'Let us not love in word or tongue but in action and truth' (1 John 3:18).  
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59. The sublime and worshipful Father is the Father of Truth itself, that is, of the Only-Begotten Son; and the 
Holy Spirit is a spirit of truth, as the Logos of truth proclaimed (cf. John 14:17). Those who worship the Father 'in 
Spirit and in Truth', and who believe accordingly, are activated by Them. As St Paul says, 'It is through the Spirit 
that we worship and pray' (cf. Rom: 8:26), while the Only-Begotten Son of God says, 'No one comes to the Father 
except through Me' (John 14:6). Hence those who worship the supreme Father 'in Spirit and in Truth' are the true 
worshippers (John 4:23). 



60. 'God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship Him in spirit and in truth' (John 4:24) - that is to say, 
by conceiving the Incorporeal incorporeally. For thus they will truly behold Him everywhere in His spirit and His 
truth. Since God is spirit, He is incorporeal. That which is incorporeal is not situated in place, nor is it circumscribed 
by spatial boundaries. Thus he who claims that God must be worshipped in certain restricted places within the 
plenitude of heaven and earth neither speaks nor worships truly. As incorporeal, God is nowhere; as God, He is 
everywhere. For if there were a mountain or place or creature where God is not. He would be circumscribed by 
something. He is, therefore, everywhere, since He has no limit. But how can God be everywhere? As encompassed, 
not by a part, but by the whole? Assuredly not, for then once again He would be a body. Thus since He sustains and 
embraces everything. He is in Himself both everywhere and beyond everything, and is worshipped by His true 
worshippers in His Spirit and His Truth (cf. John 4:23).  

61. Since angels and souls are incorporeal beings, they are not in a particular place, yet neither are they 
everywhere. They do not sustain all things, but themselves depend on Him who sustains them. Hence they, too, are 
in Him who sustains and embraces all things, and they are appropriately delimited by Him. The soul, since it 
sustains the body with which it is created, is everywhere in the body, although not in the sense of being located in a 
place or encompassed; but it itself sustains, encompasses and quickens the body, by virtue of the fact that it is in 
God's image.  

62. Man is created more perfectly in God's image than the angels, both because he possesses in himself a 
sustaining and quickening power and because he has a capacity for sovereignty. There is within our soul's nature a 
governing and ruling faculty, and there is also that which is naturally subservient and obedient, namely, will, 
appetite,  
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sense-perception, and in general everything that is sequent to the intellect and that was created by God together 
with the intellect. And these things may be termed subservient even though, incited by a sin-loving disposition, we 
rebel not only against the all-ruling God but also against the ruling power inherent in our nature. God, then, by virtue 
of our capacity for sovereignty, has given us lordship over all the earth. But angels do not have a body joined to 
them and subject to their intellect. Angels that have fallen have acquired a noetic volition which is perpetually evil, 
while the good angels possess one that is perpetually good and has no need of a bridle. The evil one has no dominion 
upon earth which he has not stolen, and it is therefore evident that he was not created as ruler of the earth. The Ruler 
of All appointed the good angels to be overseers of the earth after our fall and our subsequent loss of rank, even 
though, due to God's compassion, the fall was not total. For, as Moses said in his Ode, God established boundaries 
for the angels when He divided the nations (cf. Deut. 32:8). This division took place after Cain and Seth, when 
Cain's descendants were called men and Seth's descendants were called the sons of God (cf. Gen. 6:2). From that 
time, it seems to me, the race from which the Only-begotten Son of God would take His flesh was foretokened by 
the differentiation of names. 



63. As others have also pointed out, the threefold nature of our knowledge likewise demonstrates that we, to a 
greater extent than the angels, are created in God's image. Indeed, this knowledge is not only threefold but also 
encompasses every form of knowledge. We alone of all creatures have a faculty of sense-perception in addition to 
our noetic and rational faculties. Since this faculty is united to our reason we have invented multifarious arts, 
sciences and forms of knowledge. Only to man is it given to farm, to build and to produce from nothing -but not 
from absolute non-being, for this pertains only to God. Indeed, even in God's case scarcely anything that He effects 
in the world starts from nothing or utterly perishes, but when differently combined together things take a different 
form. In addition, by the gift of God it pertains to men alone both to make the invisible thought of the intellect 
audible by uniting it with the air and to write it down so that it may be seen with and through the body. God thus 
leads us to a steadfast faith in the abiding presence and manifestation of the supreme Logos in the flesh. But angels 
have no share whatsoever in any of these things.  
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64. Even though we still bear God's image to a greater degree than the angels, yet as regards the likeness of God 
we fall far short of them. This is especially true if we compare our present state with that of the good angels. 
Leaving aside other matters for the present, I shall simply say that perfection of the divine likeness is accomplished 
by means of the divine illumination that issues from God. There is, I think, no one who reads the divinely inspired 
Scriptures with diligence and understanding who does not know that the evil angels are deprived of this illumination 
and are therefore 'under darkness' (Jude 6), whereas the divine intellects are entirely filled with divine illumination 
and for this reason are called 'a secondary light' and 'an emanation of the Primal Light'. As emanations of the First 
Light, the good angels also possess knowledge of sensible objects, though they do not apprehend these things by any 
physical faculty of perception, but know them by means of a divine power from which nothing present, past or 
future can be hidden. 

65. Whoever partakes of this divine illumination, partakes of it to a certain degree; and to a proportionate degree 
he also possesses a spiritual knowledge of created things. All who assiduously study the writings of the divinely 
wise theologians know that the angels likewise partake of this illumination, and that it is uncreated but is not the 
divine essence. Yet those who hold the views of Barlaam and Akindynos think otherwise and blaspheme this divine 
illumination, obstinately affirming either that it is created or that it is the essence of God. And when they affirm it to 
be created, they deny that it is the light of the angels. But let the revealer of things divine, St Dionysios the 
Areopagite, concisely elucidate these three matters for us. 'The divine intellects,' he writes, 'move in a circular 
fashion, uniting themselves with the unoriginate and unending illuminations of the Beautiful and Good.' It is clear to 
everyone that by divine intellects he means the good angels. And by referring to these illuminations in the plural, he 
distinguishes them from the divine essence, since this is single and is altogether Indivisible; and by calling them 
unoriginate and endless, what else could he mean to say except that they are uncreated?  

66. Through the fall our nature was stripped of this divine illumination and resplendence. But the Logos of God 



had pity upon  
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our disfigurement and in His compassion He took our nature upon Himself, and on Tabor He manifested it to His 
elect disciples clothed once again most brilliantly. As St John Chrysostom says, He shows what we once were and 
what we shall become through Him in the age to come, if we choose to live our present life as far as possible in 
accordance with His ways. 

67. Adam, before the fall, also participated in this divine illumination and resplendence, and because he was truly 
clothed in a garment of glory he was not naked, nor was he unseemly by reason of his nakedness. He was far more 
richly adorned than those who now deck themselves out with diadems of gold and brightly sparkling jewels. St Paul 
calls this divine illumination and grace our celestial dwelling when he says, 'For this we sigh, yearning to be clothed 
in our heavenly habitation, since thus clothed we will not be found naked' (2 Cor. (5:2). And St Paul himself 
received from God the pledge of this divine illumination and of our investiture in it on his way from Jerusalem to 
Damaskos (cf. Acts 9:3). As St Gregory of Nazianzos, surnamed the Theologian, has written, 'Before he was 
cleansed of his persecutions Paul spoke with Him whom he was persecuting or, rather, with a brief irradiation of the 
great Light.'  

68. The divine supraessentiality is never named in the plural. But the divine and uncreated grace and energy of 
God is indivisibly divided, like the sun's rays that warm, illumine, quicken and bring increase as they cast their 
radiance upon what they enlighten, and shine on the eyes of whoever beholds them. In the manner, then, of this faint 
likeness, the divine energy of God is called not only one but also multiple by the theologians. Thus St Basil the 
Great declares: 'What are the energies of the Spirit? Their greatness cannot be told and they are numberless. How 
can we comprehend what precedes the ages? What were God's energies before the creation of noetic reality?' For 
prior to the creation of noetic reality and beyond the ages - for the ages are also noetic creations - no one has ever 
spoken or conceived of anything created. Therefore the powers and energies of the divine Spirit - even though they 
are said in theology to be multiple  
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- are uncreated and are to be indivisibly distinguished from the single and wholly undivided essence of the Spirit. 

69. The theologians affirm that the uncreated energy of God is indivisibly divided and multiple, as St Basil the 



Great has explained above. And since the divine and deifying illumination and grace is not the essence but the 
energy of God, for this reason it comes forth from God not only in the singular but in multiplicity as well. It is 
bestowed proportionately on those who participate in it, and corresponding to the capacity of those who receive it 
the deifying resplendence enters them to a greater or lesser degree. 

70. Isaiah has said that these energies are seven in number, and for the Jews the number seven signifies a 
multiplicity. 'There shall come forth', he says, 'a rod out of the root of Jesse, and a flower shall come from it; and 
seven spirits shall rest upon Him: the spirit of wisdom, understanding, knowledge, reverence, counsel, strength and 
fear' (cf. Isa. 11:1-2). Those who hold the views of Barlaam and Akindynos dementedly maintain that these seven 
spirits are created; but this error we have refuted exhaustively in our Refutation of Akindynos. Moreover, referring to 
these energies of the Spirit, St Gregory of Nazianzos says, 'Isaiah likes to call the energies of the Spirit spirits.' And 
Isaiah himself, the clarion voice of the prophets, not only distinguished them plainly from the divine essence by their 
number, but also indicated the uncreated nature of these divine energies by the words 'rest upon Him'. For to 'rest 
upon' is the privilege of a superior dignity. How, then, could those spirits that rest upon the humanity the Lord 
assumed from us have a created character?  

71. Our Lord Jesus Christ cast out demons 'with the finger of God', according to Luke (11:20); but Matthew says 
'by the Spirit of God' (12:28). St Basil explains that the finger of God is one of the Spirit's energies. If one of these 
energies is the Holy Spirit, most certainly the others are as well, as St Basil also teaches us. Yet there are not for this 
reason many gods or many Spirits. These energies are processions, manifestations and natural operations of the one 
Spirit and in each case the operative agent is one. Yet the heterodox make the Spirit of God a created being seven 
times over when they assert that these energies are created. But let them be humiliated sevenfold, for  
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the prophet Zechariah calls these energies 'the seven eyes of the Lord that look upon all the earth' (4:10). And St 
John writes in Revelation, 'Grace be with you, and peace from God and from the seven spirits that are before His 
throne, and from Christ' (cf. Rev. 1:4-5), thus making it clear to the faithful that these are the Holy Spirit. 

72. When God the Father preannounced through the prophet Micah the birth in the flesh of His Only-begotten 
Son, and wished to indicate also the unoriginate nature of Christ's divinity. He said: 'And His goings forth have been 
from the beginning, even from an eternity of days' (5:2. LXX). The holy fathers explain that these 'goings forth' are 
the energies of the Godhead, for the powers and energies are the same for Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Yet those 
who strive to vindicate the views of Barlaam and Akindynos proclaim these energies to be created. Let them, 
however, come to their senses, late though it is, and comprehend who it is that exists from the beginning, and who it 
is to whom David says: 'From eternity' - which has the same meaning as 'from an eternity of days' - 'and to eternity 
Thou art' (Ps. 89:2). Let them intelligently consider, if they will, that when God said through His prophet that these 
goings forth are from the beginning, He did not say that they came into being, or were made or created. And St 
Basil, inspired by the Spirit of God, said, not that the energies of the Spirit 'came into being', but that they existed 



'prior to the creation of noetic reality' and 'beyond the ages'.' Only God is operative and all-powerful from eternity, 
and therefore He possesses pre-eternal operations and powers.  

73. In obvious opposition to the saints, those who champion the views of Akindynos say that there is only one 
thing that is uncreated, namely, the divine nature, and that anything that is in any way distinguished from the divine 
nature is created. Hereby they declare the Father, Son and Holy Spirit to be created beings, for there is one and the 
same energy for the three, and that of which the energy is created cannot itself be uncreated. Thus that which is 
created is not God's energy - this is impossible - but what is effected and accomplished by the divine energy. This is 
why St John of Damaskos teaches that the energy, although distinct from the divine nature, is  
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also an essential, that is to say, a natural activity of that nature.' Since, then, it is the property of the divine energy 
to create, as St Cyril has said, how could this energy be something created, unless it was activated by another 
energy, and that energy in turn by still another, and so on ad infinitum. In this way we would always be looking for 
the uncreated source of the energy. 

74. Because both the divine essence and the divine energy are everywhere inseparably present. God's energy is 
accessible also to us creatures; for, according to the theologians it is indivisibly divided, whereas the divine nature, 
they say, remains totally undivided. Thus St John Chrysostom says, 'A drop of grace filled all things with 
knowledge; through it miracles were wrought and sins forgiven.' Here, while indicating that this drop of grace is 
uncreated, he hastens to make it clear that it is an energy of God but not His essence. Further, in order to show how 
the divine energy diners both from the divine essence and from the hypostasis of the Spirit, he adds, 'I mean a part of 
the energy, for the Paraclete is not divided.' Therefore God's grace and energy is accessible to each one of us, since it 
is divided indivisibly. But since God's essence is in every way indivisible, how could it be accessible to any created 
being?  

75. Three realities pertain to God: essence, energy, and the triad of divine hypostases. As we have seen, those 
privileged to be united to God so as to become one spirit with Him - as St Paul said, 'He who cleaves to the Lord is 
one spirit with Him' (1 Cor. 6:17) - are not united to God with respect to His essence, since all the theologians testify 
that with respect to His essence God suffers no participation. Moreover, the hypostatic union is fulfilled only in the 
case of the Logos, the God-man. Thus those privileged to attain union with God are united to Him with respect to 
His energy; and the 'spirit', according to which they who cleave to God are one with Him, is and is called the 
uncreated energy of the Holy Spirit, but not the essence of God, even though Barlaam and Akindynos may disagree. 
Thus God prophesied through His prophet saying, 'I shall pour forth', not 'My Spirit', but 'of My Spirit upon the 
faithful' (cf. Joel 2:28. LXX).  
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76. According to St Maximos, 'Moses and David, and whoever else became vessels of divine energy by laying 
aside the properties of then-fallen nature, were inspired by the power of God'; and. ‘They became living icons of 
Christ, being the same as He is, by grace rather than by assimilation.' He farther says. The purity in Christ and in the 
saints is one.' As the divine Psalmist chants, 'May the splendor of our God be upon us' (Ps. 90:17. LXX). For 
according to St Basil, 'Spirit-bearing souls, when illumined by the Spirit, both become spiritual themselves and shed 
forth grace upon others. From this comes foreknowledge of things future, understanding of mysteries, apprehension 
of things hidden, distribution of spiritual gifts, citizenship in heaven, the dance with the angels, unending joy, divine 
largesse, likeness to God, and the desire of all desires, to become God.' 

