
 
Mysteries of the 
Christian East 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Literature, History, Music,  

Theology, Art, and Spirituality 
 

Selected and Edited by 

James S. Cutsinger 
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
O strange Orthodox Church, so poor and so weak, with neither the 
organization nor the culture of the West, staying afloat as if by a miracle 
through so many trials, tribulations, and struggles; a Church of 
contrasts, so traditional and yet at the same time so free, so archaic and 
yet so alive, so ritualistic and yet so personally mystical; a Church where 
the priceless pearl of the Gospel is carefully safeguarded—yet often 
beneath a layer of dust; a Church which in shadows and silence 
maintains above all the eternal values of purity, poverty, asceticism, 
humility, and forgiveness. 
 
       Lev Gillet 
 
 
The Church is an institution, but she is also a mystery, and it is mystery 
that gives meaning and life to institution. 
 
       Alexander Schmemann 
 
 
The Orthodox taste, the Orthodox temper, is felt, but it is not subject to 
arithmetical calculation. Orthodoxy is shown, not proved. That is why 
there is only one way to understand Orthodoxy: through direct 
experience. One hears that, in foreign lands, people are now learning 
how to swim, lying on the floor with the aid of equipment. In the same 
way, one can become a Catholic or a Protestant by reading books in 
one’s study. But to become Orthodox it is necessary to immerse oneself 
in the very element of Orthodoxy. There is no other way. 
 
       Pavel Florensky 
  



 
 
A. MYSTÉRION  
 
What our habit has obtained for us appears 
a somewhat meager view of mystery. 
And Latinate equivalents have fared 
no better tendering the palpable 
proximity of dense noetic pressure. 
 
More familiar, glib, and gnostic verbiage 
aside, the loss the body suffers when 
sacrament is pared into a tidy 
picture postcard of absent circumstance 
starves the matter to a moot result. 
 
Mystérion is of a piece, enormous 
enough to span the reach of what we see 
and what we don’t. The problem at the heart 
of metaphor is how neatly it breaks down 
to this and that. Imagine one that held 
 
entirely across the play of image 
and its likenesses. Mystérion is 
never elsewhere, ever looms, indivisible 
and here, and compasses a journey one 
assumes as it is tendered on a spoon. 
 
Receiving it, you apprehend how near 
the Holy bides. You cannot know how far. 
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1 

The Brothers Karamazov 

Fyodor Dostoevsky 

Part Two, Book Five 

Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-81) was a novelist, journalist, essayist, and philosopher. Often ranked 
among the best books of all time, The Brothers Karamazov is his last, and arguably greatest, 
work. The brothers of the story are Ivan, Dmitri, and Alyosha, representing respectively the head, 
the hand, and the heart of man. In the following selection, Ivan, the intellectual of the family and 
an all-but-atheist, converses with his younger brother Alyosha, a disciple of the abbot Zossima, 
whom Dostoevsky modeled after his own spiritual father, one of the best known of the 
nineteenth-century Russian startsi, the elder Ambrose of the famous Optina Monastery. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Chapter III 

“The Brothers Get Acquainted” 

 

“But	what	does	it	matter	to	us?”	laughed	Ivan.	“We’ve	time	enough	for	our	talk,	for	

what	 brought	 us	 here.	Why	do	 you	 look	 so	 surprised?	Answer:	why	have	we	met	

here?	 To	 talk	 of	 my	 love	 for	 Katerina	 Ivanovna?	 of	 the	 old	 man	 and	 Dmitri?	 of	

foreign	travel?	of	the	fatal	position	of	Russia?	of	the	Emperor	Napoleon?	Is	that	it?	

	 “No.”	

	 “Then	 you	 know	 what	 for.	 It’s	 different	 for	 other	 people;	 but	 we	 in	 our	

green	 youth	 have	 to	 settle	 the	 eternal	 questions	 first	 of	 all.	 That’s	 what	 we	 care	

about.	The	young	in	Russia	talk	of	nothing	but	the	eternal	questions	now.	Just	when	

the	old	folks	are	all	taken	up	with	practical	questions.	Why	have	you	been	looking	at	

me	 in	 expectation	 for	 the	 last	 three	months?	To	 ask	me,	 ‘What	do	 you	believe,	 or	

don’t	you	believe	at	all?’	That’s	what	your	eyes	have	been	meaning	for	these	three	

months,	haven’t	they?”	

							 “Perhaps	so,”	smiled	Alyosha.	“You	are	not	laughing	at	me,	now,	Ivan?”							

	 “Me	 laughing!	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 wound	 my	 little	 brother,	 who	 has	 been	

watching	me	with	such	expectation	for	three	months.	Alyosha,	 look	straight	at	me!	

Of	course,	I	am	just	such	a	little	boy	as	you	are,	only	not	a	monastic	novice.	And	what	

have	Russian	boys	been	doing	up	 till	 now,	 some	of	 them,	 I	mean?	 In	 this	 stinking	
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tavern,	for	instance,	here,	they	meet	and	sit	down	in	a	corner.	They’ve	never	met	in	

their	 lives	 before	 and,	when	 they	 go	 out	 of	 the	 tavern,	 they	won’t	meet	 again	 for	

forty	years.	And	what	do	 they	 talk	about	 in	 that	momentary	halt	 in	 the	 tavern?	Of	

the	eternal	questions,	of	the	existence	of	God	and	immortality.	And	those	who	do	not	

believe	in	God	talk	of	socialism	or	anarchism,	of	the	transformation	of	all	humanity	

on	a	new	pattern,	so	that	it	all	comes	to	the	same,	they’re	the	same	questions	turned	

inside	out.	And	masses,	masses	of	the	most	original	Russian	boys	do	nothing	but	talk	

of	the	eternal	questions!	Isn’t	it	so?”							

	 “Yes,	for	real	Russians	the	questions	of	God’s	existence	and	of	immortality,	

or,	 as	 you	 say,	 the	 same	 questions	 turned	 inside	 out,	 come	 first	 and	 foremost,	 of	

course,	and	so	they	should,”	said	Alyosha,	still	watching	his	brother	with	the	same	

gentle	and	inquiring	smile.								

	 “Well,	 Alyosha,	 it’s	 sometimes	 very	 unwise	 to	 be	 a	 Russian	 at	 all,	 but	

anything	 stupider	 than	 the	 way	 Russian	 boys	 spend	 their	 time	 one	 can	 hardly	

imagine.	But	there’s	one	Russian	boy	called	Alyosha	I	am	awfully	fond	of.”							

	 “How	nicely	you	put	that	in!”	Alyosha	laughed	suddenly.							

	 “Well,	tell	me	where	to	begin,	give	your	orders.	The	existence	of	God,	eh?”					

	 “Begin	where	you	like.	You	declared	yesterday	at	father’s	that	there	was	no	

God.”	Alyosha	looked	searchingly	at	his	brother.							

	 “I	 said	 that	 yesterday	 at	 dinner	 on	 purpose	 to	 tease	 you,	 and	 I	 saw	 your	

eyes	 glow.	 But	 now	 I’ve	 no	 objection	 to	 discussing	 with	 you,	 and	 I	 say	 so	 very	

seriously.	I	want	to	be	friends	with	you,	Alyosha,	for	I	have	no	friends	and	want	to	

try	it.	Well,	only	fancy,	perhaps	I	too	accept	God,”	laughed	Ivan;	“that’s	a	surprise	for	

you,	isn’t	it?”	

					 “Yes	of	course,	if	you	are	not	joking	now.”							

	 “Joking?	 I	was	 told	 at	 the	 elder’s	 yesterday	 that	 I	was	 joking.	 	 You	know,	

dear	 boy,	 there	was	 an	 old	 sinner	 in	 the	 eighteenth	 century	who	declared	 that,	 if	

there	were	no	God,	he	would	have	to	be	invented.	S’il	n’existait	pas	Dieu,	il	faudrait	

l’inventer.	And	man	has	actually	 invented	God.	And	what’s	strange,	what	would	be	

marvelous,	 is	not	 that	God	should	really	exist;	 the	marvel	 is	 that	such	an	 idea,	 the	

idea	of	the	necessity	of	God,	could	enter	the	head	of	such	a	savage,	vicious	beast	as	
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man.	So	holy	it	is,	so	touching,	so	wise	and	so	great	a	credit	it	does	to	man.	As	for	me,	

I’ve	long	resolved	not	to	think	whether	man	created	God	or	God	man.	And	I	won’t	go	

through	all	the	axioms	laid	down	by	Russian	boys	on	that	subject,	all	derived	from	

European	hypotheses;	 for	what’s	a	hypothesis	 there,	 is	an	axiom	with	 the	Russian	

boy,	 and	 not	 only	 with	 the	 boys	 but	 with	 their	 teachers	 too,	 for	 our	 Russian	

professors	are	often	just	the	same	boys	themselves.	And	so	I	omit	all	the	hypotheses.	

For	what	 are	we	 aiming	 at	 now?	 I	 am	 trying	 to	 explain	 as	 quickly	 as	 possible	my	

essential	nature,	that	is	what	manner	of	man	I	am,	what	I	believe	in,	and	for	what	I	

hope,	that’s	it,	isn’t	it?	And	therefore	I	tell	you	that	I	accept	God	simply.	But	you	must	

note	this:	if	God	exists	and	if	He	really	did	create	the	world,	then,	as	we	all	know,	He	

created	 it	 according	 to	 the	 geometry	 of	 Euclid	 and	 the	 human	 mind	 with	 the	

conception	 of	 only	 three	 dimensions	 in	 space.	 Yet	 there	 have	 been	 and	 still	 are	

geometricians	 and	 philosophers,	 and	 even	 some	 of	 the	 most	 distinguished,	 who	

doubt	whether	the	whole	universe,	or	to	speak	more	widely,	the	whole	of	being,	was	

only	created	in	Euclid’s	geometry;	they	even	dare	to	dream	that	two	parallel	 lines,	

which	according	to	Euclid	can	never	meet	on	earth,	may	meet	somewhere	in	infinity.	

I	have	come	to	the	conclusion	that,	since	I	can’t	understand	even	that,	I	can’t	expect	

to	understand	about	God.	 I	acknowledge	humbly	that	 I	have	no	faculty	 for	settling	

such	questions,	I	have	a	Euclidian	earthly	mind,	and	how	could	I	solve	problems	that	

are	 not	 of	 this	 world?	 And	 I	 advise	 you	 never	 to	 think	 about	 it	 either,	 my	 dear	

Alyosha,	 especially	 about	 God,	 whether	 He	 exists	 or	 not.	 All	 such	 questions	 are	

utterly	inappropriate	for	a	mind	created	with	an	idea	of	only	three	dimensions.	And	

so	I	accept	God	and	am	glad	to,	and	what’s	more,	I	accept	His	wisdom,	His	purpose,	

which	are	utterly	beyond	our	ken;	I	believe	in	the	underlying	order	and	the	meaning	

of	 life;	 I	 believe	 in	 the	 eternal	 harmony	 in	 which	 they	 say	 we	 shall	 one	 day	 be	

blended.	 I	 believe	 in	 the	Word	 to	Which	 the	universe	 is	 striving,	 and	Which	 Itself	

was	‘with	God,’	and	Which	Itself	‘is’	God	and	so	on,	and	so	on,	to	infinity.	There	are	

all	 sorts	 of	 phrases	 for	 it.	 I	 seem	 to	 be	 on	 the	 right	 path,	 don’t	 I?	 Yet	would	 you	

believe	it,	in	the	final	result	I	don’t	accept	this	world	of	God’s,	and,	although	I	know	it	

exists,	I	don’t	accept	it	at	all.	 It’s	not	that	I	don’t	accept	God,	you	must	understand,	

it’s	 the	 world	 created	 by	 Him	 I	 don’t	 and	 cannot	 accept.	 Let	 me	 make	 it	 plain.	 I	
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believe	 like	 a	 child	 that	 suffering	 will	 be	 healed	 and	 made	 up	 for,	 that	 all	 the	

humiliating	absurdity	of	human	contradictions	will	vanish	like	a	pitiful	mirage,	like	

the	 despicable	 fabrication	 of	 the	 impotent	 and	 infinitely	 small	 Euclidian	 mind	 of	

man,	 that	 in	 the	world’s	 finale,	 at	 the	moment	 of	 eternal	 harmony,	 something	 so	

precious	will	come	to	pass	that	it	will	suffice	for	all	hearts,	for	the	comforting	of	all	

resentments,	for	the	atonement	of	all	the	crimes	of	humanity,	of	all	the	blood	they’ve	

shed;	 that	 it	 will	 make	 it	 not	 only	 possible	 to	 forgive	 but	 to	 justify	 all	 that	 has	

happened	with	men—but	though	all	that	may	come	to	pass,	I	don’t	accept	it.	I	won’t	

accept	it.	Even	if	parallel	lines	do	meet	and	I	see	it	myself,	I	shall	see	it	and	say	that	

they’ve	met,	but	still	I	won’t	accept	it.	That’s	what’s	at	the	root	of	me,	Alyosha;	that’s	

my	creed.	 I	 am	 in	earnest	 in	what	 I	 say.	 I	began	our	 talk	as	 stupidly	as	 I	 could	on	

purpose,	but	I’ve	led	up	to	my	confession,	for	that’s	all	you	want.	You	didn’t	want	to	

hear	about	God,	but	only	to	know	what	the	brother	you	love	lives	by.	And	so	I’ve	told	

you.”							

	 Ivan	concluded	his	long	tirade	with	marked	and	unexpected	feeling.							

	 “And	why	did	you	begin	‘as	stupidly	as	you	could’?”	asked	Alyosha,	looking	

pensively	at	him.							

	 “To	 begin	 with,	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 being	 Russian.	 Russian	 conversations	 on	

such	 subjects	 are	 always	 carried	 on	 inconceivably	 stupidly.	 And	 secondly,	 the	

stupider	one	 is,	 the	closer	one	 is	 to	reality.	The	stupider	one	 is,	 the	clearer	one	 is.	

Stupidity	 is	 brief	 and	 artless,	 while	 intelligence	 wriggles	 and	 hides	 itself.		

Intelligence	 is	 a	 knave,	 but	 stupidity	 is	 honest	 and	 straightforward.	 I’ve	 led	 the	

conversation	to	my	despair,	and	the	more	stupidly	I	have	presented	it,	the	better	for	

me.”							

	 “Will	you	explain	why	you	don’t	accept	the	world?”	said	Alyosha.							

	 “To	be	sure	I	will,	it’s	not	a	secret,	that’s	what	I’ve	been	leading	up	to.	Dear	

little	 brother,	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 corrupt	 you	 or	 to	 turn	 you	 from	 your	 stronghold,	

perhaps	I	want	to	be	healed	by	you.”	Ivan	smiled	suddenly	quite	like	a	little	gentle	

child.	Alyosha	had	never	seen	such	a	smile	on	his	face	before.	
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Chapter IV 

“Rebellion” 

 

“I	must	admit	one	thing	to	you,”	Ivan	began.	“I	could	never	understand	how	one	can	

love	 one’s	 neighbors.	 It’s	 just	 one’s	 neighbors,	 to	 my	 mind,	 that	 one	 can’t	 love,	

though	 one	 might	 love	 those	 at	 a	 distance.	 I	 once	 read	 somewhere	 of	 John	 the	

Merciful,	a	saint,	that	when	a	hungry,	frozen	beggar	came	to	him,	he	took	him	into	

his	bed,	held	him	in	his	arms,	and	began	breathing	into	his	mouth,	which	was	putrid	

and	loathsome	from	some	awful	disease.	I	am	convinced	that	he	did	that	from	‘self-

laceration,’	from	the	self-laceration	of	falsity,	for	the	sake	of	the	charity	imposed	by	

duty,	as	a	penance	laid	on	him.	For	anyone	to	love	a	man,	he	must	be	hidden,	for	as	

soon	as	he	shows	his	face,	love	is	gone.”							

	 “Father	Zossima	has	talked	of	that	more	than	once,”	observed	Alyosha;	“he,	

too,	said	that	the	face	of	a	man	often	hinders	many	people	not	practiced	in	love,	from	

loving	him.	And	yet	 there’s	a	great	deal	of	 love	 in	mankind,	and	almost	Christ-like	

love.	I	know	that	myself,	Ivan.”								

	 “Well,	 I	 know	 nothing	 of	 it	 so	 far,	 and	 can’t	 understand	 it,	 and	 the	

innumerable	mass	 of	mankind	 are	with	me	 there.	 The	 question	 is,	whether	 that’s	

due	to	men’s	bad	qualities	or	whether	it’s	inherent	in	their	nature.	To	my	thinking,	

Christ-like	love	for	men	is	a	miracle	impossible	on	earth.	He	was	God.	But	we	are	not	

gods.	Suppose	I,	for	instance,	suffer	intensely.	Another	can	never	know	how	much	I	

suffer,	because	he	 is	another	and	not	 I.	And	what’s	more,	a	man	 is	rarely	ready	 to	

admit	another’s	suffering	(as	 though	 it	were	a	distinction).	Why	won’t	he	admit	 it,	

do	 you	 think?	Because	 I	 smell	 unpleasant,	 because	 I	 have	 a	 stupid	 face,	 because	 I	

once	 trod	 on	 his	 foot.	 Besides,	 there	 is	 suffering	 and	 suffering;	 degrading,	

humiliating	 suffering	 such	 as	 humbles	 me—hunger,	 for	 instance—my	 benefactor	

will	 perhaps	 allow	 me;	 but	 when	 you	 come	 to	 higher	 suffering—for	 an	 idea,	 for	

instance—he	will	very	rarely	admit	that,	perhaps	because	my	face	strikes	him	as	not	

at	all	what	he	fancies	a	man	should	have	who	suffers	for	an	idea.	And	so	he	deprives	

me	 instantly	of	his	 favor,	 and	not	at	 all	 from	badness	of	heart.	Beggars,	 especially	

genteel	beggars,	ought	never	to	show	themselves,	but	to	ask	for	charity	through	the	
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newspapers.	One	can	love	one’s	neighbors	in	the	abstract,	or	even	at	a	distance,	but	

at	close	quarters	it’s	almost	impossible.	If	it	were	as	on	the	stage,	in	the	ballet,	where	

if	beggars	come	in,	they	wear	silken	rags	and	tattered	lace	and	beg	for	alms	dancing	

gracefully,	 then	one	might	 like	 looking	at	 them.	But	even	 then	we	should	not	 love	

them.	But	enough	of	that.	I	simply	wanted	to	show	you	my	point	of	view.	I	meant	to	

speak	of	the	suffering	of	mankind	generally,	but	we	had	better	confine	ourselves	to	

the	sufferings	of	the	children.	That	reduces	the	scope	of	my	argument	to	a	tenth	of	

what	it	would	be.	Still	we’d	better	keep	to	the	children,	though	it	does	weaken	my	

case.	But,	in	the	first	place,	children	can	be	loved	even	at	close	quarters,	even	when	

they	are	dirty,	 even	when	 they	are	ugly	 (I	 fancy,	 though,	 children	never	are	ugly).	

The	 second	 reason	 why	 I	 won’t	 speak	 of	 grown-up	 people	 is	 that,	 besides	 being	

disgusting	 and	 unworthy	 of	 love,	 they	 have	 a	 compensation—they’ve	 eaten	 the	

apple	and	know	good	and	evil,	and	they	have	become	‘like	gods.’	They	go	on	eating	it	

still.	But	the	children	haven’t	eaten	anything,	and	are	so	far	innocent.	Are	you	fond	

of	children,	Alyosha?	I	know	you	are,	and	you	will	understand	why	I	prefer	to	speak	

of	them.	If	they,	too,	suffer	horribly	on	earth,	they	must	suffer	for	their	fathers’	sins,	

they	 must	 be	 punished	 for	 their	 fathers,	 who	 have	 eaten	 the	 apple;	 but	 that	

reasoning	is	of	the	other	world	and	is	incomprehensible	for	the	heart	of	man	here	on	

earth.	 The	 innocent	 must	 not	 suffer	 for	 another’s	 sins,	 and	 especially	 such	

innocents!	You	may	be	surprised	at	me,	Alyosha,	but	I	am	awfully	fond	of	children,	

too.	 And	 observe,	 cruel	 people,	 the	 violent,	 the	 rapacious,	 the	 Karamazovs	 are	

sometimes	very	fond	of	children.		Children	while	they	are	quite	little—up	to	seven,	

for	instance—are	so	remote	from	grown-up	people	they	are	different	creatures,	as	it	

were,	of	a	different	species.	I	knew	a	criminal	in	prison	who	had,	in	the	course	of	his	

career	as	a	burglar,	murdered	whole	families,	including	several	children.	But	when	

he	was	 in	prison,	he	had	a	 strange	affection	 for	 them.	He	 spent	 all	 his	 time	at	his	

window,	watching	the	children	playing	in	the	prison	yard.	He	trained	one	little	boy	

to	come	up	to	his	window	and	made	great	friends	with	him....	You	don’t	know	why	I	

am	telling	you	all	this,	Alyosha?	My	head	aches,	and	I	am	sad.”							

	 “You	speak	with	a	strange	air,”	observed	Alyosha	uneasily,	“as	though	you	

were	not	quite	yourself.”							
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	 “By	the	way,	a	Bulgarian	I	met	lately	in	Moscow,”	Ivan	went	on,	seeming	not	

to	 hear	 his	 brother’s	 words,	 “told	 me	 about	 the	 crimes	 committed	 by	 Turks	 and	

Circassians	in	all	parts	of	Bulgaria	through	fear	of	a	general	rising	of	the	Slavs.	They	

burn	villages,	murder,	outrage	women	and	children,	they	nail	their	prisoners	by	the	

ears	to	the	fences,	leave	them	so	till	morning,	and	in	the	morning	they	hang	them—

all	 sorts	 of	 things	 you	 can’t	 imagine.	 People	 talk	 sometimes	 of	 bestial	 cruelty,	 but	

that’s	 a	great	 injustice	and	 insult	 to	 the	beasts;	 a	beast	 can	never	be	 so	 cruel	 as	a	

man,	 so	 artistically	 cruel.	 The	 tiger	 only	 tears	 and	 gnaws,	 that’s	 all	 he	 can	 do.	He	

would	never	think	of	nailing	people	by	the	ears,	even	if	he	were	able	to	do	it.	These	

Turks	took	a	pleasure	 in	torturing	children,	 too;	cutting	the	unborn	child	 from	the	

mother’s	womb,	and	tossing	babies	up	in	the	air	and	catching	them	on	the	points	of	

their	 bayonets	 before	 their	mothers’	 eyes.	 Doing	 it	 before	 the	mothers’	 eyes	was	

what	 gave	 zest	 to	 the	 amusement.	 Here	 is	 another	 scene	 that	 I	 thought	 very	

interesting.	 Imagine	 a	 trembling	 mother	 with	 her	 baby	 in	 her	 arms,	 a	 circle	 of	

invading	Turks	around	her.	They’ve	planned	a	diversion:	they	pet	the	baby,	laugh	to	

make	it	laugh.	They	succeed,	the	baby	laughs.	At	that	moment	a	Turk	points	a	pistol	

four	inches	from	the	baby’s	face.	The	baby	laughs	with	glee,	holds	out	its	little	hands	

to	 the	 pistol,	 and	 he	 pulls	 the	 trigger	 in	 the	 baby’s	 face	 and	 blows	 out	 its	 brains.	

Artistic,	wasn’t	it?	By	the	way,	Turks	are	particularly	fond	of	sweet	things,	they	say.”							

	 “Brother,	what	are	you	driving	at?”	asked	Alyosha.							

	 “I	think	if	the	devil	doesn’t	exist,	but	man	has	created	him,	he	has	created	

him	in	his	own	image	and	likeness.”							

	 “Just	as	he	did	God,	then?”	observed	Alyosha.							

	 “‘It’s	 wonderful	 how	 you	 can	 turn	 words,’	 as	 Polonius	 says	 in	 Hamlet,”	

laughed	Ivan.	“You	turn	my	words	against	me.	Well,	I	am	glad.	Yours	must	be	a	fine	

God,	 if	man	created	Him	in	his	 image	and	likeness.	You	asked	just	now	what	I	was	

driving	 at.	 You	 see,	 I	 am	 fond	of	 collecting	 certain	 facts,	 and,	would	you	believe,	 I	

even	copy	anecdotes	of	a	certain	sort	from	newspapers	and	books,	and	I’ve	already	

got	a	fine	collection.	The	Turks,	of	course,	have	gone	into	it,	but	they	are	foreigners.	I	

have	specimens	from	home	that	are	even	better	than	the	Turks.	You	know	we	prefer	

beating—rods	 and	 scourges—that’s	 our	 national	 institution.	 Nailing	 ears	 is	
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unthinkable	for	us,	for	we	are,	after	all,	Europeans.	But	the	rod	and	the	scourge	we	

have	always	with	us,	and	they	cannot	be	taken	from	us.	Abroad	now	they	scarcely	do	

any	 beating.	 Manners	 are	 more	 humane,	 or	 laws	 have	 been	 passed,	 so	 that	 they	

don’t	dare	to	flog	men	now.	But	they	make	up	for	it	in	another	way	just	as	national	

as	ours.	And	so	national	that	it	would	be	practically	impossible	among	us,	though	I	

believe	we	are	being	inoculated	with	it,	since	the	religious	movement	began	in	our	

aristocracy.	 I	 have	 a	 charming	 pamphlet,	 translated	 from	 the	 French,	 describing	

how,	 quite	 recently,	 five	 years	 ago,	 a	 murderer,	 Richard,	 was	 executed—a	 young	

man,	 I	 believe,	 of	 three	 and	 twenty,	 who	 repented	 and	 was	 converted	 to	 the	

Christian	faith	at	the	very	scaffold.	This	Richard	was	an	illegitimate	child	who	was	

given	 as	 a	 child	 of	 six	 by	his	 parents	 to	 some	 shepherds	 on	 the	 Swiss	mountains.	

They	brought	him	up	 to	work	 for	 them.	He	grew	up	 like	a	 little	wild	beast	among	

them.	The	shepherds	taught	him	nothing,	and	scarcely	fed	or	clothed	him,	but	sent	

him	out	at	seven	to	herd	the	flock	in	cold	and	wet,	and	no	one	hesitated	or	scrupled	

to	 treat	him	so.	Quite	 the	contrary,	 they	 thought	 they	had	every	right,	 for	Richard	

had	 been	 given	 to	 them	 as	 a	 chattel,	 and	 they	 did	 not	 even	 see	 the	 necessity	 of	

feeding	him.	Richard	himself	describes	how	in	those	years,	like	the	Prodigal	Son	in	

the	Gospel,	he	longed	to	eat	of	the	mash	given	to	the	pigs,	which	were	fattened	for	

sale.	But	 they	wouldn’t	 even	give	 that,	 and	beat	him	when	he	 stole	 from	 the	pigs.	

And	that	was	how	he	spent	all	his	childhood	and	his	youth,	till	he	grew	up	and	was	

strong	enough	to	go	away	and	be	a	thief.	The	savage	began	to	earn	his	living	as	a	day	

laborer	 in	Geneva.	He	drank	what	he	earned,	he	 lived	 like	a	brute,	and	finished	by	

killing	and	robbing	an	old	man.	He	was	caught,	tried,	and	condemned	to	death.	They	

are	 not	 sentimentalists	 there.	 And	 in	 prison	 he	 was	 immediately	 surrounded	 by	

pastors,	members	of	Christian	brotherhoods,	philanthropic	ladies,	and	the	like.	They	

taught	 him	 to	 read	 and	 write	 in	 prison,	 and	 expounded	 the	 Gospel	 to	 him.	 They	

exhorted	 him,	 worked	 upon	 him,	 drummed	 at	 him	 incessantly,	 till	 at	 last	 he	

solemnly	confessed	his	crime.	He	was	converted.	He	wrote	to	the	court	himself	that	

he	 was	 a	monster,	 but	 that	 in	 the	 end	 God	 had	 vouchsafed	 him	 light	 and	 shown	

grace.	 All	 Geneva	 was	 in	 excitement	 about	 him—all	 philanthropic	 and	 religious	

Geneva.	All	the	aristocratic	and	well-bred	society	of	the	town	rushed	to	the	prison,	
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kissed	Richard	and	embraced	him;	‘You	are	our	brother,	you	have	found	grace.’	And	

Richard	does	nothing	but	weep	with	emotion,	 ‘Yes,	 I’ve	 found	grace!	All	my	youth	

and	childhood	I	was	glad	of	pigs’	food,	but	now	even	I	have	found	grace.	I	am	dying	

in	 the	 Lord.’	 ‘Yes,	 Richard,	 die	 in	 the	 Lord;	 you	 have	 shed	 blood	 and	 must	 die.	

Though	it’s	not	your	fault	 that	you	knew	not	the	Lord,	when	you	coveted	the	pigs’	

food	and	were	beaten	 for	stealing	 it	 (which	was	very	wrong	of	you,	 for	stealing	 is	

forbidden);	but	you’ve	shed	blood	and	you	must	die.’	And	on	the	last	day,	Richard,	

perfectly	 limp,	 did	 nothing	 but	 cry	 and	 repeat	 every	minute:	 ‘This	 is	my	 happiest	

day.	I	am	going	to	the	Lord.’	‘Yes,’	cry	the	pastors	and	the	judges	and	philanthropic	

ladies.	‘This	is	the	happiest	day	of	your	life,	for	you	are	going	to	the	Lord!’	They	all	

walk	 or	 drive	 to	 the	 scaffold	 in	 procession	 behind	 the	 prison	 van.	 At	 the	 scaffold	

they	call	to	Richard:	 ‘Die,	brother,	die	 in	the	Lord,	 for	even	thou	hast	found	grace!’	

And	so,	covered	with	his	brothers’	kisses,	Richard	is	dragged	on	to	the	scaffold,	and	

led	to	the	guillotine.	And	they	chopped	off	his	head	in	brotherly	fashion,	because	he	

had	found	grace.	Yes,	that’s	characteristic.	That	pamphlet	is	translated	into	Russian	

by	 some	 Russian	 philanthropists	 of	 aristocratic	 rank	 and	 evangelical	 aspirations,	

and	 has	 been	 distributed	 gratis	 for	 the	 enlightenment	 of	 the	 people.	 The	 case	 of	

Richard	 is	 interesting	 because	 it’s	 national.	 Though	 to	 us	 it’s	 absurd	 to	 cut	 off	 a	

man’s	head,	because	he	has	become	our	brother	and	has	found	grace,	yet	we	have	

our	 own	 speciality,	 which	 is	 all	 but	 worse.	 Our	 historical	 pastime	 is	 the	 direct	

satisfaction	of	inflicting	pain.	There	are	lines	in	Nekrasov	describing	how	a	peasant	

lashes	 a	 horse	 on	 the	 eyes,	 ‘on	 its	 meek	 eyes,’	 everyone	 must	 have	 seen	 it.	 It’s	

peculiarly	 Russian.	 He	 describes	 how	 a	 feeble	 little	 nag	 has	 foundered	 under	 too	

heavy	a	load	and	cannot	move.	The	peasant	beats	it,	beats	it	savagely,	beats	it	at	last	

not	knowing	what	he	is	doing	in	the	intoxication	of	cruelty,	thrashes	it	mercilessly	

over	and	over	again.	‘However	weak	you	are,	you	must	pull,	if	you	die	for	it.’	The	nag	

strains,	and	then	he	begins	lashing	the	poor	defenseless	creature	on	its	weeping,	on	

its	‘meek	eyes.’	The	frantic	beast	tugs	and	draws	the	load,	trembling	all	over,	gasping	

for	breath,	moving	sideways,	with	a	sort	of	unnatural	spasmodic	action—it’s	awful	

in	Nekrasov.	But	that’s	only	a	horse,	and	God	has	given	horses	to	be	beaten.	So	the	

Tatars	have	taught	us,	and	they	left	us	the	knout	as	a	remembrance	of	it.	But	men,	
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too,	can	be	beaten.	A	well-educated,	cultured	gentleman	and	his	wife	beat	their	own	

child	with	a	birch-rod,	a	girl	of	 seven.	 I	have	an	exact	account	of	 it.	The	papa	was	

glad	that	the	birch	was	covered	with	twigs.	‘It	stings	more,’	said	he,	and	so	be	began	

stinging	 his	 daughter.	 I	 know	 for	 a	 fact	 there	 are	 people	 who	 at	 every	 blow	 are	

worked	up	to	sensuality,	to	literal	sensuality,	which	increases	progressively	at	every	

blow	 they	 inflict.	 They	 beat	 for	 a	minute,	 for	 five	minutes,	 for	 ten	minutes,	more	

often	and	more	savagely.	The	child	screams.	At	last	the	child	cannot	scream,	it	gasps,	

‘Daddy	daddy!’	By	some	diabolical	unseemly	chance	the	case	was	brought	into	court.	

A	counsel	is	engaged.	The	Russian	people	have	long	called	a	barrister	‘a	conscience	

for	 hire.’	 The	 counsel	 protests	 in	 his	 client’s	 defense.	 ‘It’s	 such	 a	 simple	 thing,’	 he	

says,	 ‘an	 everyday	domestic	 event.	A	 father	 corrects	 his	 child.	 To	 our	 shame	be	 it	

said,	 it	 is	brought	 into	court.’	The	 jury,	convinced	by	him,	give	a	 favorable	verdict.	

The	public	roars	with	delight	that	the	torturer	is	acquitted.	Ah,	pity	I	wasn’t	there!	I	

would	have	proposed	to	raise	a	subscription	in	his	honor!	Charming	pictures.	

							 “But	I’ve	still	better	things	about	children.	I’ve	collected	a	great,	great	deal	

about	Russian	children,	Alyosha.	There	was	a	little	girl	of	five	who	was	hated	by	her	

father	 and	 mother,	 ‘most	 worthy	 and	 respectable	 people,	 of	 good	 education	 and	

breeding.’	You	see,	I	must	repeat	again,	it	is	a	peculiar	characteristic	of	many	people,	

this	 love	 of	 torturing	 children,	 and	 children	 only.	 To	 all	 other	 types	 of	 humanity	

these	 torturers	 behave	 mildly	 and	 benevolently,	 like	 cultivated	 and	 humane	

Europeans;	 but	 they	 are	 very	 fond	 of	 tormenting	 children,	 even	 fond	 of	 children	

themselves	 in	that	sense.	 It’s	 just	 their	defenselessness	that	 tempts	the	tormentor,	

just	 the	angelic	confidence	of	 the	child	who	has	no	refuge	and	no	appeal,	 that	sets	

his	vile	blood	on	fire.	 In	every	man,	of	course,	a	demon	lies	hidden—the	demon	of	

rage,	the	demon	of	lustful	heat	at	the	screams	of	the	tortured	victim,	the	demon	of	

lawlessness	let	off	the	chain,	the	demon	of	diseases	that	follow	on	vice,	gout,	kidney	

disease,	and	so	on.								

	 “This	 poor	 child	 of	 five	was	 subjected	 to	 every	 possible	 torture	 by	 those	

cultivated	 parents.	 They	 beat	 her,	 thrashed	 her,	 kicked	 her	 for	 no	 reason	 till	 her	

body	was	one	bruise.	Then,	 they	went	 to	greater	refinements	of	cruelty—shut	her	

up	all	night	in	the	cold	and	frost	in	a	privy,	and	because	she	didn’t	ask	to	be	taken	up	
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at	night	(as	though	a	child	of	five	sleeping	its	angelic,	sound	sleep	could	be	trained	to	

wake	and	ask),	 they	smeared	her	 face	and	filled	her	mouth	with	excrement,	and	it	

was	her	mother,	her	mother	did	this.	And	that	mother	could	sleep,	hearing	the	poor	

child’s	groans!	Can	you	understand	why	a	little	creature,	who	can’t	even	understand	

what’s	done	to	her,	should	beat	her	little	aching	heart	with	her	tiny	fist	in	the	dark	

and	the	cold,	and	weep	her	meek	unresentful	tears	to	dear,	kind	God	to	protect	her?	

Do	you	understand	that,	friend	and	brother,	you	pious	and	humble	novice?	Do	you	

understand	why	 this	 infamy	must	be	and	 is	permitted?	Without	 it,	 I	 am	 told,	man	

could	not	have	existed	on	earth,	 for	he	 could	not	have	known	good	and	evil.	Why	

should	he	know	that	diabolical	good	and	evil	when	it	costs	so	much?	Why,	the	whole	

world	of	knowledge	is	not	worth	that	child’s	prayer	to	dear,	kind	God’!	I	say	nothing	

of	the	sufferings	of	grown-up	people,	they	have	eaten	the	apple,	damn	them,	and	the	

devil	 take	them	all!	But	 these	 little	ones!	 I	am	making	you	suffer,	Alyosha,	you	are	

not	yourself.	I’ll	leave	off	if	you	like.”							

	 “Never	mind.	I	want	to	suffer	too,”	muttered	Alyosha.							

	 “One	picture,	only	one	more,	because	it’s	so	curious,	so	characteristic,	and	I	

have	 only	 just	 read	 it	 in	 some	 collection	 of	 Russian	 antiquities.	 I’ve	 forgotten	 the	

name.	I	must	look	it	up.	It	was	in	the	darkest	days	of	serfdom	at	the	beginning	of	the	

century,	and	long	live	the	Liberator	of	the	People!	There	was	in	those	days	a	general	

of	aristocratic	connections,	the	owner	of	great	estates,	one	of	those	men—somewhat	

exceptional,	I	believe,	even	then—who,	retiring	from	the	service	into	a	life	of	leisure,	

are	 convinced	 that	 they’ve	 earned	absolute	power	over	 the	 lives	of	 their	 subjects.		

There	were	such	men	then.	So	our	general,	settled	on	his	property	of	two	thousand	

souls,	 lives	 in	pomp,	and	domineers	over	his	poor	neighbors	as	 though	 they	were	

dependents	 and	 buffoons.	 He	 has	 kennels	 of	 hundreds	 of	 hounds	 and	 nearly	 a	

hundred	dog-boys—all	mounted,	and	in	uniform.	One	day	a	serf-boy,	a	little	child	of	

eight,	threw	a	stone	in	play	and	hurt	the	paw	of	the	general’s	favorite	hound.	‘Why	is	

my	favorite	dog	lame?’	He	is	told	that	the	boy	threw	a		stone	that	hurt	the	dog’s	paw.	

‘So	you	did	it.’	The	general	looked	the	child	up	and	down.	‘Take	him.’	He	was	taken—

taken	 from	his	mother	 and	kept	 shut	 up	 all	 night.	 Early	 that	morning	 the	 general	

comes	out	on	horseback,	with	the	hounds,	his	dependents,	dog-boys,	and	huntsmen,	
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all	 mounted	 around	 him	 in	 full	 hunting	 parade.	 The	 servants	 are	 summoned	 for	

their	edification,	and	in	front	of	them	all	stands	the	mother	of	the	child.	The	child	is	

brought	 from	 the	 lock-up.	 It’s	 a	 gloomy,	 cold,	 foggy,	 autumn	day,	 a	 capital	day	 for	

hunting.	The	general	orders	the	child	to	be	undressed;	the	child	 is	stripped	naked.		

He	 shivers,	 numb	with	 terror,	 not	 daring	 to	 cry....	 ‘Make	 him	 run,’	 commands	 the	

general.	 ‘Run!	run!’	shout	the	dog-boys.	The	boy	runs....	 	 ‘At	him!’	yells	the	general,	

and	he	sets	the	whole	pack	of	hounds	on	the	child.	The	hounds	catch	him,	and	tear	

him	 to	 pieces	 before	 his	 mother’s	 eyes!	 ...	 I	 believe	 the	 general	 was	 afterwards	

declared	incapable	of	administering	his	estates.	Well—what	did	he	deserve?	To	be	

shot?	To	be	shot	for	the	satisfaction	of	our	moral	feelings?		Speak,	Alyosha!”							

	 “To	be	shot,”	murmured	Alyosha,	lifting	his	eyes	to	Ivan	with	a	pale,	twisted	

smile.							

	 “Bravo!”	cried	 Ivan	delighted.	 “If	even	you	say	so....	You’re	a	pretty	monk!	

So	there	is	a	little	devil	sitting	in	your	heart,	Alyosha	Karamazov!”							

	 “What	I	said	was	absurd,	but—”							

	 “That’s	 just	 the	point,	 that	 ‘but’!”	 cried	 Ivan.	 “Let	me	 tell	you,	novice,	 that	

the	 absurd	 is	 only	 too	 necessary	 on	 earth.	 The	 world	 stands	 on	 absurdities,	 and	

perhaps	 nothing	would	 have	 come	 to	 pass	 in	 it	without	 them.	We	know	what	we	

know!”	

	 “What	do	you	know?”							

	 “I	understand	nothing,”	Ivan	went	on,	as	though	in	delirium.	“I	don’t	want	

to	understand	anything	now.	I	want	to	stick	to	the	fact.	I	made	up	my	mind	long	ago	

not	to	understand.	If	 I	 try	to	understand	anything,	I	shall	be	false	to	the	fact,	and	I	

have	determined	to	stick	to	the	fact.”							

	 “Why	 are	 you	 trying	me?”	 Alyosha	 cried,	with	 sudden	 distress.	 “Will	 you	

say	what	you	mean	at	last?”							

	 “Of	course,	I	will;	that’s	what	I’ve	been	leading	up	to.	You	are	dear	to	me,	I	

don’t	want	to	let	you	go,	and	I	won’t	give	you	up	to	your	Zossima.”							

	 Ivan	for	a	minute	was	silent,	his	face	became	all	at	once	very	sad.							

	 “Listen!	 I	 took	 the	 case	 of	 children	 only	 to	make	my	 case	 clearer.	 Of	 the	

other	tears	of	humanity	with	which	the	earth	is	soaked	from	its	crust	to	its	center,	I	
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will	say	nothing.	I	have	narrowed	my	subject	on	purpose.	I	am	a	bug,	and	I	recognize	

in	all	humility	that	I	cannot	understand	why	the	world	is	arranged	as	it	is.	Men	are	

themselves	 to	 blame,	 I	 suppose;	 they	were	 given	 paradise,	 they	wanted	 freedom,	

and	stole	fire	from	heaven,	though	they	knew	they	would	become	unhappy,	so	there	

is	no	need	to	pity	them.	With	my	pitiful,	earthly,	Euclidian	understanding,	all	I	know	

is	 that	 there	 is	 suffering	 and	 that	 there	 are	 none	 guilty;	 that	 cause	 follows	 effect,	

simply	 and	 directly;	 that	 everything	 flows	 and	 finds	 its	 level—but	 that’s	 only	

Euclidian	nonsense,	I	know	that,	and	I	can’t	consent	to	live	by	it!	What	comfort	is	it	

to	me	 that	 there	are	none	guilty	and	 that	 cause	 follows	effect	 simply	and	directly,	

and	that	I	know	it?—I	must	have	justice,	or	I	will	destroy	myself.	And	not	justice	in	

some	remote	infinite	time	and	space,	but	here	on	earth,	and	that	I	could	see	myself.	I	

have	believed	in	it.	I	want	to	see	it,	and	if	I	am	dead	by	then,	let	me	rise	again,	for	if	it	

all	happens	without	me,	it	will	be	too	unfair.	Surely	I	haven’t	suffered	simply	that	I,	

my	 crimes	 and	 my	 sufferings,	 may	 manure	 the	 soil	 of	 the	 future	 harmony	 for	

somebody	else.	I	want	to	see	with	my	own	eyes	the	hind	lie	down	with	the	lion	and	

the	 victim	 rise	 up	 and	 embrace	 his	murderer.	 I	 want	 to	 be	 there	when	 everyone	

suddenly	understands	what	it	has	all	been	for.	All	the	religions	of	the	world	are	built	

on	this	longing,	and	I	am	a	believer.	But	then	there	are	the	children,	and	what	am	I	to	

do	about	 them?	That’s	a	question	 I	 can’t	answer.	For	 the	hundredth	 time	 I	 repeat,	

there	 are	 numbers	 of	 questions,	 but	 I’ve	 only	 taken	 the	 children,	 because	 in	 their	

case	what	I	mean	is	so	unanswerably	clear.	Listen!	If	all	must	suffer	to	pay	for	the	

eternal	harmony,	what	have	 children	 to	do	with	 it,	 tell	me,	please?	 It’s	 beyond	all	

comprehension	why	they	should	suffer,	and	why	they	should	pay	for	the	harmony.	

Why	 should	 they,	 too,	 furnish	material	 to	 enrich	 the	 soil	 for	 the	 harmony	 of	 the	

future?	 I	 understand	 solidarity	 in	 sin	 among	 men.	 I	 understand	 solidarity	 in	

retribution,	too;	but	there	can	be	no	such	solidarity	with	children.	And	if	it	is	really	

true	that	they	must	share	responsibility	for	all	their	fathers’	crimes,	such	a	truth	is	

not	of	 this	world	and	 is	beyond	my	comprehension.	Some	 jester	will	 say,	perhaps,	

that	the	child	would	have	grown	up	and	have	sinned,	but	you	see	he	didn’t	grow	up,	

he	 was	 torn	 to	 pieces	 by	 the	 dogs,	 at	 eight	 years	 old.	 Oh,	 Alyosha,	 I	 am	 not	

blaspheming!	 I	 understand,	 of	 course,	what	 an	upheaval	 of	 the	universe	 it	will	 be	
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when	everything	in	heaven	and	earth	blends	in	one	hymn	of	praise	and	everything	

that	 lives	 and	 has	 lived	 cries	 aloud:	 ‘Thou	 art	 just,	 O	 Lord,	 for	 Thy	 	 ways	 are	

revealed.’	When	the	mother	embraces	the	fiend	who	threw	her	child	to	the	dogs,	and	

all	 three	cry	aloud	with	tears,	 ‘Thou	art	 just,	O	Lord!’	 then,	of	course,	the	crown	of	

knowledge	will	be	reached	and	all	will	be	made	clear.	But	what	pulls	me	up	here	is	

that	I	can’t	accept	that	harmony.	And	while	I	am	on	earth,	I	make	haste	to	take	my	

own	measures.	You	see,	Alyosha,	perhaps	it	really	may	happen	that	 if	 I	 live	to	that	

moment,	or	rise	again	to	see	it,	I,	too,	perhaps,	may	cry	aloud	with	the	rest,	looking	

at	the	mother	embracing	the	child’s	torturer,	‘Thou	art	just,	O	Lord!’	but	I	don’t	want	

to	 cry	 aloud	 then.	 While	 there	 is	 still	 time,	 I	 hasten	 to	 protect	 myself,	 and	 so	 I	

renounce	 the	 higher	 harmony	 altogether.	 It’s	 not	 worth	 the	 tears	 of	 that	 one	

tortured	 child	 who	 beat	 itself	 on	 the	 breast	 with	 its	 little	 fist	 and	 prayed	 in	 its	

stinking	 outhouse,	with	 its	 unexpiated	 tears	 to	 ‘dear,	 kind	 God’!	 It’s	 not	worth	 it,	

because	those	tears	are	un-atoned	for.	They	must	be	atoned	for,	or	there	can	be	no	

harmony.	But	how?	How	are	you	going	 to	 atone	 for	 them?	 Is	 it	possible?	By	 their	

being	avenged?	But	what	do	I	care	for	avenging	them?	What	do	I	care	for	a	hell	for	

oppressors?	 What	 good	 can	 hell	 do,	 since	 those	 children	 have	 already	 been	

tortured?	And	what	becomes	of	harmony,	if	there	is	hell?	I	want	to	forgive.	I	want	to	

embrace.	 I	don’t	want	more	suffering.	And	 if	 the	sufferings	of	 children	go	 to	swell	

the	sum	of	sufferings	which	was	necessary	to	pay	for	truth,	then	I	protest	that	the	

truth	is	not	worth	such	a	price.	 I	don’t	want	the	mother	to	embrace	the	oppressor	

who	 threw	her	 son	 to	 the	dogs!	 She	dare	not	 forgive	him!	Let	her	 forgive	him	 for	

herself,	if	she	will,	let	her	forgive	the	torturer	for	the	immeasurable	suffering	of	her	

mother’s	heart.	But	the	sufferings	of	her	tortured	child	she	has	no	right	to	forgive;	

she	dare	not	forgive	the	torturer,	even	if	the	child	were	to	forgive	him!	And	if	that	is	

so,	if	they	dare	not	forgive,	what	becomes	of	harmony?	Is	there	in	the	whole	world	a	

being	who	would	have	the	right	to	forgive	and	could	forgive?	I	don’t	want	harmony.	

From	 love	 for	humanity	 I	don’t	want	 it.	 I	would	rather	be	 left	with	 the	unavenged	

suffering.	 I	 would	 rather	 remain	 with	 my	 unavenged	 suffering	 and	 unsatisfied	

indignation,	even	if	I	were	wrong.	Besides,	too	high	a	price	is	asked	for	harmony;	it’s	

beyond	our	means	 to	pay	so	much	to	enter	on	 it.	And	so	 I	hasten	 to	give	back	my	
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entrance	 ticket,	 and	 if	 I	 am	 an	 honest	man	 I	 am	bound	 to	 give	 it	 back	 as	 soon	 as	

possible.	And	that	I	am	doing.	 It’s	not	God	that	I	don’t	accept,	Alyosha,	only	I	most	

respectfully	return	him	the	ticket.”							

	 “That’s	rebellion,”	murmered	Alyosha,	looking	down.							

	 “Rebellion?	I	am	sorry	you	call	it	that,”	said	Ivan	earnestly.	“One	can	hardly	

live	 in	 rebellion,	 and	 I	 want	 to	 live.	 Tell	 me	 yourself,	 I	 challenge	 your	 answer.	

Imagine	that	you	are	creating	a	 fabric	of	human	destiny	with	the	object	of	making	

men	happy	 in	the	end,	giving	them	peace	and	rest	at	 last,	but	 that	 it	was	essential	

and	 inevitable	 to	 torture	 to	 death	 only	 one	 tiny	 creature—that	 baby	 beating	 its	

breast	with	 its	 fist,	 for	 instance—and	to	 found	that	edifice	on	 its	unavenged	tears,	

would	 you	 consent	 to	 be	 the	 architect	 on	 those	 conditions?	 Tell	 me,	 and	 tell	 the	

truth.”							

	 “No,	I	wouldn’t	consent,”	said	Alyosha	softly.								

	 “And	can	you	admit	the	idea	that	men	for	whom	you	are	building	it	would	

agree	to	accept	their	happiness	on	the	foundation	of	the	unexpiated	blood	of	a	little	

victim?	And	accepting	it	would	remain	happy	for	ever?”								

	 “No,	 I	 can’t	 admit	 it.	 Brother,”	 said	 Alyosha	 suddenly,	with	 flashing	 eyes,	

“you	said	just	now,	is	there	a	being	in	the	whole	world	who	would	have	the	right	to	

forgive	and	could	forgive?	But	there	is	a	Being	and	He	can	forgive	everything,	all	and	

for	 all,	 because	 He	 gave	 His	 innocent	 blood	 for	 all	 and	 everything.	 You	 have	

forgotten	Him,	and	on	Him	is	built	the	edifice,	and	it	is	to	Him	they	cry	aloud,	‘Thou	

art	just,	O	Lord,	for	Thy	ways	are	revealed!’							

	 “Ah!	 the	One	without	sin	and	His	blood!	No,	 I	have	not	 forgotten	Him;	on	

the	contrary	I’ve	been	wondering	all	the	time	how	it	was	you	did	not	bring	Him	in	

before,	 for	 usually	 all	 arguments	 on	 your	 side	put	Him	 in	 the	 foreground.	Do	 you	

know,	Alyosha—don’t	laugh!	I	composed	a	poem	about	a	year	ago.	If	you	can	waste	

another	ten	minutes	on	me,	I’ll	tell	it	to	you.”							

	 “You	wrote	a	poem?”							

	 “Oh,	no,	I	didn’t	write	it,”	laughed	Ivan,	“and	I’ve	never	written	two	lines	of	

poetry	 in	my	 life.	 But	 I	made	 up	 this	 poem	 in	 prose,	 and	 I	 remembered	 it.	 I	 was	
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carried	away	when	I	made	it	up.	You	will	be	my	first	reader—that	is	 listener.	Why	

should	an	author	forego	even	one	listener?”	smiled	Ivan.	“Shall	I	tell	it	to	you?”							

	 “I	am	all	attention,”	said	Alyosha.							

	 “My	poem	is	called	‘The	Grand	Inquisitor’;	it’s	a	ridiculous	thing,	but	I	want	

to	tell	it	to	you.”		

	

Chapter V 

“The Grand Inquisitor” 

“Even this must have a preface—that is, a literary preface,” laughed Ivan, “and I am a 

poor hand at making one. You see, my action takes place in the sixteenth century, and at 

that time, as you probably learned at school, it was customary in poetry to bring down 

heavenly powers on earth. Not to speak of Dante, in France, clerks, as well as the monks 

in the monasteries, used to give regular performances in which the Madonna, the saints, 

the angels, Christ, and God Himself were brought on the stage. In those days it was done 

in all simplicity. In Victor Hugo’s Notre Dame de Paris an edifying and gratuitous 

spectacle was provided for the people in the Hotel de Ville of Paris in the reign of Louis 

XI in honor of the birth of the dauphin. It was called Le bon jugement de la tres sainte et 

gracieuse Vierge Marie, and she appears herself on the stage and pronounces her bon 

jugement. Similar plays, chiefly from the Old Testament, were occasionally performed in 

Moscow too, up to the times of Peter the Great. But besides plays there were all sorts of 

legends and ballads scattered about the world, in which the saints and angels and all the 

powers of Heaven took part when required. In our monasteries the monks busied 

themselves in translating, copying, and even composing such poems—and even under the 

Tatars. There is, for instance, one such poem (of course, from the Greek), ‘The 

Wanderings of Our Lady through Hell’, with descriptions as bold as Dante’s. Our Lady 

visits hell, and the Archangel Michael leads her through the torments. She sees the 

sinners and their punishment. There she sees among others one noteworthy set of sinners 

in a burning lake; some of them sink to the bottom of the lake so that they can’t swim out, 

and ‘these God forgets’—an expression of extraordinary depth and force. And so Our 

Lady, shocked and weeping, falls before the throne of God and begs for mercy for all in 
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hell—for all she has seen there, indiscriminately. Her conversation with God is 

immensely interesting. She beseeches Him, she will not desist, and when God points to 

the hands and feet of her Son, nailed to the Cross, and asks, ‘How can I forgive His 

tormentors?’ she bids all the saints, all the martyrs, all the angels and archangels to fall 

down with her and pray for mercy on all without distinction. It ends by her winning from 

God a respite of suffering every year from Good Friday till Trinity Day, and the sinners 

at once raise a cry of thankfulness from hell, chanting, ‘Thou art just, O Lord, in this 

judgment.’ Well, my poem would have been of that kind if it had appeared at that time. 

He comes on the scene in my poem, but He says nothing, only appears and passes on. 

Fifteen centuries have passed since He promised to come in His glory, fifteen centuries 

since His prophet wrote, ‘Behold, I come quickly’; ‘Of that day and that hour knoweth no 

man, neither the Son, but the Father,’ as He Himself predicted on earth. But humanity 

awaits him with the same faith and with the same love. Oh, with greater faith, for it is 

fifteen centuries since man has ceased to see signs from heaven. 

No signs from heaven come today  
To add to what the heart doth say.  

There was nothing left but faith in what the heart doth say. It is true there were many 

miracles in those days. There were saints who performed miraculous cures; some holy 

people, according to their biographies, were visited by the Queen of Heaven herself. But 

the devil did not slumber, and doubts were already arising among men of the truth of 

these miracles. And just then there appeared in the north of Germany a terrible new 

heresy. ‘A huge star like to a torch’ (that is, to a church) ‘fell on the sources of the waters 

and they became bitter.’ These heretics began blasphemously denying miracles. But those 

who remained faithful were all the more ardent in their faith. The tears of humanity rose 

up to Him as before, awaited His coming, loved Him, hoped for Him, yearned to suffer 

and die for Him as before. And so many ages mankind had prayed with faith and fervor, 

‘O Lord our God, hasten Thy coming’; so many ages called upon Him, that in His infinite 

mercy He deigned to come down to His servants. Before that day He had come down. He 

had visited some holy men, martyrs, and hermits, as is written in their lives. Among us, 

Tyutchev, with absolute faith in the truth of his words, bore witness that  
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Bearing the Cross, in slavish dress,  
Weary and worn, the Heavenly King Our mother, Russia, came to bless,  
And through our land went wandering.  
 

And that certainly was so, I assure you. And behold, He deigned to appear for a moment 

to the people, to the tortured, suffering people, sunk in iniquity, but loving Him like 

children.  

“My story is laid in Spain, in Seville, in the most terrible time of the Inquisition, 

when fires were lighted every day to the glory of God, and ‘in the splendid auto da fé the 

wicked heretics were burnt.’ Oh, of course, this was not the coming in which He will 

appear, according to His promise, at the end of time in all His heavenly glory, and which 

will be sudden ‘as lightning flashing from east to west.’ No, He visited His children only 

for a moment, there where the flames were crackling round the heretics. In His infinite 

mercy He came once more among men in that human shape in which He walked among 

men for thirty-three years fifteen centuries ago. He came down to the ‘hot pavements’ of 

the southern town in which on the day before almost a hundred heretics had, ad majorem 

gloriam Dei, been burnt by the cardinal, the Grand Inquisitor, in a magnificent auto da fé, 

in the presence of the king, the court, the knights, the cardinals, the most charming ladies 

of the court, and the whole population of Seville. 

“He came softly, unobserved, and yet, strange to say, everyone recognized Him. 

That might be one of the best passages in the poem. I mean, why they recognized Him. 

The people are irresistibly drawn to Him, they surround Him, they flock about Him, 

follow Him. He moves silently in their midst with a gentle smile of infinite compassion. 

The sun of love burns in His heart, and power shines from His eyes, and their radiance, 

shed on the people, stirs their hearts with responsive love. He holds out His hands to 

them, blesses them, and a healing virtue comes from contact with Him, even with His 

garments. An old man in the crowd, blind from childhood, cries out, ‘O Lord, heal me 

and I shall see Thee!’ and, as it were, scales fall from his eyes and the blind man sees 

Him. The crowd weeps and kisses the earth under His feet. Children throw flowers before 

Him, sing, and cry, ‘Hosannah!’ ‘It is He—it is He!’ all repeat. ‘It must be He, it can be 

no one but Him!’ He stops at the steps of the Seville cathedral at the moment when the 

weeping mourners are bringing in a little open white coffin. In it lies a child of seven, the 
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only daughter of a prominent citizen. The dead child lies hidden in flowers. ‘He will raise 

your child,’ the crowd shouts to the weeping mother. The priest, coming to meet the 

coffin, looks perplexed, and frowns, but the mother of the dead child throws herself at 

His feet with a wail. ‘If it is Thou, raise my child!’ she cries, holding out her hands to 

Him. The procession halts, the coffin is laid on the steps at His feet. He looks with 

compassion, and His lips once more softly pronounce, ‘Maiden, arise!’ and the maiden 

arises. The little girl sits up in the coffin and looks round, smiling with wide-open 

wondering eyes, holding a bunch of white roses they had put in her hand.  

“There are cries, sobs, confusion among the people, and at that moment the 

cardinal himself, the Grand Inquisitor, passes by the cathedral. He is an old man, almost 

ninety, tall and erect, with a withered face and sunken eyes, in which there is still a gleam 

of light. He is not dressed in his gorgeous cardinal’s robes, as he was the day before, 

when he was burning the enemies of the Roman Church—at this moment he is wearing 

his coarse, old, monk’s cassock. At a distance behind him come his gloomy assistants and 

slaves and the ‘holy guard.’ He stops at the sight of the crowd and watches it from a 

distance. He sees everything; he sees them set the coffin down at His feet, sees the child 

rise up, and his face darkens. He knits his thick grey brows, and his eyes gleam with a 

sinister fire. He holds out his finger and bids the guards take Him. And such is his power, 

so completely are the people cowed into submission and trembling obedience to him, that 

the crowd immediately makes way for the guards, and in the midst of deathlike silence 

they lay hands on Him and lead him away. The crowd instantly bows down to the earth, 

like one man, before the old Inquisitor. He blesses the people in silence and passes on. 

The guards lead their prisoner to the close, gloomy vaulted prison—in the ancient palace 

of the Holy Inquisition and shut Him in it. The day passes and is followed by the dark, 

burning, ‘breathless’ night of Seville. The air is ‘fragrant with laurel and lemon.’ In the 

pitch darkness the iron door of the prison is suddenly opened, and the Grand Inquisitor 

himself comes in with a light in his hand. He is alone; the door is closed at once behind 

him. He stands in the doorway and for a minute or two gazes into His face. At last he 

goes up slowly, sets the light on the table and speaks.  

“‘Is it Thou? Thou?’ but receiving no answer, he adds at once. ‘Don’t answer, be 

silent. What canst Thou say, indeed? I know too well what Thou wouldst say. But Thou 
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hast no right to add anything to what Thou hadst said of old. Why, then, art Thou come to 

hinder us? For Thou hast come to hinder us, and Thou knowest that. But dost thou know 

what will be tomorrow? I know not who Thou art and care not to know whether it is Thou 

or only a semblance of Him, but tomorrow I shall condemn Thee and burn Thee at the 

stake as the worst of heretics. And the very people who have today kissed Thy feet, 

tomorrow at the faintest sign from me will rush to heap up the embers of Thy fire. 

Knowest Thou that? Yes, maybe Thou knowest it,’ he added with thoughtful penetration, 

never for a moment taking his eyes off the Prisoner.” 

“I don’t quite understand, Ivan. What does it mean?” Alyosha, who had been 

listening in silence, said with a smile. “Is it simply a wild fantasy, or a mistake on the part 

of the old man—some impossible quid pro quo?”   

“Take it as the last,” said Ivan, laughing, “if you are so corrupted by modern 

realism and can’t stand anything fantastic. If you like it to be a case of mistaken identity, 

let it be so. It is true,” he went on, laughing, “the old man was ninety, and he might well 

be crazy over his set idea. He might have been struck by the appearance of the Prisoner. 

It might, in fact, be simply his ravings, the delusion of an old man of ninety, over-excited 

by the auto da fé of a hundred heretics the day before. But does it matter to us after all 

whether it was a mistake of identity or a wild fantasy? All that matters is that the old man 

should speak out, that he should speak openly of what he has thought in silence for ninety 

years.” 

“And the Prisoner too is silent? Does He look at him and not say a word?”   

“That’s inevitable in any case,” Ivan laughed again. “The old man has told Him 

He hasn’t the right to add anything to what He has said of old. One may say it is the most 

fundamental feature of Roman Catholicism, in my opinion at least. ‘All has been given 

by Thee to the Pope,’ they say, ‘and all, therefore, is still in the Pope’s hands, and there is 

no need for Thee to come now at all. Thou must not meddle for the time, at least.’ That’s 

how they speak and write too—the Jesuits, at any rate. I have read it myself in the works 

of their theologians. ‘Hast Thou the right to reveal to us one of the mysteries of that 

world from which Thou hast come?’ my old man asks Him, and answers the question for 

Him. ‘No, Thou hast not; Thou mayest not add to what has been said of old, and mayest 

not take from men the freedom which Thou didst exalt when Thou wast on earth. 
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Whatsoever Thou revealest anew will encroach on men’s freedom of faith; for it will be 

manifest as a miracle, and the freedom of their faith was dearer to Thee than anything in 

those days fifteen hundred years ago. Didst Thou not often say then, “I will make you 

free”? But now Thou hast seen these “free” men,’ the old man adds suddenly, with a 

pensive smile. ‘Yes, we’ve paid dearly for it,’ he goes on, looking sternly at Him, ‘but at 

last we have completed that work in Thy name. For fifteen centuries we have been 

wrestling with Thy freedom, but now it is ended and over for good. Dost Thou not 

believe that it’s over for good? Thou lookest meekly at me and deignest not even to be 

wroth with me. But let me tell Thee that now, today, people are more persuaded than ever 

that they have perfect freedom, and yet they have brought their freedom to us and laid it 

humbly at our feet. But that has been our doing. Was this what Thou didst? Was this Thy 

freedom?’” 

“I don’t understand again.” Alyosha broke in. “Is he ironical, is he jesting?”  

“Not a bit of it! He claims it as a merit for himself and his Church that at last they 

have vanquished freedom and have done so to make men happy. ‘For now’ (he is 

speaking of the Inquisition, of course) ‘for the first time it has become possible to think 

of the happiness of men. Man was created a rebel; and how can rebels be happy? Thou 

wast warned,’ he says to Him. ‘Thou hast had no lack of admonitions and warnings, but 

Thou didst not listen to those warnings; Thou didst reject the only way by which men 

might be made happy. But, fortunately, departing Thou didst hand on the work to us. 

Thou hast promised, Thou hast established by Thy word, Thou hast given to us the right 

to bind and to unbind, and now, of course, Thou canst not think of taking it away. Why, 

then, hast Thou come to hinder us?’” 

“And what’s the meaning of ‘no lack of admonitions and warnings’?” asked 

Alyosha. 

“Why, that’s the chief part of what the old man must say.  

