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            INTRODUCTORY NOTE

         

         This, the fifth and final volume of the English translation of the Greek Philokalia, has been greatly delayed; and for this delay I alone am responsible. My two fellow editors both died some years ago: G. E. H. Palmer in 1984 and Philip Sherrard in 1995. Thus I bear sole responsibility for the translation, the footnotes, and the brief introductions before each author in this fifth volume. Prior to his death, however, Dr Sherrard undertook a thorough revision of all the material in this concluding volume; and, although I have not always followed his suggestions, his contribution has been of decisive importance.

         I wish to express my gratitude to Fr Martin Laird, OSA, and to Professor Garth Fowden, who have rendered very significant help in the preparation of this fifth volume. I would also like to thank Sarah Goodall and Hannah Reinhold for their careful work in typing the text.

         
             

         

         Metropolitan Kallistos of Diokleia

Oxford

September 2019

         
            * * *

         

         Metropolitan Kallistos had completed all his work on the text before his death on 24 August 2022. Eternal Memory!

         His executors would like to express their gratitude to Archpriest Andrew Louth for his work on the indexing and final stages of publication and to Dr Julia Konstantinovsky for checking scriptural references.8
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            NOTE ON BIBLICAL QUOTATIONS

AND REFERENCES

         

         All Biblical passages have been translated directly from the Greek as given in the original Philokalia. This means that quotations from the Old Testament are normally based on the Greek Septuagint text. Where this differs significantly from the Hebrew, we have indicated the fact by adding the Roman numeral LXX after the reference.

         Even though we follow the Septuagint text, in giving references we use the numbering and titles of the Hebrew, as reproduced in the Authorized Version (King James Bible), since this is more widely familiar in the Western world. In particular the following differences between Hebrew and the Septuagint should be noted:

         NUMBERING OF PSALMS

         
            
               

	Hebrew (Authorized Version) 
            
                        
                        	Greek (Septuagint) 



	1–8
            
                        
                        	1–8



	9 and 10
            
                        
                        	9



	11–113
            
                        
                        	
Subtract one from the number 
of each Psalm
in the Hebrew 




	114 and 115
            
                        
                        	113



	116:1–9
            
                        
                        	114



	116:10–16
            
                        
                        	115



	117–146
            
                        
                        	
Subtract one from the number

                of each Psalm 
in the Hebrew 




	147:1–11
            
                        
                        	146



	147:12–20
            
                        
                        	147



	148–150
            
                        
                        	148–150






         

         
10TITLES OF BOOKS

         
            
               
 
                  

	
Hebrew (Authorized Version)
            
                        
                        	
Greek (Septuagint)



	1 Samuel
            
                        
                        	1 Kingdoms



	2 Samuel
            
                        
                        	2 Kingdoms



	 
            
                        
                        	 



	1 Kings
            
                        
                        	3 Kingdoms



	2 Kings
            
                        
                        	4 Kingdoms







         

         Where the authors in the Philokalia merely refer to a passage or paraphrase it, but do not quote it exactly, ‘cf.’ is added before the reference.

         ABBREVIATIONS

         P.G. J. P. Migne, Patrologia Graeca 

         E.T. English translation
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            ST KALLISTOS AND ST IGNATIOS XANTHOPOULOS

         

         Introductory Note

         The fifth and final volume of the English translation of The Philokalia is almost entirely devoted to authors bearing the name of Kallistos. In all probability three distinct persons are involved: Kallistos Xanthopoulos [Patriarch Kallistos II]; Patriarch Kallistos I; and Kallistos Angelikoudis, also known as Kallistos Tilikoudis or Kallistos Kataphygiotis.1 All three lived in the second half of the fourteenth century, and all three belonged to the hesychast tradition, as upheld by St Gregory of Sinai and St Gregory Palamas.

         It is possible that the authors of The Exact Method and Rule, Kallistos and Ignatios, were brothers, with Xanthopoulos as their family name; but St Symeon of Thessaloniki, who knew them personally and who is the main source of information concerning them, does not say that they were related, which we would surely expect him to do, had this in fact been the case.2 Whether brothers or not, they both seem to have been natives of Constantinople, and together they settled in a small kellion or hermitage, situated in the city or its immediate environs. They may well have been the founders of this kellion, although this is not certain. Kallistos became Ecumenical Patriarch in May 1397, but died shortly after his appointment.3 At the time of his election he was no more than a simple monk, not as yet ordained to the priesthood. Ignatios survived for a further quarter of a century, dying between 1423 and 1429. Sometimes Kallistos and Ignatios are said to have dwelt on Mount Athos, but this is almost certainly incorrect. 12

         The Exact Method and Rule of the Xanthopouloi was probably written during the years 1380–95. It was composed, so we are told, in answer to a request from a ‘brother’ who was pursuing the hesychast way of life and who had asked for a ‘written rule’ (§ 4). It is thus intended for a hermit or solitary – not for a monk living in a fully organized cenobitic community but for a recluse, who except on special occasions would have been praying on his own and who would have taken his meals by himself. None the less the Exact Method has proved to be of great spiritual value to many who are cenobites or, indeed, who are living as lay persons in the ‘world’.

         A striking feature of the Exact Method is the way in which it is full of quotations from Scripture and, more particularly, from previous Patristic authors.4 The writers who appear most frequently are St John Klimakos and St Isaac the Syrian (Isaac of Nineveh), each of whom is cited more than fifty times. The Evagrian-Maximian ‘current’ is well represented, with some twenty testimonia from ‘Neilos’ (i.e. usually Evagrios, who is cited only once under his own name) and over twenty-five from St Maximos the Confessor. There are some thirty passages attributed to St John Chrysostom, a number of them taken from a spurious work dealing with the Jesus Prayer entitled Letter to Monks (P.G. lx, 751–6). St Basil of Caesarea and St Diadochos of Photiki are each quoted on some fifteen occasions, and St Mark the Monk (Marcus Eremita) nine times. Three authorities that somewhat unexpectedly are only quoted infrequently are the Apophthegmata or ‘Sayings of the Desert Fathers’ (seven or eight citations), the Macarian Homilies (six citations), and the writings attributed to Dionysios the Areopagite (four citations).

         What is more surprising is the almost complete absence of any writers later than St John of Damaskos (eighth century). Ilias the Presbyter, alias ‘the Ekdikos’ (? twelfth century), appears seven times, and there is one quotation each from the Vita of St Paul of Latros (tenth century), from Symeon Metaphrastes (tenth–eleventh century), and from Peter of Damaskos (? eleventh–twelfth century). But there is nothing at all from St Symeon the New Theologian (tenth–eleventh century). The only fourteenth-century 13text represented in the Exact Method is the treatise On Watchfulness and the Guarding of the Heart by Nikiphoros the Monk, which is quoted on one occasion, a long passage dealing with the ‘physical technique’, to be used in combination with the Jesus Prayer. St Gregory of Sinai and St Gregory Palamas, however, are never once mentioned by name at any point in the Exact Method. What are we to make of this strange silence, in a treatise generally so full of quotations? The omission of the two Gregories cannot be other than deliberate. 

         In a broad sense, the Exact Method of the Xanthopouloi is undoubtedly a work conceived and executed in a Palamite spirit. The statements about the divine light of Tabor conform exactly to the teaching of Palamas, and the phrase ‘uncreated grace’ is typically Palamite (§ 50). Yet the Xanthopouloi nowhere allude directly to the Hesychast Controversy of 1337–51, and there is likewise no explicit reference in the Exact Method to the Palamite distinction between the divine essence and the divine energies. It would seem that the Xanthopouloi have intentionally distanced themselves from the impassioned confrontation that dominated the middle years of the fourteenth century in Byzantium. Writing, as they are, a generation after the end of this dispute, in a work that has no polemical purpose but is intended as guidance for a recluse, they prefer to speak in a serene and eirenic spirit, avoiding controversy and partisan invective. That is doubtless the reason why they appeal almost exclusively to ancient rather than to recent authorities. This absence of controversial animus certainly enhances the appeal of the Exact Method to the modern reader.

         While relying for the most part on previous writers, Kallistos and Ignatios do not underestimate the importance of living oral tradition and of personal experience. Thus in their analysis of the difference between true and false visions they observe (speaking in the singular, contrary to their usual practice): ‘Since, however, I heard about the matters mentioned above from a living voice, you too will hear about them in the same way at the right time. But now is not the right time’ (§ 63). In particular, according to Symeon of Thessaloniki, when they speak of the vision of divine light, they are referring to something that they had themselves experienced:

         
            They received the first-fruits of the divine light even in this present life, purified as they were through their contemplation and their actions, and they were granted the divine illumination revealed on the Mountain [Tabor], just as the Apostles were (cf. Matt. 17:1–8). This was clearly witnessed by many 14persons;5 for their faces were seen to shine like Stephen’s (cf. Acts 6:15), since grace was poured out not only in their hearts but in their visible appearance. Thus they also resembled the great Moses (cf. Exod. 34:29–35; 2 Cor. 3:7), and their outer form shone like the sun, as those who saw them have testified. And so, having undergone this beatific suffering and having come to know these things by experience, they speak to us plainly about the divine light that is God’s natural energy and grace.6

         

         This description of the bodily transfiguration of the Xanthopouloi calls to mind the account by Nicolas Motovilov, over four hundred years later, of the transformation by uncreated light experienced by St Seraphim of Sarov as he and Motovilov talked together in the winter forest.

         Despite the abundance of quotations, the Exact Method of Kallistos and Ignatios is not merely an anthology, but it presents a distinctive and specific understanding of the spiritual journey. It is noteworthy that the practical teaching about prayer and the daily programme of the hesychast, which occupies the greater part of the Exact Method, is set within a firmly sacramental framework. The Xanthopouloi begin their treatise by speaking about baptism. The fundamental aim of the ascetic and mystical life, they state, is nothing else than the rediscovery and activation of the grace of the Holy Spirit that was conferred upon us initially as a free gift in the sacrament of baptism (§§ 3–7); in our beginning is our end. Then at the conclusion of the Exact Method they speak about the eucharist: the reception of Holy Communion by the hesychast, they insist, should be nothing less than ‘continual’, and by this they evidently mean daily communion (§§ 91–92). In this way, for the Xanthopouloi as for their contemporary St Nicolas Kavasilas, life in Christ signifies precisely life in the sacraments. They are firmly convinced that there can be no genuinely Christian spirituality that is not founded upon the sacramental mysteries.

         Along with the sacraments, a central place in the teaching of the Xanthopouloi is occupied by the Jesus Prayer. ‘The beginning of every work acceptable to God’, they affirm, ‘is the invocation with faith of the saving name of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (§ 8). They envisage that this ‘invocation’ will normally take the form ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’. They do not propose the expanded version that was coming into use in the fourteenth century, with the addition of the words ‘the 15sinner’ at the end. Within the Jesus Prayer they discern a cyclical movement of ascent and return. As we say ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God’, our intellect ‘reaches up with all its being’ to Christ the Saviour; then, as we end ‘have mercy on me’, it ‘retraces its course and returns to itself’ (§ 48). 

         The Xanthopouloi recognize that some people may find the formula indicated above, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’, to be unduly long, and they may prefer to recite only the name ‘Jesus’ on its own (§ 50). In another text, not found in the Exact Method itself, they suggest that on occasion the hesychast may simply say ‘My Jesus’:

         
            The holy energy wells up from the heart, seizing hold, as it were, of the heart’s affection and stirring the intellect from its very depths. It becomes so closely united to the divine energy itself that it cries repeatedly: ‘My Jesus! My Jesus!’ For as soon as the heart is opened up, this is all that the intellect cries out: ‘My Jesus!’ The intellect is incapable of saying the whole formula, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’, because of the frequent openings of the heart; and it can only say ‘My Jesus!’ If anyone claims that while in this state he pronounces the whole prayer, he is deceiving himself; for when, as we have said, the intellect becomes attached to the divine energy and penetrates into the innermost depths of the heart, it is no longer able to cry out anything but ‘My Jesus!’7

         

         The use of the short phrase ‘My Jesus!’, as this passage makes clear, is not recommended by the Xanthopouloi as a normal practice, but it is something that happens to the hesychast only at exceptional moments, more or less spontaneously, when he is engulfed by the conscious experience of ‘divine energy’ and has approached close to a state of ecstasy. Similarly, when referring to the invocation of the name ‘Jesus’ on its own, they say that this is appropriate for ‘those who are advanced and perfect in Christ’. Those who are as yet ‘beginners’ should use the full form (§ 50).

         The Exact Method displays in general a spirit of balance and moderation. Our body is not to be maltreated by excessive asceticism: ‘The divine fathers taught us to kill the passions, not the body’ (§ 34). If it is not a fast day, the hesychast is allowed two meals a day, accompanied by wine (§§ 31–34). In the case of illness, the rules of fasting are to be modified (§ 34). As much as five to six hours of sleep are permitted at night (§ 25), 16as well as a further hour in the daytime during the summer (§ 37). Our aim is to attain dispassion (apatheia), state the Xanthopouloi, but in this present life this can never mean total immunity from temptation: ‘Dispassion consists, not in no longer feeling the passions, but in no longer accepting them’ (§ 86). In cases of doubt, we should rely on the counsel of our geron or spiritual father (§§ 14–15). 

         ‘A work … full of peace, devotion and a rare spiritual beauty’: so Fr Lev Gillet, ‘The Monk of the Eastern Church’, describes the Exact Method. ‘Even today, to those called by God to adopt the [Jesus] Prayer as their own particular path and in a position to organize their life around it, one cannot recommend a better guide – with some necessary adaptations – or at least a better imitation.’8

         
            1 On the identity of these three, see Antonio Rigo, ‘Callistos Angelicude Cataphygiota Meleniceota e l’esicasmo byzantino del XIV secolo. Una nota prosopografica’, in N. Kauchtschischwili and others (ed.), Nil Sorskij e l’esicasmo (Bose, 1995), pp. 251–68; Kallistos Ware, A Fourteenth-Century Manual of Hesychast Prayer: The Century of St Kallistos and St Ignatios Xanthopoulos (Toronto, 1995), pp. 6–9.

            2 Symeon of Thessaloniki, On Prayer295 (P.G. clv, 544A–D). On Symeon, see below, pp. 313–16.

            3 Kallistos Xanthopoulos was the second Ecumenical Patriarch of that name during the fourteenth century. He is not to be confused with his better-known predecessor Kallistos I, who died in 1363 (see below, p. 139).

            4 Quotations are, wherever possible, identified in the footnotes to our translation. Use has been made especially of the article by Antonio Rigo, ‘Une Summa ou un Florilège commenté pour la vie spirituelle? L’oeuvre ΜΕΘΟΔΟΣ ΚΑΙ ΚΑΝΩΝ de Calliste et Ignace Xanthopouloi’, in Peter van Deun and Caroline Macé (ed.), Encyclopedic Trends in Byzantium, Proceedings of the International Conference held in Leuven, 6–8 May 2009, Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 212 (Leuven/Paris/Walpole, MA, 2011), pp. 387–437, especially pp. 400–22.

            5 Presumably Symeon himself was among the ‘many persons’ who witnessed the bodily transfiguration of the Xanthopouloi.

            6 Symeon of Thessaloniki, On Prayer 295 (P.G. clv, 544CD).

            7 This text is to be found in David Balfour, Saint Gregory the Sinaïte: Discourse on the Transfiguration(offprint from the journal Theologia: Athens, 1983), pp. 147–8 (translation modified).

            8 The Jesus Prayer (Crestwood, NY, 1987), pp. 61–3.
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         On the Life of Stillness and the Monastic State: One Hundred Texts

         1. An accurate treatise and rule, written with the help of God and illustrated with testimonies from the saints, concerning those who choose to live in stillness and in the monastic state, explaining their way of life, their customs and observances, and the many great blessings which stillness confers on those who pursue it with true intelligence. The present work is divided into a hundred chapters. The preface, which constitutes the first chapter, describes the divine and supranatural gift and grace that dwells within the faithful through the Holy Spirit.