77. The angels excel men with respect to this grace, resplendence, and union with God. On this account they are 
secondary luminaries, ministers of the supreme resplendence. The noetic powers and ministering spirits are 
secondary lights and irradiations of the primal Light.' The angels are 'the first luminous nature after the Primal 
Being, because they shine forth from It'. 'An angel is a secondary light, an emanation or a communication of the 
Primal Light.' The divine intellects move in a circular fashion, uniting themselves with the unoriginate and unending 
illuminations of the Beautiful and Good', for 'God Himself and naught else is light for eternal beings'; 'What the sun 
is for sensory beings. God is for noetic beings. He is the primal and supreme light illumining all intelligent nature.' 
As St John Chrysostom says, when you hear the prophet saying, 'I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne' (Isa. 6:1), 
understand that he saw not God's essence but His gift of Himself, and this even more obscurely than the supreme 
powers behold it.  
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78. Every created nature is far removed from and completely foreign to the divine nature. For if God is nature, 
other things are not nature; but if every other thing is nature, He is not a nature, just as He is not a being if all other 
things are beings. And if He is a being, then all other things are not beings. And if you accept this as true also for 
wisdom, goodness, and in general all. things that pertain to God or are ascribed to Him, then your theology will be 
correct and in accordance with the saints. God both is and is said to be the nature of all beings, in so far as all 
partake of Him and subsist by means of this participation: not, however, by participation in His nature - far from it - 
but by participation in His energy. In this sense He is the Being of all beings, the Form that is in all forms as the 
Author of form, the Wisdom of the wise and, simply, the All of all things. Moreover, He is not nature, because He 
transcends every nature; He is not a being, because He transcends every being; and He is not nor does He possess a 
form, because He transcends form. How, then, can we draw near to God? By drawing near to His nature? But not a 



single created being has or can have any communication with or proximity to the sublime nature. Thus if anyone has 
drawn close to God, he has evidently approached Him by means of His energy. In what way? By natural 
participation in that energy? But this is common to all created things. It is not, therefore, by virtue of natural 
qualities, but by virtue of what one achieves through free choice that one is close to or distant from God. But free 
choice pertains only to beings endowed with intelligence. So among all creatures only those endowed with 
intelligence can be far from or close to God, drawing close to Him through virtue or becoming distant through vice. 
Thus such beings alone are capable of wretchedness or blessedness. Let us strive to lay hold of blessedness. 

79. When created beings are compared among themselves, some are said to be naturally akin to God and others 
alien. The noetic natures that are apprehended by the intellect alone are, so it is claimed, akin to the Divinity, 
whereas all natures subject to sense-perception are in every way alien to It; and those among them that are utterly 
bereft of soul and unmoving are the most remote of all. Thus, when compared among themselves, created beings are 
said to be naturally either akin or alien to God. Properly speaking, however, all of them in themselves are alien to 
Him by nature. Indeed, it is no more possible to say how distant noetic nature is from God than how remote sense-
perception and the things of the realm of the senses are from noetic  
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beings. If we are, then, by nature so far removed from God, alas for us if we do not draw close to Him by freely 
choosing to act well and to conduct ourselves with probity.                     

80. The inspired and universal tongue of the divine theologians, St John of Damaskos, says in the second of his 
theological chapters: 'A man who would speak or hear anything about God should know with all clarity that in what 
concerns theology and the divine economy not all things are inexpressible and not all are capable of expression, and 
neither are all things unknowable nor are they all knowable.’ We know that those divine realities of which we desire 
to speak transcend speech, since such realities exist according to a principle that is transcendent. They are not 
outside the realm of speech by reason of some deficiency, but are beyond the conceptual power innate within us and 
to which we give utterance when speaking to others. For neither can our speech explain these realities by 
interpretation, nor does our innate conceptual power have the capacity to attain them of its own accord through 
investigation. Thus we should not permit ourselves to say anything concerning God, but rather we should have 
recourse to those who in the Spirit speak of the things of the Spirit, and this is the case even when our adversaries 
require some statement from us.  

81. It is said that on the portals of Plato's academy were inscribed the words, 'Let no man enter who is ignorant of 
geometry,' A person incapable of conceiving and discoursing about inseparable things as separate is in every respect 
ignorant of geometry. For there cannot be a limit without something limited. But geometry is almost entirely a 
science of limits, and it even defines and extends limits on their own account, abstracted from that which they limit, 
because the intellect separates the inseparable. How, then, can a person who has never learnt to separate in his 



intellect a physical object from its attributes be able to conceive of nature in itself? For nature is not merely 
inseparable from the natural elements in which it inheres, but it cannot even exist at any time without them. How 
can he conceive of universals as universals, since they exist as such in particulars and are distinguished from them 
only by the intelligence and reason, being perceived intellectually as prior to the many particulars although in truth 
they can in no way exist apart from these many particulars? How shall he  
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apprehend intellectual and noetic things? How shall he understand us when we say that each intellect also has 
thought and that each of our thoughts is our intellect? How shall he not ridicule us and accuse us of saying that each 
man possesses two or many minds? 

If, then, someone is unable to speak or conceive of things indivisible as distinct, how will he be able to discuss or 
be taught anything of this sort concerning God, with respect to whom, according to the theologians, there are and are 
said to be many unions and distinctions? But although the unions pertaining to God prevail over and are prior to the 
distinctions, they do not abolish them nor are they at all impeded by them. The followers of Akindynos, however, 
cannot accept nor can they understand the indivisible distinction that exists in God, even when they hear us speaking 
- in harmony with the saints - of a divided union. For to God pertains both incomprehensibility and 
comprehensibility, though He Himself is one. The same God is incomprehensible in His essence, but 
comprehensible from what He creates according to His divine energies: according, that is, to His pre-eternal will for 
us, His pre-eternal providence concerning us. His pre-etemal wisdom with regard to us, and - to use the words of St 
Maximos - His infinite power, wisdom and goodness. But when Barlaam and Akindynos and those who follow in 
their footsteps hear us saying these things which we are obliged to say, they accuse us of speaking of many gods and 
many uncreated realities, and of making God composite. For they are ignorant of the fact that God is indivisibly 
divided and is united dividedly, and yet in spite of this suffers neither multiplicity nor compositeness.  

82. St Paul, the mouth of Christ, the chosen vessel, the glorious chariot of the divine name, says, 'From the 
creation of the world the invisible realities of God, namely. His eternal power and divinity, may be perceived in 
created things by means of intellection' (Rom. 1:20). May, then, the essence of God be perceived in created things 
by means of intellection? Certainly not. This is the madness of Barlaam and Akindynos and, before them, the 
delusion of Eunomios. For, prior to them but in the same manner, Eunomios in his discourses wrote that from 
created things we may comprehend nothing less than God's  
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essence itself. St Paul, however, is very far from teaching any such thing. For having just stated, 'What can be 
known of God is manifest' (Rom. 1:19), and having thus indicated that there exists something else beyond that 
which can be known about God and which He Himself has made manifest to all men of intelligence, he then adds: 
'For from the creation of the world the invisible realities of God may be perceived in created things by means of 
intellection.' You may in this way learn what it is that is knowable about God. The holy fathers explain that what is 
unknowable in God is His essence, while what may be known is that which pertains to His essence, namely, 
goodness, wisdom, power, divinity and majesty. These St Paul also calls invisible, though they are perceived in 
created things by means of intellection. But how could these things, which pertain to God's essence and may be 
perceived in things created, be themselves created? Therefore the divine energy, intellected through created things, 
is both uncreated and yet not the essence. For the divine energy is referred to not only in the singular but also in the 
plural. 

83. In refuting Eunomios, who claimed that the essence of God is revealed by created things, St Basil the Great 
writes that 'created things manifest wisdom, art and power, but not essence'. Thus the divine energy made manifest 
by created things is both uncreated and yet not God's essence; and those who like Barlaam and Akindynos say that 
there is no difference between the divine essence and the divine energy are clearly Eunomians.  

84. Most excellently does St Gregory of Nyssa, St Basil's bodily and spiritual brother, say in his refutation of 
Eunomios: 'When we perceive the beauty and grandeur of the wonders of creation, and from these and similar things 
derive other intellections concerning the Divinity, we interpret each of the intellections produced in us by its own 
distinctive name. "For from the grandeur and beauty of created things the Creator is contemplated by way of 
analogy" (Wisd. 13:5). We also call the Creator the Demiurge; Powerful, in that His power is sufficient to make His 
will reality; and Just, as the impartial judge. Likewise the term God (Theos) we have taken from His providential 
and overseeing activity. In this manner, then, by the term God we have been taught about a certain partial activity of 
the divine nature, but we  
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have not attained an understanding of God's essence by means of this word.’ 

85. St Dionysios the Areopagite, the most eminent theologian after the divine apostles, having clarified the 
distinction of the hypostases in God, says: 'The beneficent procession is a divine distinction, for the divine unity in a 
transcendently united manner multiplies and makes itself manifold through goodness.' And a little further on he 
says: 'We call divine distinction the beneficial processions of the Thearchy. For in bestowing itself upon all beings 
and abundantly pouring forth participation in all good things, it is distinguished in its unity, multiplied in its 



oneness, and made manifold without ceasing to be one.' Later he writes: 'These common and united distinctions - or, 
rather, these beneficent processions - of the whole Godhead we will try to praise to the best of our ability.'  

Thus St Dionysios shows clearly that there is also another distinction in God besides the distinction of the 
hypostases, and this distinction that is different from that of the hypostases he calls the distinction of the Godhead. 
For, indeed, the distinction of the hypostases is not a distinction pertaining to the Godhead. And he says that 
according to the divine processions and energies God multiplies Himself and makes Himself manifold, and he states 
in this respect that the procession may be spoken of both in the singular and in the plural. In regard to the distinction 
of the hypostases, however, the Deity certainly does not multiply Himself, nor as God is He subject to distinction. 
For us God is a Trinity, but not triple. St Dionysios also affirms that these processions and energies are uncreated, 
since he calls them divine and says that they are distinctions pertaining to the whole Godhead. He likewise says that 
the very Thearchy itself multiplies and makes Itself manifold according to these divine processions and energies, 
though not certainly by assuming anything external. Furthermore, this most sublime of the divine hymnologists 
promises to celebrate these processions; but he adds, 'to the best of our ability', in order to show that they transcend 
all celebration.  

86. Having said that the beneficent procession is a divine  
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distinction, this same revealer of things divine adds: 'Yet the unconditioned communications are united with 
respect to the divine distinction.' Here he groups together all the processions and energies of God and calls them 
communications. He says further that they are unconditioned, lest anyone should suppose that these communications 
are created effects such as the individual essence of each thing that exists, or the physical life of animals, or the 
reason and intellect inherent in rational and noetic beings. For how could these things be unconditioned in God and 
at the same time be created? And how could God's unconditioned processions and communications be created 
things, since the unconditioned communication is naturally inherent in the communicator, as we see in the case of 
light? 

87. St Dionysios now goes on to celebrate these processions and energies with other godlike names, calling them 
participable principles and essential participable principles. In many places in his writings he shows them to be 
superior to existent things, and that they are the paradigms or exemplars of existent things, pre-existing in God by 
means of a supra-essential union. How, then, could they be created? He then tells us what these paradigms are, 
saying: 'We call paradigms the essence-forming logoi or inner principles of existent things; they unitedly pre-exist in 
God, and theology refers to them as the predeterminations and divine and sacred volitions that determine and create 
existent things. It is in accordance with them that the Supra-essential both predetermines and brings forth everything 
that is.' How could me predeterminations and the divine volitions that create all existent things be themselves 
created? Is it not clear that those who maintain that these processions and energies are created degrade God's 
providence to the level of something created? For the energy that creates individual essence, life and wisdom, and in 



general makes and sustains created beings, is identical with me divine volitions and the divine participable principles 
and the gifts of supernal Goodness, the Cause of all.  

88. The participable principle of absolute Being in no way participates in anything, as the great Dionysios also 
says. But the other participable principles, in that they are participable principles of existent things, also participate 
in nothing else whatsoever, for  
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providence does not participate in providence, nor life in life. But in that they possess being they are said to 
participate in absolute Being, since without this they can neither exist nor be participated in, just as there can be no 
foreknowledge without knowledge. Thus, as essential participable principles, they are in no way created. Hence, 
according to St Maximos, they never began to be and they are seen to pertain to God in an essential manner, and 
there was never a time when they were not. But when the followers of Barlaam impiously suppose that because life 
itself, goodness itself and so forth, share in the common denomination of existent things they are therefore created, 
they do not comprehend that although they are called existent things, they are also superior to existent things, as St 
Dionysios says. Those who for this reason place the essential participable principles among created things could 
easily regard the Holy Spirit as created, whereas St Basil the Great says that the Spirit shares in names befitting the 
Divinity. 

89. Should someone claim that only absolute Being is a participable principle since it alone does not participate in 
anything but is solely participated in, whilst the other participable principles participate in it, he should know that he 
does not think aright with regard to the other participable principles. For living things or holy things or good things 
are said to live and to become holy and good by participation, not simply because they exist and participate in 
absolute Being, but because they partake of absolute life, holiness and goodness. But absolute life - and the same 
applies to other such realities - does not become absolute life by participation in some other absolute life. As 
absolute life, it is among those realities that are participated in, not among those that participate. How could that 
which does not participate in life, but is itself participated in by living things and quickens them, be something 
created? And one may say the same with regard to the other participable principles.  

90. Let St Maximos now lend us his support. He writes in his Scholia that the providence creating existent things 
is identical with the processions of God. He says: 'The creative providences and good-nesses' - those that bestow 
individual essence, life and wisdom - 'are  
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common to the tri-hypostatic differentiated Unity.' By stating that these providences and goodnesses are many 
and distinct, he shows that they are not the essence of God, since that is one and altogether indivisible. But because 
they are common to the tri-hypostatic differentiated Unity, he shows us that they are not identical with the Son or the 
Holy Spirit, for neither the Son nor the Holy Spirit is an energy common to the three hypostases. Yet by stating that 
they are not only providences and goodnesses but are also creative, he shows them to be uncreated. For if this were 
not the case, then the creative power would itself be created by another creative power, and that in turn by another, 
and so on to the uttermost absurdity, not even stopping at infinity. Thus God's processions and energies are 
uncreated, and none of them is either divine essence or hypostasis. 

91. In the incomparable superabundance of His goodness He who brought forth and adorned the universe 
established it as multiform. He willed that some things should simply possess being, while others should possess life 
in addition to being. Of these latter He willed that some should possess noetic life, that others should enjoy merely a 
sensible life, while others again should possess a life mingled of both. When this last category of beings had 
received from Him rational and noetic life. He willed that by the free inclination of their will towards Him they 
should achieve union with Him and thus live in a divine and supernatural manner, having been vouchsafed His 
deifying grace and energy. For His will is generation for things that exist, whether for those brought forth out of 
non-being, or for those being brought to a better state; and this takes place in diverse ways. Because of the diversity 
of the divine will with respect to existent things, the one providence and goodness of God - or, in other words. God's 
turning towards inferior beings by reason of His goodness - both is, and is thus called by the divinely wise 
theologians, many providences and goodnesses, for they are indivisibly divided and differentiated among divisible 
things. Thus one is called God's power of foreknowledge, and another His creative and sustaining power. Further, 
according to the great Dionysios, some bestow individual essence, some life, and some wisdom. Now each of these 
powers is common to Father, Son and  

 

 
[V4] 390 

St Gregory Palamas  
Topics of Natural and Theological Science and on the Moral and Ascetic Life: 

One Hundred and Fifty Texts  

Holy Spirit, and in each good and divine volition with respect to us it is Father, Son and Holy Spirit that are its 
essence-bestowing, life-bestowing and wisdom-bestowing energy and power. These St Dionysios calls 
unconditioned and undiminishable communications, elevating them above all created things and teaching us that 
they inhere by nature in Him who communicates them. 