“‘The wise and dread spirit, the spirit of self-destruction and non-existence,’ the 

old man goes on, ‘the great spirit talked with Thee in the wilderness, and we are told in 

the books that he “tempted” Thee. Is that so? And could anything truer be said than what 

he revealed to Thee in three questions and what Thou didst reject, and what in the books 

is called “the temptation”? And yet if there has ever been on earth a real stupendous 
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miracle, it took place on that day, on the day of the three temptations. The statement of 

those three questions was itself the miracle. If it were possible to imagine simply for the 

sake of argument that those three questions of the dread spirit had perished utterly from 

the books, and that we had to restore them and to invent them anew, and to do so had 

gathered together all the wise men of the earth—rulers, chief priests, learned men, 

philosophers, poets—and had set them the task to invent three questions, such as would 

not only fit the occasion, but express in three words, three human phrases, the whole 

future history of the world and of humanity—dost Thou believe that all the wisdom of the 

earth united could have invented anything in depth and force equal to the three questions 

which were actually put to Thee then by the wise and mighty spirit in the wilderness? 

From those questions alone, from the miracle of their statement, we can see that we have 

here to do not with the fleeting human intelligence, but with the absolute and eternal. For 

in those three questions the whole subsequent history of mankind is, as it were, brought 

together into one whole, and foretold, and in them are united all the unsolved historical 

contradictions of human nature. At the time it could not be so clear, since the future was 

unknown; but now that fifteen hundred years have passed, we see that everything in those 

three questions was so justly divined and foretold, and has been so truly fulfilled, that 

nothing can be added to them or taken from them. 

“Judge Thyself who was right—Thou or he who questioned Thee then? 

Remember the first question; its meaning, in other words, was this: “Thou wouldst go 

into the world, and art going with empty hands, with some promise of freedom which 

men in their simplicity and their natural unruliness cannot even understand, which they 

fear and dread—for nothing has ever been more insupportable for a man and a human 

society than freedom. But seest Thou these stones in this parched and barren wilderness? 

Turn them into bread, and mankind will run after Thee like a flock of sheep, grateful and 

obedient, though for ever trembling, lest Thou withdraw Thy hand and deny them Thy 

bread.” But Thou wouldst not deprive man of freedom and didst reject the offer, thinking, 

what is that freedom worth if obedience is bought with bread? Thou didst reply that man 

lives not by bread alone. But dost Thou know that for the sake of that earthly bread the 

spirit of the earth will rise up against Thee and will strive with Thee and overcome Thee, 

and all will follow him, crying, “Who can compare with this beast? He has given us fire 
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from heaven!” Dost Thou know that the ages will pass, and humanity will proclaim by 

the lips of their sages that there is no crime, and therefore no sin; there is only hunger? 

“Feed men, and then ask of them virtue!” that’s what they’ll write on the banner, which 

they will raise against Thee, and with which they will destroy Thy temple. Where Thy 

temple stood will rise a new building; the terrible tower of Babel will be built again, and 

though, like the one of old, it will not be finished, yet Thou mightest have prevented that 

new tower and have cut short the sufferings of men for a thousand years; for they will 

come back to us after a thousand years of agony with their tower. They will seek us 

again, hidden underground in the catacombs, for we shall be again persecuted and 

tortured. They will find us and cry to us, “Feed us, for those who have promised us fire 

from heaven haven’t given it!” And then we shall finish building their tower, for he 

finishes the building who feeds them. And we alone shall feed them in Thy name, 

declaring falsely that it is in Thy name. Oh, never, never can they feed themselves 

without us! No science will give them bread so long as they remain free. In the end they 

will lay their freedom at our feet, and say to us, “Make us your slaves, but feed us.” They 

will understand themselves, at last, that freedom and bread enough for all are 

inconceivable together, for never, never will they be able to share between them! They 

will be convinced, too, that they can never be free, for they are weak, vicious, worthless, 

and rebellious. Thou didst promise them the bread of Heaven, but, I repeat again, can it 

compare with earthly bread in the eyes of the weak, ever sinful and ignoble race of man? 

And if for the sake of the bread of Heaven thousands shall follow Thee, what is to 

become of the millions and tens of thousands of millions of creatures who will not have 

the strength to forego the earthly bread for the sake of the heavenly? Or dost Thou care 

only for the tens of thousands of the great and strong, while the millions, numerous as the 

sands of the sea, who are weak but love Thee, must exist only for the sake of the great 

and strong? No, we care for the weak too. They are sinful and rebellious, but in the end 

they too will become obedient. They will marvel at us and look on us as gods, because 

we are ready to endure the freedom which they have found so dreadful and to rule over 

them—so awful it will seem to them to be free. But we shall tell them that we are Thy 

servants and rule them in Thy name. We shall deceive them again, for we will not let 

Thee come to us again. That deception will be our suffering, for we shall be forced to lie.  
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“‘This is the significance of the first question in the wilderness, and this is what 

Thou hast rejected for the sake of that freedom which Thou hast exalted above 

everything. Yet in this question lies hid the great secret of this world. Choosing “bread,” 

Thou wouldst have satisfied the universal and everlasting craving of humanity—to find 

someone to worship. So long as man remains free he strives for nothing so incessantly 

and so painfully as to find someone to worship. But man seeks to worship what is 

established beyond dispute, so that all men would agree at once to worship it. For these 

pitiful creatures are concerned not only to find what one or the other can worship, but to 

find community of worship is the chief misery of every man individually and of all 

humanity from the beginning of time. For the sake of common worship they’ve slain each 

other with the sword. They have set up gods and challenged one another, “Put away your 

gods and come and worship ours, or we will kill you and your gods!” And so it will be to 

the end of the world, even when gods disappear from the earth; they will fall down before 

idols just the same. Thou didst know, Thou couldst not but have known, this fundamental 

secret of human nature, but Thou didst reject the one infallible banner which was offered 

Thee to make all men bow down to Thee alone—the banner of earthly bread; and Thou 

hast rejected it for the sake of freedom and the bread of Heaven. Behold what Thou didst 

further. And all again in the name of freedom! I tell Thee that man is tormented by no 

greater anxiety than to find someone quickly to whom he can hand over that gift of 

freedom with which the ill-fated creature is born. But only one who can appease their 

conscience can take over their freedom. In bread there was offered Thee an invincible 

banner; give bread, and man will worship thee, for nothing is more certain than bread. 

But if someone else gains possession of his conscience—Oh! then he will cast away Thy 

bread and follow after him who has ensnared his conscience. In that Thou wast right. For 

the secret of man’s being is not only to live but to have something to live for. Without a 

stable conception of the object of life, man would not consent to go on living, and would 

rather destroy himself than remain on earth, though he had bread in abundance. That is 

true. But what happened? Instead of taking men’s freedom from them, Thou didst make it 

greater than ever! Didst Thou forget that man prefers peace, and even death, to freedom 

of choice in the knowledge of good and evil? Nothing is more seductive for man than his 

freedom of conscience, but nothing is a greater cause of suffering. And behold, instead of 
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giving a firm foundation for setting the conscience of man at rest for ever, Thou didst 

choose all that is exceptional, vague, and enigmatic; Thou didst choose what was utterly 

beyond the strength of men, acting as though Thou didst not love them at all—Thou who 

didst come to give Thy life for them! Instead of taking possession of men’s freedom, 

Thou didst increase it, and burdened the spiritual kingdom of mankind with its sufferings 

forever. Thou didst desire man’s free love, that he should follow Thee freely, enticed and 

taken captive by Thee. In place of the rigid ancient law, man must hereafter with free 

heart decide for himself what is good and what is evil, having only Thy image before him 

as his guide. But didst Thou not know that he would at last reject even Thy image and 

Thy truth, if he is weighed down with the fearful burden of free choice? They will cry 

aloud at last that the truth is not in Thee, for they could not have been left in greater 

confusion and suffering than Thou hast caused, laying upon them so many cares and 

unanswerable problems.   

“‘So	that,	in	truth,	Thou	didst	Thyself	lay	the	foundation	for	the	destruction	of	

Thy	kingdom,	and	no	one	is	more	to	blame	for	it.	Yet	what	was	offered	Thee?	There	

are	three	powers,	 three	powers	alone,	able	to	conquer	and	to	hold	captive	 forever	

the	 conscience	 of	 these	 impotent	 rebels	 for	 their	 happiness:	 those	 forces	 are	

miracle,	 mystery,	 and	 authority.	 Thou	 hast	 rejected	 all	 three	 and	 hast	 set	 the	

example	for	doing	so.	When	the	wise	and	dread	spirit	set	Thee	on	the	pinnacle	of	the	

temple	and	said	 to	Thee,	 “If	Thou	wouldst	know	whether	Thou	art	 the	Son	of	God	

then	cast	Thyself	down,	for	it	is	written:	the	angels	shall	hold	him	up	lest	he	fall	and	

bruise	himself,	and	Thou	shalt	know	then	whether	Thou	art	the	Son	of	God	and	shalt	

prove	then	how	great	is	Thy	faith	in	Thy	Father.”	But	Thou	didst	refuse	and	wouldst	

not	cast	Thyself	down.	Oh,	of	course,	Thou	didst	proudly	and	well,	like	God;	but	the	

weak,	unruly	race	of	men,	are	 they	gods?	Oh,	Thou	didst	know	then	that	 in	 taking	

one	step,	in	making	one	movement	to	cast	Thyself	down,	Thou	wouldst	be	tempting	

God	 and	 have	 lost	 all	 Thy	 faith	 in	 Him,	 and	wouldst	 have	 been	 dashed	 to	 pieces	

against	that	earth	which	Thou	didst	come	to	save.	And	the	wise	spirit	that	tempted	

Thee	would	have	 rejoiced.	But	 I	 ask	again,	 are	 there	many	 like	Thee?	And	couldst	

Thou	 believe	 for	 one	moment	 that	men,	 too,	 could	 face	 such	 a	 temptation?	 Is	 the	

nature	of	men	such	that	they	can	reject	miracle,	and	at	the	great	moments	of	their	
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life,	the	moments	of	their	deepest,	most	agonizing	spiritual	difficulties,	cling	only	to	

the	free	verdict	of	the	heart?	Oh,	Thou	didst	know	that	Thy	deed	would	be	recorded	

in	books,	would	be	handed	down	to	remote	times	and	the	utmost	ends	of	the	earth,	

and	Thou	didst	hope	that	man,	following	Thee,	would	cling	to	God	and	not	ask	for	a	

miracle.	But	Thou	didst	not	know	that	when	man	rejects	miracle	he	rejects	God	too;	

for	man	 seeks	not	 so	much	God	as	 the	miraculous.	And	as	man	cannot	bear	 to	be	

without	the	miraculous,	he	will	create	new	miracles	of	his	own	for	himself,	and	will	

worship	deeds	of	sorcery	and	witchcraft,	though	he	might	be	a	hundred	times	over	a	

rebel,	 heretic,	 and	 infidel.	 Thou	 didst	 not	 come	 down	 from	 the	 Cross	 when	 they	

shouted	to	Thee,	mocking	and	reviling	Thee,	“Come	down	from	the	cross	and	we	will	

believe	 that	Thou	art	He.”	Thou	didst	not	come	down,	 for	again	Thou	wouldst	not	

enslave	man	by	a	miracle,	and	didst	crave	 faith	given	freely,	not	based	on	miracle.	

Thou	 didst	 crave	 for	 free	 love	 and	 not	 the	 base	 raptures	 of	 the	 slave	 before	 the	

might	 that	 has	 overawed	 him	 forever.	 But	 Thou	 didst	 think	 too	 highly	 of	 men	

therein,	for	they	are	slaves,	of	course,	though	rebellious	by	nature.	Look	round	and	

judge;	fifteen	centuries	have	passed,	look	upon	them.	Whom	hast	Thou	raised	up	to	

Thyself?	I	swear,	man	is	weaker	and	baser	by	nature	than	Thou	hast	believed	him!	

Can	he,	can	he	do	what	Thou	didst?	By	showing	him	so	much	respect,	Thou	didst,	as	

it	were,	cease	to	feel	for	him,	for	Thou	didst	ask	far	too	much	from	him—	Thou	who	

hast	 loved	him	more	 than	Thyself!	Respecting	him	 less,	Thou	wouldst	have	 asked	

less	of	him.	That	would	have	been	more	like	 love,	 for	his	burden	would	have	been	

lighter.	He	 is	weak	 and	vile.	What	 though	he	 is	 everywhere	now	 rebelling	 against	

our	 power,	 and	 proud	 of	 his	 rebellion?	 It	 is	 the	 pride	 of	 a	 child	 and	 a	 schoolboy.	

They	 are	 little	 children	 rioting	 and	 barring	 out	 the	 teacher	 at	 school.	 But	 their	

childish	delight	will	end;	 it	will	cost	 them	dear.	They	will	destroy	the	 temples	and	

raze	them	to	the	ground,	flooding	the	earth	with	blood.	But	the	foolish	children	will	

have	to	learn	some	day	that,	rebels	though	they	be	and	riotous	from	nature,	they	are	

too	 weak	 to	 maintain	 the	 spirit	 of	 mutiny	 for	 any	 length	 of	 time.	 Suffused	 with	

idiotic	tears,	they	will	confess	that	He	who	created	them	rebellious	undoubtedly	did	

so	 but	 to	 mock	 them.	 They	 will	 pronounce	 these	 words	 in	 despair,	 and	 such	
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blasphemous	 utterances	 will	 but	 add	 to	 their	 misery—for	 human	 nature	 cannot	

endure	blasphemy,	and	takes	her	own	revenge	in	the	end.		

“‘And	 thus,	 after	 all	 Thou	 has	 suffered	 for	 mankind	 and	 its	 freedom,	 the	

present	fate	of	men	may	be	summed	up	in	three	words:	Unrest,	Confusion,	Misery!	

Thy	 great	 prophet	 John	 records	 in	 his	 vision,	 that	 he	 saw,	 during	 the	 first	

resurrection	 of	 the	 chosen	 servants	 of	 God—“the	 number	 of	 them	 which	 were	

sealed”	in	their	foreheads,	“twelve	thousand”	of	every	tribe.	But	were	they,	indeed,	

as	many?	Then	they	must	have	been	gods,	not	men.	They	had	shared	Thy	Cross	for	

long	years,	 suffered	scores	of	years’	hunger	and	 thirst	 in	dreary	wildernesses	and	

deserts,	feeding	upon	locusts	and	roots—and	of	these	children	of	free	love	for	Thee,	

and	 self-sacrifice	 in	 Thy	 name,	 Thou	mayest	 well	 feel	 proud.	 But	 remember	 that	

these	 are	but	 a	 few	 thousands—of	 gods,	 not	men;	 and	how	about	 all	 others?	And	

why	 should	 the	 weakest	 be	 held	 guilty	 for	 not	 being	 able	 to	 endure	 what	 the	

strongest	 have	 endured?	Why	 should	 a	 soul	 incapable	 of	 containing	 such	 terrible	

gifts	be	punished	 for	 its	weakness?	Didst	Thou	 really	 come	 to,	 and	 for,	 the	 “elect”	

alone?	 If	 so,	 then	 the	mystery	will	 remain	 forever	mysterious	 to	 our	 finite	minds.	

And	if	a	mystery,	 then	were	we	right	to	proclaim	it	as	one,	and	preach	it,	 teaching	

them	 that	neither	 their	 freely	 given	 love	 to	Thee	nor	 freedom	of	 conscience	were	

essential,	 but	 only	 that	 incomprehensible	 mystery	 which	 they	 must	 blindly	 obey	

even	 against	 the	 dictates	 of	 their	 conscience.	 Thus	 did	 we.	 We	 corrected	 and	

improved	 Thy	 teaching	 and	 based	 it	 upon	 “Miracle,	Mystery,	 and	 Authority.”	 And	

men	rejoiced	at	finding	themselves	led	once	more	like	a	herd	of	cattle,	and	at	finding	

their	hearts	at	 last	delivered	of	the	terrible	burden	laid	upon	them	by	Thee,	which	

caused	them	so	much	suffering.	Tell	me,	were	we	right	in	doing	as	we	did?	Did	not	

we	 show	 our	 great	 love	 for	 humanity,	 by	 realizing	 in	 such	 a	 humble	 spirit	 its	

helplessness,	 by	 so	mercifully	 lightening	 its	 great	 burden,	 and	 by	 permitting	 and	

remitting	 for	 its	 weak	 nature	 every	 sin,	 provided	 it	 be	 committed	 with	 our	

authorization?	For	what,	then,	hast	Thou	come	again	to	trouble	us	in	our	work?	And	

why	lookest	Thou	at	me	so	penetratingly	with	Thy	meek	eyes,	and	in	such	a	silence?	

Rather	shouldst	Thou	feel	wroth,	 for	I	need	not	Thy	love,	 I	reject	 it,	and	love	Thee	

not,	myself.	Why	 should	 I	 conceal	 the	 truth	 from	Thee?	 I	 know	but	 too	well	with	
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whom	I	am	now	talking!	What	 I	had	to	say	was	known	to	Thee	before,	 I	read	 it	 in	

Thine	eye.	How	should	I	conceal	from	Thee	our	secret?	If	perchance	Thou	wouldst	

hear	it	from	my	own	lips,	then	listen:	We	are	not	with	Thee,	but	with	him,	and	that	is	

our	 secret!	 For	 centuries	 have	 we	 abandoned	 Thee	 to	 follow	 him,	 yes—eight	

centuries.	Eight	hundred	years	now	since	we	accepted	from	him	the	gift	rejected	by	

Thee	with	indignation;	that	last	gift	which	he	offered	Thee	from	the	high	mountain	

when,	showing	all	 the	kingdoms	of	 the	world	and	the	glory	of	 them,	he	saith	unto	

Thee:	“All	these	things	will	I	give	Thee,	if	Thou	will	fall	down	and	worship	me!”	We	

took	 Rome	 from	 him	 and	 the	 sword	 of	 Caesar,	 and	 declared	 ourselves	 alone	 the	

kings	of	this	earth,	its	sole	kings,	though	our	work	is	not	yet	fully	accomplished.	But	

who	is	to	blame	for	 it?	Our	work	is	but	 in	 its	 incipient	stage,	but	 it	 is	nevertheless	

started.	We	may	have	long	to	wait	until	its	culmination,	and	mankind	have	to	suffer	

much,	but	we	shall	reach	the	goal	some	day,	and	become	sole	Caesars,	and	then	will	

be	the	time	to	think	of	universal	happiness	for	men.		

“‘Thou couldst have accepted the sword of Caesar Thyself; why didst Thou reject 

the offer? By accepting from the powerful spirit his third offer Thou wouldst have 

realized every aspiration man seeketh for himself on earth; man would have found a 

constant object for worship; one to deliver his conscience up to, and one that should unite 

all together into one common and harmonious anthill; for an innate necessity for 

universal union constitutes the third and final affliction of mankind. Mankind as a whole 

has always striven to organize a universal state. There have been many great nations with 

great histories, but the more highly they were developed the more unhappy they were, for 

they felt more acutely than other people the craving for world-wide union. The great 

conquerors, Tamlerlane and Ghenghis-Khan, whirled like hurricanes over the face of the 

earth striving to subdue its people, and they too were but the unconscious expression of 

the same craving for universal unity. Hadst Thou taken the world and Caesar’s purple, 

Thou wouldst have founded the universal state and have given universal peace. For who 

can rule men if not he who holds their conscience and their bread in his hands? We have 

taken the sword of Caesar, and in taking it, of course, have rejected Thee and followed 

him. Oh, ages are yet to come of the confusion of free thought, of their science and 

cannibalism. For having begun to build their tower of Babel without us, they will end, of 
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course, with cannibalism. But then the beast will crawl to us and lick our feet and spatter 

them with tears of blood. And we shall sit upon the beast and raise the cup, and on it will 

be written, “Mystery.” But then, and only then, the reign of peace and happiness will 

come for men. Thou art proud of Thine elect, but Thou hast only the elect, while we give 

rest to all. And besides, how many of those elect, those mighty ones who could become 

elect, have grown weary waiting for Thee, and have transferred and will transfer the 

powers of their spirit and the warmth of their heart to the other camp, and end by raising 

their free banner against Thee. Thou didst Thyself lift up that banner. But with us all will 

be happy and will no more rebel nor destroy one another as under Thy freedom. Oh, we 

shall persuade them that they will become free only when they renounce their freedom to 

us and submit to us. And shall we be right or shall we be lying? They will be convinced 

that we are right, for they will remember the horrors of slavery and confusion to which 

Thy freedom brought them. Freedom, free thought, and science will lead them into such 

straits and will bring them face to face with such marvels and insoluble mysteries, that 

some of them, the fierce and rebellious, will destroy themselves, others, rebellious but 

weak, will destroy one another, while the rest, weak and unhappy, will crawl fawning to 

our feet and whine to us: “Yes, you were right, you alone possess His mystery, and we 

come back to you, save us from ourselves!”  

“‘Receiving bread from us, they will see clearly that we take the bread made by 

their hands from them, to give it to them, without any miracle. They will see that we do 

not change the stones to bread, but in truth they will be more thankful for taking it from 

our hands than for the bread itself! For they will remember only too well that in old days, 

without our help, even the bread they made turned to stones in their hands, while since 

they have come back to us, the very stones have turned to bread in their hands. Too, too 

well will they know the value of complete submission! And until men know that, they 

will be unhappy. Who is most to blame for their not knowing it?—speak! Who scattered 

the flock and sent it astray on unknown paths? But the flock will come together again and 

will submit once more, and then it will be once for all. Then we shall give them the quiet 

humble happiness of weak creatures such as they are by nature. Oh, we shall persuade 

them at last not to be proud, for Thou didst lift them up and thereby taught them to be 

proud. We shall show them that they are weak, that they are only pitiful children, but that 
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childlike happiness is the sweetest of all. They will become timid and will look to us and 

huddle close to us in fear, as chicks to the hen. They will marvel at us and will be awe-

stricken before us, and will be proud at our being so powerful and clever that we have 

been able to subdue such a turbulent flock of thousands of millions. They will tremble 

impotently before our wrath, their minds will grow fearful, they will be quick to shed 

tears like women and children, but they will be just as ready at a sign from us to pass to 

laughter and rejoicing, to happy mirth and childish song. Yes, we shall set them to work, 

but in their leisure hours we shall make their life like a child’s game, with children’s 

songs and innocent dance. Oh, we shall allow them even sin, they are weak and helpless, 

and they will love us like children because we allow them to sin. We shall tell them that 

every sin will be expiated, if it is done with our permission, that we allow them to sin 

because we love them, and the punishment for these sins we take upon ourselves. And we 

shall take it upon ourselves, and they will adore us as their saviors who have taken on 

themselves their sins before God. And they will have no secrets from us. We shall allow 

or forbid them to live with their wives and mistresses, to have or not to have children 

according to whether they have been obedient or disobedient—and they will submit to us 

gladly and cheerfully. The most painful secrets of their conscience, all, all they will bring 

to us, and we shall have an answer for all. And they will be glad to believe our answer, 

for  it will save them from the great anxiety and terrible agony they endure at present in 

making a free decision for themselves. And all will be happy, all the millions of creatures 

except the hundred thousand who rule over them. For only we, we who guard the 

mystery, shall be unhappy. There will be thousands of millions of happy babes, and a 

hundred thousand sufferers who have taken upon themselves the curse of the knowledge 

of good and evil. Peacefully they will die, peacefully they will expire in Thy name, and 

beyond the grave they will find nothing but death. But we shall keep the secret, and for 

their happiness we shall allure them with the reward of heaven and eternity. Though if 

there were anything in the other world, it certainly would not be for such as they. It is 

prophesied that Thou wilt come again in victory, Thou wilt come with Thy chosen, the 

proud and strong, but we will say that they have only saved themselves, but we have 

saved all. We are told that the harlot who sits upon the beast, and holds in her hands the 

mystery, shall be put to shame, that the weak will rise up again, and will rend her royal 
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purple and will strip naked her loathsome body. But then I will stand up and point out to 

Thee the thousand millions of happy children who have known no sin. And we who have 

taken their sins upon us for their happiness will stand up before Thee and say: “Judge us 

if Thou canst and darest.” Know that I fear Thee not. Know that I too have been in the 

wilderness, I too have lived on roots and locusts, I too prized the freedom with which 

Thou hast blessed men, and I too was striving to stand among Thy elect, among the 

strong and powerful, thirsting “to make up the number.” But I awakened and would not 

serve madness. I turned back and joined the ranks of those who have corrected Thy work. 

I left the proud and went back to the humble, for the happiness of the humble. What I say 

to Thee will come to pass, and our dominion will be built up. I repeat, to-morrow Thou 

shalt see that obedient flock who at a sign from me will hasten to heap up the hot cinders 

about the pile on which I shall burn Thee for coming to hinder us. For if anyone has ever 

deserved our fires, it is Thou. Tomorrow I shall burn Thee. Dixi.’”  

Ivan stopped. He was carried away as he talked, and spoke with excitement; when 

he had finished, he suddenly smiled. 

Alyosha had listened in silence; towards the end he was greatly moved and 

seemed several times on the point of interrupting, but restrained himself. Now his words 

came with a rush.  

“But ... that’s absurd!” he cried, flushing. “Your poem is in praise of Jesus, not in 

blame of Him—as you meant it to be. And who will believe you about freedom? Is that 

the way to understand it? That’s not the idea of it in the Orthodox Church.... That’s 

Rome, and not even the whole of Rome, it’s false—those are the worst of the Catholics 

the Inquisitors, the Jesuits! ... And there could not be such a fantastic creature as your 

Inquisitor. What are these sins of mankind they take on themselves? Who are these 

keepers of the mystery who have taken some curse upon themselves for the happiness of 

mankind? When have they been seen? We know the Jesuits, they are spoken ill of, but 

surely they are not what you describe? They are not that at all, not at all.... They are 

simply the Romish army for the earthly sovereignty of the world in the future, with the 

Pontiff of Rome for Emperor... that’s their ideal, but there’s no sort of mystery or lofty 

melancholy about it.... It’s simple lust of power, of filthy earthly gain, of domination—
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something like a universal serfdom with them as masters—that’s all they stand for. They 

don’t even believe in God perhaps. Your suffering Inquisitor is a mere fantasy.”  

“Wait, wait,” laughed Ivan. “How excited you are! A fantasy you say, let it be so! 

Of course it’s a fantasy. But allow me to say: do you really think that the Roman Catholic 

movement of the last centuries is actually nothing but the lust of power, of filthy earthly 

gain? Is that Father Paissy’s teaching?”  

“No, no, on the contrary, Father Paissy did once say something rather the same as 

you.... but of course it’s not the same, not a bit the same,” Alyosha hastily corrected 

himself.  

“A precious admission, in spite of your ‘not a bit the same.’ I ask you why your 

Jesuits and Inquisitors have united simply for vile material gain? Why can there not be 

among them one martyr oppressed by great sorrow and loving humanity? You see, only 

suppose that there was one such man among all those who desire nothing but filthy 

material gain—if there’s only one like my old Inquisitor, who had himself eaten roots in 

the desert and made frenzied efforts to subdue his flesh to make himself free and perfect. 

But yet all his life he loved humanity, and suddenly his eyes were opened, and he saw 

that it is no great moral blessedness to attain perfection and freedom, if at the same time 

one gains the conviction that millions of God’s creatures have been created as a mockery, 

that they will never be capable of using their freedom, that these poor rebels can never 

turn into giants to complete the tower, that it was not for such geese that the great idealist 

dreamt his dream of harmony. Seeing all that he turned back and joined—the clever 

people. Surely that could have happened?”   

“Joined whom, what clever people?” cried Alyosha, completely carried away. 

“They have no such great cleverness and no mysteries and secrets.... Perhaps nothing but 

Atheism: that’s all their secret. Your Inquisitor does not believe in God, that’s his secret!” 

“What if it is so! At last you have guessed it. It’s perfectly true, it’s true that that’s 

the whole secret, but isn’t that suffering, at least for a man like that, who has wasted his 

whole life in the desert and yet could not shake off his incurable love of humanity? In his 

old age he reached the clear conviction that nothing but the advice of the great dread 

spirit could build up any tolerable sort of life for the feeble, unruly, ‘incomplete, 

empirical creatures created in jest.’ And so, convinced of this, he sees that he must follow 
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the counsel of the wise spirit, the dread spirit of death and destruction, and therefore 

accept lying and deception, and lead men consciously to death and destruction, and yet 

deceive them all the way so that they may not notice where they are being led, that the 

poor blind creatures may at least on the way think themselves happy. And note, the 

deception is in the name of Him in Whose ideal the old man had so fervently believed all 

his life long. Is not that tragic? And if only one such stood at the head of the whole army 

‘filled with the lust of power only for the sake of filthy gain’—would not one such be 

enough to make a tragedy? More than that, one such standing at the head is enough to 

create the actual leading idea of the Roman Church with all its armies and Jesuits, its 

highest idea. I tell you frankly that I firmly believe that there has always been such a man 

among those who stood at the head of the movement. Who knows, there may have been 

some such even among the Roman Popes. Who knows, perhaps the spirit of that accursed 

old man, who loves mankind so obstinately in his own way, is to be found even now in a 

whole multitude of such old men, existing not by chance but by agreement, as a secret 

league formed long ago for the guarding of the mystery, to guard it from the weak and the 

unhappy, so as to make them happy. No doubt it is so, and so it must be indeed. I fancy 

that even among the Masons there’s something of the same mystery at the bottom, and 

that that’s why the Catholics so detest the Masons as their rivals breaking up the unity of 

the idea, while it is so essential that there should be one flock and one shepherd.... But 

from the way I defend my idea I might be an author impatient of your criticism. Enough 

of it.”  

“You are perhaps a Mason yourself!” broke suddenly from Alyosha. “You don’t 

believe in God,” he added, speaking this time very sorrowfully. He fancied that his 

brother was looking at him ironically. “How does your poem end?” he asked, suddenly 

looking down. “Or was it the end?”  

“I meant to end it like this. When the Inquisitor ceased speaking he waited some 

time for his Prisoner to answer him. His silence weighed down upon him. He saw that the 

Prisoner had listened intently all the time, looking gently in his face and evidently not 

wishing to reply. The old man longed for him to say something, however bitter and 

terrible. But He suddenly approached the old man in silence and softly kissed him on his 

bloodless aged lips. That was all his answer. The old man shuddered. His lips moved. He 
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went to the door, opened it, and said to Him: ‘Go, and come no more ... come not at all, 

never, never!’ And he let Him out into the dark alleys of the town. The Prisoner went 

away.” 

“And the old man?” 

“The kiss glows in his heart, but the old man adheres to his idea.” 

“And you with him, you too?” cried Alyosha, mournfully. Ivan laughed.  

“Why, it’s all nonsense, Alyosha. It’s only a senseless poem of a senseless 

student, who could never write two lines of verse. Why do you take it so seriously? 

Surely you don’t suppose I am going straight off to the Jesuits, to join the men who are 

correcting His work? Good Lord, it’s no business of mine. I told you, all I want is to live 

on to thirty, and then ... dash the cup to the ground!”  

“But the little sticky leaves, and the precious tombs, and the blue sky, and the 

woman you love! How will you live, how will you love them?” Alyosha cried 

sorrowfully. “With such a hell in your heart and your head, how can you? No, that’s just 

what you are going away for, to join them ... if not, you will kill yourself, you can’t 

endure it!” 

“There is a strength to endure everything,” Ivan said with a cold smile. 

“What strength?” 

“The strength of the Karamazovs—the strength of the Karamazov baseness.” 

“To sink into debauchery, to stifle your soul with corruption, yes?” 

“Possibly even that ... only perhaps till I am thirty I shall escape it, and then—” 

“How will you escape it? By what will you escape it? That’s impossible with your 

ideas.” 

“In the Karamazov way, again.” 

“‘Everything is lawful,’ you mean? Everything is lawful, is that it?” 

Ivan scowled, and all at once turned strangely pale. 

“Ah, you’ve caught up yesterday’s phrase, which so offended Muisov—and which 

Dmitri pounced upon so naively and paraphrased!” he smiled queerly. “Yes, if you like, 

‘everything is lawful’ since the word has been said, I won’t deny it. And Mitya’s version 

isn’t bad.” 

Alyosha looked at him in silence.  
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“I thought, brother, that going away from here I have you at least,” Ivan said 

suddenly, with unexpected feeling; “but now I see that there is no place for me even in 

your heart, my dear hermit. The formula, ‘all is lawful,’ I won’t renounce—will you 

renounce me for that, yes?” 

Alyosha got up, went to him and softly kissed him on the lips.  

“That’s plagiarism,” cried Ivan, highly delighted. “You stole that from my poem. 

Thank you though. Get up, Alyosha, it’s time we were going, both of us.” 

They went out, but stopped when they reached the entrance of the restaurant.  

“Listen, Alyosha,” Ivan began in a resolute voice, “if I am really able to care for 

the sticky little leaves I shall only love them, remembering you. It’s enough for me that 

you are somewhere here, and I shan’t lose my desire for life yet. Is that enough for you? 

Take it as a declaration of love if you like. And now you go to the right and I to the left. 

And it’s enough, do you hear, enough. I mean even if I don’t go away tomorrow (I think I 

certainly shall go) and we meet again, don’t say a word more on these subjects. I beg that 

particularly. And about Dmitri too, I ask you specially, never speak to me again,” he 

added, with sudden irritation; “it’s all exhausted, it has all been said over and over again, 

hasn’t it? And I’ll make you one promise in return for it. When at thirty, I want to ‘dash 

the cup to the ground,’ wherever I may be I’ll come to have one more talk with you, even 

though it were from America, you may be sure of that. I’ll come on purpose. It will be 

very interesting to have a look at you, to see what you’ll be by that time. It’s rather a 

solemn promise, you see. And we really may be parting for seven years or ten. Come, go 

now to your Pater Seraphicus, he is dying. If he dies without you, you will be angry with 

me for having kept you. Good-bye, kiss me once more; that’s right, now go.”  

Ivan turned suddenly and went his way without looking back. It was just as 

Dmitri had left Alyosha the day before, though the parting had been very different. The 

strange resemblance flashed like an arrow through Alyosha’s mind in the distress and 

dejection of that moment. He waited a little, looking after his brother. He suddenly 

noticed that Ivan swayed as he walked and that his right shoulder looked lower than his 

left. He had never noticed it before. But all at once he turned too, and almost ran to the 

monastery. It was nearly dark, and he felt almost frightened; something new was growing 

up in him for which he could not account. The wind had risen again as on the previous 
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evening, and the ancient pines murmured gloomily about him when he entered the 

hermitage copse. He almost ran. “Pater Seraphicus—he got that name from somewhere— 

where from?” Alyosha wondered. “Ivan, poor Ivan, and when shall I see you again? ... 

Here is the hermitage. Yes, yes, that he is, Pater Seraphicus, he will save me—from him 

and for ever!” 
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B. POSSIBLE ANSWERS TO PRAYER 
 
Your petitions—though they continue to bear  
just the one signature—have been duly recorded.  
Your anxieties—despite their constant,  
 
relatively narrow scope and inadvertent  
entertainment value—nonetheless serve  
to bring your person vividly to mind.  
 
Your repentance—all but obscured beneath  
a burgeoning, yellow fog of frankly more  
conspicuous resentment—is sufficient.  
 
Your intermittent concern for the sick,  
the suffering, the needy poor is sometimes  
recognizable to me, if not to them.  
 
Your angers, your zeal, your lipsmackingly  
righteous indignation toward the many  
whose habits and sympathies offend you—           
 
these must burn away before you’ll apprehend  
how near I am, with what fervor I adore  
precisely these, the several who rouse your passions.  
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A Brief History 

John Anthony McGuckin 

John Anthony McGuckin (b. 1952) is Nielsen Professor of Early Church History at Union 
Theological Seminary, Professor of Byzantine Christian Studies at Columbia University, and a 
priest of the Romanian Orthodox Church. This selection can be found in his book The Orthodox 
Church: An Introduction to Its History, Doctrine, and Spiritual Culture. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

It is a basic premise of Orthodox theology that the history of Orthodoxy is synonymous 

with the history of the Church. Historians may puzzle over this claim, thinking of all the 

concerns, developments, and controversies constituting church history that seem to have 

no bearing on the history of the Orthodox (the Avignon Papacy, the Inquisition, the 

Reformation, the Oxford Movement, the ordination of women, to name only a few). Be 

that as it may, Orthodox Christians generally regard the Church worldwide up to the 

Middle Ages as “their church”, with divisions and separations becoming a chronic and 

permanent state of affairs only as the high medieval West introduced more and more 

patterns of behavior that were in conflict with ancient procedures and doctrines 

established in patristic times. The Orthodox at large see the Latin church of the first 

millennium to be substantially in harmony with the Orthodox tradition, so that there was 

only one Church, distributed in validly distinct Eastern and Western forms. Accordingly, 

the Orthodox to this day in countries such as England, Italy, or France honor the ancient 

saints of the local churches as entirely Orthodox. When they find Anglican or Catholic 

churches in Europe that contain the relics of the ancient saints, Orthodox will usually 

make a point of going to venerate them––though with some confusion when they find the 

holy reliquaries of fathers and martyrs set up in glass museum-cases in sacristies rather 

than upon the altars.  

Ordinary readers may also find this understanding of the Church’s history a 

strange perspective, for in most of the commonly available church histories the Orthodox 

Church hardly features. If it does make an appearance during the period of the first 500 

years, it mysteriously tails off into invisibility as the story of the rise of the medieval 

West is told and pushes all else to the side. Most English-language church histories, if 

they were properly labeled, should admit that they are largely the history of the Western 
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church as it developed after the great shock wave of the Reformation. Because of this, 

Protestant apologetics still heavily condition the way the story of the church is told. Until 

the latter part of the twentieth century the same attitude of neglect (and often scorn) 

attached itself to the secular history of the eastern Roman Empire. Byzantine studies, 

though now enjoying a revival, were traditionally looked down upon. Historians such as 

Gibbon and others following him had caricatured the history of the Greek Christian East 

as a long and dismal chronicle of barbarism and autocracy. 

Both from the Roman Catholic viewpoint and from Protestant perspectives, 

Eastern Orthodox history was not something to linger over. For Roman Catholicism the 

Greek Orthodox––and all other Orthodox churches in communion with them––were 

stubborn schismatics, who had always resisted the irenic advances of Rome and had 

thrown off Roman order and clarity. To Protestant critics the Orthodox were often seen as 

even stranger versions of all that they hated in medieval Catholicism: relic veneration, 

icons, devotion to the saints and the Virgin Mary, sacraments, and priesthood. Each side 

of the Western Reformation divide saw the Orthodox through a distorting lens of its own 

concerns. Studies of the Orthodox Church by external commentators tended to resonate 

with those aspects of Orthodoxy that conformed to their Western Catholic or Protestant 

expectations, depending on the ecclesial starting point and allegiance of the various 

authors. Meanwhile, from the viewpoint of the Orthodox, both forms of Western 

Christianity, Roman Catholic and Reformed, seemed very much alike: two similar but 

variant forms of development of the same premises with the same styles of theologizing 

and closely related patterns of worship. 

This relative neglect, however, was not simply due to the vagaries of the 

European press. History had something to do with it too. As the story of the Western 

church grew to the “interesting point” of its early medieval ascendancy (the time when 

princes of the church started to become real power-brokers in Western politics), so the 

history of the Christian East started a long twilight time, pressed and harried by the 

relentless westward advance of Islam. The Byzantine and Slavic Christian worlds, along 

with their own histories and perspectives on the Christian Church, simply did not fit the 

common picture, and so were easily ignored or fitted into the more dominant Western 

archetypes of historiography. Nevertheless, it is still something of a shock for Orthodox 
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readers to find, in many religious education books in western European schools, phrases 

describing the Orthodox Church as a schismatic branch of Christendom that broke off 

union with the pope in the medieval period. Such a view may be part and parcel of a 

particular Roman ideology of church history, but it is obviously not a perspective that is 

acceptable to the Orthodox, either in terms of its theology of the Church or in terms of 

simple accuracy in the historical record. 

Orthodoxy does not and will not give up the title “catholic”. It regards itself as the 

catholic Church (the marks of the Church are to be “one, holy, catholic, and apostolic”), 

and catholicity in this sense demands that no Orthodox church will ever be merely Greek, 

Russian, Romanian, American, or English in its fundamental character, but on the 

contrary fundamentally catholic and universal in its being and its spiritual ethos. Its 

national characteristics are legitimate variations of its catholicity, but they must not 

obscure it. Orthodoxy in some parts of the world began to call itself “Greek Catholic”1 in 

reaction to the way in which “Roman Catholic” started to appear as a designation of the 

larger part of the Western church; but these terms are not ancient and not part of the 

original deposit of Christianity. Instead they show signs of the “denominational” 

mentality that arose as part of post-Reformation apologetics in Western Europe. When 

they speak of themselves, the Orthodox never point to denominationalism as a legitimate 

mark of Church identity. For the Orthodox “denominationalism” is the heart of 

ecclesiological heresy and rises only out of the ruin of ecclesial order. 

For many centuries the lack of regard for Orthodox history in the West did not 

much matter. The universities and schools of the Orthodox had been progressively 

reduced to rubble all over the Eastern world, where centers of ancient Christian 

ascendancy––such as Damascus, Alexandria, or Constantinople––were overwhelmed by 

Islamic armies, and where oppressive rulers restricted Christian rights in a severe and 

often bloody manner. The few books of Orthodox-focused history that were still 

produced in the remaining free territories of the Orthodox world such as Russia were, as 

far as Protestant and Catholic European readers were concerned, in “obscure languages” 

that never made it into translation. It is only when Orthodox accounts began to appear in 

																																																								
1 The term now more commonly designates the Roman Catholic “Eastern rite” churches. 
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European languages in modern times that the clash of values became more widely 

apparent to the Western churches. 

So much for history as an ideological battle ground for apologetics. What would it 

be for the Orthodox to tell the tale of the rise of Christianity from their own perspective? 

It is a hopeless expectation to imagine such a short chapter as this could ever hope to do 

justice to the complexity of the Christian story. The only merit of this rapid survey will 

be to signal some of the turning points the Orthodox think are seminal. It may be 

surprising to Western readers to see how many of the familiar episodes of their own 

history are not part of that story and what a difference to the overall topography that fact 

might make in reimagining Christian origins. 

 

Earliest Christian Foundations 

When the Orthodox think about the Church, they instinctively understand it to be, not an 

institution, but a living communion, one which contains the angelic orders, the prophets 

and saints who lived before the historical advent of the Lord and who were liberated to 

become the heavenly Church as a grace of the Resurrection, 2  and the countless 

generations of Christians who have gone before us, and those who may possibly come 

after us. Thus, when we speak of the “beginning” of the Church in the present context, it 

must be taken to mean the earthly Church after the Incarnation. Orthodox Christianity 

actually begins at several sacred “moments”, all of them prepared for by the great pre-

history of scriptural revelation and rooted in the great plan of God’s creation ordinance.3 

Within that nexus of moments, however, there are certain key events that constitute the 

beginning of the Church, historically speaking. Orthodoxy would place the first great 

epiphany in the Incarnation of the Holy Word. The icon of the Nativity of the Savior 

features, prominently, the arrival of the Magi as symbols of the enlightened nations. More 

narrowly, the earthly Church is said to have been brought together by Jesus’ 

commissioning of his apostles and, ultimately, with their consecration as his witnesses to 

the world at the great experience of Pentecost (Acts 2:2-4). It is the pentecostal descent of 

the Spirit that leads the apostles into the fullness of the truth of Christ and energizes their 

																																																								
2 A mystery typified in the icon of the Anastasis or “Harrowing of Hell”. 
3 The world was made, according to the Orthodox, for beatific union with God. 
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“Great Commission” (Matt. 28:19) to evangelize others and draw them consciously into a 

life-giving relation with God, a grace that itself is part of the Resurrection life poured out 

over history in order to sanctify it. The Church, from that time onwards, has had the duty 

of preserving fidelity to the Lord’s Gospel commission, and it has always been 

propagated in the same “pneumatic” way: namely, by the charismatic grace of the Lord 

passing through generations, embodied in the pentecostal proclamation of the Gospels 

and the celebration of the sacramental mysteries, under the care of the apostles and their 

successors. 

Orthodoxy regards the episcopal ranks, the senior order of priesthood in the 

Church, as the chief example of the successors to the original apostolic order. All those, 

however, who share the vitality of the faith, especially those who lead others deeper into 

the experience of Christ, are understood to be endowed with an apostolic charism. Some 

great saints of the past, such as Thekla the Megalomartyr, Nina of Georgia, or Vladimir 

of Kiev, are called “apostles” in the Orthodox liturgical tradition because of the great 

effect they have had in evangelizing nations and regions. Even on a lesser scale, parents 

and grandparents who transmit the faith with loving care to their children serve in the 

apostolic role as propagators of the faith, under God. This “lesser” role is clearly the 

standard way whole generations of believers are born, passing from their natural birth to 

a new spiritual consecration in a baptismal experience mediated to them by their parents, 

who have treasured the faith and wish to hand it down to their family. Of course, because 

it is a charism, passing on the faith cannot be guaranteed or mechanically presumed, even 

across a family that has been steeped in the life of the Church for centuries past. All men 

and women must make their choice freely, and personally, each in his or her own 

lifetime. The gift cannot be presumed, and faith shines only in true brightness when it is 

freely affirmed and voluntarily embraced. It is the basic task of the Church to ensure that 

in each generation the call of the Gospel can be heard clearly and purely and that the 

Church communion itself is an accurate, living, and gracious icon of Christ, acting to 

attract men and women to the Lord of Love. 

The apostles served the Lord while he lived, and after his resurrection, so Church 

traditions recount, they traveled far and wide preaching the Good News he had entrusted 

to them. The form of the apostolic kerygma is impressed at several instances on the 
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scriptural record. Acts 2.14-40 provides a stylized example of the shape of one of the 

earliest apostolic kerygmata, and it was with sermons and appeals such as this that the 

first missionaries of the Church made their way through the ancient agoras, synagogues, 

and odea of the Graeco-Roman world in late antiquity. In the generation after them the 

apostolic preachers and itinerant prophets we hear about in ancient texts such as the 

Didache left behind churches, that is, communities of committed believers that they had 

established by their kerygmatic proclamation. Already before the end of the second 

century we have records of how those earliest communities began to organize themselves 

for the times ahead, when they would be without the authority of the great leaders of the 

first generation. The pastoral epistles of the New Testament give an account of how the 

communities were settling down and learning to regulate themselves and organize their 

patterns of worship. 

One major factor in this earliest period of the apostolic and immediate post-

apostolic generation was the organization of worship. The Christian cultus centered upon 

the celebration of Jesus’ salvific life and death and resurrection as the fulfillment of 

scriptural hope––of the “Old Testament”, as they soon began to call the Jews’ prophetic 

narratives––and as the promise of new life in the present moment. The Eucharist served 

to gather Christians together regularly for a shared anamnesis (“remembrance”) of the 

Lord’s saving death and resurrection. In the course of this Eucharistic celebration, the 

concept of the New Testament as a body of apostolic writings serving to explain and 

orientate the prophetic writings first arose. 4  The canon is merely the formalized 

recognition of what was, and ought to be, used in the course of worship. Along with the 

formal reading of sacred texts, the role of the Eucharistic presidents expanded 

significantly. These, the earliest bishops, were heirs of the apostles, not least because they 

continued the prophetic office in the Church of interpreting the Scriptures, explaining to 

their congregations how they related to Jesus as well as to contemporary life. It would be 

several centuries before the task of preaching extended also to the bench of presbyters. At 

first the “breaking of the word of God” to the people was quintessentially an episcopal 

function, and thus it synopsized their status as heirs of the apostles. 

																																																								
4 Christians always read the Old Testament through the lens of the New up until the rise of the historical-
critical method in the schools of the West. 
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The first Christian communities often began as offshoots or minority groups 

attached to Jewish synagogues in the Mediterranean world, but the exalted praise 

Christians gave to Jesus as Son and Wisdom of God gave rise to tensions with the 

majority and led soon enough to regular schisms among and within these Judeo-Christian 

settlements. Already by the time of the Gospel of John––that is, towards the end of the 

first century––we see those tensions reflected. Christians were finding themselves 

increasingly “separate” and were learning to affirm their distinct identity with a growing 

sense of wonder and expectation. This separation into a distinctly organized existence 

was accompanied by much apologetical conflict. The records of the New Testament and 

the earliest Christian writings are charged with the sense of conflict between the nascent 

Christian movement and other groups, including Jews, the many varieties of pagan cult, 

and the official state, with its sanctions against illicit religions in the empire and the more 

frightening encounters with mob violence which these precipitated. By the time the wider 

world realized the separate existence of the Christians––now distinct from the Jews, who 

had enjoyed the status of a protected religion under the Roman system––punitive 

measures were being taken against them. This began to happen particularly at the end of 

the second century and on into the fourth. We now look back on this early period of the 

Church as the “age of persecutions”, often forgetting that even today an estimated 

175,000 Christians are assassinated each year for their faith––greater numbers than ever 

suffered in the past. 

By the mid-second century the churches across the Mediterranean world were 

“growing up”. They already had a good degree of unity, provided by their common faith 

in Christ and their shared interest in attaching themselves to the great teachers of the first 

generations. It is for this reason that reading from the New Testament had more or less 

already established itself as “good practice” for worshiping Christian communities far 

and wide long before it had attracted to itself a “theory” of why it should be adopted. The 

Gospels were given pride of place, and despite their differences of perspective each of the 

four canonical texts shows a substantial reliance on the heart of ancient apostolic 

preaching: the kerygmatic proclamation that Jesus’ life and saving death were the 

liberating forces that had redeemed the world under God. For this reason the Orthodox 

regarded the New Testament as the quintessential record of the earliest apostolic 
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tradition. To this day the concept “apostolic faith” means primarily accordance with the 

apostolic doctrine of the sacred Scriptures. The details of each and every apostle and his 

historical ministry might not be available to the record of ecclesiastical history, just as 

everything Jesus himself said and did is not recorded. What matters is that in the New 

Testament texts we have a substantive and faithful account of the “song” the apostles 

raised in honor of Christ, interpreting him to the generations that would follow and doing 

so in such a way as to allow the Master himself to speak as much as, if not more than, 

themselves. In all Orthodox thought, the apostolic tradition gives pride of place to John, 

Paul, and Peter, but sees all the apostolic utterance as collectively synopsized in the 

canon of New Testament writings, whether or not these were actually written by the hand 

of an apostle or transmitted through a disciple of an apostle. 

The idea of the canon of the New Testament has been a notion over which recent 

generations of scholars have fought, arguing that it does not fully represent the diversity 

of the early Christian experience as lived throughout the first 300 years. Of course it does 

not. It was meant to represent the apostolic tradition, that which was to be held on to as 

an authentic and faithful witness to Jesus as he was portrayed in the first apostolic 

preaching, and to rule out of consideration among the mainstream churches that 

burgeoning library of texts and weltering array of religious speculations which were 

being produced by other thinkers; history tends to sum them up as Gnostics or the like. 

Many of these heterodox texts depicted a Jesus who was not fully embodied. (Ancient 

religious philosophers tended to regard embodiment as equivalent to defilement, and so 

several teachers thought that by projecting a docetic, non-corporeal Jesus they were 

defending his honor). The acknowledgement of a universally recognized canon of 

Scripture was a decisive move meant to exclude books that did not fit into the “diverse 

harmony” represented by the Church’s present canon of New Testament writings. All of 

the canonical Scriptures represent different perspectives, but together they constitute a 

many-veined harmony of voice that fills out and rounds off the earliest picture of the 

experience of Christ in the Church. Certain doctrines and claims about Jesus, however, 

clash with this harmony, and many (in the past, just as today) are incompatible with it. It 

is obvious that the canon is not a “representative cross-section” of all the voices that 

could be heard in the ancient communities. It is the pure distillation of what was offered 



 46 

by the Spirit-led, as the essence of apostolic tradition. The tradition and the sum total of 

voices are not the same at all. Orthodoxy is interested in the former, not in being an 

archival record of things antiquarian. 

It was the early generation of bishops in the larger churches––generally men who 

were educated in the wider perspective of how other Mediterranean churches were 

conducting themselves––who first began to call for some system of common governance 

that would be able to preserve doctrinal orthodoxy and rule out heterodox movements. 

The bishops of Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome feature prominently in this part of the 

story. Important bishops, such as Ignatius, Dionysios, or Clement, have left behind them 

a body of literature that is afforded great respect in the Orthodox tradition, as giving 

evidence of some of the earliest post-apostolic models of governance. The writings of St 

Ignatius the God-Bearer (of Antioch), dating to approximately A.D. 107, show that 

already the principle of a single presiding episcopate is spreading through the churches as 

the preferred model for good order. Ignatius speaks of the bishop as the icon of Christ 

governing the Church. “No one is permitted,” Ignatius writes, “to do anything that 

concerns the Church without the bishop.” Ignatius describes the bishop as the focal point 

of unity, because around him the Church is enabled to gather eucharistically: and Christ 

himself is the unity of the communion.5  

What Christians did in these great and early churches, which were located in the 

capital cities of the Roman empire of the time, determined what other communities 

wanted to do as well. Good practice was always a dominating factor in how the wider 

community of churches in the ancient world emulated, and learned from, one another. 

Eventually this system of common awareness and respect became enshrined in the 

important principle of mutual episcopal recognition. Bishops who were ordained were 

acknowledged by “letters of peace” as they introduced themselves to neighboring bishops 

and gave an account of their standard of Christian teaching. By the late second century it 

is clear that the bishops had also begun to organize the churches by reliance on province-

wide meetings of bishops. These meetings, known as synods (a Greek word meaning 

“coming together”), were arranged to discuss common affairs and decide on common 

policy in the face of threats to Christian coherence. It is in one of the very earliest of 

																																																								
5 See Ignatius of Antioch, To the Magnesians 6.1; To the Smyrnaeans 8.1-2; To the Ephesians 20.2. 
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synods in Asia Minor that the enthusiast movement of Montanism was first censured as a 

threat to Church order. By the end of the second century a system of guarding orthodoxy 

was elaborated by local bishops, who ensured that heterodox texts were excluded from 

local Church worship. Its chief elements were threefold: upholding a canon of Scripture 

to serve as an authoritative paradigm of apostolic teaching; putting forward the senior 

priests (the bishops) as the successors of the apostles and giving them authority to govern 

the churches according to this apostolic standard; setting up a system of synods of 

bishops (at first province-wide, then growing into a wider international scope) to ensure 

common teaching and harmonious traditions among all the local churches. 

Early episcopal theologians such as St Irenaeus reflected on the problems 

occurring in the local community with heterodox groups who were producing a veritable 

outpouring of “alternative” Gospel literature. These, the so-called apocryphal Gospels, 

were refused admittance to the worship services of the early Orthodox communities. 

When reading examples of these texts today alongside the sober and inspiring message of 

the canonical Gospels, the Orthodox do not regard the early bishops as having been 

“oppressors” at all, but rather as saviors of the purity of the faith. The apocryphal Gospels 

in the main are trivializations of the solemnity of the apostolic teaching, or they lead it 

out into elitist metaphysical speculations that have little bearing on Jesus and his 

heavenly message, which was so deeply rooted in the soil of reality. This clash with 

speculative heterodoxy marks the last pages of the New Testament record,6 just as much 

as it does the writings of the second-century Fathers. Irenaeus and other theologians of 

this early period articulated more details as time went on about how to recognize and 

protect the system of Orthodoxy and avoid heterodox opinions that falsified the authentic 

Gospel. In addition to the canon of the Scripture, the concept of apostolic succession of 

the bishops, and the idea of synodical harmony, Irenaeus also pointed to the manner in 

which practices of worship enshrined the true belief of the people. This process was 

described in the Latin text of Irenaeus as the principle of regula fidei (“rule of faith”) and 

was summed up by the words that candidates for baptism used in their “confession of 

faith” before receiving the sacrament. This confession was usually taught to them by the 

local bishop, and it was in this way that the “creed” became an active synthesis of the 

																																																								
6 Cf. 1 Pet. 2:1-3; 2 John 1:7-11; Matt. 24:24; Rev. 2:2. 
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whole belief of that Church. Creeds, as well as the theological attitudes manifested by the 

practice of the rituals of prayer and worship (the hymns, the liturgical prayers, and the 

details of the sacramental rites), all accumulated, in Irenaeus’ view, to presenting a 

veritable dossier of authentic Christianity that was not dependent on some intelligentsia 

to articulate it. It was a lived theology of the whole Church, not a theoretical religion for 

the highly educated. From ancient times to the present day, Orthodoxy has held to that 

principle, and it is the people as a whole in the Orthodox Church who hold to the tradition 

of belief they have received from earlier times. Orthodoxy is much less susceptible than 

many Western churches to the theological writings of contemporary theologians. The 

wider Church, the ordinary faithful as well as monks and bishops, expect modern 

theologians to conform their doctrine to the writings of the apostles and Fathers and to 

the liturgical tradition they themselves received at baptism. An Orthodox theologian who 

departs from the fundamentals of the rule of faith is, de facto, no longer an Orthodox 

theologian at all. 

 

Development of Ecclesiastical Centers 

The patterns laid out in the New Testament literature and in the earliest of the patristic 

writings were records of the Church in its infancy. They are informative, even 

determinative of some things, but not prescriptively unalterable as methods of Church 

governance. Orthodoxy does not agree with, and strongly resists the reductionism of, 

some forms of Protestantism, which argue that unless something is to be found in the 

explicit writings of the New Testament it cannot be a constitutive part of authentic 

Church life. Orthodox understanding of Christian tradition is much wider and deeper than 

this. By the third century the great spread of Christianity around the Mediterranean basin, 

and in the vast heartland of Asia Minor, led to pressing needs to organize the local 

churches on more formal models. From this period many forms of governance that are 

still used today in churches were elaborated in Christian public life. At this stage the great 

capital cities, such as Rome, Alexandria, and Antioch, began to serve as models of 

emulation for Christian communities worldwide. Later in the fourth century we can see 

this process of “great center imitation” working clearly as liturgical ideas that were first 

tried out in Jerusalem, Antioch, Constantinople, or Rome (focal points for pilgrim 
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interest) made their way all over wider Christendom. In the great capital cities of Roman 

late antiquity, the bishops were assisted by a cohort of elders, and the pattern of 

establishing a single presiding bishop with a larger circle of presbyters became a standard 

mode of governance. Deacons were historically seen as helpers of the bishops and 

remained an order more attached to the episcopate than to the presbyterate. By the later 

third century, when the increasing size of Christian communities led to the need to 

establish several churches in each diocese7––up until then it had been an old ideal to have 

one Church, one bishop, and one Eucharistic celebration for each town––it was the 

presbyters who went out to form separate churches. These were still under the presidency 

of the presiding diocesan bishop (the Orthodox now speak about a “ruling” bishop), but 

the pattern that would endure was coming into force: an episcopal cathedral Church,8 and 

a variety of parish churches served by presbyters, with the possible assistance of a 

smaller number of deacons and deaconesses. 

The imperial authorities at this time were frequently hostile to the Church, and 

often the bishops became the target for focused attack. Many of the ancient martyrs were 

victims of persecutions from this period in the third and early fourth centuries. It is clear 

from the more extensive writings these early bishops began to leave behind them that 

“good order” in doctrine and practice was of crucial importance to them. In the third 

century the system of international correspondence between bishops was developed 

extensively. The great churches tended to keep an eye on the smaller and more provincial 

communities, ensuring that Christian life developed in a harmonious commonality––

while allowing for cultural differences in many regions––and that serious doctrinal 

divergences or liturgical differences were smoothed out as well as possible. The Asia 

Minor churches, which observed Pascha on the fourteenth of the month of Nisan (an 

equivalent to April) regardless of the day of the week on which it fell, were publicly 

censured by Pope Victor’s Rome for not observing the common tradition of observing 

Pascha on a Sunday (as an all-night Saturday vigil). There were many differences, of 

																																																								
7 Originally, “diocese” was the name of a division of provincial Roman territory. Christianity followed a 
pattern of assigning a single bishop to each of these areas. Today the word has come to mean primarily the 
ecclesiastical division of a single bishop’s territory. 
8 The term “cathedral” comes from the Greek kathedra, or “seat”, signifying the Church where the bishop’s 
throne of doctrine was situated. In antiquity the famous orators sat on “thrones of doctrine”, and the 
bishop’s throne signified his role as apostolic successor and source of Orthodox teaching for the diocese. 
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course, and some scholars have compared the Church of this period to a “quarrelsome 

kind of union”, but by virtue of the authority of larger sees, the appeal to good practice, 

and the use of synodical meetings of bishops, the older ideas established in the preceding 

centuries were faithfully developed in the new circumstances of the growing Church. 

Episcopal governance was at this period a very strong force for ensuring the concept of 

ecclesial “communion”. On the wider front this was done by each local bishop keeping 

an eye on neighboring bishops’ teachings and conduct, and, on the local scene, by the 

bishop keeping a close eye on the good order of the diocesan Eucharistic celebrations, 

where faith was lived and taught on a weekly basis.  

At the end of the third century, monasticism also began to make a strong 

appearance in the Church. Monastic life had a real flowering in the early fourth century, 

in both Syria and Egypt, before spreading to Rome, Constantinople, Armenia, and 

Cappadocia, and eventually all over the Christian world. The early monks, known also as 

“ascetes” (athletes), were dedicated to the living out of Christian values in an 

uncompromising way. They too became zealous defenders of the tradition of theology 

that they held up as the ancestral faith. At times the monks’ stubbornness was 

problematical for the Orthodox bishops, as for example when they attached themselves to 

dissident positions (as did the non-Chalcedonian ascetics in Egypt or Palestine), but 

generally they were so popularly venerated as defenders of the faith against 

encroachments by imperial compromisers that by the end of the fifth century almost all 

the bishops were selected exclusively from the ranks of monastics. It is a practice which 

Orthodoxy adheres to even in the present, though the very early bishops in the Scriptures 

were meant to be married before they could be chosen (1 Tim. 3:1-7), and some of the 

great Fathers (such as Gregory of Nyssa) were married men. From the later fourth 

century, the Orthodox Church developed as a single structure with double pillars of 

support: on the one hand the diocesan level of churches administered from the cathedral 

church and bishop’s chancery, and on the other hand the monasteries constituting the 

ascetical life of a province. At the best times of the Church’s life, the two systems have 

been in close harmony, one refreshing the other. 

The fourth century is often seen as a sea change for the affairs of the Church. 

With the vision of the Emperor Constantine (today revered by Orthodoxy as Constantine 
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among the Saints and Equal to the Apostles) in the prelude to his battle9 with the pagan 

Emperor Maxentius for control of the western empire, Constantine was convinced that 

the God of the Christians had enabled his rise to power. He became, accordingly, a 

defender and patron of the Christian movement (also enjoying its support for his 

administration) and eventually was baptized on his deathbed by Bishop Eusebios of 

Nicomedia. For the Church, emerging from generations of bloody persecution, his 

patronage seemed like a dream come true. Soon bishops were given administrative 

powers within the empire as well as the role of judges in local matters concerning 

Christians. Many of the provincial bishops became virtually synonymous with the Roman 

imperial administration (other than that regarding tax returns and military defense), as 

they were frequently the most educated people of the region. By the end of the fifth 

century a working relationship had been established, such that the Church would 

recognize the “God-loving Christian emperor” as having a sacred right to rule, and the 

emperor in turn would guard the peace of the Church. The ritual of anointing Christian 

emperors underlined their sacramental office, envisaging it as something along the lines 

of a New David, set over the New Israel. 

The relation between the Christian imperium and Church affairs was described in 

the patristic writings as ideally a “symphony” of relations of powers. The political affairs 

of the empire were God-blessed as long as they followed the Gospel dictates, but the 

spheres of religion and politics were separate. The emperor could look over the good 

order of the churches, but he was not to intervene in matters of doctrine or conduct, 

which were part of the sacred tradition of the Church and were to be supervised by the 

priesthood. Often this “symphonic balance” was tipped too far one way (usually by 

imperial pressure on the Church), but generally it worked throughout the long ages of the 

Byzantine empire––that is, up until the mid-fifteenth century. Monastics were always at 

the front of dissent in the face of imperialist over-control. Examples of this abound in 

Church history, such as the manner in which the emperor’s policy of iconoclasm was 

rejected by popular dissent, or the way in which the Paleologan state’s attempts to impose 

unity with Rome (see below) were decisively rejected. 

																																																								
9 The battle of the Milvian Bridge, 28 October 312. The Church writers Lactantius and Eusebios tell us that 
Constantine saw a vision in the sky on his way to this critical fight for control of the Roman Empire, in 
which he was instructed to adopt the chi-rho (a cipher for the name of Christ) as his army’s battle standard. 
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After the fall of Byzantium to Islam, this imperial model of governance of the 

state was exported to Russia, where the tsars saw themselves as continuing the office of 

Church protectors. Even when it was resisted, as in the medieval West, where separate 

nationalist dreams were always more alluring than the concept of a trans-national 

Christian imperium, it was often followed by default. 

 

The Age of the Fathers 

The final victory of the Emperor Constantine and his assumption of sole monarchical 

control over the Roman Empire in 323 coincided with his decision to bring healing and 

order back into the affairs of a Christian East disrupted by persecutions. He paid the 

Church compensation for much of the property it had lost, gave several buildings for its 

use (the Lateran basilica in Rome for example), and commanded several new churches to 

be built (such as Bethlehem, the old St Peter’s basilica, and the Church of the Anastasis, 

or Holy Sepulchre). He also commanded the bishops of the Eastern Church to come 

together and end certain dissensions that had compromised their unity. This they did, at 

his own palace at Nicaea in Asia Minor in the year 325. This large synod of bishops was 

to become a great moment in church history, featuring as the first of seven ecumenical 

(worldwide) synods or councils. These councils together are regarded by the Orthodox as 

the supreme legislative assembly of the Church on earth. Roman Catholicism continued 

the process of holding councils (the last being Vatican II in the 1960s), but Orthodox 

Christians consider only the first seven, when all the ancient “popes”10 were represented, 

as authentically ecumenical. The decisions of an ecumenical council are understood by 

the Orthodox as having the authoritative blessing of the Holy Spirit, affirming the 

judgment of all the assembled bishops as to substantial matters of faith and discipline. 

