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Preface


This collection is a mere taste of the bountiful feast that awaits any who would pursue a life of faith and prayer, equipped with both the holy Scriptures and the holy tradition that surrounds them.


Having done time—the first forty or so years of my life—snug among the sola scriptura crowd, I spent a good bit of that time reinventing the prayer-wheel. That wouldn’t have been such a bad thing, I suppose, if any of my poor prototypes had turned out like anything approaching the well-grounded, efficacious, and frankly quite beautiful construction that preceded me and mine.


This book is but an introduction to some of the rich and enriching tradition that has always (perhaps until the twentieth Century) and everywhere (except, perhaps, large sections of North America) been understood as an expedient accompaniment to and illumination of the Scriptures, and has long been understood to be of great assistance to the spiritual life. It is, after all, only relatively recently that the terms tradition and Scripture have been mistaken for separate, and perhaps even antagonistic authorities.


It is good to note that even Martin Luther—the father of our cranky phrase sola scriptura—was himself utterly well-equipped with and assisted by a rich and enriching communion with the tradition expressed by the fathers and mothers of the Church. Having thoroughly ingested that tradition, he was, perhaps, in a unique position to say he would thereafter proceed “by Scripture alone.” We and our interpretations, on the other hand, might fare better with a little company.


Dichotomies—I’m thinking—are probably not always false, but they are certainly always fictive. A dichotomy becomes false and misleading only when we imagine it to be more than the tool that it is: a way to talk about two parts of a whole. We generally suffer from taking too seriously the distinctions between, say, faith and works, body and spirit, perhaps even life and death, this world and the next.


In our current spiritual pinch—smarting between tradition and Scripture—it is good to remember (and to point out to our fellow travelers) that our Scriptures were composed by and, later, determined by many of those same saintly characters we refer to collectively as the tradition. Not to put too fine a point on it: the tradition preceded—and thereafter equipped us with—the Scriptures.


Jewish readers and the more liturgically canny among Christian readers won’t apprehend much of a conflict here, nor much of a surprise. They generally know that the Hebrew Bible is itself comprised of both Scripture and tradition, each speaking to the other in an endlessly provocative, continuously generative conversation. Most notably, the Torah—our Scripture proper—is understood to have been, even in its initial transmission by God to Moses, attended by an oral accompaniment, which has continued as an attendant tradition.


In an age when so many competing ecclesiastical enterprises—the small, the large, the enormous—are busily chipping out endless lines of new and improved wheels—none of which seem to roll quite so roundly as the original—we would do well to gear up with our thus-far-squandered inheritance before we take to the road.


[image: image]


This book offers some of that tradition, and its purpose is to make available—in what I hope is a pleasing form—some of the spiritual guidance offered by the mothers and fathers who have walked this particular Way before us. Their words have been rendered here in verse, and—one prays—in poetry as well. It is safe to say that the originals were all poetry, though they were not all verse. I have re-translated where I both could and felt that I should; I have “adapted” virtually everywhere else, hoping to press a range of existing—and what I took to be insufficiently suggestive—translations into more generous terms, whose evocative figurations might yet come into play, yielding more rather than less.


There is one word, even so, that I have decided for the most part not to translate at all, hoping that we all might acquire a renewed sense of the word itself, and hoping we might dodge the diminishments of its uniformly unsatisfactory translations. This word is nous. Noetic prayer is the heart of our matter; if it is acquired and sustained, it becomes the means by which we apprehend God’s presence and His will. Nous is a tasty noun from which the adjective noetic springs—a word found throughout the Greek New Testament and throughout the writings of the fathers and mothers of the Church. In translation, its import as, say, the intellective aptitude of the heart* is almost invariably lost. It is the center of the human person, where mind and matter meet most profoundly, and where the human person is mystically united to others and to God. I have written elsewhere that “an individual does not a person make.” Personhood—if the Image of God is relevant here—is revealed in relationship, and the nous is the faculty that enables and performs just such relationship. It can be soiled, both obscured and obscuring, or—if reconstituted and cleansed by God’s grace—it can be the faculty by which His presence and will are most clearly known.


Even so, the word is most often rendered as mind or reason or intellect, and these curious choices have become complicit in one of our unfortunate dichotomies, that of the human person into a two-part invention: a relatively deplorable vehicle (the body) and its somewhat more laudable and worthy passenger (the soul or spirit). Along with an insidious (and dusty) doctrine of secret, saving knowledge given to those whose spirits have transcended bodily bondage, this very dichotomy is, frankly, such a dire misunderstanding as to constitute its own species of the Gnostic heresy. You might recognize its legacy as an ongoing, body-bashing error among a good bit of the Western Church, both high and low. A rediscovery of nous, therefore, would be a very good thing.


I had been thinking, similarly, to render psyche untranslated, but finally decided that soul—its familiar stand-in—would have to serve, given that psyche has, in the modern era, acquired a good bit of not-so-efficacious accoutrements.


*Bishop Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995).




Prologue


[image: image] Late Request


With love’s confidence I’m asking,


if you should offer this book


to another, ask of him


as now I ask of you


to read slowly,


and thoroughly, tasting


each word’s trouble.


Without doubt, certain passages


should never stand alone,


but will require assistance


offered by others to further


endow their meaning. I fear


for the reader who dabbles,


who gleans, who hurries to take


and flee, and who by doing so acquires


nothing but a novel form


of his current poverty and error.


—Anonymous author of The Cloud of Unknowing
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Saint Paul the Apostle


(c. 5–69)


Persecutor-turned-martyr and apostle to the gentiles, Saint Paul was also a true visionary, having mystically experienced the resurrected Christ on the road to Damascus, and having experienced a vision of, as he would say, “the third heaven.” His mysticism is both subtle and pervasive, if offered matter-of-factly throughout his several epistles to communities of the early church.


[image: image] Beyond Knowing


I’ll bet your wits won’t let you


quite believe any of this; it is, however,


precisely so.


I know a man, a follower of Christ,


who, some fourteen years ago,


was lifted clean


to the third heaven—whether this


occurred in the body or out of it,


I could not say,


though God knows. And this same man—


whether in the body or out of it,


I do not know,


though God surely knows—was lifted


(hear me!) clean to Paradise, and there


he heard such words


—so marvelous and grave—that no


human tongue could repeat them,


nor think to try.


[image: image] Love’s Body


Lean in! I was a child, and spoke like one;


My thought? very like a child’s.


I gripped my reason with both


my little fists. It smelled suspiciously of milk.


Now, as a man, I’ve learned to let it go.


Just now, we squint to see the Image through


this latent, bleak obscurity. One day, we’ll see the Image—


as Himself—gleaming from each face.


Just now, I puzzle through a range


of incoherencies; but on that day,


the scattered fragments will cohere.


In all of this, both now and ever,


faith and hope and love abide, these


sacred three, but the greatest of these (you surely


must have guessed) is love.


 


Saint Irenaeus


(c. 125–c. 210)


The polemic writings of Irenaeus may have laid the foundations of much Christian theology, especially Orthodox Christology. Born in one of the maritime provinces of Asia Minor and liberally educated in both the Scriptures and Greek philosophy and poetry, he offered a vision that defended the early Church from a good deal of philosophical speculation, in particular those errors imported by Gnosticism. He was particularly moved by the teachings and the example of Saint Polycarp.
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