92. Just as the sun without diminution communicates heat and light to those who participate in them, and itself 
possesses these qualities as its inherent and essential energies, so the divine communications, since they inhere 
without diminution in Him who bestows communion, are His natural and essential energies. Thus they are also 
uncreated. When the sun sets beneath the horizon and is no longer visible, not even a trace of its light remains; yet 
when it is visible, the eye that receives its light cannot but be mingled with it and united by it to the wellspring of 



light. The sun's warmth, however, and its effects which contribute to the generation and growth of sensible things, 
and to the manifold diversity of humors and qualities, do hot desert these creatures, even when there is no contact 
with the sun through the sun's rays. In the same manner as indicated in this inadequate image taken from sensible 
reality, only those who aspire after the supernal and most divine light participate integrally in deifying grace and by 
it are united to God. All other beings are effects of the creative energy, brought forth from nothing by grace as a free 
gift but not illumined by grace, which is the same as God's resplendence.  

93. This resplendence and deifying energy of God, that deifies those who participate in it, constitutes divine grace, 
but it is not the nature of God. This does not mean that God's nature is distant from those who have received grace - 
and this is Akindynos' ridiculous slander - for God's nature is everywhere; but it means that it is not participable, 
since no created thing, as we have already shown, is capable of participating in it. The divine energy and grace of 
the Spirit, being everywhere present and remaining inseparable from the Spirit, is imparticipable, as though absent, 
for those who on account of their impurity are unfit to participate in it. Just as faces, so it is said, are not reflected by 
every material, but only by such materials as possess smoothness and transparency, so the energy of the Spirit is not 
found in all souls, but only in those possessing no perversity or deviousness. Again, it is said that the Holy Spirit is 
present to all, but He manifests His power only in those who are purified from the passions, and does  
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not manifest it in those whose intellect is still confused by the defilement of sin. 

94. The light of the sun is inseparable from the sun's rays and from the heat which they dispense; yet for those 
who receive the rays but have no eyes the light is imparticipable and they sense only the heat coming from the rays. 
For those bereft of eyes cannot possibly perceive light. In the same way, but to a greater extent, no one who enjoys 
the divine radiance can participate in the essence of the Creator. For there is absolutely no creature that possesses the 
capacity to perceive the Creator's nature.  

95. Here let St John, the Baptist of Christ, as well as St John who was more beloved by Christ than the other 
disciples, and St John Chrysostom, now bear witness with us that the participated divine energy is neither created 
nor the essence of God. St John the Evangelist does so by what he writes in his Gospel, the Forerunner and Baptist 
of Christ when he says: 'It is not by measure that the Spirit is given to Christ by God the Father' (cf. John 3:34). St 
John Chrysostom explains this passage when he states: 'Here "Spirit" means the energy of the Spirit. For all of us 
receive the energy of the Spirit by measure, but Christ possesses the Spirit's entire energy in full and without 
measure. But if His energy is without measure, how much more so is His essence.' By calling the energy 'Spirit' - or, 
rather, the very Spirit of God - as the Baptist did, and by saying that the energy is without measure, Chrysostom 
showed its uncreated character. Again, by saying that we receive it by measure he indicated the difference between 
the uncreated energy and the uncreated essence of God. For no one ever receives the essence of God, not even if all 
men are taken collectively, each one receiving in part according to his degree of purity. Chrysostom then goes on to 
reveal another difference between the uncreated essence and the uncreated energy, for he says, 'If the energy of the 



Spirit is without measure, how much more so is His essence.'  

96. If, according to the absurdities of Akindynos and those who share his views, the divine energy does not in any 
respect differ from the divine essence, then the act of creating, which is something that pertains to the energy, will 
not in any respect differ from the act of  

 

 
[V4] 392 

St Gregory Palamas  
Topics of Natural and Theological Science and on the Moral and Ascetic Life: 

One Hundred and Fifty Texts  

begetting and the act of procession, -which are things that pertain to the essence. But if the act of creating is not 
distinct from that of begetting and of procession, then created things will in no way differ from Him who is begotten 
and Him who is sent forth. But if this is the case - as according to these men it is - then both the Son of God and the 
Holy Spirit will in no way differ from creatures: all created things will be begotten and sent forth by God the Father, 
creation will be deified, and God will share His rank with creatures. For this reason St Cyril, affirming the 
distinction between God's essence and energy, says, 'The act of generation pertains to the divine nature, whereas the 
act of creating pertains to His divine energy.' Then he clearly underscores what he has affirmed by saying, 'Nature 
and energy are not identical.' 

97. If the divine essence does not in any respect differ from the divine energy, then the act of generation and of 
procession will in no respect differ from the act of creating. But God the Father creates through the Son in the Holy 
Spirit. Thus, in the view of Akindynos and his adherents, He also begets and sends forth through the Son in the Holy 
Spirit.  

98. If the divine essence does not in any respect differ from the divine energy, then neither does it differ from the 
divine will. Thus the Son, who alone is begotten from the Father's essence, is according to these people also created 
from the Father's will.  

99. If the divine essence does not in any respect differ from the divine energy, and if the holy fathers testify that 
God has many energies - for, as shown above, He has creative providences and goodnesses - then God also has 
many essences. This is a view that no member of the Christian race has ever uttered or entertained.  

100. If the energies of God do not in any respect differ from the divine essence, then neither will they differ from 
one another. Therefore God's will is in no way different from His foreknowledge, and consequently either God does 
not foreknow all things - because He does not will all that occurs - or else He wills evil also, since He foreknows all. 
This means either that He does not foreknow all things, which is the same as saying that He is not God, or that He is 
not good, which is also the same as saying that He is not God. Thus God's  
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foreknowledge does differ from His will, and so both differ from the divine essence. 

101. If the divine energies do not differ from one another, then God's creative power is not distinct from His 
foreknowledge. But in that case, since God began to create at a particular moment, He also began to foreknow at a 
particular moment. Yet if God did not have foreknowledge of all things before the ages how could He be God?  

102. If God's creative energy does not differ in any respect from divine foreknowledge, then created things are 
concurrent with God's foreknowledge. Thus because God unoriginately has foreknowledge and what is foreknown is 
unoriginately foreknown, it follows that God creates unoriginately, and therefore that created things will have been 
created unoriginately. But how shall He be God if His creatures are in no way subsequent to Him?  

103. If God's creative energy in no respect differs from His foreknowledge, then the act of creating is not subject 
to His will, since His foreknowledge is not so subject. In that case God will create, not by an act of volition, but 
simply because it is His nature to create. But how will He be God if He creates without volition?  

104. God Himself is within Himself, since the three divine hypostases co-naturally and eternally cleave to one 
another and unconfusedly interpenetrate each other. Yet God is also in the universe and the universe is within God, 
the one sustaining, the other being sustained by Him. Thus all things participate in God's sustaining energy, but not 
in His essence. Hence the theologians say that divine omnipresence also constitutes an energy of God.  

105. If we have conformed ourselves to God and have attained that for which we are created, namely, deification - 
for they say that God created us in order to make us partakers of His own divinity (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4) - then we are in 
God since we are deified by Him, and God is in us since it is He who deifies us. Thus we, too, participate in the 
divine energy - though in a different way from the universe as a whole - but not in the essence of God. Hence the 
theologians say that 'divinity’ is also an appellation of the divine energy.  

106. The supra-essential, supra-existential nature that transcends the Godhead and goodness, in that it is more than 
God and more than goodness, and so on, can be neither described nor conceived nor in any way contemplated, since 
it transcends all things and is surpassingly unknowable, being established by uncircumscribed power beyond the  
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supracelestial intelligences, and always utterly ungraspable and ineffable for all. Neither in the present age nor in 
the age to come is there any name with which it can be named, nor can the soul form any concept of it or any word 
express it; and there can be no contact with or participation in it, whether sensible or noetic, nor any imagining of it 
at all. Thus the theologians hold that the closest idea we can have of this nature is that of its perfect 



incomprehensibility attained by means of negation, or apophasis, since this nature is transcendentally privative of all 
that exists or can be expressed. Hence he who possesses knowledge of the truth beyond all truth, if he is to name it 
correctly, cannot legitimately call it either essence or nature. Yet it is the cause of all things and all things pertain to 
it and exist on its account; and it is prior to all things and in a simple and undetermined manner it precontains all 
things in itself. Thus it can be named loosely and inexactly from all things. Accordingly it can be called both essence 
and nature, though property speaking we should name it the creative procession and energy whereby God creates 
individual essences; for the great Dionysios says that this is 'the proper theological name for the essence of Him who 
truly is'. 

107. One can find the term 'nature' applied also to natural attributes, both in the case of created beings and in the 
case of God. Thus St Gregory of Nazianzos says somewhere in his poems, 'It is the nature of my King to bestow 
blessedness.' Now bestowing is not the nature of anything; it is, rather, the natural attribute of one who is beneficent. 
Similarly, with regard to fire one can say that its nature is to ascend upwards and to cast light upon those who behold 
it. Yet the motion in itself is not the nature of fire, nor is the production of light; rather its nature is the origin of the 
motion. Hence natural attributes are also called nature. This is confirmed by the great Dionysios when he says 
somewhere, 'It is the nature of the Good to bring forth and to save,' meaning that these acts are attributes of the 
divine nature. Thus when you hear the fathers saying that God's essence is imparticipable, you should realize that 
they refer to the essence that does not depart from itself and is unmanifest. Again, when they say that it is 
participable, you should realize that they refer to the procession, manifestation and energy that are God's natural 
attributes.  
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When you accept both statements in this sense you will be in agreement with the fathers. 

108. Even the smallest portion of an essence possesses all that essence's powers. Thus a spark is both brilliant and 
illuminating, it melts and bums whatever comes close to it, it is self-moving by nature and rises upwards and, in 
brief, it is whatever fire is, of which it is a part. Similarly a drop of water possesses every quality that water has, of 
which it is a drop; and a nugget possesses whatever quality is possessed by the metal of which it is a fragment. Thus 
if we participate in the unmanifest essence of God, then, whether we participate in the whole of it or a part of it, we 
would be all-powerful, and in the same way each existent being would be all-powerful. But all-powerfulness is not a 
quality that even all mankind or all creation collectively possesses. St Paul shows this with abundant clarity when 
referring to those who share in the deifying gifts of the Spirit; for he testifies that not all the gifts of the Spirit belong 
to each individual. 'To one', he says, 'is given the quality of wisdom, to another the quality of knowledge, to another 
some other gift of the same Spirit' (cf. 1 Cor. 12:8). And St John Chrysostom clearly thwarts in advance the error of 
Barlaam and Akindynos when he says, 'A man does not possess all the gifts, lest he think that grace is nature.' Yet 
no intelligent person would suppose that grace, here distinguished from the divine nature, is created, for obviously 
no one would be in any danger of supposing a created thing to be the nature of God. Moreover, the grace of the 



Spirit, though differing from the divine nature, is not separated from it; rather, it draws those privileged to receive it 
towards union with the Holy Spirit.  

109. An essence has as many hypostases as there are partakers of it. We make as many hypostases of fire as the 
number of lamps we light from a single lamp. Yet if, as our opponents assert. God's essence is participated in, and is 
even participated in by everyone, this means that His essence is not tri-hypostatic, but multi-hypostatic. Who trained 
in the divine doctrine will not recognize this as the absurdity of the Messalians? For the Messalians maintain that 
those who have  
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attained the height of virtue participate in the essence of God. Yet the followers of Akindynos in their zeal to 
surpass this blasphemy say that not only do certain people distinguished in virtue participate in the divine essence, 
but all beings in general participate in it; and they say this on the spurious pretext that the divine essence is 
everywhere present. But St Gregory of Nazianzos, eminent in theology, long ago refuted the dotty views of both the 
Messalians and the Akindynists when he said, 'He is "Christ", the Anointed, on account of His divinity; for it is the 
divinity that anoints His human nature. This anointing sanctifies the human nature not merely with an energy, as is 
the case with all others who are anointed, but with the presence of the whole of Him who anoints.' With one voice 
the holy fathers have declared that the divinity dwells in those who are fittingly purified, but not as regards its 
nature. Thus a person does not participate in God either according to His essence or according to His hypostases, for 
neither of these can be in any way divided, nor can they be communicated to any one at all. Hence God is in this 
respect totally inaccessible to all, though indeed He is also everywhere present. But the energy and power common 
to the tri-hypostatic nature is variously and proportionately divided among those who participate in it, and is 
therefore accessible to those who are blessed with it. For, as St Basil says, 'the Holy Spirit is not participated in to 
the same degree by each person who receives Him; rather. He distributes His energy according to the faith of the 
participant; for though He is simple in essence, He is diverse in His powers.' 

110. That which is said to participate in something possesses a part of that in which it participates; for if it 
participates not in a part only but in the whole, then strictly speaking it does, not participate in but possesses that 
whole. Hence, if the participant must necessarily participate in a part, what is participated in is divisible. But the 
essence of God is in every way indivisible, and therefore it is altogether unparticipable. On the other hand, the 
property of the divine energy is to be divisible, as the holy father St John Chrysostom frequently affirms. Hence it is 
the divine energy that is participated in by those who have been privileged to receive deifying grace. Listen, then, 
once  
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more to St John Chrysostom, as he clearly elucidates both these points, namely, that it is the energy that is 
indivisibly divided and also participated in, and not the imparticipable essence from which the divine energy 
proceeds. Citing the gospel words, 'Of His fullness we have all received' (John 1:16), he says, 'If in the case of fire, 
where what is divided is both essence and body, we both divide it and do not divide it, how much more so is this the 
case with respect to the energy, especially the energy of the unembodied essence?' 

111. Further, that which participates in something according to its essence must necessarily possess a common 
essence with that in which it participates and be identical to it in some respect. But who has ever heard that God and 
we possess in some respect the same essence? St Basil the Great says, 'The energies of God come down to us, but 
the essence remains inaccessible.' And St Maximos also says, 'He who is deified through grace will be everything 
that God is, without possessing identity of essence.' Thus it is impossible to participate in God's essence, even for 
those who are deified by divine grace. It is, however, possible to participate in the divine energy. To this does the 
measured light of truth here below lead me, to behold and experience the splendor of God,' states St Gregory of 
Nazianzos. As the Psalmist says, 'May the splendor of our God be upon us' (Ps. 90:17. LXX). There is a single 
energy of God and the saints,' St Maximos clearly writes, who was one of their number; they are 'living icons of 
Christ, being the same as He is, by grace rather than by assimilation.'  