         We who have been taught by God (cf. John 6:45; 1 Thess. 4:9), and in whom the new law, inscribed ineffably in our hearts (cf. 2 Cor. 3:2–3), shines more brightly than a beacon, are guided by the bountiful and most righteous Spirit, becoming children and ‘heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ’ (Rom. 8:17). For this reason, as Scripture tells us, we must live an angelic life and must not in any way be separated from Him who taught us, ‘Know the Lord.’ But from our earliest infancy we have turned aside from goodness and have lapsed into evil, and so we are now subject to the treachery and ruthless tyranny of the wily Belial. In this way we have become inclined most wickedly to run away from the saving commandments that make us godlike, casting ourselves headlong from the precipices that destroy our souls and, what is most lamentable, thinking and acting in a way destructive to our own selves. As the Bible says, ‘There is no one who has understanding, no one who seeks God’ (cf. Ps. 14:2); ‘we have all gone astray and become useless’ (cf. Ps. 14:3). Since, then, collectively we are all called ‘flesh’ (cf. Gen. 6:3), and are deprived of light-bringing divine grace, we need the encouragement and help of each other to turn us towards what is good. 18

         2. The treatise that follows was written in answer to a query put to us by a fellow monk. It also seeks to explain faithfully the precepts of the Fathers.

         Since you have a strong desire to search the divine and life-giving Scriptures, as the Lord exhorts us to do (cf. John 5:39), and to be initiated in a reliable way by us, useless though we are, you have frequently asked for direction and a written rule for your own benefit, and perhaps for that of others too, as you yourself say. Though we did not wish to do so earlier, we have now decided that, with God’s help, we must set aside our habitual indolence and, out of love for you and for your profit, must satisfy your praiseworthy desire. In view particularly of your zeal for what is good and of your assiduous ascetic practice, we accept you as our spiritual and dearly beloved child. But over and above this we fear the judgment with which God in a terrifying manner threatens all who hide their talent (cf. Matt. 25:25–30). In addition, we are fulfilling the injunction which our fathers and spiritual instructors have laid down for us, as they did for others beloved by God; for we place our trust in their teachings. May God, then, the Father of love and unfailing provider of universal bounty, place in our mouths appropriate words, slow and hesitant of speech though we are (cf. Exod. 4:10); for He has often inspired even dumb animals with speech for the benefit of those who hear them (cf. Num. 22:28). And may He give to you and to all who happen to read this work, each according to his understanding, the ability to absorb wisely and intelligently what is here written, and to advance without deviation upon the path that He desires. For without Him, as Scripture says, we can do nothing that is useful or that brings us to salvation (cf. John 15:5). For, ‘unless the Lord build the house, those who build it labour in vain’ (Ps. 127:1).

         3. In every undertaking the aim or purpose has to be considered first. The purpose of this work is to discover what is the foundation of our spiritual life.

         Every undertaking is determined by its purpose. Our purpose is to explain to the best of our ability all that leads to your spiritual growth, while your purpose is sincerely to live your life according to what we write. To start with, therefore, we must examine the ground on which the whole building that we envisage, structured according to Christ’s precepts, is to be built, so that we may first give it a proper foundation. Then, in due time or, rather, when we have been blessed with abundant help from above, we will roof the spiritual temple in a way that is appropriate. 19

         4. The starting point in every undertaking that seeks to please God is to live our life according to the Saviour’s commandments. The final aim is to return to the perfect grace of the holy and life-giving Spirit that was bestowed on us originally through divine baptism.

         To put it concisely, the starting point in every undertaking consonant with God’s will is that we endeavour in every way and with all our strength to lead our lives according to the precepts laid down in all the Saviour’s deifying commandments. The final aim is, through keeping these commandments, to recover the gift bestowed on us originally from on high in the sacred font, thus achieving spiritual rebirth and perfect re-creation through grace. We can put this in another way by saying that this means to discard the old Adam with his activities and desires, and to clothe ourselves with the new spiritual Adam, the Lord Jesus Christ (cf. Col. 3:9–10). St Paul refers to this when he writes, ‘My children, with whom I am again in labour until Christ is formed within you …’ (Gal. 4:19); and, ‘All of you who have been baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ’ (Gal. 3:27).

         5. On what grace is and how we can acquire it; and on which things sully it and which things purify it again.

         What grace is and how we can acquire it, and what sullies it and what purifies it again, is something we can learn from St John Chrysostom, whose soul and tongue are brighter that any gold. For he writes, ‘What is the meaning of the words “When we behold the glory of the Lord we are transformed into the very image of that glory” (2 Cor. 3:18)? The sense of this was more clearly evident at a time when miracles were being worked. But even now it is not difficult to see what it means if one has the eyes of faith. For at the time of our baptism our soul shines forth more brightly than the sun because it has been cleansed by the Spirit. Not only do we gaze at the glory of God but we also receive from that glory a certain radiance. For when pure silver is illumined by a sunbeam, it in its turn sends out rays, not only from its own nature but also from the brilliant light of the sun. Similarly, when a soul has been purified and has become brighter than any silver, it receives rays from the glory of the Spirit which illumine its own innate glory; and these rays in their intensity truly reflect the working of the Lord who is the Spirit.’1 20

         And a little further on St John Chrysostom writes, ‘Would you like me to demonstrate this to you more vividly by taking as examples the Apostles themselves? Consider Paul, whose clothing worked miracles (cf. Acts 19:12), and Peter, whose shadow was endowed with power (cf. Acts 5:15). Their clothing and their shadow would not have had this effect had they not borne within themselves the royal image and had they not been unapproachable in their dazzling splendour. For royal apparel provokes fear even in robbers. Would you like an example of how this glory also shines through the body? When the onlookers gazed intently at Stephen’s face, they thought they were seeing the face of an angel (cf. Acts 6:15). But all this is as nothing in comparison with the glory that shines within. For what Moses once showed on his face (cf. Exod. 34:30) such men have experienced in their souls, only in a much greater degree. For the glory of Moses was more sensory, whereas that of Stephen was incorporeal. And just as sparks fly from fiery bodies onto neighbouring objects and transmit their brightness to them, so something similar also happens to the faithful. Those who experience this are thereby estranged from earthly concerns and imagine (alas) that they dwell in the heavenly realms. But in this life it is good to sigh bitterly, because whatever the state of the spiritual excellence we may have attained, we do not yet possess true knowledge of the realities communicated to us, since we quickly lose contact with what has been revealed to us and become distracted by sensible things. For this awful and ineffable glory remains in us for only one or two days. Then we extinguish it by letting in the storm of worldly concerns, thereby obscuring its rays with the density of the clouds.’2

         And again elsewhere St John Chrysostom writes, ‘The bodies of those who live in harmony with God will be clothed with such radiant glory that the light will be too strong for human eyes. God has granted us certain faint signs and traces of these things in both the Old and the New Testaments. In the former, Moses’ face once shone with such radiant glory that the Israelites could not look at him (cf. Exod. 34:30). In the New Testament Christ’s face shone much more brightly than that of Moses (cf. Matt. 17:2).’3

         Have you harkened to these words of the Spirit? Have you understood the power of the mystery? Have you grasped the nature of the birth-pangs whereby in the sacred font we experience in ourselves a total spiritual re-creation? Do you appreciate how great are its fruits, its fulfilment and 21rewards? Do you realize that it depends on us whether this supranatural grace flows weakly or strongly within us – whether, that is to say, we obscure it or make it manifest, so far as this is within our power? What obscures grace in us is the tempest of worldly concerns and the murkiness of the passions to which they give birth. They overwhelm us like a hurricane or raging torrent and engulf our soul. They do not allow it to fulfil the purpose for which it was created, and to breathe or contemplate what is truly good and blessed. On the contrary, tossing and tormenting the soul in the swell and reek of sensual pleasure, they drag it under and plunge it into darkness. On the other hand, whatever is engendered by the deifying commandments in those who live spiritually and not according to their fallen selves, as Scripture says, ‘Live spiritually and do not gratify the craving of your fallen self’ (Gal. 5:16), all this is profitable and leads us to salvation; like a ladder it takes us upward, even to the topmost rung of all: love, which is God (cf. 1 John 4:8). 

         6. In holy baptism we receive divine grace as a free gift. We obscure this gift with the passions, but then we cleanse it again by keeping the commandments.

         In the divine womb – that is, in the sacred font – we receive divine grace as a free and entirely perfect gift. Subsequently, through the misuse of transitory things and through anxiety about the affairs of this present life, we have wrongfully covered over this supranatural splendour with the murk of the passions. Yet through repentance and the fulfilment of the deifying commandments we can uncover its surpassing radiance once more and repossess it, beholding its manifestation with the utmost clarity. The degree to which this grace is made manifest in each particular person depends on the fervour of his faith and, still more, on the help and good favour of the Lord Jesus Christ, as St Mark says, ‘Since Christ is perfect God, He bestows the perfect grace of the Holy Spirit on those who are baptized. This grace does not receive any addition from us, but it is disclosed and made manifest within us according to the degree to which we keep the commandments. So it increases our faith, until “we all attain the unity of the faith and the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13). Thus, if we contribute anything after we have been reborn in Him, this is something that comes from Him, and was already hidden within us by Him.’4 22

         7. To live according to God we have to obey all the commandments. The greatest part of this task is to determine which of these commandments take precedence over the others and are, so to speak, more comprehensive.

         The starting point and root of this whole undertaking, as we have said, is to live according to the saving commandments; its end point and fruition is the recovery of the perfect grace of the Spirit that was originally conferred upon us through baptism. Even though it is buried by the passions, this grace continues to dwell within us, for Scripture says that the gifts of God are irrevocable (cf. Rom. 11:29), and it is once more revealed through observance of the deifying commandments. We should therefore do everything we can to fulfil all these commandments, so that the Spirit can manifest Himself within us in all His purity, and so that we can perceive Him with the utmost clarity. ‘Thy law’, the blessed David says to God, ‘is a lamp to my feet and a light to my paths’ (Ps. 119:105.LXX). He also says, ‘The commandment of the Lord is far-shining, enlightening the eyes’ (Ps. 19:8.LXX), and, ‘I directed my steps in accordance with all Thy commandments’ (Ps. 119:128.LXX). The disciple who rested on Christ’s breast writes, ‘All who fulfil His commandments dwell in Him, and He in them’ (1 John 3:24), and, ‘His commandments are not burdensome’ (1 John 5:3). And the Saviour Himself says, ‘He who loves Me keeps and fulfils My commandments; and he who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and will manifest Myself to him …. And if a person loves Me, he will fulfil My teaching, and My Father will love him, and We will come to him and make Our abode in him’ (John 14:21, 23); and, ‘He who does not love Me does not fulfil my teachings’ (John 14:24). We must, however, devote the greatest part of our labour especially to those among the commandments which are pre-eminent and most comprehensive and which, as it were, give birth to the rest. For in this way we may unfalteringly succeed in doing, with God’s help, what we have set out to do, namely, to make a good beginning and to attain the goal of our desire, the manifestation within us of the Spirit.

         8. The starting point of every holy work is the invocation with faith of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, together with the peace and love that issue from it.

         The starting point of every holy work is the invocation with faith of the saving name of our Lord Jesus Christ. He Himself made this clear when He said, ‘Without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). This invocation is 23to be accompanied by peace – for prayer, says Scripture, must be ‘without anger and rankling thoughts’ (1 Tim. 2:8), and it is also to be accompanied by love, for ‘God is love, and he who dwells in love, dwells in God, and God in him’ (1 John 4:16). Peace and love not only make this prayer acceptable but are born from the prayer itself; they issue from it like twin divine rays and so they grow and are made perfect.

         9. Through each of these and through the three together an abundance of all God’s blessings is poured out lavishly upon us.

         From these, or rather, through each of these and through all three together, through the invocation of the name, peace and love, an abundance of God’s blessings is poured out plentifully upon us and inundates us. For through the invocation in faith of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ we assuredly hope to receive mercy and the true life that is hidden in Him (cf. Col. 3:3). These well up within us as from an eternal and divine spring, when in a state of purity we call upon the name of the Lord Jesus Christ in our inward heart. Through the peace ‘that surpasses all understanding and has no limits’ (cf. Phil. 4:7; Is. 9:7), we are granted harmony with God and with one another. And through love, the glory of which is incomparable because it is the fulfilment and epitome of the law and the prophets (cf. Matt. 22:40) and because God Himself is called love (cf. 1 John 4:8), we are wholly united with God; for, through God’s righteousness and through the adoption by grace wondrously wrought in us by love, we are set free from our sinful state. ‘For love’, says Scripture, ‘will cover a multitude of sins’ (1 Peter 4:8); and, ‘Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things; love never fails’ (1 Cor. 13:7–8).

         10. Our Lord Jesus Christ at the time of His saving passion and also after His resurrection left these precepts to His disciples as His parting commandments and as a divine inheritance.

         When our all-loving and most dear Lord Jesus Christ willingly embraced His passion for our sake, and likewise when He was seen by the Apostles after the resurrection, and also when He was about to return to the one who is His Father by nature and ours by grace, then like a true and loving parent He left these precepts to all His disciples as His parting commandments and as a gentle consolation. They constitute sweet and 24sure pledges or, rather, an irrevocable inheritance given by God. When His saving passion was near at hand, He said to His disciples, ‘Whatever you ask in My name I will bring about’ (John 14:13); and, ‘I tell you in all truth that whatever you ask of the Father in My name He will give you. Until now you have not asked for anything in My name; ask, and you will receive, so that your joy maybe complete’ (John 16:23–24); and, ‘On that day you will ask in My name’ (John 16:26). Again, after the resurrection He said, ‘Those who believe will perform these miracles: in My name they will cast out devils; they will speak with new tongues’, and so on (Mark 16:17–18). The disciple who rested on Christ’s breast adds the following, ‘And in the presence of His disciples Jesus performed many other miracles, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and so that believing you might have life through His name’ (John 20:30–31). The divine Paul says, ‘At the name of Jesus every knee shall bow’ (Phil. 2:10), and so on. And in the Acts of the Apostles the following is recorded, ‘Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, “Be this known to you all, and to all the people of Israel; it is by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, that this man stands before you fully healed”’ (Acts 4:8, 10). And just after that it is said, ‘There is no salvation in anyone else, for no other name is given to men whereby we must be saved’ (Acts 4:12). And again the Saviour says, ‘All power in heaven and on earth is given to Me’ (Matt. 28:18). In addition, prior to His crucifixion our Lord the God-Man said to His Apostles, ‘Peace I leave with you, My peace I give you’ (John 14:27); ‘These things I have spoken to you so that in Me you might have peace’ (John 16:33); ‘This is My commandment, that you love one another’ (John 15:12); ‘If you have love one to another, all will know that you are My disciples’ (John 13:35); ‘As the Father has loved Me, so have I loved you; continue in My love. If you keep My commandments, you will abide in My love, even as I have kept My Father’s commandments and abide in His love’ (John 15:9–10). Moreover, it is evident that after the resurrection Jesus at various times revealed Himself to His disciples and often bestowed peace on them, saying ‘Peace to you’ (John 20:19). And to Peter, to whom the Lord Jesus Christ entrusted the leadership of the disciples, showing that the care of His flock was a kind of reward for Peter’s burning love towards Him, He said three times, ‘If you love Me, Peter, more than the others do, feed My sheep’ (cf. John 21:15–18). It could pertinently be said that through the three remarkable 25things mentioned above, the invocation of the name, peace and love, there are generated three other exceptional qualities, namely, the purification, illumination and perfection of the soul.

         11. All the virtues are interwoven with these qualities.

         Should you examine things carefully and with clear vision, you will find that the whole royal robe of the virtues, incorruptible and divinely wrought, hangs from and is interwoven with this threefold and, as it were, unbreakable cord (cf. Eccles. 4:12). For a life lived according to God is like a precious chain, a necklace of variegated gold, since each virtue fittingly depends on the next and all are joined together in a single unity. Thus they all contribute to the one task of deifying whoever cultivates them sincerely throughout his life. In this way, like bonds and links, they strengthen the faith and, we may also say, the hope and humility with which such a person repeats the saving invocation of the beloved name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and they enrich him with peace and love. These three form a thrice-perfect life-giving tree truly planted by God; and he who plucks its fruit at the right time and eats of it in an appropriate way will reap not death, like the first man, but indestructible and eternal life (cf. Gen. 2:17).