																																																								
10	The	ancient	Church	was	eventually	to	recognize	the	super-city	status	of	five	great	sees,	known	as	
the	 Pentarchy:	 Rome,	 Constantinople,	 Alexandria,	 Antioch,	 and	 Jerusalem	 (the	 last	 as	 a	 nominal	
symbol).	 Their	 bishops	 were	 afforded	 the	 title	 “patriarch”	 or	 “pope”.	 The	 highest	 level	 of	
international	consensus	of	the	faith	was	lodged	in	the	communion	of	these	five	popes.	When	the	Pope	
of	Rome	 separated	 from	 the	 communion	of	 the	 other	 four	Eastern	popes,	Orthodoxy	 regarded	 the	
ancient	 unity	 of	 the	 Eastern	 and	 Western	 churches	 as	 having	 been	 broken,	 a	 disunity	 that	 still	
continues.	The	four	popes	of	the	East	are	still	an	integral	part	of	the	Orthodox	system	of	governance.	
The	 Western	 Church,	 of	 course,	 also	 still	 looks	 to	 its	 pope,	 the	 only	 one	 the	 Latin	 world	 had	 in	
antiquity	or	in	the	present.	In	more	recent	times	the	number	of	Eastern	“patriarchs”	has	been	added	
to	 in	recognition	of	 the	 importance	of	the	growth	of	new	patriarchal	sees	as	certain	countries	have	
risen	in	status	since	ancient	times.	
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This is why the vote of the bishops at ecumenical councils was never taken as a 

“majority” prospectus. If a matter of faith was at stake, it was presumed that all the 

assembled bishops, as vessels of the Spirit who had been formed in the Orthodox faith, 

would be able to recognize it without difficulty, not search for it laboriously among a 

welter of possibilities. The apostolic teaching was (and is) taken with utmost seriousness: 

“We have the mind of Christ” (1 Cor. 2:16). If a bishop dissented from the otherwise 

unanimous vote of an ecumenical council, or resisted it once it had been proclaimed, he 

was inevitably regarded as resisting the Spirit and was always deposed from his office as 

bishop by the vote of the assembly. 

The teaching of the seven ecumenical councils is a very significant and substantial 

part of the Orthodox tradition of faith. Orthodoxy clings to the Bible, the writings of the 

Fathers, and the decrees and creeds of these councils as some of its foundational and most 

important articulations of Christian truth. It regards the doctrine of the seven councils as 

an organic whole, as representing a coherent mindset that is in harmony with the 

scriptural revelation and with the living springs of spiritual life today. The harmony of 

the councils is one example (and a major one at that) of the harmony of the Orthodox 

tradition as a whole. Orthodox saints who have taught after the age of the councils, such 

as St Photios (810-95) or the Hesychast Fathers such as St Gregory of Sinai or St Gregory 

Palamas in the fourteenth century, have been very careful to guide all their writing and 

reflection in accordance with the apostolic standards of the Scriptures, the patristic 

consensus, and the conciliar tradition. In this way they have secured their Orthodoxy in 

line with that of the saints from times past. It remains a mark of authentic Orthodox 

theologizing. 

The decrees of the Council of Nicaea strongly proclaimed the divinity of the 

Word of God and laid the foundations of the doctrine of the Trinity. Nicaea, and the creed 

it issued, has always been regarded by the Orthodox as the foundation stone of         

theological truth after the Scriptures and as an example of how the Orthodox tradition (in 

almost every generation) must come to terms with the challenges that present themselves, 

defending the truth in harmony with the received tradition of the past. This ministry of 

harmonious consensus in faith and vigorous defense of truth still remains the 

quintessential role of the Orthodox bishop. In this period of the Church the writings of 
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numerous episcopal theologians became widely accepted as authoritative, either because 

they formed part of the significant context of an ecumenical council (such as the writings 

of Athanasios, Gregory the Theologian, or Cyril of Alexandria) or because their spiritual 

wisdom carried a large weight and reputation with it (such as the writings of the monastic 

saints and ascetics11). 

The pastoral works of such theologians as Basil of Caesarea, or the historical 

works of such writers as Eusebios of Caesarea, or the liturgical instructions of Cyril of 

Jerusalem, all accumulated to form a very rich and extensive body of literature on 

exegesis, doctrine, liturgy, and spirituality, which is still read to this day in the Orthodox 

Church. These writers, especially those of unquestioned authority and ancient status, are 

given the title “Fathers of the Church”. The phrase primarily signified the ancient office 

of bishop-theologian. There were “Mothers of the Church” too (known as Ammas): such 

great saints and teachers as Macrina of Cappadocia, Olympias of Constantinople, 

Melania of Rome, Syncletica the Ascetic, and many others. They did not have an 

ordained role as teacher as did the Fathers who were bishops (though some of them were 

deaconesses), but the stature of their lives and the quality of their ascetic witness has 

given them a pre-eminent status as early Christian women theologians. Orthodoxy shows 

deep respect towards the writings of the Fathers and Mothers, taking them as examples of 

the Spirit-filled (pneumatophoroi), who can teach the Church the authentic message of 

the Spirit of God in any given age or era. For this reason Orthodoxy does not restrict the 

age of the Fathers and Mothers to a dead past. Those who are Spirit-bearers in the present 

age are also authentic theologians of God, even though not all of them may have the duty 

of public teaching in the Church and many may not have academic qualifications. The 

writings of each Father individually considered, however, are not assumed to have any 

level of infallibility. It is the way they accord with the harmony of the great tradition that 

affords the patristic writings their apostolic quality of truth. Certain of the Fathers, while 

being men of great faith, raised theories and ideas that the Church––in relation to its 

wider tradition––felt obliged to reject and discountenance. Orthodoxy venerates St 

Augustine, for example, but regards much of his work as seriously flawed and as a source 

																																																								
11 Now collected in volumes known as Paterika. The eighteenth century collection known as the Philokalia 
is one of the Paterika best known in the West. 
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of much of the disunity that would follow after him between the Latin and Orthodox 

readings of the Church’s tradition on important issues. Origen of Alexandria is a writer 

whose biblical exegesis, and much of his thought, has inspired generations of saints, but 

whose overall system was severely censured by the Orthodox ecumenical tradition, and 

he himself has been denied patristic status accordingly. 

In the fourth and fifth centuries there were so many great writers, defending the 

tradition and establishing the tenor of the conciliar teachings, that it has ever afterwards 

been regarded as “the Golden Age of the Fathers”. For the fourth century, saints 

Athanasios, Gregory the Theologian, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose of 

Milan, John Chrysostom, and Ephraim the Syrian stand out as the great defenders of the 

Nicene faith. For the fifth century there were such giants as Cyril of Alexandria, Pope 

Leo I, and St Augustine. There has hardly been a century since, in all the long annals of 

Orthodoxy, where great spiritual teachers and theologians have not appeared. The whole 

of Orthodox tradition is marked by these luminaries, writers of patristic status reaching 

out of the classical ages of the Church and into the medieval period and beyond. Notable 

among them are St Maximos the Confessor, St John of Damascus, St Symeon the New 

Theologian, St Gregory Palamas, and St Gregory of Sinai. In every instance their 

teaching has formed a seamless union with the quality of their lives. In doctrine the saint-

theologians of Orthodoxy are faithful to the apostolic tradition, and in their life they 

represent the charism of the Spirit-filled. Without both characteristics visibly present, 

Orthodoxy does not afford such high recognition to any teacher; when both are present it 

recognizes them as manifesting the “mind of Christ”. It is an enduring ecumenical 

sadness that their lives and works are so little known in Western Christianity. 

St Photios, known as “the Great” in Orthodox tradition, is an important theologian 

who stands as a bridge between the ancient and medieval periods of the Church. At a 

local council, held at Constantinople in 867 when he was patriarch of the capital city, 

Photios’ arguments against papal supremacy––the first time Orthodoxy had faced up to 

the issue, although it had long been uneasy about the development––and the untraditional 
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nature of the Latin filioque,12 resulted in a synodical condemnation of the Roman pope. 

The ultimate alienation of the Byzantine and Roman churches has often been posited as 

happening in 1054, but the work of Photios marked the first time (there had been many 

prior incidental divisions and would be several others later) that the Eastern and Western 

churches officially and instinctively drew apart on profoundly significant theological 

issues, especially those related to the manner in which papal authority was felt by the 

Easterners to have changed the ancient pattern of the Christian communion. The rift that 

yawned open at that time between the Latins and the Orthodox on the understanding of 

the Trinity was not a separate “doctrinal” matter distinct from the ecclesiological tensions 

then in evidence. Photios argued on the contrary that it was part of a general tendency of 

the medieval West, its ongoing alteration of the ancient tradition in the name of 

“development”. His treatise On the Holy Spirit became a foundational study for later 

Eastern Orthodox theology, and one that for centuries to come focused the mind of the 

Byzantine world on why it held Latin Catholicism in suspicion, both in terms of 

ecclesiastical organization and in relation to its understanding of Christian doctrine. 

 

East and West: The Parting of the Ways 

After the last ecumenical council in 787, the political affairs of the Byzantine Empire 

went into a long decline, largely because of the pressure of the advance of Islam in the 

form of the Seljuk and Ottoman Turks. The emperor’s role in gathering together the 

synodical bishops, together with his supervision of the proclamation of their decrees as 

part of Christian law for the Eastern churches, was progressively hindered by the political 

reality that saw more and more parts of the ancient Christian lands now under the control 

of Islamic rulers, the caliphs and then the sultans. The weakened position of the Eastern 

Christians was exacerbated even more as a result of the Crusades. From the late eleventh 

century onwards, western armies, inspired by the appeal of the pope for Christian soldiers 

to liberate the holy sites in Palestine, were regarded as a mixed blessing by the Christian 

emperors in Constantinople. Only forty years before the beginning of the First Crusade 

																																																								
12	The	teaching	that	the	Holy	Spirit	proceeds	from	the	Father	“and	the	Son”	(filioque	in	Latin)	as	from	
two	 distinct	 sources,	 regarded	 by	 the	 Orthodox	 Church	 as	 a	 radical	 subversion	 of	 the	 patristic	
doctrine	of	Trinity.	
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there had been a particularly bitter falling out between the Papacy and the 

Constantinopolitan patriarchate. Pope Leo IX had, with the emperor’s support, sent 

legates, among them Cardinal Humbertus, to resolve the several differences between the 

Latin and Greek churches that were currently causing friction. The list of problems 

included the filioque and the extent to which the pope was entitled to a jurisdiction of 

power over churches outside his immediate territory, but also reflected a growing sense 

that a widening gap had grown up between Greek and Latin liturgical life and spiritual 

customs. 

Far from being resolved, the argument between Humbertus and patriarch Michael 

Caerularios flared to new heights. It ended with the cardinal’s leaving a decree of 

excommunication against the patriarch on the altar of Hagia Sophia in July 1054 and with 

the Holy Synod of Constantinople excommunicating in turn the papal legates. This was 

not an exchange of excommunications between the churches as such, but it had the effect 

of being a public severance of unity, and it is often cited as a significant moment in the 

story of what was to become the long separation of the Orthodox and Latin catholic 

churches. Increasingly from that time onwards, the Papacy regarded the Greeks as having 

become “schismatic” by having refused the rights of papal jurisdiction, while the 

Orthodox regarded the Western Church as having lapsed into heresy for elevating the 

papacy to such extraordinary heights, while tampering with the ancient deposit of the 

faith in such matters as adding the filioque to the Creed and using unleavened bread in the 

Eucharist. Mutual respect by the high Middle Ages was at low ebb. By 1190, the sense 

among the Orthodox that the long alienation had actually become a schism becomes 

apparent in the great Orthodox canonist Theodore Balsamon, the patriarch of Antioch, 

who wrote: “For many years now, the western Church has been divided in spiritual 

communion from the other four patriarchates and has become alien to the Orthodox…. 

Therefore no Latin should be given communion unless he first declares that he will 

abstain from the doctrines and customs that separate him from us, and that he will be 

subject to the canons of the Church in union with the Orthodox.” Even at this late date, 

however, the sense of separation was such that it could have been repaired by a simple 

statement of assent. Today things have gone much further astray, and an individual 

statement of faith is not generally felt to be sufficient remedy to initiate intercommunion. 
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The worst fears of the Byzantines were realized in 1204, during the infamous 

Fourth Crusade, when the crusading fleet turned aside from their goal of Jerusalem and 

settled into several days of looting after helping to topple the incumbent Byzantine 

emperor. The behavior of the Crusaders, who looted the Orthodox churches of their 

relics,13 suggested to the Orthodox observers not only that the Latins were more hostile to 

them than their Islamic foes, but that they clearly had little respect for them as fellow 

Christians. The invading force desecrated the altars and monasteries of the Byzantine 

capital, and even though the behavior of the Crusaders was censured by the pope, it left 

an abiding sense among the Greeks that Latin Christianity had essentially changed, 

adopting a new attitude to fundamental matters of religion that now appeared alien and 

hostile to the churches of the East. From the time of the Fourth Crusade onwards there is 

clearly a sharp frost in the air in relation to all issues of Orthodox dialogue with the 

Western Church. There is in addition a pervasive sense (still discernible among many 

Orthodox in eastern Europe to whom one might talk to this day) that the hostility of the 

Western Church, and its designs against Orthodoxy, were part of the reason why the 

Orthodox Church fell so heavily before the might of the Ottoman armies in 1453. 

Most of the Orthodox world was to know subjection for centuries to come. It 

carried on its Christian life, for the most part, under sufferance of non-Christian powers. 

From the fifteenth to the nineteenth century, the Orthodox Church lists a massive number 

of neo-martyrs and confessors among its ranks. There were attempts to broker reunion 

with Rome, and these were especially led by the Byzantine emperors of the day who were 

desperate to secure the political support of the Western Christian states (and who thus 

needed the pope’s blessing) as Islam advanced more and more aggressively against the 

Eastern Christian empire. The first reunion council was that of Lyons in 1274. The 

Orthodox delegates then present agreed (though in as vague a way as they could) to 

recognize papal claims to supremacy and also to recite the Creed with the filioque added. 

Their “acceptance” of these ideas led, however, to their wholesale repudiation among the 

Orthodox at large. The emperor’s sister is reputed to have replied to the news of Lyons 

with the words: “Better my brother’s empire should perish than the unity of the Orthodox 
																																																								
13	Innumerable	relics	of	the	saints,	 icons,	and	other	treasures	were	taken	back	to	Latin	churches	in	
the	West	 in	 the	manner	 of	 “spoils	 of	 war”,	 a	 fact	 which	 sent	 shock	waves	 of	 scandal	 all	 over	 the	
Eastern	Christian	world.	
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faith.” When the empire was once more in critical need of military aid, Emperor John 

VIII made a passage to the West and personally attended the unionist Council of Ferrara-

Florence (1438-39). The discussions at Florence were much more substantial than 

anything that had occurred since the time of the patriarch Photios in the ninth century. 

The Orthodox delegates at Florence all signed the Act of Union, with the exception of 

Markos Eugenikos, the archbishop of Ephesus, who has since gained the title of “Pillar of 

Orthodoxy”. But the terms of the union were never accepted by the Orthodox back in the 

home countries and remained a policy adopted by a tiny minority of court clerics in the 

capital city. John, and his successor Emperor Constantine IX, the last of the Byzantine 

emperors, tried to act as if it were an accomplished fact, but it is significant that the 

imperial court did not even proclaim publicly that the Act of Union had been signed until 

1452, one year before the city’s conquest. Many of the Orthodox signatories revoked 

their names as soon as they left Florence. In the West, by contrast, the decree of union 

was widely announced as a “return of the schismatic Greeks”, and the subsequent 

evidence of the ineffectiveness of the union was equally widely interpreted as a sign of 

Orthodox perfidy. At this time, and having little hope that any promised military 

assistance would ever be forthcoming anyway, the Constantinopolitan Grand Duke 

Loukas Notaras is reported to have said: “I would rather see the Muslim turban in the 

heart of the city than the Latin mitre.”14 The political end came quickly for the eastern 

Empire. The forces of Mehmet II, the Ottoman sultan, attacked the capital on 7 April 

1453, and despite a courageous defense of the Great Walls, broke through on 29 May. At 

dawn on that day, the last Christian Eucharist was celebrated in the great cathedral of 

Hagia Sophia. Faced with the prospect of death or enslavement, Latins and Greek 

Orthodox alike stood together to receive the holy gifts. 

During the same period that Constantinople was suffering her long decline, Russia 

rose to political eminence and, along with other eastern European states that retained 

some degree of free action (such as Wallachia and Moldovia, the precursors of modern 

Romania), gave princely help to the wider Orthodox world and acted as the patron of 

Orthodoxy. One of the greatest casualties of the long decline was the great diminution of 

																																																								
14 Words he would come to regret when he fell into the hands of Mehmet the Conqueror, who treated his 
family unspeakably. 
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the schools of the Orthodox at the very time the Renaissance was starting to take effect 

with the boom of knowledge and literacy in the West. Orthodoxy still suffers from the 

destruction of its schools, and only in the late twentieth century did the signs change, 

promising a revival, as theological studies once more flourish in Russia and eastern 

Europe after decades of suppression. 
 

The Slavic Mission 

When Byzantium was at its zenith, it expanded its sphere of influence by a vast system of 

federation and alliances with outlying states and peoples. To be adopted by the emperor 

or to be married into the imperial family was a way in which a political web of treaty and 

interdependence was extended far and wide as a form of kinship relation of princes, all 

looking to the Byzantine emperor as the center. This inevitably involved the transmission 

of Christianity itself into the new regions with which Byzantium came into contact. With 

the exportation of books and literacy came the Christianization of eastern European tribes 

and their incorporation into the federation of the Christian imperium. One mission that 

would have a far-reaching effect was the evangelization of the pagan Slavs, who lay to 

the north and northwest of the Byzantine borders: the tribes of the Moravians, the 

Bulgars, Serbs, and Rus, all precursors of great Christian nations to come. Patriarch 

Photios of Constantinople inspired the Slavic mission and blessed two Greeks from 

Thessalonica to organize it: Constantine (826-69) and his brother Methodios (c. 815-85). 

They are more commonly known as saints Cyril and Methodios.15 As children they had 

already encountered Slavic tribes around their city and had gained familiarity with their 

language. Inventing a script, based upon Greek letters but with extra sound-signs added, 

Cyril and Methodios prepared extensive translations of Church service books and Gospel 

translations into this dialect. It would have a vast transmission as “Church Slavonic” and 

is still the common ecclesiastical language of Russia, Bulgaria, and Serbia. 

When the two brothers left Constantinople they disseminated the literature, the 

language, and the spiritual culture of Orthodoxy wherever they went. Their mission was 

hampered by a conflict with German missionaries who were also at work Latinizing 

Moravia and Bulgaria. Issues of divergence between the two Christian traditions soon led 

																																																								
15 Constantine adopted the new name when he was tonsured as a monk. 
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to acrimony, and the brothers appealed to the papacy to limit the range of the hostile 

German preachers and to allow them to use their vernacular method of spreading the 

Gospel. Pope Hadrian II gave them his support, but Cyril died in Rome, and when 

Methodios returned he found papal support actually counted for little on the missionary 

field. His work was hindered at every turn by German ecclesiastics in Moravia, and after 

his death his followers were expelled. However, the dramatic failure of the Byzantine-

Slav mission in Moravia was not the case elsewhere. The work took root in Bulgaria, 

Serbia, and among the Rus, the ancestors of Russia. At the very end of the reign of Tsar 

Simeon (893-927), Bulgaria was recognized as an autonomous patriarchal Church, the 

first national Christian Church of the Slavs. Serbia became progressively Christianized in 

the later ninth century.  

Whether or not the general view of the “fall” of the Christian East as partly 

caused, or at least hastened, by the abandonment of the Christian West is correct, it 

became a deep part of how the Orthodox in the late Middle Ages and into the present had 

the story of their decline recounted to them. But as they declined the Western Church 

grew in power and status, up until those extraordinary, multiple scissions known to us 

today as the Reformation. Orthodoxy was not able to repair the breach with the West 

before that extensive fragmentation began. Even today, its dialogues with Western 

Christianity are haunted by the suspicion that Western Christians have ulterior motives, 

and even now the relations between the patriarchate of Moscow and the Roman papacy 

have been troubled by this ongoing issue, in the form of why the Vatican, after the end of 

communist control, restored an independent catholic hierarchy within the territory of 

Russia at the same time as the pope was calling for restoration of communion between 

Western Catholicism and Orthodoxy. Issues that are for many Western Christians things 

long forgotten, or mere dim memories, are often to the fore of the collective memory and 

sense of identity of the Orthodox, most of them rooted in a Church history that European 

textbooks still tend to neglect as too obscure for general issue.  

 

The Scope of Today’s Orthodox Church 

In the course of the twentieth century Christianity became, demographically speaking, the 

most extensive and universal religion known to human history. At the beginning of the 



 62 

third millennium there were a total of 2 billion Christians on earth––one-third of the 

entire world’s population. Among that number the Orthodox are at present about 225 

million souls bearing witness to the history of the Church, its active present, and its 

anticipated future. One of the important aspects of that witness is the complete unanimity 

in the faith of all Orthodox believers and their common allegiance to the self-same 

spiritual ethos of their theological tradition. It is this unanimous bonding and spiritual 

unity that constitutes their very identity as those who possess the phronema Christou (the 

mind of Christ) and share the ancient faith of the apostles and martyrs, who handed it on 

to them authoritatively and charismatically. 

The term “Orthodox” originally came into popular usage in the Eastern Christian 

world as a descriptor for Church communities in the sixth century to differentiate 

between those that accepted the decrees of the Council of Chalcedon from those that 

rejected them. It thus grew up originally as a party term that was meant to distinguish 

Byzantine Christians (and Latins along with them) from those dissenting from the 

Christological settlement of AD 451.16 This explanation will doubtless not reduce or 

resolve the confusion Western Christians have when encountering representatives of the 

various Orthodox churches, but it should serve to explain why, for Orthodoxy, there is no 

confusion at all. Being Orthodox is determined very simply, as always, by the issue of 

communion. The Church in its essence is a reality––indeed, an ontology––of communion. 

Outside the family of this communion, there is no Orthodox Church, because Orthodoxy 

is the communion. 

The members of this historic community of Orthodox faithful are still today in 

communion with one another, joined by the strongest of spiritual bonds in oneness of 

faith and practice, though distinguished by legitimate distinctions of national 

characteristic and organization. Today’s Orthodox Church knows much about national 

character––perhaps too much, for such relatively “new” things as nationalism sometimes 

militate against the ancient and God-given concept of the universal union of catholicity. 

Nonetheless the different national titles for Orthodoxy––such as the Greek Orthodox 

Church, the Russian Orthodox Church, the Romanian Orthodox Church, and so on––

																																																								
16 According to the “Definition” or “Formula” of Chalcedon, Christ is to be understood as one Person 
existing in two distinct natures, one divine and one human. 
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simply refer to the Orthodox Church as it concretely exists in Russia, Greece, Romania, 

or any of the other countries. The Orthodox canons have from antiquity recognized the 

principle of the organizational division of the Church on the basis of territory or 

geography, following the lines of operative civic divisions. It is this dynamic principle of 

conformity to political realities without capitulating to them that has allowed Orthodoxy 

to develop and reorganize for so many centuries, whether under political rulers who 

favored the Church or persecuted it. This principle of the division of Church jurisdiction 

by civic boundaries must not, however, be equated with division by ethnicity, with which 

it can be mistakenly identified. The Church of Christ unites races; it does not divide them 

or celebrate the mere fact of racial distinction (Rom. 12:5; Gal. 3:28). The notion that 

each race or nation––modern conceptions overlaid superficially on the bedrock of the 

apostolic faith––ought to have a separate Church, distinct to itself, has rightly been 

recognized as a heretical tendency of the modern era and was condemned as such by the 

patriarchate of Constantinople in 1872, who named it “phyletism”.17 It is proper for a 

nation to have a Church organized on its own autonomous basis; it is not appropriate to 

argue that the Church should be organized along tribal lines, though many aspects of 

modern “nationalism” now tend in this direction, especially in the diaspora. 

The Orthodox Church at present consists of the four ancient patriarchates that 

remain in communion: Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem. To these are 

now added a number of other churches that have been formed as the Church expanded in 

the world and new nations and peoples were added to the family of Christ or as older 

parts of the whole reached a stage of legitimate self-determination and organized 

themselves more independently from the ancient centers of the empire. They can be 

briefly listed: first, those that were once part (or allies) of the ancient Byzantine empire 

but emerged into separate nationhood as that vast system began to fragment: Bulgaria, 

Ukraine, Russia, Serbia, Georgia, Romania, Greece, Poland, Hungary, Albania, Latvia, 

Moldavia, and Macedonia; second, those that were historically never part of the eastern 

Roman Empire but came into their Christian maturity at a later date: Finland, Slovakia 

																																																								
17	Tribalism,	or	nationalism,	 in	 the	sense	that	 it	erects	human	prejudicial	categories	 in	place	of	 the	
ancient	demand	of	catholicity	and	against	the	mystery	whereby	Christ	dissolves	human	barriers	by	
unanimity	of	mind	and	heart	in	allegiance	to	his	common	lordship.		
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and the Czech Republic, Estonia, China, Japan, sub-Saharan Africa,18 Australia, America, 

and many parts of western Europe (as missions and exarchates). 

Some of these newer churches have subsequently, and more recently, been lifted 

to the designation of “patriarchates”, signifying their large extent, historical importance, 

and general venerability. There is a principle of precedence in the Orthodox 

understanding of the “order” of the churches, but it is not one of jurisdictional order––not 

a hierarchical line of authority working in a simple linear fashion. Orthodox ecclesiology 

is adamant on one central point: each local Church under its single bishop is the full and 

entire Church of Christ. Each Orthodox bishop is therefore coequal with all his other 

brother bishops throughout the world. There may be a “ranking of honor” in the sense 

that a metropolitan of a city, an archbishop for example, has a supervisory role over a 

number of other bishops in his local province, or in the way that a patriarch sometimes 

(in accordance with the canons) hears appeals sent to him from other parts of the church 

over which he has a right to adjudicate;19 but none of this contravenes the more 

fundamental principle that each bishop in his own diocese is entirely equal in apostolic 

status to all other bishops in the world. 

For this reason Orthodoxy has no pope among its patriarchs.20 The outside world, 

especially the media, may simplify their reports of Orthodox organization, describing the 

patriarch of Constantinople as the “Leader of the Orthodox World”, but in fact this is an 

erroneous representation of the inner life of the Church. The patriarch of Constantinople 

is indeed the “first among equals” among all Orthodox bishops; but the issue of who 

leads the Church, who speaks for it, cannot be answered in this simplistic linear sense of 

monarchical governance––except to point to Christ, the undying Lord of his Church, in 

heaven as well as on earth. With regard to authority within the Church polity, the 

																																																								
18	Excepting	 the	 ancient	 Church	 of	 Nubia	 (modern	 Sudan),	 which	 had	 from	 antiquity	 ties	 with	
Byzantium	 but	which	was	 submerged	 under	 Islam	 and	 lost	 to	 the	 Christian	world	 in	 the	 fifteenth	
century;	 and	 the	 ancient	 and	 most	 venerable	 Church	 of	 Ethiopia,	 which	 is	 now	 one	 of	 the	 non-
Chalcedonian	Eastern	churches.	
19	The	patriarch	of	an	autocephalous	Church	will	have	a	supervisory	power	(not	divorced	from	the	
national	synod,	but	in	its	context)	of	serving	as	a	court	of	appeal	for	the	dioceses	and	the	decisions	of	
local	 bishops.	The	patriarchate	of	Constantinople	was	 given	 the	 right	 to	 serve	 as	 the	 final	 court	 of	
appeal	for	the	whole	Eastern	Orthodox	world	by	the	Council	of	Chalcedon	in	451.	
20	The	patriarch	of	Alexandria	is	called	the	“Pope	of	Africa”,	but	what	is	meant	here	is	that	there	is	no	
papal	equivalent	of	a	jurisdictionally	monarchical	super-episcopacy	in	Orthodoxy.	
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patriarch of Constantinople certainly has a prestigious office and often “speaks for” 

Orthodox interests on a broad world platform. Meanwhile the patriarch of Moscow is the 

senior hierarch of the single largest Orthodox Church in the world. For generations past 

his office was stifled and censored. Today it is learning to speak out again in freedom. Its 

future will be immensely significant for worldwide Christianity just as it once was before 

the disaster of Soviet oppression in the twentieth century. But who leads the Church? No 

single earthly voice, but Christ himself, and Christ’s inspired people in their various 

offices and duties: bishops, priests, deacons, ascetics, married couples, prophets––martyrs 

among them. Who speaks for it? Christ and his saints (in the Gospels and Scriptures) as 

well as the whole body of the faithful, formed in and by his mind, in all of their historic 

embodiment, including the utterances of the faithful from the past, epitomized in the 

traditional sources, as well as those who may come from the future. Among all these 

inspired offices which are represented across the great body of the faithful, bishops have 

the special and particular office of teaching and guiding the flock; but this teaching 

charism does not exhaust, let alone supersede, a charism that exists in many other places 

too: the multiform teaching ministry of parents, grandparents, catechism and school 

teachers, saints and martyrs, all of whom sing the song of Christ’s glory through and 

across the generations and who pass on the charge and flame of faith like the flickering of 

a lighted candle from soul to soul and from heart to heart, the only way Christ’s love can 

be communicated truly. 

This is not in any sense a “confusion of order” among the Orthodox, though it 

may seem to be so to those catholic Christians of the West who are used to a more linear 

and bureaucratic way of organizing the exercise of power within the Church; or to those 

who, from their different Protestant traditions, have exalted the principle of individual 

apprehension of truth to a degree Orthodoxy does not accept. Nor is it a hopelessly 

romantic way of understanding Church order and discipline. For Orthodoxy, though it has 

a broadly diffused and essentially charismatic understanding of the mystery of authority 

within the Church, is by no means “paralyzed” in the concrete historical instance. The 

authority of bishops is seen, and accepted, as the focused voice of the Lord’s authority in 

his earthly Church. It is a great power that is cared for, and balanced, within the system of 
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synodical oversight. Even so, Orthodoxy will never say that the bishop is the “only” 

source of authority within the Church. 

Accordingly it is not the bishops or priests who alone speak for the Church. None 

of the clergy, of whatever rank, can claim to be the conscience of the Church, or at least 

if they do so, they make such an extraordinary claim prophetically in times of stress and 

in full awareness that they must speak in harmony with the whole body of the faithful 

from time immemorial, and not because their personal or official authority entitles them 

to make such statements as a matter of course. Orthodoxy, then, is deeply collegial in 

character in its understanding of authority and principles of guidance. The hierarchy 

plays an immensely important part, but even in doing so its members are not “set apart” 

from the whole consciousness, the sobornost, of the Church of Christ, whose sacred 

tradition forms and governs each member in a direct and concrete way. The clergy are 

never, simply, “the Church”. The whole body, what the blessed Augustine designated as 

the totus Christus––Christ in all his fullness, complete with his mystical body––alone 

may claim that dignity. 
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C. THREE DESCENTS 
 
1. Aeneas 
 
As the belovéd Palinúrus sank 
more deeply beneath wave and memory, 
as the remnant of his race descended 
 
painted planks to step on foreign shore 
and there spark fire, gather wood and water, 
even as the god’s red fist fell hard into the sea, 
 
Aeneas pressed through tangled underbrush 
to gain the door to hell. First, of course, he found 
the temple of another petty god, graved 
 
with images of all that lay ahead— 
his fortune and the fate of every soul 
he’d implicated in his flight from Troy. 
 
He barely looked, so used he had become 
to how little pleasure Time could bring, 
so engaged by the prospect of stepping 
 
briefly out of it, if only to return 
to Time’s demands when he returned to light. 
He hurried through the golden vault to find her 
 
whose words would lead him through the awful gates. 
And what would he remember years from now 
of what he’d find? Little, save the wretched 
 
figure of his own father coupling death, 
nearly indistinguishable amid 
that mass of shades like dogs tied together, 
 
whining. And the figure of the Sybil 
likewise bound, then tossed, a bent toy skipped across 
a marble floor, moot refusal widening 
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her eyes, opening her throat as the god’s thin voice 
coughed out the infernal terms Aeneas 
believed he sought, might welcome, until he heard them. 
 
2. Orpheus 
 
That his eyes positively shone with the image 
he had shaped—of sweet reprieve, of his hand upon 
the belovéd, lifting her from the narrow crypt 
 
caught floating on barren stillness, unaccustomed 
silence—could not be comprehended by those few 
whose minds retained a trace of how the present gloom 
 
was nothing of itself but served to amplify 
the absence of the luminous occasions worked 
above. That his lit gaze upon those shades who lined 
 
the path could hurt them like a flame did not occur 
to him, though he observed their trembling as he passed, 
had puzzled as they shrank, slipped back into the Dis. 
 
Her tender heel bitten to the bone, the woman 
could barely walk the ruined path she followed down, 
and as he pressed with greater speed to apprehend 
 
her frail figure hobbled by its crumbling clay, she turned 
to understand the source of sudden suffering, 
as if a boy had held a surgeon’s glass above 
 
a shriveling midge now stricken by the sun’s light drawn 
and focused to a beam. As their eyes met, her loss 
was total and immediate. When he returned 
 
alone to the sunlit world of things, his life 
became one long attempt at shaking free his culpability 
in her undoing. And later, as his own flesh 
 
was torn, his body sundered by the famished hands 
of famished women, he breathed a last, a single note, 
contrite at how his lesser love had hurt her. 
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3. Jesus 
 

That his several wounds continued to express 
a bright result, that still the sanguine flow 
coursed tincturing the creases of his cheek 
 
and wended as he walked to bless the bleak, 
plutonic path with crimson script declaring 
just how grave the way that he had come, 
 
that underfoot the very clay he traveled 
sank beneath an unaccustomed weight 
occurs as no surprise. That he was glad 
 
is largely otherwise, as would be the news 
that every sprawling figure found en route 
acquired at his approach an aspect far 
 
more limpid than the lot that lay ahead. 
As if his passing gained for hell itself 
a vivifying agency, each shade 
 
along the way rose startled, blinking, at once 
aware that each had been, until this moment, 
languishing, until this moment, dead. 
 
Thus, suddenly aware that each among 
the withered crowd had by his presence met 
a sudden quickening, the multitude 
 
made glad by his descent inclined to join 
him on the path recovering each loss, 
exulting in each past made newly present. 
 
His etched face luminous and very flesh 
made brilliant by the unremitting pulse, 
he gains the farthest reaches where the ache 
 
of our most ancient absence lay. He lifts 
our mother and our father from beneath 
the mindless river, draws them to himself, and turns. 
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3 

Theology and Mysticism in the Eastern Church 

Vladimir Lossky 

Vladimir Lossky (1903-58) was a highly influential Russian Orthodox theologian and 
author of several books, including In the Image and Likeness of God, The Vision of God, 
The Meaning of Icons, and the now classic Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, from 
which this selection is taken. 
____________________________________________________________________ 
 

In a certain sense all theology is mystical, inasmuch as it shows forth the divine mystery: 

the data of revelation. On the other hand, mysticism is frequently opposed to theology as 

a realm inaccessible to understanding, as an unutterable mystery, a hidden depth, to be 

lived rather than known; yielding itself to a specific experience which surpasses our 

faculties of understanding rather than to any perception of sense or intelligence. If we 

adopted this latter conception unreservedly, resolutely opposing mysticism to theology, 

we should be led in the last resort to the thesis of Henri Bergson, who distinguishes, in his 

Deux Sources, the “static religion” of the Churches from the “dynamic religion” of the 

mystics; the former social and conservative in character, the latter personal and 

creative. 

To what extent was Bergson justified in stating this opposition? This is a difficult 

question, all the more so since the two terms which Bergson opposes on the religious 

plane are rooted in the two poles of his philosophical vision of the universe—nature 

and the êlan vital. Quite apart from this attitude of Bergson, however, one frequently 

hears expressed the view which would see in mysticism a realm reserved for the few, an 

exception to the common rule, a privilege vouchsafed to a few souls who enjoy direct 

experience of the truth, others, meanwhile, having to rest content with a more or less blind 

submission to dogmas imposed from without, as to a coercive authority. This opposition 

is sometimes carried to great lengths, especially if the historical reality be forced into a 

preconceived pattern. Thus the mystics are set up against the theologians, the 

contemplatives against the prelates, the saints against the Church. It will suffice to recall 

many a passage of Adolf von Harnack, Paul Sabatier’s Life of St. Francis, and other similar 

works, most frequently by Protestant historians. 
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The eastern tradition has never made a sharp distinction between mysticism and theology; 

between personal experience of the divine mysteries and the dogma affirmed by the 

Church. The following words spoken a century ago by a great Orthodox theologian, the 

Metropolitan Philaret of Moscow, express this attitude perfectly: “None of the mysteries 

of the most secret wisdom of God ought to appear alien or altogether transcendent to us, 

but in all humility we must apply our spirit to the contemplation of divine things”.21 To put 

it in another way, we must live the dogma expressing a revealed truth, which appears to us 

as an unfathomable mystery, in such a fashion that instead of assimilating the mystery to 

our mode of understanding, we should, on the contrary, look for a profound change, an 

inner transformation of spirit, enabling us to experience it mystically. Far from being 

mutually opposed, theology and mysticism support and complete each other. One is 

impossible without the other. If the mystical experience is a personal working out of the 

content of the common faith, theology is an expression, for the profit of all, of that which 

can be experienced by everyone. Outside the truth kept by the whole Church personal 

experience would be deprived of all certainty, of all objectivity. It would be a mingling of 

truth and of falsehood, of reality and of illusion: “mysticism” in the bad sense of the 

word. On the other hand, the teaching of the Church would have no hold on souls if it 

did not in some degree express an inner experience of truth, granted in different measure to 

each one of the faithful. There is, therefore, no Christian mysticism without theology; 

but, above all, there is no theology without mysticism. It is not by chance that the 

tradition of the Eastern Church has reserved the name of “theologian” peculiarly for three 

sacred writers of whom the first is St. John, most “mystical” of the four Evangelists; the 

second St. Gregory Nazianzen, writer of contemplative poetry; and the third St. Symeon, 

called “the New Theologian”, the singer of union with God. Mysticism is accordingly 

treated in the present work as the perfecting and crown of all theology: as theology par 

excellence. 

Unlike Gnosticism, in which knowledge for its own sake constitutes the sole aim, 

Christian theology is always in the last resort a means: a unity of knowledge subserving an 

end which transcends all knowledge. This ultimate end is union with God or deification, the 

θέωςις [theosis] of the Greek Fathers. Thus, we are finally led to a conclusion which may 

																																																								
21 Sermons and Addresses of the Metropolitan Philaret, Moscow, 1844, Part II, p. 87. (In Russian.) 
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seem paradoxical enough: that Christian theory should have an eminently practical sig-

nificance; and that the more mystical it is, the more directly it aspires to the supreme 

end of union with God. All the development of the dogmatic battles which the Church has 

waged down the centuries appears to us, if we regard it from the purely spiritual 

standpoint, as dominated by the constant preoccupation which the Church has had 

to safeguard, at each moment of her history, for all Christians: the possibility of 

attaining to the fullness of the mystical union. So the Church struggled against the 

Gnostics in defense of this same idea of deification as the universal end: “God became 

man that men might become gods”. She affirmed, against the Arians, the dogma of the 

consubstantial Trinity; for it is the Word, the Logos, who opens to us the way to union 

with the Godhead; and if the incarnate Word has not the same substance with the 

Father, if he is not truly God, our deification is impossible. The Church condemned the 

Nestorians that she might overthrow the “middle wall of partition”, whereby, in the 

person of the Christ himself, they would have separated God from man. She rose up 

against the Apollinarians and Monophysites to show that, since the fullness of true 

human nature has been assumed by the Word, it is our whole humanity that must 

enter into union with God. She warred with the Monothelites because, apart from the 

union of the two wills, divine and human, there could be no attaining to deification—

“God created man by his will alone, but He cannot save him without the co-operation 

of the human will.” The Church emerged triumphant from the iconoclastic 

controversy, affirming the possibility of the expression through a material medium 

of the divine realities—symbol and pledge of our sanctification. The main 

preoccupation, the issue at stake, in the questions which successively arise respecting the 

Holy Spirit, grace, and the Church herself—this last the dogmatic question of our own 

time—is always the possibility, the manner, or the means of our union with God. All 

the history of Christian dogma unfolds itself about this mystical centre, guarded by 

different weapons against its many and diverse assailants in the course of successive 

ages. 

The theological doctrines which have been elaborated in the course of these 

struggles can be treated in the most direct relation to the vital end—that of union with 

God—to the attainment of which they are subservient. Thus they appear as the 
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foundations of Christian spirituality. It is this that we shall understand in speaking of 

“mystical theology”; not mysticism properly so-called, the personal experiences of 

different masters of the spiritual life. Such experiences, for that matter, more often than 

not remain inaccessible to us: even though they may find verbal expression. What, in 

reality, can one say of the mystical experience of St. Paul: “I knew a man in Christ 

above fourteen years ago (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether out of the 

body, I cannot tell: God knoweth); such an one caught up to the third heaven. And I 

knew such a man (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell: God 

knoweth); how that he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, 

which it is not lawful for a man to utter”.22 To venture to pass any judgement upon the 

nature of this experience it would be necessary to understand it more fully than did St. 

Paul, who avows his ignorance: “I cannot tell: God knoweth.” We deliberately leave 

on one side all question of mystical psychology. Nor is it theological doctrines as such 

that we propose to set forth in the present work, but only such elements of theology as 

are indispensable for the understanding of a spirituality: the dogmas which constitute 

the foundation of mysticism. Here, then, is the first definition and limitation of our 

subject, which is the mystical theology of the Eastern Church. 

The second limitation circumscribes our subject, so to say, in space. It is the 

Christian East, or, more precisely, the Eastern Orthodox Church, which will form the 

field of our studies in mystical theology. We must recognize that this limitation is 

somewhat artificial. In reality, since the cleavage between East and West only dates 

from the middle of the eleventh century, all that is prior to this date constitutes a 

common and indivisible treasure for both parts of a divided Christendom. The 

Orthodox Church would not be what it is if it had not had St. Cyprian, St. Augustine, 

and St. Gregory the Great. No more could the Roman Catholic Church do without St. 

Athanasius, St. Basil, or St. Cyril of Alexandria. Thus, when one would speak of the 

mystical theology of the East or of the West, one takes one’s stand within one of the 

two traditions which remained, down to a certain moment, two local traditions within 

the one Church, witnessing to a single Christian truth; but which subsequently part, 

																																																								
22	2 Cor. 12:2-4.  
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the one from the other, and give rise to two different dogmatic attitudes, irreconcilable 

on several points. Can we judge the two traditions by taking our stand on neutral 

ground equally foreign to the one as to the other? That would be to judge Christianity 

from a non-Christian standpoint: in other words, to refuse in advance to understand 

anything whatever about the object of study. For objectivity in no wise consists in 

taking one’s stand outside an object but, on the contrary, in considering one’s object 

in itself and by itself. There are fields in which what is commonly styled 

“objectivity” is only indifference, and where indifference means incomprehension. In 

the present state of dogmatic difference between East and West it is essential, if one 

wishes to study the mystical theology of the Eastern Church, to choose between two 

possible standpoints. Either to place oneself on western dogmatic ground and to 

examine the eastern tradition across that of the West—that is, by way of criticism—

or else to present that tradition in the light of the dogmatic attitude of the Eastern 

Church. This latter course is for us the only possible one. 

It will, perhaps, be objected that the dogmatic dissension between East and West 

only arose by chance, that it has not been of decisive importance, that it was rather a 

question of two different historical spheres which must sooner or later have separated 

in order that each might follow its own path; and, finally, that the dogmatic dispute was 

no more than a pretext for the breaking asunder once and for all of an ecclesiastical 

unity which had in fact long ceased to be a reality. 

Such assertions, which are heard very frequently in the East as in the West, are the 

outcome of a purely secular mentality and of the widespread habit of treating Church 

history according to methods which exclude the religious nature of the Church. For 

the “historian of the Church” the religious factor disappears and finds itself displaced 

by others; such, for instance, as the play of political or social interests, the part played 

by racial or cultural conditions, considered as determining factors in the life of the 

Church. We think ourselves shrewder, more up to date, in invoking these factors as the 

true guiding forces of ecclesiastical history. While recognizing their importance, a 

Christian historian can scarcely resign himself to regarding them otherwise than as 

accidental to the essential nature of the Church. He cannot cease to see in the Church 

an autonomous body, subject to a different law from that of the determinism of this 
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world. If we consider the dogmatic question of the procession of the Holy Spirit, 

which divided East and West, we cannot treat it as a fortuitous phenomenon in the 

history of the Church. From the religious point of view it is the sole issue of importance 

in the chain of events which terminated in the separation. Conditioned, as it may well 

have been, by various factors, this dogmatic choice was—for the one party as for the 

other—a spiritual commitment, a conscious taking of sides in a matter of faith. 

If we are often led to minimize the importance of the dogmatic question that 

determined all the subsequent development of the two traditions, this is by reason of 

a certain insensitivity towards dogma—which is considered as something external and 

abstract. It is said that it is spirituality which matters. The dogmatic difference is of no 

consequence. Yet spirituality and dogma, mysticism and theology, are inseparably linked 

in the life of the Church. As regards the Eastern Church, we have already remarked that 

she makes no sharp distinction between theology and mysticism, between the realm of the 

common faith and that of personal experience. Thus, if we would speak of mystical 

theology in the eastern tradition we cannot do otherwise than consider it within the dog-

matic setting of the Orthodox Church. 

Before coming to grips with our subject it is necessary to say a few words about the 

Orthodox Church, little known down to the present day in the West. Father Congar’s 

book Divided Christendom, though very remarkable in many respects, remains, despite all 

his striving after objectivity, subject, in those pages which he devotes to the Orthodox 

Church, to certain preconceived notions. “Where the West,” he says, “on the basis at once 

developed and narrow of Augustinian ideology, claimed for the Church independence in 

life and organization, and thus laid down the lines of a very definite ecclesiology, the East 

settled down in practice, and to some extent in theory, to a principle of unity which was 

political, non-religious, and not truly universal.”23 To Father Congar, as to the majority of 

Catholic and Protestant writers who have expressed themselves on this subject, Orthodoxy 

presents itself under the form of a federation of national churches, having as its basis a 

political principle—the state-church. One can venture upon such generalizations as these 

only by ignoring both the canonical groundwork and the history of the Eastern Church. 

																																																								
23 M. J. Congar, O.P., Chretiens desunis. Principes d’un ‘oecumenisme’ catholique, Paris, 1937, p. 15. English 
translation by M. A. Bousfield, Divided Christendom, London, 1939, p. 13. 
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The view which would base the unity of a local church on a political, racial, or cultural 

principle is considered by the Orthodox Church as a heresy, specially known by the name 

of philetism.24 It is the ecclesiastical territory, the area sanctified by more or less 

ancient Christian tradition, which forms the basis of a metropolitan province, administered 

by an archbishop or metropolitan, with the bishops from every diocese coming together 

from time to time in synod. If metropolitan provinces are grouped together to form 

local churches under the jurisdiction of a bishop who often bears the title of patriarch, it 

is still the community of local tradition and of historical destiny (as well as convenience 

in calling together a council from many provinces), which determines the formation of 

these large circles of jurisdiction, the territories of which do not necessarily correspond 

to the political boundaries of a state.25 The Patriarch of Constantinople enjoys a certain 

primacy of honor, arbitrating from time to time in disputes, but without exercising a 

jurisdiction over the whole body of the oecumenical Church. The local churches of 

the East had more or less the same attitude towards the apostolic patriarchate of Rome—

first see of the Church before the separation, and symbol of her unity.   Orthodoxy 

recognizes no visible head of the Church. The unity of the Church expresses itself through 

the communion of the heads of local churches among themselves, by the agreement of 

all the churches in regard to a local council—which thus acquires a universal import; 

finally, in exceptional cases, it may manifest itself in a general council. 26  The 

catholicity of the Church, far from being the privilege of any one see or specific 

centre, is realized rather in the richness and multiplicity of the local traditions which 

bear witness unanimously to a single Truth: to that which is preserved “always, 

everywhere, and by all”. Since the Church is catholic in all her parts, each one of 

her members—not only the clergy but also each layman—is called to confess and to 
																																																								
24 Synod of Constantinople, 1872. v. Mansi, Coll. concil., vol. 45, 417~546. See also the article by M. 
Zyzykine: “L’Eglise orthodoxe et la nation,” Irenikon, 1936, pp. 265-77. 
25 Thus the Patriarchate of Moscow includes the dioceses of North America and that of Tokyo 
beyond the frontiers of Russia. By contrast, the Catholicate of Georgia, though within the bounds of 
the [the former] U.S.S.R., does not form part of the Russian Church. The territories of the 
Patriarchates of Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem are politically dependent on 
many different powers. 
26 The name Oecumenical Council given in the East to the first seven general synods corresponds to a reality of a 
purely historical character. These are the councils of the “oecumenical” territories, that is to say of the 
Byzantine Empire, which extended (theoretically, at least) throughout the Christian world. In later epochs 
the Orthodox Church has known general councils which, without bearing the title of “oecumenical”, were 
neither smaller nor less important. 
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defend the truth of tradition; opposing even the bishops should they fall into heresy. 

A Christian who has received the gift of the Holy Spirit in the sacrament of the Holy 

Chrism must have a full awareness of his faith: he is always responsible for the 

Church. Hence the restless and sometimes agitated character of the ecclesiastical life of 

Byzantium, of Russia, and of other countries in the Orthodox world. This, however, is 

the price paid for a religious vitality, an intensity of spiritual life which penetrates 

the whole mass of believers, united in the awareness that they form a single body 

with the hierarchy of the Church. From this, too, comes the unconquerable energy 

which enables Orthodoxy to go through all trials, all cataclysms and upheavals, 

adapting itself continually to the new historical reality and showing itself stronger than 

outward circumstances. The persecutions of the faithful in Russia, the systematic fury 

of which has not been able to destroy the Church, are the best witness to a power that 

is “not of this world”. 

The Orthodox Church, though commonly referred to as Eastern, considers 

herself nonetheless the universal Church;  and this  is  t rue in the sense that  

she is  not  limited by any particular type of culture, by the legacy of any one 

civilization (Hellenistic or otherwise), or by strictly eastern cultural forms. Moreover, 

eastern can mean so many things: from the cultural point of view, the East is less 

homogeneous than the West. What have Hellenism and Russian culture in common, 

notwithstanding the Byzantine origins of Christianity in Russia? Orthodoxy has been 

the leaven in too many different cultures to be itself considered a cultural form of 

eastern Christianity. The forms are different: the faith is one. The Orthodox Church 

has never confronted national cultures with another which could be regarded as 

specifically Orthodox. It is for this reason that her missionary work has been able to 

expand so prodigiously: witness the conversion of Russia to Christianity during the 

tenth and eleventh centuries, and, at a later date, the preaching of the Gospel across 

the whole of Asia. Towards the end of the eighteenth century Orthodox missions reached 

the Aleutian Islands and Alaska, passed thence to North America, creating new 

dioceses of the Russian Church beyond the confines of Russia, spreading to China and 
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Japan.27 The anthropological and cultural variations which one encounters from Greece 

to the remotest parts of Asia, and from Egypt to the Arctic, do not destroy the 

homogeneous character of this kinship of spirituality, very different from that of the 

Christian West. 

There is a great richness of forms of the spiritual life to be found within the bounds 

of Orthodoxy, but monasticism remains the most classical of all. Unlike western 

monasticism, however, that of the East does not include a multiplicity of different 

orders. This fact is explained by the conception of the monastic life, the aim of which 

can only be union with God in a complete renunciation of the life of this present world. 

If the secular clergy (married priests and deacons) or confraternities of laymen may 

occupy themselves with social work, or devote themselves to other outward activities, 

it is otherwise with the monks. The latter take the habit above all in order to 

apply themselves to prayer, to the interior life, in cloister or hermitage. Between a 

monastery of the common life and the solitude of an anchorite who carries on the 

traditions of the Desert Fathers, there are many intermediate types of monastic 

institution. One could say broadly that eastern monasticism was exclusively 

contemplative, if the distinction between the two ways, active and contemplative, 

had in the East the same meaning as in the West. In fact, for an eastern monk the 

two ways are inseparable. The one cannot be exercised without the other, for the 

ascetic rule and the school of interior prayer receive the name of spiritual activity. If 

the monks occupy themselves from time to time with physical labors, it is above all with 

an ascetic end in view: the sooner to overcome their rebel nature, as well as to avoid 

idleness, enemy of the spiritual life. To attain to union with God, in the measure in 

which it is realizable here on earth, requires continual effort, or, more precisely, 

an unceasing vigil that the integrity of the inward man, “the union of heart and 

spirit” (to use an expression of Orthodox asceticism), withstand all the assaults of 

the enemy: every irrational movement of our fallen nature. Human nature must 

undergo a change; it must be more and more transfigured by grace in the way of 

sanctification, which has a range that is not only spiritual but also bodily—and 

hence cosmic. The spiritual work of a monk living in community or a hermit with-

																																																								
27 See S. Bolshakoff, The Foreign Missions of the Russian Orthodox Church, London, 1943.  
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drawn from the world retains all its worth for the entire universe even though it 

remain hidden from the sight of all. This is why monastic institutions have always 

enjoyed great veneration in every country of the Orthodox world.  

The part played by the great centres of spirituality was very considerable not only 

in ecclesiastical life but also in the realm of culture and politics. The monasteries 

of Mount Sinai and of Studion, near Constantinople, the monastic republic of 

Mount Athos, bringing together religious of all nations (there were Latin monks 

there prior to the schism), other great centres beyond the bounds of the Empire such 

as the monastery of Tirnovo, in Bulgaria, and the great lavras of Russia—Petcheri at 

Kiev and the Holy Trinity near Moscow—have all been strongholds of Orthodoxy, 

schools of the spiritual life, whose religious and moral influence was of the first 

importance in the molding of peoples newly converted to Christianity.28 But if the 

monastic ideal had so great an influence upon souls, it was, nevertheless, not the 

only type of the spiritual life which the Church offered to the faithful. The way 

of union with God may be pursued outside the cloister, amid all the circumstances of 

human life. The outward forms may change, the monasteries may disappear, as in 

our own day they disappeared for a time in Russia, but the spiritual life goes on 

with the same intensity, finding new modes of expression. 

Eastern hagiography, which is extremely rich, shows beside the holy monks many 

examples of spiritual perfection acquired by simple laymen and married people living in 

the world. It knows also strange and unwonted paths to sanctification: that, for 

instance, of the “fools in Christ”, committing extravagant acts that their spiritual 

gifts might remain hidden from the eyes of those about them under the hideous aspect 

of madness; or, rather, that they be freed from the ties of this world in their most 

																																																								
28	There is some useful information about eastern monasticism in the little book by Fr. N. F. 
Robinson, S.S.J.E., entitled Monasticism in the Orthodox Churches (London, 1916). For Mount 
Athos, see Has-luck: Athos and its Monasteries (London, 1924) and F. Spunda, Der heilige Berg 
Athos (Leipzig, 1928). For the monastic life in Russia, see the following studies of Igor Smolitsch, 
“Studien zum Klosterwesen Russlands”, in Kyrios, No. 2 (1937), pp. 95-112, and No. i (1939), 
pp. 29-38, and, above all, the same author’s “Das altrussische Monchtum” (XI-XVI Jhr.), 
Wiirzburg, 1940, in Das ostliche Christentum, XI, and Russischer Monchtum, Wiirzburg, 1953. 
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intimate and most spiritually troublesome expression, that of our social “ego”.29 Union 

with God sometimes manifests itself through charismatic gifts as, for example, in that of 

spiritual direction exercised by the starets or elder. These latter are most frequently 

monks who, having passed many years of their life in prayer and secluded from all 

contact with the world, towards the end of their life throw open to all comers the door 

of their cell. They possess the gift of being able to penetrate to the unfathomable 

depths of the human conscience, of revealing sins and inner difficulties which 

normally remain unknown to us, of raising up overburdened souls, and of directing 

men not only in their spiritual course but also in all the vicissitudes of their life in the 

world.30 

The individual experiences of the greatest mystics of the Orthodox Church more 

often than not remain unknown to us. Apart from a few rare exceptions the spiritual 

literature of the Christian East possesses scarcely any autobiographical account dealing 

with the interior life, such as those of Angela of Foligno and Henry Suso, or the 

Histoire d’une ame of St. Teresa of Lisieux. The way of mystical union is nearly always 

a secret between God and the soul concerned, which is never confided to others unless, 

it may be, to a confessor or to a few disciples. What is published abroad is the fruit of 

this union: wisdom, understanding of the divine mysteries, expressing itself in 

theological or moral teaching or in advice for the edification of one’s brethren. As to 

the inward and personal aspect of the mystical experience, it remains hidden from the 

eyes of all. It must be recognized that it was only at a comparatively late period, 

towards the thirteenth century in fact, that mystical individualism made its 

appearance in western literature. St. Bernard speaks directly of his personal 

experience only very seldom—on but a single occasion in the Sermons on the Song 

of Songs—and then with a sort of reluctance, after the example of St. Paul. It was 

necessary that a certain cleavage should occur between personal experience and 

																																																								
29	See on this subject E. Benz, “Heilige Narrheit”, in Kyrios, 1938, Nos. i and 2, pp. 1-55; Mme Behr-
Sigel, “Les Fous pour le Christ et la saintete laique dans Pancienne Russie”, in Irenikon, Vol. X, 
pp. 554-65; Gamayoun, “Etudes sur la spiritualite populaire russe: les fous pour le Christ”, in Russie 
et Chretien, 1938-9, I, pp. 57-77. 
30 Smolitsch, Leben und Lehre der Starzen, Vienna, 1936. 
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the common faith, between the life of the individual and the life of the Church, that 

spirituality and dogma, mysticism and theology, could become two distinct spheres; 

and that souls unable to find adequate nourishment in the theological summae should 

turn to search greedily in the accounts of individual mystical experience in order to 

reinvigorate themselves in an atmosphere of spirituality. Mystical individualism has 

remained alien to the spirituality of the Eastern Church. Father Congar is right when 

he says: “We have become different men. We have the same God but before him we are 

different men, unable to agree as to the nature of our relationship with him.”31 

But in order to estimate accurately this spiritual divergency it would be necessary 

to examine it in its most perfect manifestations: in the different types of sanctity in 

East and West since the schism. We should then be able to give an account of the 

close link which always exists between the dogma which the Church confesses and 

the spiritual fruit which it bears. For the inner experience of the Christian develops 

within the circle delineated by the teaching of the Church: within the dogmatic 

framework which moulds his person. If even now a political doctrine professed by 

the members of a party can so fashion their mentality as to produce a type of man 

distinguishable from other men by certain moral or psychical marks, a fortiori 

religious dogma succeeds in transforming the very souls of those who confess it. They 

are men different from other men, from those who have been formed by another 

dogmatic conception. It is never possible to understand a spirituality if one does 

not take into account the dogma in which it is rooted. We must accept facts as 

they are, and not seek to explain the difference between eastern and western 

spirituality on racial or cultural grounds when a greater issue, a dogmatic issue, is 

at stake. Neither may we say that the questions of the procession of the Holy 

Spirit or of the nature of grace have no great importance in the scheme of 

Christian doctrine, which remains more or less identical among Roman Catholics 

and among Orthodox. In dogmas so fundamental as these it is this “more or less” 

which is important, for it imparts a different emphasis to all doctrine, presents it in 

another light; in other words, gives place to another spirituality. 

																																																								
31 Congar, op. cit., p. 47. 
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We do not wish to embark on a “comparative theology”; still less to renew 

confessional disputes. We confine ourselves here to stating the fact of a dogmatic 

dissimilarity between the Christian East and the Christian West, before examining 

certain of the elements of the theology which forms the foundation of eastern 

spirituality. It will be for the reader to judge in what measure these theological 

aspects of Orthodox mysticism can be of use for the comprehension of a spirituality 

which is alien to western Christianity. If while remaining loyal to our respective 

dogmatic standpoints we could succeed in getting to know each other, above all in 

those points in which we differ, this would undoubtedly be a surer way towards 

unity than that which would leave differences on one side. For, in the words of Karl 

Barth, “the union of the Churches is not made, but discovered”.32 

 

* 

We have insisted that there is a deep and indissoluble bond between theology and 

mysticism, between doctrinal tradition and spirituality. It is impossible to expound 

spirituality otherwise than in a dogmatic form, dogma being its outward expression, 

the only objective evidence of an experience which the Church affirms. Personal 

experience and the common experience of the Church are identical by virtue of the 

catholicity of Christian tradition. Now tradition is not merely the aggregate of dogmas, 

of sacred institutions, and of rites which the Church preserves. It is, above all, that 

which expresses in its outward determinations a living tradition, the unceasing 

revelation of the Holy Spirit in the Church; a life in which each one of her members 

can share according to his capacity. To be in the tradition is to share the experience of 

the mysteries revealed to the Church. Doctrinal tradition—beacons set up by the 

Church along the channel of the knowledge of God—cannot be separated from or 

opposed to mystical tradition: acquired experience of the mysteries of the faith. 

Dogma cannot be understood apart from experience; the fullness of experience cannot 

be had apart from true doctrine. It is for this reason that in the present work we have 

																																																								
32	“The Church and the Churches”, Oecumenica, III, No. 2, July, 1936. 
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sought to present the tradition of the Eastern Church as a mystical theology—doctrine 

and experience mutually conditioning each other. 

We have examined in succession the basic elements of Orthodox theology while 

never losing sight of its final goal: that of union with God. Directed as it is towards 

this goal, always soteriological in its intent, this doctrinal tradition has emerged as 

remarkably homogeneous despite the richness of its accumulated experience and of the 

diversity of cultures and periods which it embraces. It forms a single spiritual family 

whose members are easily recognizable even though they are separated from one 

another by time and space. As witnesses to the same spirituality we have been able to 

refer, in the course of our study, to Dionysius the Areopagite and Gregory Palamas, 

to Macarius the Egyptian and Seraphim of Sarov, to Gregory of Nyssa and Philaret of 

Moscow, to Maximus the Confessor, as well as to modern Russian theologians, without 

receiving the impression of a change of spiritual climate in passing from one epoch to 

another. The Church within which human persons fulfill their vocation, within which 

their union with God is accomplished, is always the same; though her economy in 

regard to the outside world must change according to the differences of historical 

period and environment in which the Church fulfils her mission. The Fathers and 

Doctors who, in the course of her history, have had to defend and formulate different 

dogmas belong nonetheless to a single tradition; they are witnesses to the same 

experience. This tradition remains common to the East and the West as far as the 

Church witnesses with power to those truths which are connected with the 

Incarnation. But those dogmas which are, so to speak, more inward, more mysterious, 

those which relate to Pentecost, the doctrines about the Holy Spirit, about grace, 

about the Church, are no longer common to the Church of Rome and the Eastern 

Churches. Two separate traditions are opposed to each another. Even those things 

which down to a particular moment were held in common receive in retrospect a 

different stress, appear in a different light as spiritual realities belonging to two 

distinct experiences. 

Henceforth a St. Basil or a St. Augustine will be differently interpreted according 

as they are considered within the Roman Catholic tradition or in that of the 

Orthodox Church. This is inevitable, for one cannot recognize the authority of an 
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ecclesiastical writer except in the spirit of the tradition to which one owes 

allegiance. We have tried in this essay to bring out those characteristics which are 

proper to the tradition of the Orthodox Church; and in order to avoid all possible 

confusion and misunderstanding we have based ourselves exclusively upon the 

testimony of the Eastern Fathers. 

We have had again and again, in the course of our study of the mystical theology 

of the Eastern Church, to refer to the apophatic attitude which is characteristic of 

its religious thought. As we have seen, the negations which draw attention to the 

divine incomprehensibility are not prohibitions upon knowledge: apophaticism, so 

far from being a limitation, enables us to transcend all concepts, every sphere of 

philosophical speculation. It is a tendency towards an ever-greater plenitude, in 

which knowledge is transformed into ignorance, the theology of concepts into 

contemplation, dogmas into experience of ineffable mysteries. It is, moreover, an 

existential theology involving man’s entire being, which sets him upon the way of 

union, which obliges him to be changed, to transform his nature that he may attain 

to true gnosis, which is the contemplation of the Holy Trinity. Now, this “change 

of heart”, this µετάνοιά, means repentance. The apophatic way of Eastern theology 

is the repentance of the human person before the face of the living God. It is the 

constant transformation of the creature tending towards its completeness: towards 

that union with God which is brought about through divine grace and human 

freedom. But the fullness of Godhead, the ultimate fulfillment toward which all 

created persons tend, is revealed in the Holy Spirit. It is He, the Mystagogue of the 

apophatic way, whose negations attest to the presence of the Unnameable, the 

Uncircumscribed, the absolute Plenitude. This is the secret tradition within the 

tradition which is manifested to all and preached from the house-tops. This is the 

mystery which lies hid within the precepts of the Church, even while it confers 

upon them their character of certitude. This is the inner evidence, the life, the 

warmth, the light which properly belong to Christian truth. Without Him, dogmas 

would be but abstract truths, external authorities imposed from without upon a 

blind faith, reasons contrary to reason, received by obedience and afterwards 

adapted to our mode of understanding, instead of being revealed mysteries, the 
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principles of a new knowledge unfolding within us and molding our nature to the 

contemplation of those realities which surpass all human understanding. The 

apophatic attitude, in which one can see the fundamental character of all 

theological thought within the Eastern tradition, is an unceasing witness rendered 

to the Holy Spirit who makes up all deficiencies, causes all limitations to be 

overcome, confers upon the knowledge of the Unknowable the fullness of 

experience, and transforms the divine darkness into light wherein we have 

communion with God. 