112. God is identical within Himself, since the three divine hypostases mutually coinhere and interpenetrate 
naturally, totally, eternally, inseparably, and yet without mingling or confusion, so that their energy is also one. This 
could never be the case among creatures. There are similarities among creatures of the same genus, but since each 
independent existence, or hypostasis, operates by itself, its energy is uniquely its own. The situation is different with 
the three divine hypostases that we worship, for there the energy is truly one and the  
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same. For the activity of the divine will is one, originating from the Father, the primal Cause, issuing through the 
Son, and made manifest in the Holy Spirit This is clear from the created effects, for it is from the effects that we 
know every natural energy. Although they are similar, different nests are made by different swallows, and different 
pages are written by different scribes, though the materials used are the same. But with the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit it is not the case that each one of the hypostases has His own particular effect. Rather, all creation is the single 
work of the three. Thus we have been initiated by the fathers to recognize from creation that the divine energy of the 
three Persons whom we worship is one and the same, and that they do not each possess an individual energy which 
merely resembles that of the other two. 



113. Since Father, Son and Holy Spirit unconfusedly and unmix-edly interpenetrate one another, we know that 
they possess an activity and energy that is strictly one and unique. The life or power mat the Father possesses in 
Himself is not different from that in the Son, since the Son possesses the same life and power as the Father; and the 
same can be said of the Son and me Holy Spirit. As for those who think that the divine energy does not differ from 
the divine essence because our life is nothing else but God Himself, and He Himself is pre-eternal life not in relation 
to something else but in Himself, they are both ignorant and heretics. They are ignorant because they have not yet 
learnt that the supreme Trinity is none other than God Himself, and that the supreme Unity is none other than God 
Himself, though this in no way prevents the Unity from being distinguished from the Trinity. They are heretics 
because they abolish both essence and energy, the one through the other. For what is dependent on another is not 
essence; and what is self-subsistent is not dependent on another. Thus if the essence and the energy in no way differ 
from each other, they abolish each other, or, rather, I should say that they expel from the number of the godfearing 
those who say that there is no difference between them.  

114. We, on the contrary, confess that the Son of God is our life as regards cause and energy, and that He is also 
life in Himself absolutely and independently of all; and we declare mat He possesses both these attributes 
uncreatedly. We likewise confess the same thing with reference to the Father and the Holy Spirit. Thus this life of 
ours, that as the cause of living things quickens us, is none other than Father, Son and Holy Spirit. For our tri-
hypostatic God is said to be our life as  
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being its cause. And when in theology the divine life is spoken of not as cause, nor in relation to something else, 
but absolutely and in itself, again it is not anything other than the Father and also the Son and the Holy Spirit. Such 
doctrines in no way give offence to those who affirm that God is uncreated, not only as regards His essence and 
hypostases, but also as regards the divine energy that is common to the three. We proclaim in our theology one God 
in three hypostases, possessing a single essence, power and energy, as well as whatever other realities pertain to the 
essence - realities that are called in Scripture assembly and fullness of divinity (cf. Col. 2:9), and are perceived and 
theologically declared to belong to each of the three holy hypostases. 

115. Those who reject this divine energy, saying sometimes that it is created, and sometimes that it differs in no 
respect from the divine essence, fabricate at other times a new heresy, teaching the doctrine that the sole uncreated 
energy is the only-begotten Son of the Father. In order to validate this view they appeal to the words of St Cyril: 
'The life that the Father possesses in Himself is nothing other than the Son, and the life that is in the Son is nothing 
other than the Father. Thus He speaks the truth when He says, "I am in the Father and the Father is in Me" (John 
14:11).' Briefly and so far  as we can we will now clarify the sense of the saint's words, and we will refute the 
impiety of those who in their undiscerning darkness oppose us. They wrongly maintain that the Son is not only 
unlike the Father, but is also posterior to the Father, because He possesses the faculty of life and life itself not by 
nature, but as something added from without, and by participation and adventitiously, and because He takes and 



receives life from the Father, according to the words of Scripture, 'For as the Father has life in Himself, so has He 
granted the Son also to have life in Himself' (John 5:26).  

St Cyril counters those who interpret the text of the Gospel in such an impious way. 'God', he says, 'is called life 
by virtue of His energy, as the Quickener of living things. He is Himself the life of things that naturally live, since 
He is the Creator of nature, just as He is also the Bestower of grace on those who live in a divine manner. But God is 
also said to be life in Himself, not in relation to another, but independently  
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and in every way unconditionally.' The divine Cyril wanted to show that in neither of these two cases does the 
Son differ from the Father, and that the fact that the Son receives something from .the Father does not indicate that 
He is posterior to the Father, or that where His essence is concerned the Son is second to the Father in a temporal 
sense. Thus among many other things St Cyril says, 'It is not as receiving something that the Son possesses being, 
but as being He receives something.' Then he adds in conclusion: 'Therefore, the fact that the Son receives 
something from the Father does not mean that where His essence is concerned the Son is second to the Father in a 
temporal sense.' Here, then, he does not accept that the life which the Father has and which the Son receives from 
the Father is the divine essence. 

116. Further, the divine Cyril shows that although the Son of God is said by virtue of His energy to be life in 
relation to living things, since He quickens them and is called their life, yet not even in this is He unlike the Father; 
rather, by nature He is their life and He quickens them, just as the Father does. Then, continuing, St Cyril writes, 'If 
the Son is not life by nature, how can He be speaking the truth when He says, "He that believes in Me has eternal 
life" (John 6:47), and again, "My sheep hear my voice, and I give them eternal life" (John 10:27-28)?' Shortly after 
St Cyril writes, 'To those who believe in Him He promises to give the life that belongs to and inheres in Him 
substantially. How, then, is it possible to think that the Son did not have this life but received it from the Father?' 
They should be ashamed, then, to say in their madness that, because this life is a natural attribute of God, therefore it 
must be identical with God's essence. For neither the Father, nor the Son, nor the Holy Spirit offers us believers their 
essence. We must dismiss such impiety.  

117. The great Cyril confutes in a similar way those who are infected with Barlaam's disease when he says shortly 
afterwards, 'In proceeding from the Father the Son takes with Him all that is by nature the Father's. Now one of the 
Father's attributes is life.' By the words, 'one of the Father's attributes', he clearly demonstrates that the  
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Father has many attributes. In the opinion of those who think that life is the essence of God, this must mean that 
God has many essences. Yet, apart from this impiety, to say that being and attribute are the same, except perhaps 
with regard to some particular relation, also displays excessive ignorance. And even more senseless is it to say that 
being and attributes - in other words, the one and what is more than one - are in no way different. For it is utterly and 
completely impossible and senseless to assert that something should be both one and many with respect to the same 
thing. 

118. In stating, then, that life is one of the Father's attributes, the divine Cyril shows that in this passage, when 
referring to 'life', he does not mean the essence of God. But let us produce his exact words where he states that God 
has many attributes. For slightly later he says, 'Many excellent properties pertain to the Father, but the Son is not 
without them either.' How could these many things that pertain to God be the divine essence? Wishing to indicate 
some of these excellent properties that pertain to the Father, he refers to the words of St Paul, To the immortal, 
invisible, and only wise God' (1 Tim. 1:17). Thus he shows even more clearly that none of God's attributes 
constitutes the essence. How, indeed, could immortality, invisibility, and in general all the things said of God 
privatively and apophatically, whether collectively or severally, be equated with the essence? For there is no essence 
unless there exists this or that definite object. If to the divine attributes described apophatically are added those that 
the theologians ascribe to God cataphatically, it is evident that none of them can be shown to disclose God's essence, 
even though when necessary we apply all the names of these attributes to the supra-essential Being that is absolutely 
nameless.  

119. When attributes are in question, we necessarily ask what they pertain to. If they do not pertain to anything, 
they are not attributes, and it is wrong to call them such. But if the attributes pertain to any one thing, and if this is 
the essence, which according to our adversaries in no way differs from each one of the attributes and all of them 
together, then, since there are many attributes, the one essence will be many essences; and that thing which is one in 
essence will be many in essence, and therefore will have many essences. But if it is one and also has many essences, 
it is necessarily composite. Delivering his adherents  
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from such impious and ignorant opinions, the divine Cyril says in his Treasuries: 'If that which pertains to God 
alone is inevitably also His essence. He will be composed of many essences. For there are many things that pertain 
by nature to God alone and to no other being. Indeed, the divine Scriptures call Him King, Lord, incorruptible, 
invisible, and say many thousands of other things about Him. If, then, each of His attributes is ranked with essence, 
how can the simple God not be composite? But this is a most absurd view to hold.' 

120. By many arguments St Cyril, wise in things divine, shows that even though the Son is life and is said to 
possess life as energy, since He quickens us and is the life of living things, still He is not on this account unlike the 



Father, for the Father, too, bestows life. He wanted also to show that even when the Son is said to be life and to have 
life not in relation to something else but altogether independently and absolutely, yet in this case also He will not be 
unlike the Father with respect to life. For when we call God our life, not in so far as He bestows life on us, but 
altogether independently and absolutely, then we are naming His essence on the basis of the energy that pertains to 
Him by nature, as we do also when we call Him wisdom, goodness, and so on. Wishing, then, to demonstrate this, St 
Cyril says: 'When we say that "the Father has life in Himself" (John 5:16), we are at the same time calling the Son 
life, for He is other than the Father only with respect to His hypostasis, but not with respect to life. For this reason 
there is no question of compositeness or twofoldedness in the Father. And again, when we say that the Son has life 
in Himself, and we mean life absolute, we are at the same time calling the Father life. For as the Father is life, not in 
relation to anything else, but independently and in Himself, the Father and the Son coinhere in one another, as the 
Son Himself said: "I am in the Father and the Father is in Me" (John 14:11).' In this way, then, the divine Cyril 
demonstrates that the life that is in the Father - namely, the Son - is somehow both other and not other than the 
Father. But our opponents say that the life that is in the Father is in no way other than the Father and is entirely 
identical with Him since it is in no respect different By proposing such things and affirming that this life is the Only-
begotten Son of the Father, they necessarily range  
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themselves not with the doctrines of the venerable Cyril but with those of Sabellius. 

121. Do not the followers of Barlaam and Akindynos roundly condemn themselves when they claim that the 
divine Cyril contradicts himself? To affirm sometimes one thing, sometimes another, when both affirmations are 
true, is a distinguishing mark of every orthodox theologian. But to contradict oneself does not betoken an intelligent 
person. St Cyril quite rightly says that by nature the Son has life, which He gives to those who believe in Him. By 
this he shows that not only the essence of God - which no one receives - but also His natural energy is called life. 
This life has been received as a gift of grace by those whom He has quickened, and thus they themselves are able to 
save - that is to say, to render immortal in spirit - those who previously were not alive in spirit, and sometimes to 
restore people lifeless in one of their limbs or even in their whole body. How could St Cyril, who has demonstrated 
these things so excellently and clearly, subsequently assert, with the intention of denying what he has said about the 
divine energy, that only God's essence is called life? For this is what is senselessly maintained by those who now 
pervert or, rather, misrepresent, what St Cyril says.  

122. Not just the Only-begotten Son of God but also the Holy Spirit is called energy and power by the saints, and 
this because the Son and the Spirit possess precisely the same powers and energies as the Father. For according to St 
Dionysios God is called power, 'as both possessing it originally in Himself and transcending all power'. Therefore, 
whenever one of those two distinct hypostases, the Son and the Holy Spirit, is called power or energy, it is 
understood or expressed that He is so together with the Father. Thus St Basil the Great says, The Holy Spirit is a 
sanctifying power that possesses essence, existence and hypostatic subsistence.' But in his writing about the Spirit he 



also shows that the energies of the Spirit are none of them self-subsistent, in this way clearly distinguishing them in 
turn from created things; for what come forth from the Spirit as created objects  
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are independent existences, for God creates them as essences with specific qualities. 

123. Apophatic theology does not contradict or confute cataphatic theology, but it shows that although statements 
made cataphatically about God are true and reverent, yet they do not apply to God as they might to us. For example. 
God possesses knowledge of existent things, and we, too, possess this in some cases. But we know things in so far 
as they exist and have come into existence, whereas God does not know them solely in this way, since He knows 
them just as well even prior to their coming into existence. Thus he who says that God does not know existent things 
as existent does not contradict him who says that God knows existent things and knows them as existent. There is 
also a cataphatic theology which has the force of apophatic theologv, as when one says that all knowledge is 
affirmed of some object, namely, the thing known, while God's knowledge does not refer to any object. This is the 
same as saying God does not know existent things as existent, and He does not have knowledge of existent things - 
that is to say, does not have it as we do. In this way it can be said that in terms of His pre-eminence God does not 
exist But he who asserts this in order to show that people who say God exists are not speaking correctly, clearly 
employs apophatic theology not in a way that connotes pre-eminence, but as though it connoted deficiency and 
signified in this case that God has absolutely no existence whatsoever. This is the uttermost impiety, of which, alas, 
those are guilty who by means of apophatic theology attempt to deny that God has both an uncreated essence and 
uncreated energy. We, however, embrace both modes of theology, since the one does not exclude the other - rather, 
by means of each we confirm ourselves in a sound way of thought.  

124. I think a brief patristic quotation will be sufficient to confute utterly all the sophistries of Barlaam's followers 
and prove them to be sheer folly. St Gregory of Nazianzos says: 'The Unoriginate, the First Originate and the One 
who is with the First Originate, constitute one God. But the First Originate is not, because it is the First Originate, 
separated from the Unoriginate. For its origin is not its nature, any more than to be without origin is the nature of the 
other. These things pertain to the nature, but are not the nature itself.'' What, then? Shall we say that because origin 
and unoriginateness are not nature but  
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pertain to the nature that they are therefore created? Not unless we are out of our mind. And is God composite 
because origin and unoriginateness are uncreated and pertain to His nature? Certainly not; for though they pertain to 
His nature, they are yet distinct from it. But, as St Cyril and other fathers teach at length, if the natural attributes of 
God are identified with the nature, then the: Divinity is composite. Read through the writings against Eunomios by 
St Basil the Great and his brother, St Gregory of Nyssa, who fraternally shares his views. There you will find clearly 
that the followers of Barlaam and Akindynos are in agreement with Eunomios, and you will have ample refutations 
to use against them. 