         12. The gift of the Holy Spirit and His coming to the faithful through God the Father is bestowed in Christ Jesus and in His holy name.

         The gift of the Holy Spirit and His coming to the faithful through God the Father is most certainly bestowed in Christ Jesus and in His holy name. As the divine Lord Jesus Christ, the lover of souls, Himself said to the Apostles, ‘It is to your profit that I go away; for if I do not go away, the Paraclete will not come to you. But if I depart I will send Him to you’ (John 16:7); and, ‘When the Paraclete comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, even the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from the Father …’ (John 15:26); and again, ‘The Paraclete, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name …’ (John 14:26).

         13. Our Holy Fathers, through the guidance of the Holy Spirit who dwells within them, rightly declare that we should pray to our Lord Jesus Christ and seek mercy from Him.

         With great wisdom, then, and through the guidance of the Holy Spirit who dwells within them, our illustrious guides and teachers instruct us to pray 26in the Lord and unwaveringly to seek mercy from Him, putting this above every other good work and pursuit. This is the teaching that they give to all of us, but especially to those who have chosen to enter into the struggle for deifying stillness, who devote themselves to God, separate themselves from worldly preoccupations, and live reflectively in stillness. Moreover, they teach us to make His all-holy and most sweet name our constant study and meditation, to keep this name unceasingly in our heart and in our intellect and on our lips, to breathe and live and sleep and wake up, to move and eat and drink, in this name and with it, and, in a word, to try to do everything in a like manner. For just as without this name everything evil assails us or, rather, nothing benefits us, so when it is present within us everything hostile is expelled, we lack nothing that is good, and there is nothing that we cannot achieve. As our Lord Himself says, ‘When a person dwells in Me and I in him, he produces an abundance of fruit, for without Me you can do nothing’ (John 15:5). Now that we, unworthy as we are, have called in faith on this reality and name which, being above every reality and name (cf. Phil. 2:9), is to be feared and venerated by all creation, and now that we have fully spread the sails of our discourse concerning this name, we can proceed as follows.

         14. If you wish to follow the path of stillness without going astray, as the Lord ordains, you must first of all decide to live in total obedience combined with total renunciation.

         We are writing to you in the name of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ, who said, ‘I am the light, the life and the truth, the way and the door that leads to God the Father’ (cf. John 8:12; 14:6; 10:7), and, ‘Whoever enters by way of Me will be saved, and will go in and out and will find pasture’ (John 10:9), that is, salvation. Listen, then, attentively to what we say and we will give you true counsel.

         First of all, together with the total renunciation enjoined by sacred Scripture, you must embrace in all sincerity a life of complete obedience. Do your utmost, that is to say, to find a reliable guide and teacher. Such he will be if what he says accords with the testimony of sacred Scripture; if he is imbued with the Spirit so that his life is consistent with his words; if his mind is lofty but he is humble in disposition and virtuous in other ways; and if as a true Christian teacher he transmits to you the counsel given by God. When you have found him and have attached yourself to him in body and spirit like a loving son to his true father, follow with complete fidelity 27what he tells you to do, and look on him as if he were Christ Himself rather than an ordinary man. Expel all disbelief and doubt, yes, even your own point of view and wishes, and in this way follow in the footsteps of your teacher simply and uncritically, so that your own conscience becomes a mirror reflecting with clear assurance your unwavering and perfect obedience to your initiator. And if the devil, hostile to all goodness, should ever sow any rebellious thoughts in your mind, shun them as you would fornication or fire and skilfully rebut his deceitful ploys. Say to him, ‘It is not the disciple who guides his master, but the master who guides his disciple’; and, ‘I have not accepted responsibility for my elder, but he has for me’; and, ‘I am not his judge, but he is my judge.’ These and other similar statements accord with what St John Klimakos writes.5

         If you have made a definitive decision to tear up the catalogue of your sins (cf. Col. 2:14) and to enrol yourself among those who are being saved, there is no sounder way of life than that of obedience. According to St Paul, when on our account the Lord Jesus, the Son of God and our God, dwelt as man among us and with great wisdom fulfilled the Father’s purpose, this was the way that He followed; and through it as man He carried out the Father’s will and was granted the crown of victory. For ‘He humbled Himself,’ writes St Paul, ‘and was obedient to the point of death, even death on the cross. On this account God has highly exalted Him and given Him a name that is above every name’ (Phil. 2:8–9). Who, then, if he aspires to attain the glory of our Lord and God and Saviour Jesus Christ and to receive the Father’s blessing, would arrogantly, not to say ignorantly, refuse to follow the same path as our guide and teacher Jesus Christ? For the disciple who seeks to be like his teacher, just as an image reflects its perfect archetype, must with all the strength of his soul model himself on the life and actions of his mentor and must make every effort to imitate him daily. Moreover, speaking of our Lord Jesus Christ, Scripture says, ‘He was obedient to His father and mother’ (cf. Luke 2:51). And the Saviour Himself has told us, ‘I came not to be served but to serve’ (cf. Matt. 20:28).

         But if someone chooses to live in a different way, pleasing himself and following his own will, without having a guide, can such a person be right in supposing that he is living a divine life in the correct manner? Surely not. For he does nothing of the kind, being far wide of the mark. St John 28Klimakos says, ‘Just as the one who lacks a guide easily loses his way, so he who follows the monastic path while relying on his own judgment easily perishes, even if he possesses all the wisdom in the world.’6 That is why most, if not all, of those who are not in obedience and who proceed without guidance, sow with labour and sweat, dreaming of a rich harvest, but in the event they reap very little. Some, alas, gather tares instead of wheat, because they act, as we have said, according to their own self-will and so as to please themselves. Nothing is worse than this, as St John Klimakos testifies when he writes, ‘If you have decided to strip yourself for the arena of spiritual struggle, to shoulder Christ’s yoke, to place your burden on the back of your elder, to sell the contract of self-love and to purchase in exchange the charter of freedom, to swim across this great sea borne up on the arms of others – if you have striven to do all this, you should be aware that you have chosen to tread a short, rough path wherein there lies but a single wrong turning, that of following your own self-will. If you reject this wrong turning once and for all, as far as concerns everything that you imagine good, spiritual and in accordance with God’s will, you will have reached your journey’s end before you have even started. For to be under obedience is to distrust yourself throughout your whole life in regard to all the good actions that you seek to undertake.’7 

         If, then, you have grasped all this with understanding and have chosen to live a life of heavenly stillness, that ‘good portion which cannot be taken away’ (Luke 10:42), follow in the manner you have been shown the guidelines so excellently laid down for you. First of all, readily embrace obedience, and then stillness in the same way. For just as the practice of the virtues is the gateway to contemplation, so obedience is the gateway to stillness. Do not try to shift the landmarks which the Fathers, as Scripture says, have established (cf. Prov. 22:28). And, ‘Woe to him who is alone’ (Eccles. 4:10). In this way, if you start by laying good foundations you will with time, and through the master-artistry of the Spirit, set in place a splendid roof. For, as they say, when the beginning is slipshod the whole thing will be a failure, and, conversely, when the beginning is sound the whole edifice will be well ordered and rightly constructed, even though it sometimes happens that the opposite is the case. Which way things go depends, of course, upon our own choice and decision. 29

         15. The signs of true obedience to which we must hold fast if we are to be unfailingly obedient.

         Since this whole question of the life of obedience is many-sided and complex, and since consequently those who engage in such a life do so in different ways, we ought to provide you with some basic guidelines, as it were, which you can keep by you as a rule and an unfailing standard, and so conduct your life in a holy way. This is what we advise.

         It seems to us that to be truly obedient you must unquestionably possess the following five virtues. The first is faith. That is to say, you must have a pure and sincere faith in your spiritual father, to such a degree that you think that in him you see Christ and are under obedience to Christ. As the Lord Jesus Himself says, ‘Whoever listens to you listens to Me; and whoever rejects you rejects Me; and whoever rejects Me rejects Him who sent Me’ (Luke 10:16). As St John Klimakos states, ‘Any action not based on faith is a sin.’8

         The second virtue that you have to possess is truth. That is to say, you must be truthful in what you do and in what you say, and must scrupulously confess your evil thoughts. For ‘the starting point of Thy words’, says the Psalmist, ‘is truth’ (Ps. 119:160.LXX); and, ‘The Lord requires truth’ (Ps. 31:4.LXX). And Christ Himself says, ‘I am the truth’ (John 14:6), and He is indeed called absolute truth.

         The third virtue is the renunciation of one’s own will. It is well known that it is damaging for a person under obedience to insist upon his own will. He should always cut it off voluntarily, that is, before he is forced to do so by his spiritual father.

         The fourth virtue is never to be contentious or quarrelsome, since contention and quarrelling have no place among the devout. St Paul writes, ‘Should someone be quarrelsome, we have no such practice, nor do the churches of God’ (1 Cor. 11:16). If such things are simply forbidden to all Christians in general, how much more so they are to monks, who have promised scrupulous obedience in accordance with God’s will. Contention and quarrelling, we are told, spring from a mistrustful and arrogant state of mind. ‘An arrogant monk’, so it has been said, ‘is aggressively contentious.’9 The contrary is also true, namely, that not to be contentious and quarrelsome denotes a trustful and humble disposition. 30

         The fifth virtue which you have to possess is to make an exact and sincere confession to your superior; for when we were tonsured we made a promise, as if standing before the dread judgment seat of Christ in the presence of God and the holy angels, that to confess the secrets of our hearts would be the starting point and final aim for our other promises and vows to the Lord. The holy David writes, ‘I said, in self-accusation I will confess my iniquities before the Lord; and Thou hast forgiven the guilt of my sin’ (Ps. 32:5). As St John Klimakos says, ‘Wounds shown to the doctor do not get worse but are healed.’10

         A person who wisely and consciously practises these five virtues that we have described should be assured that he will experience a foretaste, as it were, of the blessed life of the righteous. These virtues constitute the characteristics of holy obedience; they are, so to speak, its root or foundation. Now listen to what may be described as its branches and fruit, or its roof.

         As again St John Klimakos states, from obedience comes humility; from humility, discrimination; from discrimination, spiritual insight; and from insight, foreknowledge.11 This last is brought about by God alone and is given by Him as an exceptional, supranatural gift to those who attain a state of blessedness and are deified. In addition to this you should also be aware that the growth of humility in you depends on the degree of obedience that you have attained; the growth of discrimination depends on your humility; and so it is successively with the other qualities. You should do your utmost to advance without stumbling along the path of obedience, for in this way you will assuredly attain the qualities to which it gives access. And you should know that if you stumble before completing the first lap of obedience, you will not worthily finish the rest of the course on which you have set out, namely, the Christ-like way of life, nor will you receive the victor’s crown. Therefore, let obedience, together with the characteristics which we have said belong to it, be your guide, like the mark on which sailors keep their eye in order to steer a steady course. By keeping it constantly in view you will be able to cross the great sea of virtues and thus find anchorage in the haven of dispassion. If some storm or tempest should come upon you, this will be caused by your disobedience. Even the devil himself, as the Fathers say, cannot harm a person who is truly obedient. And in order to show you in 31brief how exalted the wonderful virtue of obedience is, let us recall yet another passage from St John Klimakos. 

         That brilliant luminary of life in Christ, that new Bezaleel (cf. Exod. 31:1–5) of the heavenly ladder, says, ‘The Fathers state that psalmody is a weapon, prayer a wall, and pure tears a cleansing bath. They call blessed obedience a confession of sins without which no one subject to the passions will see the Lord.’12 That, it seems to us, constitutes a vivid description and praise of the inimitable excellence of blessed obedience. In addition, if we raise our mind to supernal realities and meditate on them, we will learn and recognize from experience what was the cause of our fragmentation and mortality, for these things did not pertain to us when we were originally created. Moreover, we will be able to know what brings about our renewal and immortality. We will thus see that the cause of our corruption is the self-reliance, self-will and disobedience of the first Adam, which made him reject and transgress the divine commandment (cf. Gen. 3:6). We will also realize that what confers incorruption upon us is the obedience to the Father and union with His will displayed by the second Adam, our God and Saviour Jesus Christ, which led Him to fulfil the Father’s commandment. ‘For what I have spoken does not come from Myself,’ says the Saviour, ‘but the Father who sent Me has commanded what I should say and what I should utter, and I know that His commandment is life eternal; thus whatever I utter is uttered in accordance with what the Father has told Me to say’ (John 12:49–50).

         In our first ancestor, and subsequently in those like him, the root and mother of all grievous things is presumption, while in the new God-Man, Jesus Christ, and in those who desire to live like Him, the principle, source and foundation of all blessings is humility. We can observe that this same mode and order of things also applies to the sacred hierarchy of the godlike angels who are superior to us, as it applies likewise to the earthly Church of which we are members. As for those who defect from such an ordinance and wish to lead their lives in a crooked, not to say self-willed manner, we are taught and believe that they are cut off and banished from God, from the glorious inheritance of heaven, and from the catholic Church, and are cast out into the darkness and fire of Gehenna. That is what happened to those evil collaborators of Lucifer and to those speechifiers who appear from time to time declaiming heretical doctrines, as we know from sacred texts. These latter, it is said, because of their self-indulgence and pride have 32been pitifully excluded from divine glory and delight, and from the sacred community of the Church. 

         Now it has been said by a certain wise man that things are cured by their opposites. Thus, since the cause of every murksome thing is disobedience and arrogance, while that of every joyous thing is obedience and contrition, a person aspiring to live blamelessly must put himself under obedience to a reliable and tested father, who possesses authority because of his long experience and his knowledge of divine things and whose life is adorned with the garland of the virtues; and he must regard the instructions and advice of this man as the voice and will of God. ‘For salvation’, it is said, ‘is to be found in an abundance of counsellors’ (Prov. 11:14), and, ‘A person without counsel is an enemy to himself.’ If none the less some celebrated Fathers have attained deifying stillness and divine perfection without practising such obedience, this was conferred upon them through revelation and has only occurred rarely. But the exception does not constitute the rule of the Church, just as a single swallow does not mean it is springtime. For your part, then, put your trust in true obedience, regarding it as the science that leads us to the beauty of stillness; disregard what has happened providentially in isolated instances and conform to what is commonly agreed by the venerable Fathers. For in this way you will by grace attain the rewards bestowed on those who live according to the law.

         What, then, are we to say in conclusion? If a person does not yet have any experience of an unknown road, he will not set out upon it without a reliable guide, nor will he attempt to cross the ocean without a competent pilot. Similarly, he cannot learn any art or master any science without a reliable teacher. How, then, will he dare to embark on the practice of the art of arts and the science of sciences, or to take the path that leads to God, or to cross the infinite ocean of the intellect, that is to say, to embark on the monastic life, which may be compared with the life of the angels, believing that he will attain his goal without an experienced and authentic guide, pilot or teacher? Truly such a person, whoever he may be, deceives himself and goes astray before even setting out, because he does not practise the ascetic life according to the law.

         Conversely, a person who follows directions laid down by the Fathers attains his end even before he sets out. How else can we learn either to fight properly against our unregenerate self, or to take up arms against passions and demons? For it is written that the vices are connected with the virtues and are as it were next door to them. How, then, shall we discipline the body’s senses and bring the powers of the soul into harmony 33like the strings of the lyre? Or, rather, how shall we learn to assess the significance of prophetic utterances and revelations and consolations and divine contemplations, not to mention frauds and delusions and demonic apparitions? To put it briefly, how shall we be privileged to attain union with God and to celebrate sanctifying rites and mysteries, unless we have been initiated by an authentic and enlightened guide? This is impossible, truly impossible.