If the incomprehensible God reveals Himself as the Holy Trinity, if His 

incomprehensibility appears as the mystery of the Three Persons and the One 

Nature, it is the Holy Spirit laying open to our contemplation the fullness of the 

divine being. This is why, in the Eastern rite, the day of Pentecost is called the 

festival of the Trinity. This is the absolute stability, the end of all contemplation 

and all ascents, and, at the same time, the principle of all theology, primal verity, 

initial datum from which all thought and all being take their origin. St. Gregory 

Nazianzen, Evagrius Ponticus, St. Maximus, and other Fathers identified the 

perfect knowledge of the Trinity with the Kingdom of God; the ultimate 

perfection to which all created beings are called. The mystical theology of the 

Eastern Church is always Trinitarian. The knowledge of God is always for the 

Eastern Church a knowledge of the Trinity, the mystic union—a unity of life with 

the three divine Persons. Eastern apophaticism jealously safeguards the antinomy of 

the Trinitarian dogma, the mysterious identity of the Three-and-One; resists the 

Western formula of the procession ab utroque that it may not stress the unity of 

nature to the detriment of the personal plenitude of the “thrice repeated Holy, 

meeting in one ascription of the title Lord and God”.33 The monarchy of the 

Father—the unique source of the Persons in whom exist the infinite riches of the 

one nature—is always asserted. 

Eastern theology—straining always to conceive a greater fullness and to pass 

beyond the conceptual limitations which determine the divine being in terms proper 

																																																								
33 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 38, 8. The reference is, of course, to the Triumphal Hymn: “Holy, holy, 
holy, Lord God of hosts….” 
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to human reason—refuses to ascribe to the divine nature the character of an essence 

locked within itself. God—one essence in three persons—is more than an essence: 

He overflows His essence, manifests Himself beyond it, and, being incommunicable 

by nature, communicates Himself. These processions of deity outside the essence 

are the energies: the mode of existence proper to God insofar as He pours the 

fullness of His deity upon all those who are capable of receiving it by means of the 

Holy Spirit. This is why a hymn for Pentecost calls the Holy Spirit stream of divinity 

flowing from the Father through the Son. 

The same aspiration towards plenitude is shown in those doctrines which relate to 

the creation. If the existence of the created world has no character of necessity, if 

all creation is contingent, it is precisely in this absolute freedom of the divine will 

that the created universe finds its perfection. For God created out of nothingness 

something that was absolutely new, a world which is not an imperfect copy of God 

but a deliberate work “excogitated” by the “divine counsel”. Indeed, in Eastern 

theology, the divine ideas present themselves under the dynamic aspect of forces, 

wills, and creative words. They determine created beings as their outward causes, 

but, at the same time, they call them to perfection—to perfect being (εύ εινάι)—in 

union with God. Thus, the created universe appears as a dynamic reality tending 

towards a future plenitude which for God is always present. The unshakable 

foundation of a world created out of nothingness consists in the fulfillment which is 

the end of its becoming. Now, He who fulfills and who bestows plenitude upon all 

created being is the Holy Spirit. Created being, considered in itself, will always be 

an implenitude: considered in the Holy Spirit it will appear as the fullness of the 

deified creature. Throughout the course of its history the created world will be set 

between these two limits without our being able ever to apprehend “pure nature” 

and grace as two juxtaposed realities which are added the one to the other. The 

tradition of the Eastern Church knows the creature tending towards deification, 

transcending itself continually in grace. It knows also the fallen creature, 

separating itself from God to enter upon a new existential plane—that of sin and 

death. It avoids, however, the attribution of a static perfection to created nature 

considered in itself. For this would be to ascribe a limited fullness, a natural 
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sufficiency, to beings which were created that they might find their fullness in 

union with God. 

In anthropology and the ascetic theology which derives from it, the limitation 

which has to be overcome is that of the individual, a particular being resulting 

from a confusion between person and nature. The fullness of nature demands the 

perfect unity of humanity, one body, which is realized in the Church; the virtual 

fullness of persons expresses itself in their freedom in regard to all natural 

qualifications and all individual character: a freedom which makes each one of them 

a unique and unparalleled being—a multiplicity of human hypostases having a single 

nature. Within the unity of the common nature the persons are not parts, but each a 

whole, finding the accomplishment of its fullness in union with God. The person, the 

indestructible image of God, tends always towards this fullness, even though it 

sometimes seeks it apart from God, for it knows, desires, and acts through that nature 

which is darkened by sin and no longer has the divine likeness. Thus, the mystery of 

the divine Being, which is the distinction between the one nature and the persons, is 

graven upon humanity, called to participate in the life of the Holy Trinity. The two 

poles of human being—nature and persons—find their fullness the one in unity the 

other in absolute diversity; for each person is united to God according to the mode 

which is proper to him alone. The unity of the purified nature is recreated and 

“recapitulated” by Christ; the multiplicity of the persons is confirmed by the Holy 

Spirit, who gives Himself to each member of the body of Christ. The new fullness, the 

new existential plane that entered the universe after Golgotha, the Resurrection, and 

Pentecost is known as the Church. 

It is uniquely in the Church and through the eyes of the Church that Eastern 

spirituality sees Christ. In other words, He is known in the Holy Spirit. Christ 

always appears in the fullness of His Godhead, glorified and triumphant: even in His 

Passion, even in the Tomb. The κενωσις is always balanced by the splendor of the deity. 

Dead and laid in the tomb, He descends as a conqueror into Hades and destroys 

forever the power of the enemy. Risen and ascended to Heaven, He can be known by 

the Church under no other aspect than that of a Person of the Holy Trinity, seated at 

the right hand of the Father, having overthrown death. The “historical Christ”, 
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“Jesus of Nazareth”, as He appears to the eyes of alien witnesses—this image of Christ, 

external to the Church—is always surpassed in the fullness of the revelation given to 

the true witnesses, to the sons of the Church, enlightened by the Holy Spirit. The cult 

of the humanity of Christ is foreign to the Eastern tradition; or, rather, this deified 

humanity always assumes for the Orthodox Christian that same glorious form under 

which it appeared to the disciples on Mount Tabor: the humanity of the Son, 

manifesting forth that deity which is common to the Father and the Spirit. The way of 

the “imitation of Christ” is never practiced in the spiritual life of the Eastern Church. 

Indeed, for the Orthodox Christian this way seems to have a certain lack of fullness: it 

would seem to imply an attitude somewhat external in regard to Christ. For Eastern 

spirituality the only way which makes us conformable to Christ is that of the 

acquisition of the grace which the Holy Spirit confers. No saint of the Eastern Church 

has ever borne the stigmata, those outward marks which have made certain great 

Western saints and mystics as it were living patterns of the suffering Christ. But, by 

contrast, Eastern saints have very frequently been transfigured by the inward light 

of uncreated grace, and have appeared resplendent, like Christ on the mount of 

Transfiguration. 

The source of this fullness which makes it possible to surpass all rigid limitations—

whether it be in doctrine, experience, or the life of the Church—the fount of this 

richness and this freedom is the Holy Spirit. Fully Person, He is never in His hypostatic 

being considered as a “bond of love” between the Father and the Son, or as a function 

of unity within the Trinity—where there is no place for functional determinations. The 

tradition of the Eastern Church, in confessing the procession of the Holy Spirit from 

the Father alone, the hypostatic independence of the Spirit in relation to the Son, 

asserts the personal fullness of the work of the Paraclete, who comes into the world. The 

Holy Spirit is no mere unitive force whereby the Son imposes Himself upon the members 

of His mystical body. If He bears witness to the Son, it is as a divine Person, independent of 

the Son; a divine Person who communicates to each human hypostasis, to every member 

of the Church, a new fullness, wherein created persons unfold and confess freely and 

spontaneously the divinity of Christ made plain in the Spirit: “where the Spirit of God 

is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17)—the true liberty of persons who are not blind members 
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within the unity of the body of Christ, who are not annihilated in this union, but who 

acquire their personal fullness; each one of them becomes a whole in the Church, for the 

Holy Spirit descends separately upon each human hypostasis. If the Son brings His 

hypostasis to the renewed human nature, if He becomes the Head of a new body, it is the 

Holy Spirit, coming in the name of the Son, who confers deity upon every member of this 

body, upon every human person. In the κενωσις of the incarnate Son the person is plainly 

manifested, but the nature remains hid beneath the form of the slave. In the coming of the 

Holy Spirit, the deity is revealed as a Gift, while the person of the Giver remains 

undisclosed. In thus annihilating Himself, so to speak, in hiding Himself as Person, the 

Holy Spirit appropriates uncreated grace to human persons. Man is united to God as he 

adapts himself to the fullness of being which opens up in the depths of his very person. In 

the ceaseless struggle of the way of ascent, the way of co-operation with the divine will, 

created nature is more and more transformed by grace until the final deification which 

will be fully revealed in the Kingdom of God. 

This same fullness of the Holy Spirit, this same reaching out towards the final 

consummation, leaving behind all that is fixed and stagnant, is to be found in Eastern 

ecclesiology. The historic Church, concrete, well-defined in time and space, encompasses 

within herself earth and heaven, men and angels, the living and the dead, sinners and 

saints, the created and the uncreate. How can we recognize beneath the outward failings 

and weaknesses of her historic existence the glorious Bride of Christ: “Having neither spot 

nor stain nor any such thing” (Eph. 5:27)? How could one escape from the temptation to 

doubt? Did not the Holy Spirit constantly remedy our human failings, were not the 

limitations of history continually transcended, our emptiness always transformed into 

fullness, as the water was changed into wine at Cana of Galilee? How many people pass 

by the Church without recognizing the splendor of the eternal glory beneath the outward 

aspect of humiliation and weakness? Yet, how many recognized in “the man of sorrows” 

(Isa. 53:3) the eternal Son of God? One must have eyes to see and an understanding opened 

in the Holy Spirit to recognize the fullness there where the outward sense perceives only 

limitations and want. It is not only in the “great ages” of the Church’s life that one can 

detect this fullness of divine life always present within her. In the age of the Apostles, 

during the times of persecution, and during the period of the great Councils, there were 
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always certain esprits laics who remained blind in the face of the evidence of the 

manifestations of the Spirit of God in the Church. We may mention a more recent example 

of the same insensibility. Within the last generation the Church of Russia has brought forth 

thousands of martyrs and confessors who will bear comparison with those of the first 

centuries. In every place where the faith has been put to the test there have been abundant 

outpourings of grace, the most astonishing miracles—icons renewing themselves beneath 

the eyes of the astonished spectators; the cupolas of churches shining with a light not of this 

world. And—greatest miracle of all—the Church has been enabled to triumph over all 

difficulties, and to emerge renewed and strengthened from her fiery trial. Nevertheless, all 

this was scarcely noticed. The glorious aspect of what had taken place in Russia 

remained almost without interest for the generality of mankind. There were protests at 

the persecution; there were regrets that the Russian Church did not act like a temporal 

or a political power; excuses were put forward on behalf of this “human frailty”. The 

crucified and buried Christ will always be judged in similar fashion by those who are 

blind to the light of His resurrection. We must, in the words of St. Paul, receive, “not 

the spirit of the world, but the Spirit which is of God; that we may know the things that 

are freely given to us of God” (1 Cor. 2:12), that we may be enabled to recognize 

victory beneath the outward appearance of failure, to discern the power of God 

fulfilling itself in weakness, the true Church within the historic reality. 

So, finally, the apophaticism which characterizes the mystical theology of the 

Eastern Church appears as a witness to the fullness of the Holy Spirit—to this Person 

who, though He fills all things and brings all things to their ultimate fulfillment, yet 

remains Himself unknown. In the Holy Spirit all becomes fullness: the world which 

was created that it might be deified, human persons called to union with God, the 

Church wherein this union is accomplished; finally, God makes Himself known in the 

fullness of His Being—the Holy Trinity. The faith, which is an apophatic sense of this 

fullness, cannot remain blind in the persons who come to union with God. The Holy 

Spirit becomes in them the very principle of a consciousness that opens up ever more 

and more in the discernment of the divine realities. The spiritual life is always, 

according to the Eastern ascetic writers, a life of awareness. This awareness of grace and 

of God’s presence in us is generally called gnosis or spiritual understanding (γνωσις 
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πνενενµατκή), defined by St. Isaac the Syrian as “the knowledge of eternal life” 

and “the knowledge of secret realities”. 34  This gnosis dispels all limitations of 

consciousness; banishes that aγvoia which has the twilight of hell at its farthest 

margin. The perfecting of gnosis is the contemplation of the divine light of the Holy 

Trinity; that full consciousness which is the parousia, the judgment, and the entering 

into eternal life, being fulfilled here and now (according to St. Symeon the New 

Theologian), before death and the resurrection, in the saints who live in uninterrupted 

communion with God. 

The consciousness of the fullness of the Holy Spirit, given to each member of the 

Church in that measure to which he has attained, banishes the shades of death, the 

terrors of the Judgment, and the abyss of Hell, in turning our attention solely to the 

Lord coming in His glory. This joy in the resurrection and the life everlasting makes 

of the paschal night “a banquet of faith”, wherein all may participate—though but 

feebly and for a few moments—in the fullness of that “eighth day” which shall have no 

end. A homily attributed to St. John Chrysostom, and read every year during the 

matins of Easter Day, perfectly expresses the sense of this eschatological fullness to 

which Eastern Christendom aspires: 

If any be pious and a lover of God, let him partake of this fair and 
radiant festival. If any be a faithful servant, let him come in rejoicing 
in the joy of his Lord. If any have wearied Himself with fasting, let him 
now enjoy his reward. If any have laboured from the first hour, let him 
today receive his rightful due. If any have come at the third, let him feast 
with thankfulness. If any have arrived at the sixth, let him in no wise 
be in doubt, for in nothing shall he suffer loss. If any be as late as the 
ninth, let him draw near, let him in no wise hesitate. If any arrive only at 
the eleventh, let him not be fearful on account of his slowness. For the 
Master is bountiful and receives the last even as the first. He gives rest 
to him of the eleventh hour even as to him who has laboured from the 
first. He is merciful to the last, and provides for the first. To one He 
gives, and to another He shows kindness. He receives the works, and 
welcomes the intention. He honors the act, and commends the purpose. 

Enter ye all, therefore, into the joy of our Lord, and let both the first 
and those who come after partake of the reward. Rich and poor, dance 

																																																								
34 Homily 67. 
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one with another. Ye who fast and ye who fast not, rejoice today. The 
table is full-laden: do ye all fare sumptuously. The calf is ample: let 
none go forth hungry. Let all partake of the banquet of faith. Let all 
partake of the riches of goodness. 

Let none lament his poverty; for the Kingdom is manifested for all. 
Let none bewail his transgressions; for pardon has dawned from the 

tomb. 
Let none fear death; for the death of the Savior has set us free. 
He has quenched death, who was subdued by it. He has despoiled 

Hades, who descended into Hades. 
Hades was embittered when it tasted of His flesh, and Isaiah, 

anticipating this, cried out saying: Hades was embittered when it met 
Thee face to face below. It was embittered, for it was rendered void. It 
was embittered, for it was mocked. It was embittered, for it was slain. 
It was embittered, for it was despoiled. It was embittered, for it was 
fettered, 

It received a body, and it encountered God. It received earth, and 
came face to face with Heaven. It received that which it saw, and fell 
whence it saw not. 

“O Death, where is thy sting? O Hades, where is thy victory?” 
Christ is risen and thou art cast down. 
Christ is risen and the demons have fallen. 
Christ is risen and the angels rejoice. 
Christ is risen and life is made free.  
Christ is risen, and there is none dead in the tomb. For Christ is raised 

from the dead, and become the first-fruits of them that slept. To Him be 
glory and dominion from all ages to all ages. Amen.  
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D. NOUS 
 
You could almost think the word synonymous 
with mind, given our so far narrow 
history, and the excessive esteem 
 
in which we have been led to hold what is, 
in this case, our rightly designated 
nervous systems. Little wonder then 
 
that some presume the mind itself both part 
and parcel of the person, the very seat 
of soul and, lately, crucible for a host 
 
of chemical incentives—combinations 
of which can pretty much answer for most 
of our habits and for our affections. 
 
When even the handy lexicon cannot 
quite place the nous as anything beyond 
one rustic ancestor of reason, you might 
 
be satisfied to trouble the odd term 
no further—and so would fail to find 
your way to it, most fruitful faculty 
 
untried. Dormant in its roaring cave, 
the heart’s intellective aptitude grows dim, 
unless you find a way to wake it. So, 
 
let’s try something, even now. Even as 
you tend these lines, attend for a moment 
to your breath as you draw it in: regard 
 
the breath’s cool descent, a stream from mouth 
to throat to the furnace of the heart. 
Observe that queer, cool confluence of breath 
and blood, and do your thinking there. 
	

	 	



 94 

4 

Revelation as Concealment: The Theology of the Icon Screen 

Maximos Constas 
 
A monk of the Holy Monastery of Simonopetra on Mount Athos, and formerly a professor of 
theology at Harvard, Maximos (Nicholas) Constas is Presidential Research Scholar at Holy Cross 
Greek Orthodox School of Theology. The following selection is taken from his book The Art of 
Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

He remains hidden even after His manifestation, 
or to speak more divinely, in His manifestation.  

 
Dionysius the Areopagite  

 
Appearing in highly developed form during the later Palaiologan period, and 

commanding a position of outstanding visual prominence within the sacred space of the 

liturgy, the icon screen embodies a number of critical beliefs central to the Byzantine 

theological tradition. As a symbolic threshold that so conspicuously marked the boundary 

between the “sensible” and the “intelligible”, the icon screen effectively realized the 

uniquely Byzantine understanding of revelation as concealment, the paradoxical mode by 

which the uncreated manifests itself in and through creation. 

Despite the dualism that is often imputed to the distinction between the “sensible” 

and the “intelligible”,35 the Byzantines were not dualists, and developed a sophisticated 

theology of representation consistent with their belief that the invisible God had taken on 

flesh and was thereby revealed to the senses. For Byzantine religious thinkers, the 

appearance of the invisible God in the fabric of a human body complicated the binary 

																																																								
35	This distinction, which Byzantine theologians associated with the icon screen, will be discussed in what 
follows. For now, it should be noted that later Greek thought posited a dynamic continuity between the 
sensible and the intelligible, locating both on either end of a single continuum, the one being an 
intensification of the other. Plotinus, Ennead 6.7.7, 30-31, for example, holds that “sensations here (i.e., in 
the sensible realm) are dim intellections; intellections there (i.e., in the noetic realm) are vivid sensations” 
(LCL 7:108); cf. Maximos the Confessor, Mystagogy 2: “The whole intelligible world is mystically 
imprinted in the whole sensible world in symbolic forms, for those who are capable of seeing this; and the 
whole sensible world subsists cognitively within the whole intelligible world by means of its inner 
principles. In the intelligible world it is in principles, in the sensible world it is in figures, and their activity 
and function is one, like ‘a wheel within a wheel’ [Ezek 1:16]” (PG 91:669C).  
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oppositions of ancient philosophy and promoted a new Christian synthesis of ontology, 

semiotics, phenomenology, and aesthetics. 

Byzantine thinking about the nature of revelation had to contend with the 

appearance of the uncreated God in the concrete forms of the created world. That the 

Absolute could enter and be personally active in the relative conditions of time and space 

were beliefs derived, not from the schools of ancient philosophy, but from the religion of 

Israel and its sacred Scriptures. In reflecting on the accounts of God’s various 

theophanies to his chosen people, patristic and Byzantine exegetes gave special attention 

to the heavenly tabernacle revealed to Moses during his sojourn on Mount Sinai (Ex 

25:8-10). Following God’s detailed directions, Moses constructed an earthly tabernacle 

corresponding to its heavenly archetype, which subsequently became the privileged locus 

of the deity, the visible home of the invisible God, who dwelt within its sanctuary hidden 

behind an elaborate cultic veil. 

Because Byzantine interpreters of Scripture were also bishops of the Church, the 

tabernacle of Moses—and, by extension, the temple of Jerusalem—were taken as models 

for the construction, decoration, and symbolic interpretation of their own houses of 

worship. Thus the witness of Scripture to a liturgical veil, enclosing the divine presence 

and dividing sacred space, directly influenced the Byzantine icon screen, the main portal 

of which was equipped with a veil or curtain. This association was so strong that the 

symbolism of the veil could be extended even to the typically stone-carved entablature.36 

In addition, the gates of the sanctuary were (and continue to be) decorated with 

the iconography of the Annunciation, an image which directly evokes these themes, for at 

the very moment of her virginal conception, the Mother of God is depicted as spinning 

thread for the veil of the temple. With the inclusion of various icons along the 

entablature, the theological tableau was complete, for sacred images were the necessary 

corollaries of Orthodox faith in the Incarnation. Drawn like a curtain across the 

architectural frontier of the sensible and the intelligible, linked to the presence of God in 

the tabernacle of Moses, and closely associated with icons and especially the iconography 

of the Incarnation, the icon screen and its veiled portal were symbolic expressions of the 

																																																								
36 Cf. Sophronios of Jerusalem, Commentary on the Divine Liturgy 4: “The entablature is a type of the veil 
of the temple” (PG 87:3984D). 
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Christian belief that the invisible God had been revealed to the world through paradoxical 

concealment in a veil of flesh. 

This chapter seeks to reconstruct a theology of the icon screen as it was 

understood around the time of its crystallization in the Late Byzantine period. The 

principal sources for such a reconstruction are the writings of St Symeon of Thessalonike 

(d. 1429), whose use of the symbolic theology of Dionysios the Areopagite (c. 500) is an 

important key to the task at hand. 
 

Sacred Spaces: The Church and the Cosmos 

Symeon’s interpretation of the icon screen is situated within his larger understanding of 

the church building as an image of the cosmos. Far from being static or univocal, the 

forms and structures of this symbolic universe are fluid and complex, generating a 

multiplicity of simultaneous associations and correlations. Single, and seemingly simple, 

forms, such as a hemisphere or a column, are thus made to support several senses at once. 

In this respect, Symeon’s mystagogical interpretations of church architecture are 

reminiscent of Patristic allegorical interpretations of Scripture, in which the consecutive 

elements of linear narratives are “spatialized” within a field of signs that refer backward 

and forward to each other, not within historical time, but in a manner similar to the 

interaction of elements on the surface of a painting or on a point without spatial 

extension. Symeon indicates, moreover, that architectural meaning is generated by the 

experience of the liturgy itself and emerges through an interactive process governed by 

various ritual determinants, including one’s religious status, the nature of the ceremony or 

sacrament being conducted, the time of celebration (e.g., morning or evening), and the 

participant’s physical location within the church building. 

 This polysemic and richly layered approach enables Symeon to map a large 

number of symbolic interpretations onto the basic longitudinal organization of sacred 

space. For example, he associates the three major divisions of the church building 

(narthex, nave, sanctuary) with the tripartite division of the cosmos (“earth, heaven, and 

the places beyond the heavens”). From another point of view, the same threefold division 

mimics (1) the “tripartite structure of the tabernacle of Moses and the Temple of 

Solomon”, (2) the “three triads of the angelic orders”, and (3) the “clergy, the faithful, 
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and those in repentance”. And because the three distinct spaces of narthex, nave, and 

sanctuary are contained within a single architectural unity, the church preeminently 

signifies the multiplicity within unity of the Holy Trinity. 

 This “Trinitarian” interpretive category, however, is of somewhat secondary 

importance within Symeon’s overall interpretation of liturgical space. Instead he more 

frequently employs a twofold formula, whose binary elegance and systematic efficiency 

deeply structure his architectural hermeneutics. From this perspective, the narthex and 

nave together correspond to the visible earth (understood to include the visible heaven), 

while the sanctuary is a type for that which exists beyond visibility, that is, the realm of 

the invisible God. The shift to a binary formula creates a grand division of sacred space 

that enhances the importance of the critical frontier demarcated by the icon screen. 

Moreover, the rationale for such a bifurcation is closely associated with central patterns 

of Christian belief. In a key passage, Symeon argues that the binary forms of sacred space 

are reflections of cognate patterns embedded within Christology, anthropology, and the 

doctrine of God, all of which are interconnected: 

The church is double on account of its division into the space of the 
sanctuary and the space outside the sanctuary, and thus it images Christ 
Himself, who is likewise double, being at once God and man, both 
invisible and visible. And the church likewise images man, who is 
compounded of visible body and invisible soul. But the church supremely 
images the mystery of the Trinity, which is unapproachable in its essence 
but known through its providential activity and powers.37  

Within this passage, the two performance areas of the church (the sanctuary and 

the nave/narthex) are said to image the two natures of Christ, so that the visibility of the 

nave signifies the visible human nature of Christ, whose invisible nature is represented by 

the restriction of the sanctuary from public view. In the same way the twofold nature of 

man, composed of body and soul, is likewise imaged by the respective exteriority and 

interiority of the nave and the sanctuary. Finally the same bilateral structure is said to 

exemplify a central tenet of Byzantine theology, namely, the Palamite doctrine that the 

Godhead is unknowable in its essence (and as such unrepresentable) but nevertheless well 

known through its various manifestations and activities. In Symeon’s cogent use of these 

																																																								
37 P.G., 704A. 
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categories, the doctrine of revelation and the symbolic architecture of the church are 

formally unified based on a distinction between what is given to visibility and what is 

not, or cannot, be given to vision or knowledge. 

The Sanctuary Veil as Sacramental Symbol 

Symeon appears to have effectively overcome the binary opposition of the sensible and 

the intelligible, which for him are united without confusion in the Incarnation, embodied 

in liturgy and the sacraments, and monumentalized in the twofold organization of sacred 

space. However, into this seemingly indissoluble union, the Palaiologan symbolist 

introduces an important qualification. Turning to the language of “veils” and “symbols,” 

Symeon maintains that the earthly liturgy differs from its heavenly counterpart in one 

critical sense:  

 
The Lord’s priestly activity and communion and comprehension constitute 
one single work, which is celebrated at the same time both above and 
below, except that there (i.e., in heaven) it is celebrated without veils and 
symbols; but here, on the contrary, it is celebrated through symbols, 
because we are enveloped in this heavy load of fallen flesh. 

 
Here the “single work” of the liturgy is differentiated with respect to the place and 

manner of its celebration. Whereas the heavenly liturgy is celebrated in “unveiled” 

immediacy, its earthly performance is mediated through “symbols”, which Symeon 

characterizes as “veils”. With this latter image, what covers and conceals has become a 

metaphor for the totality of material objects employed in the celebration of the liturgy 

(e.g., church building, altar, chalice, vestments, incense, bread, wine, etc.). Contrary to 

expectation, however, these symbolic veils are not said to obscure the “communion and 

comprehension” of divine mysteries, but are the very things that make such communion 

possible; they constitute the irreducible medium of religious experience, a network of 

figures, as it were, providing the conditions for grasping what is beyond figuration. There 

is thus one liturgy, in which heaven and earth jointly participate, although it is 

experienced in a manner proper to each. In the case of the earthly liturgy, celebrated by 

human souls “enveloped in flesh”, participation in the divine can occur “only through 

symbols and veils”, a phrase that designates the mode of apprehension of realities that 
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otherwise cannot be known. Symeon can therefore be said to espouse a realist notion of 

the symbol, a sacramental theology of “real presence”, in which symbolic forms do not 

refer indirectly to objects outside of themselves, but rather contain or participate directly 

in their referents. 

That Symeon chose to encapsulate a general theory of the symbolic in the image 

of a liturgical veil was not of course arbitrary, and is closely related to his understanding 

of the boundary demarcated by the icon screen. In distinguishing those within the 

sanctuary from those who stand outside it, Symeon describes the latter as “participating 

in the mysteries of the sanctuary, not immediately, but mediately, and through certain 

veils”. The sanctuary doors, moreover, which are closely associated with these veils, have 

the same symbolic function, and are described in virtually identical terms: 

 
Afterwards, the doors are closed ... because the sublime things cannot be 
contemplated by the lower members, neither are the mysteries understood 
by all, for at that moment Jesus is veiled from the many, and disclosed 
only gradually. Afterwards, the doors are opened, analogous to the 
contemplation of the more advanced and perfect ... and Christ unites and is 
united to all, but in a manner analogous to the capacity of each, for all do 
not immediately participate in him, for some do so purely and without 
veils. 
 
At first glance, we might be inclined to recoil from what appears to be the 

construction of a theological caste system, whose higher levels enjoy immediate and 

unveiled access to God, whereas the lower members can only gape at veils drawn across 

closed doors, passively awaiting incremental disclosures controlled by a hierarchy. Upon 

closer inspection, however, Symeon’s remarks are concerned only to differentiate 

specific forms or modes of contemplation, and thus should not be taken to mean that the 

“lower members” do not participate in the divine source of redemption. All participate in 

God in ways that are proper to them. No one is by nature excluded from communion with 

God, but the transcendent deity is imparted only under various symbolic forms, or 

“veils”, which are analogous to one’s capacity to receive it. 
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Symeon and the Tabernacle of Moses 

Symeon’s cosmological interpretation of sacred architecture, including his identification 

of the icon screen with the heavenly firmament (Gen l: 6), are part of his larger belief in 

the relationship between the tabernacle/temple and the church building, both of which are 

understood as microcosms of creation. In demonstration of this claim, Symeon gestures 

toward the organization of liturgical space, contending that the “tripartite structure of the 

church building was foreshadowed in both the tabernacle of Moses and the temple of 

Solomon, for these were divided into three parts”, culminating in the Holy of Holies. He 

maintains, moreover, that these spatial divisions correspond to the structures of the 

spiritual universe, and he concludes that, just like the Holy of Holies, “the Christian 

sanctuary is a type of the place ‘beyond the heavens’ [cf. Heb 9:24], containing the 

‘throne’ of the immaterial God [cf. Heb 1:8; 4:16; 8:1; 12:2]”. The ritual use of incense, 

which Symeon describes in detail, is yet another mark of continuity between the 

tabernacle and the church, for in both settings it symbolizes the effusions of glory 

emanating from the divine presence. 

Symeon also sees in the tabernacle a type of the body of Christ, a connection 

authorized by the New Testament, and richly developed by the early Church Fathers. In 

addition to the tabernacle itself, Symeon is especially interested in its central veil, a 

covering he identifies with the flesh that concealed the incarnate Logos. This connection 

is particularly pronounced in his comments on the main portal of the sanctuary, which is 

arguably the visual and symbolic focal point of the entire icon screen. Symeon sees the 

sanctuary portal, presumably veiled, as a symbol of Christ, the self-described “door of the 

sheep [John 10:7], because Christ is the one who gave us ‘entrance into the Holy of 

Holies through the veil of his flesh’ [cf. Heb 10:19-20]”.  

Extending this basic principle further, Symeon provides a similar interpretation 

for the veil that covers the altar table: “The veil on the altar symbolizes the immaterial 

tabernacle around God, which is the glory and grace of God, by which he himself is 

concealed, ‘clothing himself with light as with a garment’ [Ps 103:2]”. This passage finds 

a close parallel in a work by Theophanes of Nicaea, for whom the divine “garment of 

light” is a designation for the uncreated energies of God. For both writers, God is said to 

be hidden, not by invisibility or darkness, but paradoxically by light itself, that is, by the 
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very medium that makes vision possible. Contrary to expectation, it is light that 

simultaneously reveals and conceals the presence of God, like a garment at once giving 

shape to and covering the body. In respect of the tabernacle, it is significant that, in the 

Hesychast tradition exemplified by St. Gregory Palamas, the idea of “concealment in a 

sacred veil” was identified with the ascent of Moses on Sinai, where he “entered into the 

cloud” (Ex 24:18), beheld the “pattern of the heavenly tabernacle” (Ex 25:9), and was 

instructed to “make a veil of blue and purple and scarlet woven, and fine linen spun” (Ex 

26:31), a central biblical narrative to which we may now turn. 

 

The Veil of the Tabernacle 

Patristic and Byzantine theologians dealt extensively with the veil of the tabernacle (and, 

by extension, that of the temple), which separated the Holy Place from the Holy of Holies 

(cf. Ex 26:31; 37:3, 40:3; Mt 27:51). As a representative example, we may cite a twelfth-

century homily on the early life of the Virgin, by Iakovos Kokkinobaphos. The homily, 

based on the Protoevangelium of James, deals in part with the Virgin’s work on the veil 

of the temple, a textile which the homilist interprets as a symbol of Christ’s flesh. In 

Mary’s purple thread, the Byzantine monk sees foreshadowings of the Incarnation, for 

Christ will presently “clothe himself in the royal robe of the flesh woven from the body 

of the Virgin, and in return he shall reveal her to be the Queen of all created beings”. He 

then ponders the meaning of the word “veil”, which he defines as a “polysemic term” 

having “a range of applications”. He observes that the curtain of the temple is a “veil”, 

for it shrouds in mystery the presence of God. And the sky above us is also a “veil”, for 

the heavenly azure conceals the expanse of the universe. The homilist therefore 

concludes chat the veil of the temple was intended by Moses to symbolize the veil of 

heaven, and both veils together prefigured the flesh of Christ, which enfolded and 

concealed his divinity.38 

																																																								
38 See also Chrysostom, Commentary on Hebrews 15.2: “By the ‘tent not made with hands’ he means the 
flesh. And he called it a ‘greater and more perfect tent’ since God the Word and all the energy of the Spirit 
dwell within it, for ‘it is not by measure that God gives the Spirit to him’ [John 3:34]. And it is ‘not made 
with hands’, for man did not construct it, but it is spiritual, ‘of the Holy Spirit’ [cf. Lk 1:29). He calls the 
body a ‘tent’, a ‘veil’, and ‘heaven’ to the extent that one thing or another is signified, although they are 
called by the same word. I mean, for instance, that heaven is a ‘veil’, and the flesh of Christ is also a ‘veil’, 
for it concealed his divinity” (PG 63:119, 139); cf. Theodoret, Commentary on Hebrews (PG 82:741, 749). 
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Christian thinkers who made these associations were exploring a relationship 

between the veil of the tabernacle and the flesh of Christ that was established in the Letter 

to the Hebrews (Heb 10:19-20), and thus had the authority of sacred Scripture. In the 

Letter’s spiritual interpretation of the tabernacle liturgy, the “outer tent” is said to be a 

“symbol of the present age” (Heb 9:9), rendering by implication the “inner tent” a symbol 

of heaven and the age to come. Traversing the outer boundary, Christ the “high priest” 

passed through the “greater and more perfect tent not made with hands” (Heb 9:11), 

entering, “not into a sanctuary made with hands, an antitype of the true one, but into 

heaven itself” (Heb 9:24). “Therefore,” the argument concludes, “we have confidence to 

enter the sanctuary by the blood of Jesus, by the new and living way which he opened for 

us through the veil, that is, his flesh [Heb 10:19-20].” 

In order to clarify these ideas, it is helpful to recall that the tabernacle was 

understood to be a representation of the six days of creation (Gen 1-2) progressively 

revealed to Moses during his six-day sojourn on the summit of Mt. Sinai (Ex 14:16).39 

The days of creation, moreover, determined the various stages of the tabernacle’s 

construction, and thus the veil of the sanctuary was installed on the second day of 

construction (Ex 26:31-33) in imitation of the “firmament” that God placed between the 

heavens on the second day of creation (Gen 1:6-8). The basic liturgical division of the 

tabernacle, therefore, corresponds to the basic structural division of creation, the veils of 

which respectively conceal the visible mysteries of the universe and the invisible mystery 

of God.40 For later commentators, including Philo, Josephus, and the author of the Letter 

																																																								
39 See, for example. Basil of Seleukia, On the Ascension of Christ: “God directed that Moses the writer 
should become the iconographer of creation, and through the construction of the tabernacle he was ordered 
to imitate the creator, for the appearance of the tabernacle is an imitation of the earth and of the things on 
the earth” (PG 18:1097C); and Kosmas Indicopleustes, Christian Topography 5.19-20, who states that the 
tabernacle was a “type” (cf. Ex 15:30) of what Moses had seen on Sinai, i.e., an “impress of the whole 
world” (SC 159/2:35-39). 
40 Compare Chrysostom, On the Nativity of Christ: “The temple was built as an image of the entire world, 
sensible and intelligible. For just as ‘heaven and earth’ are divided by the ‘firmament’ which stands in their 
midst, he directed that the temple be likewise divided in two, and he placed a veil in its midst; and whereas 
that which was outside the veil was visible to all, that which was within it was not given to vision, except to 
the high priest” (PG 49:355); Theodoret, Questions on Exodus 60: “The tabernacle was an image of 
creation, for just as God divided the earth from the heaven by means of the firmament ... he ordered that the 
veil be placed in the midst of the tabernacle as a type of the firmament, dividing the tabernacle in two” (PG 
80:281AB); Basil of Seleukia, On the Ascension of Christ: "He screened off the inner portions of the 
tabernacle, gracing its invisible portion by means of a curtain. Through these forms he legislated the 
imitation of heaven and earth, desiring to bar entrance to the innermost shrine, which he reserved only for 
the high priest, as a type of the Lord’s ascension into heaven” (PG 28:1097CD ); and Severianos of Gabala, 
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to the Hebrews, the veil represented the boundary between the visible world and the 

invisible, between becoming and being, between the world of the senses and that of the 

intellect. Those who passed through the veil were mediators, figures who functioned in 

both worlds, and who through ritual sacrifices united humanity with divinity. 

In the context of the tabernacle liturgy, the high priest alone was permitted to pass 

through the veil, and only on the Day of Atonement. On that day, he wore special 

vestments fashioned exactly after the manner of the veil, and they too represented the 

fabric of creation (cf. Wis 18:24: “For upon his long robe the whole world was 

depicted”). According to Philo, the high priest was a figure of the heavenly high priest, 

that is, the Divine Logos, who likewise passed through a veil, not in the process of 

ascending into the sanctuary, but in descending from the divine throne to earth (Wis 

18:14-16). As the Logos descended through the veil of the heavens, it took form and 

became visible, clothing itself in the elements of creation: “Now the garments that the 

supreme Logos puts on as a raiment is the world, for he arrays himself in earth and air 

and water and fire and all that comes forth from these.”41 Arrayed in the perceptible 

garments of creation, the Logos revealed itself to the senses and now “stands on the 

border” as a mediator between creatures and their creator.42 The veiling of the Logos, 

which revealed its presence precisely by concealing it, proved to be an important 

expression for the idea of incarnation, and passed directly into Christian usage through 

Hebrews 10:19-20. 

With these ideas in mind, we may return to the iconography of the Annunciation 

and the significance of its location on the threshold of the sanctuary. The Virgin’s work 

on the veil of the temple is an activity coincident with the Incarnation, and it is the act of 

																																																																																																																																																																					
On the Veil of the Temple: “The temple was one structure, but nonetheless divided into two parts, i.e., the 
Holy Place and the Holy of Holies, being a type of the Lord’s body. For just as the former was visible to 
all, but the latter only to the high priest, so too was the Savior’s divinity hidden in the Incarnation, while 
operating in plain view. And the veil, too, was a type of the Lord’s body, for just as the veil stood in the 
middle of the temple, separating that which was outwardly visible from the inner mystery, so too the body 
of the Lord veiled his divinity, barring mortal vision from the sight of the immortal. And this teaching is 
not mine, but Paul’s, who says that he “opened up a new way through the veil, that is, his flesh” (Heb 
10:20)” (PG 52:830B). 
41 Philo, On Flight and Finding 110 (LCL 5:68). 
42 Philo, Who is the Heir of Divine Things? 205-206: “To His Word, His chief messenger, highest in age 
and honor, the Father of all has given the special prerogative, to stand on the border and separate the 
creature from the creator, saying ‘I stood between the Lord and you’ [Deut 5:5], that is, neither uncreated as 
God, nor created as you, but midway between the two extremes, a surety to both sides” (LCL 4:384). 
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“drawing out the thread” that signals the very moment of conception. In producing thread 

for the veil of the temple, the labor of Mary’s hands symbolizes the activity of her womb. 

Concealed (and thus revealed) in a curtain of colored matter, the formless divinity is 

transformed in the womb of the Virgin, who has rendered it dissemblant from its very 

self, engendering a form for the formless through the folds of a garment, a veil of flesh. 

The Christian association of the sanctuary veil with the tissue of the human body finds a 

striking parallel in Philo’s Life of Moses. Commenting on the fabrication of the various 

temple curtains, Philo notes that the “ten curtains” are woven from “four kinds of 

material”, which multiply into the number “forty”. Philo observes that this figure is 

“generative of life, corresponding co the number of weeks in which man is fully formed 

in the workshop of nature”, a metaphor of fecundity later ascribed to the womb of 

Mary.43 

Symeon himself associates the Mother of God directly with the central gate of the 

icon screen, which had been decorated with the iconography of the Annunciation from at 

least the Middle Byzantine period. The incarnational symbolism of the sanctuary doors 

could be further enhanced by the addition of an actual curtain or veil suspended across 

the entrance into the sanctuary. Altogether, the conjunction of Scripture, theology, 

iconography, and architecture created an appropriate symbol for the incarnation of the 

Logos, who passed through the virginal gates and entered the world of matter. Weaving a 

cultic veil for the temple, the figure of the Virgin was poised, not simply on the visible 

entrance to the sanctuary, but on the threshold of that which is beyond visibility, the 

presence of the invisible God. In such a richly articulated arrangement, the promise held 

forth by Mary’s thread appeared to be fulfilled in the folds of an actual fabric, the veiled 

gate of the Christian temple. 

As the central narrative in the history of God’s revelation to Israel, the book of 

Exodus had a profound influence on the patristic and Byzantine theological tradition. 

References and allusions to Moses’ sojourn on Mount Sinai resonate across the entire 

landscape of Greek Christian literature, from the New Testament to the writings of 

Symeon of Thessaloniki and beyond. The veil of the tabernacle assumed a particularly 

prominent place within Byzantine theology and served as a central metaphor for the 

																																																								
43 Philo, Life of Moses 2.17 (LCL 6:490). 
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paradoxical nature of divine revelation. In addition, the symbolic perception of the 

tabernacle as a type of the cosmos—as a material instantiation of immaterial realities—

and of its veil as a kind of heavenly curtain, encouraged expansive cosmological 

interpretations of the church building and the veiled portal of its sanctuary. The influence 

of the Letter to the Hebrews insured that the Incarnation would never be absent from 

reflection on cosmology and sacred architecture, which continued to be shaped by 

theological controversies down through the last years of the empire. 

 

Revelation as Concealment 

Like his patristic and Byzantine predecessors, Symeon did not regard the purposeful 

tension between the sensible and the intelligible, the visible and the invisible, the 

revealed and concealed as constituting an ontological or metaphysical dualism, but rather 

as a complex perichoresis of the spiritual and the material, a fecund syzygia internally 

bounded by charged liminal sites. 

 As noted already, this basic structural principle is deeply indebted to the work of 

Dionysios the Areopagite, with respect to whom Symeon identifies himself as the “last 

and least of the students of his students”, a self-effacing claim for the place of his own 

work in an unbroken chain of interpretation and practice. In particular, Symeon’s 

repeated assertion that the earthly liturgy must be mediated by “veils and symbols” is 

taken directly from Dionysios’s treatise On the Celestial Hierarchy, in which the self-

styled disciple of Saint Paul (cf. Acts 17:34) declares, “It is impossible for the divine ray 

to otherwise illumine us except by being concealed in a variety of sacred veils,” a notion 

that succinctly expresses Dionysios’s doctrine of revelation and is variously attested 

throughout the Areopagitical writings. 

 In a celebrated passage from On the Divine Names, Dionysios describes creation 

as the self-manifestation of the uncreated Deity: “In a moment of ecstasy, the Cause of all 

comes to be outside Itself by Its providence for all beings; and being, as it were, seduced 

by goodness and affection and love, It is led from being above all and transcending all 

and is brought down to being in all” (4.13). This movement of “erotic ecstasy” is God’s 

creative gift of himself to the world, in which the absolutely nameless and unknowable 
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becomes knowable through all things and subject to all names. But even in this ecstatic 

self-impartation, God nevertheless remains unknowable in his essence. In his own nature, 

God is neither a being nor even being itself, but in the ecstasy of creation he becomes “all 

things in all things and nothing in any” (7.3). And because creation is the self-revelation 

of God himself, Dionysios regards all creatures as “symbols” of intelligible reality—

“veils” of the uncreated divine energies, as the Hesychasts would say. Creation, then, is a 

form of incarnation, because it is a true theophany of the divine, the paradoxical visibility 

of the invisible, the sensuous apprehension of what cannot otherwise be grasped. 

 These Dionysian principles were developed by Gregory Palamas and his 

disciples, who unequivocally affirmed that human beings know God by sense perception 

no less than by intellection. Thus the distinction between “mediated” and “unmediated” 

communion turns out to be a false dichotomy. Direct ontological communion with God is 

not distinct from some other form of communion, but rather takes place in, through, and 

because of the various symbolic mediations. Such a paradox means that, in the very 

moment of its unveiling, the divine conceals itself. The self-revelation of God, precisely 

because it is the revelation of an inexpressible plenitude, is necessarily a veiled unveiling. 

This is no less true for the Incarnation: for God remains “hidden even after his 

manifestation, or to speak more divinely, precisely in his manifestation”. 44 In the 

paradoxical “manifestation of the unmanifest”, what is “incomprehensible is given in 

what is comprehensible, for it is in every case the incomprehensible God in his totality 

who makes himself comprehensible in his communication”.45 Thus one cannot, in a 

gnostic ascent from sense perception to “pure” intellection, strip away the symbols, or 

remove the veils, because when these are removed, there is “nothing” there—nothing, 

that is, which can be given to human comprehension. In the context of creation, what is 

required is a movement into the signs, an understanding of the veils of creation as 

ontological symbols. One does not encounter God by discarding created symbols, but by 

experiencing them as symbols, as visible mirrors of the invisible. God is present to us 
																																																								
44 Dionysios, Letter 3, which in its entirely reads as follows: “He who is beyond being has come forth from 
his secret place, becoming a human being in order to manifest himself among us. And yet he is hidden even 
after his manifestation, or to speak more divinely, precisely in his manifestation. For this mystery of Jesus 
is hidden and cannot be explained or understood as it is in itself in any way, but even when spoken remains 
ineffable, when thought unknown.” 
45 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Denys”, in his The Glory of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics (Edinburgh, 
1969), 185. 
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only in and through created symbols, accessible only in the veils that conceal him, 

because the nature of the symbolic is simultaneously to conceal and reveal, or, “to speak 

more divinely”, to reveal by concealing. 

 

Toward a Theology of the Icon Screen 

Though often disparaged as a form of private mysticism, Byzantine Hesychasm was 

deeply rooted in the experience of the liturgy. Participation in the grace of the sacraments 

(understood as participation in the uncreated energies of God) was in fact the basis for the 

theology of St. Gregory Palamas, and not something additional or extrinsic to it. The 

same holds true for the theology of Dionysios the Areopagite, which disallows any 

“spirituality” divorced from the sacramental life of the Church, forging instead a via 

media between the extremes of an anti-institutional mysticism, on the one hand, and an 

anti-charismatic institutionalism on the other. Hence the ease with which the corpus 

Dionysiacum was taken up and championed by the liturgically-minded Hesychasts, not 

least among them Symeon of Thessaloniki, who was the leading liturgiologist of the 

Byzantine Church in its late period. We may therefore characterize Symeon’s entire 

project as an attempt to correlate a Dionysian discourse of liturgy (including its rites and 

material culture) with the theology of his revered predecessor, St. Gregory Palamas. For 

Symeon, the language of “light” and “illumination” that pervades the liturgy and the 

sacraments is identified with the timeless, uncreated light of the Transfiguration. The 

living archetype and source of every sacrament, moreover, is the dual-natured person of 

the incarnate Christ, through whom and in whom the divine energies are given to the 

world, mediated through a “veil of flesh” (Heb 10:20). 

As we have seen, the status of creation within this tradition is complex. In the 

ecstasy of its providential love, the transcendent deity has come to exist “outside of 

itself”, reflected within the “variety of sacred veils” that constitute the differentiated 

forms of the cosmos. Symeon affirms that the result of this “manifestation of the 

unmanifest” is neither a binary opposition between God and creation nor a disjunction of 

the “sensible” and the “intelligible”. Rather, the logic of revelation is conceptualized 

through a twofold reduction: to the imparticible, unknowable God on the one side, and to 

the symbolic forms or determinations of creatures on the other. The visible world is thus 
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the manifestation of the hidden beauty of God, the perfect figuration of what cannot be 

figured. 

Symeon applies this twofold principle, not simply to the elements of creation, but 

to the material culture of the liturgy. The church is not simply a building or 

conglomeration of objects, nor is it an institution or department of state, but a literal 

extension of the Incarnation, a manifestation of the deity “outside of itself”, a living icon 

of the divine energies as structures of divinizing grace symbolically figured on the plane 

of material being. Consistent with this belief, the twofold distinction of sacred space, 

organized around the visibility of the nave and invisibility of the sanctuary, is nothing 

less than a figure of the Godhead, unknowable in its essence (and therefore 

unrepresentable), but well known in and through its various manifestations and activities.  

At the same time, the Byzantine mystagogue envisions the same sacred space as 

an “icon” of both man (body and soul) and Christ (humanity and divinity), based, once 

again, on a distinction between what is given to visibility and what is not, or cannot, be 

given to vision or knowledge. Here it is worth noting that, in the microcosmic temple of 

the human person, it is precisely the soul—with its capacity to create images and mental 

representations of material objects—that serves as the boundary (and link) between raw 

sensation and the higher noetic activity proper to the intellect.46 Such an intermediary, 

image-creating role suggests an intriguing analogy to the location and function of the 

icon screen, and it is to be regretted that Symeon does not explore this in any detail. 

Instead, his efforts are more directly focused on the church as a symbol of the body of 

Christ. 

 Consistent with these overarching symbolic functions, the icon screen is an 

imposing, even formidable, object. Its power lies precisely in its liminality, in its 

																																																								
46 Compare Aristotle, On the Soul 3 (417 D-428A); Proclus, The Elements of Theology 195: “The Soul is 
all things, so that it is sensible things after the manner of an exemplar, and intelligible things after the 
manner of an image. This is because soul stands midway between indivisible and divisible realities, the 
latter in relation to the body, and from this middle place produces sensible images, but with respect to 
intelligible things simply discloses its own causes—thus it is itself the ‘cause’ of the sensible paradigms, 
but is itself caused by, and thus the image of, the noetic”; Palamas, Topics of Natural and Theological 
Science 17: “In creatures endowed with intelligence, this imaginative faculty of the soul is an intermediary 
between the intellect and the senses”; Dionysios, Letter 9.1: “The impassible part of the soul borders upon 
the simple and most deeply interiorized visions of deiform images…. This is evident in those who, having 
beheld the things of God beyond the veils, subsequently shape within themselves a certain image.”  
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compelling dual structuring of the mind and its reflection, referring each observer in turn 

to an integral vision of God and the world. As a “symbol”, the screen is always between 

two things, two universes, two temporalities, two modes of signification: between 

sensible form and intelligible ideal, between forms and formlessness, vacillating 

endlessly between a present dissemblance and a future semblance. As the symbol of the 

cosmic boundary between the “sensible and the intelligible”, the icon screen is “saturated 

with the meanings of the invisible world”, and yet it is “visibly manifest and vividly 

material”. As a symbolic veil of the flesh, it is “pure meaning wrapped in the thinnest 

membrane of materiality; the common limit of the sequence of earthly states and the 

sequence of heavenly states, the boundary where the final determinations of earth meet 

the increasing densification of heaven. It is thus the sign of a movement, a reflexivity, 

between the two realms, in which both domains of existence are given to consciousness 

and vision”.47 

 As the “thinnest membrane of materiality”, the icon screen corresponds to the 

enigma of the virginal body depicted on its central portal: a threshold both radically 

sealed and yet radically open to the informing presence of the divine. Locating the Virgin 

and her angelic interlocutor around a cultic gate allowed Byzantine iconographers to play 

with the distance and the spacing that their colloquy presupposes, with the idea of 

movement across a threshold, an originary rite of passage through which the Logos 

clothed himself in human flesh—a confluence of two ecstasies: the descending ecstasy of 

God to man, and the ascending ecstasy of man to God.48 

 A matrix of figurability par excellence, the icon screen is thus a symbol of 

symbols, a super-icon or meta-icon, the icon of all icons, for it expands to include the 

entire world of “all things visible and invisible”. It is a boundary, a sign of difference that 

both divides and unites, bifurcating the perceived world and reintegrating it through a 

series of reflective, interconnected correspondences, a range of relations mediated by 

gestures, language, and imagery. It puts into play, displays for all to see, a fecund 
																																																								
47 The quotations are from Pavel Florensky, Iconostasis, trans. D. Sheehan and O. Andrejev (Crestwood, 
N.Y., 1996), 43; cf. Staniloae, “Revelation through Acts, Words, and Images”. 
48 Cf. Maximos the Confessor, Ambigua 10.9: “For they say that God and man are paradigms of each other, 
so that as much as man, enabled by love, has divinized himself for God, to that same extent God is 
humanized for man by his love for mankind; and as much as man has manifested God who is invisible by 
nature through the virtues, to that same extent man is rapt by God in mind to the unknowable” (PG 
91:1113C). 
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universe of figures from where, and in which, the Spirit will progressively come forth. 

Every sign, every symbol, every meaning acquires depth by dividing, by splitting in two: 

the “letter kills but the spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6). The icon screen is the mysterious 

book, written on both sides, to be fully unsealed only at the end of time (cf. Rev. 5:1).49 

 Before concluding this chapter, let us consider a final line of questioning. Our 

choice of descriptive language can be unwittingly prescriptive. Is the icon screen 

necessarily a “screen” or a “barrier” in any meaningful sense of those terms? Is it not 

made to disappear from view? Do we see it as a wall that arrests and turns back our 

vision or as a permeable membrane that both conceals and reveals? Is it the suppression 

of vision or its intensification? Is it a barrier or an enticement—a foothold for ascent and 

a strategy of grace? According to Florensky, the icon screen is itself a vision inasmuch as 

it is the manifestation of Christ and his saints, an appearance of heavenly witnesses, who 

proclaim to us that which comes from the other side of mortal flesh. If the church were 

filled with mystics and visionaries, there would be no need for such a screen, but because 

our “sight is weak and our prayers feeble”, the screen provides us with visual strength for 

our “spiritual brokenness”.  Florensky stresses that this spiritual support does not conceal 

from the believer an otherwise lucid object of sight; on the contrary it points out to “the 

half-blind the mysteries of the altar, and opens for them an entrance into a world closed 

by their own entrapment”. Destroy the material icon screen, he asserts, and the altar itself 

would “wholly vanish from our consciousness as if covered over by an essentially 

impenetrable wall”. A temple without an icon screen constructs a solid wall between the 

altar and the faithful, whereas the screen itself “opens windows in that wall, through 

whose glass we see what is permanently occurring beyond”. To destroy it thus means to 

block up the windows. It means “smearing the glass and diminishing the spiritual light 

for those of us who cannot otherwise see it”.50 

 We expect, and perhaps demand, that every revelation be an unveiling, a drawing 

aside of the curtain, a lifting of the veil. But when the object of revelation is not an object 

at all, but something invisible and beyond predication, it can give itself to us only through 

an appearance that is also a concealing. Divine transcendence, divine hiddenness, remains 

																																																								
49 According to Gregory the Theologian, revelation has a double aspect, and thus is given “on stone plaques 
engraved on both sides, because the Law has a manifest and a hidden aspect” (SC 250:104). 
50 Florensky, Iconostasis, 62-63. 
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absolute, and yet providentially reveals itself by concealing itself in a sacred veil, which 

is at once the revelation of, and means of participation in, the very life of God. 
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E. HIDDEN CITY 
 
… that you might approach the Jerusalem of the heart … 

—Isaak the Least 
 
And now I think Jerusalem abides untouched, 
the temple yet intact, its every cornerstone 
in place, its vault replete with vivid scent, its ark 
 
alight with vigil lamps whose oil is never spent. 
In psalm the pilgrim asks forgiveness, pleads that God 
return the Spirit to the heart, and look, the Ghost 
 
had never left, had never for an instant drawn 
away, had only watched His presence made obscure 
by soul’s own intermittent darkening. Just so, 
 
the three companions of the Lord had blindly walked 
the lesser part of three dim years before their eyes 
beheld the Light that bathed the Son eternally. 
 
Just so, the Light of Tabor spools extending past 
the vision of the multitude, if nonetheless 
apparent to the meek, the poor, the pure in heart. 
 
Just so, the Holy City bides within the heart, 
awaits the day the pilgrim will arrive, will quit 
the road, turn in to greet his City’s boundless sweep, and see. 
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5 
A Patristic Miscellany    

 

*  

My Desire Has Been Crucified 

Saint Ignatios of Antioch 

Ignatios of Antioch (c. 35 – c. 107)—a disciple of the Apostle John and the third bishop of 
Antioch—was taken under guard to be martyred in Rome. During this final journey of his life, he 
corresponded with a number of the churches he had visited. The “Desire” of which he speaks in 
this passage is at once the energy of his eros and the Divine object thereof. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Mary’s virginity and Her giving birth escaped the notice of the prince of this world, as 

did the Lord’s death—those three secrets crying to be told, but wrought in God’s silence. 

How then were they revealed to the ages? A star shone in heaven brighter than all the 

stars. Its light was indescribable, and its novelty caused amazement. The rest of the stars, 

along with the sun and the moon, formed a ring around it; yet it outshone them all, and 

there was bewilderment whence this unique novelty had arisen. As a result all magic lost 

its power and all witchcraft ceased. Ignorance was done away with, and the ancient 

kingdom of evil was utterly destroyed, for God was revealing Himself as a man, to bring 

newness of eternal life.  

 It is a grand thing for my life to set on the world, and for me to be on my way 

to God, so that I may rise in His presence. It is not that I want merely to be called a 

Christian, but actually to be one. Yes, if I prove to be one, then I can have the name. I 

shall be a convincing Christian only when the world sees me no more. Nothing you 

can see has real value. Our God Jesus Christ, indeed, has revealed Himself more 

clearly by returning to the Father. The greatness of Christianity lies in its being hated 

by the world, not in its being convincing to it. 

 I am corresponding with all the churches and bidding them all realize that I am 

voluntarily dying for God—if, that is, you do not interfere. I plead with you, Do not 

do me an unseasonable kindness. Let me be fodder for wild beasts; that is how I can 

get to God. I am God’s wheat, and I am being ground by the teeth of wild beasts to 

make a pure loaf for Christ. I would rather that you fawn on the beasts so that they 
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may be my tomb and no scrap of my body be left. Thus, when I have fallen asleep, I 

shall be a burden to no one. Then I shall be a real disciple of Jesus Christ when the 

world sees my body no more. Pray Christ for me that by these means I may become 

God’s sacrifice.  

 Sympathize with me, my brothers! Do not stand in the way of my coming to 

life; do not wish death on me. Do not give back to the world one who wants to be 

God’s; do not trick him with material things. Let me get into the clear light, and 

manhood will be mine. Let me imitate the Passion of my God. If anyone has Him in 

him, let him appreciate what I am longing for, and sympathize with me, realizing 

what I am going through. For though alive, it is with a passion for death I am writing 

to you. My Desire has been crucified, and there burns in me no passion for material 

things. There is living water in me, which speaks and says inside me, “Come to the 

Father.” I take no delight in corruptible food or in the dainties of this life. What I 

want is God’s bread, which is the flesh of Christ, who came from David’s line; and 

for drink I want His blood: an immortal love feast indeed.  

 I do not want to live any more on a human plane.  

 

One and the Same Mind 

Origen 

Origen (c. 185 – c. 254) was the greatest, if also the most controversial, of the early Church 
Fathers. A prodigiously intelligent man whose many hundreds of works had an immense 
influence on the development of Christian doctrine, he came under a shadow of suspicion at the 
Fifth Ecumenical Council (553) for his teachings concerning, among other things, universal 
salvation, mystically linked in the present selection to the possibility of “sleepless attention”. 
Even so, no less a figure than Saint Vincent of Lérins—whose well-known canon concerning 
“what has been believed everywhere, always, and by all” is the very definition of orthodoxy—
was bold enough to admit, “I would rather be wrong with Origen than right with the world.” This 
selection is taken from the most important of his theological works, On First Principles. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

We believe that the goodness of God through Christ will restore His entire creation to one 

end, even His enemies being conquered and subdued. Far so says the Holy Scripture: 

“The Lord said unto my Lord, Sit Thou on my right hand, until I make Thine enemies the 

footstool of Thy feet” (Ps. 110:1). And if it is not very evident what the prophetic 

language here means, let us learn from Paul the Apostle, who says more openly, “Christ 
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must reign, till He hath put all His enemies under his feet” (1 Cor. 15:25). But if even this 

clear declaration of the Apostle is not sufficient to inform us what is the meaning of 

“putting enemies under his feet”, hear further what he says in the words that follow: “For 

all things must be made subject to him” (1 Cor. 15:27, 28). What then is this “subjection” 

by which “all things must be made subject” to Christ? In my opinion, it is the same sub-

jection by which we too desire to be subjected to him, and by which the apostles and all 

the saints who have followed Christ were subject to him. For the word “subjection”, 

when used of our subjection to Christ, implies the salvation, proceeding from Christ, of 

those who are subject; as David also said, “Shall not my soul be subject to God? For of 

Him cometh my salvation” (Ps. 62:1).  

 Seeing then that such is the end when “all enemies shall have been subjected to 

Christ”, when “the last enemy shall be destroyed, that is, death”, and when “the kingdom 

shall be delivered up to God and the Father by Christ, to whom all things have been 

subjected” (1 Cor. 15:24-27), let us, from such an end as this, contemplate the beginning 

of things. For the end is always like the beginning. As therefore there is one end of all 

things, so we must understand that there is one beginning of all things, and as there is one 

end of many things, so from one beginning arise many differences and varieties, which in 

their turn are restored, through God’s goodness—through their subjection to Christ and 

their unity with the Holy Spirit—to one end, which is like the beginning. I refer to all 

those who, by “bending the knee in the name of Jesus” (Phil. 2:10), have through this 

very fact displayed the sign of their subjection. These are they who dwell “in heaven and 

on earth and under the earth” (Phil. 2:10), the three terms indicating the entire universe, 

that is, all those beings who started from one beginning but were drawn in various 

directions by their own individual impulses and were distributed throughout the different 

ranks of existence in accordance with their merit; for in them goodness does not rest 

essentially, as it does in God and His Christ and in the Holy Spirit. For only in this 

Trinity, which is the source of all things, does goodness reside essentially. Others possess 

it as an accident, liable to be lost, and only then do they live in blessedness, when they 

participate in holiness and wisdom and in the Divine nature itself. 

 In the case of those who do not pay sleepless attention to themselves, changes of 

condition take place, more quickly or more slowly, and to a greater or less extent, 
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according to their individual fault. So, arising out of this fault, by a Divine judgment 

corresponding to the better or worse movements of each and in accordance with merit, 

one will have in the future order of things the rank of angel, or the power of a ruler, or 

authority over certain beings, or a throne over subjects, or lordship over slaves. Others, 

however, who have not been utterly cast out, will have a subordinate position assigned 

them below those above mentioned. And thus, from among those who have been set 

under the rulers and authorities and thrones and lordships, even from these the human 

race will one day be constituted in the world in unity, which the Lord Jesus promises 

when he prays to God the Father for His disciples, “I pray not for these alone, but also 

for all who shall believe on Me through their word, that they all may be one; as I, 

Father, am in Thee, and Thou art in Me, that so they may be one in Us” (John 17:20, 

21); and again when He says, “That they may be one, as We are one, I in them, and 

Thou in Me, that they also may be perfected in one” (John 17:22, 23). The Apostle Paul 

also confirms this when he says, “Till we all come to the unity of the faith, to a perfect 

man, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph. 4:13), and the same 

apostle also exhorts us, who even now in the present life have been placed in the 

Church, in which we see an imitation of the future kingdom, to strive after the same 

pattern of unity, when he prays “that ye all say the same things, and that there be no 

divisions among you, but that ye be perfected in one and the same mind and in one and 

the same judgment” (1 Cor. 1:10). 

 

Flight to Greater Things 

Saint Gregory of Nyssa 

Gregory of Nyssa (c. 330 – c. 395) was a bishop of the early Church and one of the Cappadocian 
Fathers. An outstanding exegete, homilist, and spiritual writer, he was among those attending the 
Second Ecumenical Council who spoke against the Apollinarian heresy, which taught that human 
nature, being subject to change, could not have been truly joined with the changeless Godhead in 
Christ. He is noted for the paradoxical idea—known in Greek as epektasis (a “reaching 
forward”)—that perfection consists in an endless progress toward perfection. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Our good Master, Jesus Christ, bestowed on us a partnership in His revered name, so that 

we get our name from no other person connected with us, and if one happens to be rich 
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and well-born or of lowly origin and poor, or if one has some distinction from his 

business or position, all such conditions are of no avail because the one authoritative 

name for those believing in Him is that of “Christian”. Now since this grace was ordained 

for us from above, it is necessary first of all for us to understand the greatness of the gift 

so that we can worthily thank the God who has given it to us. Then it is necessary to 

show through our life that we ourselves are what the power of this great name requires us 

to be.  