125. The Eunomians asserted that the Father and the Son did not have the same essence, and they came to this 
conclusion because they imagined that everything predicated of God is said with regard to His essence; and so they 
contentiously argued that because to beget and to be begotten are different, on this account there are also different 
essences. The Akindynists assert that it cannot be one and the same God who possesses both a divine essence and 
divine energy, because they imagine that everything predicated of God is essence; and so they contentiously argue 
that, if there is any difference between divine essence and energy, there are also many different gods. To refute both 
groups it is enough to show that not everything predicated of God is said with regard to His essence; it can be said 
relatively, that is, with relation to something that is not God's essence. For example, the Father is spoken of in 
relation to the Son, for the Son is not the Father. And God is called Lord in relation to the subject creation, for God 
is Lord over beings that are in time and in the eternal age, and also Lord over the ages themselves. But this dominion 
is an uncreated energy of God, distinct from His essence in that it is said in relation to something else, something 
which He Himself is not  

126. The Eunomians maintain that everything that is attributed to God is essence. In this way they conclude that 
unbegottenness is God's essence, thus degrading - so far as they can - the Son to the rank of a creature because He 
differs from the Father. Their purpose, they claim, is to avoid positing two Gods; the first, unbegotten, and the one 
who comes second after Him, begotten. In imitation of the Eunomians, the Akindynists maintain that everything that 
is attributed to God is  
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essence, and in this way they impiously degrade God's energy to the rank of creature - the energy that although 
inseparable from God nevertheless differs from His essence in that it originates from the essence and is participated 
in by created things; for, as St Dionysios says, 'All things participate in the providence that wells forth from the 
Godhead, the Cause of all.' Their purpose, the Akindynists claim, is to avoid positing two Godheads: one, the tri-
hypostatic essence that transcends name, cause, and participation; and the other, God's energy that proceeds from the 
essence, is participated in, and is named. They do not comprehend that, just as God the Father is called Father in 
relation to His own Son and fatherhood pertains to Him as an uncreated property, even though the name 'Father' 
does not betoken the essence, so likewise God possesses energy uncreatedly, even though energy differs from 
essence. When we speak of one Godhead, we speak of everything that God is, namely, both essence and energy. 



Consequently the Akindynists are the ones who impiously split God's single divinity into created and uncreated. 

127. An accident is that which comes into existence and passes out of existence, and in this way we can conceive 
of inseparable attributes as well. From one point of view, a natural attribute is also an accident, since it increases and 
decreases, as, for instance, knowledge in the soul endowed with intelligence. But there is no such thing in God 
because He remains entirely changeless. For this reason nothing can be attributed to Him that is an accident. Yet not 
all things said of God betoken His essence. For what belongs to the category of relation is also predicated of Him, 
and this is relative and refers to relationship with something else, and does not signify essence. Such is the divine 
energy in God. For it is not essence, nor an accident, even though it is called a kind of accident by some theologians, 
who mean to say simply this, that it is in God and that it is not essence.  

128. St Gregory of Nazianzos, when writing about the Holy Spirit, teaches us that, even though the divine energy 
is as it were also an accident, it is still seen to be in God without thereby making God composite. For he says, 'The 
Holy Spirit must either be ranked among beings that are self-existent or among those that are seen to be in another. 
Those skilled in such matters call the former essence and the latter accident. If the Holy Spirit were an accident, He 
would be an  
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energy of God. For what else, or of whom else, could He be? And this avoids making God composite.' He is 
clearly saying that if the Spirit is one of the things seen to be in God, and so is not essence, but is an accident and is 
called Spirit, He cannot be anything other than God's energy. This he indicated by saying, 'For what else, or of 
whom else, could He be?' In order to make it clear also that apart from energy nothing else - not quality, or quantity, 
or anything else of this kind - can be seen to be in God, he adds, 'And this avoids making God composite.' But how 
does the energy, though it is seen to be in God, not introduce composition into God? Because only God possesses 
completely impassible energy: He alone acts without being acted upon. He does not come into existence, nor does 
He change. 

129. Slightly before this, in contrasting this energy with what is created, St Gregory also shows that he regarded it 
as uncreated. For he says, 'Of the wise men among ourselves, some have supposed the Spirit to be an energy, others 
a created thing, and still others God.' By 'God' here he means the actual hypostasis; and by distinguishing the energy 
from what is created he clearly demonstrates that it is not created. Shortly afterwards he calls the energy an activity 
of God. How could God's activity not be uncreated? St John of Damaskos writes on this question: 'The energy is the 
dynamic and essential activity of the nature. That which possesses the capacity to energize is the nature from which 
the energy proceeds. That which is energized is the effect of the energy. That which energizes is what uses the 
energy, that is to say, the hypostasis.'  

130. In the same work St Gregory also says, 'If He is energy, then He will be energized but will not energize; and 
He will cease to exist once He has been energized.' From this the followers of Akindynos conclude and declare that 
the divine energy is created. They do not understand that being energized can also be said of uncreated realities, as 



St Gregory shows when he says that if 'Father' is the name of an energy, 'then what the Father energizes will be the 
consubstantiality of the Son'. And St John of Damaskos also says, 'Christ sat at the right  
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hand of God, divinely energizing universal providence.'' Yet neither does the expression 'He rested' call in 
question the uncreated nature of the energy. For in creating God begins and ceases: as Moses says, 'God rested from 
all the works that He had begun to make' (Gen. 2:1). But the act of creating itself, with respect to which God begins 
and ceases, is a natural and uncreated energy of God. 

131. After saying, 'The energy is the dynamic and essential activity of the nature', St John of Damaskos seeks to 
demonstrate that, according to St Gregory of Nazianzos, this energy is both actuated and ceases to act. For he adds, 
'We should realize that the energy is an activity and is energized rather than energizes. As St Gregory the 
Theologian says in his homily on the Holy Spirit, "If He is energy, then He will be energized but will not energize; 
and He will cease to exist once He has been energized".' Thus it is obvious that those who share the views of 
Barlaam and Akindynos, and who teach that the energy of which St Gregory here speaks is created, mindlessly 
degrade to the rank of a creature God's natural and essential energy. Yet St John of Damaskos, when he affirms that 
this energy is not only energized but also energizes, shows thereby that it is uncreated. That in this St John does not 
disagree with St Gregory I have made abundantly clear in my longer works.  

132. In God the hypostatic properties are affirmed relatively one to the other. The hypostases differ from each 
other, but not with respect to essence. Sometimes God is also referred to in relation to creation. Yet God, the All-
Holy Trinity, cannot be called Father in the same way that He is called pre-etemal, pre-unoriginate, great and good. 
For it is not each of the three hypostases that is the Father, but only one of them, from whom and to whom 
subsequent realities are referred. None the less, in relation to creation the Trinity can also be called the Father, 
because creation is the joint work of the Three, brought forth from absolute nothingness, and because our adoption 
as sons is achieved through the bestowal of the grace common to the Three. The scriptural texts, 'The Lord your God 
is one Lord' (cf. Deut. 6:4) and 'One is our Father in heaven' (cf. Matt. 6:9; 23:9), refer to the Holy Trinity as our one 
Lord and God, and also as our Father who  
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through His grace confers on us a new birth. As we said, the Father is called Father only in relation to His 



coessential Son. In relation to both Son and Spirit He is called Principle, as He is also called Principle in relation to 
creation, but here in the sense that He is the Creator and Master of all creatures. Thus when the Father is called such 
things in relation to creation, the Son is also Principle, though they constitute not two Principles but one. For the Son 
is called Principle in relation to creation, as He is likewise called Master in relation to the created things subject to 
Him. Thus the Father and the Son, together with the Spirit, are - in relation to creation - one Principle, one Master, 
one Creator, one God and Father, one Provider and Overseer, and so on. Yet none of these properties constitute the 
essence, for if it was the essence it could not have been spoken of in relation to another. 

133. States, conditions, places, times, and any other such thing are not literally but metaphorically predicated of 
God. But to create and to energize can in the truest sense be predicated of God alone; for only God creates. He does 
not come into existence nor with respect to His essence is He acted upon. He alone through all things creates each 
one. He alone creates from absolute nothingness, since He possesses energy that is all-powerful. With respect to this 
energy He can be referred to in relation to creation and possesses potentiality. For He Himself in His own nature is 
not capable of being affected by anything at all, but if He wishes He is capable of adding to His creations. For God 
in His essence to be capable of being affected, of possessing or acquiring something, would denote weakness. But 
for God through His energy to be capable of creating, and of possessing and adding to His creations whenever He 
wishes, is a token of divinely fitting and almighty power.  

134. All existent things can be grouped into ten categories, namely, essence, quantity, quality, relation, place, 
time, activity, passivity, possession and dependence; and these ten categories apply likewise to everything 
subsequently seen to pertain to essence. But God is supra-essential essence, in which can be seen only relation and 
activity or creation, and these two things do not produce in His essence any composition or change. For God creates 
all things without being affected in His essence. He is Creator in relation to creation, and also its Principle and 
Master in that it has its origin in Him and is dependent on Him. But He is also our Father, since by grace He confers 
on us rebirth. Yet He is Father, too, in relation to the Son who is completely without any temporal beginning. The 
Son is Son in relation to the  
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Father, while the Spirit is the projection of the Father, coetemal with the Father and the Son, being of one and the 
same essence. Those who assert that God is only essence, with nothing to be seen in Him, fabricate a God who has 
neither creativity and energy nor relation. But if He whom they suppose to be God does not possess these properties, 
then He is neither active nor Creator, nor does He possess an energy; and neither is He Principle, Creator and 
Master, nor is He our Father by grace. For how could He be these things if relation and creativity are not to be 
envisaged in His essence? Furthermore, if relation is not to be envisaged in God's essence, the tri-hypostatic 
character of the Godhead is also abolished. But He who is not tri-hypostatic is not the Master of all or God. Thus 
those who hold the views of Barlaam and Akindynos are atheists. 

135. God also possesses that which is not essence. Yet because it is not essence it is not on that account an 



accident. For that which not only does not pass away but which also neither admits nor induces in itself the slightest 
increase or decrease, cannot be included among accidents. But the fact that it is neither an accident nor essence does 
not mean that it has no existence: it exists and it truly exists. It is not an accident, because it is altogether changeless. 
But again it is not an essence, because it is not among those things that are self-subsistent. It is because of this that 
some theologians say that it is in a certain way an accident, by which they wish only to indicate that it is not essence. 
But because each hypostatic property and each of the hypostases is neither an essence nor an accident in God, is it 
on this account totally nonexistent? Certainly not. In the same way, then. God's divine energy is neither an essence 
nor an accident, nor is it something utterly nonexistent. To speak in accord with all the theologians: if God creates 
by will and not simply because it is His nature to do so, then to will is one thing and natural being is another. If this 
is so, it means that God's volition is other than the divine essence. Does it follow from this that because in God the 
will is other than the nature and is not an essence it therefore does not exist at all? Certainly not: it does exist and it 
pertains to God, who possesses not only essence but also a will with which He creates. One may if one wishes say 
that it is in a certain way an accident, since it is not an essence; yet neither is it in the strict sense an accident, since it 
does not produce any composition or alteration. Thus God possesses both essence and that which is not essence, 
even if it should not be called an accident, namely, the divine will and energy.  
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136. Unless an essence has an energy distinct from itself, it will entirely lack actual existence and will be a mere 
mental concept. For man as a general concept does not think, does not have opinions, does not see, does not smell, 
does not speak, does not hear, does not walk, does not breathe, does not eat and, in short, does not have an energy 
which is distinct from his essence, and which shows that he possesses an individual state of being. Thus man as a 
general concept entirely lacks actual existence. But when man possesses an inherent energy distinct from his 
essence, whether it be one or many or all of those activities we have mentioned, it is known thereby that he 
possesses an individual state of being and does not lack actual existence. And because these energies are observed 
not only in one or two or three but in a great number of individuals, it is clear that man exists in countless individual 
states of being. 

137. According to the true faith of God's Church which by His grace we hold, God possesses inherent energy that 
makes Him manifest and is in this respect distinct from His essence. For He foreknows and provides for inferior 
beings; He creates, sustains, rules and transforms them according to His own will and knowledge. In this way it is 
clear that He possesses an individual state of being, and that He is not simply essence lacking actual existence. But 
since all these energies are to be seen not in one but in three Persons, God is known to us as one essence existing in 
three individual states of being or hypostases. But the followers of Akindynos, by asserting that God does not have 
inherent energy that makes Him manifest and is in this respect distinct from His essence, are saying that God does 
not possess an individual state of being, and they entirely deprive the tri-hypostatic Lord of actual existence. In this 
way they excel Sabellius the Libyan in heresy; for their total impiety is worse than his corrupt piety.  



138. The energy of the three divine hypostases is one not in the sense that each has an energy similar to that of the 
others, as is the case with us, but in the sense of true numerical unity. This is something which those who hold the 
views of Akindynos are unable to accept. For they say that there is no common, uncreated energy pertaining to the 
three hypostases and that the hypostases are energies of one another, since according to them there is no common 
divine energy. Thus they are unable to affirm that the three hypostases possess a single energy, and by excluding 
now one, now another energy they again deprive the tri-hypostatic God of actual existence.  
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139. Because those diseased in soul with Akindynos's delusions say .that the energy that is distinct from God's 
essence is created, they conclude that God's creative power is created. For it is impossible to act and create without 
an energy, just as it is impossible to exist without existence. Therefore, just as one cannot say that God's existence is 
created and at the same time affirm that His being is uncreated, so also one cannot say that God's energy is created 
and at the same time affirm that His power to act and create is uncreated. 

140. According to those who hold the true faith - and contrary to Akindynos's nonsensical and impious ramblings 
- created things are not the energy of God, but they are the effects of the divine energy. For if the created things are 
the energy, either such things are uncreated - which is sheer folly, for it would mean that they exist before they are 
created - or else prior to created things God possesses no energy; and this is mere godlessness. For of course God is 
eternally active and all-powerful. Thus creatures are not God's energy, but things that (whatever the precise 
terminology employed) have been actualized and effected. But God's energy, according to the theologians, is 
uncreated and coetemal with God.  

141. The energy is not known from the essence; but we do know from the energy that the essence exists, though 
we do not know what it is. Thus according to the theologians God's existence is known from His providence, not 
from His essence. Such, then, is the way in which energy can be distinguished from essence: the energy is that 
which makes known, while the essence is that whose existence is made known by the energy. The advocates of 
Akindynos's impiety,, in their anxiety to persuade us that the divine energy in no way differs from the divine 
essence, abolish that which makes God known, and so end up by trying to convince us that we cannot know that 
God exists - since they at any rate have no knowledge of Him. But he who does not even know that God exists will 
be the most godless and stupid of men.  

142. When the Akindynists say that, although God possesses an energy, it does not in any way differ from His 
essence, they attempt thus to cloak their own impiety and sophistically to mislead and deceive their hearers. 
Sabellius the Libyan likewise said that God the Father has a Son who differs in no way from the Father. But just as 
he was guilty of teaching that the Father is without a Son, since he denied their hypostatic distinction, so now these 
people are guilty of holding that God has no energy whatsoever, since they assert that the divine  
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energy in no way differs from the divine essence. If, indeed, there were no difference between these two, God 
would possess no capacity for creating and actuating, for according to the theologians it is impossible to act without 
an energy, just as it is impossible to exist without existence. For those who think rightly, there is also another fact 
which indicates that there is a difference between the divine energy and the divine essence. The energy actuates 
something else, not identical with the one who acts. God actuates and makes created things, but He Himself is 
uncreated. Further, a relationship is always affirmed in relation to something else: son is spoken of in relation to 
father, but a son is never father of his father. Therefore, as it is impossible for the relationship not to differ in any 
way from the essence and for it to be itself the essence instead of being in the essence, so likewise it is impossible 
for the energy not to differ from the essence but to be the essence, even though this may give offence to Akindynos. 