         Take, for instance, St Paul, that vessel of election, that initiate into ineffable mysteries, that mouth of Christ, that light of the world, that universal sun and teacher of the inhabited earth; he discusses and examines the Gospel with his fellow Apostles, and the reason for this, as he himself says, is ‘in case I should be running or have run in vain’ (Gal. 2:2). Moreover, wisdom absolute, our Lord Jesus Christ, states concerning Himself, ‘I came down from heaven to carry out not My own will but the will of the Father who sent Me’ (John 6:38); and He also states with regard to that holy and life-giving Spirit that ‘He will not speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears, that will He speak’ (John 16:13). Appreciating the practical value of this principle, which holds together things in heaven and things on earth, we are filled with awe, amazement and anguish, as we reflect on our own worthlessness and sloth, and on those who out of folly and presumption choose to live perversely and rashly in accordance with their own self-will and without being under obedience. Truly our struggle is frightening; predators and their traps are legion, and the casualty rate is immeasurable.

         For this reason, very few attain salvation (cf. Luke 13:23). But if people choose to live according to their own will, yet, as Scripture says, ‘The fire will test what sort of work each has done’ (1 Cor. 3:13); and, ‘Thou wilt reward everyone in accordance with what he does’ (Ps. 62:12). Above all, may the Lord grant understanding to all of us not superficially, in compliance with our own wishes, but as we ought to wish and to live. You for your part, together with everyone who desires to live according to God, do you seek through what we have said to learn as it were from its fringe the texture of the golden and spiritual garment of blessed obedience; and in this way do all you can, as we have already explained, to find a reliable and fully qualified teacher. ‘Solid food’, says St Paul the Christ-bearer, ‘befits those who are mature – those whose faculties have through long exercise been trained to discriminate between good and evil’ (Heb. 5:14).

         By this means – seeking, that is to say, with diligence and faith – you will achieve your purpose. ‘Everyone who asks’, says Scripture, ‘receives, 34and everyone who seeks finds, and to everyone who knocks the door will be opened’ (Matt. 7:8). And your teacher, in proper sequence and order, will initiate you into all that is necessary and pleasing to God, and will guide you towards those spiritual and divine realities which should not be disclosed to everyone. But this he will do only when he sees that you rejoice with all your heart in moderation, frugality and simplicity in food, drink, shelter and clothing, and are satisfied with the things that are immediately useful, serviceable and necessary, and do not desire what is superfluous and luxurious, the kind of things that delight those who thoughtlessly live a life of vanity and showy self-display, wielding a sword against themselves and their own salvation. As the great Apostle says, ‘Since we have food and clothes, let us be content with that’ (1 Tim. 6:8).

         Do you ask for instruction, and to receive from us a written account as to what is appropriate for the beginning, middle and fulfilment of the life according to Christ? The request is praiseworthy, but a ready reply is difficult. Nevertheless, with Christ’s help we will try to respond to your request. On the firm, unshakeable foundation of renowned and perfect obedience we will seek to build up the whole noble structure of the spiritual life, by which we mean the life of deifying stillness; and what we say about this will be supported by the words of the Fathers inspired by the Spirit. In this way our teaching will rest as it were on firm pillars.

         16. First, if you genuinely desire to pursue the path of stillness in a manner that accords with God’s will, you must not only profess the Orthodox faith but must also strive to ensure that your life is full of good actions. Second, faith is twofold. Further, a hesychast must be peaceful, undistracted, free from care or anxiety, silent, still, and thankful in everything. He must acknowledge his own weakness, bear trials bravely, hope in God and gladly accept from Him whatever is to his profit.

         § i The Saviour says, ‘Not everyone who says to Me, Lord, Lord, will enter into the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of My heavenly Father’ (Matt. 7:21). If, then, well-beloved, you desire deifying stillness not just in bare words but in very truth, strive not only to profess the Orthodox faith but also to ensure that your life is full of good actions. For, to those who pursue it with sincerity, this stillness brings a clear vision of the heavenly kingdom and of God, which hereafter will become even more complete and perfect. Be at peace with everyone, so far as you can; be undistracted, utterly detached and free from anxiety, silent and still; be thankful in everything and acknowledge your own weakness. In short, with 35an unsleeping and watchful eye guard yourself against the various temptations that you encounter daily in so many different guises, and struggle with patience and endurance against every storm and affliction which will inevitably break upon you.

         As regards the first and second points, that is, that you should not only profess the Orthodox faith but should also adorn your life with good actions, St James, the renowned brother of our Lord, teaches you this clearly when he says, ‘Faith by itself, unaccompanied by actions, is dead’ (and the reverse is true as well); and, ‘I will demonstrate my faith to you through my actions’ (Jas. 2:17,18). And before him our Lord Jesus Christ, our universal teacher and mentor, said to His disciples, ‘Go and make disciples among all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all the commandments I have given you’ (Matt. 28:19–20). And St Gregory the Theologian says that God seeks the following three things from everyone who has been baptized; from the soul – genuine faith; from the body – self-restraint; and from the tongue – truth.13

         § ii Faith is twofold.

         Take note that, according to the oracles handed down by God, faith is twofold. One kind is common to all Orthodox Christians, and is that into which we were baptized at the beginning of our lives and which we seek to follow until we die. The other pertains only to a few, to those who through the fulfilment of the deifying commandments have been restored to the image and likeness of God and hence have been enriched by the divine light of grace, and who now place all their hope in the Lord. So great, indeed, is their faith that, as the Lord has said (cf. Matt. 21:22), they do not doubt at all when they put their requests to God in time of prayer, but ask with faith and thus immediately receive what is profitable to them. These blessed people have acquired such sureness of faith through their holy actions that they have cast aside the kind of knowledge and discrimination that is marked by hesitation and anxiety, and have plunged themselves wholly into the divine intoxication of faith and hope in God and love for Him. In this way they have been transformed, as the psalmist expresses it, by the excellent and blessed change wrought by the right hand of the Most High (cf. Ps. 77:10.LXX). 36

         This is not the place for a full exposition of the first kind of faith. It is, however, a very appropriate place for a discussion of the second kind, which, like a divine fruit, springs and flowers from the first. For faith may be said to be the root and culmination of what is rightly named deifying stillness. ‘For if you do not have faith,’ says St John Klimakos, ‘how will you practise stillness?’14 The divine David says, ‘I possessed faith, and for this reason I have spoken’ (Ps. 116:10). The great Apostle Paul states, ‘Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen’ (Heb. 11:1); and, ‘The righteous man will live by faith’ (Rom. 1:17). And when the Saviour was asked by His disciples to increase their faith, He replied, ‘If your faith is like a grain of mustard seed, and you say to this mulberry tree, “Uproot yourself and plant yourself in the sea”, it will obey you’ (cf. Matt. 17:20); and, ‘If you have faith and do not doubt, not only will you be able to do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, “Take yourself up and throw yourself into the sea”, it will be done. And so long as you have faith you will receive everything you ask for when you pray’ (Matt. 21:21–22); and, ‘Your faith has made you whole’ (Matt. 9:22).

         St Isaac writes, ‘Faith is more subtle than knowledge, just as knowledge is more subtle than sensory things. All the saints have been given the grace to attain this mode of life, which is awestruck wonder at God, and they abide in the power of faith, in the joy of that supranatural state. By faith we do not mean simply belief in certain articles of faith, such as the distinction between the venerated divine hypostases, or the special and specific nature of the Divinity itself, or the wonderful and providential dispensation brought to pass for mankind through Christ’s assumption of our nature, sublime though these things are. On the contrary, we mean the faith which arises in the soul from the light of grace through the testimony of the mind, and which fortifies the heart, making it unwavering through the humble assurance of hope. This faith is not made known through the hearing of the ears, but reveals to our spiritual eyes the mysteries hidden in the soul and the secret divine riches concealed from the eyes of the sons of the flesh. It is something revealed in the Spirit to those who have a place at the table of Christ through meditation on His laws. For He said, “If you keep My commandments, I will send you the Paraclete, the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, and He will guide you into all the truth” (cf. John 14:17; 16:13). Until the time when He comes, who is the fulfilment of 37the mysteries, and we are then granted a clear vision of these things, faith celebrates between God and the saints the liturgy of the ineffable mysteries. Through the grace of Christ Himself we are privileged to experience these mysteries in the present life as a foretaste of what is to come, while hereafter, along with those who love Him, we shall experience the substance and reality of their truth in the kingdom of heaven.’15 

         § iii You must be in a peaceful state.

         As for the third point, namely, that you must be at peace with everyone, the blessed David gives you clear advice concerning this, and so does St Paul, whose voice sounds more plainly than a trumpet. The former says, ‘Great peace have they that love Thy law, and for them there is no stumbling block’ (Ps. 119:165.LXX); and, ‘With them that hate peace I was peaceable’ (Ps. 120:7.LXX); and, ‘Seek peace and pursue it’ (Ps. 34:14). The latter says ‘Strive to be at peace with all men, and aspire after holiness, without which no one will see the Lord’ (Heb. 12:14); and, ‘So far as you possibly can, live at peace with everyone’ (Rom. 12:17).

         § iv You must be undistracted.

         With regard to the fourth point, namely, that you must be undistracted, let St Isaac be your teacher. ‘If it is the senses’, he says, ‘that give rise to desire, then let them hold their tongue who claim that though they are victims of distraction they possess peace of mind’;16 and, ‘Do not keep company with those whose lives are full of distractions.’17

         § v You must be free from worldly cares and anxiety.

         Where the fifth point is concerned, namely, that you must be free from worldly cares and anxiety with regard both to what is probable and what is improbable, you should take your cue from what the Lord says in the Gospels: ‘It is for this reason that I tell you not to worry about your life, 38about what you will eat or what you will drink, nor about how you will clothe your body. Surely life means more than meat and the body more than raiment? Think of the birds; they neither sow, nor reap, nor store things up in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Do you not rank much higher than they do? Which of you by worrying about it can add a single hour to his life? And why do you worry about clothes?’ (Matt. 6:25–28). And a little further on He says, ‘So do not worry, saying, “What shall we eat?” or, “What shall we drink?” or, “What shall we wear?” It is those ignorant of God who trouble themselves about such things; and yet your heavenly Father knows that you have need of them all. But strive first to attain the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. So do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will take care of itself. Sufficient for each day are its own troubles’ (Matt. 6:31–34). And St Isaac says, ‘Unless you are free from worldly cares, do not expect to find light within your soul, nor serenity and stillness so long as your senses are slack.’18 And St John Klimakos says, ‘A single hair disturbs the eye and a small anxiety destroys stillness. For stillness means to be free from conceptual images and from anxiety even with regard to what is right and proper. A person who has truly attained stillness will not even be anxious about his own physical existence, knowing that He who promised that this would be taken care of does not lie.’19 

         § vi You must be silent.

         The sequence of our discourse now impels us to speak about the sixth point, namely, the keeping of silence. About this, too, St Isaac has commented, saying, ‘The person who prevents his mouth from uttering words of slander guards his heart from the passions; and he who cleanses his heart from the passions contemplates the Lord unceasingly;20 and when you set all exterior ascetic practices on one side of the scales and silence on the other, you will find that the latter outweighs the former.’21 And he also says, ‘Love silence more than anything else, for it nurtures the ripening of the fruit within you, whereas talk impedes this. First let us force ourselves to refrain from speech, and then through such restraint something is born within us that 39guides us towards silence itself. May God grant that you experience what is born through refraining from speech! If you begin by adopting this discipline, I cannot describe the light with which you will be filled as a result.’22 And again, ‘Silence is a mystery of the Age to come; words are an instrument of this present world.’23 And the voice of God spoke to St Arsenios a second time, saying, ‘Arsenios, flee, be silent, be still, and you will be saved.’24 

         § vii You must be still.

         As for the seventh point, namely, that you must live in stillness, St Basil the Great says, ‘Stillness is the beginning of the purification of the soul,’25 while St Isaac says, ‘The final aim of stillness is silence with respect to all things.’26 With these statements they have succinctly indicated the beginning and end of stillness. The Old Testament puts it thus: ‘You have sinned. Then be still’ (Gen. 4:7.LXX); and, ‘Be still and know that I am God’ (Ps. 46:10). And St John Klimakos says, ‘To achieve stillness, you must first detach yourself from everything, whether reputable or disreputable. If you get involved in what is reputable, you will inevitably then become entangled in what is disreputable. Second, you must pray diligently, and thirdly you must labour steadfastly within the inner sanctuary of the heart. An illiterate person naturally cannot learn from books. It is even more impossible for those who have not acquired detachment to engage intelligently in prayer and in the heart’s labour.’27 Again St Isaac says, ‘To desire stillness is to await death with constant expectation. If we attempt to enter the sphere of stillness without having acquired this state of expectation, we will not be able to endure what inevitably we have to suffer and endure.’28

         § viii You must give thanks in everything.

         With regard to the eighth point, namely, that you must give thanks in everything, the admonition of St Paul should be enough for you, when he 40insists, ‘Give thanks in everything’ (1 Thess. 5:18). In addition, St Isaac says, ‘The gratitude of the receiver spurs the giver to give yet greater gifts next time. If you do not give thanks in little things you will be untruthful and unjust in greater things.’29 ‘What draws down God’s grace upon someone is a heart moved to give thanks unceasingly, while a heart continually inclined to grumble and complain brings the soul into temptation. If you always give thanks you will receive God’s blessing; a heart unfaltering in its gratitude will be filled with grace.’30 

         § ix You must know your own weakness.

         How rich is the reward, and this is the ninth point, bestowed on the person who has come to know his own weakness! This is something you can learn from Psalm 6, in which the divine David says, ‘Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am weak’ (Ps. 6:2). In another psalm he says, ‘But I am a worm and not a man, scorned by mankind and despised by the people’ (Ps.22:6). St Isaac says, ‘Blessed is he who knows his own weakness, because such knowledge constitutes the foundation, root and source of everything good within him. When you truly recognize and perceive your own weakness, you can then throttle the soul’s sluggishness that obscures all knowledge, and can make it alert and watchful.’31 He also says, ‘The person who can plumb the depths of his own weakness has attained the heights of humility.’32

         § x You must bear trials bravely.

         The final section of this discourse, the tenth, is about bearing bravely and withstanding with patience and long-suffering the various trials which will befall you. Listen then to how the relevant texts of sacred Scripture deal with this theme. Thus the Christ-bearer Paul writes, ‘Brethren, we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against demonic powers and potentates, against the rulers of the darkness of this world, against the spirit-forces of evil in the heavenly places’ (Eph. 6:12). Again he writes, ‘Discipline is the lot of everyone; if you are without discipline, then you are not sons but 41bastards’ (Heb. 12:8); and, ‘For the Lord disciplines those He loves, and chastises everyone that He acknowledges as His son’ (Heb. 12:6). St James the Brother of God says, ‘A person not tried by temptations is worthless’ (cf. Jas. 1:12). St Ilias the Presbyter says, ‘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 chants with the prophet “Prove me, O 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).’33 

         Do not try to discover the causes of these trials or where they come from, but only pray to God that you may bear them gratefully. As St Mark says, ‘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 rancour.’ Again he says, ‘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’; and, ‘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.’34

         St Isaac, among many other things, says this, ‘To be put to the test profits everyone. Since it profited St Paul (cf. 2 Cor. 12:9–10), “let every mouth be stopped and let the whole world be accountable to God” (Rom. 3:19). Those engaged in spiritual warfare are tested so that they may add to their wealth. The sluggish are tested so that they may guard themselves from what inflicts injury on them. Those sunk in sleep are tested so that they may become vigilant, those far from God so that they may come close to Him, and those close to Him so that they may enter into yet more intimate communion with Him. Any son not tested does not receive the wealth of his father’s house, and so is deprived of his help. It is for this reason that God first tests us and afflicts us, and then bestows His gifts. Glory to the Lord whose harsh medicines bring us the enjoyment of health! There is no one who does not feel oppressed at the time when he is being disciplined, and there is no one who does not find the time bitter in which he is forced to drink the virulent potion of tribulations. Yet without trials and temptations it is impossible to acquire a strong constitution. Of 42ourselves we lack the power to endure. For how can a clay pot withstand the flow of water unless it has been hardened by divine fire? But if we pray submissively and humbly with unceasing ardour, we too will receive through our endurance everything in Christ Jesus our Lord.’35 For it is said in the Wisdom of Sirach, ‘My son, if you are intending to serve the Lord, prepare your soul for trials’ (Ecclus. 2:1); and, ‘Set your heart right and be steadfast, and do not be hasty in times of affliction’ (Ecclus. 2:2). 