 The greatness of the gift of which we are deemed worthy through partnership with 

the Master becomes clear to us if we recognize the true significance of the name of 

Christ, so that when in our prayers we call upon the Lord of all by this name, we may 

comprehend the concept that we are taking into our soul. We must also understand 

reverently what we believe He is when He is called upon by this name. When we do 

understand this, we shall as a consequence also learn clearly what sort of persons we 

should be shown to be as a result of our zeal for this way of life and our use of His name 

as the instructor and the guide for our life. If we make St Paul our leader in these two 

undertakings, we shall have the safest guide to the plain truth of what we are seeking. For 

he most of all knew what Christ is, and he indicated by what he did the kind of person 

named for Him, imitating Him so brilliantly that he revealed his own Master in himself, 

his own soul being transformed through his accurate imitation of his prototype, so that 

Paul no longer seemed to be living and speaking, but Christ Himself seemed to be living 

in him: “Do you seek a proof of the Christ who speaks in me?” (2 Cor. 13:3). “It is now 

no longer I that live but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20). 

 This man knew the significance of the name of Christ for us, saying that Christ is 

“the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor. 1:24). And he called Him “peace” 

(Eph. 2:14) and “light inaccessible” (1 Tim. 6:16) in whom God dwells, and 

“sanctification and redemption” (1 Cor. 1:30) and “great high priest” (Heb. 4:14) and 

“passover” (1 Cor. 5:7) and “a propitiation” (Rom. 3:25) of souls, “the brightness of 

glory and the image of substance” (Heb. 1:3) and “maker of the world” (Heb. 1:2) and 

“spiritual food” (1 Cor. 10:3) and “spiritual drink and spiritual rock” (1 Cor. 10:4), 

“water” (John 4:13), “foundation” (1 Cor. 3:11) of faith, and “corner stone” (Matt. 

21:42), and “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15) and “great God” (Tit. 2:13) and 
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“head of the body of the Church” (cf. Col. 1:18) and “the firstborn of every creature” 

(Col. 1:15) and “first-fruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 15:20), “firstborn 

from the dead” (Col. 1:18), “firstborn among many brethren” (Rom. 8:29), and “mediator 

between God and men” (1 Tim. 2:5), and “only-begotten Son” (John 3:17) and “crowned 

with glory and honor” (Heb. 2:7) and “Lord of glory” (cf. 1 Cor. 2:8) and “beginning” 

(Col. 1:18) of being, speaking thus of Him who is the beginning, “king of justice and 

king of peace” (Heb. 7:2) and “ineffable king of all, having the power of the kingdom” 

(cf. Luke 1:33), and many other such things that are not easily enumerated. When all of 

these phrases are put next to each other, each one of the terms makes its own contribution 

to a revelation of what is signified by being named after Christ.   

 What then is it necessary to do to be worthy of the name of Christ? What else than 

to distinguish in one’s self the proper thoughts and words and deeds, asking whether they 

look to Christ or are at odds with Christ. Making the distinction is very easy. For 

whatever is done or thought or said through passion has no agreement with Christ, but 

bears the character of the adversary, who smears the pearl of the soul with the mud of the 

passions and dims the luster of the precious stone. What is free from every passionate 

inclination looks to the source of passionlessness, who is Christ. Drawing from Him as 

from a pure and uncorrupted stream, a person will show in his thoughts such a 

resemblance to his Prototype as exists between the water in the running water or stream 

and the water taken away from there in a jar. For the purity in Christ and the purity seen 

in the person who has a share in Him are the same, the One being the stream and the 

other drawn from it, bringing intellectual beauty to his life, so that there is agreement 

between the hidden and the visible man, since the graceful bearing of our life coincides 

with our thoughts which are put into motion in accordance with Christ. This therefore is 

perfection in the Christian life in my judgment, namely, the participation of one’s soul 

and speech and activities in all of the names by which Christ is signified, so that perfect 

holiness, according to the eulogy of Paul, is taken upon oneself in “the whole body and 

soul and spirit” (1 Thess. 5:23), continuously safeguarded against being mixed with evil.  

 But what if someone should say that the good is difficult to achieve, since only 

the Lord of creation is immutable, whereas human nature is unstable and subject to 

change, and ask how it is possible for the fixed and unchangeable to be achieved in the 
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changeable nature? We reply to such an argument that one cannot be worthily crowned 

“unless he has competed according to the rules” (cf. 2 Tim. 2:5). For how can there be a 

lawful contest if there is no opponent? If there is no opponent, there is no crown. Victory 

does not exist by itself, without there being a defeated party. Let us struggle, therefore, 

against this very unstable element of our nature, engaging in a close contest with our 

opponent, not becoming victors by destroying our nature, but by not allowing it to fall. 

For does man make a change only towards evil? Indeed it would not be possible for him 

to be on the side of the good if he were by nature inclined only to a single one of the 

opposites. In fact, the fairest product of change is the increase of good, the change to 

the better always changing what is nobly changed into something more Divine. 

Therefore, I do not think it is a fearful thing that our nature is changeable. The Logos 

shows that it would be a disadvantage for us not to be able to make a change for the 

better, as a kind of wing of flight to greater things. Therefore, let no one be grieved if 

he sees in his nature a penchant for change. Changing in everything for the better, let 

him exchange “glory for glory” (2 Cor. 3:18), becoming greater through daily increase, 

ever perfecting himself, and never arriving too quickly at the limit of perfection. For 

this is truly perfection: never to stop growing towards what is better and never placing 

any limit on perfection. 

 

True Prayer 

Evagrios the Solitary 
 

Evagrios the Solitary (346-399), also known as Evagrius Ponticus, spent much of his life among 
the Desert Fathers of Egypt, whose rigorous asceticism and complete detachment from worldly 
affairs he much admired. Although he was later criticized for certain speculative views derived 
from the teaching of Origen, his practical teachings on the life of prayer were of decisive 
influence on subsequent spiritual authorities, notably his disciple St John Cassian, who 
transmitted his master’s method to the Latin West. These aphorisms come from his Chapters on 
Prayer. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
When you pray, keep your memory under close custody. Do not let it suggest your own 

fancies to you, but rather have it convey the awareness of your reaching out to God. 

Remember this—the memory has a powerful proclivity for causing detriment to the spirit 

at the time of prayer. 
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 Whether you pray along with the brethren or alone, strive to make your prayer 

more than a mere habit. Make it a true inner experience. 

 We seek after virtues for the sake of attaining to the inner meaning of created 

things. We pursue these latter, that is, the inner meaning of what is created, for the sake 

of attaining to the Lord who has created them. It is in the state of prayer that He is 

accustomed to manifest Himself. 

 The state of prayer can be aptly described as a habitual state of imperturbable 

calm or apatheia. It snatches to the heights of intelligible reality the spirit which loves 

wisdom and which is truly spiritualized by the most intense love. 

 The man who strives after true prayer not only must learn to master anger and 

lust, but must free himself from every thought that is colored by passion.  

 One who has become free of disturbing passion does not necessarily truly pray. It 

is quite possible for a man to have none but the purest thoughts and yet be so distracted 

mulling over them that he remains far removed from God. 

 Even when the spirit does avoid getting involved with these simple thoughts of 

things, it does not by that fact alone attain to the place of prayer. It may get involved in 

the contemplation of objects and waste time in considering their inner nature. For even 

though these concepts are simple, considerations of real things that are, they do impress a 

certain form on the spirit and draw one far away from God. 

 Even if the spirit should rise above the contemplation of corporeal nature, still it 

does not as yet see the perfect place of God. For it might well be engaged in the 

contemplation of intelligible things and partake of their multiplicity. 

 A man who worships “in spirit and truth” (John 4:24) no longer honors the 

Creator because of His works but praises Him because of Himself. 

 If you are a theologian, you truly pray. If you truly pray, you are a theologian. 

 When, because of your ardent longing for God, your spirit withdraws little by 

little from the flesh and turns away from every thought that derives from sensibility or 

memory or temperament and is filled with reverence and joy at the same time, then you 

can be sure that you are drawing near that country whose name is prayer. 

 Whereas others derive their reasonings and ideas and principles from the 

changing states of the body, yet God does the contrary. He descends upon the spirit itself 
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and infuses His knowledge into it as He pleases. Calm peace He brings to the body’s 

disturbed state through the spirit. 

 If you long to pray, then avoid all that is opposed to prayer. Then when God 

draws near He has only to go along with you. 

 When you are praying do not fancy the Divinity like some image formed within 

yourself. Avoid also allowing your spirit to be impressed with the seal of some particular 

shape, but rather, free from all matter, draw near the immaterial Being, and you will 

attain understanding.  

 You will not be able to pray purely if you are all involved with material affairs 

and agitated with unremitting concerns. For prayer is the rejection of concepts. 

 Knowledge! The great possession of man. It is a fellow-worker with prayer, 

acting to awaken the power of thought to contemplate the Divine knowledge. 

 Just as bread is nourishment for the body and virtue for the soul, so is spiritual 

prayer nourishment for the intelligence. 

 By true prayer a monk becomes another angel, for he ardently longs to see the 

face of the Father in heaven. 

 Do not be any means strive to fashion some image or visualize some form at the 

time of prayer. 

 Do not cherish the desire to see sensibly angels or powers or even Christ lest you 

be led completely out of your wits, and taking a wolf for your shepherd, come to adore 

the demons, who are your enemies. 

 Let me repeat this saying of mine that I once expressed on some other occasions: 

Happy is the spirit that attains to perfect formlessness at the time of prayer. 

 Happy is the spirit that becomes free of all matter and is stripped of all at the time 

of prayer. 

 Happy is the spirit that attains to complete unconsciousness of all sensible 

experience at the time of prayer. 

 Happy is the man who considers all men as god—after God. 

 Let the virtues that deal with the body be a pledge of the virtues of the soul, and 

those of the soul a pledge of those dealing with the spirit, and these latter a pledge of 

immaterial knowledge. 
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 Do you wish to pray? Then banish the things of this world. Have heaven for your 

homeland and live there constantly—not in mere word but in actions that imitate the 

angels and in a more godlike knowledge. 

 When attention seeks prayer it finds it. For if there is anything that marches in the 

train of attention it is prayer; and so it must be cultivated.  

 

What Dreams May Come 

Saint Diadochos of Photiki 

Diadochos (d. before 486) was Bishop of Photiki in Epirus (North Greece). His century of 
chapters On Spiritual Knowledge and Discrimination, from which this passage is taken, were 
described by Saint Nikodimos of the Holy Mountain, one of the compilers of the Philokalia, as 
revealing “the deepest secrets of the virtue of prayer”.  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Sometimes the soul is kindled into love for God and, free from all fantasy and image, 

moves untroubled by doubt towards Him; and it draws, as it were, the body with it into 

the depths of that ineffable love. This may occur when the person is awake or else 

beginning to fall asleep under the influence of God’s grace. The soul is aware of nothing 

except what it is moving towards. When we experience things in this manner, we can be 

sure that it is the energy of the Holy Spirit within us. For when the soul is completely 

permeated with that ineffable sweetness, at that moment it can think of nothing else, since 

it rejoices with uninterrupted joy. But if at that moment the intellect conceives any doubt 

or unclean thought, and if this continues in spite of the fact that the intellect calls on the 

holy Name—not now simply out of love for God, but in order to repel the evil one—then 

it should realize that the sweetness it experiences is an illusion of grace, coming from the 

deceiver with a counterfeit joy.  

 Let no one who hears us speak of the perceptive faculty of the intellect imagine 

that by this we mean that the glory of God appears to man visibly. We do indeed affirm 

that the soul, when pure, perceives God’s grace, tasting it in some ineffable manner; but 

no invisible reality appears to it in a visible form, since now “we walk by faith, not by 

sight”, as St Paul says (2 Cor. 5:7). If light or some fiery form should be seen by one 

pursuing the spiritual way, he should not on any account accept such a vision: it is an 
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obvious deceit of the enemy. Many indeed have had this experience and, in their 

ignorance, have turned aside from the way of truth. We ourselves know, however, that 

so long as we dwell in this corruptible body, “we are absent from the Lord” (2 Cor. 

5:6)—that is to say, we know that we cannot see visibly either God Himself or any of 

His celestial wonders. 

 The dreams which appear to the soul through God’s love are unerring criteria 

of its health. Such dreams do not change from one shape to another; they do not shock 

our inward sense, resound with laughter, or suddenly become threatening. But with 

great gentleness they approach the soul and fill it with spiritual gladness. As a result, 

even after the body has woken up, the soul longs to recapture the joy given to it by the 

dream. Demonic fantasies, however, are just the opposite: they do not keep the same 

shape or maintain a constant form for long. For what the demons do not possess as 

their chosen mode of life, but merely assume because of their inherent deceitfulness, 

is not able to satisfy them for very long. They shout and menace, often transforming 

themselves into soldiers and sometimes deafening the soul with their cries. But the 

intellect, when pure, recognizes them for what they are and awakes the body from its 

dreams. Sometimes it even feels joy at having been able to see through their tricks; 

indeed it often challenges them during the dream itself and thus provokes them to 

great anger. There are, however, times when even good dreams do not bring joy to the 

soul, but produce in it a sweet sadness and tears unaccompanied by grief. But this 

happens only to those who are far advanced in humility. 

 We have now explained the distinction between good and bad dreams, as we 

ourselves heard it from those with experience. In our quest for purity, however, the 

safest rule is never to trust to anything that appears to us in our dreams. For dreams 

are generally nothing more than images reflecting our wandering thoughts, or else 

they are the mockery of demons. And if ever God in His goodness were to send us 

some vision and we were to refuse it, our beloved Lord Jesus would not be angry with 

us, for He would know we were acting in this way because of the tricks of the 

demons. Although the distinction between types of dreams established above is 

precise, it sometimes happens that when the soul has been sullied by an unperceived 

beguilement—something from which no one, it seems to me, is exempt—it loses its 
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sense of accurate discrimination and mistakes bad dreams for good. As an illustration 

of what I mean, take the case of the servant whose master, returning at night after a 

long absence abroad, calls to him from outside his house. The servant categorically 

refuses to open the door to him, for he is afraid of being deceived by some similarity 

of voice, and so of betraying to someone else the goods his master has entrusted to 

him. Not only is his master in no way angry with him when day comes; but on the 

contrary he even praises him highly, because in his concern not to lose any of his 

master’s goods he even suspected the sound of his master's voice to be a trick. 

 You should not doubt that the intellect, when it begins to be strongly energized 

by the Divine light, becomes so completely translucent that it sees its own light 

vividly. This takes place when the power of the soul gains control over the passions. 

But when St Paul says that “Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light” (2 

Cor. 11:14), he definitely teaches us that everything which appears to the intellect, 

whether as light or as fire, if it has a shape, is the product of the evil artifice of the 

enemy. So we should not embark on the ascetic life in the hope of seeing visions 

clothed with form or shape; for if we do, Satan will find it easy to lead our soul 

astray. Our one purpose must be to reach the point when we perceive the love of God 

fully and consciously in our heart—that is, “with all your heart, and with all your 

soul, and with all your mind” (Luke 10:27). For the man who is energized by the 

grace of God to this point has already left this world, though still present in it. 

 

The Religion of Light 

Jingjing 

Jingjing (fl. 781) was a priest-monk of the ancient Church of the East and the author of this brief 
Taoist version of the Gospel, which was found inscribed in Chinese characters on a Tang Dynasty 
stele, first discovered near the city of Xian in 1625. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

In the beginning was the natural constant, the true stillness of the Origin, and the 

primordial void of the Most High. The Spirit of the void emerged as the Most High Lord, 

moving in mysterious ways to enlighten the holy ones. He is Ye Su, my True Lord of the 
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Void, who embodies the three subtle and wondrous bodies, and who was condemned to 

the cross so that the people of the four directions can be saved. 

 He beat up the primordial winds and the two vapors were created. He 

differentiated the gray emptiness and opened up the sky and the earth. He set the sun and 

moon on their course, and day and night came into being. He crafted the myriad things 

and created the first people. He gave to them the original nature of goodness and 

appointed them as guardians of all creation. Their minds were empty, they were content, 

and their hearts were simple and innocent. Originally they had no desire, but under the 

influence of Satan, they abandoned their pure and simple goodness for the glitter and the 

gold. Falling into the trap of death and lies, they became embroiled in the three hundred 

and sixty-five forms of sin. In doing so, they have woven the web of retribution and have 

bound themselves inside it. Some believe in the material origin of things, some have sunk 

into chaotic ways, some think that they can receive blessings simply by reciting prayers, 

and some have abandoned kindness for treachery. Despite their intelligence and their 

passionate pleas, they have gone nowhere. Forced into the overturning wheel of fire, they 

are burned and obliterated. Having lost their way for eons, they can no longer return. 

 Therefore, my Lord Ye Su, the One emanating in three subtle bodies, hid His true 

power, became a human, and came on behalf of the Lord of Heaven to preach the good 

teachings. A Virgin gave birth to the Sacred in a dwelling in the Western Empire. The 

message was given to the Persians, who saw and followed the bright light to offer Him 

gifts. The twenty-four holy ones have given us the teachings, and Heaven has decreed that 

the new religion of the Three-In-One Purity that cannot be spoken of should now be pro-

claimed. These teachings can restore goodness to sincere believers, deliver those living 

within the boundaries of the eight territories, refine the dust and transform it into truth, 

reveal the gate of the three constants, lead us to life, and destroy death. The teachings of the 

Religion of Light are like the resplendent sun: they have the power to dissolve the dark 

realm and destroy evil forever.  

 The Lord set afloat the raft of salvation and compassion so that we can use it to 

ascend to the palace of light and be united with the spirit. He carried out the work of 

deliverance, and when the task was completed, He ascended to immortality in broad 

daylight. He left twenty-seven books of scriptures to inspire our spirit, He revealed the 
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workings of the Origin, and He gave to us the method of purification by water. Thus we 

purify our hearts and return to the simple and natural way of the truth. This truth cannot be 

named, but its power surpasses all expectations. When forced to give it a name, we call it 

the Religion of Light. As it is with the Way, that which is sacred is not sacred unless it is 

highly sacred, and that which is the Way is not the Way unless it is the Great Way. 

 

Clothed in Christ 

Saint Symeon the New Theologian 

Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022) was the greatest of Byzantine mystical writers. In the 
Christian East, the title “theologian” signifies someone who is able to speak about God on the 
basis of his own direct experience. Symeon is one of only three authorities who have been judged 
worthy of the epithet in the Orthodox Church, the other two being St John the Evangelist, author 
of the most esoteric of the Gospels, and St Gregory Nazianzos, one of the Cappadocian fathers 
and a gifted writer of contemplative poetry. The above reading is taken from the fifteenth of the 
Hymns of Divine Love; the other Symeon to whom the author refers—the “Studite” (c. 917-
986)—was his spiritual master. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Hear things that strike us dumb with awe: We become members of Christ, and Christ 

becomes our members. Christ is my hand and my lowly foot, and I am His own foot and 

hand. I move my hand, and Christ is all my hand, for God is indivisible in His Divinity. I 

move my foot, and behold it shines like Him.  

 Do not accuse me of blasphemy, but welcome these things and adore Christ, 

fulfilling Him in yourself. If you so wish, you will become a member of Christ, and so all 

of our members individually will become members of Christ and Christ our members, 

and all that is dishonorable in us He will make honorable by adorning it with His Divine 

beauty and glory. Living with God, we shall become gods, no longer seeing the 

shamefulness of our body at all, but made completely like Christ. 

 Well you recognized Christ in my hand and my foot, but in this other organ—did 

you not shudder or blush? God was not ashamed to become like you; are you ashamed to 

be like Him? “No”, you reply, “I am not ashamed to be like Him, but when you said that 

He became like a shameful member, I feared that you were uttering a blasphemy.” Well, 

you were wrong to fear, for there is nothing shameful. The hidden members of Christ, 

because one covers them, are for that reason more worthy of honor than the others, for 
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they are the hidden members, invisible to all, of the One who is hidden, of the One who 

sows the seed in Divine union, Divine seed, made, amazingly, according to the image of 

God, born of Divinity itself. It is truly a marriage which takes place, ineffable and Divine: 

God unites Himself with each one, and each becomes one with the Master. If therefore in 

your body you have put on the total Christ, you will understand without blushing all that I 

am saying; but if you have done nothing about it, or if of the immaculate garment—I am 

speaking of Christ—you have put on only a small piece to your soul, it covers but one 

spot, and you are therefore ashamed of the remainder of your members. 

 When I utter these formidable words about holy members and with an enlightened 

mind consider all of their glory, I am filled with joy, without thinking of anything 

sensual. But you consider your own flesh, all soiled, and you run over your infamous 

actions where your mind ever crawls like a worm; that is why you project your shame on 

Christ and on me, saying: “Do you not blush at these shameful words, disparaging Christ 

to shameful members?” But I say in my turn: “See Christ in the womb of His mother; 

picture to yourself the interior of this womb and Him escaping from it, and whence my 

God had to pass to come out of it. You will find there much more than what I have 

spoken about, and He accepted all for our glory, so that no one would blush to imitate 

Him, or to say or to suffer himself what He suffered. 

 He became totally man, He truly totally God—He the Unique One, without 

division, perfect man without doubt, and the same One completely God in the totality of 

all His members. So there was, even now in these latter days, Symeon the saint, the pious 

one, the Studite. He did not blush before the members of anyone, neither to see other men 

naked, nor to show himself naked, for he possessed Christ completely, and he was 

completely Christ, and all his own members and the members of everyone else, all and 

each one, were always like Christ in his eyes: he remained motionless, unhurt, and 

impassive; he was all Christ himself, and as Christ he considered all the baptized, clothed 

with the whole of Christ. But you, if you are naked and your flesh touches flesh, you are 

in heat like a donkey or a horse. How do you dare then to speak against the saint and to 

blaspheme Christ, the One who united Himself with us and has given impassiveness to 

His holy servants? For He becomes a spouse—do you hear?—each day, and all the souls 

with whom the Creator unites Himself become spouses and they, in turn, with Him, O 
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wholly spiritual marriage, Divine embrace with which He embraces them, and without 

dishonoring them in any way—away with the thought! And even if He takes them 

dishonored, by uniting Himself with them He at once restores their integrity, and what 

was formerly soiled by corruption in their eyes is no longer anything but sanctity and 

incorruption, perfectly healed. They glorify the Merciful One; they are in love with the 

most beautiful One. They are entirely united to His total love; or rather, by receiving His 

holy seed into themselves, they completely possess God, who has taken the form of man. 

 Does not what I say truly correspond with the Scriptures? But if you are clothed 

with the shamefulness of your flesh, if you have not bared your mind, not stripped your 

soul—if you have not succeeded in seeing the light, buried as you are in your darkness—

what could I really do for you, how should I show you the formidable mysteries? Let us 

therefore hasten by penance, since it is by it that all the expelled may return. There is no 

other way to enter into the interior or to see the mysteries which were accomplished 

there, and are still accomplished there even now and till the end of time in Christ, my 

God: to whom is due all glory, all honor, and all adoration, now and forever. Amen. 

 

Motionless Circling 

Nikitas Stithatos 

Nikitas Stithatos, an eleventh century Orthodox monk, entered the monastery of Studios at 
Constantinople c. 1020 and may have become abbot in his extreme old age, sometime between 
1076-92. A disciple and biographer of St Symeon the New Theologian, he took an active part in 
defending the Orthodox Church against Rome during the confrontations of 1054. The Philokalia 
preserves three of his centuries, corresponding to the three principal stages of the Way: “On the 
Practice of the Virtues”, “On the Inner Nature of Things”, and—the source of this selection—“On 
Spiritual Knowledge”. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Exalt the One over the dyad—the single over the dual—and free its nobility from all 

commerce with dualism, and you will consort immaterially with immaterial spirits; for 

you will yourself have become a noetic spirit, even though you appear to dwell bodily 

among other men. 

 Once you have brought the dyad into subjection to the dignity and nature of the 

One, you will have subjected the whole of creation to God, for you will have brought into 

unity what was divided and will have reconciled all things. So long as the nature of the 
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powers within us is in a state of inner discord and is dispersed among many contrary 

things, we do not participate in God’s supra-natural gifts. And if we do not participate in 

these gifts, we are also far from the mystical eucharist of the heavenly sanctuary, 

celebrated by the Intellect through its spiritual activity. When through assiduous ascetic 

labor we have purged ourselves of the crudity of evil and have reconciled our inner 

discord through the power of the Spirit, we then participate in the ineffable blessings of 

God, and worthily concelebrate the Divine mysteries of the Intellect’s mystical eucharist 

with God the Logos in His supra-celestial and spiritual sanctuary; for we have become 

initiates and priests of His immortal mysteries.  

 The rays of primordial Light that illumine purified souls with spiritual 

knowledge not only fill them with benediction and luminosity; they also, by means of 

the contemplation of the inner essences of created things, lead them up to the noetic 

heavens. The effects of the Divine energy, however, do not stop here; they continue 

until through wisdom and through knowledge of indescribable things they unite 

purified souls with the One, bringing them out of a state of multiplicity into a state of 

oneness in Him. We must first purge ourselves of the vicious materiality prompted in us 

by the demons—this is the stage of purification; then, through the stage of illumination, 

we must make our spiritual eyes lucid and ever light-filled, and this is accomplished by 

means of the mystical wisdom hidden in God. In this way we ascend to the cognition of 

sacred knowledge, which through the intelligence imparts things new and old to those 

who have ears to hear. Then we in our turn must pass on to others images and 

intimations of this knowledge, conveying its hidden meaning to the purified while 

withholding it from the profane, lest holy things be given to dogs, or the pearl of the 

Logos be cast before swine-like souls that would defile it.  

 Souls that have attained total purity, and have reached the heights of wisdom 

and spiritual knowledge, resemble the Cherubim. By virtue of their unmediated 

cognition they draw close to the source of all beauty and goodness, and in this way they 

are directly and fully initiated into the vision of secret things. Among the spiritual 

powers it is said that only the Cherubim are illuminated in this direct manner by the 

source of Divinity itself and thus possess this vision in the highest degree. Among the 

highest angelic powers, some are more ardent and clear-sighted in their devotion to the 
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Divine realities around which they unceasingly circle; others are more contemplative, 

gnostic, and imbued with wisdom, this being the Divine state that impels them 

unceasingly to circle around these realities. Similarly, angel-like souls are ardent and 

clear-sighted in their devotion to the Divine realities, as well as wise, gnostic, and 

exalted in mystical contemplation. Potentially and actually they too unceasingly circle 

around things Divine, firmly rooted in them alone. Immutably receptive of Divine 

illuminations, and thus participating in Him who truly is, they also unstintingly 

communicate His irradiance and grace to others through their teaching. 

 God is Intellect and the activating agent of everything. All intellects have both 

their permanent abode and their eternal mobility in this primary Intellect. Such is the 

experience of all whose activity is not adulterated by materiality but is pure and 

unsullied as a result of sacred ascetic labor. They experience this when, ardent with 

Divine love, they communicate to each other and to themselves the illumination 

bestowed upon them by the Divinity, generously transmitting to others the wisdom of 

God’s mysteries concealed within it; and in this way they unceasingly extol the Divine 

love that inspires them. Souls whose intelligence has been freed from material 

preoccupation, and in whom the self-warring appetitive and incensive aspects have 

been restored to harmony and harnessed to their heaven-bound, well-reined chariot, 

both revolve around God and yet stand fixedly. They revolve incessantly around God as 

the center and cause of their circular movement. They stand steadfast and unwavering 

as fixed points on the circumference of the circle and cannot be diverted from this fixed 

position by the sense-world and the distraction of human affairs. This is therefore the 

perfect consummation of stillness, and it is to this that stillness leads those who truly 

achieve it, so that while moving they are stationary, and while steadfast and immobile 

they move around the Divine realities. So long as we do not experience this we can 

only be said to practice an apparent stillness, and our intellect is not free from 

materiality and distraction. 

 When through great diligence and effort we recover the original beauty of the 

intelligence, and through the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit participate in supernal 

wisdom and knowledge, we can then perceive things as they are by nature and hence can 

recognize that the source and cause of all things is itself wise and beautiful. We see that 
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we cannot hold it in any way responsible for the evil that destroys created things when 

they deviate towards what is base. When we are so deflected and dragged downwards, 

we are sundered from the pristine beauty of the Logos and forfeit our deification, while 

the evil that has invaded us disfigures us into its own obtuse and witless form. When, 

on the other hand, through the practice of the virtues we attain a spiritual knowledge of 

created things we have achieved the first stage on the path of deification. We achieve 

the second stage when—initiated through the contemplation of the spiritual essences of 

created things—we perceive the hidden mysteries of God. We achieve the third stage 

when we are united and interfused with the primordial light. It is then that we reach the 

goal of all ascetic and contemplative activity. By means of these three stages all 

intellects are brought, in a way that accords with their own nature, into unity with 

themselves and with Him who truly is. They can then illumine their fellow intellects, 

initiating them into Divine realities, through celestial wisdom perfecting them as spirits 

already purified, and uniting them with themselves and with the One. 

 Deification in this present life is the spiritual and truly sacred rite in which the 

Logos of unutterable wisdom makes Himself a sacred offering and gives Himself, so far 

as is possible, to those who have prepared themselves. God, as befits His goodness, has 

bestowed this deification on beings endowed with intelligence so that they may achieve 

the union of faith. Those who as a result of their purity and their knowledge of things 

Divine participate in this dignity are assimilated to God, “conformed to the image of 

His Son” (Rom. 8:29) through their exalted and spiritual concentration upon the Divine. 

Thus they become as gods to other men on earth. These others in their turn, perfected in 

virtue by purification through their Divine intelligence and through sacred intercourse 

with God, participate according to their proficiency and the degree of their purification 

in the same deification as their brethren, and they commune with them in the God of 

unity. In this way all of them, joined together in the union of love, are unceasingly 

united with the one God; and God, the source of all holy works and totally free from 

any indictment because of His work of creation, abides in the midst of gods (cf. Ps. 

82:1, LXX), God by nature among gods by adoption. 
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The Teacher 

Saint Gregory of Sinai 

Gregory of Sinai (c. 1265-1346) was a Orthodox anchorite and geronda, who here describes the 
characteristics of true spiritual mastery. Following a not uncommon pattern, he lived for about 
twenty-five years in a secluded hermitage on Mount Athos, intent upon the solitary practice of 
ascesis and contemplative prayer, before agreeing to accept disciples in the last part of his life. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
According to the wise, a true teacher is he who through his all-embracing cognitive 

insight comprehends created things concisely, as if they constituted a single body, 

establishing distinctions and connections between them according to their generic 

difference and identity, so as to indicate which possess similar qualities. Or he may be 

described as one who can truly demonstrate things apodictically. Or again, a true spiritual 

teacher is he who distinguishes and relates the general and universal qualities of created 

things in accordance with a particular formulation that embraces everything. But his 

apodictic skill is not a matter of mere verbal dexterity, like that of profane philosophers, 

for he is able to enlighten others through the contemplative vision of created things 

manifested to him by the Holy Spirit. 

 A true philosopher is one who perceives in created things their spiritual Cause, or 

who knows created things through knowing their Cause, having attained a union with 

God that transcends the Intellect and a direct, unmediated faith. He does not simply learn 

about Divine things, but actually experiences them. Or again, a true philosopher is one 

whose Intellect is conversant equally with ascetic practice and contemplative wisdom. 

Thus the perfect philosopher or lover of wisdom is one whose Intellect has attained—

alike on the moral, natural, and theological levels—love of wisdom or, rather, love of 

God. That is to say, he has learnt from God the principles of ascetic practice (moral 

philosophy), an insight into the spiritual causes of created things (natural philosophy), 

and a precise contemplative understanding of doctrinal principles (theology). 

 Or again, a teacher initiated into things Divine is one who distinguishes principial 

beings from participative beings or beings that have no autonomous self-subsistent 

reality; he adduces the essences of principial beings from beings that exist through 

participating in them, and inspired by the Holy Spirit, he perceives the essences of 

principial beings embodied in participative beings. In other words, he interprets what is 
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intelligible and invisible in terms of what is sensible and visible, and the visible sense-

world in terms of the invisible and supra-sensory world, conscious that what is visible is 

an image of what is invisible, and that what is invisible is the archetype of what is visible. 

He knows that things possessing form and figure are brought into being by what is 

formless and without figure, and that each manifests the other spiritually; and he clearly 

perceives each in the other and conveys this perception in his teaching of the truth. His 

knowledge of the truth, with all its sun-like radiance, is not expressed in anagogical or 

allegorical form; on the contrary, he elucidates the true underlying principles of both 

worlds with spiritual insight and power, and expounds them forcibly and vividly. In this 

way the visible world becomes our teacher and the invisible world is shown to be an 

eternal Divine dwelling-place manifestly brought into being for our sake. 
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F. APOCATÁSTASIS 
 
Among obscurer heresies, this dearest rests 
within a special class of gross immoderation, 
the heart of which reveals what proves these days to be 
a refreshing degree of filial regard. 
 
Specifically, the word is how we apprehend 
one giddy, largely Syriac belief that all 
and everyone will be redeemed—or, more nearly, 
have been redeemed, always, have only to notice. 
 
You may have marked by now how late Semitic habits 
are seldom quite so neighborly, but this ancient one 
looks so downright cordial I shouldn’t be surprised 
if it proved genesis for the numbing vision 
 
Abba Isaak Luria glimpsed in his spinning 
permutations of The Word: Namely, everything 
we know as well as everything we don’t in all 
creation came to be in that brief, abysmal 
 
vacuum The Holy One first opened in Himself. 
So it’s not so far a stretch from that Divine Excess 
to advocate the sacred possibility 
that in some final, graceful metánoia He 
will mend that ancient wound completely, and for all.   
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6 

The Mysteries 

John Anthony McGuckin 

From The Orthodox Church: An Introduction to Its History, Doctrine, and Spiritual Culture. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Orthodoxy does not use the word “sacrament” with the same frequency as the Western 

churches. Its preferred term is mysterion. The word means “something to be silent about” 

and was used by the apostles and Fathers with deliberate, analogous reference to the pre-

Christian mysteries, or mystery religions, where the element of the arcana (refusing to 

divulge the contents of the initiation) became a very important identifying mark of the 

adherent. Orthodoxy uses the word in a comparable sense still.   

In earliest Christianity the believer was forbidden to divulge the content of the 

mysteries to the uninitiated non-believer, even if the person was a catechumen, or 

“hearer”, that is, someone being prepared through proper instruction in the faith (Gal. 

6:6). They were regarded as too sacred for utterance to the unbaptized. Even well into the 

fourth century catechumens received the final elements of the faith directly from the 

baptizing bishop, who would transmit the Creed to them orally only a few days before 

their baptismal liturgy and require them to memorize it. It was only in these final days of 

initiation that the doctrine of the sanctifying effect of the Holy Spirit was conveyed to 

them, as well as the manner in which their baptismal immersion51 would convey his 

mystical grace and cleansing. To this day in the Eucharistic liturgy the deacon will cry 

out publicly before the beginning of the Anaphora52 for all the catechumens to leave the 

building so as not to witness the mystery of the Eucharistic consecration. The concept of 

																																																								
51	Orthodoxy requires baptismal immersion, for infants and adults. It has sometimes adapted itself, in 
certain parts of the world and in different eras, to the Western practice of aspersional baptism, but this is 
not a proper procedure canonically or theologically (it had originally evolved as an “economic” form of 
baptism for sick people in danger of death), because the element of immersion is a fundamental symbol of 
entrance into the death and resurrection of Christ (Rom. 6.4-5; Col. 2.12) and thus a basic part of the 
“significance” of the sacramental form. Orthodoxy thus allows for aspersional baptism but does not 
approve of it as a standard practice. From antiquity it has also acknowledged the “baptism by blood” of 
those who were martyred before their baptismal ceremony took place.  
52 The central prayers of the Eucharistic offering, which takes place after the more public series of litanies, 
Scripture readings, and recitation of the Creed. 
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mysterion also connotes a “passing by,”53 an event which produces awe (Matt. 17:26; 

Mark 4:41; Luke 5:26) in the hearts and minds of those who witness it and understand it, 

and which results in the quietness of deep reverence for the holy. A mystical54 response 

of silence––a silence that “ponders in the heart” (Luke 2:19, 51)––is exactly what is 

brought about by the mystery itself. It is a small sign of the inner consecration that has 

also taken place, as God in his mysteries “passed by”. Like Moses before the burning 

bush at the Sinai theophany, those present at a mystery have to learn the syntax (the 

politeia) of the divine “passing by”, and thus they are told, and slowly learn through their 

subsequent Christian lives, that it is necessary to take off one’s shoes in humility and 

reverence,55 for here a person stands upon holy ground (Exod. 3:5). 

The mysteries are experiences of Christian initiation and are therefore not easily 

explicable, being deeply resonant with the grace of the Lord, who has empowered them 

by his Holy Spirit that they might serve as primary ways of manifesting his life-giving 

presence and energies within the earthly Church until the eschaton. As Sergei Bulgakov 

once described it, the sacraments are the continuing signs that Pentecost is still occurring 

within the heart of Christ’s Church, and their youthful, unfailing freshness is a sure sign 

of the authenticity and truth of that Church. All the Christian mysteries are eschatological 

in essence. They stand, as does the earthly Church itself, poised between the two ages: 

this age of conflicted loyalty to God, the expectation of the Kingdom, and the next aeon, 

when the Kingdom of God will be revealed as all in all. Although the mysteries are 

“hidden” in character, and deeply profound, the term does not predominantly mean a 

conundrum or something that eludes comprehension. Such is merely the contemporary, 

secularized significance of the word “mystery”. Mysteries, in the Church’s 

understanding, are the particularly empowered means Christ has left his Church that it 

might grow into the supreme Mystery, his own eschatological presence in the world, a 

																																																								
53 The Biblical phrase for a revelation of the power of the Divine Presence. Cf. Exod. 33:22; 1 Kings 19:11. 
54 In later Western theology “mystical” came to connote primarily an element of personal interior 
knowledge, as in “mystics” and “mystical perception”. In Orthodoxy the word retains its more ancient 
connotation having to do with the secret operation of the Lord, especially in the sacramental rites. 
Mystagogy, for example, is a term that means a commentary on the Divine Liturgy. As one might expect 
with a term so closely connected with liturgy (a word which itself means “the public worship and service of 
God”), the concept of “mystical” in the Eastern Church is something that is corporate rather than 
individualistic, collegial and ecclesial in character rather than personalistic. 
55 The sense of reverential penitence is also found in the refusal of the Orthodox Church to allow musical 
instruments in its services, and why the tonal character of the liturgical settings is generally very sober. 
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deifying grace that is conferred by the Holy Spirit. All the mysteries are forms of theosis 

and encapsulate, in different ways, the same experience of deification of the believer, 

which is assimilation to Christ. Each one to that extent is a synopsis of the Kingdom, as 

well as a path leading to it. Each one is a metamorphosis, transfiguring the faithful into 

eschatological newness of vision and being. 

Orthodoxy has preferred the vocabulary of mysterion as being more apostolic in 

character and scripturally original than the secular word sacramentum, which the early 

Latin Fathers pressed into service to describe Christian initiation in terms drawn from the 

soldier’s oath of loyalty. Tertullian, himself the son of a centurion, who had witnessed all 

the pagan army rituals, was partly responsible for this development. Of course, this Latin 

theology of sacrament and grace also belongs to Orthodoxy, for the church of the first 

thousand years shares the same spiritual heritage. It is clearly manifested in the 

profoundly rich theology of worship that exudes from the ancient Latin ritual. Orthodoxy, 

however, although its teachers were sometimes bilingual until the end of the fourth 

century, generally became less and less aware of the intellectual and liturgical currents of 

the West from the sixth century onwards. By the time the Eastern and Western parts of 

the church rediscovered each another, it was with a profound cultural shock in the 

medieval period, when political friction and the religious wars known as the Crusades, 

not to mention the great extension of powers the Papacy had assumed by that period, had 

deeply soured relations with a mutual hostility that would soon lead to the Great Schism. 

As a result, the Latin liturgical tradition did not have a great influence on the foundational 

period of the East’s development. 

Linguistically and culturally Orthodoxy was deeply rooted in the Greek Scriptures 

and knew that the Septuagintal term mysterion was especially related to the revelation of 

the hidden things of God (Dan 2:47; Wisd. 2:22) and to the deep secrets of a person’s 

heart (Ecclus 27:16). In the Gospels the word was given a new baptism, to refer to a 

revelation of the inner principles of the Kingdom, which were available only to the elect 

disciples of Christ. It referred to a special and particular form of initiation into that 

Kingdom, as well as to the manner of approaching the initiation. So the Lord tells his 

disciples that in their reflection on his parables they have already been given the 

“Mysteries of the Kingdom” (Matt. 13:11). The apostle Paul uses the word (Rom. 11:25) 
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to designate the secret plan God has for the salvation of his people, one which began with 

the election of Israel and will conclude with the reconciliation of Israel before the end 

time, the scope of which is of such vast proportion that it can easily escape the less 

perceptive, who may have forgotten that the Jews, as the chosen people, “are still loved 

by God ... who never takes back his gifts or revokes his choice” (Rom. 11:28-29). 

For the apostle Jesus is, in and of himself, the “revelation of a mystery kept secret 

for long ages” (Rom. 16:25). This usage––the “Mystery of Christ” revealed as the 

salvation and consolidation of his people in the New Age––becomes the standard post-

Pauline use in the Scriptures (Eph. 1:9, 3:3-4; Col. 2:2-3; 1 Tim. 3:9, 16). The mystery of 

the living faith of the Christian is therefore “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col. 1:26-

27). To this extent, all the mysteries of the Orthodox Church are one and the same, just as 

Christ is one and the same and sends the same Holy Spirit into the heart of the faithful 

individually and collectively to constitute them as his own Mystical Body. 

Nevertheless the epinoiai, or aspects, of the Lord are manifold and diverse. These 

are the ways Christ adapts himself to the needs of his people in time and space, 

accommodating their various stages of spiritual growth and different levels of mystical 

perception. So it is that the mysteries are varied in form. They have the same character of 

the holiness of Christ, and because they emanate directly from the energy of the Holy 

Spirit, they are indefectible in essence and absolutely pure in quality, though they may in 

some instances pass “unperceived” by those whose hearts and eyes are not prepared to 

see them.56 Even when someone approaches them in a purely formal and unapprehending 

way, they have an unfailing power and grace, since it is not the faith of the believer that 

energizes the mysteries, but rather the mysteries, celebrated in the glory of the whole 

Church’s doxology, which bring the disciple into the presence of the Lord of Glory. It is 

because of this diverse character of the paths to our common and unique salvation that 

there are several different forms of mystery within the Church. 

Orthodoxy has generally not been willing to enumerate them and classify them 

strictly in the manner of the medieval Western Church,57 but in recent centuries, 

																																																								
56 Just as Christ himself often “passed by” his contemporaries, seen only by those who had “the eyes to see 
and the ears to hear”. 
57 As Metropolitan Kallistos points out: “John of Damascus speaks of two; Dionysios the Areopagite of six; 
Joasaph, metropolitan of Ephesus (fifteenth century), of ten; and those Byzantine theologians who in fact 
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especially in theological writing after the seventeenth century when Latin scholastic 

influence was prevalent in the Eastern churches, it has tended to agree with the Roman 

Catholic formulation that there are seven “great mysteries” in the life of the church––this 

largely to stand against the post-Reformation reduction of the understanding of the 

mysteries to “two sacraments”: baptism and Eucharist. Nevertheless, when it is reflecting 

within its own tradition and not looking outwards to the issue of external apologetics, 

Orthodoxy has preferred a wider view, one which sees the mysteries not as things that are 

strictly bounded and formally delineated in the Church’s life, but rather as the central 

experiences of worship and doxology, found throughout the salvation history of the 

Orthodox, in which the grace of the Holy Spirit shines out in particularly glorious ways. 

These moments of mystery turn around the charter stages of initiation and Christian 

growth into God (the path of deification by grace of the believer), and they also fan out as 

it were into doxological moments of encounter that can be “lesser” in character. These 

lesser mysteries share the lineaments of the greater. Orthodoxy regards as central 

mysteries of the Church the three great initiation experiences: baptism, chrismation, and 

Eucharist (the mystical supper), together with two additional mysteries that relate to them 

in a primary way: those of healing (the seven anointings) and metanoia.58 Then there are 

also two mysteries of vocational consecration, sacraments of initiation as this develops 

into the particularities of a disciple’s allegiance to the Lord: namely holy orders (the 

“laying on of hands”) and matrimony. 

The primary mysteries of initiation––baptism, chrismation, and Eucharist––are 

still strictly observed in their ancient liturgical form. Baptism and chrismation are meant 

to be celebrated together; the Eucharist, as the initiation mystery par excellence, is given 

only to those already illumined as the completion of their initiation. It is therefore 

																																																																																																																																																																					
speak of seven sacraments differ as to the items which they include on their list” (The Orthodox Church 
[London: Penguin, 1987], 282). 
58 Often translated simply as “repentance”, metanoia refers etymologically to a “change of mind or heart”. 
Metanoia leads to exomologesis, or “confession”, which is closely related to the initiatic mysteries as a 
form of their renewal. Exomologesis is regarded in this sense as a “second baptism”, though the Church 
also knows that baptism as such cannot be repeated. The Fathers, especially St Gregory the Theologian 
(Oration 39.7) and St John of Damascus (On the Orthodox Faith, 4.9), speak of several different “types” of 
baptism, including the baptism of tears of repentance and the baptism of blood. The mystery of the seven 
anointings (of the sick) closely connects the experience of prayer for healing, through the anointing with 
sacred oil, with metanoia and confession of sins. 
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celebrated (the first time) immediately after baptism. Thus, in Orthodoxy, when infants 

are baptized, they must also immediately receive the Eucharist and continue receiving it 

from that day onwards as the unfolding of their initiation and their new life in Christ.59 

This triadic unity of these three distinct mysteries, and the unity that flows from 

them to the other mysteries as well, is seen to reflect something of the character of the 

Church of Christ itself, which in the mysterious quality of its own unity in diversity 

knows something of the life of God as three distinct hypostases in one self-same being. 

Similarly the mysteries are distinct in scope but singular in function, being energized by 

the same Spirit of grace and leading to the same illumination in Christ: the theosis of the 

believer. Also, they are seen to represent iconically the mystery of the Incarnation (as 

does the Church as the Body of Christ) insofar as they have a double nature but a single 

reality. As the Incarnation is understood to be the Logos’ own supreme spiritualization of 

matter, in which the flesh of the Lord is taken up into the power of the Godhead to 

become “God’s very own flesh” (as St Cyril of Alexandria put it), so the mysteries begin 

in physical materialities60 and lead directly into the presence of the divine. The Eucharist 

is itself the supreme mystery of the spiritualization of matter––not just a symbol of it, but 

rather its concrete realization. As for baptism and chrismation, they do not merely 

symbolize the death of the old nature and the new birth of the Christ-initiate; they 

actually effect it and seal that character in ways that are permanently visible to the 

bodiless powers and the saints.61 The mysteries of marriage and ordination (and monastic 

profession) are similarly powers of the transfiguration of structures of living and working 

into patterns of “living” the Kingdom. 

This double character of a visible material act, on the one hand, and a spiritually 

charged energy suffusing it, on the other, is often compared in Orthodox thought to the 

																																																								
59 The Western Church later required children to be of the “age of reason” before receiving this mystery, 
and for similar reasons delayed chrismation until a later time (designating it as confirmation). The liturgical 
changes after Vatican II restored the significance of chrismation to the baptism rite, though retaining a 
separate service of confirmation as well. Orthodoxy has never thought that the reception of the initiations 
depended on a full comprehension of what was transpiring (otherwise no one would ever be qualified to 
receive a mystery), and so all the baptized––infants as well as adults, the wise as well as the less intelligent 
and learned––are called to the family table of the Lord, where differentiations are offensive to the equality 
of honor he has given all of us (Jas. 2.l-5). 
60 The bread and wine of the Eucharist, the water and chrism of Baptism, and so on. 
61 St Basil the Great speaks of this seal as comparable to the marking of the Israelites’ houses so that the 
angel of death would know them to be protected. See Exod. 12:13. The idea of the sealing of the servants of 
God is also found in Ezek. 9:4, and the same notion is evoked in Rev. 7:3. 
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paradigm of the Incarnate Lord. His finger or his face, according to the mystery of the 

Incarnation, is not a material thing inhabited by or used by the Lord of time and space; it 

is more truly the finger of God, the very face of God, the form of the energy of God 

within the world. So it is that when the blind men felt this finger on their eyes (Matt. 

9:29), they were able to see again. This was the ultimate paradox of the “finger of the 

living God”, not metaphorically but really so, and thereby full of life-giving power. The 

material form of the mystery is of course closely related to the specific epinoia of Christ 

that it celebrates. The explication of that relationship is one of the chief ways to exegete 

the inner workings of the mysteries for those who have not experienced them directly. 

The Eucharist, for example, is a “burning of the heart” (Luke 24:30-32) that directly 

relates to the loving covenant meal’s bread and wine: heady and potent, consumed 

reclining on the bosom of the Lord, yet eaten within the shadow of the High Priest’s 

dungeon, under the gloom of the betrayal of a chosen apostle (John 13:30). The mystery 

of confession uses the materiality of words of repentance to unravel words and deeds of 

denial and to find the unwavering forgiveness of the same Master who led Peter to restate 

his profession, “deeply moved”, on the shores of the lake (John 21:15-17). This exegesis 

is a task greatly assisted by the liturgical texts, which so solemnly enwrap the celebration 

of the mysteries in the Orthodox Church. All the great mysteries have ancient and 

revealing rites and ceremonies that are full of mystical symbols and poetry of great 

beauty added to them across many generations. Invariably, after the celebration of one or 

several of the great mysteries in the churches, the Orthodox will be found together 

continuing the celebration, sometimes eating and drinking (and usually talking 

animatedly) together near the church. The elation is tangible and communicable. 

Even the “repeatable” mysteries, such as the Holy Eucharist, are prepared for 

carefully in advance, with stipulated prayer and fasting rituals. No adult Orthodox would 

ever think of approaching the altar unprepared or merely as a matter of course. These 

moments of great grace are an “event”: in fact they are a kairos, one of the moments in 

which the Kingdom of God is felt to have manifested itself in concrete form within the 

fabric of history. As such they are eschatological mysteries that, for a moment––but 
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decisively so and irreversible in their tendency62––have brought the aeon of the next age 

into the fabric of the present era, and wholly charged it with a terrible beauty. At these 

moments the Orthodox know the truth in complete fullness: “To you has been given the 

secret of the Kingdom” (Mark 4:11) and “the Kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 

17:21). 

All the mysteries convey the self-same character of consecration, so that believers 

may assume the full extent of their destiny as spiritual beings sharing the life of Christ in 

the world; yet each of the mysteries configures this “process” of deification in a different 

way. Baptism is an archetypal form, an unrepeatable and transformative “sealing”, not to 

be reiterated.63 The other mysteries, in a manner that stretches across the whole space of a 

Christian life,64 lead the Orthodox forward into a deepening experience of the life of God. 

Such a life of discipleship is charted by the “markers” of one’s regular participation in the 

repeatable mysteries, especially those of the Holy Eucharist, metanoia, and the anointing 

of the sick. Many Orthodox theologians have spoken of entrance into the monastic state 

(the profession of a complete renunciation for the love of God and the reception of the 

angelic habit) as a lesser mystery. To this extent, like the mystery of metanoia, the 

monastic profession is understood as a renewal of the once-for-all baptismal profession 

and as a renewed sharing in its renovatory power. The same has been seen to apply to the 

mystery of the funeral rite for the believer. It too shares elements from the other 

mysteries, especially related to the consecration of the iconic body of the believer and the 

																																																								
62 Can a mystery fail to transfer saving grace to a given individual? Surely so, though it can never fail 
“collectively” within the sobornost of the communion of believers as a whole. St Paul speaks of some early 
believers “eating and drinking judgment” to themselves (1 Cor. 11.29) because they perverted the Holy 
Eucharist into a counter-sign of grace. They had used the mystery of communion to signify self-centered 
isolation. But this is always a pathological situation and does not convey the normal, vital effect of the holy 
mysteries. We can distinguish between the “efficacy” of the mysteries (the Epistle of the Eastern Patriarchs 
described them as “the means which unfailingly act by grace upon those who come to them”) and their 
“effectiveness”, which presumes the freedom of the synergy of the believer’s love and faith. 
63 This is the force of the Nicene Creed’s profession: “We believe in one baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins.” 
64 Several of the repeated sacraments have some element of this “non-repeatable” character. The Holy 
Eucharist, for example, is not a regular repetition of the mystery of the Lord’s death and resurrection, but 
rather the self-same eschatological experience entered into several times within the current of history. The 
ritual of the mystery of marriage also shows that it is a “once for all” event, although in economic practice 
up to three marriages can be solemnized in the Orthodox Church. Ordination can also be repeated across 
the different degrees (deacon, priest, bishop) but cannot (if validly conferred) be repeated in the same 
degree. 
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celebration of the forgiveness of sins. The ritual of the “Great Blessing of Waters” on the 

feast of Theophany is also seen as an especially solemn mystery in the Church. In 

addition to this, there are a number of other experiences in which the Orthodox recognize 

the character of a mystery without necessarily describing them as “greater mysteries”. 

This would apply, for example, to the use of blessed oil and water in the homes of the 

faithful, the offering of incense to Christ, the reception of the blessed antidoron,65 the 

asking for blessings from a bishop or a priest, the experience of the blessing of God at a 

place of pilgrimage or the shrine of a saint. All of these lesser mysteries share the same 

character (and are thus mystically recognized as significant and sanctifying) of the 

enlightening grace of the Spirit of God. 

Orthodoxy has, then, a rich and deep “sacramental theology” that is more akin to 

Western Catholicism than it is to Protestantism, where sacramentalism has been greatly 

diminished in the post-Reformation age––both organizationally66 and with regard to 

interior understanding: sacraments and prayer services are seen by many Protestants in a 

predominantly “symbolic” fashion, the Eucharist being understood mainly as a 

“commemoration” of the Lord’s Supper and baptism as a symbolic entry into the 

community of disciples. On the other hand, post-medieval Western Catholicism has 

increasingly emphasized its sacraments, classifying them as seven in number and 

sometimes using a heavily scholasticized method to explain their relevance and 

functionality. Orthodoxy has not given the same scope to the scholastic approach; as a 

result, the profound way in which the Orthodox Christian experience is “guarded about” 

by the mysteries is harder to convey to those who have not had extensive experience of 

this form of Christian living––or who tend to see it through the lens of their own 

denominational comprehension––because it is more hidden from plain sight. Mysteries 

can only be “mystically” apprehended. 
 

 

 

																																																								
65 The remnant of the ancient agape meal after the Eucharist is concluded, when the bread that was blessed 
but not consecrated at the holy table is given to those in church. 
66 The range of sacraments and their frequency of celebration have been heavily reduced in most Protestant 
parishes. 
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The Mystery of Baptism 

This great mystery is commonly regarded by all who call themselves Christian as the 

foundational initiation. Baptisma was a ritual found in Judaism in the New Testament 

period that was designed to serve as the initiation rite for pagan females who wished to 

convert to Judaism. (Male converts would of course be circumcised.) Its root symbolism 

was related to Jewish rituals of purification: it was a “sprinkling” for purification and for 

admittance into the number of the elect people of God. This “typological” understanding 

carried on into the Church as well.67 Baptism, which essentially means “washing”, was 

also partly rooted in the experience of the Lord himself when he entered the waters of the 

Jordan and gave the great theophanic sign of the Trinity in the sight of John, the prophet 

and forerunner. The Orthodox Church teaches that the old dispensation was thereby 

consummated and the material order consecrated in its root element (water). The ultimate 

mystery of the Trinity, now at work in the manifestation of a new world order,68 was 

shown forth––in the voice of the Father, the presence of the Son, and the descent of the 

Spirit in the form of a dove––to a yet uncomprehending world.69 The prophet, however, 

recognized what had transpired and ushered his own disciples forward to become the 

apostolic followers of their new Lord. After his own initiation at the baptism,70 John was 

able to say, “Behold, the lamb of God” (John 1:29-33), and thus his disciples too passed 

into the mystery of encounter with Christ (John 1:37-46). This, then, is how Christian 

baptism is rooted in time, though it opens a door that reaches beyond time into the 

Kingdom. The historical baptism of the Lord is its “archetypal” form. 

Baptism is also rooted in an act and command that lie outside time, poised 

between history and the eschatological present of that moment when the Risen Lord gave 

the command to his disciples to become a new future, by evangelizing the whole world 

through teaching the observance of his commandments and by baptizing new disciples in 
																																																								
67 St Gregory of Nyssa calls baptism a purification of the soul and says that it dispenses with the 
eschatological “purification of fire” that will be required of the souls of the uninitiated (Catechetical 
Oration 35). 
68 An order based upon the resurrection as a new principle of life within mortal humanity. To that extent the 
mystery of baptism is the gift of supernatural life, a new form of “human being”, not otherwise experienced 
in the human race. Cf. Gregory of Nyssa, Catechetical Oration 35: “The great resurrection has its 
beginnings, and its causes, in baptism ... and without this washing of regeneration the resurrection of a 
human person is not possible.” 
69 “Among you stands one whom you do not know” (John 1:26). 
70 Orthodoxy sees Christ’s baptism in the Jordan as the initiation of the prophet, not the initiation of Jesus. 
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the threefold and singular name of the Trinity (Matt. 28:19-20). From this mystery of 

evangelization, corresponding to the sacred initiation of the teachings of Christ and 

consecration into the threefold Name, there immediately follows the corollary of 

Christian identity: that mystical experience which alone constitutes the authentic reality 

of the Church, namely the presence itself: “For then see: I am with you always, even to 

the consummation of the world.” The Lord taught Nicodemus that Baptism, as a spiritual 

rebirth, was necessary for entrance into the Kingdom of God (John 3:3-6), and elsewhere 

the Scripture makes it clear that baptism is a fundamental requirement for Christian 

initiation (Mark 16:16). It is the low lintel of repentance beneath which all must enter 

stooping down, or else they cannot enter at all. Believers, by this mystery, are given a 

new life that transcends and transfigures the physical, that is, the “species identity” they 

have received from their parents. In many debased estimates baptism is presumed to be 

merely a little ceremony of welcome for a new baby, comparable to an ancient pagan 

naming service. Nothing could be further from the Orthodox understanding of the 

mystery. The adult or child is understood to be truly reborn,71 passing from the shared 

human nature that is our common physical inheritance into a new nature. Theologically, 

this is the passage from the old humanity, the Adamic nature, to the new creaturehood 

given in Christ through the consecration of the Holy Spirit. For this reason the Church’s 

ritual frequently describes baptism, typologically, as the passage through the Red Sea 

from the slavery of Egyptian exile into the freedom of the children of God. This image of 

the people of God, making their way through waters that were life to them but death-

dealing to the enemies of God,72 is basic to the ritual of the Orthodox baptism ceremony. 

Orthodox theology is very serious about its presupposition that there are two types of 
																																																								
71 The apostle calls baptism the “washing of regeneration” (Titus 3.5). St John of Damascus connects the 
baptismal rebirth with the whole mystery of the believer’s deification in Christ: “For it was fitting that not 
only the first fruits of our nature should partake in the higher good but every person who wished it, and that 
a second birth should take place and that the nourishment should be new and suitable to the birth and thus 
the measure of perfection be attained. Through his own birth, that is, his incarnation and baptism and 
passion and resurrection, he delivered our nature from the sin of our first parent and from death and 
corruption, and so became the first fruits of the resurrection. He made himself the way and image and 
pattern, in order that we, too, by following in his footsteps, might become by adoption what he is himself 
by nature, the children and heirs of God and joint heirs with him. He gave us therefore, as I said, a second 
birth in order that, just as we who are born of Adam are in his image and are the heirs of the curse and of 
corruption, so also being born of Christ we may now be in his likeness and heirs of his incorruption and 
blessing and glory” (On the Orthodox Faith, 4.13). 
72 Exod. 14:13-15:19. The Pharaoh and his chariots were always taken in patristic literature as types of the 
demons surrounding the Prince of this World. 



 146 

human nature present on earth and within our species. One is the Adamic nature, which 

still groans to be liberated and which still lives under the lesser light of a more material 

conception of the meaning and destiny of life; the other is the Christ nature, into which 

his elect in the Church have been initiated and into which each believer strives to grow to 

the “fullness of the stature of Christ” (Eph. 3:19, 4:13; Col. 2:10). It is for this reason that 

the Orthodox Church takes seriously the task of evangelization in the world. It does not 

see all religions as equal. It strives on the contrary to witness to and proclaim that path to 

God which God himself instituted on earth for his faithful. It hopes for the entrance of all 

humanity through the “narrow door” (Matt. 7:13-14) that leads to life. This single-minded 

fidelity to its own charter of salvation, the Holy Gospel, as a gift for the entire world does 

not preclude it from being able to respect other religions for the many aspects of truth and 

civilizing power they may contain. But Orthodoxy’s canon of judgment on this remains 

the Gospel alone. 

As the apostle Peter taught his listeners, in the full charismatic gift of the 

pentecostal Spirit (Acts 2:37-38), repentance and baptism precede the full remission of 

sins and the gift of the Spirit of God. The spreading practice of infant baptism took away 

from many celebrations of the baptismal mystery the clear element of repentance and 

remission of sins that had come so clearly before the eyes of the ancient Christian 

congregations when adult pagans––for soon candidates73 for admission to the Church 

were largely gentile and dubiously formed in their moral upbringing––stood before the 

font and renounced their past lives of sin, proclaiming their formal dedication to Christ. 

Adults seeking admission into Orthodoxy are still required to study with the parish priest 

and learn to be familiar with the faith, and especially to open their hearts and minds to the 

priest in privacy and discretion so that their moral values and habits can be brought into 

harmony with the standards and practices of the church. All of this is an essential 

“preparation” of the spirit before entering into the mystery. In the ancient church this 

time of preparation was particularly associated with the Great Lent leading up to Pascha, 

and this is still the most fitting time for adults to be initiated. 

																																																								
73 Candidatus means “vested in white” and derives from the practice of requiring those who had been 
baptized to wear white robes for the week after their immersion and chrismation. 
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The first parts of the rites (still observed today, even for infants) consisted of a 

turning to the West, symbolic of the domain of the Prince of this World, and a 

renunciation of Satan. The candidates spat, facing the West, and were exorcized from 

demonic possession, which was understood to have manifested itself (at the very least) in 

their previous worship of false gods and their lack of a true sense of moral order. The 

exorcisms, once completed, were followed by a solemn consecration of the baptismal 

waters. The candidates were then led into the water and immersed as a vital type of their 

death to the old order and their rebirth to the new life in Christ. The bishop took charge of 

all these ceremonies in antiquity, after he himself (with the assistance of his priests and 

deacons) had conducted a long and rigorous program of education and moral “scrutiny” 

of the new candidates, one that would sometimes last for several years as the pagans were 

acclimatized to the new lifestyle and new moral demands of Christian politeia. Nowadays 

the celebration of the mystery is generally delegated to priests in parishes. Its dependence 

on the episcopal charism is nevertheless demonstrated by the fact that the chrism 

necessary for completion of the sacrament, though conferred at the hands of a priest, must 

be consecrated by the celebration of bishops alone. Baptismal immersion can be 

administered by a layperson in a case of urgent necessity,74 but it cannot be performed by 

those who are not themselves baptized. The possibility of lay baptism is in virtue of the 

common priesthood of all believers, conferred on them through their own baptismal 

chrismation. Without that priestly gift, the grace cannot be offered, and this is why the 

non-baptized cannot confer the sacrament, and also why the non-ordained cannot confer 

any of the other sacraments, which are strictly reserved to those who have been given the 

gift of a radiant, particular, and elevated priestly charism through their admission to the 

mystery of holy orders in the apostolic succession. 

Infants, of course, are not expected to prepare. Their sponsors are “standing in” 

for them in all things. It is the sponsors who must prepare: both they and the officiating 

priest should fast and ready themselves by prayer for several days before the mystery 

takes place. The parents of the child who is presented for baptism are expected to do this 

out of their own zeal for the faith and with a desire to enter into a greater communion of 

																																																								
74 Only a bishop or priest can chrismate, however, and if the sick person recovers, the final rites (most 
especially chrismation) are supplied in church at a later time. 



 148 

love with their own child by sharing the presence of Christ. It stands to reason that they 

are expected to bring up their child as someone rooted in the customs and practices of the 

faith from its earliest days. It is a burden that parents impose on their children, not a mark 

of love, if they offer a child for baptism and are then careless about its religious 

formation. The sponsors of a child in baptism are required to be Orthodox themselves and 

are undertaking a serious obligation to “keep an eye” on the spiritual and moral 

development of their “children” as well as on their educational and social development. 

In Orthodox countries this entrance into the role of godparent (nounos, koumbaros) 

creates a kinship between the families and especially between the nounos and the newly 

baptized. It is a lifelong bond of great force constituting a “spiritual relationship” of 

affinity (syngeneia) and precluding all possibility of a subsequent marriage between the 

two persons. The sponsor is like a father or mother: a guardian to that soul, not its partner 

on the road. 