143. St Basil the Great, when he writes of God in his Syllogistic Chapters, says, 'The energy is neither the one 
who energizes nor that which is energized. Therefore the energy is not to be confused with the essence.'' St Cyril 
likewise affirms concerning God: To create pertains to energy, to beget pertains to nature. But nature and energy are 
not identical.' And St John of Damaskos writes, 'Generation is an operation of the divine nature, but the creation is 
an operation of the divine will.' And elsewhere he says clearly, 'Energy is one thing and that which has the capacity 
to energize is another. For energy is the essential activity of the nature. That which possesses the capacity to 
energize is the nature from which the energy proceeds.' The energy, then, according to the holy fathers, differs in 
many ways from the divine essence.  

144. God's essence is entirely unnamable since it is also completely incomprehensible. Therefore we name it on 
the basis of all its energies, although with respect to the essence itself none of those names means anything different 
from any other. For by each name and by all names together nothing other is named except that which is hidden and 
whose real identity is unknown to all. But with respect to the energies,  
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each of these names has a different significance, for we all know that the acts of creating, ruling, judging, 
providential guidance, and of God's adopting us as sons through His grace, are acts that differ from one another. 
Thus when the Akindynists say that these natural, divine energies are created because they differ both from one 
another and from the divine nature, what else are they doing except degrading God and making Him a creature? For 
things that are created, ruled, judged and so on, are creatures and not the Creator, the Ruler, and the judge. And the 
same can be said of the acts of judging, ruling, and creating, which are acts that by nature pertain to God. 



145. Just as the essence of God is altogether without name because according to the theologians it transcends all 
names, so it is also imparticipable in that according to them it transcends participation. Thus those who in our day 
disbelieve the teaching of the Spirit given through our holy fathers and who revile us when we agree with the 
fathers, say that if the divine energy differs from the divine essence, even though it is envisaged as wholly pertaining 
to God's essence, then either there will be many gods or the one God will be composite. They are unaware that it is 
not activating and energy but being acted upon and passivity that produce composition. God activates without in any 
way being acted upon or subject to change. Thus He is not composite on account of His energy. Furthermore, God 
also possesses relationship and is related to creation, as being its Principle and Master; but He is not on this account 
numbered among things that have come into existence. And how will there be many gods because of God possessing 
an energy, since the energy pertains to one God or, rather, since God Himself is both the divine essence, and the 
divine energy? All this is clearly folly deriving from a demented state of mind.  

146. The Lord said to His disciples, 'There are some standing here who will not taste death till they have seen the 
kingdom of God come with power' (Mark 9:1); and after six days He took Peter, James and John, and when they had 
ascended Mount Tabor He shone like the sun, and His clothes became white as light (cf. Matt. 17:1-2). When the 
disciples could look at it no longer or, rather, because they lacked the strength to gaze at the brightness, they fell 
prostrate to the earth (cf. Matt. 17:6). None the less, in accordance with the Savior’s promise they did see the 
kingdom of God, that divine and inexpressible light. St Gregory of Nazianzos and, St Basil call this light 'divinity', 
saying that 'the light is the divinity manifested to the disciples on the  
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Mount', and that it is 'the beauty of Him who is almighty, and His noetic and contemplatable divinity'. St Basil the 
Great also says that this light is the beauty of God contemplated by the saints alone in the power of the divine Spirit; 
and again he writes, 'On the mountain Peter and the sons of thunder saw His beauty shining more brightly than the 
sun; and they were privileged to receive with their eyes a foretaste of His advent.' St John of Damaskos as well as St 
John Chrysostom call that light a natural ray of the Divinity. The former writes, 'Because the Son was begotten 
unoriginately from the Father, He possesses the natural, unoriginate ray of the Divinity; and the glory of the Divinity 
becomes the glory of His body.' And St John Chrysostom says, 'The Lord appeared upon the mountain more radiant 
than Himself because the Divinity revealed its rays.' 

147. This divine and inexpressible light. God's divinity and kingdom, the beauty and resplendence of the divine 
nature, the vision and delight of the saints in the age without end, the natural ray and glory of the Divinity - this the 
followers of Akindynos call an apparition and a creature. Further, they slanderously call ditheists those who refuse 
to blaspheme as they do against the divine light and who affirm God to be uncreated both in His essence and in His 
energy. But they should be ashamed, for though the divine light is uncreated, there is for us one God in one divinity, 
since, as has been shown above in many different ways, both the uncreated essence and the uncreated energy - that 
is, this divine grace and illumination - pertain to one God.  



148. Because the followers of Akindynos at the Synod audaciously asserted and strove to demonstrate that the 
divine light that shone from the Savior on Tabor was an apparition and a creature, and because they did not change 
their views although they were frequently confuted, they were placed under a writ of excommunication and 
anathema. For they blaspheme God's economy in the flesh, and  
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mindlessly say that God's divinity is created; and in this way-since the divinity of the three Persons is one and the 
same - they degrade the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit themselves to the rank of a creature. And when they 
claim to worship an uncreated divinity, they plainly profess that there are two divinities in God, the one created and 
the other uncreated. In this manner they strive to surpass in impiety all the ancient heretics.      

149. At other times these people contrive to conceal their heresy by saying that the light that shone on Tabor is 
both uncreated and also the essence of God, and in this they blaspheme in many ways. For since that light was seen 
by the apostles, these people perversely imagine that the essence of God is visible. Let them listen to him who says, 
'No one has been in such a position as to see or disclose the essence and nature of God.' Not only men but also the 
angels are unable to do so; for even the six-winged Cherubim cover their faces with their wings because of the 
surpassing brilliance of the illumination shining from the divine essence (cf. Isa. 6:2). God's supraessentiality has 
never appeared to anyone at any time. Thus when the followers of Akindynos identify it with the light of the 
Transfiguration, what they are asserting is that this light is entirely invisible, that not even the chosen apostles were 
able to see it on Mount Tabor, that the Lord did not truthfully promise them the sight of it, and that he who said, 'We 
saw His glory when we were with Him in the holy mount' (cf. John 1:14; 2 Pet. 1:18), and 'Peter and those with him 
stayed awake and saw His glory' (cf. Luke 9:32), did not speak the truth; nor did that other who says that Christ's 
especially beloved disciple 'saw disclosed upon the mountain the actual divinity of the Logos'. Thus they saw, they 
truly saw that uncreated and divine effulgence, while God yet continued invisible in His supraessential hiddenness, 
although Barlaam and Akindynos and their followers may explode with indignation at this.  

150. Whenever one asks the Akindynists who say that the light of the Divinity is the essence: 'Is, then, the 
essence of God visible?', they are forced to unmask their treachery. For they assert that this light is the essence, since 
through it the essence of God is manifest; thus God's essence can be seen by means of created things. So once again 
these  
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wretches assert that the light of the Lord's Transfiguration is a created thing. Yet that which is seen through 
created things is not God's essence but His creative energy. Therefore those who say that by means of creatures 
God's essence is seen speak irreligiously and in agreement with Eunomios, so prolific is the crop of their impiety. 
Thus we should shun them and their company, for their teaching is a soul-destroying and many-headed serpent, 
corrupting the true faith in a multitude of ways.  
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(Prologue) The mysteries of the Mosaic law, once foreseen in the Spirit by the prophets alone, have now become 
doctrines known to all alike and openly proclaimed. Similarly the way of life according to the Gospel has also its 
own mysteries; and these are the blessings of the age to come which are promised to the saints, and which are now 
disclosed prophetically to those whom the Spirit accounts worthy, but only to a limited extent and as a pledge and a 
foretaste. If one of the Jews of old, lacking a proper spirit of reverence, were to hear the prophets proclaiming the 
Logos and the Spirit of God to be pre-eternal and coeternal with God, he might have stopped up his ears, supposing 
that he heard things forbidden to piety and opposed to what was openly confessed by true believers, namely. The 
Lord your God is one Lord' (cf. Deut. 6:4). Similarly a person today who without proper reverence hears of the 
mysteries of the Spirit that are known only by those who have been purified through virtue might react in the same 
way. Again, the fulfillment of the prophecies in the Old Testament showed the mysteries of that time to be 
concordant with what was later made manifest, so that now we believe in Father, Son and Holy Spirit, the tri-
hypostatic Godhead, one simple, non-composite, uncreated, unseen, incomprehensible nature. Similarly, when in its 
own time the age to come is revealed according to the ineffable manifestation of the one God in three perfect 
hypostases, it will be clear that the present mysteries accord with all that is then made manifest.  

Yet we must also take into account the fact that, although the tri-hypostatic nature of the Godhead - that is in no 
way destroyed by the  

 
 

[V4] 419 
St Gregory Palamas  

The Declaration of the Holy Mountain in Defense of Those who Devoutly Practice  
A Life of Stillness 

principle of unity - was in later times revealed to the ends of the earth, it was also fully known to the prophets 
prior to the fulfillment of the things prophesied and was readily accepted by those who trusted in them. In the same 
manner, even at this present time we are not ignorant of the doctrines of the Christian confession, both those which 
are openly proclaimed and those which are mystically and prophetically revealed by the Spirit to such as are 
accounted worthy. These are persons who have been initiated by actual experience, who have renounced 
possessions, human glory and the ugly pleasures of the body for the sake of the evangelical life; and not only this, 
but they have also: strengthened their renunciation by submitting themselves to those who have attained spiritual 
maturity in Christ. Through the practice of the life of stillness they devote their attention undistractedly to 
themselves and to God, and by transcending themselves through sincere prayer and by establishing themselves in 



God through their mystical and supra-intellectual union with Him they have been initiated into what surpasses the 
intellect. Others again have learnt about these things through their reverence, faith and love for such persons.  

When, therefore, we hear the great Dionysios in his second epistle to Gaios referring to God's deifying gift as 
'divinity and the source of divinity and goodness', we conclude that the God who grants this grace to those worthy to 
receive it surpasses this divinity; for God does not suffer multiplicity, nor can we speak thus of two divinities. And 
St, Maximos, when speaking about Melchisedec, writes that this deifying grace of God is 'uncreated', declaring it to 
be 'eternally existent, proceeding from the eternally existing God'; and elsewhere in many places he says it is a light, 
ungenerated and completely real, that is manifested to the saints when they become worthy of receiving it, though it 
does not come into being merely at that moment. He also calls this light 'the light of utterly inexpressible glory and 
the purity of angels'; while St Makarios calls it the nourishment of the bodiless, the glory of the divine nature, the 
beauty of the age to come, divine and celestial fire, inexpressible noetic light, foretaste and pledge of the Holy Spirit, 
the sanctifying oil of gladness.1 

1 Cf. St Symeon Metaphrastis, Paraphrase of the Homilies of St Makarios, §§62, 70, 73, 74; E.T., The Philokalia, 
vol. iii, pp. 312, 315, 317-18.  
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1. If, then, anyone condemns as Messalians those who declare this deifying grace of God to be uncreated, 
ungenerated and completely real, and calls them ditheists, he must know - if indeed there is such a person - that he is 
an adversary of the saints of God, and that if he does not repent he excludes himself from the inheritance of the 
redeemed and falls away from Him who by nature is the one and only God professed by the saints. But if anyone 
believes, is persuaded by and concurs with the saints and does not 'make excuses to justify sin' (Ps. 141:4. LXX), 
and if although ignorant of the manner of the mystery he does not because of his ignorance reject what is clearly 
proclaimed, let him not refuse to enquire and learn from those who do possess knowledge. For he will find that there 
is nothing inconsistent either in the divine words and acts, especially with respect to those things that are most 
essential and without which nothing can stand firm, or in the sound doctrine that concerns ourselves, or in the 
mystery that is altogether divine. 

2. If anyone declares that perfect union with God is accomplished simply in an imitative and relative fashion, 
without the deifying grace of the Spirit and merely in the manner of persons who share the same disposition and 
who love one another, and that the deifying grace of God is a state of our intellectual nature acquired by imitation 
alone, but is not a supernatural illumination and an ineffable and divine energy beheld invisibly and conceived 
inconceivably by those privileged to participate in it, then he must know that he has fallen unawares into the 
delusion of the Messalians. For if deification is accomplished according to a capacity inherent in human nature and 
if it is encompassed within the bounds of nature, then of necessity the person deified is by nature God. Whoever 
thinks like this should not attempt, therefore, to foist his own delusion upon those who stand on secure ground and 
to impose a defiled creed upon those whose faith is undefiled; rather he should lay aside his presumption and learn 



from persons of experience or from their disciples that the grace of deification is entirely unconditional, and there is 
no faculty whatever in nature capable of achieving it since, if there were, this grace would no longer be grace but 
merely the manifestation of the operation of a natural capacity. Nor, if deification were in accord with a natural 
capacity, would there be anything miraculous in it; for then deification would truly be the work of nature, not the 
gift of God, and a man would be able to be and to be called a God by nature in the full sense of  
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the words. For the natural capacity of every being is nothing other than the undeviating and natural disposition for 
active accomplishment. It is, indeed, incomprehensible how deification can raise the person deified outside or 
beyond himself if it is encompassed within the bounds of nature. 

The grace of deification is, therefore, above nature, virtue and knowledge and, according to St Maximos, all such 
things infinitely fall short of it. For all the virtue we can attain and such imitation of God as lies in our power does 
no more than fit us for union with the Deity, but it is through grace that this ineffable union is actually accom-
plished. Through grace God in His entirety penetrates the saints in their entirety, and the saints in their entirety 
penetrate God entirely, exchanging the whole of Him for themselves, and acquiring Him alone as the reward of their 
ascent towards Him; for He embraces them as the soul embraces the body, enabling them to be in Him as His own 
members.  

3. If anyone asserts that those who regard the intellect as seated in the heart or in the head are Messalians, let him 
know that he is misguidedly attacking the saints. For St Athanasios the Great says that the soul's intelligence resides 
in the head, and St Makarios, who is in no way inferior, says that the intellect is active in the heart; and nearly all the 
saints concur with them. When St Gregory of Nyssa writes that the intellect is neither within the body nor outside it 
for it is bodiless, this does not contradict what all these other saints affirm; for they say that the intellect is in the 
body because it is united to it, and thus they state the same thing in a different fashion, not in the least disagreeing 
with St Gregory. For if someone says that the Logos of God once dwelt within a virginal and immaculate womb, out 
of ineffable divine compassion united there to our human substance, he does not contradict someone who maintains 
that whatever is divine is not contained within a place because it is unembodied.  
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4. If anyone maintains that the light which shone about the disciples on Mount Tabor was an apparition and a 
symbol of the kind that now is and now is not, but has no real being and is an effect that not only does not surpass 



comprehension, but is inferior to it, he clearly contends against the doctrines of the saints. For the saints both in 
hymns and in their writings call this light ineffable, uncreated, eternal, timeless, unapproachable, boundless, infinite, 
limitless, invisible to angels and men, archetypal and unchanging beauty, the glory of God, the glory of Christ, the 
glory of the Spirit, the ray of Divinity and so forth. The flesh of Christ, it is said, is glorified at the moment of its 
assumption and the glory of the Godhead becomes the body's glory. But this glory was invisible in His visible body 
to those unable to perceive that upon which even angels cannot gaze. Thus Christ was transfigured, not by the 
addition of something He was not, nor by a transformation into something He was not, but by the manifestation to 
His disciples of what He really was. He opened their eyes so that instead of being blind they could see. While He 
Himself remained the same, they could now see Him as other than He had appeared to them formerly. For He is 'the 
true light' (John 1:9), the beauty of divine glory, and He shone forth like the sun - though this image is imperfect, 
since what is uncreated cannot be imaged in creation without some diminution.  