         § xi You must hope in God and accept from Him what is to your profit.

         Anchor your hope in the God who can save you, and He will release you from trials and temptations in the way that is most to your profit. For ‘God keeps faith’, writes St Paul, ‘and will not allow us to be tested beyond our powers, but with the affliction He will also provide the way out’ (1 Cor. 10:13); and again he writes, ‘Affliction produces patient endurance, endurance strength of character, and strength of character hope; and hope does not disappoint us’ (Rom. 5:3–5). Elsewhere Scripture says, ‘He who endures to the end will be saved’ (Matt. 10:22); and, ‘Through your patient endurance you will gain your lives’ (Luke 21:19). The Brother of the Lord writes as follows; ‘My brethren, count it all joy when you become subject to various trials, for you know that the testing of your faith brings about endurance. But your endurance must persist to the end, so that you may be perfect and entire, and not lacking in anything’ (Jas. 1:24); and, ‘Blessed is the one who remains steadfast under trial; for when he has stood the test he will receive a crown of life, which the Lord has promised to those who love Him’ (Jas. 1:12). St Paul also writes, ‘The sufferings of this time are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us’ (Rom. 8:18); and the psalmist says, ‘I waited resolutely for the Lord, and He was attentive to me and heard my prayer. He brought me up out of the pit of misery, out of the mire and clay, and set my feet upon a rock, and guided my steps. And He has put a new song into my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God’ (Ps. 40:1–3). And the blessed Symeon Metaphrastes writes, ‘A soul held fast with bonds of love for God counts suffering as nothing, but it takes pleasure in painful experiences and flourishes in adversity. Indeed, when it fails to suffer for the sake of the Beloved, it suffers all the more; and it shuns comfort and self-contentment like the plague.’36 43

         17. On the twofold fear of God: the fear of spiritual novices and the fear of the spiritually mature.

         Here we should say something about the two forms of fear of God, even though, because of our decision to speak of the perfect kind of fear immediately after the ten subsections we have just completed, we have not spoken of the first kind of fear in the proper place; for according to the Holy Fathers this place is after the section on faith.

         § i On the first kind of fear, that which pertains to spiritual novices.

         You should know then, beloved, that there are two forms of the fear of God, the first pertaining to spiritual novices and the second to the spiritually mature. About the first kind of fear the following has been written: ‘Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’ (Prov.1:7.LXX); and, ‘Come, you children, hearken unto me and I will teach you the fear of the Lord’ (Ps. 34:11); and, ‘Through fear of the Lord everyone turns away from evil’ (Prov. 15:27a.LXX); and, ‘Where there is fear, there is the keeping of the commandments.’37 St Isaac says, ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of virtue; it is said to be engendered by faith. It is sown in the heart when the mind cuts itself off from worldly distractions, and when by meditating on the coming restitution of things to their original state it draws its thoughts, dispersed through day-dreaming, back into itself’;38 and, ‘The beginning of our true life is the fear of a God; but such fear does not consent to dwell in a soul distracted by day-dreams’;39 and, ‘Teach yourself how to base your journey on the fear of God, and in a few days you will arrive at the gates of the kingdom without straying from the road.’40

         § ii On the second and perfect fear of God.

         About the second, that is, the perfect fear of God, Scripture speaks as follows: ‘Blessed is he who fears the Lord; he will delight greatly in His commandments’ (Ps. 112:1); and, ‘Blessed are all those who fear the Lord, 44who walk in His ways’ (Ps. 128:1); and, ‘Fear the Lord, all you who are His saints, for those who fear Him will not lack anything’ (Ps. 34:9); and, ‘Behold, so shall the man who fears the Lord be blessed’ (Ps. 128:4); and, ‘The fear of the Lord is pure, and endures for ever’ (Ps. 19:9). St Peter of Damaskos writes, ‘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.’41 So absorb all this with understanding and, along with everything else we have spoken about, do what you can to keep always alive within you the first kind of fear; for it is like a treasure-house safeguarding every kind of good action. In this way you will be guided towards the fulfilment of all the commandments of our Lord Jesus Christ; and thus, through your desire for the virtues and through the mercy of our loving God, advancing on the way you will also attain the fear that is perfect and pure. 

         18. For the sake of the commandments and of the faith in the Lord Jesus Christ that goes with them, we should not spare even our very life if the occasion calls for it.

         In addition to those things about which we have already spoken you should also realize that, for the sake of the life-giving commandments and the faith in the Lord Jesus Christ that goes with them, we should gladly give up even our very life if the occasion calls for it, not sparing our earthly existence and survival. For the Lord Jesus Christ Himself has said, ‘Whoever gives up his life for My sake and the Gospel’s will save it’ (Mark 8:35), provided we believe without doubt or hesitation that the God-Man Jesus the Saviour is Himself resurrection and life and everything that leads to salvation. For He Himself said, ‘I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will live, even though he dies; and whoever lives and believes in Me will never die’ (John 11:25–26); and, ‘God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, so that everyone who believes in Him should not perish but should possess eternal life’ (John 3:16); and, ‘I am come that they might have life, and have it more abundantly’ (John 10:10). So, ‘forgetting those things that are behind and reaching forward towards what lies ahead’, as Scripture says (Phil. 3:13), pursue your path unswervingly with the help 45of Jesus Christ our Lord. With this end in view, it seems to us desirable and very appropriate to explain first the physical method, expounded by the most blessed Nikiphoros, which enables us to enter into the heart by means of inhalation through our nose, since this method contributes to some extent to the concentrating of the mind. In this way with the help of God our treatise will proceed in a logical sequence. Among many other things whose authority derives from the written testimonies of the saints, this holy man says what we repeat below. 

         19. A physical method of entering and leaving the heart by means of inhalation through the nose, and about the Prayer which accompanies this, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’. Such a method contributes to some extent to the concentration of the mind.

         ‘You know, brother, 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 agents, 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 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 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 46to 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 continually 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.’42

         That is what this blessed Father has to say. His chief aim is to show how, once this physical method has been put into operation, the intellect is delivered from its usual state of distraction, captivity and restlessness, and reverts to a state of attentiveness. So, through attentiveness, it returns to itself and is thus united with prayer. Then, together with the Prayer, it descends into the heart and remains there permanently. Similarly, another divinely inspired Father, experienced in sacred work of this kind, writes as follows, as though offering a further explanation of the practice described above.

         20. On the physical method of inhalation through the nose accompanied by the invocation of the Lord Jesus Christ.

         We should also explain the following to those anxious to learn. If we try to train our intellect to descend into the heart together with the air that we inhale, we will then accurately discover that, when it descends in this way, the intellect cannot enter there until it abandons every thought and becomes unified and naked, retaining nothing in its memory except the invocation of our Lord Jesus Christ. But when it emerges thence once more and comes into the external world, involuntarily its attention becomes diversified and fragmented.

         21. St John Chrysostom, together with other Holy Fathers from olden times, declares that we must pray in the name of Christ Jesus our Lord within the heart, using the Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’.

         St John Chrysostom says, ‘I beg you, brethren, never undervalue or despise the rule of prayer.’ And shortly after he continues, ‘Whether eating, 47drinking, sitting, performing some task, walking or doing anything else, a monk should unceasingly repeat the Prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me”.’ And he then comments, ‘In this way the name of the Lord Jesus, when it descends into the depths of the heart, will humble the serpent that dwells there, and will save the monk’s soul and give it life. Therefore, invoke the name of the Lord Jesus unceasingly, so that your heart absorbs the Lord and the Lord absorbs your heart, and the two become one.’ Again he writes, ‘Do not sunder your heart from God, but persevere, guarding it constantly through the remembrance of our Lord Jesus Christ, until the Lord’s name takes root in your heart and it ceases to think of anything else; for in this way Christ will be glorified within you.’43 

         21. Further texts on preserving the remembrance of Jesus in the heart through attentively breathing inwards.

         St John Klimakos, too, writes, ‘Let mindfulness of Jesus cleave to your breathing, and then you will know the value of stillness.’44 St Hesychios says, ‘If you really wish to cover your evil thoughts with shame, to be still and calm, and to watch over your heart without hindrance, let the Jesus Prayer cleave to your breathing, and in a few days you will find that this is possible.’45

         23. Anyone who wishes to be noetically awake and watchful, especially a beginner, should sit at the time of prayer in a quiet and dark room, so that little by little in a natural way he can concentrate his intellect and mind.

         These testimonies, taken from the great Holy Fathers, explain to us, then, how through leading our breath into the heart it is possible, by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ the Son of God and through the power of His holy and saving name, for us to pray, meditate, and be vigilant and watchful, and how from Him we may seek mercy. Yet we should add that the divine Fathers and teachers who speak from their experience of this most blessed work also instruct those who wish to attain in their hearts a state of noetic vigilance, and especially beginners, to sit down in a quiet and dark corner, 48particularly at the appointed time of prayer. For when we look at visible things, this naturally distracts and disperses the mind, and thus troubles and fragments it. But when the mind is confined, as we said, within a dark, still room, its attention is no longer dispersed and fragmented among the things we look at. Thus the intellect, whether it wants to or not, achieves a certain measure of tranquillity and gets used to keeping itself to itself. As St Basil the Great says, ‘The intellect, when not dissipated among external things and dispersed outwardly through the senses, returns to itself.’46 

         24. Freedom from distraction is granted to the intellect above all through our Lord Jesus Christ and through the invocation of His holy name in the heart with faith. The physical method of leading the breath through the nose into the heart, as well as sitting in a still, dark place and similar practices, also contribute to this to some extent.

         More importantly or, rather, most importantly of all, the intellect brings this struggle to a successful conclusion with the help of divine grace, and through the single-phrased and undistracted invocation of our Lord Jesus Christ, undertaken with a pure heart and with faith. It does not achieve its aim solely through the physical method we have described of breathing in through the nose and sitting in a quiet, dark place – far from it! For the divine Fathers devised these outward practices merely as an aid that helps the mind to some extent to attain concentration and attentiveness, and to return to itself by freeing itself from its habitual distractions, as we have said earlier. For it is in this way that unceasing, pure and undistracted prayer comes to birth in the intellect. As St Neilos writes, ‘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.’47 On these matters we have now said enough. As for you, my son, since you desire life and long to see good days (cf. Ps. 34:12) and to live in the body as if you were bodiless, submit your life to the rule and discipline which we will now describe.

         25. On how a hesychast should spend the period between dusk and Matins. The beginning of more detailed instruction.

         When the sun has set and you have called for help on the all-loving and all-powerful Lord Jesus Christ, seat yourself on a low stool in a quiet, dark 49cell; and when you have gathered together your intellect from its habitual distraction and wandering among outward things, and have thrust it gently into your heart by way of your breathing through the nose, concentrate on the Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’. That is to say, as you breathe in unite the words of the Prayer in some way to your breath. This accords with the words of St Hesychios, ‘With your breathing combine watchfulness and the name of Jesus, and likewise humility and the unremitting study of death; for both these things may confer great blessing.’48 In addition to the Prayer and the other things of which we have spoken, you should keep in remembrance the judgment and the requital that we shall receive for our good and bad deeds; and with all your soul you should regard yourself as more sinful than any other man and more foul than the demons themselves; you should therefore reflect that you will be chastised for all eternity. 

         Should any of these thoughts arouse compunction, grief and tears within you, meditate on that thought until the tears cease of their own accord. And if you have not yet been granted the gift of tears, struggle and pray with a humble mind that you may acquire it. For through the gift of tears we are purified of the passions and pollution, and we come to participate in the blessings of salvation. As St John Klimakos says, ‘Just as fire consumes straw, so undefiled tears consume every type of foulness, whether physical or spiritual.’49 And another Father says, ‘If you want to get rid of evil you will get rid of it by weeping, and if you want to acquire virtue you will acquire it by weeping.’50 And if you do not experience compunction, know that you are full of arrogance. For it is arrogance that prevents the soul from experiencing compunction.

         If tears do not come, sit praying and concentrating on these thoughts for one hour. Then rise and sing Little Compline attentively. After that sit down again for half an hour and continue the Prayer with all your strength and purity and without distraction, that is, calmly, without any thought whatsoever or any kind of imagining, but with great vigilance. This accords with the precept, ‘During prayer alienate yourself from everything except life and breath if you want to be with the intellect alone.’51 Then mark yourself with the sign of the precious, venerable and life-giving cross, sign your bed in the same way and sit on it, and meditate on the joys and chastisements 50of the life to come, on the transience and deceptiveness of temporal things, and on the sudden debt of death that everyone has to pay, and on the dread calling to account which takes place both before and after the end of our life. After that examine in detail how you spent the day, recalling each of your sins concisely, and fervently asking forgiveness for them all. Then lie down, still continuing the Prayer, in accordance with the counsel, ‘Let the remembrance of Jesus go to sleep with you,’52 and sleep for five or six hours or, rather, regulate your sleep according to the length of the night. 

         26. On how the time from Matins to daybreak should be spent.

         When you have woken up and have glorified God, and have called on Him again to help you, begin first with the most important work, that is, praying in the heart with purity and without distraction. Continue to do this for one hour. For at that time the intellect, generally speaking, is calm and unruffled. Moreover, we are commanded to offer to God in sacrifice that which is first and best (cf. Exod. 22:28–29), that is to say, unswervingly to offer in so far as we can our first thoughts to our Lord Jesus Christ through pure prayer in the heart. As St Neilos says, ‘The man who always dedicates his first thoughts to God has perfect prayer.’53 After this chant the Midnight Office. It may be that you have not yet attained the state of perfect stillness, and for this reason cannot make a start in the way we have said. It may also happen that you cannot do this for some other reason, as is often the case with those who are beginners in this work and indeed occasionally happens even with those who, although well advanced, have not attained perfection; for the perfect can do all things, thanks to the strength Christ gives them (cf. Phil. 4:13). In that case you should proceed as follows; when you have woken up and have gathered your wits about you as best you can, chant first the Midnight Office with the greatest attention and understanding. Then sit down and pray in your heart with purity and without distraction, as we have shown you, for one hour or, rather, for as long as the Giver of blessings allows you to. For as St John Klimakos says, ‘At night give most of your time to prayer and only a short time to psalmody, and in the day apportion your time according to your strength.’54

         If, however, after exerting yourself in this way you are still apathetic and listless and your intellect is clouded by some occurrence or other, rise up 51and rouse yourself as best you can until you attain the state you should be in when praying. Then sit down and apply yourself diligently to prayer in the manner we have said, concentrating your full attention, so that through pure prayer you may converse with God. Then, rising up, chant the six psalms of Matins, the fifty-first psalm and whichever canon you choose, paying attention to what you are saying. Then sitting down and remaining alert, pray devotedly for half an hour. Then rising up again chant Lauds and the usual Doxology, the First Hour and, when you have completed these, the dismissal. 

         Since it is to God that we are commanded to offer the fruit of our lips (cf. Heb. 13:15), let anything you say out loud be said in such a way that only yourself can hear it. Give thanks with all your soul and mind to our loving, compassionate and all-wise God, who in His boundless mercy has granted us to sail smoothly across the sea of the previous night and to behold the bright dawn of the coming day; and beseech Him fervently to permit us to pass calmly through the wild and moonless tempest of the demons and passions, and to have mercy on us.