In ancient times Christian parents would enroll their children as catechumens; the 

children would attend all the church services, marked with Christ’s Cross and dedicated 

to him, but not yet taking the personal step of conforming all their life to Christ’s service. 

The catechumens stayed in the outer part of the church building and did not receive the 

Eucharistic mysteries. Given their profound sense of the holiness of life required of the 

baptized, they often delayed baptism until their last years, looking to its sanctifying effect 

to atone for all their past sins. This custom of prolonging the catechumenate until near the 

end of one’s life was denounced by the great Fathers––so successfully that infant baptism 

afterwards became the standard path to initiation in Christian countries. With this success 

there often came a relaxation of the awe that had once attended baptism as a once-for-all 

commitment and remission of sins. Unlike their Christian brothers and sisters in all parts 

of the ancient church, however, today’s Orthodox Christians have the great benefit of 

ready access to the sacrament of confession, through which they can experience anew the 

grace of repentance and the consecration Christ himself gives them as members of his 

Church, the “Spotless Bride” of the Lamb (2 Cor. 11:2). 

In the liturgical rite of Orthodox baptism, when the exorcisms are concluded and 

the renunciations and professions of faith have been witnessed by the wider church, the 

candidate is led to the font where solemn prayers of blessing over the water are said and 
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oil is mixed in with it. The font is sufficiently large to hold enough water to cover the 

person to be baptized completely. In some of the ancient churches of the East the font 

was a cross-shaped pool set into the floor, into which both baptizer and candidate would 

descend. Examples can still be found in Nazareth and in many other parts of the Eastern 

Christian world. Just before the baptism, in ancient times, the candidates would be 

vigorously and liberally anointed with blessed olive oil, men by male deacons and 

women by female deaconesses. This, the so-called “oil of the catechumens”, now more 

generally referred to in Orthodoxy as the “oil of gladness” (Isa. 61:3; Ps. 45:7; Heb. 1:9), 

was a symbol of the new strength the candidate would bring to the prosecution of the 

Christian life. Most of the ancients associated every bathing with an anointing of this 

form. In later times the day-to-day symbolism of such an anointing (to be distinguished 

from the anointing of chrismation) fell away more and more. In the contemporary ritual 

there is usually only a small amount of oil used, the purpose of which is to convey a 

blessing of healing and to serve as a reminder that the newly baptized is an “athlete” of 

God who needs to prepare and “warm up” just as the ancient athletes did by anointing 

themselves before competition. The candidate first hears the prayers of blessing over the 

oil and is then anointed on the forehead, the breast, the upper back, the hands, and the 

feet. Then the celebrant leads the candidate into the water and recites the formula of 

baptism: “The servant of God [Name]75 is baptized in the name of the Father, Amen; and 

of the Son, Amen; and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.” Each time the name of one of the 

Divine Trinity is mentioned, the candidate is laid under the waters and then brought up 

again. If it is a baby, the child is immersed feet first until its head is also washed, and then 

lifted up.76 If it is an adult, he or she is usually laid backwards under the surface and lifted 

up. In antiquity the candidates would enter the water naked. Women faithful would be 

escorted and assisted by deaconesses, men by male deacons. In present day practice male 

or female sponsors will help adults who are being baptized, but some form of “shift” is 

																																																								
75 An adult will take a new name, that of a saint or an angel, by which he or she will ever after be known in 
the Church. Those baptized as infants will celebrate their baptismal saint as their festal name day, their 
spiritual birthday, in preference to their calendrical natal day, the latter custom being regarded in the 
Church as a residual pagan influence. 
76 Orthodox infant baptisms are usually performed on somewhat older children than in the typical Western 
infant baptism. If the child is very small, the priest will cover the baby’s face with his hand so that water 
will not enter the lungs. The immersions are done very quickly and are not harmful in any way. 
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usually worn out of modesty. Babies alone continue boldly, in the ancient manner, like a 

new Adam or Eve. Three times the name of God is invoked over the candidates; three 

times they are immersed and raised up. The newly baptized comes out from the waters to 

put on a radiant white robe,77 and Psalm 31 is sung by the choir. 

 

The Mystery of Chrismation 

After the immersion, the newly baptized stands barefooted in the middle of the church as 

the service moves on to a focus on the royal and priestly dignity (1 Pet. 2:9; Rev. 1:5, 

5:9-10) that has been conferred upon this new creature. Sacred chrism is used to anoint 

the gateways of the human senses with the mark of the Cross: the forehead, the eyes, the 

nostrils, the lips, the ears, the breast, the hands (back and front), and the feet. Chrism 

(myron) is regarded as a most sacred element in the Orthodox Church. It is made only on 

solemn occasions by the most senior of all the bishops of each region,78 who invoke the 

blessing and power of the Holy Spirit upon this fragrant mixture of oil and balsamic 

myrrh. Its significance in the Church parallels that of the Old Testament, where it served 

as a sign of the conferral of particularly powerful charisms and spiritual gifts (Exod. 

28:41, 29:7; 1 Sam. 16:12-13; 1 Kgs. 1:39). The consecration of the chrism is reserved 

for bishops as the successors of the apostles. Just as the apostles once passed on the gift 

of the Holy Spirit by the “laying on of hands” (Acts 8:14-16, 19:2-6), so their successors 

today reserve the apostolic privilege of consecrating the chrism, through which the same 

gift is conferred by the laying on of hands of the present day bishop or priest. In the 

ancient church the gift of baptism and chrismation was an act reserved for the bishop 

alone. Later centuries saw the administration of this sacrament passing to the presbyters, 

even as the presbyters also assumed the presidency of the Eucharistic celebration in 

parish churches as Christianity greatly expanded. The strict reservation of the making of 

the chrism,79 which is then given by the presiding bishop to all his presbyters, is an 

enduring sign of the ancient baptismal practice. The sacred chrism is kept in special 

																																																								
77 Known as the photikia (garments of light), these are sacred vestments. They may be kept safely for life, 
but must otherwise be consumed by fire. 
78 In contemporary Orthodox practice the patriarch of an autocephalous church, or the chief metropolitan 
bishop, consecrates chrism for the whole church of his region, often on Thursday of the Great Week of 
Pascha. Whenever possible, the ritual is performed by several bishops together. 
79 Canon 6 of the Council of Carthage forbade presbyters from sanctifying this element by their blessing. 
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vessels in each parish, within the holy altar, for use primarily within the initiation 

mysteries.80 

At each anointing of the baptized person the priest says: “The seal of the gift of 

the Holy Spirit.” The gift of the Spirit of God, given in this sacred moment, is not 

regarded only as a passing charism or an occasional assistance––as is the case with many 

graces from the Lord for the varied opportunities or temptations of our lives as disciples. 

This consecration is a fundamental reorientation, an abiding consecration that is “sealed” 

into our flesh and soul, and into our spirit’s very structure, by the sacred chrism. It cannot 

be lost. It cannot be damaged in its core except by a deliberate renunciation of the faith, 

which is apostasy, whose seriousness is so great it should not be confused with careless 

lapses from the practice of the faith which can occur in the course of a lifetime and which 

can be dealt with by the mystery of confession. In this case it is often thought that the 

reconciliation of such an apostate believer requires another chrismation. Baptism itself 

can never be repeated.81 The anointing with the sacred chrism is a gift of grace that 

initiates the kingly, prophetic, and priestly charism of the individual Christian’s 

knowledge of God. It is this knowledge of the now indwelling presence which the apostle 

speaks about: “You have an anointing from the Holy One, and all of you know the 

truth…. I write this to you about those who would deceive you; yet the anointing which 

you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that any one should teach 

you, since his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true and is no lie, just as it 

has taught you to abide in him” (1 John 2:20, 26-27). 

The royal and priestly charism shared by the faithful after chrismation demands 

its exercise in all members of Christ’s Church, not merely those who have been called 

through the mystery of ordination to a more explicit priestly office. This priestly work, 

which is at the heart of the Church’s vitality in the world, is in essence the transfiguration 

of the material cosmos by the introduction into time and space of a spiritual 

consciousness. This metamorphosis is also the priestly activity of angels, but it falls to 

																																																								
80 The sacred chrism is also used for the consecration of an altar and the walls in a new church and for the 
anointing of an Orthodox monarch when he or she accedes to the throne. 
81 Chrismation, along with the renunciation of ideas alien to the apostolic tradition, is also used to effect the 
reconciliation of a Christian from another church with the Orthodox Church. After a preparatory 
confession, and the ritual of chrismation, the person entering the Orthodox Church is given communion in 
the Holy Eucharist, to complete and perfect their union with Christ. 
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human beings more especially––the median species, whose constitution is a mixture of 

the material and the spiritual––to perform the priestly office of the consecration of matter 

within the material universe. Such a metamorphosis is accomplished through the power 

of love and the conscious consecration of all human vitality and communion to the glory 

of God. When all will be subject to the glory of God and when the will of God is “done 

on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10), then the Kingdom will have been consummated 

on earth. Until then, the Church labors to be faithful, and each of the baptized, within his 

or her own communion and through the individual character of a given vocational path, 

traverses the pilgrimage road to the Kingdom by an exercise of the priestly ministries, 

consecrating matter in moving from the forms and limits of the old Adamic life into the 

new potentialities and practices of the children of God. 

Love and justice are primary signs of this priestly work. When they are introduced 

into the social and political equation, all is transformed. After baptism, the Christian is 

unable to “see” anything secular or irrelevant to the life of discipleship. All has been 

utterly changed. The vision of the world that formerly had been in place is now wholly 

subjected to the will of God. After the initiation given to the eyes of the soul by 

chrismation, illumined Christians are no longer able to feign ignorance of the fact that all 

humanity calls out for mercy and compassion. They understand that from that moment a 

life of merciful compassion, as detailed in the evangelical teachings of Jesus, is the 

expected master plan of the rest of a disciple’s life. Much effort, energy, and interest are 

expended by most of us in the prosecution of our ordinary careers. The care for the 

development of the priestly vocation that is committed to all the faithful in chrismation is 

something far more important, however, requiring an even higher level of energy and 

commitment. It is the vocation of vocations. This is the knowledge of God communicated 

to believers to make them prophets and priests. This knowledge could be described as a 

“new instinct” for the will of God among us. It is a spiritual capacity for insight into the 

Scriptures and into the very syntax of prayer, which must now be carefully nurtured, or 

developed in an infant by Christian parents who have already experienced it. If this 

freshness of vision, this miraculous capacity to transfigure the world around us, is 

obscured or dimmed by our later meanderings away from fidelity to God, it can be 

rediscovered only with labor and through repentance, fasting, and prayer. 
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The newly illumined believer82 is led around the font three times by the priest 

while the choir sings the troparion hymn, “As many as have been baptized into Christ 

have put on Christ. Alleluia” (Gal. 3:27; Rom. 6:3). Those undergoing this mystery have 

now been justified in the name of the Lord and by the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 6:11; Rom. 

6:4). Buried in the waters of death to the old Adam, they have risen out of the water-

grave into the new life of the risen Master, and now inhale and exhale not merely by 

material means but by the pneuma, or breath, of the Divine Spirit, which was the 

“inspiration” of the Lord himself. The union of baptism and chrismation fulfills the 

command of the Lord to be “baptized with water and the Holy Spirit” (John 3:5). This 

intimate synergy of breathing in the very pneuma of God is an awesome thing. The new 

Christians are set upon the road to the Kingdom and must demonstrate in the fabric of 

their lives whether that baptismal synergy is becoming ever more fundamental to their 

existence as they progress through the fires and trials of faithful disciples, or whether on 

the contrary love is destined to “grow cold” (Matt. 24:12-13) and the awesome gift 

neglected. 

The newly illumined will finally be led to listen to the scriptural readings, and 

toward the end of the ceremony they will have part of their hair cut off in the shape of a 

cross. This is the “tonsuring”, an act that will happen again if there is a further initiation 

into the minor orders. The tonsure is a symbol of dedication, the fulfillment of the vow of 

allegiance the new Christians have made to God in the sight of their fellow Christians. 

The baptismal mysteries will finally be brought to their mystical completion by the 

reception of the Holy Eucharist. In this act a person is fully initiated into the mystical 

communion of the Church. In a mystical type, and thus in a spiritual reality that has been 

deeply imprinted onto the very form of their souls, the new disciples have passed through 

the experience of the passion and death and are risen with Christ from the grave so as to 

stand with him in the eschatological life of the transfigured saint. All the rest of one’s 

Christian life is a working out of this seed, this kernel experience. These initiatic 

mysteries are the condensed pattern and gift of God’s gift of deification (theosis) by 

communion (metousia). To this gift of new life is now added the invitation “to live”: to 

																																																								
82 The priest says: “You have been washed, you have been sanctified, you have been illumined.” Orthodoxy 
calls baptism “illumination” (photismos). 
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unfold the gift of the Lord’s presence in the uniquely different ways that all of Christ’s 

elect are called to manifest in their own world and age, and by their own specific talents 

and powers of love. The bond with the Beloved is forged, and from this moment on all 

other love, all other achievement, all other communion and aspiration are mediated, 

refracted, and perfected through this fundamental mystery of grace.83  

	 	

																																																								
83 This is why marriage and ordination are understood to be extensions of the great mystery of baptism into 
the all-consuming life and death of the Lord. 
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G. DRAW NEAR 

—Προσέλθετε  
 
For near is where you’ll meet what you have wandered  
far to find. And near is where you’ll very likely see  

how far the near obtains. In the dark καθóλικoν 
the lighted candles lent their gold to give the eye 

a more than common sense of what lay flickering 
just beyond the ken, and lent the mind a likely 
swoon just shy of apprehension. It was then 
that time’s neat artifice fell in and made for us 
a figure for when time would slip free altogether. 
I have no sense of what this means to you, so little 
sense of what to make of it myself, save one lit glimpse  
of how we live and move, a more expansive sense in Whom. 
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7 

Liturgy and Eucharist  

Part I 

Paul Evdokimov 

Paul Evdokimov (1901-1970), one of the Russian émigrés who fled their homeland during the 
Bolshevik Revolution and settled in France, was a professor of theology at the St Sergius 
Orthodox Institute in Paris and a teacher at both the Ecumenical Institute in Geneva and the 
L’Institut Catholique in Paris. An official Orthodox observer at Vatican II, he served as a bridge 
between the Eastern Church and the Churches of the West. This selection comes from his book 
Orthodoxy. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Orthodox churches are full of light, warmth, and intimacy; the walls throughout vividly 

represent heaven, bringing human beings into communion with their elders in the faith: 

the angels, prophets, apostles, martyrs, and saints; they are truly visiting God and 

entering heaven. Through icons, liturgical worship, and rites bound up quite naturally 

with daily life, the Bible becomes astonishingly alive and heaven almost near enough to 

touch. It is a kind of “theo-materialism”, a vision of nature in God who makes everything 

transparent, allowing us to grasp his invisible presence. Long familiarity with these 

presences creates an unsatisfied longing for the pure and the absolute; the candles 

crowned with flames speak of burning faith, and the lives of the saints whom we praise in 

the canticles and see in the icons teach us that the divine imperatives in the holy Gospels 

are addressed to all, and not beyond the reach of any. 

The unbroken continuity of the material and spiritual planes of existence is seen 

in the cloud of incense that prolongs the movement of the priest’s arms as he lifts them to 

“collect”84 the general energy of the souls and direct it into communion. Similarly, when 

he blesses the four cardinal points of the universe with the cross, he gathers each and 

every part of the material world under the sanctifying energy of grace. At Orthodox 

vespers, the blessing of oil, wine, and wheat sanctifies the fertility of the earth and 

teaches human beings that the earth they cultivate is holy, that the crops drawing 

nourishment from the depths of the earth are not just aggregations of chemicals but a 

																																																								
84	Liturgical term: a prayer of intercession that gathers the intentions of the congregation. 
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living presence that shares in the Eucharistic mystery, and that even the fertility of the 

earth is linked directly not only to fertilizers and seasons but to human spirituality. 

When breaking bread mankind recites the Benedicite; the act of eating is always a 

reminder of the Eucharistic mystery. When in contact with the spirit, matter becomes 

supple and malleable; from a lifeless and heavy lump emerges a beauty engraved all over 

with signs and pulsating with life. It is the human vocation to draw from things the most 

wonderful prayer of all, a temple. “Behold the King of glory entereth. Behold the 

mystical sacrifice, all accomplished, is brought forth. Let us with faith and love draw 

near, that we may become partakers of life everlasting.”85 

 

Liturgy: Type of All Prayer 

The word “liturgy” (λειτουργία, leitourgia) means the work (ἔργον, ergon) of the people 

(λαός, laos). While individual prayer responds to the needs of the moment, liturgical 

prayer always springs from the whole body of truth, overcomes any particularity and 

sentimental excess, and forms the Catholic conscience. Its emotional life is powerful but 

wholesome, any subjective tendency being filtered out and the whole subordinated to 

liturgical conventions that have taken many centuries in a life of grace to perfect. 

The liturgy teaches us the true relationship between the individual and the 

community, between the member and the body: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” In the 

liturgical offices these words come to life, take us out of ourselves, and help us to make 

the prayer of humanity our own. Here our own circumstances are embraced together with 

those of all people. The litanies, like powerful waves, draw the worshipper beyond self 

and his or her family circle out to the congregation present, then further out to those who 

are absent, those who are suffering and in pain, and the dying. Then the prayer 

encompasses those in holy orders or in authority, town and country, nations and peoples, 

and finally the whole human race; it asks for orderly seasons and abundance of the fruits 

of the earth. The prayer ends with a universal petition for peace and the unity of all. 

Refreshed and renewed by the energetic charity of this communion, human beings 

rediscover the essential truth about themselves and the world around them. Solitude is 

abolished, and even nature, longing to be set free, bursts into cosmic liturgy: “Trees, 
																																																								
85 Sung by the choir during the Great Entrance at the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts. 
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plants, birds, earth, sea, air, light, all tell me that they exist for man, that they witness to 

the love of God for man; everything prays, everything sings the glory of God.”86 

Thus the liturgy brings home to us the evangelical truth that no single soul can be 

saved by itself. In the liturgy the pronoun “I” never means just one person. A priest is not 

supposed to celebrate the liturgy alone; there must be at least one other person, who then 

represents the whole world. Thus liturgical prayer is regarded as the canon or measure of 

all prayer. The Fathers simply called it “prayer”, without qualification, meaning the 

Eucharistic Liturgy. 

The priestly college and the people together make up a single liturgical body in 

which each member fulfills his or her own function. That is why Orthodoxy has never 

allowed the use in church of musical instruments, of sounds without words, because only 

the human voice possesses a suitable dignity for responding liturgically to the Word of 

God, and a “choir”, even of a single person, is the fullest expression of the Body, in union 

with the choir of angels. 
 

The Content of the Liturgy 

The round of liturgical offices consists of passages of Holy Scripture, with related 

paraphrases and commentaries. Beside psalms87 and parts of the Old Testament, the 

whole of the New Testament is read in the course of the year following the official 

lectionary. In addition to these there are the litanies and various chants and sacred prayers 

with their historical and doctrinal content.88 

The daily cycle of the Hours––Vespers, Compline, Nocturns, and Matins––is 

centered on the Eucharistic Liturgy and the preparation. The annual cycle follows all the 

events of the life of the Lord. The weekly cycle provides a special commemoration for 

the offices each day: Wednesday and Friday, the suffering and death of the Savior; 

Monday, the Angels; Tuesday, St John the Baptist; Thursday, the Apostles; Saturday, the 

Theotokos. A book called the Typicon governs the movable parts of each office. The 

whole body of the offices is a liturgical treasure house of amazing richness, containing 
																																																								
86 Recits d'un Pelerin [English translation: The Way of a Pilgrim] Les Cahiers du Rhone, 1948, p. 48.  
87 The whole Psalter is read during the course of the week. 
88 The liturgy is nourished by the Bible; it contains 98 quotations from the Old Testament and 114 from the 
New Testament. In the first part, 49 from the Old Testament and 38 from the New: in the second part the 
New Testament predominates: 76 New Testament, and 49 Old Testament. 
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the most vigorous and clearest doctrine of the Fathers. We are borne along by its 

regularity and marvelous composition, which encompasses every part of revelation and 

meets all the needs of spiritual life. The lyrical and emotional element is so grafted on to 

the doctrinal element that any individual, schismatic tendency is at once corrected, and 

the balanced presentation of the Truth is never put in danger. 
 

The Eternal and the Temporal 

History unfolds in time and is deposited in the memory. This capacity to transcend the 

fragmentation of time is at the basis of the liturgical ἀνάµνησις (anamnesis = 

“remembrance”), but its mystery goes further. During the liturgy, by its sacred power, we 

are raised to the point where eternity and time meet, and at this point we become real 

contemporaries of the Biblical events from Genesis up to the Parousia, experiencing 

them here and now as eyewitnesses. During the Liturgy, when we hear, “This is my 

Body”, these are the very words of Christ resounding across time. This is no human 

repetition, but liturgical contemporaneity; we communicate beyond time with him who is 

now and always the same; the office draws its strength from the divine life, and the 

temple becomes its appointed setting. Christians of the first centuries, with the realism so 

characteristic of the age, contemplated the invisible world quite naturally and saw the 

temple filled with transcendence: “Now all the invisible powers are present with us.”89 

They saw the cloud of angels and, in the officiant, Christ in person. It is thus that we too 

are called to experience a holy fear, an infinite respect, an intense awareness that “this 

place is holy”—a precious tradition transmitted from generation to generation from the 

beginning of Christianity. 

When the royal doors open, the Kingdom of God is already among us. Heaven 

descends, and mankind joins with the choir of angels to greet worthily the one who 

comes: “Behold the King of Kings who draweth nigh.” During the Office of Christmas, 

the birth is not something we remember but an event at which we are really present; 

Christ is born before our eyes. And during the night of Easter, the risen Lord appears to 

the faithful and confers on them the honorable status of eyewitnesses, equal to the 

																																																								
89 Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts. 
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apostles. Similarly, the reading of the Gospel during the office is clothed in the power of 

the event itself. 
 

The Dramatic Action 

The liturgy unfolds within the sacred setting of the Temple and sweeps the congregation 

up into its action. It is a dramatic dialogue directed by the priest and assisted by the 

deacon—messenger or herald—and by the χορός (literally, “dance”), the choir drawn 

from the faithful. In this cooperative enterprise the people make their offering to God, 

and God graces it with his approval and presence. The movable barrier formed by the 

doors of the iconostasis controls access to the heavenly realm. Standing between the 

sanctuary and the nave, the deacon angel-messenger announces what is being done and 

directs the common action; he intones the liturgical dialogue, guides the prayers of the 

congregation, and governs the demeanor of all and everyone.  

The highly sophisticated psychological and aesthetic clothing of the rite is in tune 

with the heavenly content. The Sanctus, for example, marks the moment when the people 

join with the choir of angels and sing the hymn that has come to them by revelation. 

Some things are repeated (for example the Trisagion), but this hymn, unique in its 

fullness, is sung only once. Similarly, the liturgy imposes a certain sobriety: the text of 

Lamentations 3:41, “Let us lift up our heart with our hands unto God in the heavens,” is 

refined by a wonderful economy of style into: Ἄνω σχῶµεν τὰς καρδίας, Sursum corda. 

The action is centered on the “entrances” (the “Little” and the “Great”) and so heightens 

the attention and participation. Many Biblical texts testify to the importance that has 

always been given to entrances. A person who knows how to come in and go out 

“worthily” is capable of holding in his hands his own destiny and that of the world. 

The liturgy as a whole is the visual representation of the Biblical events in the 

historical life of Christ. The hieratic symbolism is very condensed, and the faithful are at 

once witnesses and participants in this liturgical drama. “Those who exercise the 

priesthood know that what is done in the liturgy shows figuratively the coming of the 

Savior and the economy of salvation.” 90  “The whole of mystagogy is like the 

representation of a single body, in order to know the economy of the life of the Savior, 

																																																								
90 Theodore of Andida, P.G. 140, 417. 
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bringing before our eyes, from beginning to end, all the members of that body in their 

interdependence and harmony.”91 

During Vespers, we are present at the events from the time of Genesis onwards. 

The invocation at the beginning––“Blessed be our God”––is not explicitly Trinitarian, but 

the office leads us from the Old Testament to the New and ends with the Trisagion and 

the prayer of the Trinity. The royal doors open like the sky opening on to Paradise. The 

priest makes a tour of the church, preceded by the deacon carrying a lighted candle. The 

incense symbolizes the Spirit who moves over the depths at the moment of creation, and 

the flame of the candle the command, “Let there be light!” 

Psalm 103, which sings the praise of the creature to his Creator, returns to an age 

when mankind, not yet crushed by sin, could go joyfully to meet its God. At the next 

stage, Psalms 129, 140, and 141 mark the fall and the banishment from Paradise. The 

royal doors close. 

In the solitude, face to face with personal sin, the individual prays that the Lord 

will turn his face towards him or her anew: “Lord, I have cried unto thee.” The choir and 

the reader, in a dramatic dialogue in which the two Testaments meet, alternate in cries of 

distress and of joy at the promises. Then God bends over the world, and the mystery of 

the Incarnation is proclaimed in the chant called the Dogmatic Hymn of the Virgin. The 

priest comes out of the sanctuary saying, “Wisdom”, which is a greeting to the Word 

coming into the world. 

Immediately afterwards there is the moving hymn attributed to the martyr 

Athenagoras, who confessed his faith under the Emperor Severus in about A.D. 169: “O 

gladsome light”–– Φῶς ἱλαρὸν (phos hilaron). Christ has been revealed to the world, and 

we have seen the radiant light of the holy Glory of the Eternal Father. Then comes the 

Song of Simeon, the humanity of the Old Testament disappears, giving place to that of 

the New Testament. Vespers finishes with the greeting of the Archangel to the Blessed 

Virgin Mary; the Savior of the world rests in the arms of mankind. Thus Vespers, like 

Matins,92 leads into the Eucharistic Liturgy. 

 

																																																								
91 Nicholas Cabasilas, Commentary on the Divine Liturgy, trans. J. M. Husey and P. A. McNulty (SPCK, 
1960). 
92 Matins begins with the invocation of the Trinity. 
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The Eucharist 

Historically the liturgy revolves round the Lord’s Supper. Revelation gives us the vision 

of what is happening during the liturgy simultaneously on earth and in heaven: “Then I 

saw ... a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered … and I heard the voice of many 

angels … singing with full voice, ‘Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive ... 

glory and blessing!’ Then I heard every creature ... singing, ‘To … the Lamb be ... glory 

... for ever and ever!’ And the four living creatures said, ‘Amen! And the elders fell down 

and worshipped” (Rev. 5:6,11-14). 

The cosmic planes, human and angelic, meet in the one Eucharist. “From nothing, 

thou hast called us into being, and thou hast not ceased to act before raising us to heaven 

and opening to us the Kingdom of the age to come.”93 The beginning joins the end; 

Genesis is answered by Revelation. Truly the world was created for the Messianic 

banquet: “Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life… On either side of the 

river is the tree of life” (Rev. 22:1-2). In that vision of the future Kingdom the Fathers see 

the image of the eternal Eucharist, but already here on earth: “Those who eat my flesh 

and drink my blood have eternal life” (John 6:54). The Eucharist in the world is already 

and wholly something other than the world: “Let his grace draw near, and let this present 

world pass away,” says The Didache. Faced with the eschatological announcement, time 

is utterly alert: the Incarnation, the Atonement, the Resurrection, and the Parousia are 

announced from the depths of the same chalice. This is the essence of Christianity: we 

see the mystery of divine life to be the mystery of human life, “that they may all be one, 

as thou, Father, art in me and I am in you” (John 17:21). 

That is why the establishment of the Church at Pentecost is followed immediately 

by the revelation of its nature: “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 

fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42). That Eucharistic 

expression became the description of a whole way of life: “All who believed were 

together and had all things common” (Acts 2:44). By the bread-Christ, the faithful 

become that same bread, that same love, one and threefold, the priestly prayer lived by 

the human race. 

																																																								
93 Prayer of oblation, Liturgy of St John Chrysostom. 
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This is far from being a bare commemoration. Every time Orthodox believers 

come to the Holy Communion, they say, “Of thy Mystic Supper, O Son of God, today 

admit me a partaker.” Memory reproduces, but the liturgical anamnesis invites us to 

share in the One who abides. St John Chrysostom says, “Every Eucharist has been 

offered once and has never been exhausted. The Lamb of God is always eaten and never 

consumed.”94 And Nicholas Cabasilas: “The bread becomes the Lamb.”95 

Worldly material as it changes touches heaven and becomes part of it. St Ignatius 

and St John Chrysostom call the Eucharist “the Body of Christ”, “leaven and bread of 

immortality” (Eph. 20:2). We can now understand the full meaning of the words, “Those 

who eat my flesh … have eternal life” (John 6:54). In this lies the ultimate mystery of the 

Church: “Thou, my Creator, who thy flesh for food hast freely given me, who art a fire 

that the unworthy burns, consume me not, but rather my whole substance penetrate, my 

every member, and my reins and heart. Burn my iniquities like crackling thorns; cleanse 

thou my soul, hallow each pondered thought; make firm my knees and my whole 

frame.”96 

Until the 9th century, respect for the Eucharistic mystery was so great that no one 

ever questioned it. It was only after St Ambrose (De Sacramentiis), in the 9th and 11th 

centuries in the West, that the question of “what” and “how” was asked for the first time. 

In the discussions that followed, the verb “to be” took the meaning “to signify”. “This is 

my body” became “this signifies my body”.97 The Orthodox have never asked that 

Eucharistic question, quite simply because they have never accepted the verb “signify”. 

Faithful to the sacred text of the Scriptures and keeping some distance from the mystery, 

they affirm the amazing identity, “This is my body,” and accept it as an integral part of 

the unutterable miracle of divine love. On the other hand the eastern tradition is rich in 

reflection on the epiclesis and the pneumatology of the Eucharist. 

 

 

																																																								
94 In Epist. ad Hebr., hom. 17; P.G. 63, 131. 
95 Commentary on the Divine Liturgy, Ch. XXII. 
96 Prayer of St Simeon Metaphrastes after Holy Communion. 
97 Calvin joins Zwingli in opposing Luther and his doctrine of consubstantiation and interprets “is” in the 
sense of “signifying”: “the bread and wine are visible signs”. 
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The Miracle of the Eucharist 

Fr Sergei Bulgakov, in his masterly study Eucharistic Dogma, clearly expounds the 

Orthodox understanding. When the water is changed into wine at the Marriage of Cana, 

one earthly material is replaced by another, but both are still of this world: the miracle is 

physical. On the other hand, the bread and wine of the Eucharist become, are 

metamorphosed into, a reality that is not of this world: the miracle is metaphysical. The 

Eucharistic antinomy crucifies our reason; it transcends, but does not break, the law of 

identity, for it is the identity of the different and the difference of the identity. It is not a 

transformation within the limits of this world, but a µεταβολή (metabole), a metaphysical 

transensus, the transcendent and the immanent coinciding. So the wine at Cana was 

apprehended by the senses, but the Eucharistic blood is the object of faith: “I believe and 

I confess ... that this verily is thy most pure Body, and that this verily is thy precious 

Blood.” And faith immediately affirms that the evidence is utterly real, and with 

immediate effect: “Not unto judgment nor unto condemnation be the partaking of thy 

Holy Mysteries to me, O Lord, but unto the healing of my soul and body.”98 

St Thomas’s doctrine of transubstantiation, like Luther’s doctrine of 

consubstantiation, turns a philosophical conception of the relations between substance 

and accidents into a dogma. The miracle is in the persistence of the accidents joined to 

another substance (transubstantiation), or in the penetration of the bread, which then 

possesses two realities (consubstantiation): the bread that is replaced by or to which is 

added a spiritual or corporeal presence = substance. The substance is Christus totus et 

integer. Without leaving heaven, he is present at the same time on earth and constitutes 

the Eucharistic substance. As far as the heavenly body of Christ is concerned, 

transubstantiation and companation are only variants of the same thing: the substantial 

presence of Christ in and under the species of bread (in pane, sub pane, cum pane), or 

under the accidents of forms of bread. But the metabolism of the bread and heavenly 

flesh to be consumed is one thing, and the presence of Christ in the species, i.e., his 

descent to earth, is quite another; because the latter leads logically to the cult of the 

adoration of the earthly, physical presence of Christ, and therefore the denial of the 

Ascension. 
																																																								
98 Prayer before Communion. 
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The heavenly body of Christ no longer belongs to this world. It is not 

“everywhere”, for it is outside and above space; it is not spatial, but he can be in any 

specific place and reveal himself there, just as he wills. This localization is necessary for 

us, for otherwise we would not be able to communicate with the invisible. But the 

heavenly body is in no way beneath, with, or in the bread (consubstantiation), nor does it 

take the place of the bread (transubstantiation). It is the bread: “This verily is my flesh.” 

According to St Irenaeus, the Eucharistic bread does not conceal or replace another 

reality, but, through the epiclesis, unites heavenly and earthly food in one identity, and 

that is the miracle.99 When the priest plunges the Lamb in its blood, it is the living body 

and not a sign or an illusion of accidents. It is not a reincarnation of Christ in the species, 

but the total metabole of both substance and accidents into heavenly flesh. It is not the 

accidents of the bread that are maintained, but the state of our eyes, which are incapable 

of contemplating the heavenly flesh while keeping the illusion of the appearances. The 

doctrine is at fault in being concerned with the object and not the subject, with the bread 

and not the person. There is no need to analyze the miracle quasi-chemically according to 

our senses; we should rather accuse our senses of not perceiving the real miracle, the 

heavenly reality. There is an analogy in the miracle of the Transfiguration of the Savior 

on Mount Tabor. The change is not in Christ, but in the eyes of the Apostles that are 

opened for an instant. St John Damascene says, “The epiclesis effects what is accessible 

only to faith.”100 It is therefore useless to philosophize about it. Western theologians try 

to penetrate to the heart of the miracle and explain what it means; those of the East look 

with the eyes of faith and from the beginning see flesh and the blood, and nothing else. 

The Eucharist is given “as food” to be consumed. Adoration of the gifts reifies the 

manifestation of the heavenly and contradicts the Ascension. Orthodoxy does not expose 

the gifts but keeps them for Communion alone. Adoration in the course of the liturgy is 

simply a part of the liturgical adoration of the whole mystery of Christ. We prostrate 

ourselves not before the gifts but before the Spirit in the gifts, before the liturgical advent 

of Christ which the Spirit manifests and which possesses full reality only within the 

liturgy. 

																																																								
99 Adv. Haeres., IV, 34. 
100 De fide orth., IV, 13. 
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St John Damascene expresses the doctrine of the Church when he says, “Not that 

the body which was received up into the heavens descends, but the bread itself and the 

wine are changed into God’s body and blood.”101 Similarly the Encyclical of the Eastern 

Patriarchs says, “The bread becomes one with the Body, which remains in heaven.”102 

Bishop Benjamin of Arzamas in The New Tablet speaks of the three 

proskomidies, three offerings in the course of the liturgy: the first offering comes from 

the world when the bread and wine is placed on the table of sacrifice; the second is the 

transfer of these presanctified gifts to the table of the altar; the third and final one is the 

transfer of the gifts from the visible altar to the invisible altar of the Holy Trinity, their 

elevation to heaven by the invocation of the epiclesis and their metabolism into the flesh 

and blood of Christ offered anew on the visible altar of the Temple. Thus the bread and 

the wine are united with the heavenly reality of Christ, and so become part of him: “The 

immolation of the Lamb is not indefinitely repeated, but the bread becomes the Lamb.”103 

After the consecration the bread is more than bread. Human beings do not 

perform subjectively, by the power of faith, the miracle in their mouths. Sacramental 

operation is always transubjective; the person consumes subjectively what exists 

objectively, whether to salvation or to condemnation. 

The Eucharistic presence is subjected to the command: “Eat and drink”; it is 

therefore to be consumed. Christ is present and gives himself in Communion during the 

Liturgy. Communion of the sick is an extension of the liturgy, never an extra-liturgical 

act. While an icon is a point radiating presence and providing a place for veneration, the 

gifts offer a heavenly-bodily presence for the sole purpose of consumption. 
 

The Sacrificial Nature of the Eucharist 

In the words of the Liturgy, “Here is the true oblation”; this oblation or sacrifice is 

graphically represented in the proskomidia.104 Time plays no part and causes no real 

difficulty. The Supper of the Lord given to the apostles before the crucifixion and every 

																																																								
101 Ibid. 
102 Sect. 17. 
103 Nicholas Cabasilas, Commentary on the Divine Liturgy, Ch. XXXII. 
104 The “offering”. This is a service preceding the Liturgy proper in which the sacrificial elements are 
prepared by the priest; also called the prothesis (preparation). 
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Eucharist since then are one and the same Supper in relation to the Lamb slain before the 

foundation of the world, before all time. The heavenly, Eucharistic Body is not 

ubiquitous––omnipresent––but trans-temporal and trans-spatial; it does not exist 

everywhere and always, but can be present in any place and at any moment. The best 

explanation is given by Nicholas Cabasilas: “The state of being slain, which, because of 

the change, would normally apply to the bread, exists no longer in the bread, which has 

disappeared, but in the body of Jesus Christ, into which it has been changed…. This 

sacrifice takes place not by the actual slaying of the Lamb but by the change of the bread 

into the Lamb already slain. The change is repeated, but that into which the bread 

changes remains one and the same.”105 

Already in the prefigurative practices of paganism and of the Old Testament, 

identification with the victim that had been offered was realized in the act of 

consumption. The life of the victim passes into that of the sacrificer and of the people. In 

the Eucharistic identification we die with Christ and are raised with him. Christ is victim 

and Savior: he reveals himself to us as “our victim”, but the miracle of “the sacrifice that 

is one and not many”106 touches in a personal manner every concrete situation in time. 

What happened once for all and is not reproduced objectively is realized subjectively for 

each communicant, for the body is one.107 “Sanctify us as you have already so many 

times sanctified the people of our race,”108 for the one sacrifice is, in the liturgical phrase, 

“on behalf of all and for all”. The anamnesis is not of Platonic ideas but of the real event 

of the one sacrifice. We “memorize” it by participation (in Slavonic, the Eucharistic act is 

“participation”). “Do this in remembrance of me” refers to the divine Memory, which 

renders the act eternally present and announces the end of this world and the Parousia: 

“Come, you that are blessed by my Father.” “The Day of the Lord”––the day of the 

Eucharist––is the Day of Judgment and of the marriage of the Lamb (which is the double 

meaning of the icon of the Deesis). Christ is both the victim and the one who offers, the 

one who offers and the one who receives: in the words of the prayer before the epiclesis, 

“Thine own of thine own, we offer unto thee, on behalf of all and for all.” Nicholas 

																																																								
105 Commentary on the Divine Liturgy, Ch. XXXII; P.G. 150, 440D-441A. 
106 St John Chrysostom, In Epist. ad Hebr., hom. 17; P.G. 63, 131. 
107 St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catech. mystag., P.G. 33, 115-118; St John Chrysostom, P.G. 61, 361. 
108 Nicholas Cabasilas, Commentary on the Divine Liturgy. 
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Cabasilas says emphatically that the completeness is such that “one cannot go further or 

add anything to it.”109 
 

The Epiclesis 

The prayer “for the precious gifts which have been offered and sanctified” sums up in a 

few words the essence of the Eucharistic miracle, “that our God, who loveth mankind, 

will accept them upon his holy, heavenly, and invisible altar ... and will send down upon 

us in return his divine grace and the gift of his Holy Spirit.” 

Nicholas Cabasilas sees in the rite of the zeon110 the Eucharistic Pentecost. The 

words that accompany the rite, “the warmth of faith, full of the Holy Spirit”, reaffirm the 

epiclesis that follows the anaphora. 

Every sacrament has its own Pentecost, the descent of the Holy Spirit, working at 

its heart. Thus the Orthodox faith testifies to the role of the Holy Spirit in the economy of 

salvation and Trinitarian balance. Christ the Word pronounces the words of institution, 

and the epiclesis asks God to send down the Holy Spirit, the sanctifying power, on the 

gifts and on the Church. 

Even by the end of the 4th century the Antiochene anaphoras were invoking the 

Holy Spirit to come and transform the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. 

The heresy of the Pneumatomachi had perhaps provoked a desire to place greater 

emphasis on the action of the Spirit; this emphasis agreed particularly with the rapidly 

evolving eastern theology of the Paraclete. In the West Byzantine influence affected only 

the Mozarabic liturgy. To understand the profound reason for the conflict between East 

and West (the essence of which concerns not only the Eucharistic epiclesis but the 

epiclesis as an expression of the theology of the Holy Spirit) we must remember that, for 

the Greeks, the whole canon of the liturgy is one inseparable mystery, and no analysis 

could possibly identify a central, quasi-isolated moment. For the Latin Church, the verba 

substantialia of the consecration––the institutional words of Christ––are pronounced by 

the priest in persona Christi, and this immediately gives them consecratory power. But 

for the Greeks, an identification of the priest with Christ, in persona Christi, was quite 

																																																								
109 The Life of Jesus. 
110 The pouring of boiling water––water and fire, images of the Holy Spirit––into the chalice before 
Communion. 
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unknown, and strictly unthinkable. On the contrary, the priest invokes the Holy Spirit 

precisely in order that the words of Christ, cited and reproduced by the priest, should 

acquire all the efficacy of the word-act of God.  

The eastern Fathers place the ontological relation of the Word to the humanity of 

Christ alongside the dynamic relation of the Holy Spirit witnessing to and manifesting the 

humanity on which he is sent as an unction. Human nature subsists ontologically and 

finds support in the hypostasis of Christ, but is sanctified and suffused with divine energy 

by the dynamism of the Spirit. Christ is the incarnate Word, but he acts and reveals the 

Father in and through the Spirit (dynamis, by definition “power”: Luke 1.35 and Rom. 

15.19). The parousia of Christ in the Eucharist takes place in and through the parousia of 

the Holy Spirit (John 15-17), which operates the metabolē of the gifts and of the very 

communicant.111 The integral pneumatization of the nature––φύσις (physis)––of the 

Savior continues in those who partake of his “sacred flesh”. Consanguineous and 

concorporate, they are not only conformed to Christ, but are actually Christified (Col. 

2.9ff). There is a transfer and infusion of vital, deifying energy, often called by the 

Fathers phareakon athanasias, the cure or leaven of immortality. The communicant “is 

transformed into the substance of the King”,112 not, according to St John Chrysostom, by 

anything “deposited” in him, but by catching fire and sharing in the divine love.113 This is 

the hidden meaning of perichoresis. According to Innokenty, Bishop of Tauride, “We are 

in communion with Christ, but Christ is also in communion with us.” God takes flesh in 

mankind, and mankind is spiritualized in God. The Incarnation, the humanization of God, 

meets the pneumatization, the divinization of mankind. From the beginning the love of 

God has found its response in the love of the Son of Man, and “we remember the Lord” 

(in the liturgical memorial) because “he remembers us” (keeps us in the divine Memory). 

“The Spirit and the Bride say, Come, Lord” (Rev. 22:17). This is what the epiclesis 

means above all; it leads to the πνευµατικόν γάµος, the mystical marriage, of Christ with 

every soul, represented in the Deesis: the Bridegroom-Lamb is between the Bride-Church 

and the Paranymph, the Friend of the Bridegroom; the angels and the Apostles are the 

																																																								
111 Maximus the Confessor, Mystag. 24; P.G. 91, 170A. 
112 Nicholas Cabasilas, The Life of Jesus Christ. 
113 Cf. St Cyril of Jerusalem, IV Cat; Cyril of Alexandria, Comment in Lucam IV. 
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honored guests and witnesses. As Theodoret of Cyr says, “When we eat the flesh of the 

Betrothed and his blood, we enter into nuptial koinonia.”114 

	 	

																																																								
114 P.G. 81, 128A. 
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H. EREMITE  
 

—Katounákia, 2007 
 
The cave itself is pleasantly austere,  

with little clutter—nothing save    
a narrow slab, a threadbare woolen wrap,    

and in the chipped out recess here    
three sooty icons lit by oil lamp.    

Just beyond the dim cave’s aperture,  
a blackened kettle rests among the coals,  

whereby, each afternoon, a grip    
of wild greens is boiled to a tender mess.  

The eremite lies prostrate near  
two books—a gospel and the Syrian’s  

collected prose—whose pages turn  
assisted by a breeze. Besides the thread  

of wood smoke rising from the coals,  
no other motion takes the eye. The old    

man’s face is pressed into the earth,  
his body stretched as if to reach ahead.  

The pot boils dry. He feeds on what  
we do not see, and may be satisfied. 
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8 

Liturgy and Eucharist  

Part II 

Paul Evdokimov 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

The Christian Liturgy borrowed from the rites that already existed; thus the synaxis of the 

Word, the first part of the Liturgy, comes from Jewish synagogue worship on Saturday 

morning, which centered on the reading of the Bible, while the Eucharistic synaxis 

corresponds to the family supper on Friday evening or the supper of the Chaburah 

(brotherhood) with the cup of blessing. At the end of the supper, after the giving of 

thanks, there was an invocation––the epiclesis in fact––which referred to the 

eschatological coming of Elijah, the restoration of the kingdom of David, the restoration 

of the Temple, and the confirmation of all in the faith. Εκκλησία (ecclesia) has the same 

root as qahal in Hebrew, but in the New Testament, the congregation of YHWH becomes 

the people of God met together in Christ. The congregation is called together by the 

heralds of the heavenly King. The apostle-bishops (heralds) call the people together by 

the word; then the congregation listens to the kerygma and feeds on the same Word-

Eucharist. So the subject and object of the liturgical worship is God. The Word calls 

people together and is given as food. This divine initiative dominates the worship from 

beginning to end and makes it plain that the form of worship, the liturgical order, is not 

unimportant; being divine, it is eternal in character, and not the product of free human 

inspiration. The tradition goes back to the apostles themselves. Consisting of adoration 

and thanksgiving, worship is essentially theocentric. 

One thing that stands out is the strict connection between the two parts of the 

Liturgy. The Liturgy of the Catechumens is the liturgy of the Word. The Gospel is placed 

in the middle of the altar table. The reading of the Apostle is followed by the reading 

from the Gospel. The Liturgy of the Faithful is the Liturgy of the Eucharist, and for this 

the chalice is at the center. To separate or oppose the two would clearly be unthinkable. 

“God speaks, and it comes to pass”; what the Word announces is immediately realized. 
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The action of the “Word made flesh” is immediate; believers are transformed into “the 

substance of the King”. 

 
Outline of the Liturgy 

 
     I. PROTHESIS or PROSKOMIDIA 

I. Preparation of the oblations, bread and wine, intended for the sacrifice. 

II. THE LITURGY OF THE CATECHUMENS 
1. Great Litany: a long prayer in the form of a dialogue between the Deacon 

and the people, concluding with a Trinitarian doxology. 
2. Psalm 104. 
3. Little Litany. 
4. Psalm 146. 
5. Troparion: O Monogenes (O Only-begotten Son). 
6. Singing of the Beatitudes. 
7. Little Entrance. 
8. Chant: “O come, let us worship.” 
9. Trisagion. 
10. Epistle. 
11. Gospel. 
12. Diaconal Litany. 
13. Prayer for the Catechumens and their Dismissal. 
 

III. THE LITURGY OF THE FAITHFUL 
Before the Anaphora: 
1. Prayer for the Faithful. 
2. Cherubicon. 
3. Offertory Prayer. 
4. Great Entrance. 
5. Litany of the Offertory. 
6. “Let us love one another.” 
7. Kiss of Peace. 
8. Creed. 
 
Anaphora or Canon of the Eucharist: 
Call to attention: “Let us stand in fear.” 

A. The Great Eucharistic Prayer: 
1. It is meet and right that we should worship thee (dignum et justum est). 
2. Sanctus. 
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3. Commemoration of the Lord’s Supper 
 
B. The Consecration: 
1. Words of Institution. 
2. Oblation of the Body and Blood. Chant: “We praise thee.” 
3. Epiclesis or invocation of the Holy Spirit. 
 
C. The Great Prayer: 
1. Commemoration of the Saints and the Diptychs (commemoration  

of the living and departed), Megalinarion of the Theotokos: “It is meet 
indeed that we should glorify thee, O Virgin.” 

2. Litany before the Lord’s Prayer, Priest’s secret prayer. 
3. Lord’s Prayer. 
D. Elevation, Fraction, and Communion: 
1. Blessing, prayer over the people. 
2. “Holy things unto the Holy.” 
3. Fraction. 
4. Prayer of Preparation. 
5. Communion of the Priest and Deacon. 
6. Blessing of the people with the chalice. 
7. Communion of the people. 
8. Prayer of Thanksgiving. 
9. Transfer of the sacred species to the prothesis. 
10. Dismissal of the people and distribution of the antidoron or blessed bread. 
 

The Liturgy properly so called represents the three stages in the economy of salvation. 

The first act, the Prothesis, represents the Messianic link between prehistory and history; 

the second, the Liturgy of the Catechumens, reproduces the whole of the earthly work of 

Christ; and the third, the Liturgy of the Faithful, represents the passion, death, 

resurrection, ascension, parousia, and eternal reign of Christ. We can see clearly that the 

Liturgy sets out, as Theodore of Andida115 says, “all the mystery of economy”, and, 

according to Theodore the Studite, it is “the recapitulation of the whole economy of 

salvation”.116 

 

 
																																																								
115 P.G. 140, 417. 
116 P.G. 99, 340C. 
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Prothesis 

The first act or Prothesis, the preparation of the bread and wine, is a highly condensed 

and realistic little drama that rehearses the sacrifice of the Lamb, thus providing in 

advance a summary of what is going to be done during the Liturgy. 

The priest takes the prepared altar bread and with the spear traces on it the sign of 

the Cross three times, then thrusts the spear into the right side, and makes a cut while 

saying, “He was led as a lamb to the slaughter” (Isa. 53:7). He makes a similar incision in 

the left side, saying, “and as a lamb without spot before his shearers is dumb, so he 

opened not his mouth” (Isa. 53:7). 

After two more incisions the priest lifts up the bread, from now on called “the 

Lamb”, and says, “For his life is taken away from the earth.” He puts it on the paten, 

upside down, to signify the kenosis (cf. Phil. 2:7). The deacon says, “Sacrifice, Master.” 

The priest then cuts right through the bread in the form of a cross, saying, “Sacrificed is 

the Lamb of God, who taketh away the sins of the world, for the life of the world and for 

its salvation.” Then he turns it over again and the deacon says, “Pierce, Master.” The 

priest pierces the bread with the spear, on the upper right side, saying, “One of the 

soldiers did pierce his side with a spear, and straightway there came forth blood and 

water” (John 19:34). 

The deacon pours some wine and a little water into the chalice and says, “Bless, 

Master, the holy union.” Taking a particle of another altar bread the priest puts it on the 

right of the Lamb, saying, “On thy right hand stood the Queen, clothed in a vesture 

wrought with gold” (Ps. 45:10). A particle from a third altar bread commemorates the 

Forerunner and the Angels (as in the icon of the Deesis, the marriage of the Lamb); 

successive particles represent the Prophets, the Apostles, the Saints, and the living and 

departed, each being presented by name. 

Thus, on the paten of oblation, there is symbolized the perfect and universal 

Church encompassing heaven and earth, extending to those who are absent and even the 

dead, the Church-Lamb, who recapitulates in himself all the living, “as thou thyself 

knowest it, in the way known to thee alone”. 

It is the image of the Body of Christ: the whole communion in the whole Body, 

the vision that transcends time. During the censing the deacon says, “O Christ, thou wast 
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present with the body in the tomb and with the soul in hell; as God, in Paradise with the 

thief and on the throne with the Father and the Holy Spirit: thou, the infinite, who fillest 

all things.” It is the vision of perfect fulfillment: “Everything that is accomplished for us, 

the Cross, the tomb, the Resurrection, the Ascension, the presence at the right hand of the 

Father, the second coming in glory.” 

It is the vision of the world in God, when the whole world becomes a theophany, 

the threefold God present in his creation. All is accomplished, and all is united in a 

theandric Sobor. Over and above time, before history, the Lamb already contains in 

himself the end and the beginning. The concentrated symbolism of the Prothesis thus lifts 

us up to participate in the prologue of the heavenly drama of “the Lamb slain from the 

foundation of the world” (Rev. 13:8; 1 Pet. 1:19-20). 

From eternity, from pre-existence, we now descend by means of the liturgical 

action into an unfolding of history. The Lamb enters space and time, taking the form of 

the child at the Nativity. The priest covers the paten with the particles, placing over it the 

metal star and says, “And the star came and stood over the place where the young child 

was” (Matt. 2:9). 

The prayer addressed to the Holy Spirit, “O heavenly King, the Comforter ... “, 

equivalent to the Veni Sancte Spiritus, is the general epiclesis at the threshold of the 

Mystery. 
 

The Liturgy of the Catechumens 

The second act begins with the words of the deacon, who stands in front of the holy doors 

and says, “Bless, Master.” The priest pronounces the doxology-blessing, “Blessed be the 

kingdom of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,” placing us at the very start 

in the kingdom of the Holy Trinity. The deacon begins the collective prayer of the whole 

congregation by calling down upon them Shalom, the highest form of peace: “In peace let 

us pray to the Lord.”  

The choir sings the “typical” Psalms 103 and 146, which recount the longing of 

the people of the Old Testament as they wait for the promised salvation. This part of the 

Liturgy concludes with the solemn hymn to Salvation itself, to the only-begotten Son, 

Monogenos, which affirms the essence of the Christian faith according to the doctrine of 
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Chalcedon.117 Then the singing of the Beatitudes118 reminds us of the distinguishing 

marks of the soul that lives according to grace. The door of the sanctuary opens like the 

Kingdom of God opening at the coming of Jesus; this is the Little Entrance. The priest 

solemnly carries the gospel at head height, preceded by a lighted candle. This symbolizes 

Christ announcing his word, preceded by John the Baptist, “a burning and a shining light” 

(John 5:35). 

The “Prayer of the Little Entrance” mentions the angels who celebrate the eternal 

liturgy in heaven and are now joining with the faithful to concelebrate with them: “O 

Master, Lord our God, who hast appointed in heaven ranks and hosts of Angels and 

Archangels for the ministry of thy glory: cause that with our entrance may enter also the 

holy Angels with us serving thee, and with us glorifying thy goodness. For unto thee are 

due all glory, honor, and worship.” The last word lays stress on the whole point of the 

rite: worship. It explains this incursion of the heavenly into the earthly at the Little and 

Great Entrances. The angels celebrate the eternal liturgy in heaven and participate in the 

liturgy of human beings, which is only an insertion into time of that perpetual adoration 

which is the normal condition of every creature. In the elaborate icon called the “Divine 

Liturgy” Christ is depicted in pontifical vestments at the altar, surrounded by angels 

concelebrating and vested as priests and deacons. 

“Blessed be the entrance of thy Holy Ones,” says the priest, calling all the holy 

powers of the Church to the worship of God. The saints and the whole human race bow 

down together, united in a liturgical synaxis by their common participation in the holiness 

of God and of all the angels. Thus God the Holy One, concealed within the mystery of his 

brightness as in a cloud, is worshipped by all the powers of his own holiness, “reflected 

in the face of his saints.” 

After the blessing of the Entrance, the deacon lifts up the Gospel and proclaims, 

“Wisdom!” This is the call to the faithful to avoid all distractions and to devote 

themselves completely to the act of worship. The choir sings Venite adoremus, “O come, 

let us worship and fall down before Christ. Save us, O Son of God, who art wondrous in 

the Saints.” In a hierarchical liturgy, this is the moment when the bishop begins his 

																																																								
117 The author of this troparion was probably the Emperor Justinian. 
118 In the order found in Matthew 5:3-12. Troparia are interpolated, giving the setting an antiphonal 
character. 
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priestly, liturgical office: this concentrated act of adoration marks the beginning of the 

actual liturgy. The canticles that follow commemorate the saints of this particular day and 

church. The whole occasion is awe-inspiring in its richness of meaning; a universal 

obeisance greets the entrance of Christ surrounded by the cloud of witnesses and 

ministers of his glory; the sanctity of God radiates in its human capacity through the 

assembly of the saints. 

The deacon bows and addresses the priest: “Bless, Master, the time of the Thrice-

Holy.” The priest gives the blessing, saying, “For holy art thou, O our God ... now and 

ever!” “To everything there is a season,” says Ecclesiastes (3:1). God “has made 

everything beautiful in its season; moreover he has set in human hearts the thought of 

eternity” (Eccles. 3:11). 

So we come to the liturgical time of the Trisagion, the time of worship. The priest 

says the prayer of the Trisagion: “O Holy God, who inhabitest the holy of holies; who art 

glorified by the Cherubim and worshipped by all the heavenly powers ... thou who hast 

vouchsafed unto us, thy humble and unworthy servants, here at this hour, to stand before 

the majesty and the glory of thine altar and to render unto thee the adoration which is thy 

due; do thou, the same Lord, accept from the mouths of us sinners the Thrice-Holy song, 

... for holy art thou, O our God, and unto thee we ascribe glory, to the Father, and to the 

Son, and to the Holy Spirit.” 

The priest prostrates himself three times while saying the Trisagion, and the choir 

sings, “Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy upon us”; from the porch, 

open to the mystery of the Triune God, Christ emerges and appears to the faithful in the 

fullness of liturgical worship. 

Before the end of the chant, the deacon calls for dynamis (strength), inviting the 

choir to sing more loudly. At a hierarchical liturgy, the bishop comes forward during this 

hymn, holding in his left hand the dikerion (the candlestick with two candles crossed, 

symbolizing the mystery of the two natures in Christ) and in his right hand the trikerion 

(the candlestick with three candles, symbolizing the tri-solar light), and blesses the people 

while crossing the Christological and Trinitarian symbols. This crossing expresses the 

sheer ineffable density of the divine holiness. There follows “the ceremony of the 
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throne”, or the blessing of it, which symbolically indicates the throne of the thrice-holy 

God, who has just been just praised in the Trisagion. 

Christ has abolished enmity and banished the shadows, and now he speaks in the 

reading of the Epistle (the pericope taken from Acts or the Epistles is called the 

Apostolos) and the Gospel of the day.119 The synaxis of the catechumens has its own 

epiclesis: the prayer before the reading of the Gospel asks for the gift of enlightenment, 

which refers to the text of Luke 24:45, 49: “Then he opened their minds to understand the 

scriptures…. I am sending upon you what my Father promised”—that is, the Spirit—who 

will “guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13). The reading of the Scriptures undergoes a 

Eucharistic metabolism into the Word of God, the scriptural Eucharist of the 

Catechumens. The readings are traditionally followed by a sermon or instruction from the 

bishop. This part of the liturgy is completed by litanies that lift up the worshippers and 

carry them along together. Then the deacon announces the “dismissal of the 

catechumens”, and the penitents and catechumens are to leave the temple as the Liturgy 

of the Faithful begins. 
 

The Liturgy of the Faithful 

In the Liturgy of the Faithful, the risen Christ and his Kingdom are proclaimed. The royal 

doors are sacramental, symbolizing Christ: “I am the gate” (John 10.7). They are opened 

only by Baptism and the anointing of the Spirit. The Old Nature dies at the threshold, and 

the New Nature, risen in Christ, enters and stands in the Temple of Glory. 

“Let us stand with fear and wisdom,” says the deacon, and the choir, taking their 

spiritual cue from him, sings the Cherubicon: “We who mystically represent the 

cherubim, and who sing to the life-giving Trinity the thrice-holy hymn, let us lay aside all 

earthly cares that we may receive the King of all, invisibly escorted by the Angelic hosts. 

Alleluia, alleluia, alleluia.” The soul is emptied and enters into harmony with the song of 

the heavenly powers, taut in every fiber as it awaits the advent. 

																																																								
119 The Orthodox keep to this line of readings: for the Sundays of the Pentecost season (Eastertide) the Acts 
of the Apostles and St John’s Gospel are read; after Pentecost and through to the following Holy Week, St 
Paul’s Epistles (Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Colossians, Timothy, and Hebrews; 
and the Gospels of Matthew, Luke, and Mark. 
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The Great Entrance or Offertory Procession is the liturgical dramatization of 

Christ’s entry into Jerusalem. The faithful bow before the Priest and Victim, who appears 

in the midst of them, and surround him in celebration. It is all as depicted in the divine 

liturgy icon. 

The chant on Holy Saturday makes the entry even more tremendous: “Let all 

mortal flesh keep silence and stand in fear and trembling, and meditate nothing earthly. 

For here the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, Christ our God, draweth near to be slain 

and give himself to the faithful for food. He is preceded by the Choir of Angels, with all 

the Principalities and Powers, the many-eyed Cherubim and six-winged Seraphim, 

veiling their faces and singing the hymn, Alleluia.” 

When the procession re-enters the sanctuary the priest prays in the words of the 

penitent thief, “Remember me, O Lord, in thy Kingdom.” Then he places the chalice on 

the altar, saying, “Noble Joseph, when he had taken thy pure body from the Cross, 

wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, then laid it in a new sepulcher.” 

This is the Passion and death. The great veil again covers the oblations like the 

shroud, and the incensing recalls the spices. The door of the sanctuary is shut like the 

entrance of the sepulcher. This is the moment of the Offertory and the Eucharistic Canon. 

The curtain is drawn back again as if by the force of triumphant life, as the door will 

always open at the push of living faith; the angel with the fiery sword goes away from the 

Tree of Life. Heaven is opened, and the awesome mystery draws near, urging the soul to 

a total self-offering so that it may totally receive God. The prayer at the Offertory 

anticipates the epiclesis: “May thy spirit of grace, author of every good thing, descend 

upon us, on these gifts here prepared, and upon all thy people.” And the words of the 

deacon resound in the silence of contemplation, “Let us love one another, that with one 

heart and mind we may confess our faith.” 

It is only when rooted in love and in the very unity of the faith with all the saints 

that the human being shares in the mystery of divine love;120 only love can know Love, 

the divine Fellowship, the Holy Trinity. That is why it is the kiss of peace, sealing the 

most amazing act of unity in Christ, that introduces the recitation of the Creed, 

																																																								
120 The Liturgy teaches us unmistakably that the Eucharist completes and crowns what has gone before: the 
indispensable confession and communion in the one true faith, expressed in the common repetition of the 
Creed and the final Amen. 
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proclaiming the Love that comes down, gives itself, suffers, and saves. The words that 

accompany the kiss of peace explain it perfectly: “Jesus Christ is in our midst.... The 

Church has become one body and our kiss is the pledge of this union, enmity has been 

cast aside, and brotherly love has penetrated everywhere.” Visible and invisible in the 

Church interpenetrate and change the very nature of things. During the singing of the 

Creed, the celebrant gently agitates the veil over the chalice and paten, symbolizing the 

descent of the Holy Spirit.  

“Let us stand in fear, let us attend, that in peace we may offer the Holy Oblation,” 

calls the deacon. The most sacred moment approaches: “Sursum corda! Lift up your 

hearts!” “We lift them up unto the Lord.” Worldly cares having vanished, the heart lifted 

up, human beings can surrender themselves to the mounting current of praise. The priest 

invites the congregation, “Let us give thanks unto the Lord.” With a grace appropriate to 

this action devoted to praise and called “the Eucharist”—Εὐχαριστήσωµεν τῷ Κυρίῳ—

the choir’s response goes beyond simple recognition and becomes adoration, 

contemplation, exaltation, resounding in a truly Trinitarian Eucharist: “It is meet and 

right that we should worship thee, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the consubstantial and 

undivided Trinity.” The sacrifice contained in the one act of Christ is threefold. 

The prayer of the Preface acknowledges God in all his titles and concludes with 

the Sanctus: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord of Sabaoth.” The angelic Eucharist in the liturgy of 

the synagogue ended, “Blessed be the glory of the Lord from his place” (Ezek. 3:12). The 

Liturgy changes this to: “Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the Lord” (Ps. 118). 

The rabbis, after the Exile, taught that where two or three were gathered together to read 

the Bible, the glory, the Shekinah, was in the midst of them. Christ applied this saying to 

himself: “Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in the midst of 

them” (Matt. 18:20). So the Shekinah, the mysterious presence of the Trinitarian God, 

fills the temple. 

The sacrifice is explicit in the anamnesis, the commemorative passage that 

immediately follows the words of the institution of the Holy Communion: “This is my 

Body…. This is my Blood.” After recalling the great mysteries—the passion, death, 

resurrection, ascension, and coming again—the priest makes the oblation according to the 

formula, “Thine own of thine own, we offer unto thee, on behalf of all and for all.” 
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In the Syrian Liturgy of St James the words of the priest convey an extreme 

spiritual intensity: “How noble is this hour and how awe-inspiring this moment, brethren! 

For the life-giving Holy Spirit descends from the heights of heaven and rests on this 

Eucharist to consecrate it…. Stand therefore in fear, pray that peace may be with you, and 

the protection of our God. With a loud voice let us say three times: Kyrie eleison.”  