5. If anyone maintains that only God's essence is uncreated, while His eternal energies are not uncreated, and that 
as what energizes transcends all it activates, so God transcends all His energies, let him listen to St Maximos, who 
says: 'All immortal things and immortality itself, all living things and life itself, all holy things and holiness itself, all 
good things and goodness itself, all blessings and blessedness itself, all beings and being itself are manifestly works 
of God. Some began to be in time, for they have not always existed. Others did not begin to be in time, for goodness, 
blessedness, holiness and immortality have always existed.'1 And again he says: 'Goodness, and all that is included 
in the principle of goodness, and - to be brief - all life, immortality, simplicity, immutability and infinity, and all the 
other qualities that 

1 Texts on Theology i, 50; E.T., The Philokalia, vol. ii, p. 124.  
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contemplative vision perceives as substantively appertaining to God, are realities of God which did not begin to 
be in time. For non-existence is never prior to goodness, nor to any of the other things we have listed, even if those 
things which participate in them do in themselves have a beginning in time. All goodness is without beginning 
because there is no time prior to it: God is eternally the unique author of its being, and God is infinitely above all 
beings, whether participant or participable.'1 It is clear, therefore, from what has been said that not everything which 
issues from God is subject to time. For there are some things issuing from God that are without beginning, without 
this in the least impairing the principle of the Triadic Unity, that alone is intrinsically without beginning, or God's 
supraessential simplicity. In the same way the intellect, which is the imperfect image of that transcendent 
indivisibility, is not in the least compound because of the variety of its inherent intellections. 

6. If anyone does not acknowledge that spiritual dispositions are stamped upon the body as a consequence of the 
gifts of the Spirit that exist in the soul of those advancing on the spiritual path; and if he does not regard dispassion 
as a state of aspiration for higher things that leads a person to free himself from evil habits by completely spurning 
what is evil and to acquire good habits by espousing what is good, but considers it to be the deathlike condition of 
the soul's passible aspect, then, by adhering to such views, he inevitably denies that we can enjoy an embodied life 



in the world of incorruption that is to come. For if in the age to come the body is to share with the soul in ineffable 
blessings, then it is evident that in this world as well it will also share according to its capacity in the grace 
mystically and ineffably bestowed by God upon the purified intellect, and it will experience the divine in conformity 
with its nature. For once the soul's passible aspect is transformed and sanctified - but not reduced to a deathlike 
condition - through it the dispositions and activities of the body are also sanctified, since body and soul share a 
conjoint existence. As St Diadochos states, in the case of those who have abandoned the delights of this age in the 
hope of enjoying the blessings of eternity, the intellect, because of its freedom from worldly cares, is able to act with 
its full vigor and becomes capable of perceiving the ineffable goodness of God. Then according to the measure of its 
own progress it 

1 Op. cit., i, 48-9; E.T., pp. 123-4.  
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communicates its joy to the body too, and this joy which then fills both soul and body is a true recalling of 
incorruptible life.' 

The intellect perceives one light, and the senses another. The senses perceive sensible light, which manifests 
sensory things as sensory. The light of the intellect is the spiritual knowledge inherent in intellection. Thus sight and 
intellect do not perceive the same light, but each operates to the limit of its nature in what is natural to it. When 
saintly people become the happy possessors of spiritual and supernatural grace and power, they see both with the 
sense of sight and with the intellect that which surpasses both sense and intellect in the manner that - to use the 
expression of St Gregory of Nazianzos - 'God alone knows and those in whom these things are brought to pass'.  

7. These things we have been taught by the Scriptures and have received from our fathers; and we have come to 
know them from our own small experience. Having seen them set down in the treatise of our brother, the most 
reverend Hieromonk Gregory, In Defense of Those who Devoutly Practice a Life of Stillness, and acknowledging 
them to be fully consistent with the traditions of the saints, we have adjoined our signature for the assurance of those 
who read this present document. 

 The Protos of the venerable monasteries on the Holy Mountain, Hieromonk Isaac.  

 The abbot of the venerable, imperial and sacred Lavra, Theodosios Hieromonk.  

 The signature of the abbot of the monastery of Iviron in his own language [in Georgian].  

 The abbot of the venerable and imperial monastery of Vatopedi, 

 Hieromonk Ioannikios.  

 The signature of the abbot of the monastery of the Serbs in his own  language [in Slavonic].   

 I, Philotheos, the least of hieromonks, being of the same mind, have undersigned.  



 Amphilochios, the least of hieromonks and the spiritual father of the venerable monastery of Esphigmenou.  

 I, Gerasimos, the lowly hieromonk, having seen and read what has here been written with love for the truth, 
and having assented thereto, have undersigned. 

1 Cf. On Spiritual Knowledge 25: ed. des Places, p. 97; E.T., The Philokalia, vol. i, p. 259.  
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 I, Moses, the lowly elder and least of monks, being of the same mind, have undersigned.  

 Theodosios, the least of hieromonks and the spiritual father of Vatopedi.  

 The abbot of the sacred monastery of Koutloumousiou, Theostiriktos Hieromonk.  

 I, Gerontios of Maroula, the sinner, one of the council of elders of the venerable Lavra, being of the same 
mind, have undersigned. 

 Kallistos of Mouzalon, the least of monks.  

 I, the lowly and least of monks, Gregory of Stravolangado, and perhaps a hesychast, being of the same 
mind and opinion, have undersigned.  

 I, the elder from the Skete of Magoula and least of hieromonks, Isaias, being of the same mind, have 
undersigned.  

 Mark of Sinai, the least of monks.    

 Kallistos of the Skete of Magoula and least of hieromonks.  

 The signature of an elder and hesychast from Syria in his own language [in Arabic].                                                

 Sophronios, the least of monks.  

 Ioasaph, the least of monks. 

 I, Iakovos, the humble bishop of Hierissos and the Holy Mountain, who was reared on the traditions of the 
Holy Mountain and the fathers, testify that by the signatures of these select men the entire Holy Mountain 
has undersigned with one accord, and I myself, assenting to these things and putting my seal thereto, have 
undersigned. I add, furthermore, together with all the rest, that we shall have no communion with anyone 
who is not in agreement with the saints, as we are, and as were the fathers who immediately preceded us.  
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AGE (αίών - aeon): the ensemble of cosmic duration. It includes the angelic orders, and is an attribute of God as 



the principle and consummation of all the centuries created by Him. The term is used more particularly in two 
ways: 

(i) Frequently a distinction is made between the 'present age' and the 'age to come' or the 'new age'. The first 
corresponds to our present sense of time, the second to time as it exists in God, that is, to eternity understood, not 
as endless time, but as the simultaneous presence of all time. Our present sense of time, according to which we 
experience time as sundered from God, is the consequence of the loss of vision and spiritual perception 
occasioned by the fall and is on this account more or less illusory. In reality time is not and never can be 
sundered from God, the 'present age' from the 'age to come'. Because of this the 'age to come' and its realities 
must be thought of, not as non-existent or as coming into existence in the future, but as actualities that by grace 
we can experience here and now. To indicate this, the Greek phrase for these realities (�� �έ������- ta 
mellonta) is often translated as 'the blessings held in store'. 

(ii) Certain texts, especially in St Maximos the Confessor, also use the term aeon in a connected but more 
specific way, to denote a level intermediate between eternity in the full sense (άΐδιότης - aidiotis) and time as 
known to us in our present experience (��ώ��ς - chronos). Where this is the case we normally employ the 
rendering ‘aeon' instead of 'age'. There are thus three levels: 

(a) eternity, the totum simul or simultaneous presence of all time and reality as known to God, who alone has 
neither origin nor end, and who therefore is alone eternal in the full sense; 

(b) the aeon, the totum simul as known to the angels, and also to human persons who possess experience of 
the 'age to come':  
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although having no end, these angelic or human beings, since they are created, are not self-originating and 
therefore are not eternal in the sense that God is eternal; 

(c) time, that is, temporal succession as known to us in the ‘present age'. 
APPETITIVE ASPECT OF THE soul, or the soul's desiring power (tό έπιθυμητικόν- to epithymitikon): one of the 

three aspects or powers of the soul according to the tripartite division formulated by Plato (see his Republic, 
Book iv, 4.34D-441C) and on the whole accepted by the Greek Christian Fathers. The other two are, first, the 
intelligent aspect or power (τό λογιστικόν - to logistikon: see Intelligent); and, second, the incensive aspect or 
power (τό θυμικόν - to thymikon), which often manifests itself as wrath or anger, but which can be more 
generally defined as the force provoking vehement feelings. The three aspects or powers can be used positively, 
that is, in accordance with nature and as created by God, or negatively, that is, in a way contrary to nature and 
leading to sin (q.v.). For instance, the incensive power can be used positively to repel demonic attacks or to 
intensify desire for God; but it can also, when not controlled, lead to self-indulgent, disruptive thought and 
action. 

The appetitive and incensive aspects, in particular the former, are sometimes termed the soul's passible 
aspect (τό παθητικόν - to pathitikon), that is to say, the aspect which is more especially vulnerable to pathos or 
passion (q.v.), and which, when not transformed by positive spiritual influences, is susceptive to the influence 
of negative and self-destructive forces. The intelligent aspect, although also susceptible to passion, is not 
normally regarded as part of the soul's passible aspect. 

ASSENT (συγκατάθεσις - synkatathesis): see Temptation.  
ATTENTIVENESS (προσοχή - prosochi): see Watchfulness. 
COMPUNCTION (κατάνυξις - katanyxis): in our version sometimes also translated 'deep penitence'. The state of 

one who is 'pricked to the heart', becoming conscious both of his own sinfulness and of the forgiveness extended 
to him by God; a mingled feeling of sorrow, tenderness and joy, springing from sincere repentance (q.v.). 

CONCEPTUAL IMAGE (νόημα  - noyma): see Thought. 
CONTEMPLATION (θεωρία - theoria): the perception or vision of  
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the intellect (q.v.) through which one attains spiritual knowledge (q.v.). It may be contrasted with the practice of 
the virtues (πρακτική - praktiki) which designates the more external aspect of the ascetic life - purification and the 
keeping of the commandments - but which is an indispensable prerequisite of contemplation. Depending on the 
level of personal spiritual growth, contemplation has two main stages: it may be either of the inner essences or 
principles (q.v.) of created beings or, at a higher stage, of God Himself. 

COUPLING  (συνδυασμός - syndyasmos): see Temptation. 
DELUSION (πλάνη - plani): see Illusion. 
DESIRE, Desiring power of the soul: see Appetitive aspect of the soul.  
DISCRIMINATION (διάκρισις - diakrisis): a spiritual gift permitting one to discriminate between the types of 

thought that enter into one's mind, to assess them accurately and to treat them accordingly. Through this gift one 
gains 'discernment of spirits' - that is, the ability to distinguish between the thoughts or visions inspired by God 
and the suggestions or fantasies coming from the devil. It is a kind of eye or lantern of the soul by which man 
finds his way along the spiritual path without falling into extremes; thus it includes the idea of discretion. 

DISPASSION (απάθεια - apatheia): among the writers of the texts here translated, some regard passion (q.v.) as 
evil and the consequence of sin (q.v.), and for them dispassion signifies passionlessness, the uprooting of the 
passions; others, such as St Isaiah the Solitary, regard the passions as fundamentally good, and for them 
dispassion signifies a state in which the passions are exercised in accordance with their original purity and so 
without committing sin in act or thought. Dispassion is a state of reintegration and spiritual freedom; when 
translating the term into Latin, Cassian rendered it 'purity of heart'. Such a state may imply impartiality and 
detachment, but not indifference, for if a dispassionate man does not suffer on his own account, he suffers for his 
fellow creatures. It consists, not in ceasing to feel the attacks of the demons, but in no longer yielding to them. It 
is positive, not negative: Evagrios links it closely with the quality of love (agape) and Diadochos speaks of the 
'fire of dispassion' (§ 17: in our translation, vol. i, p. 258). Dispassion is among the gifts of God. 
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ECSTASY (έκστασις - ekstasis): a 'going out' from oneself and from all created things towards God, under the 

influence of eros or intense longing (q.v.). A man does not attain ecstasy by his own efforts, but is drawn out of 
himself by the power of God's love. Ecstasy implies a passing beyond all the conceptual thinking of the 
discursive reason (q.v.). It may sometimes be marked by a state of trance, or by a loss of normal consciousness; 
but such psychophysical accompaniments are in no way essential. Occasionally the term ekstasis is used in a bad 
sense, to mean infatuation, loss of self-control, or madness. 

FAITH (πίστις - pistis): not only an individual or theoretical belief in the dogmatic truths of Christianity, but an all-
embracing relationship, an attitude of love and total trust in God. As such it involves a transformation of man's 
entire life. Faith is a gift from God, the means whereby we are taken up into the whole theanthropic activity of 
God in Christ and of man in Christ through which man attains salvation. 

FALLEN NATURE (παλαιός άνθρωπος - palaios anthropos): literally, the ‘old man'. See Flesh, sense (ii). 
FANTASY (φαντασία -fantasia): denoting the image-producing faculty of the psyche, this is one of the most 

important words in the hesychast vocabulary. As one begins to advance along the spiritual path one begins to 
'perceive' images of things which have no direct point of reference in the external world, and which emerge 
inexplicably from within oneself This experience is a sign that one's consciousness is beginning to deepen: outer 
sensations and ordinary thoughts have to some extent been quietened, and the impulses, fears, hopes, passions 
hidden in the subconscious region are beginning to break through to the surface. One of the goals of the spiritual 
life is indeed the attainment of a spiritual knowledge (q.v.) which transcends both the ordinary level of 
consciousness and the subconscious; and it is true that images, especially when the recipient is in an advanced 



spiritual state, may well be projections on the plane of the imagination of celestial archetypes, and that in this case 
they can be used creatively, to form the images of sacred art and iconography.  But more often than not they will 
simply derive from a middle or lower sphere, and will have nothing spiritual or creative about them. Hence they 
correspond to the world of fantasy and not to  
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the world of the imagination in the proper sense. It is on this account that the hesychastic masters on the whole 
take a negative attitude towards them. They emphasize the grave dangers involved in this kind of experience, 
especially as the very production of these images may be the consequence of demonic or diabolic activity; and 
they admonish those still in the early stages and not yet possessing spiritual discrimination (q.v.) not to be enticed 
and led captive by these illusory appearances, whose tumult may well overwhelm the mind. Their advice is to pay 
no attention to them, but to continue with prayer and invocation, dispelling them with the name of Jesus Christ. 