         27. On how to pass the time between daybreak and the morning meal.

         Once you have offered yourself wholly and completely to God who is whole and complete, and have prayed to Him with a contrite heart to help you in your weakness, indolence and indecision, so far as possible spend the time between daybreak and the midday meal in pure and undistracted prayer in the heart, and also in reading. Stand while reading the allotted psalms, the Epistle and the Holy Gospel, and while saying the prayers addressed to our Lord Jesus Christ and to the most pure Mother of God; but sit for the other readings from Holy Scripture. After this attentively chant the customary Hours prescribed in their wisdom by the Fathers of the Church. With all your strength banish sloth from your soul, for it is the teacher of every kind of vice, and expel passions together with their causes, even though these may appear to be trifling and harmless.

         28. On guarding oneself against idleness and on how even the hesychast must observe the order and usage of the Church.

         As St Isaac says, ‘Be on your guard, beloved brethren, against idleness, for certain death lies concealed within it. If a monk is free from idleness, he will not fall into the hands of those who try to take him captive. On the 52day of judgment God will not condemn us about psalmody or for omitting prayers, but because through neglecting these things we gave access to the demons. For when the demons find a way in, and enter and shut the doors of our noetic eyes, they tyrannically fill us with all the forms of impurity which bring those who practise such things under divine judgment and lead to the most dreadful chastisement. They enslave us through our neglect of those details to which with Christ’s help we should have given attention. As the wisest saints have written, “If you do not subject your will to God you will be subjected to His adversary.” Thus you should regard things which seem small to you as ramparts that defend us from the demons. Those responsible for the discipline of the Church have wisely laid it down that we should raise ramparts such as these in our cell so that we may preserve our life within the spirit of revelation. Not to do this is regarded as of little importance by those lacking in understanding, and they are unaware of the harm their neglect can produce. For them the opening and middle stages of the spiritual path signify undisciplined freedom; and this is the mother of all the passions. It is better to make every effort not to neglect small things rather than to give occasion to sin by taking them lightly. For the upshot of this misbegotten freedom is harsh servitude.’55

         Elsewhere St Isaac writes, ‘How bewitching are the sources of the passions! Sometimes we can renounce the passions themselves, and feel inner peace through distancing ourselves from them; and we rejoice because we have put a stop to them. But to free oneself from the causes of the passions is beyond our power. That is why we are tempted even when we do not want to be. We regret our embroilment with the passions, but with pleasure we allow their causes to dwell within us. We do not desire sins, but we pleasurably entertain the sources which gave rise to the sins. It is because of this that the sources are able to activate the sins. If we welcome the impulsions of the passions we are, without wishing it, placing ourselves under their power and making ourselves their slaves. If we hate our sins we will stop committing them, and if we confess them we will be forgiven. But it is impossible to be free of the habit of sin until we learn to detest it, just as we cannot be forgiven until we have confessed our faults. The first is the ground of true humility, the second produces the compunction which arises in the heart as a result of our shame.’56 And he 53comments, ‘There is no sin for which you cannot be forgiven except that of which you have not repented.’57 

         Enough has been said about this. After the psalmody recited during the appointed Hours you should eat, continuing with the Prayer during the meal, so that in this way you may by the power of grace make it a habit to pray without ceasing, as the commandment says (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17). But let our discourse on the food which supports the body by the ineffable wisdom of the Creator wait a little; and let us speak first about the food which supports and gives life to the soul – the food which the saints call sacred and divinizing prayer. This is the right order to follow, since the soul is more precious than the body.

         29. On prayer and on how one must pray at all times.

         Just as our body without the soul is dead and putrid, so the soul that does not impel itself to pray is dead, wretched and foul. That we should regard our failure to pray as more bitter than any form of death, the great prophet Daniel rightly teaches us when he says that he would die rather than be deprived of prayer for a single moment (cf. Dan. 6:10; 9:3). St John Chrysostom likewise gives good teaching about this, when he says, ‘Everyone who prays converses with God, and everyone knows how great a thing is such converse with God. Yet no one can describe in words the high value of prayer, for it transcends even the majesty of the angels.’58 And elsewhere he writes, ‘Prayer is common to both angels and men, and where prayer is concerned there is nothing that separates men from the angels; on the contrary, it is prayer that distinguishes men from animals and unites them with the angels. If you devote your whole life to prayer and to the worship of God, you will soon be transported into the realm of the angels and will share in their mode of life, their dignity and nobility, their wisdom and understanding.’59 And elsewhere, ‘When the devil sees a soul fenced about with the virtues, he does not dare to come near it, because he is afraid of the power and strength furnished by prayer, which nourishes the soul better 54than food does the body.’60 And, ‘The sinews of the soul are prayers. For just as the body is held together and united by sinews, and stands and lives and is made firm through them, so that if someone cuts them he disrupts the whole harmony of the body, so souls are set in order and integrated through holy prayer and thus pursue the path of holiness without difficulty. If you deprive yourself of prayer, it is as if you were to pull a fish out of water. For, just as water is life for the fish, so prayer is life for you. Through prayer you can wing your way through the air as the fish moves through water, and you can ascend into heaven and draw near to God.’61 And, ‘Prayer and supplication make men temples of God. Just as gold, precious stones and marble make the palaces of emperors, so prayer makes men temples of Christ. What, then, can be said in greater praise of prayer than that it builds temples of God? And He whom the heavens cannot contain enters into the soul when it lives on prayer.’62 

         St John Chrysostom also says, ‘One may gain some knowledge of the power of holy prayer from the following. St Paul, who sped through the whole world as if borne on wings, and who was imprisoned, suffered scourgings, wore chains, lived amid bloodshed and among dangers, cast out demons, raised the dead, and cured diseases, did not in any of these circumstances trust in the salvation that comes from men but fortified his soul with prayer. After performing miracles and resurrecting those who had died he immediately resorted to prayer, as an athlete who aspires to win his laurels makes for the sportsground. For it is prayer that brings about the resurrection of the dead and of every other thing. For the power that water gives to trees prayers give to the lives of the saints.’63 And, ‘Prayer is the ground of salvation, the harbinger of immortality, the unbreachable rampart of the Church, the inviolate stronghold, bringing terror to the demons and salvation to the godly.’64 And, ‘Just as when a queen enters a city all the opulence of her retinue must follow behind her, so when prayer enters the soul every virtue enters with it.’65 And, ‘What the foundations are for a house prayer is for a soul. We must first establish prayer as a foundation or base in the soul, and then diligently build onto 55this foundation self-restraint, care for the poor, and all the laws of Christ.’66 And, ‘Fervent prayer is light for the understanding and for the soul, an unquenchable and continual light. It is because of this that the Evil One litters our minds with countless putrid thoughts; when we pray he scrapes together things that have never entered our mind and tips them into our soul.’67 And, ‘Prayer is a great weapon, a great safeguard.’68 

         St Gregory the Theologian says, ‘It is more essential to be mindful of God than to breathe.’69 And again, ‘Invoke God in your thoughts more frequently than you breathe.’70 And St Isaac says, ‘Without ceaseless prayer you cannot approach God.’ And, ‘To turn the mind to some other concern after the toil of prayer brings about a loss of concentration.’71 And, ‘All prayer in which the body does not labour and the heart is not afflicted must be regarded as abortive; for such prayer is soulless.’72 And St John Klimakos says, ‘Prayer is essentially converse and union of man and God. Its effect is to hold the world together and to bring about reconciliation with God; it is both the mother and daughter of tears, expiation for sins, a bridge across temptations, a bulwark against tribulation, the annihilation of conflict, the work of angels, the food of all incorporeal beings, a delight in store, boundless activity, the source of virtues, the harbinger of grace, unseen advancement, food of the soul, the illumination of the intellect, an axe against despair, a manifestation of hope, release from distress, the wealth of monks, the treasure of hesychasts, the abating of anger, a mirror of progress, an unveiling of our human potentiality, a disclosure of our inner state, a revelation of things held in store, the hallmark of glory. For him who truly prays prayer is the law court, the judgment seat and tribunal of Christ preceding the last judgment.’73 And again, ‘Prayer is nothing other than detachment from the world, both visible and invisible.’74 56And St Neilos says, ‘If you long for prayer, renounce all to gain all.’75 And, ‘Prayer is the ascent of the intellect to God.’76 And, ‘Prayer is communion of the intellect with God.’77 And, ‘Bread is food for the body and holiness is food for the soul; spiritual prayer is food for the intellect.’78 

         Such is the nature of prayer. Now it is time to speak as concisely as we can of the bodily mode of life, as regards the balance to be kept between quantity and quality.

         30. On the bodily mode of life; how a hesychast should feed himself.

         It is written, ‘Son of man, you shall eat your bread by weight and drink your water by measure’ (cf. Ezek. 4:10, 11), in such a way as to allow the person engaged in spiritual warfare enough to keep alive. If you do not give blood, someone has said, you will not receive the Spirit.79 St Paul says, ‘I discipline my body strictly, and bring it into subjection, lest after having preached to others, I myself should not stand the test’ (1 Cor. 9:27). And David the Psalmist says, ‘My knees have grown weak through fasting, and my flesh is changed for want of oil’ (Ps. 109:24.LXX). St Gregory the Theologian says, ‘Nothing serves God so well as mortification, and He requites tears with His compassion.’80

         St Isaac says, ‘Just as a mother cares for her child, so Christ cares for the body that endures mortification, and He is close to such a body at all times.’81 And again, ‘The knowledge of the mysteries of God is not found in a full belly.’82 And, ‘Just as those who sow in tears reap in sheaves of jubilation (cf. Ps. 125:5), so mortification undergone for the sake of God is followed by joy.’83 And, ‘Blessed is he who renounces all self-indulgence 57which separates him from his Creator.’84 And again, ‘After long being tempted from both the right and the left,85 and having often been put to the test in these two ways and having received countless blows from the adversary, and having secretly been granted powerful aid, I have gained much experience in the course of many years; and through this testing and the grace of God I have learned the following: that the foundation of all blessings, and the soul’s recovery from the enemy’s clutches, and the road that leads to light and life, consist in these two things: to gather oneself together in a single place and to fast constantly. 

         ‘In other words, we must wisely and sensibly order our life so that we have mastery over the belly, do not shift our dwelling-place, and apply ourselves ceaselessly to divine study and meditation. Hence come the subjugation of the senses and watchfulness of the intellect; hence the body’s wild passions are subdued and thoughts become gentle; hence come the mind’s enlightenment and diligence in the holy practice of virtue; hence arise fine, exalted intellections and countless tears and mindfulness of death; hence pure self-restraint, free from all the fantasies that trouble the mind; hence perspicacity and clear-sighted knowledge of distant events; hence the deeper awareness of mystical ideas which the mind apprehends through the power of the Holy Scriptures; hence the inner workings of the soul; hence the discrimination which enables us to distinguish between evil spirits and holy powers, between bogus fantasies and true visions; hence comes also the awe that we feel at the pathways and wendings of the vasty deep of the mind – an awe that puts a stop to laziness and negligence; hence come the fire of zeal which tramples underfoot every danger and transcends every fear, and the warmth which spurns every sensual desire and obliterates it from the mind and, along with all the rest, relegates to oblivion every remembrance of what is transitory.

         ‘In short, it is through these two things, to gather oneself together in a single place and to fast constantly, that we discover the freedom of the true self, joy of soul, and resurrection and repose with Christ in the kingdom of heaven. If you neglect these two virtues, you must know that you not only deprive yourself of all the things that we have listed, but also in scorning these two you undermine the foundation of all the other 58virtues as well. And just as for the one who keeps a hold on these two virtues and perseveres in them, they constitute the fount and mainstay of divine activity in the soul, and the door and way which lead to Christ, so whoever abandons and departs from them ends up with what is directly contrary to them – namely, an unsettled, roving mode of life combined with an uncontrolled gluttony.’86 

         Elsewhere St Isaac says, ‘Those who from the start of the monastic life are lazy and sluggish become frightened and bewildered not only by these struggles and the effort they require, but even by the sound of the leaves on a tree; they are defeated by some small need, by fear of hunger or by some small weakness, and they give up and return to their former ways. But those who are genuine and mature do not even feed on green vegetables; they live on the roots of dried herbs, and they do not allow themselves to eat anything before the appointed mealtime. Moreover, they sleep on the ground, their bodies enervated and in anguish, and their eyes dulled from extreme bodily privation. And even though perforce they come close to death they do not on that account give up and surrender, such is the strength of their resolution. For they long ardently to exert themselves to the utmost in their love for God; and they prefer to work hard for virtue rather than enjoy this transitory life and all the relaxation to be found in it. When temptations come upon them, they are all the more delighted because through these temptations they are brought to true fulfilment and become perfect. Nor do they waver in their love for God when they suffer trials and tribulations, but to the end of their lives are eager to confront all onslaughts bravely; and they do not give way before them, since it is through them that they attain perfection.’87

         Thus since we, too, follow in the steps of such people and of those like them, and are obedient to Him who commanded, ‘Go by the king’s highway, and do not turn aside to the right hand or to the left’ (cf. Num. 20:17), we will set before you a model and rule which keeps to the mean, and which may be formulated as follows. 59

         31. How a person engaged in the spiritual struggle should eat on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.

         On three days of the week, that is, on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, eat only once a day at the ninth hour (3.00 p.m.). Allow yourself six ounces of bread, and eat dry food, with restraint, though sufficiently, and drink as many as three of four glasses of water if you wish. Follow the sixty-ninth canon of the Holy Apostles, which says, ‘If a bishop, priest, deacon, reader or cantor does not fast during the holy forty days before Pascha, or on Wednesdays, or on Fridays, let him be removed from office, unless he is prevented from fasting by some bodily infirmity; if he is a layman, let him be excommunicated.’88 The practice of fasting on Mondays was added later by the Holy Fathers.

         32. How to eat on Tuesdays and Thursdays.

         On the other two days, that is, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, you may eat twice a day. At lunchtime you may eat six ounces of bread, partake sparingly of cooked vegetables, and have a little dried food as well. You may drink some wine mixed with water, if you need it – as many as three or four glasses. In the evening you may eat three ounces of bread and some dry food or some fruit, and drink one glass of wine with water, or at the most two if you are very thirsty. For thirst, together with the keeping of vigils, is a great help in producing tears. As St John Klimakos says, ‘Thirst and vigils have afflicted my heart; and from this affliction have sprung tears.’89 And St Isaac says, ‘Thirst for the sake of God, that He may fill you with His love.’90 Should you choose to eat only one meal on these two days, you are acting aright, since the source, mother, root, fount and foundation of every blessing is fasting and self-restraint. A non-Christian writer says, ‘Choose the best life, and familiarity will make it sweet to you.’ And St Basil says, ‘Where there is resolution there is no obstacle.’91 And another of the inspired Fathers says, ‘The fruit begins in the flower and the ascetic life starts with self-restraint.’92 60

         Perhaps what we have said, and what we are going to say later, will seem difficult to some or, indeed, impossible. But if you bear in mind the fruit that these things produce, and the great glory to which they usually give birth, you will regard them as feasible. With the help of our Lord Jesus Christ, and by exerting yourself as much as you can, you will demonstrate, both through your words and through your actions, that they are in fact very easy to practise; and so you will confirm the validity of what we are saying. St Isaac states, ‘Frugal food from the table of a holy man cleanses from every passion the soul of whoever eats it.’ And, ‘From the table of those who fast and keep vigils and labour in the Lord, help yourself to the elixir of life and rouse your soul from its moribund state; because the Beloved reclines in the midst of such people, sanctifying their food and transforming the harshness of their ascetic life into His inexpressible sweetness. And His spiritual and angelic ministers overshadow them and their holy food.’ And, ‘Sweet-smelling is the man who fasts, and to encounter him gladdens the hearts of the discerning.’ And, ‘The life of a man who practises self-control is most pleasing to God.’93

         33. The regimen for Saturdays. Also about vigils, and how to eat at such times.

         On every Saturday, except that of Holy Week, you should have two meals, as we have already prescribed for Tuesdays and Thursdays. This is in accordance with the sacred Canons, and because you must observe a vigil before all the Sundays of the year except for the Sunday preceding Great Lent. But if one of the great feasts of the Lord or of the major saints happens to fall on the Sunday in question, in the preceding night you should keep the vigil of the feast of the Lord or of the saint, and not the Sunday vigil. But in either case have two meals on Saturday. It is always beneficial to force yourself to observe the night vigils. Hence if a vigil happens to fall in the middle of the week, it will be greatly to your profit to keep the Sunday vigil as well. As Scripture says, ‘Thus will your light break forth as the morning, and your healing will spring up speedily’ (Isa. 58:8).