The response of the faithful, bowing low, sums up the whole theme of the 

Eucharist: “We praise thee, we bless thee, we give thanks unto thee, O Lord, and we pray 

unto thee, O our God.” This is the moment of the consecration of the gifts, the epiclesis, 

the prayer of invocation to the Holy Spirit for the Eucharistic miracle: “Send thy Holy 

Spirit on us and on these gifts present, and make this bread the precious Body of thy 

Christ, and of what is in this chalice the precious Blood of thy Christ, transforming them 

by thy Holy Spirit”: µεταβαλὼν τῷ Πνεύµατί σου τῷ ἁγίῳ. “Amen, amen, amen” sounds 

like the Trinity ratifying the miracle that has been performed. The unifying power of 

Christ enfolds the universe and makes it the Church: “Unite us all.” The threefold 

commemoration of the saints, the dead and the living, is attached to the epiclesis and to 

the universal offering of everyone and everything. This is the Church’s great prayer of 

intercession. “Remember, O Lord, those whom each bears in the spirit, and everyone and 

everything ... and send thy mercies upon us all.” 

Like children, we are all united in one great offering before the Father. The priest 

continues, “Grant that with one mouth and one heart we may glorify and praise thine all-

honorable and majestic Name, of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit…. 

Vouchsafe that we may partake of the terrible mysteries of this holy table”; and to that 

end, and most important of all, he solemnly calls upon the Father, hidden in the luminous 

cloud of the triune God: “Vouchsafe, O Lord, that boldly and without condemnation we 

may dare to call upon thee, God the heavenly Father,121 and say, ‘Our Father ...’” 

The deacon arranges his stole in the form of a St Andrew’s cross on his back and 

chest, symbolizing the seraphim, who veil their faces with their wings before the 

unfathomable mystery of divine love. This acts as a sign to the congregation, recalling 

them to devotion. 

																																																								
121 Or “beyond the heaven”, ἐπουράνιον; this marks the apophatic moment of the invocation. 
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As the Communion approaches the feeling of expectancy is intensified by the 

majestic chant of the Lord’s Prayer. Coming just before the Communion, this prayer 

identifies the supersubstantial—ἐπιούσιον—“daily” bread with the bread of the Eucharist. 

As the moment of union draws near the feeling of unworthiness, the mysterium 

tremendum, runs through the congregation: Sancta Sanctis. “Holy things for the holy,” 

says the priest, as he elevates the Lamb, the Bread of life; and everyone replies, “One 

only is holy, one only is the Lord, Jesus Christ.” The faithful come near to one another 

like the holy women at the tomb. The door opens wide, in silence, the symbol of the 

Angel Gabriel rolling away the stone from the sepulcher. The worshippers bow 

themselves as the priest appears, holding the chalice. The risen Christ is coming to offer 

eternal Life. The grave and death are broken up. The dawn of the Resurrection bathes 

everything in a light that will never fade. 

“In the fear of God, and with faith and love, draw near.” The Communion 

witnesses to the presence of Christ, which is real and constant until the end of the world. 

But at the same time, the elevation of the chalice after Communion and the spirals of 

incense enveloping the holy gifts as they are brought back to the prosthesis to be 

consumed—“as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their 

sight” (Acts 1:9)—symbolize the Ascension of Jesus into heaven, from whence already 

rays of light are falling, the precursors of the light of the Parousia and the new Jerusalem. 

The Liturgy ends on an eschatological note: the meal is messianic; the faithful stand, 

looking at the one who comes: “O Christ, Passover great and most holy, grant that we 

may more perfectly be admitted to the communion of thy mystic supper in the day 

without evening of thy Kingdom.” The priest prays, “Be thou exalted above the heavens, 

O God, and thy glory over all the earth.” 

The mission of Christ is finished: “O Christ, who hast accomplished the mystery 

of thy divine economy, fill our hearts with joy and gladness.” 

 The world must become one Christ: “We have beheld the true light; we have 

received the heavenly Spirit; we have found the true faith in worshipping the undivided 

Trinity, for he hath saved us…. Blessed be the name of the Lord, now and unto the ages 

of ages. Amen.” 
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The Liturgy ends with the final blessing and the distribution of the antidoron or 

blessed bread, a reminder of the early agape meal. In this act of eulogia (blessing) the 

Church extends its liturgical action beyond the walls of the temple to the very ends of the 

world. The worshipper carries away, as an offering to the world, this spiritual witness of 

unity and love. 

Having eaten and drunk at the source, each person is now like a cup filled with 

the presence of Christ and offered to mankind and the world. 

 

*  

The liturgy is not a means but a way of life that is an end in itself, displaying its 

theocentric character for all to see. The focus of human attention in the liturgy is not self 

but God in his splendor. Human concern during the Liturgy is not so much with self-

perfection as with coming into the full light of God. This is the joy that, quite impartially, 

showers back again over a human being’s nature and changes it. It acts of itself so that 

the human adds nothing to the splendor of God, to the sheer fact of his presence. There 

must be times when human beings are not anxious to find a reason for what they are 

doing, times of adoration when their instinctive nature is unconstrained, as when King 

David danced before the Ark; let the moralists join with Michal in the chorus of 

disapproval. 

We do not always have to be thinking about our woes, to be fixed on our sins; the 

Lord’s Day is surely the time to accept the gift of his grace, to relax for a little while and 

be filled with simple and transparent joy. 

“How can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?” 

(Matt. 9:15). “The friend of the bridegroom, who stands and hears him, rejoices greatly at 

the bridegroom’s voice.” Indeed, his joy is “fulfilled” (John 3:29). 

And in the end these friends are witnesses of the “terrible mysteries”, so terrible 

and so great that, according to the liturgical expression, the angels tremble, cover their 

eyes, and “are astonished” as they see the divine purposes at work. This astonishment is 

the beginning of wisdom, of that capacity for wonder that renders the human being 

completely open to receive the Truth when it comes and is offered in pure grace. 
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In the liturgy, we find the Kingdom of God; it has come upon us; it is already 

among us, in the midst of and within us, and whatever remains will be given us when the 

time is right, as an additional gift. In seeking the Kingdom, we are obeying the Lord and 

becoming his child; when we find it, we rejoice as one who has found a “pearl of great 

price” or a “treasure hidden in a field”, and our joy is fulfilled. 
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I. LOVES 
 
Magdalen’s Epistle 
 
Of Love’s discrete occasions, we  
observe sufficient catalogue,  
a likely-sounding lexicon  
 
pronounced so as to implicate  
a wealth of difference, where reclines  
instead a common element,  
 
itself quite like those elements  
partaken at the table served  
by Jesus on the night he was  
 
betrayed—like those in that the bread  
was breakable, the wine was red  
and wet, and met the tongue with bright,  
 
intoxicating sweetness, quite  
like ... wine. None of what I write arrives  
to compromise that sacrament,  
 
the mystery of spirit graved  
in what is commonplace and plain—  
the broken, brittle crust, the cup.  
 
Quite otherwise, I choose instead  
to bear again the news that each,  
each was still itself, substantial  

 
in the simplest sense. By now, you  
will have learned of Magdalen, a name  
recalled for having won a touch  
 
of favor from the one we call  
the Son of Man, and what you’ve heard  
is true enough. I met him first  
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as, mute, he scribbled in the dust  
to shame some village hypocrites  
toward leaving me unbloodied,  
 
if ill-disposed to taking up  
again a prior circumstance.  
I met him in the house of one  
 
who was a Pharisee and not  
prepared to suffer quietly  
my handling of the master’s feet.  
 
Much later, in the garden when,  
having died and risen, he spoke  
as to a maid and asked me why  
 
I wept. When, at any meeting  
with the Christ, was I not weeping?  
For what? I only speculate  
 
—brief inability to speak,  
a weak and giddy troubling near  
the throat, a wash of gratitude.  
 
And early on, I think, some slight  
abiding sense of shame, a sop  
I have inferred more recently  
 
to do without. Lush poverty!  
I think that this is what I’m called  
to say, this mild exhortation  
 
that one should still abide all love’s  
embarrassments, and so resist  
the new temptation—dangerous,  
 
inexpedient mask—of shame.  
And, well, perhaps one other thing:  
I have received some little bit  
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about the glib divisions which  
so lately have occurred to you  
as right, as necessary, fit—  
 
That the body is something less  
than honorable, say, in its  
... appetites? That the spirit is  
 
something pure, and—if all goes well—  
potentially unencumbered  
by the body’s bawdy tastes.  
 
This disposition, then, has led  
to a banal and pious lack  
of charity, and, worse, has led  
 
more than a few to attempt some  
soul-preserving severance—harsh  
mortifications, manglings, all  
 
manner of ritual excision  
lately undertaken to prevent  
the body’s claim upon the heart,  
 
or mind, or (blasphemy!) spirit—  
whatever name you fix upon  
the supposéd bodiless.  
 
I fear that you presume—dissecting  
the person unto something less  
complex. I think that you forget  
 
you are not Greek. I think that you  
forget the very issue which  
induced the Christ to take on flesh.  
 
All loves are bodily, require  
that the lips part, and press their trace  
of secrecy upon the one  
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beloved—the one, or many, endless  
array whose aspects turn to face  
the one who calls, the one whose choice  
 
it was one day to lift my own  
bruised body from the dust, where, it seems  
to me, I must have met my death,  
 
thereafter, this subsequent life  
and late disinclination toward  
simple reductions in the name  
 
of Jesus, whose image I work  
daily to retain. I have kissed  
his feet. I have looked long  
 
into the trouble of his face,  
and met, in that intersection,  
the sacred place—where body  
 
and spirit both abide, both yield,  
in mutual obsession. Yes,  
if you’ll recall your Hebrew word,  
 
just long enough to glimpse in its  
dense figure power to produce  
you’ll see as well the damage Greek  
 
has wrought upon your tongue, stolen  
from your sense of what is holy,  
wholly good, fully animal—  
 
the body which he now prepares.  
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9 

The Yoga of Hesychasm 

James S. Cutsinger 

________________________________________________________________________ 
	
	
I must begin with a few words of caution. This article is meant to cast light on a short 

mystical poem, “The Ladder of Divine Graces” by Theophanis the Monk. We know very 

little about Theophanis, not even when he lived. All we are sure of is that he was a 

monastic of the Christian East, one among the monks of Mounts Athos and Sinai, whose 

quest towards hesychia or stillness has given rise to their designation as the Hesychast 

Fathers. Here is where a first warning comes in. Nothing I shall be saying is going to 

make the slightest sense unless my reader understands at the outset that for Theophanis 

Christianity is a mystagogical path, a way toward what is. It is not a creed, it is not a rite, 

and it is not an ethic. Or rather, while it includes all these things on the surface, in its 

essence it is the means of our becoming Divine. 

 A second caveat has to do with the expectations one brings to these brief remarks. 

We need to be modest. Into these seventy-one lines of verse are distilled over a thousand 

years of spiritual teaching and ascetic discipline. The poem contains what amounts to an 

alchemical tincture, very concentrated and very potent, and my hope is simply to offer a 

taste of the resulting elixir. There is no question of providing an exhaustive interpretation 

of this tradition. I wish only to highlight a few salient ideas, while underscoring the 

poet’s own repeated stress on experience. Experience teaches one, he says, not words. 

Whatever else, the author means to prick the conscience of anyone who supposes that 

doctrine can stand alone without method, theory without practice. We need the effectual 

means of liberation supplied by a genuine yoga.   

 I have mentioned how little is known of this writer. This fact is a great blessing, 

of course. By providing the ready excuse of necessity, it permits us cheerfully to dispense 

with that whole apparatus of biographical and other horizontal detail that so often 

intrudes between a text and its interpreters. My only concession to the usual academic 

procedure is to admit that “The Ladder” can be found in the third volume of The 

Philokalia, a classic compilation of Christian mystical writings ranging from the fourth to 
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the fifteenth centuries. Beyond that, I would ask that one think of “Theophanis” strictly as 

a symbol for the spiritual search, and of his poem as but a provocation for entering the 

Supreme Reality. 

 

The Ladder of Divine Graces 
which experience has made known to those inspired by God 

 
The first step is that of purest prayer. 

From this there comes a warmth of heart, 
And then a strange, a holy energy, 

Then tears wrung from the heart, God-given. 
Then peace from thoughts of every kind. 
From this arises purging of the intellect, 

And next the vision of heavenly mysteries. 
Unheard-of light is born from this ineffably, 

And thence, beyond all telling, the heart's illumination. 
Last comes—a step that has no limit 
Though compassed in a single line— 

Perfection that is endless. 
The ladder’s lowest step 

Prescribes pure prayer alone. 
But prayer has many forms: 
My discourse would be long 
Were I now to speak of them: 
And, friend, know that always 

Experience teaches one, not words. 
A ladder rising wondrously to heaven's vault: 

Ten steps that strangely vivify the soul. 
Ten steps that herald the soul's life. 
A saint inspired by God has said: 

Do not deceive yourself with idle hopes 
That in the world to come you will find life 

If you have not tried to find it in this present world. 
Ten steps: a wisdom born of God. 
Ten steps: fruit of all the books. 

Ten steps that point towards perfection. 
Ten steps that lead one up to heaven. 

Ten steps through which a man knows God. 
The ladder may seem short indeed, 

But if your heart can inwardly experience it 
You will find a wealth the world cannot contain, 

A god-like fountain flowing with unheard-of life. 
This ten-graced ladder is the best of masters, 

Clearly teaching each to know its stages. 
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If when you behold it 
You think you stand securely on it, 

Ask yourself on which step you stand, 
So that we, the indolent, may also profit. 

My friend, if you want to learn about all this, 
Detach yourself from everything, 

From what is senseless, from what seems intelligent. 
Without detachment nothing can be learnt. 

Experience alone can teach these things, not talk. 
Even if these words once said 

By one of God's elect strike harshly, 
I repeat them to remind you: 

He who has no foothold on this ladder, 
Who does not ponder always on these things, 

When he comes to die will know 
Terrible fear, terrible dread, 

Will be full of boundless panic. 
My lines end on a note of terror. 

Yet it is good that this is so: 
Those who are hard of heart—myself the first— 

Are led to repentance, led to a holy life, 
Less by the lure of blessings promised 

Than by fearful warnings that inspire dread. 
“He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” 

You who have written this, hear, then, and take note: 
Void of all these graces, 

How have you dared to write such things? 
How do you not shudder to expound them? 
Have you not heard what Uzzah suffered 

When he tried to stop God's ark from falling? 
Do not think that I speak as one who teaches: 
I speak as one whose words condemn himself, 

Knowing the rewards awaiting those who strive, 
Knowing my utter fruitlessness. 

 

 As my readers will have noticed, the text falls naturally into several distinct parts. 

First, there is a labeling of the ten steps of the ladder; second, an emphasis on the special 

importance of the initial step, purity in prayer; third, a listing of the ladder’s benefits; 

fourth, a request for assistance from persons further advanced than the author; fifth, stern 

counsel for those who are just beginning, together with a justification for this severity; 

and sixth, the author’s concluding self-reproach and effacement. An entire article could 

be written on any one of these headings. What I shall do here is to concentrate on the 
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meaning of the ten steps themselves, adding then a few broader strokes concerning the 

rest of the poem. 

 First, though, just a word or two concerning the title. In a sense, the title of this 

poem says it all: The Ladder of Divine Graces. The man who seeks union with God must 

understand before he even begins his search that synergy or cooperation is the key to his 

movement, a cooperation between human effort and Divine mercy. A ladder must be 

climbed, and the climbing is accomplished one step at a time. The spiritual life demands 

real work, real movement, real discipline, which proceeds methodically and 

incrementally. It is dangerous, says Plato, to go too quickly from the many to the One, 

and the Hesychast tradition takes account of this fact in distrusting ecstasies and 

consolations not grounded in method. On the other hand, one must not forget that man’s 

climbing is not only toward God; it is in and by God. Each of the rungs of the ladder is a 

gift or a grace, a real and efficacious presence of the Goal in the very midst of the way. 

True spirituality is not Pelagian, not a self-help technique. “Work out your salvation with 

fear and trembling, for God is at work within you” (Phil. 2:12-13). 

 The subtitle confirms this synergy. The authority of the poem’s teaching is at once 

human and Divine. On one level it is a matter of embodied truth. What we are about to be 

told is no rarified speculation, concocted by some spiritual dreamer whose claims are 

untestable. It comes instead rooted in the concrete, the practical, the immediate, and it 

leads beyond mere credulity or acceptance to certainty. Notice that experience has made 

the ladder known. But at the same time, the knowledge is thanks to God, who has 

mercifully condescended to those inspired by Him.  We should be grateful. Authentic 

wisdom is never man’s alone, an accomplishment or achievement for which he can take 

credit. The wisdom born of God is to know that God knows Himself in us. 

 Turning now to the poem itself, one observes that each of the ten steps of the 

ladder can be distinguished by a single noun. The journey passes through the several 

stages of prayer, heart, energy, tears, peace, purging, vision, light, illumination, and 

perfection. But the nouns in each case are to be specified by adjectives. It is not just any 

prayer, but purest prayer that counts; not just any heart, but a warm one. So also we note 

that the energy is holy, the tears are God-given, the peace is mental, the purging is 
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intellective, the vision is mystical, the light is ineffable, the illumination is cardiac, and 

the perfection is endless. 

 “Theophanis” is careful to stress that the prayer of step one is of a most particular 

kind. Prayer may include but is more than a collection of petitions and praises, whether 

private or public, spoken or silent, personal or canonical. In its purest form, it is an 

imageless attention to the Divine presence, ontologically rather than discursively linked 

to its object, and often supported by the repetition of a short invocatory formula like the 

Jesus Prayer. Please note that the attention of this opening step is itself a highly advanced 

spiritual state, presupposing a background not even hinted at in the poem. Our exposition 

of the text obliges us to begin at a point far beyond what most of us may be ready for. 

Quintessential prayer is the bottom rung of a ladder that must first be set on a living 

sacramental foundation, and its scaling assumes a deliberate and extensive propaedeutic 

under the guidance of a spiritual father. The Christian mystical tradition knows very well 

that individual initiatives and exploits are always ruinous in the contemplative life. Hence 

the author’s deference, in the lines below, to his own elders and betters: to a saint 

inspired by God and to one of God’s elect.  

 Were a man granted the grace of this first step—were those of us writing and 

reading this article truly prepared to go further—it would soon be discovered that true 

prayer is a transformative power, which begins to work its magic within the tissues of the 

human body itself. This is noticed initially, the Hesychasts teach, in that central part of 

the body, the heart, where pure consciousness dwells, and the most common signal of 

change is a sensation of warmth. Warmth, like the heart, is no metaphor. Something 

really begins to happen in the breast. One could say that it happens in and to the four-

chambered beating muscle if the concern is to stress, as one must, the material actuality 

of the process. But at the same time, the warmth comes as proof that our true heart was 

always more than its concealment in matter, more than just a physical pump. In either 

case, the ladder brings the whole man into play. The body is not left behind in our 

approach to full union, but is lifted up and drawn into its Divine prototype. Heaven is 

more, not less, solid than earth. 

 And then a strange, a holy energy. What was true at first for the central organ 

alone gradually makes itself felt throughout the entire human organism. A centrifugal 
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radiation of power begins now to course outward through the various envelopes of the 

self. Energy is a technical term in this context. Western philosophy is accustomed to a 

distinction between form and matter. Energy is the third that connects these two, the 

living and interior pulse through which essence communicates itself as substance. If we 

picture what a thing is as a center and how it appears as a sphere, then the radii are an 

image of its energy. God too has His own kind of energy, the effective and salvific 

presence of the Transcendent in the domain of the immanent. “Theophanis” is certainly 

no pantheist: the Divine Essence remains like an asymptote forever beyond our aspiration 

as creatures. Nevertheless we may participate fully in the Divine Substance and come to 

share in God’s powers through an assimilation of His holy energies. The nexus of this 

exchange is man’s heart, an exchange which begins when our own center moves toward 

coincidence with the center of God. 

 Tears, the fourth step, are a mark of this concentrical shift. Not just any tears, 

however: only those that are God-given. It is very important that we not confuse the “gift 

of tears”, as it is sometimes called, with ordinary sorrow or grief. Climbing the ladder 

means mastering the passions, including the self-pity, resentment, and anger which 

sometimes express themselves in crying. We are to become objective toward our ego, no 

longer controlled by its sentimental involvement in the shifting play of the world. Detach 

yourself from everything, says “Theophanis”. For without detachment nothing can be 

learnt. The tears of the ladder are not tears of selfish regret or refusal. On the contrary, 

they are the natural result of the ego’s liquefaction. As the radiant energy of God carries 

the heart’s warmth forward through the rest of our organism, the many layers of ice begin 

melting. We become the warm, soft water of our tears. The warmth is our fervor and 

longing for God; the softness is our yielding to the Divine influx; the water is the power 

of our new-found passivity. 

 The next pair of steps may be usefully treated as one, for they are two sides of a 

single coin: peace from thoughts and purging of the intellect. Notice that the peace is 

from thoughts of every kind. This is no power of positive thinking, which would simply 

replace bad or debilitating conceptions with good ones. The Hesychast follows a path 

leading beyond conception as such. By thoughts he means any product of discursive 

mentation, any recording of the impressions of sense and any abstraction therefrom or 
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combination thereof. He knows that our waking life is dominated by the mental chatter 

that comes from the jostling and sorting of these impressions, images, ideas, and feelings, 

and that our so-called waking is therefore truly a dreaming. We are never simply now in 

the present, so fully occupied is our mind by the memory of what was and the idle hopes 

of what will be. 

 Against all of this must be placed an altogether different quality of attention, 

superintended by what the Christian East calls the nous or intellect. Unlike discursive 

thinking, which proceeds sequentially with the information it has gleaned from the 

surface of things, the intellective or noetic faculty goes straight to their core, 

contemplating the inner logoi or essences of creatures by direct apprehension. Present in 

all of us but dormant in most, the intellect is first awakened and set into motion by the 

efforts of prayer and ascetic discipline. Once purged of the encrusting dross which 

surrounds it, the noetic faculty becomes in turn a purging or purifying force of its own. 

Cutting through the veils of forgetfulness and piercing to the world’s very marrow, it 

there discovers by recollection its own inward content. “For, behold, the kingdom of God 

is within you” (Luke 17:21).  

 “Theophanis” has incorporated within his own ten-fold sequence a more common 

and better known distinction among three basic stages in the spiritual life: purification, 

illumination, and union. The first of these has been the subject of the poem to this point, 

beginning with purest prayer in step one and culminating with the purging of the intellect 

in step six. His aim has been to describe the indispensable initial work of repentance, a 

negative movement away from illusion and death. Now we begin glimpsing the positive 

results of that work, for the next three steps are all concerned in some way with vision 

and light, and thus with the second fundamental stage of illumination. There is a vision of 

heavenly mysteries, next the perception of unheard-of light, and then the illumination of 

the heart itself. 

 Now please understand, the mysteries which “Theophanis” has in view are not 

secret facts or formulas, nor is the fruit of his path a knowledge of celestial statistics. If 

one were foolish enough to be interested in dating the end of the world or in the names 

and properties of discarnate masters or in how many lives one might have lived before 

now—or in any of the other bits and pieces of occult information so often dangled before 
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the curious and restless seekers of our day—one would have to go elsewhere. 

“Theophanis” has counseled detachment not only from what is senseless but from what 

seems intelligent, and this latter category doubtless includes much of what passes for 

spirituality in this so-called new age. He knows that a true mystery by definition exceeds 

the form of data, no matter how peculiar or enticing those data might be. The inner is 

always inner even in the midst of our seeing it. Etymology is important here: the term 

mystery comes from the Greek verb muo, which refers to a closing or shutting of the eyes 

and mouth. The vision of mysteries remains therefore a vision of mysteries, of realities 

which continue to elude even the innermost modalities of sensation and which cannot be 

adequately conveyed by any language. I might add that the Eastern Christian tradition 

regularly uses the term mysteries to refer to its sacraments, especially the Eucharist. We 

are thus reminded that the spiritual ladder must be firmly positioned on a living faith 

before we even consider ascending it. 

 Whatever it is that one noetically envisions, the Hesychasts are unanimous about 

its being bathed in an extraordinary light. Indeed, the doctrine of the uncreated light is 

characteristic of their teaching. Once again we are using more than a metaphor. It is said 

that the light in question is objectively real, its model being the light of Christ’s 

transfiguration on Mount Tabor, when “His face shone as the sun, and his raiment was 

white as the light” (Matt. 17:2). Being born from one’s vision ineffably, this dazzling 

darkness eclipses all description. And yet it is truly present, suffusing creation with the 

radiance of God, a sort of visible band in the spectrum of His holy energy. Intimately tied 

to our transformed perception of this light all about us, says our poet, there will come 

next a corresponding and complementary illumination within. Beyond all telling, this 

ninth step of the ladder admits man to a degree of Divine participation where he himself 

begins to shine with Christ’s glory. True to the maxim that like can be known only by 

like, the Hesychast strives by grace toward the moment when the body, now thoroughly 

steeped in God, bears witness in its own substance to the realities it has seen. The 

iconographical tradition of the halo or nimbus is no pious extravagance. Had we the eyes 

to see, we would realize that the true saint shines like the heaven he is. 

 And yet heaven is not enough. Heaven is a prison for the Sufi, say the mystics of 

Islam, for who wants the garden when there is also the Gardener? “Theophanis” agrees. 
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There is more than illumination in the spiritual journey. We are not to rest satisfied with a 

contemplation of the splendor of God, nor with an appreciative spectator’s place in the 

Divine proximity, however joyful and permanent. A tenth step remains: a coinherence or 

union with the Supreme Reality itself. For as the Hesychast sees it, the only truly endless 

perfection is the perfection of what is intrinsically endless or infinite, namely, God. It is 

therefore into this Infinite that human nature will eventually be drawn at the very top of 

the ladder. Like God Himself, the top rung has no limit, even though its description may 

be compassed in a single line. The end of the way is in fact the beginning of an 

immeasurable advance into the Love that loves Love and in Love all things. Those of my 

readers who are familiar with Eastern Christian theology will recognize this as the 

Orthodox doctrine of theosis or deification, classically summed up in the Patristic 

formula “God became man that man might become God”. Salvation is not just the 

restoration of an Edenic status quo. It is an unprecedented and unheard-of life, no longer 

restricted by the qualities and conditions of created existence in this present world. A 

reversion has taken place along the path of creation, a voluntary return of what we are 

into God. Two distinct circles remain, the human and the Divine, but their center is now 

the same.   

 I turn now as promised to a few, even briefer, comments on the remaining parts of 

the poem. The most important question the reader should be asking himself at this 

juncture is why there is a remainder at all. After scaling the summit of deification, the 

succeeding lines may seem tedious and anticlimactic. What is the author’s point? Why 

not stop, as he easily might have, with the highly charged first half of his efforts? Why all 

the imploration, admonition, and self-reproach of his conclusion?   

 To answer these questions, we need to consider a common feature of all 

Hesychast writing, common in fact to the Christian East as a whole, and that is its 

preference for the mystical way of negation. It is sometimes said that there are two 

distinct spiritual paths: the cataphatic way or way of affirmation and the apophatic way or 

way of negation. In the former, which is somewhat more typical of western theology, one 

approaches God by affirming His goodness in good things, His beauty in things that are 

beautiful, and His truth in all truths. God is the highest or greatest of beings, to whom 

creatures point through their positive qualities. In the negative way, by contrast, one 
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approaches God by prescinding from all qualities or attributes, by denying that the 

Supreme Reality has anything whatsoever in common with this world. God is not created 

or finite, of course. Every theologian knows that. But neither is He even good with the 

goodness we know, nor wise in terms of earthly wisdom, nor indeed does He even exist 

by our measures. He is not the highest or greatest of beings, but superessentially beyond 

even being itself.   

 We have seen evidence of this apophaticism in the first part of “The Ladder”. The 

vision is a vision of mysteries, the Divine light is unheard-of, and the heart’s illumination 

is beyond all telling. In short, experience alone can teach these things, not talk. All 

language is reduced to stammering and silence when confronted by the experience of 

God. But the same thing is true of all our experiences. Which words are really sufficient 

for a rose or a friendship? Perception on every level of being is always more than the 

concepts describing it.   

 “Theophanis” is therefore obliged to go further, extending the range of negation 

and deepening its intensity. Do not deceive yourself, he continues. The full force of his 

imperative will not be felt unless we have first admitted that our entire waking life is a 

web of delusion and vanity. Recall what I said earlier on the subject of thoughts. Try to 

attend to one thing alone, and we soon discover that our days are but daydreams. 

Whatever contact we may hope to have with absolute Truth will come only at the 

expense of all those idle hopes aroused by our present, passion-laden experience. This 

does not mean that we should despair of making any progress toward God, believing 

ourselves condemned to a sort of total depravity. The apophatic path is still a path, and 

the poet is quick in counseling us to make every effort to find the Truth in this present 

world.  It should be understood, however, that this last phrase is adverbial, not adjectival; 

it modifies man’s endeavors toward finding, not the Truth found. For the Supreme 

Reality is beyond even more than our personal experience. It transcends the entire cosmic 

order. What we shall find when we find it is a wealth the world cannot contain. The 

author means what he says:  if you wish to enter God, you must detach yourself from 

everything. 

 Understanding this stress on negation should help considerably when it comes to 

making sense of the concluding parts of “The Ladder”. The poet’s vivid expressions of 
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unworthiness may at first seem excessive. We are told that “Theophanis” is indolent, 

hard of heart, and void of all these graces; that he is presumptuous in having dared to 

write on so sublime a subject and is therefore deserving of the fate of the Biblical Uzzah, 

who was killed for touching the ark of God (2 Sam. 6:6-7); and finally that he is worthy 

only of words that condemn himself, an example of utter fruitlessness. Surely, one feels, 

this very eloquent monk cannot have been quite such a villain! And then, making matters 

perhaps even more indigestible, there are the threats of boundless panic. A note of terror 

is sounded by the author’s fearful warnings, which he deliberately intends to strike us 

harshly and to inspire our dread. What is going on here? Is this pious sentimentality? Is 

the author following some ancient stylistic precedent? Is he just trying to scare us? 

 Our answer in each case must be no. One must admit that the poem could be read 

this way and that it is easy to be put off by its seeming platitudes and fire-and-brimstone 

exhortations. Such a reading, however, would be quite mistaken. A man who understands 

so precisely the pure science of prayer, who is subtle enough to distinguish between 

illumination and light, and who from his own wrestling with thoughts can speak so 

powerfully about the limits of language is surely aware of what we ourselves can see so 

clearly. We all know from our own not-so-subtle experience that terror and panic are 

emotions belonging to the hardened, not the liquefied, heart. They are measures of the 

ego’s continuing eccentricity in relation to God, the result of its congenital complicity in 

a world that will finally disappoint every one of us. In Hesychast terms, such passions are 

simply more thoughts, more psychic chatter. “Theophanis” cannot possibly be construed 

as encouraging them. Nor can he have failed to see that insofar as someone recognizes his 

fruitlessness, he cannot be utterly fruitless. The poet is well aware that the ego has a way 

of feeding even on abjection and self-condemnation, of being proud of its sin. When he 

refers to himself as the first among those who are hard of heart, it would therefore be 

absurd to imagine that he expects us to think we are his rightful superiors.  

 Only the negative way can make sense of these puzzling expressions; both the 

self-reproaches and the warnings require transposing into an apophatic key. It is helpful 

to recall the anonymity of the poet. The compilers of The Philokalia have recorded a 

name, or at least a pen name, but that is all. In reading the “Ladder”, we are not listening 

to a particular individual whose biography might be used in checking the accuracy of his 
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judgments. We are listening to a voice which the accidents of history have now rendered 

impersonal, according perhaps to its own design: the voice, as I proposed earlier, of the 

spiritual search itself, the inward cry of every man’s longing for God. I suggested that the 

author’s name should be seen as a symbol, and I can now be more precise about that 

symbol’s significance. “Theophanis the Monk” is not such and such an ego. He is the ego 

as such—the principle of limitation, individuation, and self-forgetfulness in each of us.   

 With this in mind, his estimate of himself becomes perfectly intelligible. He is 

indeed void of all graces, not just in fact but in principle. For measured against the 

Supreme Reality at the top of the ladder, the ego is even less than unworthy; it is a virtual 

void, a centrifugal tendency toward the “outer darkness” (Matt. 8:12) of destruction and 

the root of blind and fruitless craving, and its mortification is essential to our seeing that 

God is the only true center. Competition with the Divine is never more than illusion. 

 The promises of terror and the fearful warnings can be interpreted along similar 

lines. I have singled out the words terror and panic as signs of a purely emotional and 

ego-centric attachment. But suppose we read them instead in conjunction with two of the 

poem’s other terms: fear and dread. Fear is often just a passion itself, of course, a feeling 

of malaise, consternation, or anxiety, and as such it too must be excluded from the soul of 

the man who is seeking peace from thoughts. But in an older and deeper sense, fear 

signifies awe. Rather than a subjective and blood-freezing fright, it points us toward an 

objective and liberating wonder. No mere reactive emotion, this kind of fear is a real 

organ for perception and participation in God. Let us not expunge the common sense 

meaning of the poet’s words. Doubtless there will come a day of sheer panic for those 

who in this life did not ponder always on these things and did not by a serious spiritual 

effort grow accustomed to the daily death of desire. But for those who did, the holy fear 

of awe will be among the blessings promised. Far from something they might wish to 

escape, the exquisite joy of dread will be offered as one of the rewards of their way, a 

delicious fruit of all the books.  

 The true seeker knows from repeated experience that the negation of a negation is 

something wondrously positive. “Theophanis” is not trying to frighten us or force our 

submission to a sectarian ideology. On the contrary, with a precise and carefully selected 

dialectical language, he is simply describing what makes it possible to climb the ladder: 
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the negations are nothing but the spaces between the rungs. And he is showing us, from 

the point of view of the ego he “is”, what must inevitably happen as one moves through 

these spaces: how the many layers of ambition and cowardice and resentment and greed 

and smugness and torpor are each in turn stripped away and the naked soul is ushered, 

beyond all possibility, into the heart of the living God.  

 May each of us be granted the grace and the strength so to climb.  
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J. HESYCHASTÉRION  
 
I am etching out a dwelling  in the granite of my heart. 
I am thinking then to torch  its walls and sweep out all debris 
with a green, a heavy branch    of rosemary. 
 
I mean to carve a niche inside     therein to rest a lamp, 
and set behind that vigil lamp        an icon of the Christ, 
and, kneeling there, lean in to find  a little taste 
 
of stillness—that I might descend        full unto a likely depth 
of vision and a whelming calm,     wherein I might obtain 
an aspect likely as His own  and without stain. 
 
I will prepare a censer—one  glowing coal, deep red amid 
the heart’s obscurity.       And leaning into what bides there 
will place on it, mid-prayer, a bit of myrrh. 
 
Should I make my way at last  to the hollow of my heart, 
I hope as well to apprehend     a stilling of the crowd, 
within which stillness I might dare  approach the cloud. 
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  10 

Relics and Incorruption 

Sergius Bulgakov 

Sergius Bulgakov (1871-1944) was a Russian Orthodox priest, theologian, philosopher, and 
economist, and the author of numerous books. After being exiled by the new Bolshevik 
government in 1922, he became part of the émigré community of Russians in Paris, where he 
founded the St Sergius Theological Institute in Paris, serving as its first professor of dogmatic 
theology. The following comes from his Relics and Miracles. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
The Spirit of God lives in the Church, and all things in the Church are sanctified by His 

power and presence; all holy things—and in the Church everything is holy—are His 

action. However, we can distinguish different modes of this sanctification; in particular, 

regarding the question of holy relics, we can distinguish two fundamental modes of 

holiness: the mode of descent and the mode of ascent. 

The Church has been given in its priesthood the mysterious power of 

transubstantiation through the invocation of the Holy Spirit; and this, strictly speaking, is 

what sanctification entails. There have been many disputes about words and about the 

very idea of transubstantiation in relation to the Eucharist, but the question has a general 

significance for every instance of sanctification. The physical shell, which is preserved 

with all its properties, no longer corresponds to what actually exists, for what exists is an 

object of another world, of the future age, of the transfigured earth; the physical reality is 

only an appearance, an opaque veil behind which incorruptible holy flesh can be found. 

Sanctification of whatever form is an ontological catastrophe, a total discontinuity and 

nonconformity to law. It cannot be understood on the basis of a given creature’s nature or 

the particularity of a given object; this nature and particularity do not present any inherent 

foundations for sanctification, although there does remain a mysterious conformity, a 

designation for some particular goal: even though there is no basis in bread and wine for 

their transubstantiation into the Body and Blood, it is precisely these elements that are 

designated for this goal, just as water is designated for Baptism. Sanctification is 

accomplished not by the powers of the world but by supra-physical powers; this is a 

descending power, descending into the world from the extra-mundane, supra-mundane, 

divine sphere. 
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The mystery of sanctification, as well as its antinomy—an antinomy that 

inevitably confronts every form of human knowledge unaided by grace, no matter how 

far this knowledge might go in removing the veils and shells of cosmic being—consists 

in unifying the physical and the supra-physical, yes and no, the world and the not-world, 

God and not-God. This is also the mystery of creation, a mystery lying beyond the limits 

of a creaturely consciousness and leading into the supra-creaturely realm. This mystery, 

hopelessly and forever transcending the limits of Kantian reason, can through grace be 

encompassed by the consciousness of him alone who, having developed this reason with 

its various schemata, enters into a grace-filled, supra-creaturely state, for here too 

Christ’s words are applicable: for men it is impossible, but for God it is possible. The 

abiding of the world in the extra-divinity proper to it and its deification by the descent of 

God into that world are two sides of one and the same antinomic act of world-creation: 

the world is created on antinomy.  

We find another kind of holiness in the mode of ascent; the human holiness of 

sainthood—and therefore the holiness of holy relics—belongs to this mode. Of course, 

human sanctity too is possible only along the pathway of grace; without grace, human 

powers would not be capable of becoming other than themselves, of being 

transubstantiated. The highest human virtue or quality, often confused with sainthood, is 

not sanctity, has a different nature from sanctity. The human holiness that constitutes 

sainthood is of the same order as holiness in general; in other words it is supra-mundane 

and thus supra-human in its ontogeny, though human in its actualization. There are two 

poles of human-divinity: on the one hand, self-deification, to which apply St. Augustine’s 

words that man without God is a diabolical being; and on the other hand, the grace-filled 

deification of man by God, who helps him to become holy. Sainthood is human-divinity 

actualized by human exploit on the basis of God’s grace. Outside of the divine 

incarnation and the action of grace, sanctity in actu is impossible, remaining an 

unattainable goal. All Christians possess the calling to sainthood and the will to 

sainthood, but in saints this will attains actualization: the divine energies outweigh the 

lower, sinful, human energies to such an extent that a certain transubstantiation takes 

place in the very essence of man: he becomes a true superman—and thus a true man—

with a nature different from his own. 
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A saint is one in whom there has already been accomplished the beginning of 

human transubstantiation—that is, resurrection—prior to the universal resurrection, when 

by the will of God it will be accomplished for all: for some a resurrection to life, for 

others a resurrection to judgment.  

In sainthood, man stops being man by opening up a place for God in himself; 

thereby he becomes truly man. The path of sanctity entails the crucifixion of the natural 

man, the removal from oneself of the natural man, self-renunciation, but at the same time 

the salvation, restoration, and preservation of individuality. Only a saint has true 

individuality, integrated by integral wisdom, and therefore he alone is a focus through 

which stream rays of grace. Sainthood is the rationally unfathomable mystery of the 

union of the Divine and the human, a mystery which in the God-Man was accomplished 

once and for all in an absolute form, but which therefore can also be accomplished in a 

man-God by the sanctifying power of grace, by human deification. Every sacrament—

and especially Holy Communion—yields this deification, but in sainthood the union of 

the Divine and the human receives a stable and lasting character, so that man’s nature is 

changed: “If any man be in Christ, he is a new creature” (2 Cor. 5:17). 

It is necessary to distinguish sainthood—or human deification—as a truly divine 

state from human effort, energy, or success: a human being can become an altar for 

divine power—this is the human side of sanctity—but he can also serve as an altar for the 

human ego, and consequently for Luciferian pride. It must be insisted, therefore, that 

sainthood exists only in the Church and consists, in essence, in an actual ecclesialization 

of the human being, for the Church is holy.122 In his person the saint manifests the act of 

divine-humanity, the accomplished victory of the deification of the creature. Therefore, 

the very state of sainthood, of God-bearingness or Spirit-bearingness, remains unknown 

to us sinners; we can only catch some of the rays of sanctity, observe some of its 

manifestations. 

It is important to keep in mind that sainthood is not merely sinlessness; it also has 

a positive significance. There is a radical difference between an infant, whose sinlessness 

																																																								
122 We do not take it upon ourselves here to define the inner and outer bounds of the Church, for the outer 
might not coincide with the inner, hence the incommensurability that the Gospel speaks of so insistently, 
namely, that the first will be last and the last will be first, and that many prophecies and miracles done in 
the Name of Christ will be rejected by Him as unknown to Him. 
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is most clearly manifested by the ecclesial consciousness in the ritual of infant burial, and 

sainthood as an attainment of maturity, as a victory over sinful human nature. The infant 

is called “blessed”, not a “saint”; the infant’s state, compared to that of the saint, is 

passive; it is characterized not by the presence of something positive but only by the 

absence of what is opposed to sanctity. Fallen human nature has not been overcome in the 

infant; it has simply had no time to develop because of the interruption of life, which, of 

course, constitutes a providential mystery. By contrast the saint, the “new creature”, also 

has a new nature: a special physics, physiology, psychology, which only a spiritual man 

can see and understand. Sainthood, like everything else in religion, is absolutely concrete 

and individual; it is an actualization of individuality, the acquisition of one’s own person. 

The saint is an abiding point in the world that cosmic transubstantiation cannot touch, for 

this point is already transubstantiated, although the time of transfiguration, the time of the 

coming in glory, has not yet come. Glory is still veiled by flesh, just as it was veiled 

outside of the Transfiguration in the days of the Savior’s earthly life, even though it 

continued to abide in the world. 

This concreteness and individuality necessarily extend to the body, or, more 

precisely, to the entire human pneumo-corporeal nature, for man’s body does not exist 

apart from his spirit, just as a fleshless human spirit does not exist. Saints are holy in both 

body and soul; during their life as well as after death—which in this respect does not 

change anything—their body is a relic, that is, a place of the holy body. In the rite of 

burial in the Book of Needs, every body is called a relic, perhaps as an indication of the 

fact that it is potentially a receptacle for a holy relic. Death does not have power over a 

holy body: the rupture it usually causes between body and soul does not occur in this 

case. On the contrary, the saint retains power over and connection with his body, which, 

as spirit-bearing, becomes so spiritualized that it is not subordinate to death. “Repose in 

relics” signifies the preservation of the connection with the body and—to that extent—an 

overcoming of death, the coming into the future age: John 6:24.  

We are confronted here with a whole series of perplexing questions regarding the 

nature of holy relics, questions that have now become all the more acute because of the 
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recent desecration of relics.123 The first of these questions is: If saints manifest in their 

person an overcoming of death as a rupture between soul and body, what then does death 

mean for them? Is it merely a swoon? No, it is indeed a real death, physically similar in 

all things—or almost all things—to common death; the fact that holy relics may 

decompose is the best proof of this. 

To fathom experientially or to understand rationally the mystery of death, that 

which takes place during the mysterious separation of the inseparable, is impossible for 

us, despite all the theosophical guidebooks to the afterlife that are currently available. But 

the whole of Christian anthropology leaves no doubt that the most agonizing of ruptures 

takes place during this violent dis-incarnation, for death is ontologically unnatural. 

Nonetheless, there can be substantial differences in this rupture, in the passage through 

the gates of death. Death entered through sin and is defeated by perfect sinlessness. The 

Lord tasted death, having remained for three days in the grave. Did His Most Pure Body 

undergo decomposition? To this terrible and even terrifying question we are given an 

answer by the teaching of the Church. It is true that the Lord assumed human flesh in all 

things and to the very end. He was beaten, wounded, experienced pain and torment, 

earlier had experienced hunger, fatigue, sleep. Finally, He tasted death in full accordance 

with the law of fallen man’s nature. Why then should one think that, in the case of the 

Lord, an exception was made only for this side of man’s nature, bodily decomposition? Is 

it rather not true that, in the His humiliation, in His redemptive feat, He took upon 

Himself all that was human in order to overcome it inwardly—in its very nature, not 

merely in the symptomatics? In other words, the One who cried on the cross, and not 

falsely, Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?—“My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” 

(Matt. 27:46)—this very One had to follow to the end the way of the cross and mortality, 

unto death and even decomposition.  

Nevertheless, by the Savior’s death, death was defeated, despite all the triumph of 

the symptomatics, for dis-incarnation, separation of the Spirit and Body, did not take 

																																																								
123 In the first years after the Revolution, Bolshevik officials attempted to demonstrate that holy relics—
which had been venerated, in some cases for many centuries, by the Christian faithful—were merely a 
“deception”, and they did so by uncovering the remains, taking them apart, and showing that usually there 
was nothing left but bones and dust. Bulgavkov comments elsewhere: “Such an analysis of relics has been 
permitted by Providence; we cannot doubt this. Here, as in other questions, one cannot allow one’s 
intelligence to remain infantile; one must gain knowledge and understanding.”—Editor. 
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place in Him and could not take place, and there was therefore no decomposition and 

could not be any, for the Body, caught by the divine Spirit and having become the 

entelechic monad of divinity and the center of the whole creaturely world, could not be 

divided, could not separate itself from the Spirit. This death was only a symptom, only a 

state of life, assumed in order to be overcome, just as the “body of sin” was assumed not 

with sin or for the sake of sin but in order to overcome sin: “In the grave in the flesh, in 

hell with the soul as God, in paradise with the thief, and on the throne with the Father and 

the Spirit art Thou who fillest all things, O Christ the Ineffable.”124 In this sense the Most 

Pure Body of the Savior can be viewed as the absolute Relic, as the Relic of relics. On the 

other hand the Body of the Lord is not a relic, for It rose from the dead and was taken up 

from the earth by the ascended Lord. This Body became transcendent to our world, while 

at the same time becoming immanent to it in the sacrament of the Body and Blood. But is 

it correct to call the Holy Eucharist the Relic of the Savior? No, it is not, for the relics 

even of saints are nonetheless in a state of separation, of death, whereas the Lord Himself 

is present in the Body and Blood of Christ. 

Sanctifying all things in Himself, the Lord also sanctified the state of relics by the 

fact that His Most Pure Body remained in the grave for three days and three nights in the 

state, albeit temporary, of a holy relic, though of course It later passed from this state into 

complete resurrection and transfiguration. Thus, if one were to seek a reference point for 

the veneration of holy relics in the life of the Savior, it would be the fact that the Lord did 

truly die and remained in the grave; on the other hand, what might correspond to the 

Resurrection and final glorification of the Body of Christ has not yet come for the world. 

We have a perfect parallel in the Dormition of the Most Holy Mother of God. The 

holy essence of our world, whose center She is, has been marvelously made incarnate in 

Her. During the time the body of the Mother of God, after Her Dormition, remained in 

the grave, it was the Most Holy Relic of the Most Pure One, over whom death had no 

power, for She remained “always vigilant in Her prayers, not leaving the world in her 

Dormition” (from the Akathistos in honor of the Dormition of the Mother of God). Like 

the Body of the Lord, the Body of the Mother of God rose from the dead, was taken up 

into heaven, and was glorified, which is why one can no longer speak of Her relics, even 

																																																								
124 From the Paschal Hours troparion.—Editor. 
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though Her body did pass temporarily through the state of holy relics during its three 

days in the grave. This distinction gives us a reference point for the nature of holy relics 

in general in the deification of the world. In the Dormition of the Mother of God, one 

truly encounters the state of death, but it is a state in which death has no power: 

triumphant merely on the surface of phenomena, death is powerless in the essence of 

things; and this powerlessness of death, or the continuing life of the one who had died, 

provides an essential clue to the state of holy relics. 

This definition requires further elaboration. What is a body from the point of view 

that concerns us here? It is cosmic matter organized by the powers of the human soul, 

which are implanted in it by the act of creation, by the primordial words, “Let there be.” 

This organization presupposes a conquest of cosmic matter, a spiritualization in which 

matter is transformed into the state of a body, of a spiritually living essence. This is most 

clearly evidenced at death when the connection is broken, the laws of chemistry 

immediately take over, and the body begins to decompose. The conquest or penetration 

of matter is thus incomplete and insufficient. Between matter and body, and 

correspondingly between body and soul, there exists not only an indissoluble connection 

but also a profound disharmony, even an antagonism: the flesh lusts after the spirit, and 

the spirit is enslaved by the flesh. Flesh, as cosmic matter, is disintegration, chaos, 

atomization, centrifugal force. Between flesh and spirit there was at first established a 

preliminary and unstable equilibrium, and this was to be reinforced by human effort, by 

human action. But instead there was the Fall into sin, which shook and disrupted the 

equilibrium between body and spirit, fracturing the very bond of human organization. By 

sin entered death: the morbid, unnatural rupture of this bond, in consequence of which, 

after death, the spirit finds itself in an unnatural state of dis-incarnation, while the body 

returns to matter, losing the stamp of individuality, spirituality, organization. Death—that 

is, the insufficient power of life—permeated the whole world; and man, instead of being 

the bearer of life, became the bearer of death. Thus it became necessary to save the world 

and man from death. But this could be done only by pouring into man the power he was 

lacking—by creating a spiritual body and defeating death. But this was impossible for 

man in his state of sinfulness; a new creation of man was necessary, with the condition, 
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however, that the old be preserved. This was accomplished by the divine Incarnation of 

Christ the Savior, the Savior from sin and death, and thus the Savior of the Body. 

As true man He shared the fate of man to the end. He did not interfere by His 

divine power with the separation of soul and body, but instead paid to the end His tribute 

to the state of man. Even for man, however, this phenomenology of death did not 

correspond to his ontology, for man was created for immortal life with its tasks, although 

he no longer had the power to fulfill them. But here in the New Man, who was also the 

True Man, this power appeared; and it appeared not in the embryonic state of naked 

potentiality, as it had in the case of Adam, but in the state of perfect and absolute 

dynamism. In the Savior’s death there was a total contradiction between essence and 

phenomenon. This Man could not die according to His nature; He died instead only 

according to the law of fallen man, unnatural to Him but taken upon Himself in order to 

abolish it by Himself. Death in this case was only a false (for already overcome) and 

antiquated symptomatics, not death in the strict sense in which it was experienced in 

sinful man with all its power, but only an episode: the end of earthly, human mortal life, 

in which, above which, and after which there had already begun another life, immortal 

life—the Resurrection. And this Resurrection has not an individual and episodic nature, 

but a universally human and ontological one. 

Christ rose from the dead in mankind and with mankind: all human beings 

without exception—because they are human beings, are one with Him, and have the 

same nature as He—rose with Him, and death therefore no longer has power over them: 

death is only the fulfillment of an old, antiquated law, the end of earthly biography, 

which, in its sum and totality, is only the birth of this new immortal life. It is by the 

power of Christ’s Resurrection that man bears within himself this power of resurrection. 

Death is no longer entirely real, that is, total death: no longer the complete destruction of 

soul and body, the destruction of man’s ontological foundation, or dis-incarnation; rather 

it is only a swoon of life for the body and, correspondingly, only an incomplete, 

defective, potential state for the soul. Victory over death, which had become impossible 

because of man’s weakened powers and which required the birth of the New Man, that is, 

the divine Incarnation—this victory presupposed, from the human side, that death did not 

in general have an ontological significance and could not have one, could not completely 
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destroy the connection between body and soul, could not disintegrate matter and subject 

the human body to full decomposition. This did not happen and could not happen; 

through his sin it was given to man (as to all creatures) to distort and spoil the human 

essence, but not to destroy it. The power of life, which organizes matter into a body and 

which was implanted by the Creator, was paralyzed but not eradicated by death. And 

after death and in death the foundation of corporeality was preserved, the potency of the 

body, which is capable of being actualized by the pouring of new power into it. 

The body must be viewed dynamically, as a kind of dynamic center, a point of 

application of organizing forces. One can distinguish conceptually and understand 

esoterically, or even physically, this dynamic center of an individual body, a center that 

remains indestructible, is preserved in the treasure house of the living forces of nature, in 

the capacity of numberless seeds of life hidden in nature. It is now time to recall the text 

that is decisive for our question: 1 Corinthians 15:35-44. This text deals with the same 

question: if there is to be a resurrection of the dead, how does one retrieve the bodies that 

long ago went into the general inventory and material circulation of nature? Clearly, the 

question concerns not bodies as such, but the material or matter of bodies—a matter that 

is subordinate to time and subject to constant, continuous change, so that, in essence, one 

can and must say directly that the whole cosmos is matter for bodies, or the common 

body of humankind. This commonality of body does not, however, prevent the existence 

of a multiplicity of dynamic centers of this body’s possession and organization, just as 

nothing prevents two men from admiring the same painting or listening to the same 

symphony. 

It is evident that in the case of resurrection from the dead—that is, in the creation 

for oneself of a new body, of corporealization or incarnation—it is a question not of the 

matter of a body and its particles eternally flowing in the ocean of the cosmos, but of the 

dynamic centers or monads of a body that has a supra-physical and supra-material 

character as well as a cosmic character. This is precisely what the apostle Paul speaks 

about:  

But some man will say, How are the dead raised up? and with what body 
do they come? Thou fool, that which thou sowest is not quickened, except 
it die: And that which thou sowest, thou sowest not that body that shall be, 
but bare grain, it may chance of wheat, or of some other grain: But God 
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giveth it a body as it hath pleased him, and to every seed his own body. 
All flesh is not the same flesh: but there is one kind of flesh of men, 
another flesh of beasts, another of fishes, and another of birds. There are 
also celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but the glory of the celestial is 
one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another. There is one glory of the 
sun, and another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one 
star differeth from another star in glory. So also is the resurrection of the 
dead. It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption: It is sown in 
dishonour; it is raised in glory: it is sown in weakness; it is raised in 
power: It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. There is a 
natural body, and there is a spiritual body. (1 Cor. 15:35-44) 

 
These divinely inspired words give a new, complete, and blindingly clear answer 

to the questions that arise here. The mortal body is the seed of the future body. But what 

is a seed? What makes a seed a seed? Not its material composition, which is destined to 

decompose, but the mysterious power of the growth, life, individualization, entelechy 

(using Aristotelian terminology) of the body implanted in it as energy. This energy, 

which does not exist outside of a given cluster of matter, must nevertheless destroy this 

cluster if it is to manifest its power. The body is a seed; or rather the body contains the 

seed of a future body, and this seed is precisely the dynamic center. By His Resurrection 

the Lord gives the power of growth to this seed, a power that will be manifested in the 

universal resurrection, when there will be as many bodies as there are people or seeds, 

while at the same time the whole world will be one common transfigured body of 

resurrected man. This aspect of the question, however, important though it is for other 

issues connected with the cosmism of our existence, is not essential here. For now our 

attention is directed at the individuality of the body, at the connection that exists between 

a human being and his body. 

This connection is indissoluble and individual, and therefore, as the apostle Paul 

emphasizes insistently: “all flesh is not the same flesh”; bodies have different glories. But 

perhaps this difference in glory has a certain basis in a corresponding difference in death, 

in a difference in dying itself. Here we come directly to the problem of relics. In a certain 

sense one can say that all of earthly life is a birth, or more precisely a seeding of oneself 

for eternity—a birth and a seeding of both the soul and the body, in virtue of their 

fundamental inseparability. That seed of resurrection about which the apostle Paul speaks 
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is not only God’s creation, created by virtue of God’s omnipotence, but also man’s 

creation, created by the participation of his freedom. Man creates himself, and in 

particular he creates his own body, stamping it with the stamp of his spirit. And this 

stamp (the sphragis of St. Gregory of Nyssa) is the principle of individuality, differing in 

intensity from individual to individual. Sometimes the stamp is stronger, sometimes 

weaker. Different spirits master the matter of their body with different strengths, 

depending on their proper strengths. Hence the strength of death differs too. In relation to 

bodies, death has different strengths. Breaking the union of soul and body, death 

depersonalizes the body and dis-incarnates the spirit, although there are objective limits 

to this destructive work. Nowhere and never is there a total and final rupture, at least after 

Christ’s Resurrection, because all people will be raised in their own bodies, and at the 

resurrection the soul will recognize its stamp on the body that will be raised from its own 

seed: not a new body, but the very same, only transfigured. Thus, the individuality of the 

body is, in general, ineradicable. The body, as a dynamic center, as a certain bodily 

entelechy, is preserved in every man, even in the case of its total decomposition. There is 

no difficulty here in conceiving this dynamic body as a potency distinct from its material 

actualization. 

The greater the spiritual energy, the more distinct this stamping of the body will 

be, or the stronger will be the connection of the dynamic body with the soul. And in the 

bodies of saints, in which the decisive victory of the spiritual principle has been won, in 

which good has triumphed, we do not see the rupture with the body that characterizes 

total and final death. The bodies of saints retain the acquired power over their dynamic 

bodies, which have now become spiritual bodies and have taken on the properties of 

bodies of resurrection. 

In a certain sense one can say that saints do not die in the same sense as ordinary 

people: separation with the body does not occur in the saints, for they already possess, 

even if only embryonically, the body of resurrection prior to the universal resurrection. 

Their temporal life ends according to the fulfillment of the times and seasons, but the 

whole power of death does not reign over them, after the example of the Lord Jesus 

Christ, who did not know death to any degree, although He tasted it according to His 

humanity. The earthly life of saints ends in our spatiality and temporality, but their 



 215 

connection with the world is not broken. Their bodies die, but they do not become 

corpses, deprived of all power of life. They remain in a special, transfigured state of 

spiritual body; in short they remain holy relics. The seed of the future resurrection of the 

body, which represents the body of every man, does not die as it does among ordinary 

men; on the contrary it preserves life, the warmth and strength of life; in this seed a 

movement of energies takes place, and the mysterious presence of its bearer is 

accomplished. Holy relics are not corpses; rather they are bodies of resurrection. Saints 

do not die; or more precisely, they die another way, in another sense, to a different 

degree, different from all other people. Indeed all people die to different degrees 

according to the degree they have mastered their bodies. This is the real meaning of the 

phrase “repose in relics”, which St. Seraphim of Sarov called a special rite or a definite 

state. The bodies of saints, their relics, are not corpses; they are already transfigured, 

glorified, holy flesh; they are the altar of the earth, which is why it is natural to place 

them in church altars, indeed in the most sacred part of those altars (the antimension), as 

the Altar of altars, where they serve as the pedestal of the Body and Blood of Christ. The 

closeness of saints to us is therefore not only spiritual but also physical—the term 

“physical" being understood not in a materialistic sense but in the sense of phusis, the 

“nature” of our world. Applying to them the words of the hymn about the Lord, one can 

say of the saints that they abide simultaneously in heaven, together with the angels at the 

Lord’s Throne (Rev. 7:9ff), and on earth, both in that world and in this one, both beyond 

the gates of death and on this side of them. In other words they retain, in this age too, a 

connection with their bodies, which death does not have the power to destroy; and it is 

precisely for this reason and in this sense that they repose in their relics and that holy 

relics are the fitting object of our veneration in prayer. Holy relics are not the corpses of 

saints, but their living remains. 

Here arises the question of incorruptibility of certain human remains, a question 

raised by the desecration mentioned above. First of all, these remains are not, strictly 

speaking, holy relics themselves; they are rather the place of the relics, their external 

shell—or not even a shell, but a cover. The remains are not the very essence of the 

corporeality, not the integrated spiritual body; they are the material form of the 

corporeality that the body possessed at the moment of death. In other words they are not 
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the corporeality in general but the body at a given moment. Of course, we cannot destroy 

this connection; we cannot consider it accidental or inessential. On the contrary, in 

conformity with the concreteness of all that exists and the inseparability of noumenon and 

phenomenon, we must consider the remains of saints to be, so to speak, the phenomenon 

of the holy relics, and the relics to be the noumenon of the remains. But here we must not 

forget that not all relics have a phenomenal existence for us; some are limited to being-in-

themselves, to potentiality. All saints have relics, and all of them repose in their relics; 

this is one of the natural consequences and manifestations of sainthood. But far from all 

saints have, or have had, relics in the strict sense we are considering here, as an object of 

veneration. Therefore, the concept of holy relics is both broader and deeper than the 

concept of saintly remains. As history clearly attests, remains disappear—they can be 

destroyed—whereas holy relics are indestructible. Holy relics are incorruptible in the 

exact sense of the word: they have the power of an incorruptible body, inaccessible to 

death, whereas remains can either possess physical incorruptibility—that is, the delay and 

slowing down of the natural processes of decomposition—or not possess it at all, or else 

possess it to different degrees. As is commonly known, the remains of saints have had 

diverse fates. The bodies of holy martyrs were destroyed by pagans; they were burned or 

thrown into rivers, and sometimes only small parts of the bodies ended up in the hands of 

the faithful; the bodies of other saints were subject to partial or total decomposition as a 

function of time; and then again, in certain cases, other bodies of saints have been 

incorruptible in a truly miraculous sense, unexplainable by the usual laws of earthly 

nature. Therefore, for the sake of precision, it is necessary to distinguish incorruptibility 

as an immanent quality of holy relics, having to do with their very nature, from the 

incorruptibility of certain remains, that is, of holy relics in the narrower sense of the 

word. 

Holy relics, considered strictly as remains, can possess physical incorruptibility, 

but they can also fail to possess it, while at the same time possessing the true and 

immanent power of incorruptibility. Why is that so? The fact of the matter is that this 

immanent incorruptibility belongs to another order, to another framework of connections, 

than the causality of the physical world, with its matter. This other framework permeates 

the physical world, leaving it for a time untouched in its being and intersecting it only at 
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separate points, imparting new properties and powers to it. For example, relics are 

fragrant for pious venerators, but this does not at all mean they possess special perfumes 

whose particles act upon the nasal region; the fragrance is perceived not outwardly but 

inwardly and cannot be measured by external instruments. The power and holiness of 

holy relics must not be approached mechanically; it is accessible only to spiritual 

experience. In other words, the spiritual body, which is what a holy relic is, can be 

perceived only by the organs (even if only embryonic) of a spiritual body, and not of a 

physical or “natural” body. The physical or “natural” body, constituting a part of the 

external world, is subject to the laws of that world; and as long as this world exists this 

body shares the fate of the world, although this concerns only the crust of phenomena, 

that which is phenomenal, not that which is noumenal. 

Adherents of a much too simplistic understanding of this question—who place 

their trust in the physical incorruptibility of all holy relics—believe that incorruptibility 

must in fact consist of the undecomposability of the body, but in order to be consistent 

these adherents would have to insist even further on the total unchangeability of the body 

and its self-identity from the moment of death. In other words they would have to believe 

that the entire power of holy relics consists in their physical preservation and that their 

incorruptibility consists in the unchangeability of a physical body. Such a conception 

suffers from materialism and a sort of religious Daltonism; it does not distinguish 

different planes and different dimensions. The incorruptibility of holy relics is on another 

plane, belongs to another dimension, than that of physical incorruptibility. 

 The distinctive character of holy relics in this connection can be understood by 

referring to the Holy Gifts of the Eucharist. In these Gifts we are given the Most Precious 

Body and Blood of Christ—more holy even than holy relics—in the form of bread and 

wine, substances of this world. For the sacrament of the Holy Eucharist it is essential that 

these be genuine bread and wine, which constitute the physical matter of the Eucharist. If 

it is permissible to draw comparisons and form analogies for things that are so holy, one 

could say that bread and wine are to the Holy Eucharist what the remains of a body are in 

relation to its relics. The bread and wine are no longer bread and wine; they are 

transmuted into the Body and Blood of Christ, while preserving the external appearance 

and physical properties (color, taste, aroma, weight, and so forth) of bread and wine. The 
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miracle of the Holy Eucharist is such that the physical properties usually belonging to 

bread and wine are preserved. This means that the bread and wine can even spoil, so 

special care must be taken to preserve the Holy Gifts undamaged; in other words, even in 

this holiest of sacraments, transmutation by the Holy Spirit does not offer protection 

against the forces of natural destruction, against the action of the laws of the physical 

world. If the Gifts must truly appear as bread and wine—though they are only an 

appearance, under which the Holy Gifts are offered—this appearance must in turn 

possess the entire power of its nature and therefore be subject to the action of the forces 

of nature (water, air, fire, and so forth). To be sure, the preservation of the physical 

properties of the matter does not constitute a limit to the power of the Holy Gifts; rather it 

is the condition of their offering and assimilation by man, established by the Lord 

Himself. The Holy Gifts possess a power surpassing all understanding; but as long as the 

existence of this world is permitted, all its laws remain in force, and therefore one should 

not be offended by the fact that these laws might assume a formula offensive for certain 

simpleminded believers. Nevertheless, without this Eucharistic matter, without the bread 

and wine, the Holy Gifts cannot be offered—they do not exist in this world; there is 

absolutely no separation between their noumenal essence and their phenomenal 

manifestation. If the Gifts can be subject to the effect of natural forces and thus do not 

possess the property of physical unchangeability or incorruptibility, why should one be 

surprised or offended by the fact that holy relics too are subject to natural laws and, 

consequently, to physical decomposition? 