FLESH (σάρξ - sarx): has various senses: (i) the human in contrast to the divine, as in the sentence, 'The Logos 
became flesh' (John 1:14); (ii) fallen and sinful human nature in contrast to human nature as originally created 
and dwelling in communion with God; man when separated from God and in rebellion against Him; (iii) the body 
in contrast to the soul. The second meaning is probably the most frequent. If the word is being employed in this 
sense, it is important to distinguish 'flesh' from 'body' (σώμα - soma). When St Paul lists the 'works of the flesh' in 
Gal. 5: 19-21, he mentions such things as 'seditions', 'heresy' and 'envy', which have no special connection with 
the body. In sense (ii) of the word, 'flesh' denotes the whole soul-body structure in so far as a man is fallen; 
likewise 'spirit' denotes the whole soul-body structure in so far as a man is redeemed. The soul as well as the body 
can become fleshly or ‘carnal’, just as the body as well as the soul can become spiritual. Asceticism involves a 
war against the flesh - in sense (ii) of the word - but not against the body as such. 

GUARD OF THE HEART, OF THE INTELLECT (φυλακή καρδίας, νού - phylaki kardias, nou): see Watchfulness. 
HEART (καρδία - kardia): not simply the physical organ but the spiritual centre of man's being, man as made in 

the image of God, his deepest and truest self, or the inner shrine, to be entered only through sacrifice and death, 
in which the mystery of the union between the divine and the human is consummated. ' "I called with my whole 
heart", says the psalmist - that is, with body, soul and spirit' (John Klimakos, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 
28, translated by Archimandrite Lazarus [London, 1959], pp. 257-8).  
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'Heart' has thus an all-embracing significance: 'prayer of the heart' means prayer not just of the emotions and 

affections, but of the whole person, including the body. 
ILLUSION (πλάνη - plani): in our version sometimes also translated 'delusion'. Literally, wandering astray, 

deflection from the right path; hence error, beguilement, the acceptance of a mirage mistaken for truth. Cf. the 
literal sense of sin (q.v.) as 'missing the mark'.  

INCENSIVE POWER or aspect of the soul (θυμός - thymos; τό θυμικόν - to thymikon): see Appetitive aspect of the 
soul. 

INNER ESSENCES OR PRINCIPLES (λόγοι - logoi): see Logos. 
INTELLECT (νοϋς - nous): the highest faculty in man, through which - provided it is purified - he knows God or 

the inner essences or principles (q.v.) of created things by means of direct apprehension or spiritual perception. 
Unlike the dianoia or reason (q.v.), from which it must be carefully distinguished, the intellect does not function 
by formulating abstract concepts and then arguing on this basis to a conclusion reached through deductive 
reasoning, but it understands divine truth by means of immediate experience, intuition or 'simple cognition' (the 
term used by St Isaac the Syrian). The intellect dwells in the 'depths of the soul'; it constitutes the innermost 
aspect of the heart (St Diadochos, §§ 79, 88: in our translation, vol. i, pp. 280, 287). The intellect is the organ of 



contemplation (q.v.), the 'eye of the heart' (Makarian Homilies). 
INTELLECTION (νόησις - noisis): not an abstract concept or a visual image, but the act or function of the intellect 

(q.v.) whereby it apprehends spiritual realities in a direct manner. 
INTELLIGENT (λογικός  - logikos): the Greek term logikos is so closely connected with Logos (q.v.), and 

therefore with the divine Intellect, that to render it simply as 'logical' and hence descriptive of the reason (q.v.) is 
clearly inadequate. Rather it pertains to the intellect (q.v.) and qualifies the possessor of spiritual knowledge 
(q.v.). Hence when found in conjunction with 'soul' (logiki psychi), logikos is translated as 'deiform' or as 
'endowed with intelligence'. Intelligence itself (τό λογικόν - to logikon; τό λογιστικόν - to logistikon; 'o λογισμός - 
ho logismos) is the ruling aspect of the intellect (q.v.) or its operative faculty. 

INTENSE LONGING (έρως - eros): the word eros, when used in these  
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 texts, retains much of the significance it has in Platonic thought. It denotes that intense aspiration and longing 
which impel man towards union with God, and at the same time something of the force which links the divine 
and the human. As unitive love par excellence, it is not distinct from agapi, but may be contrasted with agapi in 
that it expresses a greater degree of intensity and ecstasy (q.v.). 

INTIMATE COMMUNION (παρρισία - parrisia): literally, 'Rankness', 'freedom of speech'; hence freedom of 
approach to God, such as Adam possessed before the fall and the saints have regained by grace; a sense of 
confidence and loving trust in God's mercy. 

JESUS PRAYER (Ίησοϋ εύχή -Iϊsou evchi): the invocation of the name of Jesus, most commonly in the words, 
'Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me', although there are a number of variant forms. Not merely a 
'technique' or a 'Christian mantra', but a prayer addressed to the Person of Jesus Christ, expressing our living 
faith (q.v.) in Him as Son of God and Saviour. 

LOGOS (Λόγος - Logos): the Second Person of the Holy Trinity, or the Intellect, Wisdom and Providence of God 
in whom and through whom all things are created. As the unitary cosmic principle, the Logos contains in 
Himself the multiple logoi (inner principles or inner essences, thoughts of God) in accordance with which all 
things come into existence at the times and places, and in the forms, appointed for them, each single thing 
thereby containing in itself the principle of its own development. It is these logoi, contained principally in the 
Logos and manifest in the forms of the created universe, that constitute the first or lower stage of Contemplation 
(q.v.). 

MIND: see Reason.  
NOETIC: (νοητός – noϊtos): that which belongs to or is characteristic of the intellect (q.v.).  See also Intellection. 
PASSION (πάθος - pathos): in Greek, the word signifies literally that which happens to a person or thing, an 

experience undergone passively; hence an appetite or impulse such as anger, desire or jealousy, that violently 
dominates the soul. Many Greek Fathers regard the passions as something intrinsically evil, a 'disease' of the 
soul: thus St John Klimakos affirms that God is not the creator of the passions and that they are 'unnatural', alien 
to man's true  
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 self (The Ladder of Divine Ascent, Step 26, translated by Archimandrite Lazarus [op. Cit.], p. 211). Other Greek 
Fathers, however, look on the passions as impulses originally placed in man by God, and so fundamentally good, 
although at present distorted by sin (cf St Isaiah the Solitary, § 1: in our translation, vol. i, p. 22). On this second 
view, then, the passions are to be educated, not eradicated; to be transfigured, not suppressed; to be used 
positively, not negatively (see Dispassion). 

PRACTICE OF THE VIRTUES (πρακτική - praktiki): see Contemplation.  



PREPOSSESSION (πρόληψις - prolipsis): see Temptation.  
PROVOCATION (προσβολή - prosvofi): see Temptation. 
REASON, mind (διάνοια - dianoia): the discursive, conceptualizing and logical faculty in man, the function of 

which is to draw conclusions or formulate concepts deriving from data provided either by revelation or spiritual 
knowledge (q.v.) or by sense-observation. The knowledge of the reason is consequently of a lower order than 
spiritual knowledge (q.v.) and does not imply any direct appre- hension or perception of the inner essences or 
principles (q.v.) of created beings, still less of divine truth itself. Indeed, such apprehension or perception, which 
is the function of the intellect (q.v.), is beyond the scope of the reason. 

REBUTTAL (άντιλογία – antilogia; άντίρρησις - antirrisis): the repulsing of a demon or demonic thought at the 
moment of provocation (q.v.); or, in a more general sense, the bridling of evil thoughts. 

REMEMBRANCE OF GOD (μνήμη - mnimi Theou): not just calling God to mind, but the state of recollectedness or 
concentration in which attention is centred on God. As such it is the opposite of the state of self-indulgence and 
insensitivity.  

REPENTANCE (μετάνοια - metanoia): the Greek signifies primarily a ‘change of mind' or 'change of intellect': not 
only sorrow, contrition or regret, but more positively and fundamentally the conversion or turning of our whole 
life towards God. 

SENSUAL PLEASURE (ήδονή - hidoni): according to the context the Greek term signifies either sensual pleasure 
(the most frequent meaning) or spiritual pleasure or delight. 

SIN (άμαρτία - hamartia): the primary meaning of the Greek word is 'failure' or, more specifically, 'failure to hit the 
mark' and so a  

 
[V1] 365, [V2] 387, [V3] 363, [V4] 435  

Glossary 

 
 ‘missing of the mark', a 'going astray' or, ultimately, 'failure to achieve the purpose for which one is created'. It is 
closely related, therefore, to illusion (q.v.). The translation 'sin' should be read with these connotations in mind. 

SORROW (λύπη - lypi): often with the sense of 'godly sorrow' - the sorrow which nourishes the soul  
with the hope engendered by repentance (q.v.). 

SPIRITUAL KNOWLEDGE (γνώσις - gnosis): the knowledge of the intellect (q.v.) as distinct from that of the 
reason (q.v.). As such it is knowledge inspired by God, and so linked with contemplation (q.v.) and immediate 
spiritual perception. 

STILLNESS (ήσυχία - hesychia): from which are derived the words hesychasrn and hesychast, used to denote the 
whole spiritual tradition represented in The Philokalia as well as the person who pursues the spiritual path it 
delineates (see Introduction, vol. i, pp. 14-16): a state of inner tranquillity or mental quietude and concentration 
which arises in conjunction with, and is deepened by, the practice of pure prayer and the guarding of heart (q.v.) 
and intellect (q.v.). Not simply silence, but an attitude of listening to God and of openness towards Him. 

TEMPERAMENT (κράσις - krasis): primarily the well-balanced blending of elements, humours or qualities in 
animal bodies, but sometimes extended to denote the whole soul-body structure of man. In this sense it is the 
opposite to a state of psychic or physical disequilibrium. 

TEMPTATION (πειρασμός - peirasmos): also translated in our version as 'trial' or 'test'. The word indicates, 
according to context: (i) a test or trial sent to man by God, so as to aid his progress on the spiritual way; (ii) a 
suggestion from the devil, enticing man into sin. 

Using the word in sense (ii), the Greek Fathers employ a series of technical terms to describe the process of 
temptation. (See in particular Mark the Ascetic, On the Spiritual Law, §§ 138-41, in vol. i of our translation, pp. 
119-20; John Klimakos, Ladder, Step 15 translated by Archimandrite Lazarus [op. cit.], pp. 157-8; Maximos, On 
Love, i, §§ 83-84, in vol. ii of our translation, pp. 62-63; John of Damaskos, On the Virtues and Vices, also in 
vol. ii of our translation, pp. 337-8.) The basic distinction made by these Fathers is between the demonic 
provocation and man's  
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 assent: the first lies outside man's control, while for the second he is morally responsible. In detail, the chief 
terms employed are as follows: 

(i) Provocation (προσβολή - prosvoli): the initial incitement to evil. Mark the Ascetic defines this as an 
'image-free stimulation in the heart'; so long as the provocation is not accompanied by images, it does not 
involve man in any guilt. Such provocations, originating as they do from the devil, assail man from the outside 
independently of his free will, and so he is not morally responsible for them. His liability to these provocations is 
not a consequence of the fall: even in paradise, Mark maintains, Adam was assailed by the devil's provocations. 
Man cannot prevent provocations from assailing him; what does lie in his power, however, is to maintain 
constant watchfulness (q.v.) and so to reject each provocation as soon as it emerges into his consciousness - that 
is to say, at its first appearance as a thought in his mind or intellect (μονολόγιστος - monologistos emphasis). If 
he does reject the provocation, the sequence is cut off and the process of temptation is terminated. 

(ii) Momentary disturbance (παραρριπισμός - pararripismos) of the intellect, occurring 'without any 
movement or working of bodily passion' (see Mark, Letter to Nicolas the Solitary: in our translation, vol. i, p. 
153). This seems to be more than the 'first appearance' of a provocation described in stage (i) above; for, at a 
certain point of spiritual growth in this life, it is possible to be totally released from such 'mornentary 
disturbance, whereas no one can expect to be altogether free from demonic provocations. 

(iii) Communion (όμιλία - homilia); coupling (συνδυασμός - syndyasmos). Without as yet entirely assenting 
to the demonic provocation, a man may begin to 'entertain' it, to converse or parley with it, turning it over in his 
mind pleasurably, yet still hesitating whether or not to act upon it. At this stage, which is indicated by the terms 
'communion' or 'coupling', the provocation is no longer 'image-free' but has become a logismos or thought (q.v.); 
and a person is morally responsible for having allowed this to happen. 

(iv) Assent (συγκατάθεσις - synkatathesis). This signifies a step beyond mere 'communion' or ‘coupling'. No 
longer merely 'playing' with the evil suggestion, a person now resolves to act upon it. There is now no doubt as 
to his moral culpability: even if  
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 circumstances prevent him from sinning outwardly, he is judged by God according to the intention in      his 
heart. 

(v) Prepossession (πρόληψις - prolipsis): defined by Mark- as 'the involuntary presence of former sins in the 
memory'. This state of ’prepossession' or prejudice results from repeated acts of sin which predispose a man to 
yield to particular temptations. In principle he retains his free choice and can reject demonic provocations; but 
in practice the force of habit makes it more and more difficult for him to resist. 

(vi) Passion (q.v.). If a man does not fight strenuously against a prepossession, it will develop into an evil 
passion. 

THEOLOGY (θεολογία - theologia): denotes in these texts far more than the learning about God and religious 
doctrine acquired through academic study. It signifies active and conscious participation in or perception of the 
realities of the divine world - in other words, the realization of spiritual knowledge (q.v.). To be a theologian in 
the full sense, therefore, presupposes the attainment of the state of stillness (q.v.) and dispassion (q.v.), itself the 
concomitant of pure and undistracted prayer, and so requires gifts bestowed on but extremely few persons. 

THOUGHT (λογισμός - logismos; νόημα - noϊma): (i) frequently signifies not thought in the ordinary sense, but 
thought provoked by the demons, and therefore often qualified in translation by the adjective ‘evil' or 'demonic'; 
it can also signs divinely-inspired thought; (ii) a ‘conceptual image', intermediate between fantasy (q.v.) and an 
abstract concept; this sense of noϊma is frequent in the texts of St Maximos, where the rendering 'conceptual 
image' is normally adopted. 



WATCHFULNESS (νήψις - nipsis): literally, the opposite to a state of drunken stupor; hence spiritual sobriety, 
alertness, vigilance. It signifies an attitude of attentiveness (προσοχή - prosochi), whereby one keeps watch over 
one's inward thoughts and fantasies (q.v.), maintaining guard over the heart and intellect (φυλακή καρδίας/νοϋ - 
phylaki kardias/nou; τήρησις καρδίας/νοϋ - tirisis kardias/nou). In Hesychios, On Watchfulness and Holiness, §§ 
1-6 (in our translation, Vol. i, pp. 162-3), watchfulness is given a very broad definition, being used to indicate 
the whole range of the practice of the virtues. It is closely linked with purity of heart and stillness (q.v.). The 
Greek title of The Philokalia is 'The  
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 Philokalia of the Niptic Fathers', i.e. of the fathers who practised and inculcated the virtue of watchfulness. This 
shows how central is the role assigned by St Nikodimos to this state. 

WRATH, wrathfulness: see Appetitive aspect of the soul. 