         As St Isaac says, ‘The first step in every struggle against sin and lust is to keep vigils and fasts, especially when you are contending against the sin which is within us. In the case of those engaged in spiritual warfare, the sign of their hatred of sin and lust is to be seen precisely in their observance 61of vigils. Nearly all the attacks of the passions begin to grow weaker as a result of fasting; and after fasting it is the night vigils that help us most in the ascetic life. Whoever throughout his life loves the company of these two things, fasting and vigils, will have self-restraint as his friend. Just as pandering to the belly, together with lust-enkindling, sluggish indulgence in sleep, are the beginning of every evil, so the holy highway to God and the foundation of every virtue is fasting, combined with keeping vigil and alertness during divine worship.’94 

         Again, St Isaac says, ‘Over the soul made radiant day and night by mindfulness of God and by sleepless vigils, the Lord forms a cloud to keep it safe, covering it by day and at night illumining it with the light of fire (cf. Exod. 13:21–22); and light will shine forth from within its darkness.’95 And, ‘Choose for yourself a labour of delight, the constant keeping of night vigils, through which all the Fathers shed their fallen self and were granted renewal of the intellect. During the hours of vigil the soul becomes conscious of immortal life; and in thus becoming conscious, it strips from itself the darkness of the passions and receives the Holy Spirit.’96 And again, ‘Value the labour of keeping vigil, so that you may find consolation in your soul.’97 And, ‘Do not think, O man, that in all a monk’s labours there is any practice greater than the keeping of night vigils.’ And, ‘Do not regard a monk who keeps vigils with discrimination of intellect as being still clothed with flesh; for to keep vigil in this way is truly the work of angels.’ And, ‘A soul that labours in this angelic practice of keeping vigils will acquire the eyes of the cherubim, and his gaze will ceaselessly scrutinize and contemplate heavenly visions.’98

         Pass these vigils in prayer, psalmody and reading with purity, without distraction, and with a sense of compunction. You may keep vigil either on your own or with friendly and like-minded companions. At the end of each vigil, as a slight restorative after the effort you have made, take some food and drink, equivalent to what you would take for the evening 62meal; that is, eat three ounces of bread, supplemented by a sufficient amount of dry food. And drink three glasses of wine with water. Take care that on a day when you should fast until the ninth hour you do not dispense yourself from the fast because of the vigil. For you must do the one and not leave the other undone (cf. Matt. 23:23). As for the refreshment when the vigil has been completed, we have already said what you should do. 

         34. On the diet for Sundays and on certain other matters. Also on toil and humility.

         On all Sundays you should eat twice a day, as on Saturdays. Adhere strictly to this rule unless you are sick; for these days have been declared by the Holy Fathers to be non-fasting days, both on account of long-established custom and for more recent reasons, divine or otherwise. On these days we do not limit ourselves to a single meal or to dry food. We partake of everything that is beneficial and not forbidden; and we eat vegetables, with moderation of course, and not exceeding the prescribed amounts. For it is always best to exercise self-control in all things. In the event of sickness, as we have said, without feeling any sense of shame, we should eat all lawful foods that are nourishing and strengthen the body. For the Holy Fathers have taught us to kill, not the body, but the passions. 99 Thus it is fitting for you to eat a little of all that has been sanctioned as permissible for monks, to the glory of God and with thanksgiving to Him, and also in order to avoid self-conceit. But refrain from what is superfluous. ‘For to be frugal’, as St Isaac says, ‘teaches us self-control even against our will; but when we partake of things freely and without restraint, we lose all control of ourselves.’100 Do not cherish bodily repose. ‘For a soul that loves God’, again it is St Isaac who speaks, ‘finds its repose in God and in Him alone.’101 Rather, along with toil and hardship, choose humility. ‘For toil and humility’, says one of the saints, ‘have Jesus as their reward.’102 63

         35. How to eat and how to conduct ourselves during the holy fasts and especially in the Great Fast.

         Regarding diet, as well as the manner of life you should lead during the holy fasts, we consider it superfluous to dwell on details and particulars. For what you have already been instructed to do on the days on which you fast until the ninth hour is the same as what you are required to do during the holy fasts, except for Saturdays and Sundays. Indeed, if possible follow these instructions even more strictly and attentively, especially during the holy and great fast of Lent; for this is a tithe of the whole year, and on the divine and light-filled day of the Lord’s resurrection it rewards with trophies those who in His name have proved themselves victors.

         36. On certain aspects of discrimination, and how ascetic labour in moderation is invaluable. On obedience.

         Furthermore, with regard to what we have discussed above and to similar matters, you should put them into practice with accurate discrimination, thereby achieving an harmonious and peaceful coexistence of body and soul. For it is written, ‘Through wisdom is a house built, and through understanding it is established; and through insight will its storerooms be filled with riches of all kinds, precious and beautiful’ (Prov. 24:3–4). And the holy Thalassios writes, ‘A reasonable and discreet indigence and poverty is the royal highway; thus both an undiscriminating mortification and uncontrolled laxity are unprofitable, since both are contrary to good sense.’103 And St Isaac says, ‘Relaxation of the body leads to derangement and confusion of thoughts; immoderate work leads to listlessness; and listlessness leads to derangement. There is a difference between these two kinds of derangement. The first kind, due to relaxation, causes the monk to be attacked by lechery; the second, due to listlessness, causes him to abandon his monastery and to wander from place to place. Ascetic labour undertaken moderately and assiduously is of inestimable value. To reduce such labour is to increase self-indulgence; but to labour immoderately brings about derangement.’104 And the great Maximos says, ‘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 64within. “Bodily asceticism has only a limited use, but true devotion is useful in all things” (1 Tim. 4:8).’105 

         If the body outweighs the soul on the scales and brings it under its sway and oppresses it, the proper balance will be upset, and turbulent, soul-destroying impulses will gain the upper hand. For it is written, ‘The desires of the flesh are contrary to those of the spirit, the desires of the spirit are contrary to those of the flesh’ (Gal. 5:17). Thus you should curb the flesh with the bridle of self-control and mortify it until it becomes tractable, however unwilling it may be, and submits to the soul. Remember the words of St Paul, ‘To the extent that our outer self wastes away, our inner self is renewed day by day’ (cf. 2 Cor. 4:16). And St Isaac says, ‘Fight the ascetic battle to the point of death rather than live in heedlessness, for martyrs are not only those who have received death because of their faith in Christ; they are also those who die because of their observance of the commandments.’106 And, ‘It is better for us to die in the struggle than to go on living in our fallen state.’107 Above all, do not do anything without consulting and questioning your spiritual father. In this way, with Christ’s grace, even what is burdensome will appear light, and an uphill task will seem as easy as walking down a gentle slope. But we must return to our previous theme.

         37. On how a person engaged in spiritual warfare should spend the time between the midday meal and sunset; and on how he must believe that divine gifts are bestowed on us according to the burden and measure of our ascetic labour.

         After taking your midday meal as a person engaged in spiritual warfare should, and as St Paul indicates when he says that everyone engaged in such warfare ‘exercises self-control in all respects’ (1 Cor. 9:25), sit down and read for a length of time, especially from the writings of the Fathers on vigilance. And then sleep for one hour if the days are long. Then rise and work with your hands for a little while, still continuing with the Prayer. After this, pray in the manner we have already explained. Read, meditate 65and study, so that you may become humble and consider yourself inferior to everyone else. For ‘whoever exalts himself’, says Scripture, ‘will be abased; and whoever humbles himself will be exalted’ (Matt. 23:12); and, ‘Let him who thinks he is standing beware lest he fall’ (1 Cor. 10:12); and, ‘God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble’ (Jas. 4:6); and, ‘The source of pride is ignorance of the Lord’ (cf. Ecclus. 10:12); and ‘The proud have greatly transgressed’ (Ps. 119:51.LXX); and, ‘Do not be haughty, but associate with those who are humble’ (Rom. 12:16). 

         St John Chrysostom says, ‘Truly to know oneself is to regard oneself as nothing; for God does not hold anything more precious than that one should reckon oneself as last of all.’108 And St Isaac says, ‘The mysteries are revealed to those who are humble in mind’ (cf. Ecclus. 3:19);109 and, ‘Where humility flowers, there the glory of God flourishes’;110 and, ‘Humility is the forerunner of grace, whereas self-conceit leads to punishment.’111 And St Varsanuphios says, ‘If you really wish to be saved, listen and act accordingly. Don’t drag your feet along the earth but raise your intellect to heaven, and make that your study night and day. With all your strength look upon yourself with contempt, and strive to regard yourself as lower than everyone else. This is the true way, and apart from it there is no other for anyone who wishes to be saved through Christ, the source of our strength. Let him who so desires run in the race, and let him run in such a way as to gain the prize (cf. Phil. 3:14). I bear this testimony before the living God, He who wishes to bestow eternal life on all who desire it’ (cf. 1 Tim. 2:4).112 And St John Klimakos writes, ‘David did not say, “I have fasted”, “I have kept vigils”, “I have slept on the bare earth”, but “I humbled myself, and the Lord quickly saved me” (Ps. 116:6).’113

         Before all else, strive to account yourself as nothing. For, as St Varsanuphios says, ‘To be detached from all cares brings you close to the city; and not to regard yourself as of any importance among men enables you to dwell in the city; and to die to everyone makes you heir to the city and 66to its treasures. 114 If, then, you wish to be saved, account yourself as nothing and strive to attain that which you seek.’115 ‘To account oneself as nothing,’ according to this saint’s disciple, St John, ‘is not to regard yourself as equal to anyone, and not to say about any good work, “I too have done that”.’116 

         Then sit down again and pray with purity and without distraction until evening falls. Then sing Vespers as usual and bring the service to a close. And trust with a sincere heart that we shall be granted by God gifts and rewards, strength and consolation, in accordance with the degree to which we have laboured and suffered for the sake of virtue and in proportion to the effort we have made; as the Psalmist says, ‘According to the multitude of the sorrows within my heart Thy consolations have gladdened my soul’ (Ps. 94:19.LXX). And the Saviour says, ‘Come to Me, all you who labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest’ (Matt. 11:28). And St Paul says, ‘If we suffer with Christ, it is so that we may be also glorified with Him. For I consider that what we suffer at this present time is not to be compared with the glory which in the future will be revealed to us’ (Rom. 8:17–18).

         St Maximos, wise in all things divine, also states, ‘Divine blessings are bestowed according to the measure of faith in each person. 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 practise 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.’117 Let us ask with all our soul that we may persevere in faith during the time that is still left to us, so that the end of our life may be Christian, free from pain, not blighted by shame, and peaceful, and that in addition to this we may give a good account of ourselves when we stand before the dread tribunal of our Lord and God and Saviour, Jesus Christ. 67

         38. Pure prayer is better than any form of outward activity.

         In addition to what has already been explained, you should also know, brother, that every pursuit and rule and, moreover, every kind of outward activity has been laid down and prescribed in this way because we are not yet able to pray in the heart with purity and without distraction. For when through the favour and grace of our Lord Jesus Christ we have achieved such prayer, then we may lay aside the many varied activities that fragment us, and we can be united directly, in a way that surpasses all description, with Him who is one, unitary and unifying; for, as the renowned Theologian says, ‘God is united with and known by those who are deified.’118 This union is nothing else than the personal illumination of the Holy Spirit within the heart, born, as we have said, as a result of pure, undistracted prayer of the heart. It occurs but rarely, scarcely one in a thousand being empowered by the grace of Christ to advance to this state. As for going beyond it and being granted spiritual prayer, thus experiencing the revelation of the mysteries of the Age to come, this is a privilege given by divine grace to extremely few people in any single generation.

         As St Isaac writes, ‘Just as among ten thousands of people scarcely one attains purity of soul through consistently fulfilling the commandments and the observances which have been laid down, so there is found but one in a thousand who through diligent self-watchfulness is enabled to attain not only pure prayer but also the mystery of spiritual prayer that lies beyond it. For only a few, and not by any means many, are granted pure prayer, while scarcely one in any generation passes by the grace of Christ beyond this and experiences the mystery of spiritual prayer.’ And he adds, ‘If scarcely anyone attains pure prayer, what shall we say about spiritual prayer? Spiritual prayer is always free from any kind of fluctuation. Any prayer that is subject to fluctuation falls short of spiritual prayer.’119

         Thus if you, too, wish with Christ’s help to attain these strange mysteries truly and effectively, that is to say, in actual experience, you should make every effort to pray in your heart with purity and without distraction at all times, at all hours, and in everything you do. For in this way you may advance from being an infant at the breast to the state of full maturity whose measure is Christ Himself (cf. Eph. 4:13); and in the company of the faithful and prudent steward (cf. Luke 12:42–43) you will then hear 68yourself acclaimed as blessed since you have managed things with discernment, that is, you have followed a wise way of life. As a result you will never be knocked off your balance. As St Philimon writes on this matter, ‘Brother, 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.’120 And another of those wise in God says, ‘If, being in the body, you wish to serve God as though you were bodiless, acquire ceaseless prayer secretly in your heart, and before you die your soul will become like an angel.’ 

         St Isaac writes in the same vein. When asked by someone to describe the summation of all the labours of this way of life, that is, the way of stillness, so that when one attains it one knows one has attained perfection in it, he replied as follows: ‘It is when a person has been granted uninterrupted prayer. For when he has achieved this, he has gained the crown of all the virtues, and from then on he becomes the dwelling-place of the Holy Spirit. For if he has not truly received the grace of the Holy Spirit, he cannot fully experience this unceasing prayer. Once the Spirit dwells within him, he will never stop praying, for the Spirit Himself never stops praying. Hence, whether he is asleep or awake, the prayer goes on in his soul uninterruptedly. Indeed, whether he is eating or drinking or sleeping, or whatever he is doing, even in the deepest slumber, the fragrance and perfume of prayer arise effortlessly in his heart. When he has reached this state, his prayer never ceases, but the whole time, even if it seems outwardly to have become quiescent, it continues to be at work within him in a hidden way. One of the Fathers who bore Christ in his heart calls prayer the silence of the pure, since the thoughts of such people are divine movements. For the movements of a pure heart and mind are gentle voices, with which they sing secretly to the hidden God.’121

         Many other writers among the inspired Fathers, initiated by the experience of grace itself, have written of countless such wonderful things; but we will omit what they say, so as not to render our discourse too long. 69

         39. On the number of prostrations to be made in the course of twenty-four hours.

         As regards the number of prostrations, we know that three hundred have been prescribed by our Holy Fathers, which we must execute every twenty-four hours on five days of the week. On Saturdays and Sundays, however, and indeed on certain other days and even weeks specially set apart by custom, we are commanded for certain mystical and arcane reasons to abstain from making prostrations. There are some, though, who on the other days exceed the number that is prescribed; and there are some who fall short of it, each according to his strength and resolution. You, therefore, should do what is in keeping with your strength. Nevertheless, a person who in all things related to God always puts pressure on himself is truly blessed, many times over. For ‘the kingdom of heaven suffers violence, and it is the violent who take it by force’ (Matt. 11:12).

         40. Divine gifts are bestowed not only in accordance with the degree to which we engage in the struggles and trials of the ascetic life, as we have already said, but also in accordance with our inner state and capability, with our belief and with our inherent disposition.

         We should also know that divine gifts are bestowed on us not only in accordance with the degree to which we engage in the struggles and trials of the ascetic life, as we have already said, but also in accordance with the inner state and capability with which we practise this way of life, and indeed with our belief in the goals set before us and with our own inherent disposition. St Maximos says, ‘The intellect is the origin 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 the 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.’122 70

         In addition, make sure that no one knows about the spiritual work in which you are engaged except the one who is directing and guiding you. And pray for unworthy people like ourselves who speak about what is good but do not practise it, so that we may be enabled to do the things that accord with God’s will before we teach and exhort others. For the Lord says that it is the one who keeps the commandments and teaches them to others who will be called great (cf. Matt. 5:19). May the almighty and merciful Lord strengthen and lead you so that you may not only listen to these things with understanding, but also practise them with great zeal; for, as St Paul says, it is not those who hear the law that are righteous in the sight of God, but those who practise it (cf. Rom. 2:13). And may you be guided towards every good and saving work and be led spiritually through the prayers of the saints to the noetic and sacred task that lies before you. Amen.

         Since we have already said something about practical discrimination, it is fitting that we should also briefly discuss, in so far as we can, the integral and perfect kind of discrimination; for, according to our illustrious Fathers, this is the greatest of all the virtues.

         41. On all-embracing and perfect discrimination; and on the one who lives according to his fallen and exterior self in a state contrary to nature, on the one whose life is soul-directed and in accordance with nature, and on the one who lives on the supranatural and spiritual plane.

         The person who lives and orders his life according to his fallen and exterior self in a state contrary to nature has totally destroyed his power of discrimination. The person who has renounced sin and has begun to practise the virtues, in accordance with the injunction, ‘Turn away from evil and do good’ (Ps. 34:14), is in the initial stages of the spiritual life; he harkens to instruction, and so acquires some slight sense of discrimination, congruent with his immature stage. The person whose life is soul-directed and in accordance with nature, inasmuch as he conducts himself in a right-minded and intelligent manner, is said to be at the intermediate stage; thus he perceives and discriminates in regard both to what pertains to himself, and to what pertains to those in a similar state, according to the insight granted to him. The person who lives on the supranatural and spiritual plane has transcended the state of domination by the passions, has progressed beyond the initial and intermediate stages of spiritual life, and by the grace of Christ has advanced to the state of perfection, that is, to a state of actual inner illumination and perfect discrimination; thus he perceives his own self 71and discriminates in regard to himself with the utmost clarity, and indeed perceives other people and discriminates in regard to them with unerring accuracy, while he himself, even though physically visible to others, actually transcends their perception and their discriminative capacity. In fact he is recognized and acknowledged to be a truly spiritual person, not because of his ability to put pen to paper, but because of his actions and the grace that fills him. As St Paul says, ‘He who is spiritual is capable of judging all things, yet he himself is not to be judged by anyone’ (1 Cor. 2:15).

         42. More on discrimination, with analogies.

         The person who lives according to his fallen and exterior self is like a man travelling in pitch darkness on a black moonless night. Thus he loses his way and cannot make anything out because of the impenetrable darkness. Not only is he unable to perceive his own self or to distinguish anything, but also he cannot make out where he is going or putting his feet. As the Saviour says, ‘He who walks in the dark does not know where he is going’ (John 12:35). On the other hand, the person who has renounced sin and has begun to practise the virtues is like a man travelling under a clear night sky shining with stars. Thus, since his way is lit dimly by starlight, he proceeds slowly, often stumbling over stones which he fails to notice and falling down. Such a person therefore perceives his own self and makes things out only in an indistinct way, as if in shadowy outline; for it is written, ‘Awake, you who sleep, and arise from the dead, and Christ will give you light’ (Eph. 5:14). Again, the person who is soul-directed is like a man travelling on a calm night lit by the full moon. Thus, since he is guided by the light of the moon, he travels without losing his way and reaches his destination. He perceives himself as in a mirror and makes out those who travel with him; for it is written, ‘You do well in observing the law as a light that shines in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star arises in your hearts’ (cf. 2 Pet. 1:19). But the person who lives on the supranatural and spiritual plane is like someone travelling at high noon with the pure rays of the sun shining upon him. Such a person therefore both perceives his own self perfectly by the light of the sun, and can distinguish other things; also he can rightly understand most people or, rather, can understand everyone, as St Paul says (cf. 1 Cor. 2:15). Indeed, he can rightly understand almost everything that happens to him, whatever it may be and however it may occur, since he himself travels without going astray and unerringly leads those who follow him to the true light and to life and truth. Of such people it is written, 72‘You are the light of the world’ (Matt. 5:14). And St Paul says, ‘God who commanded light to shine out of darkness, has shone in our hearts, to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ’ (2 Cor. 4:6). And the blessed David says, ‘The light of Thy face has set its seal upon us, O Lord’ (Ps. 4:6.LXX), and, ‘In Thy light shall we see light’ (Ps. 36:9). And the Lord says, ‘I am the light of the world; he that follows Me will not walk in darkness, but will have the light of life’ (John 8:12).

         43. On change and flux, which affect everyone; and on the supreme glory of humility.

         We would also like you to know that those who have reached perfection through purification and illumination have done so only in so far as this is attainable in our present temporal life. For there is no complete perfection in this imperfect phase of life, but only an incomplete perfection; and thus such people, because of their natural infirmity and the pride which sometimes steals upon them, are always exposed to changes of inner state. Indeed, such changes and stealthy intrusions may be sent to them by way of testing them, so that as a result of being tested they may receive greater help from God. Any teaching opposed to this is, the Fathers declare, the teaching of wolf-like predators, for uninterrupted stability and immunity to change pertain solely to the life hereafter. At the present time there are moments of purity, peace and divine consolation, and there are moments of confusion, disturbance and dejection, depending on the quality of each person’s way of life, on his degree of progress, and on reasons known only to the Lord, and also so that through these changes we may truly recognize our weakness. ‘For blessed is he who knows his own weakness’, says Scripture (cf. Job 37:7.LXX). ‘We should not trust in ourselves’, says St Paul, ‘but in Him who raises the dead’ (cf. 2 Cor. 1:9). In this way we constantly have recourse to God through humility, repentance and confession.

         ‘How many times’, St Isaac says, ‘have not some people, after falling into sin, then healed their souls through repentance, so that grace abounds in them! For all thinking creatures without exception are subject to change, and alterations are continually taking place in everyone. The frequency with which such changes occur is evident to anyone of intelligence, especially if he watches himself inwardly and sees how many temptations he undergoes every day, and how many changes with respect to gentleness and forbearance his mind experiences, and how without any apparent reason its state of tranquillity suddenly becomes one of turmoil, and how he falls into great and unspeakable danger. This is what the blessed 73Makarios had in mind when he wrote with such clarity, forethought and diligence to remind and teach his brethren not to sink into despair when things hostile to us render us subject to fluctuation; for just as the weather gets cold from time to time, so those who adhere to the discipline of purity continually suffer falls although they have not been negligent or lax. Indeed, even when they are following their rule in a disciplined way, they experience falls contrary to the goals which they have set themselves.’

         St Isaac continues, ‘So what happens then? Changes, St Makarios tells us, occur in each person as they do in the weather. Note that he says “each person”, because nature is one. He does not want you to think that he is speaking only about the weaker and lesser brethren, and that the perfect are free from change and stand unshakeably in a different class, untouched by impassioned thoughts, as the Euchites assert;123 that is why he uses the expression “each person”. How then is this so, Makarios? In the same way, Makarios tells us, as it is cold, and then after a little while there is fine weather. Something similar happens in our ascetic life. There is warfare and there is the help of grace; at times the soul meets with winter and rough waves dash against it, and then there is a change again when grace visits the heart and fills it with God-given joy and peace and with tranquil thoughts full of restraint and moderation. In speaking here of such self-restrained and moderate thoughts, St Makarios implies that there have been previous thoughts that were brutish and impure.

         ‘Thus St Makarios encourages us saying, “If after having such self-restrained and gentle thoughts we should be attacked, let us not grow despondent or lapse into despair. On the other hand, when we are refreshed by grace let us not be boastful but in the time of joy let us expect affliction.” And he goes on, “You should know that all the saints engaged themselves in this tussle. So long as we remain in this world, after affliction we will receive unaccustomed secret solace.” For every day and every hour we are required to put our love for God to the test by wrestling and struggling with temptations. And when St Makarios tells us not to be grieved he means that we must not grow listless in the struggle. And he continues, “In this way you are set on the right road. If you want to turn aside or deviate from it, you will place yourself in the company of wolf-like predators.”’ 74

         How wonderfully has St Makarios endorsed in a few words this kind of spiritual endeavour and shown it to be full of good sense, in this way banishing all doubt from the mind of the reader! If, he says, you deviate in these matters and place yourself in the company of wolves, you will be attempting to travel where there is no road. You will have set your mind on pursuing a path of your own choice, one not trodden by the Fathers. And a little later St Isaac says, ‘Humility, even without ascetic practice, remits many sins. But ascetic practice without humility is, on the contrary, profitless.’ And a little further on: ‘As salt is to food, so is humility to every virtue; and it is able to destroy the power of many sins. We should therefore continually yearn for it with lowliness of mind and with a sorrow born of our recognition that we do not possess it. Should we attain it, it makes us sons of God, and brings us into God’s presence without us having to undertake ascetic labours. And unless we have it, all our ascetic practice, all our virtues, and all our undertakings are in vain. God, then, desires from us a change of mind, for our progress depends upon the state of our mind; it alone, without other assistance, can stand in the presence of God and speak on our behalf.’ And he goes on, ‘One of the saints has said that, when a feeling of pride steals over you and makes you think how virtuous you are, you should respond to it by saying to yourself, “Dotard, keep in mind how debauched you are.”’124

         44. On repentance, purity and perfection.

         ‘Every mode of action’, writes St Isaac, ‘comes to perfection through these three virtues; repentance, purity and perfection. What is repentance? It is to abandon our former ways and to grieve over them. And what, briefly, is purity? It is a heart full of compassion for all created beings. And what is perfection? It is the deepest humility, which consists in relinquishing our attachment to all visible – that is, sensory – things and likewise to all invisible – that is, noetic – things, and in not being anxious about them.’ And again, ‘Repentance is a freely embraced twofold dying to all things. A compassionate heart is a heart that burns with love for the whole creation, 75for human beings and birds and animals and demons and every creature.’125 And again, ‘As long as we are in this world and are still living in accordance with our fallen self, even if we are raised up to the vault of heaven we cannot dispense with ascetic labour and toil, nor can we live in total freedom from all anxiety. Our aim (forgive me) is first of all the consummation of the ascetic life. Beyond this lies meditation – meditation without discursive thought.’126 

         St Maximos says, ‘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.’127 And also, ‘He who has had experience of the distress and pleasure of the 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.’128 It is for this reason that discrimination has been declared to be greater than all the other virtues, since those in whom it is engendered, by the favour of God, are illuminated with divine light and are able to discriminate accurately with respect to things divine and human and to mystical and hidden visions.

         But now it is time, as we promised, to elucidate briefly though more explicitly, in so far as we can, the basic principles of sacred and deifying stillness. May God guide us in what we are about to say.

         45. On the five activities to be undertaken by those engaged in the initial and, as it were, introductory stages of the life of stillness, namely, prayer, psalmody, reading, meditation and manual labour.

         A person who has recently embarked on the initial stages of the life of stillness must serve God by engaging day and night in five activities. The first is prayer, or the ceaseless remembrance of the Lord Jesus Christ conjoined, 76as we have already explained,129 with the breath calmly inhaled through the nose and made to descend into the heart, and then exhaled again in the same way, with lips pressed together, and every other thought or mental image rigorously excluded. Such prayer practised in the cell with sincere humility is attained through all-inclusive self-control over the belly and over sleep and the other senses. The second is psalmody, with, thirdly, reading from the sacred psalter, from the Epistles of St Paul, from the Holy Gospels, and from the writings of the inspired Holy Fathers, particularly texts on prayer and watchfulness, as well as other inspired utterances of the Spirit. The fourth activity, meditation, consists in calling to mind with heartfelt pain the sins that we have committed, and in meditating on God’s judgment, or on death, or on chastisement, or on the joy of heaven, and similar subjects. The fifth is light manual labour as a safeguard against listlessness. 

         After this, the novice must turn again to prayer, even if he has to exert himself forcibly, until his intellect becomes used to dispelling distractions without difficulty through one-pointed meditation on the Lord Jesus Christ, through ceaseless remembrance of Him, and through constantly directing its attention towards the inner shrine and firmly rooting itself there, that is to say, in the hidden abode of the heart. For St Isaac writes, ‘Strive assiduously to enter into your inner shrine and so you will find the shrine of heaven. For the two are one and the same, and there is but one single entry to them both.’130 And St Maximos says, ‘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.’131 That therefore is where we must look to discover if the grace of the Holy Spirit has inscribed its laws within us. Where must we look? Into the controlling organ, the throne of grace – into the heart, that is to say, where the intellect and all thoughts of the soul are to be found. 77

         46. How those who wish to embrace the life of stillness in the correct manner ought to begin; and what is its starting point, its growth, progress and perfection.

         The initial and as it were introductory training for novices,132 who have chosen to embrace the life of stillness in the correct manner, may be characterized as follows. Starting with fear of God, they must fulfil all the deifying commandments to the best of their ability, be detached from all things whether attractive or distasteful, and above all they must have faith, shun sin completely, and cultivate a genuine devotion towards that which truly exists, as we have already said. Thus they advance through confident hope until they attain the state of full maturity whose measure is Christ (cf. Eph. 4:13). This comes to pass through the wholly divine and excelling love generated by pure and undistracted prayer in the heart, and it is brought to perfection by the unwavering and undeviating spiritual prayer that springs from perfect love. Such prayer takes the form of immediate ecstasy, alone to the Alone, as we are united in rapture with Him who is our supreme desire. Through ascetic practice we progress unswervingly and ascend to contemplation. This is what David, the ancestor of God, experienced; and having been changed by that blessed change (cf. Ps. 77:10), he cried out, ‘I said in my ecstasy: Every man is a liar’ (Ps. 116:11.LXX). And another of the eminent writers in the Old Testament affirms, ‘The eye has not seen, and the ear has not heard, and the human heart has not conceived the things which God has prepared for them that love Him’ (cf. Isa. 64:4; 52:15; 1 Cor. 2:9). And St Paul adds in conclusion, ‘But God has revealed these things to us through His Spirit; for the Spirit fathoms everything, even the depths of God Himself’ (1 Cor. 2:10).

         47. On the way beginners should practise the life of stillness.

         Thus, as we have already said, a beginner must not be constantly leaving his cell. He must avoid meeting people and speaking with them, except in case of great necessity, and then rarely and with great care and caution. As St Isaac says, ‘With regard to everything, bear in mind that you are helped more by keeping a watch over yourself than you are by engaging in sundry activities’;133 for the latter induce distraction and confusion not only in beginners but even in those who have already made some progress. As St Isaac 78says, ‘Moderate relaxation harms only the young, whereas a general lack of control harms both the young and the old.134 Stillness deadens the external senses and stimulates one’s inner energies, but spending time outside one’s cell does the opposite; it arouses the external senses and deadens one’s inner energies.’135 Here St Isaac is referring to ascetic practice and to the right course to be followed in the pursuit of stillness. St John Klimakos has in mind the person who is advancing along this course when he writes, ‘A hesychast is a person who strives to confine what is bodiless within his bodily house, paradoxical though this is’; and, ‘A hesychast is a person who says, “I sleep but my heart keeps watch” (Song of Songs 5:2)’; and, ‘Shut the door of your cell to your body, the door of your tongue to speech, and your inward door to evil spirits.’136 

         48. On prayer in the heart acquired through attentiveness and watchfulness, and on the way it operates.

         As we have said, prayer arises in the heart through attentiveness and watchfulness and through the dispelling of every other thought or fantasy. Through the Prayer ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God’, the intellect in a non-material and wordless manner is silently elevated towards the Lord Jesus Christ whom it calls to mind. Then through the words ‘have mercy on me’, it retraces its course and returns to itself, since it cannot desist from praying for itself. But when it has drawn near to love, then with the first part of the Prayer it is wholly elevated to the Lord Jesus Christ through direct experience and union, while with the second part it receives from Him clear assurance of His mercy.
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