One must take both ends of this antinomy in their full significance: the spiritual, 

incorruptible, supernatural power and essence of holy relics, on the one hand, and the fact 

that they are a phenomenon in the world and, consequently, are subordinate to the laws of 

the world, on the other. The physical incorruptibility of relics can only be an exception, 

not a general rule, however this might contradict the conventional view of things. To the 

extent that it exists, this physical incorruptibility is not supernatural but natural, although 

in the broad sense (that is, the only sense that is rational) there is good reason to think 

that a life of holiness may have imparted a greater strength and stability to the physical 

composition of the body than a life of sin. To be sure, holy relics have diverse properties 

that ordinary bodies do not have; and sensitive natures, or those in a special state that 
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makes them susceptible to such properties, can perceive them. But these properties do not 

have a decisive significance for the physical preservation of the relics. They are rather the 

means by which miracles and healings are accomplished, by the action on subtler bodies, 

especially their effective and inverse action on a physical body. The corruptibility of the 

remains, which are a kind of storage case for the holy relics, is due to the general 

corruptibility of matter. Once the death of saints is permitted, then to this extent the 

decomposition of their bodily remains is permitted. The assumption that the remains must 

be incorruptible is sometimes due not to faith but to a lack of faith, which requires a sign 

like the one demanded from the Savior by the disciples, who were therefore called by 

Him “ye of little faith.” It is as if such a purely physical incorruptibility in itself is a 

greater confirmation of the dignity of the holy relics than the general ecclesial 

consciousness of their holiness and thus of the repose in relics of a particular saint of 

God. 

Incorruptibility means precisely the repose in holy relics, a repose that proves the 

paralysis of death, the powerlessness of death. But the miracle here, which is seen by the 

eyes of faith, consists precisely in the fact that, in this mortal body, the body of 

incorruptibility is already contained, is already present, already reposes, inaccessible to 

our physical senses but manifesting itself as a special presence of the saint who lives here 

in this body with us and near us. Much more difficult to understand than the corruptibility 

(always relative) of the remains of saints is their incorruptibility, manifested in certain 

cases and therefore raised by some to the rank of essential attributes of the remains. This 

means that, in a given case, among the consequences of holiness is the physical 

preservation of the body as incorruptible. Although this body is incorruptible and visible 

to us, however, it is not the body of resurrection, not the body that lives inside the visible 

body and forms the relic in the proper sense. This is only a cover, like the cocoon that 

conceals a butterfly. To the extent that this cover belongs to the physical world, it can 

melt away and become transparent for the body of resurrection. In a certain sense it is 

possible to say that the cover itself “is” the body of resurrection; ontologically this is 

indisputably the case. Nonetheless, empirically, this body continues to preserve its 

physical mask, which accords with the laws of physical nature, not spiritual nature. Thus 
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the remains are only the covering of the holy relics, their raka125 or receptacle, and 

therefore they are subject to the laws of this world, and hence to the laws of death. 

It is true that a saint is present in his holy relics, lives in his body, incorruptible 

and glorified prior to the general resurrection; and this is why such a grace-filled power 

and help are felt at the raka of a saint, driving into a frenzy the servants of demons and 

demons themselves, who inspire people to desecrate holy relics. It is for this reason that 

such power, such protection, such strength and richness are given by the holy places and 

the abundance of holiness where holy relics repose. For here on earth heavenly citizens 

live with us, among us. If we were worthy, or if it were pleasing to God’s will to manifest 

them to us, we would see them and live with them in communion. This indeed is 

prefigured in the Book of Revelation when it speaks of the thousand-year kingdom of the 

saints, when their presence and proximity will be felt by those living on earth and the 

wall between the worlds will grow thin and become transparent. 

Holy relics create for us a physical proximity of the saints, our unearthly 

protectors—this is the paradox contained in holy relics. Holy relics are inseparable from 

the remains of the saints and the place of their repose. They are the same thing, and not 

the same thing; they cannot be identified with the remains of saints, but they cannot be 

separated from them either. Our theological thought and our sense of piety cannot make 

this distinction; but even in practice we absolutely cannot make it, because this 

relationship is outside of our experience. Just as we absolutely cannot and must not 

separate in the Holy Eucharistic Gifts the holiness of the Body of Christ from the mold 

that can form on it according to the laws of the nature of that matter in which it is clothed, 

so in similar fashion we cannot and must not separate or distinguish in practice the holy 

relics from the corruptible remains; these remains are precisely the holy relics, the 

incorruptible body of the saint, present among us and living with us. The concreteness of 

religious feeling, this good and wise fetishism—to use what may seem an odious 

expression—does not permit any distinction here, just as there cannot be any distinction 

according to essence. After all—and here let us not be afraid of a new paradox—the 

corruption of holy relics, just like the mold and spoilage of the Holy Gifts, belongs not to 

																																																								
125 A raised tomb containing relics, usually placed in a church in such a way as to make the relics 
accessible for veneration by the faithful.—Editor. 
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them but to us; when we see and offer this spoilage, we are like those servants of 

Antichrist who in sifting and examining the holy relics have brought to light nothing but 

the spoilage of their own souls. The entire physical phenomenology of holy relics is 

connected—this is the key point—not with the relics themselves, but with our own state; 

it belongs to us: we mirror ourselves, we curtain off the other world with ourselves, the 

veil of Isis is our own materiality, and if we could see and discern in another way, we 

would see what actually exists, but now we see nothing but our own colored glasses. 

It is impossible to oppose the phenomenon to the noumenon here, or to tear it 

away from the noumenon; it is given to us, by condescension to our infirmity and 

blindness, to venerate holy relics in their corruptible form, which is the only form 

accessible to us, just as we partake of the Holy Body and Blood in the form of bread and 

wine. 

But the question might arise: are we ourselves not responsible for the same 

opposition, by admitting the physical corruptibility of the remains of saints while 

confessing the incorruptibility of holy relics? This is not a contradiction, however, but an 

antinomy in which both sides are equally justified: both the thesis and the antithesis, both 

affirmation and negation. However, this antinomy belongs not to the antinomies of 

reason, which—comparable, as they are, to dissonance in music, linking and limiting 

tonality—ground reason and form its nature, but to what, like Kant, we can call 

cosmological antinomies, which refer to and are connected with the state of the world. 

The world lies in wickedness and is subject to death—this is one side of the antinomy, 

and everything that is in the world is subject to the law of this world; but the world is 

already saved and redeemed, and it contains the principle of incorruptibility; victory over 

death has been accomplished. Therefore, there are already two worlds, two principles, 

two forces in the world; one exists in the other, negating it but not limiting it in its proper 

nature. 

This antinomic character of the natural world is manifested in the whole of 

religious-liturgical life, and especially in the sacraments as supernatural-natural events; 

and it is this antinomic character of being that explains what is contemptuously and 

stupidly called fetishism. When we venerate an object of the external world, we venerate 

its supernatural essence; however, this essence is given to us only in the shell of this 
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world, in the material envelope of the physical. The law of identity or self-identity is 

violated: the object of the external world is unequal to itself and opposite to itself; it is 

heterogeneous and foreign. He who is perplexed by the incomprehensibility of this or 

who wishes to understand it by means of earthly, “Euclidean” reason—he who wishes to 

remove the antinomy, whereas true understanding in this case can consist only in the 

most precise statement of the antinomy—such a person has no business discussing 

religion, for the whole of religion issues from this cosmological antinomy, from the 

incompatibility and inseparability of two distinct worlds. 

Thus we get a series of antinomic propositions: the remains of saints are not 

incorruptible holy relics, but at the same time they are precisely incorruptible relics, 

venerated by the faithful. There can be only one practical conclusion: the pious 

veneration of holy relics is validated, and energized, by a higher power. 

Another conclusion follows as well, also of primary practical importance: holy 

relics possess the property of indivisibility, for the incorruptible body of glory they 

contain is integral and indivisible; as a dynamic and energetic body, as a “spiritual” body, 

it does not consist of parts. But the opposite follows just as evidently: a holy relic can be 

separated into parts, and each part is the whole relic, containing it fully; it is the place of 

the dynamic, incorruptible, spiritual body. The physical integrity of the remains, quite 

apart from the fact that it is unattainable, is without significance (at least with respect to 

many relics), and this is because the notion of physical divisibility has no place here. This 

important practical truth is recognized by the Church when holy relics are divided and 

parts of them are put into the antimension, with the smallest part having the full power of 

the whole relic. Here we undoubtedly have an analogy with the Church’s teaching about 

the Holy Gifts of the Eucharist: the Lord Himself is most truly present in each particle of 

the Holy Gifts. “The Lamb of God is broken and distributed, broken but not divided,” 

says the priest while breaking the Holy Lamb prior to Communion. This attribute of 

brokenness and indivisibility also indisputably characterizes holy relics, just as it 

characterizes holy water, holy myrrh, and other holy objects. The smallest particle of a 

holy relic contains the whole relic, which is why the incorruptible body of a saint can be 

present in particles of the holy relic, wherever these particles might abide. There is 

nothing essentially incomprehensible in this: after all, even the forces of this world, such 
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as electricity, can be manifested everywhere and in many centers at once. In just the same 

way a spiritual body, which is not constrained by our laws of spatiality, can be present 

simultaneously in many places of our world. The physical concept of holy relics is even 

broader than that of bodily remains, strictly speaking, for holy relics also include 

garments and other objects which belonged to the saint during his lifetime or which were 

with him during his burial. The garments of the holy apostles could heal the sick by being 

placed on them; this can be explained by the fact that these garments constituted, as it 

were, a peripheral part of their bodies, belonging among their relics even when they were 

still alive. For to be sure, relics are created by life and during life; it is only their 

manifestation that follows death: the living St. Seraphim had the same holy relics in his 

body that are now reposing in the raka. 

In connection with this, we must now examine the vexed question, full of 

temptation, of the counterfeiting of holy relics, supposedly practiced by spiritual 

speculators among the Greeks and in old Muscovite Russia. In view of the fact that a true 

relic is a dynamic body which chooses for itself a holy relic as its receptacle, it is 

unnecessary to have documented proof of the authenticity of relics so as to establish 

beyond doubt that a given part of a relic belongs to the specific remains of a saint. 

Believers are not commissars; we will not crawl into graves with our analysis nor conduct 

physical studies of holy relics. If faith and veneration are present, there is no place or 

possibility for such studies, which—even apart from all this—would be impossible. 

Consequently, if pious faith associates the veneration of a particular saint with a 

particular relic, even if this relic happens to be a product of the severe sin of deception, 

there is full justification for supposing that the saint being venerated has made this relic 

his own, made it his own garment as it were; and thus we have full justification for 

believing that what we are venerating is the actual holy relic of the saint. 

On the other hand, this supposition must in no way be taken to mean that the 

material shells of relics are without significance. The fraudulent exception just described 

simply proves the general rule; if we suppose that a saint, because of his compassion for 

humanity, is able to transform any little bone into a holy relic, attaching it as it were to 

his body, this does not mean that holy relics can be considered apart from and 

independently of the remains of the saint. In the world, in the cosmic order, holy relics 



 224 

exist and are indestructible, just as their material basis, which is their place in this world, 

is indestructible—however one conceives of this basis, whether as an atom-monad or as 

an energetic center. Holy relics exist for us only in the appearance, and also under the 

appearance, of bodily remains; in practice only the remains are relics for us. Therefore—

and here we have yet another paradox of the doctrine of relics—holy relics are 

destructible and can be destroyed, as many of them have been. And yet this does not 

mean they are destroyed in the world, only that they are destroyed for us. We are 

deprived of the palpable proximity of the saint and of the veneration of his relics; they 

become inaccessible for us, departing into another dimension. The relics depart, not from 

the world—for the essence of these relics consists precisely in the continuing presence of 

the saints in the world—but from our field of vision, from us. The servants of the 

Antichrist, inspired by their fanatical hatred of the Church and assisted by those hidden 

behind them and merging with them—including all kinds of heretics and sectarians: 

Tolstoyans, Stundists, and the like126—have desecrated and profaned many holy relics, 

demonstrating our powerlessness to protect them. The goal of the profaners’ program is 

the total destruction of holy relics. We can only speculate about why the profaners have 

not yet achieved their goal, but thus far we have not been altogether deprived of holy 

relics, and we must prevent their total profanation by piously and ardently venerating 

them. If we lose the holy relics, it is because we deserve to lose them. 

The question of the veneration of holy relics is by no means an external and 

peripheral question, something that concerns only liturgical and cultic formalities. No, 

like all cultic questions, it is indissolubly connected with the very essence of the Christian 

faith. To deny holy relics is to deny the power of Christ’s Resurrection, and those who 

deny them are therefore not Christians. It is not by chance that the spite and hatred of 

unbelievers have been directed precisely against holy relics. With their godless and 

unconscionable protocols and with their profane uncovering of holy relics, these 

unbelievers have delivered a painful blow to the hearts of all believers; but the power of 

this blow, which at first staggered us, must also serve to teach us. We must rise above 

																																																								
126 Tolstoyans were followers of the moral doctrine of Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), who dismissed Christ’s 
miracles and was openly contemptuous of Christian sacraments. The Stundists were a Russian evangelical 
Protestant sect inclined toward Puritanism and rationalism and opposed to the doctrine and authority of the 
Orthodox Church.—Editor. 



 225 

that low level of dogmatic consciousness thanks to which we so easily pass from sleep 

and blindness to unbelief and fright; and we must find—first for ourselves and then for 

the whole community—clear and fundamental answers to the doubts and temptations 

surrounding this question. There is no need to have recourse to random apologetics, or to 

the negation or fabrication of facts. Once God has permitted a light to shine into the 

mysterious half-darkness of the holy place, be this only the light of a prosaic kerosene or 

electrical lamp, we must not shut our eyes to this light, but rather must calmly and firmly 

look around. Never of course by our own initiative would we have chosen to analyze holy 

relics; never would we decide to peer immodestly, out of curiosity, into the holy raka. 

But if, against our will, we have been compelled to look, we must preserve self-

possession, understanding, and the faith that sees the invisible in the visible. 
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K. MEMENTO 
 
In some circles, skulls still serve as graphic 
and conventional choice, especially 
when what one hopes to call to mind is Death’s 
indisputable if typically discounted 
imminence. Here, in the artist’s study, 
even this diminutive golgotha underhand 
can serve as scene for just such fraught locality, 
 
as evidenced by a good dozen such paintings, 
famous ones, a spate of lyric, plastic, 
and dramatic works, not to mention quite a run 
of recurrent nightmare billings. One 
particularly agéd practice of the ancient Church 
promotes actual discourse with the dead; 
we speak of them as if they now might hear us, 
 
and we speak to them as if they might care 
—and more than that, might speak in our behalf. 
The icons of the several saints I love the most 
create a vivid gallery—if one in that words 
rarer sense, wherein the blessed reposed within its arc 
are the crew in best position to comprehend 
the view. These surround the shallow altar 
 
where I say my prayers and, if I’m lucky, 
where I pray. When I say my prayers, of course, 
there is much to remember; when I begin to pray, 
far more to forget. In any event, we visit the dead, 
and that tilt of the head thereafter avails 
a curious space, wherein we conceive that we too 
rest among them—seated maybe, communing 
 
certainly, though afterwards who can recall 
exactly what was shared? I can’t imagine 
that anything was actually said, even if 
in that silent vault they nonetheless seemed to speak. 
Each brief visit remains about as enigmatic 
as you’d guess—a vivid tableau upon which I 
still might gaze, but surely irreducible 



 227 

 
to paraphrase. Every altar in our churches bears 
a holy fragment—bit of bone, most often— 
as testament to the uncommon and genuine 
honor in which we hold the body—even 
shattered bits of it, even when its habitant has, 
for all appearances, gone hence. Each mute relic 
serves as token both of death and of life’s appalling 
 
ubiquity—even there. It helps to bear in mind 
the curious and irreparable harm the Crucified 
inflicted upon the nether realm when graved 
He filled it with Himself, and in so doing, burst 
its meager hold and burst its hold on us—all 
of which has made the memory of death lately 
less grim. Gehenna is empty, and tenders 
these days an empty threat. Remember that. 
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Byzantine Chant 

Constantine Cavarnos (et al.) 

Philosopher, theologian, historian, and author of over sixty books, Constantine Cavarnos (1918-
2011) taught at a number of colleges and universities in both Greece and America, including 
Harvard, the University of Athens, and the University of North Carolina, and was the founder of 
the Institute of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies. In his last years, he was a monk at St 
Anthony’s Greek Orthodox Monastery in Arizona. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Byzantine 127  chant, which is the traditional music of the Orthodox Church, is 

characterized, as far as its inner essence is concerned, by simplicity or freedom from 

undue complexity, by purity and detachment from everything sensual, ostentatious, and 

insincere, and by unsurpassed power and spirituality.  

Our sources of information regarding the nature, purposes, and execution of this 

music are numerous. They include the New Testament, the works of Church Fathers, and 

the writings of Greek musicians and musicologists of the Byzantine and post-Byzantine 

periods. Included among major sources are some 5,000 musical manuscripts. Nearly half 

of these—2,200 to be exact—are preserved in the libraries of Mount Athos and range in 

date from 950 A.D. to the recent period. Among our best sources is the music that 

continues to be chanted, as it has been for hundreds of years, in the monasteries and 

sketes of Athos. 

Byzantine chant is the Christian form of ancient Greek religious music, being a 

continuation, development, and refinement of it. Following the conquests of Alexander 

the Great and during Roman world-dominion, Greek language, philosophy, and literature 

spread throughout the countries of the East as far as India. The same was true of Greek 

music. Just as early Christianity adopted the language of the Greeks, which was then the 

common (koine) language of the Roman Empire—the New Testament, for instance, was 

written in Greek—so also it took over the religious music of the Greeks and adapted it to 

its own needs. 

																																																								
127	The term “Byzantine” denotes the music used and developed in the Byzantine Empire, that is, the 
Roman Empire of the Hellenic East. The history of this empire formally begins in 330 A.D., when 
Constantine the Great, the first Christian emperor, became the sole ruler of the Graeco-Roman world and 
transferred the capital from Rome to the Greek city of Byzantium, renamed Constantinople. 
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The aim of Byzantine sacred music is spiritual. It is used, firstly, as a means of 

worshipping God and venerating the saints, and secondly, as an aid to self-perfection—as 

a means of opposing and eradicating man’s lower, undesirable thoughts, emotions, and 

dispositions, and of eliciting and cultivating the higher ones. The goal of this music is not 

to display the fine voices of the chanters, or to entertain the congregation, or to evoke a 

merely aesthetic experience. True, the chanters who sing it must have good voices, and 

the chanting should be well executed and pleasant to hear. Even so, beautiful voices and 

correct execution are not desired for their own sake, but as an aid to expressing and 

evoking certain states of feeling, states which reflect and amplify the deep meaning of the 

words being sung. The goal is not pleasure but something much richer, subtler, and 

higher.128  

When the soul finds itself in a state of constriction, asking itself, “Alas, what shall 

I do in this difficult hour?”, or “How shall I express the depth of my remorse?”, the 

melody becomes a compassionate dirge and can sometimes open up a fountain of tears, 

bathing the faithful believer with the waters of sacred emotion. Or again, the soul feels a 

natural aversion when mention is made of death, Hades, the grave, sin, hell, and 

corruption, and Byzantine music deliberately colors these words with the same aversion. 

On the other hand, the soul cannot but leap at the mention of Paradise, eternal life, 

redemption, and salvation, and in this case the chant uses primarily the diatonic 

tetrachords of the First and the First Plagal modes129 to instill a celestial, ineffable 

sweetness, in this way uplifting a heart that is already aroused by divine desire.  

 

 

																																																								
128 [Byzantine chant, like other forms of traditional music, is based on two important principles: first, that 
certain sequences of pitches or frequencies are able to evoke definite and predictable states of feeling in the 
listener; and second, that such feelings are objective and not merely subjective and can therefore serve as 
organs of cognition, opening a person to dimensions of reality not otherwise accessible. These principles 
are at work in what the Russian philosopher P. D. Ouspensky calls “objective music”: “Objective music is 
based on ‘inner octaves’ [microtones]. And it can obtain not only definite psychological results but definite 
physical results. The Biblical legend of the destruction of the walls of Jericho by music is precisely a 
legend of objective music. And not only can it destroy but it can also build up. Often it is simply one note 
which is long drawn out, rising and falling only very little; but in this single note ‘inner octaves’ are going 
on all the time, which are inaudible to the ears but felt by the emotional center” (In Search of the 
Miraculous).—Editor.]   
129 [See below.—Editor.] 
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History 

From the very beginning, Christianity recognized the value of hymn singing and psalm 

singing as an aid to worship. Christ and His disciples, as the Gospels testify, used it for 

this purpose. Matthew and Mark write that after the Last Supper Christ and His disciples 

“sang a hymn” and went out to the Mount of Olives (Matt. 26:30; Mark 14:26). Luke, 

adescribing the same event in more detail, says: “As He was now drawing near, at the 

descent of the Mount of Olives, the whole multitude of the disciples began to rejoice and 

praise God with a loud voice for all the mighty works that they had seen, saying, ‘Blessed 

be the King Who comes in the name of the Lord! Peace in heaven and glory in the 

highest’” (Luke 19:37-38). The Apostle Paul, writing to the Ephesians, tells them: “Sing 

and psalmodize to the Lord with your heart, always and for everything giving thanks in 

the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father” (Eph. 5:19). And again, Paul, 

writing to the Colossians, tells them to thank God by singing “psalms and hymns and 

spiritual songs” (Col. 3:16). In his letter to the Hebrews he quotes the psalm of David: “I 

will proclaim Thy name to my brethren, and in the midst of the church I will sing a hymn 

to Thee” (Heb. 2:12). And in the Acts of the Apostles, Paul and one of his chief fellow 

workers, Silas, are said to have employed hymnody as a means of worship: “About 

midnight, Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God, and the prisoners were 

listening to them” (Acts 16:25). 

 The recognition of sacred singing as a means of spiritual development and inner 

transformation is also to be found in the New Testament. Thus, Paul advises the 

Ephesians: “Do not get drunk with wine, for that is dissipation; but be filled with the 

Spirit, by singing among yourselves psalms and hymns and spiritual songs” (Eph. 5:18-

19). Here it is clearly implied that the practice of singing, or listening to, sacred music 

uplifts us spiritually and makes us recipients of the Holy Spirit. Moreover, in his letter to 

the Colossians, Paul says: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as you teach and 

admonish each other in all wisdom by singing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (Col. 

3:16). Such singing is a means of educating and being educated in Christ’s divine 

wisdom. 

The teaching of the Eastern Fathers on this subject, which is scattered throughout 

their numerous writings, is an elaboration of the ideas contained in the New Testament. 



 231 

Many of the great Fathers speak vividly of the employment of music as a means of 

worship. In one of his letters, St. Basil (330-79) says: “What then is more blessed than to 

hasten to prayer at daybreak and to worship the Creator with hymns and songs?” St. John 

Damascene (c. 676-c. 754), in the fifth ode of the Easter Day Canon, says: “Let us arise 

at deep dawn, and instead of fragrant oil let us offer a hymn to our Lord.” And St. 

Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022) says that psalmody is a conversation 

(synomilia) with God, in which we either entreat Him to give us those things which it is 

proper for God to give men, or we thank Him for His gifts, or we glorify Him for all the 

creatures which He has made, or we narrate His wonderful deeds, which He performed at 

various times for the salvation of men and the punishment of the unrighteous, or we 

narrate the great mystery of the incarnation of the Son and Logos of God, and the like. It 

should be noted that the term “psalmody” (psalmodia), as used by these writers, does not 

mean psalm singing only, but also the chanting of odes and hymns. 

Regarding the honoring of the saints by means of psalmody, St. John Damascene 

says, “We ought to honor the saints as friends of Christ, as sons and heirs of God, as John 

the Theologian and Gospel-writer says: ‘As many as received Him, to them gave He 

power to become sons of God’ (John 1:12). ‘Wherefore, they are no more servants, but 

sons; and if sons, also heirs of God through Christ’ (Gal. 4:7). Now one of the ways this 

honor is to be rendered is by means of ‘psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.’” The 

apolytikion (dismissal hymn) sung in honor of the three great hierarchs of the Church—

St. Basil the Great, St. Gregory the Theologian, and St. John Chrysostom, on the 30th of 

January—echoes this same understanding: “Let us all who love their teachings, having 

assembled together, honor them with hymns, for they are ever making intercession to the 

Holy Trinity for us.” 

The Eastern Fathers have said many illuminating things about the great value 

which psalmody has as a means of inner purification and growth, of opposing and 

eliminating negative, useless, undesirable thoughts (logismoi), as well as negative, 

undesirable feelings, which they call “passions” (pathe), while at the same time eliciting 

and nourishing positive, higher, desirable thoughts and feelings. St. Athanasios the Great 

(296-373) remarks that, through psalmodizing, “the turbulence and roughness and 

disorder in the soul is smoothed away and sadness is overcome”. And a little later he 
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observes that those who chant properly “psalmodize not only with their tongue, but also 

with their mind, and benefit greatly not only themselves but also those who listen to 

them. Thus the blessed David, chanting in this way to Saul, pleased God while banishing 

the turbulent and mad passion of Saul and calming his soul” (cf. 1 Sam. 16:14-23). 

Similarly, in one of his letters, St. Basil says: “The discipline of piety nourishes the soul 

with divine thoughts. What then is more blessed than to imitate on earth the sacred songs 

of angels’ choirs; to hasten to prayer at daybreak, and to worship the Creator with hymns 

and spiritual songs; and then, when the sun shines brightly and we tum to our tasks, 

prayer being our companion in all places, to season our work with hymns as food with 

salt? For the state of the soul in which there is joy and no sorrow is a blessing bestowed 

by the consolation of hymns.” And in another letter he asserts that through psalmodizing 

one strengthens attention and keeps the heart from wandering. St. John Chrysostom (c. 

345- 407), commenting on the 41st Psalm, says: “Nothing uplifts the soul so much, and 

gives it wings, and liberates it from the earth, and releases it from the fetters of the body, 

and makes it aspire after wisdom and deride all the cares of this life, as the melody of 

unison and rhythm-possessing sacred songs.” And commenting on the passage in St. 

Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians cited earlier, he says: “Those who psalmodize are filled 

with the Holy Spirit, just as those who sing satanic songs are filled with an unclean 

spirit.” Evagrios the Solitary (c. 345-399) observes, “Psalmody, long-suffering, and 

compassion stop the agitation of anger”. St. John Cassian (360-435) stresses the value 

that psalmody has, in conjunction with other means, of bringing about a purification of 

the mind. “The correction of our mind (dianoia),” he says, “is within our power and 

requires efforts on our part. For when we study the Law of God continually and with 

understanding, and sing psalms and sacred songs, and also practice fasting and vigil, evil 

thoughts become fewer and do not find a place in our mind.” St. Neilos the Ascetic (d. 

430) teaches that “psalmody puts the passions to sleep and stills the intemperance of the 

body”. St. John Klimakos (c. 525-605) remarks, “Suitable psalmody extinguishes anger 

in a most successful manner”. And elsewhere he asserts that, “according to the Fathers, 

psalmody is a weapon”, a weapon precisely against evil thoughts. Elsewhere again, 

speaking dramatically of spiritual torpor (akedia), he has the demon of torpor confess: 

“My adversaries, by whom I am now held bound, are psalmody and manual work.” And 
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in another place, speaking more generally, he says: “A noble horse, when it begins to run, 

becomes warmed up, and the more it runs the more it is wont to run. Now by running I 

mean hymnody, and by the noble horse I mean the mind (nous), which, sensing the 

[spiritual] warfare from afar and being prepared [by means of hymnody], remains always 

invincible.” 

In order to succeed in fulfilling these important purposes, Byzantine chant is to be 

executed in a certain manner, and by well-qualified chanters. It must, in the first place, be 

chanted in a state of attention or inner watchfulness, with devotion, contrition, humility, 

and fear of God. Thus the important Synod in Trullo (691-692) ruled, in the 75th canon, 

that “those whose office it is to chant in the churches . . . must offer the psalmody to God, 

who is the observer of secrets, with great attention and contrition.” And St. John 

Chrysostom, commenting on the verse of the Apostle Paul: “With psalms, with hymns, 

with spiritual songs, with grace singing in your hearts to God,” says that we are told here 

not to psalmodize simply with the mouth, but in a state of spiritual watchfulness: “For 

this constitutes singing to God—the other is merely singing to the air.” And St. Symeon 

the New Theologian says: “One must psalmodize, that is, pray with the mouth, with fear 

and piety and attention.” And later on he remarks: “If they ask you to act as the 

canonarch of the choir, do not act carelessly and lazily, but thoughtfully and with great 

attention, as though you were spreading with your voice and hands the divine words to 

your brethren in front of Christ, the King of all.” And in another place he observes that he 

who has become humble, as a real Christian should be, “will sing a new hymn to the 

Lord, that is, will offer thanks to God with a pure and contrite heart, for a pure heart is 

one which is contrite and humble. Every other form of psalmody besides this is vain and 

futile. For one who does not sing in this manner cannot converse with God through 

prayer, even though he may exert himself to this end. He will psalmodize and utter 

prayers with the tongue, but with his mind he will be thinking of all those things which 

arouse the wrath of God.” 

Languidness in chanting is condemned by the Fathers. This is evident in the 

following by St. Maximos the Confessor (580-662): “Devote yourself without laziness to 

psalmody and prayer.” On the other hand, forced and unduly loud chanting is also 

condemned. The 75th canon of the Synod in Trullo says: “We will that those whose 
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office it is to sing in the churches do not use disorderly vociferations, nor force nature to 

shouting.” Jeremiah of Sinai (18th century), in his paraphrase of The Ladder of St. John 

Klimakos, stresses the need of preserving the right tempo, psalmodizing neither faster nor 

slower than is proper.  He also stresses the importance of rendering every verse 

“integrally and perfectly”. Since the melody and rhythm of a psalm or ode emphasize and 

enhance the meaning of the words, and the words give the rhythm and melody specific, 

definite content, it is important that both be rendered properly. Every verse, every phrase, 

every word must be sung in such a way that the meaning of the text is not obscured or 

altered. Breathing at the wrong time, dividing the verses at the wrong places, wrong 

emphasis—these must all be avoided. This is important, when we recall Paul’s words, 

often reiterated by the Fathers, to “teach and admonish one another with psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs”. 

 

Technical Dimensions 

As regards its outer form or technical aspect, Byzantine chant is characterized by the fact 

that it is (1) entirely vocal, not making use of any instruments; (2) monophonic or 

homophonic, that is, employing a single melodic line; (3) antiphonic, that is, executed by 

two choirs that chant alternately; and (4) by the fact that it makes use of the ison or 

holding-note.  

Byzantine church music was from the very beginning entirely vocal.130 The use of 

instruments other than the human voice, or even the accompaniment of singing by any 

such instruments, was severely and officially forbidden by the holy Fathers. Instrumental 

music was viewed as something secular and in general as evoking pleasure without 

spiritual value. With regard to the organ, which is so widely used in churches in Europe 

and America, it might be added that, although it was known to the Byzantines, it was 
																																																								
130 [“Byzantine chant, as a purely vocal form of music, always presupposes and seeks to accentuate the 
words of a given hymn, the melody serving as the acoustical garment of the text. The chant is intended to 
reveal the inner, esoteric meanings of the words, according to a wise expression of St. Gregory of Nyssa: 
‘The musical poet attempts to explain the meaning of what is being said by intertwining divine words with 
a simple and unaffected melody in order to show forth, as much as possible, the meaning hidden in words’ 
(PG, 44, 444). This is essential in the case of Orthodox hymnody, in which the words are wondrous Greek 
poetry, written by the saints of the Church and based on their experiential relationship with God and the 
Theotokos” (Gregorios Stathis, “Prologue”, The Divine Music Project [St Anthony’s Greek Orthodox 
Monastery], 2006: http://www.stanthonysmonastery.org/music/Prologue.htm).] 
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used by them only at the Hippodrome and the Palace, not inside the churches. St. Gregory 

the Theologian (325-391) exhorts us: “Let us take up hymns instead of drums and 

theatrical sounds.” And St. John Chrysostom, commenting on the verse: “O God, I will 

sing a new song to Thee; I will play to Thee on a psaltery of ten strings” (Psalm 143:9), 

remarks: “At that time there were musical instruments through which they executed their 

sacred songs; but now, instead of instruments, we employ the body.” And later, 

commenting on Psalm 150, verses 3-5, he says: “God at that time permitted His people to 

use musical instruments in order to awaken them from their gross, sluggish, and 

despondent state.” The saint’s point is that, thanks to the coming of Christ with His 

message of a New Man and a New Earth, Christians are in a more favorable position than 

those who lived under the Old Covenant, and hence more is demanded of them; they are 

expected to rise to a higher spiritual level.131   

That this music was always monophonic (or homophonic) is a point on which, as 

on the preceding, historians of Byzantine music are entirely in accord. This means that 

from the very beginning, Byzantine chant excluded the polyphony or heterophony 

characteristic of Western Church music.132 Byzantine chant is in one part, not proceeding 

simultaneously along different lines of melody. Hence, even when many chant together, 

they chant exactly the same notes, and it is “as though their voices were coming out of 

one mouth,” as St. John Chrysostom puts it. This fact serves a didactic purpose: a single 

line of melody makes it easier to follow the meaning of the text of the hymns chanted, 

whereas when the melody is in several vocal parts the meaning may be easily obscured. 

In addition, polyphony introduces a secular quality into the chant, an element of 

																																																								
131 [“Instruments can easily create confusion and destroy the clarity of the words they accompany. Rarely 
do we fully understand what is said when the sound of many musical instruments is combined with sung 
lyrics. The same thing happens with polyphonic choral music, especially when the various voices undertake 
acrobatics on lengthy melismas and are interwoven according to the rules of counterpoint. In such cases, 
the music does not emphasize or highlight the words. Its primary aim seems instead to exalt itself, using the 
words merely as a starting point. Aristotle declared, with the wisdom of ancient Greece, that ‘an ode is to 
be sung with the accompaniment of one or at most two instruments’ (Politics, Book VIII), primarily by the 
flute or lyre. Byzantine chant has taken this rule even further by completely abolishing instrumental 
accompaniment” (Gregorios Stathis, “Prologue”, The Divine Music Project [St Anthony’s Greek Orthodox 
Monastery], 2006: http://www.stanthonysmonastery.org/music/Prologue.htm).] 
132 Consider for example these words of St. Ignatios of Antioch (35-107 A.D.): “One and all, you should 
form yourselves into a choir, so that, in perfect harmony and taking your pitch from God, you may sing 
with one voice to the Father through Jesus Christ. Thus he will recognize you are members of his Son” 
(Letter to the Ephesians, 4). 
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ostentation. Traditional, one-part chant is, by contrast, characterized by humility and 

solemnity, qualities that are of the very essence of Orthodox spirituality. 

It is worth pointing out in this connection that even in Western Christendom 

church music was entirely monophonic during the first ten centuries. Polyphony, 

executed according to Western principles of harmony and counterpoint, like instrumental 

accompaniment, is contrary to the earliest traditions of the Christian Church. This 

innovation radically changes the outer form of sacred music, and thus its inner essence as 

well. It destroys its purity and sublimity, its mystical quality, its power of evoking 

contrition, and transforms it into something that is rather a means of pleasure and 

entertainment. When clothed with harmonic parts, Byzantine melodies lose their 

distinctive expressiveness, their spiritual rhythm, their seriousness, their spiritual 

grandeur, and thereby their power of uplifting and transforming us spiritually. 

Monophonic chanting is not only the form of singing that most closely accords with the 

practice of the ancient Church, but also the one that most truly conveys the simple, 

humble, serious character of Christ and His teaching. For polyphony introduces an 

element of undue complexity.  

The practice of antiphonal chanting can be traced as far back as the time of the 

Apostolic Fathers. Ancient writers, such as the historian Socrates of Constantinople (380-

440), say that the first authority to mention antiphonal chanting was Ignatios, bishop of 

Antioch (35-107), who is believed to have been a disciple of the Apostle and Gospel-

writer John. By the fourth century antiphony had become a very widely established 

practice in the Christian East: in Egypt, Libya, Palestine, Arabia, Phoenicia, Syria, 

Mesopotamia, and elsewhere.  

Antiphony consists in the execution of chant by two choirs, the right and the left. 

The right choir stands at the south side of the nave, near its eastern end, while the left 

choir stands at the north side of the nave, directly across from the right choir. The chief 

cantor of the right choir is called the protopsaltis, while the chief cantor of the left is the 

lambadarios. These two choirs chant alternately. For instance, in the execution of the 

50th Psalm during Orthros (“Matins”), the right choir or cantor chants the first verse, then 

the left choir or cantor chants the second, next the right chants the third, and so on. 

Similarly, in the execution of the eight Ainoi or hymns of praise during Orthros, the right 
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choir chants the first hymn, then the left chants the second hymn, next the right chants the 

third hymn, and so on.   

In order to enrich and augment the melody, Byzantine sacred music employs, 

instead of polyphony and the accompaniment of the organ or some other instrument, a 

finer, more spiritual means: the ison or holding-note. In addition to the chanters (psaltai), 

who sing the melody in unison, there are the isocrats (literally, “holders of the ison” or 

fundamental tone) or, as they are named in ancient Byzantine manuscripts, vastaktai 

(literally, “holders”). The work of the isocrats consists in holding a drone on the basic 

tone of the mode in which the melody is being sung. The ison not only enhances the 

melody but also emphasizes the mode in which the psalm, hymn, or ode is being sung, 

and in this way adds solemnity and power to the psalmody. Its roots can also be found in 

the early Christian period.  

With regard to general music theory, modern Greek historians of music and 

musicologists generally hold that Byzantine chant can be traced to the music of the 

ancient Greeks.133 Like ancient Greek music, Byzantine music comprises three “genera” 

or families: (a) the Diatonic, (b) the Enharmonic, and (c) the Chromatic. Unlike Western 

music, which has only two Scales—the Major and the Minor—Byzantine music is based 

on a system of eight modes or tones (echoi). These correspond to what ancient Greek 

writers, such as the lyric poet Pindar, the philosophers Plato and Aristotle, and St. Basil 

and other early Church Fathers call harmoniai, “harmonies”.134 Pindar and Plato also call 

																																																								
133 [Though not of course to the exclusion of other influences, most notably Jewish. “For the earliest period, 
authorities are fairly well agreed that the background of Christian worship is to be found in Jewish 
ceremonies of that day…. What holds for Christian worship in general is no less true for the earliest 
Christian music in particular. A strong case can be made to support the belief that the background for the 
earliest Christian music is to be sought in the music of the Hellenistic Orient, and more specifically in the 
musical theory and practice of Hellenized Judaism of that day. The Old Testament had a conspicuous place 
in the thought and worship of the New Testament Church. Old Testament quotations and allusions, 
especially from the Book of Psalms, abound in the literature of the New Testament, and a comparison of 
the oldest Jewish liturgical poems with those of Eastern Christians points to a relationship between Syriac 
and Hebrew poetry, thus establishing the possibility of Jewish influence upon Christian liturgical poetry. 
We know that cantors of Jewish origin were often appointed, even attracted, to teach Christian communities 
the cantillation of scriptural lessons and psalmody. In this, the ancient manner of oral tradition did not fail 
to show its inescapable vigor” (Dimitri E. Conomos, “A Brief Survey of the History of Byzantine and Post-
Byzantine Chant”)—Editor.] 
134 Pindar, Nemean Odes, IV.45; Plato, Republic, III, 398d; Aristotle, Politics, VIII, 1341b20-1342b30; St 
Basil, Address to Young Men, IX.  
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them tropoi, “modes”.135 A mode provides the underlying pattern of notes in which a 

melody progresses. 

The ancient Greeks are said to have had fifteen modes. Of these, the Orthodox 

Church adopted eight as suitable for its purposes and as being consonant with the pure, 

elevated, solemn spirit of the new religion. It might be added here that the Church 

showed greater breadth of understanding in this respect than did Plato. The Athenian 

philosopher pronounced only two modes as suitable for his ideal republic, the Dorian and 

the Phrygian: the Dorian as being expressive of courage and the Phrygian of temperance. 

He rejected the other modes because he considered them antithetical to these qualities.136 

The Byzantines fully shared Plato’s belief that music should be such as to nurture 

spiritual qualities in the soul, and not such as to undermine them.137 But they believed 

that there are other noble qualities that can and should be elicited by music, such as 

humility, compunction, the “gladdening sorrow” (charmolypi) of which St. John 

Klimakos speaks, and love, the highest of the Christian virtues. To elicit and foster these 

qualities, other modes were needed as well.  

The eight modes of Byzantine music are distinguished into two groups, each 

group embracing four. One of these groups is made up of the “chief” (kyrioi) modes; the 

																																																								
135 Pindar, Olympian Odes, XIV, 17; Plato, Republic, III, 398c, IV, 424c. 
136 [“The harmonies expressive of sorrow are the mixed Lydian, and the full-toned or bass Lydian, and such 
like. These must be banished. In the next place, drunkenness and softness and indolence are 
utterly unbecoming the character of our guardians. And which are the soft or drinking harmonies? The 
Ionian and the Lydian; they are termed ‘relaxed’…. I want to have [a harmony that is] warlike, to sound the 
note or accent which a brave man utters in the hour of danger and stern resolve, or when his cause is 
failing, and he is going to wounds or death or is overtaken by some other evil, and at every such crisis 
meets the blows of fortune with firm step and a determination to endure; and another [harmony] to be used 
by him in times of peace and freedom of action, when there is no pressure of necessity, and he is seeking 
to persuade God by prayer, or man by instruction and admonition, or on the other hand, when he is 
expressing his willingness to yield to persuasion or entreaty or admonition, and which represents him when 
by prudent conduct he has attained his end, is not carried away by his success, but is acting moderately and 
wisely under the circumstances, and acquiescing in the event. These two harmonies I ask you to leave; the 
strain of necessity and the strain of freedom, the strain of the unfortunate and the strain of the fortunate, the 
strain of courage and the strain of temperance; these, I say, leave. And these … are the Dorian and 
Phrygian harmonies” (Plato, Republic, Book III, 398e-399e)—Editor.] 
137 [“Musical training is a more potent instrument than any other, because rhythm and harmony find their 
way into the inward places of the soul, on which they mightily fasten, imparting grace, and making the soul 
of him who is rightly educated graceful, or of him who is ill-educated ungraceful; and also because he who 
has received this true education of the inner being will most shrewdly perceive omissions or faults in art 
and nature, and with a true taste, while he praises and rejoices over and receives into his soul the good, and 
becomes noble and good, he will justly blame and hate the bad, now in the days of his youth, even before 
he is able to know the reason why; and when reason comes he will recognize and salute the friend with 
whom his education has made him long familiar” (Plato, Republic, Book III, 401e-402a)—Editor.] 
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other of the “plagal” or oblique (plagioi) modes. The chief modes are the First, the 

Second, the Third, and the Fourth. The Plagal modes are the Plagal of the First, the Plagal 

of the Second, the “Varys”, sometimes referred to as “Grave”, and the Plagal of the 

Fourth. More modes, and hence more compositions, belong to the Diatonic genus than to 

the other two genera. To the Diatonic belong the First Mode, the Plagal of the First 

Mode, the Fourth Mode, and the Plagal of the Fourth Mode. To the Enharmonic genus 

belong the Third Mode and the Varys. And to the Chromatic genus belong the Second 

Mode and the Plagal of the Second. 

To each of these modes in turn there belong not simply hundreds, but thousands 

of hymns, called troparia, which are contained in the numerous liturgical volumes used 

in the services of the Orthodox Church: the twelve Menaia, the Parakletike or Great 

Octoechos, the Great Horologion, the Evchologion, the Triodion, and the Pentekostarion. 

The hymns that have been collected in these books possess melodies of great variety and 

extraordinary beauty.  

Most of the hymns are always chanted in the same mode, whether the First, the 

Second, the Third, or some other. Among such hymns are the Idiomela, the Automela, the 

Prosomoia, and the Doxastika. But certain hymns are chanted in all eight modes. This is 

one of the wonders of Byzantine chant. It is made possible by the fact that Byzantine 

hymns are characterized by free rhythm, instead of measured rhythm or meter. Their 

language can best be characterized as cadenced poetic prose. This fact is reflected in the 

notation of Byzantine music (see below), which is not evenly divided by the vertical lines 

known in western music as “bars”. Among the hymns that are chanted in all eight modes 

is Psalm 140 (Septuagint), which begins with the words: Kyrie ekekraxa pros se (“O 

Lord, I have cried unto Thee”) and is chanted at Vespers; the Doxology, which is chanted 

during Orthros; and the Cherubic Hymn and Axion Estin, which are chanted during the 

Liturgy. 

In which mode these hymns will be chanted on a particular day depends on what 

part of the cycle of the eight modes that day happens to fall. The cycle commences with 

the First Mode on a Saturday evening, at Vespers. Until the next Saturday, such 

compositions are sung in the First Mode. During the next week, which commences with 

the Vespers of the second Saturday, these compositions are sung in the Second Mode. 
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The cycle continues in this manner with the other modes, so that in a sequence of eight 

weeks, these hymns will have been executed successively in all eight modes. At the 

beginning of the ninth week, on Saturday evening, the cycle of the eight modes begins all 

over again. 

The Scale 

The Byzantine chant scale consists of seven notes: Νη (Nee), Πα (Pa), Βου (Voo), Γα 

(Gha), Δι (Dhi), Κε (Keh), Ζω (Zo).138 These notes, together with the repeated Νη, cover 

a span of one octave. Within that octave, the relative pitch of each note varies according 

to the mode or tone of the scale. Music theory divides the octave into 72 intervals 

(moria). The Western tone (whole-step) consists of 12 moria, with the semi-tone (half-

step) consisting of 6. The position of the notes within the Byzantine octave varies 

according to the mode (tone) in which a melody is chanted. Byzantine chant consists of 

the eight basic modes described above, although several modes exhibit variations in the 

scale. The modes, as already mentioned, are grouped into three principal “genera” or 

categories: Diatonic, Enharmonic, and Chromatic. 

 

Diatonic Modes 

The Diatonic Modes are Mode 1, Mode 4, Plagal of the First (Mode 5), and Plagal of the 

Fourth (Mode 8). The distances (moria) between notes is: 

Nη 
 
Πα 

 
Βου 

 
Γα 

 
Δι 

 
Κε 

 
Ζω 

 
Nη 

 
12 

 
10 

 
8 

 
12 

 
12 

 
10 

 
8 

 
This looks and sounds very similar to the Western C-major scale (C, D, E, F, G, A, B), 

though with a slightly lowered third and seventh notes. In the Western scale the distances 

between notes is always fixed, as follows: 

Do 
 

Re 
 

Mi 
 

Fa 
 

Sol 
 

La 
 

Ti    Do 

  12 
 

12 
 

6 
 

12 
 

12 
 

12 
 

6 

																																																								
138 Compare this to the familiar Western scale: Do, Re, Mi, Fa, So (Sol), La, Ti (or Si). 
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The tonic (base note) for the four natural modes is: Mode 1 = Πα, rendering it a tonality 

close to the Western minor scale; Mode 4 = Βου, Πα, or Δι, depending on the type of 

hymn chanted; Mode Plagal of the First = Πα or Κε, depending on the type of hymn 

chanted; (this again has a tonality close to the Western minor scale); Mode Plagal of the 

Fourth = Nη or Γα, depending on the type of hymn changed. The Nη-based variety 

renders a tonality close to the Western major scale. 

 

Enharmonic Modes 

These are Mode 3 and Mode 7, also known as Grave (Βαρυς = Varys) or Plagal of the 

Third. The scale for Mode 3 is the Western major scale with a flat seventh: 

Nη 
 
Πα 

 
Βου 

 
Γα 

 
Δι 

 
Κε 

 
Ζω 

 
Nη 

 
12 

 
12 

 
6 

 
12 

 
12 

 
12 

 
6 

 
The Grave Mode often uses the same scale as Mode 3, but there are several variations 

proper to the mode. One of the most common is: 

Ζω 
 

Nη 
 
Πα 

 
Βου 

 
Γα 

 
Δι 

 
Κε 

 
Ζω 

 

 
8 

 
12 

 
10 

 
12 

 
8 

 
16 

 
8 

  
The tonic of enharmonic Mode 3 is Γα. In the Grave Mode the tonic is Γα, when using 

the scale of Mode 3, but Ζω otherwise. 

 

Chromatic Modes 

These are Mode 2 and the Plagal of the Second (Mode 6). The scales of these two modes 

are different. The scale for Mode 2, known as the soft-chromatic scale, is: 

Νη 
 
Πα 

 
Βου 

 
Γα 

 
Δι 

 
Κε 

 
Ζω 

 
Νη 

 
8 

 
14 

 
8 

 
12 

 
8 

 
14 

 
8 

 
Thus, properly speaking, the intervals between Δι and Κε, on the one hand, and between 

Ζω and Νη, on the other, are 1/3 larger than a semi-tone, while the Κε-Ζω and Πα-Βου 
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intervals are 1/3 of a semi-tone larger than a tone. The scale of the Plagal of the Second, 

known as the hard chromatic scale, is: 

Πα 
 
Βου 

 
Γα 

 
Δι 

 
Κε 

 
Ζω 

 
Νη 

 
Πα 

 
6 

 
20 

 
4 

 
12 

 
6 

 
20 

 
4 

 
Thus, the intervals between Βου and Γα, on the one hand, and between Ζω and Νη, on 

the other, is 1/3 of a semi-tone larger than a minor third, and the Γα-Δι and Νη-Πα 

intervals are 2/3 of a semi-tone. The tonic for chromatic Mode 2 is Δι, and for the Plagal 

of the second it is Πα.  

It should be noted that there are many instances in which hymns in Mode 2 will 

use the hard chromatic scale and hymns in Plagal of the Second will use the soft 

chromatic scale. 

Notation 

Another distinctive characteristic of Byzantine music is its notation. It is strikingly 

different from the Western. Byzantine notation had its beginnings in the musical notation 

used by the ancient Greeks, evolving through the centuries and becoming more detailed, 

though also easier to follow.  

The ancients used the letters of the alphabet as musical signs. In Byzantine 

notation, we can easily recognize in some of the signs a letter of the Greek alphabet. 

Thus, the sign called “ison”—which means and indicates equality, telling us that the 

voice should neither rise nor descend, but should simply repeat the preceding note—is a 

small iota. The iota is placed in a horizontal position, with the curl on the left hand side. 

The sign called “oligon”, which tells us that the voice should ascend one note, is 

the capital iota (I), placed in a horizontal position. The sign named “elaphron”, which 

tells us that the voice should descend two notes, looks like the ancient C, sigma, placed in 

a horizontal position, facing down. The capital gamma, Γ, is placed above or below an 

Interval Sign or Sign of Quantity in order to indicate that the time of the note should be 

reduced to half. The gamma thus used is called, appropriately, “gorgon”, which means 

fast. These are but a few examples. 

In a hymn that is in Byzantine notation, the symbol of the Mode in which it is to 

be sung comes first. There follow the words of the hymn spread out in syllables, and 
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various signs placed above them. These signs are mainly of three kinds: (a) Interval Signs 

or Signs of Quantity, (b) Signs that Add Duration, or Signs of Quality Involving Time, 

and (c) Signs that Divide the Beat, or Signs of Quality Not Involving Time. Interval 

Signs indicate how many tones a certain note is above or below the preceding one, or 

whether it is simply a repetition of it. Thus Byzantine Interval Signs indicate relative 

pitches, whereas Western notation gives absolute pitches. Absolute pitch in Byzantine 

notation is given only at the beginning, and hence it is important in the execution of a 

hymn to start off with the correct note. 

Signs that Add Duration are placed before or under the Interval Signs in order to 

indicate that a particular syllable is to be sung with emphasis, or with a grace note. 

Signs that Divide the Beat are placed either above or below the Interval Signs, 

and serve to show whether the time of the note is to be augmented or reduced, and by 

how much.  
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Example of Byzantine Notation 
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With reference to Western notation, it should be emphasized that Byzantine 

notation cannot always be transcribed into a Western form with precision. Such 

transcription often results in the elimination of finer points, thus altering both the rhythm 

and the melody. In connection with rhythm, it should be recalled that Byzantine hymns 

are distinguished by free rhythm. Measured rhythm or meter, which is indicated in 

Western notation by bars, is not a characteristic of Byzantine chant. It is obvious that the 

imposition of a fixed rhythm upon Byzantine compositions results in a distortion. 

 

 
Following Constantine Cavarnos, Byzantine Sacred Music: The Traditional Music of the 
Orthodox Church, Its Nature, Purpose, and Execution; and Byzantine Chant: A Sequel to 
Byzantine Sacred Music, containing a concise discussion of the Origin of Byzantine Chant, Its 
Modes, Tempo, Notation, Prologoi, Prosomoia, Style, and other features; amended and 
supplemented by the Editor. 
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L. BAD THEOLOGY: A QUIZ 
 
And lo, the angel of the Lord came upon them 
and the glory of the Lord shone round about them: 
and they were sore afraid. 
 
Whenever we aver “the God is nigh,” 
do we imply that He is ever otherwise? 
 
When, in scripture, God’s “anger” is said 
to be aroused, just how do you take that? 
 
If—whether now or in the fullness—we 
stipulate that God is “all in all”, just where 
 
or how would you position Hell? Which 
is better—to break the law and soothe 
 
the wounded neighbor, or to keep the law 
and cause the neighbor pain? Do you mean it? 
 
If another sins, what is that to you? 
When the sinful suffer publicly, do you 
 
find secret comfort in their grief, or will 
you also weep? They are surely grieving; 
 
are you weeping now? Assuming sin is sin, 
whose do you condemn? Who is judge? Who 
 
will feed the lambs? The sheep? Who, the goats? 
Who will sell and give? Who will be denied? 
 
Whose image haunts the mirror? And why 
are you still here? What exactly do you hope 
 
to become? When will you begin? 
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12 

The Light of Truth 

Pavel Florensky 

Pavel Florensky (1882-1937) was a Russian Orthodox priest and polymath, whose range of 
expertise included philosophy, theology, art theory, mathematics, and electrodynamics. A key 
architect in the electrification of the rural Soviet Union, he ran afoul of the Communist authorities 
for mentioning God in a paper devoted to a geometrical interpretation of Einstein’s special theory 
of relativity, and was sentenced to death. He is numbered today among the “new martyrs” of the 
Soviet era. This selection is taken from his book The Pillar and Ground of Truth: An Essay in 
Orthodox Theodicy in Twelve Letters. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Man’s knowledge of God is inevitably revealed in his active love for creatures. And love 

of creatures is in turn revealed as beauty, whence the pleasure, the rejoicing, the 

consolation in the contemplation of love. Beauty is what makes one rejoice; love as an 

object of contemplation is beauty. My spiritual life, my life in the Spirit, the process of 

my “likening to God”—this is beauty, the beauty of creation itself, about which it is said: 

“And God saw everything that he had made, and, behold, it was very good” (Gen. 1:31). 

 To love the invisible God is to open one’s heart to Him, awaiting His active 

revelation in such a way that the energy of Divine love descends into the heart. “The 

cause of the love of God is God, causa diligendi Deum Deus est,” says Bernard of 

Clairvaux. By contrast, to love visible creatures is to allow the received Divine energy to 

reveal itself—through the receiver, outside and around the receiver—in the same way 

that it acts in the Tri-hypostatic Divinity itself. It is to allow this energy to pass to 

another, to a brother. Based upon merely human efforts, love for a brother is absolutely 

impossible. It can be achieved only through the work of God’s power. Loving, we love 

by God and in God. 

Only one who has come to know the Triune God can love with a true love. If I 

have not come to know God, have not come to commune with His Being, I do not love. 

And contrarily, if I love, I commune with God and know Him. There is a direct 

relationship here between knowledge and love for creatures. The center from which this 

knowledge and love proceed is my abiding in God and God’s abiding in me. “And hereby 

we do know that we know him, if we keep his commandments. He that saith, I know him, 

and keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him. But whoso 
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keepeth his word, in him verily is the love of God perfected: hereby know we that we are 

in him. He that saith he abideth in him ought himself also so to walk, even as he walked” 

(1 John 2:3-6). Until now, however, this co-abiding of God and man has been only a 

presupposition of faith, not a fact of powerfully compelling experience. 

John’s Epistles are devoted almost exclusively to this relationship. “Let us love 

one another, for love is of God (hoti hē agapē ek tou Theou estin). And every one that 

loveth is born of God, and knoweth God. He that loveth not knoweth not God, for God is 

love” (1 John 4:7- 8). “Every one that loveth is born of God.” This is not only a change, 

or an improvement, or a perfecting. No, this is precisely a procession “from God”, a 

communion with the Holy. One who loves has been reborn, or born a second time, into a 

new life. He has become a “child of God”, has acquired new being and a new nature, 

“was dead, and is alive again” (Luke 15:32), that he might pass to the new Kingdom of 

reality. That is the message of the parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15. To others, to 

people with “hearts of stone”, he continues to appear as he was, a mere man. But in fact 

in the invisible depths of his “prodigal” soul, a mysterious transubstantiation has taken 

place. The epoche and agony of absolute skepticism were only the pangs of birth from the 

confined and dark womb of fleshly life into the unencompassable expanses of infinite and 

all-radiant life. One who loves has passed from death to life, from the kingdom of this 

world to the Kingdom of God. He has become one of the “partakers of the divine nature” 

(2 Peter 1:4). He has come into the new world of Truth, in which he can grow and 

develop. In him abides the seed of God, the seed of Divine life (see 1 John 3:9), the seed 

of Truth itself and genuine knowledge. Knowing the Truth, he now understands why such 

a change has occurred in him: “We know that we have passed from death unto life [and 

therefore from the darkness of ignorance into the light of truth] because we love the 

brethren. He that loveth not his brother abideth in death. Whosoever hateth his brother is 

a murderer, and ye know that no murderer hath eternal life abiding in him” (1 John 3:14-

15).  

This should not be taken in a tautological sense, as if not to have eternal life is 

only another way of saying to hate and not to love. On the contrary, there is a 

metaphysical connection of two states. One who does not have eternal life, i.e., one who 

has not entered into the life of the Trinity, cannot love, for love of one’s brother is a 
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manifestation, as if an emanation, of Divine power, radiating from the loving God. The 

usual—moralizing—interpretation makes John’s words appear flat and insipid. Such an 

interpretation weakens the metaphysical chain linking these two acts, knowledge and 

love. In general the more massively, metaphysically, and archaically we conceive 

religious concepts, the more profound will the symbolism of their expression be, and 

therefore the closer we will come to a genuine understanding of truly religious 

experience. This compressed, densified character of religious concepts characterizes our 

entire Liturgy, which has the same relation to Protestant and sectarian worship that old 

red wine has to tepid sugar water. Let me mention only the order of the service before the 

Creed during the liturgy of the faithful.  

The deacon proclaims: “Let us love one another, that with one accord we may 

confess (agapēsōmen allēlous, hina en homonoiai homologēsōmen).” But confess what? 

The answer is provided by the choir, i.e., the faithful in their representatives, who take up 

and complete the deacon’s proclamation: “The Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 

the Trinity consubstantial and indivisible (Patera, Gion, kai agion Pneuma, Triada 

homoousion kai achōriston).” Then the priest bows three times and says quietly: “Thou 

art my beloved, O Lord, my fortress, O Lord, my support and refuge.” If there are several 

priests, they express their love for one another with a brotherly kiss and witness together: 

“Christ is in our midst.” After this gathering in the love of the Church as a whole, what is 

necessary is separation from all that is outside, from all that does not participate in this 

love, from what is alien to the Church: the world. Therefore the deacon proclaims: “The 

doors! The doors! Let us attend wisdom (tas thuras, tas thuras en sophiai proschōmen).” 

That is, “Close the doors so that no one foreign may enter: we shall listen to wisdom.”139 

Now, when all that is needed for the confession of the consubstantial and undivided 

Trinity has been prepared, “wisdom” itself arrives: the people, i.e., the very body of the 

Church, sing the Creed. But let us remember what the Creed is. Historically and 

metaphysically, it is nothing but an extended exposition, an explanatory amplification, an 

elaboration of the baptismal formula: “In the name of the Father and the Son and the 

Holy Spirit.” In pronouncing this formula, we think precisely everything that is contained 
																																																								
139 The Slavonic translation of the phrase en sophiai proschomen as “let us attend with wisdom” 
(premudrostiu vonmen) is incorrect; this phrase should be translated as “let us attend wisdom” (premudrosti 
vonmem). 
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in the Creed. But what, in turn, is the baptismal formula? It is essentially no more and no 

less than an expression of the dogma of the consubstantiality of the Holy Trinity. Thus, 

everything that precedes the Creed is a preparation for “attending” to “consubstantiality”, 

homoousia. Consubstantiality is precisely wisdom. 

The idea behind this order of the Liturgy is clear: mutual love alone is the 

condition of “unity of thought”, homonoia, the one thought of those who love one 

another, in contrast to an external relation of one to another, which yields nothing more 

than “similarity of thought”, homoinoia—the kind of thought upon which secular life is 

based: science, social life, government, etc. But “unity of thought” provides the ground 

that makes possible a joint confession (homo-logēsōmen), i.e., an understanding and 

acknowledgement of the dogma of consubstantiality, homoousia. In or through this unity 

of thought, we come into contact with the mystery of the Tri-Hypostatic Divinity. 

The same idea of the unbreakable connection between the inner unity of believers 

and the knowledge and therefore the glorification of God, who is “Trinity in Unity”, is 

contained in the priest’s exclamation: “And grant that with one voice and one heart we 

may glorify and praise Thy most-honorable and majestic name, of the Father, and of the 

Son, and of the Holy Spirit, now and ever, and unto ages of ages (kai dos hēmin en heni 

stomati, kai miai kardia doxazein, kai anumnein to pantimon kai megaloprepes honoma 

sou).” The only difference is the additional element of the glorification of the name of the 

Divinity, a glorification that emanates from the confession by the faithful of this one 

Name said in three names. 

In the same way, the following proposition has a metaphysical sense, and not a 

merely moral and juridical meaning: “He that saith he is in the light [the truth], and hateth 

his brother, is in darkness [in ignorance] even until now. He that loveth his brother 

abideth in the light, and there is no occasion of stumbling [i.e., no darkness of ignorance] 

in him. But he that hateth his brother is in darkness, and walketh in darkness, and 

knoweth not whither he goeth, because that darkness hath blinded his eyes” (1 John 2:9-

11). Light is the Truth,140 and this Truth unfailingly manifests itself. The mode of the 

transmission of this Truth to another person is love, whereas the mode of the transmission 

																																																								
140 One should not take this equation as merely metaphorical. This is an indication of the mystical, 
ineffable light of the Truth (see below). 
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to another of dark, stubborn ignorance, which does not desire to recognize itself as 

ignorance, is hate. “He that doeth good is of God: but he that doeth evil hath not seen 

God” (3 John 1:11). The inner light of the soul in oneself and its revelation in another 

person conform to each other so precisely that, by the fluctuation of the one, it is possible 

to judge decisively about the other. If there is no love, there is no truth. If there is truth, 

there is inevitably love. “Whosoever abideth in him sinneth not: whosoever sinneth hath 

not seen him, neither known him” (1 John 3:6). “Whosoever is born of God doth not 

commit sin; for His seed (sperma autou) remaineth in him: and he cannot sin, because he 

is born of God. In this the children of God are manifest, and the children of the devil: 

Whosoever doeth not righteousness is not of God, neither is he that loveth not his 

brother” (1 John 3:9-10). Love follows from the knowledge of God with the same 

necessity as light radiates from a lamp or a nocturnal fragrance emanates from the open 

calyx of a flower: “Knowledge becomes love (hē gnōsis agapē ginetai).”141 Therefore, 

the mutual love of Christ’s disciples is the sign of their learning, their knowledge, their 

walking in the truth. Love is the characteristic sign by which a disciple of Christ is 

recognized: “Thus shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to 

another” (John 13:35). 

One cannot make a greater mistake than to identify the spiritual love of one who 

knows the Truth with altruistic emotions and a striving for the “good of mankind”, a 

striving that, at best, is grounded in natural sympathy or in abstract ideas. For love in this 

sense, which we may call “Pharisaic”, everything begins and ends in empirical works, the 

value of which is determined by their visible effect. But for spiritual love, or love in the 

Christian sense, this value is only tinsel. Even moral activity (philanthropy and so on) is, 

taken in itself, an absolute zero. What is desirable is not the outward appearance, not the 

“skin”, of special activities, but a life full of grace, which overflows in every creative act 

of a person. But skin as skin—the empirical outward appearance as such—can always be 

falsified. No age dares to deny that there are “false apostles, deceitful workers, 

transforming themselves into the apostles of Christ”, that even “Satan himself is 

transformed into an angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:13-14). But if all that is external can be 

																																																								
141 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Soul and Resurrection (PG, Vol. 46, col. 96, C). 
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falsified, then even the greatest deed and the greatest sacrifice, the sacrifice of one’s life, 

are, in themselves, nothing: 

Though I speak 
With the tongues of men 
And (even) of angels, 
And have not love, 
I am become as sounding brass 
Or a tinkling cymbal. 
And though I have the gift of prophecy 
And understand all mysteries, 
And all knowledge, 
And though I have all faith, 
So that I could move mountains, 
And have not love, 
I am nothing. 
(It profiteth me nothing). 
And though I bestow all my goods, 
And though I give my body 
To be burned, 
And have not love, 
It profiteth me nothing. 
 

(1 Cor. 13:1-3) 

So-called “love” outside of God is not true love but only a natural, cosmic 

phenomenon, which is no more subject to absolute Christian judgment than the 

physiological functions of the stomach. It is therefore self-evident that in this book we are 

using the word “love” and its derivatives in their Christian sense, paying no attention to 

familial, tribal, and national habits—to egotism, vanity, love of power, lust, and all other 

“refuse of human feelings” that may be clothed with the word “love”. 

True love is a going out of the empirical and a passage to a new reality. 

Love of another person is the reflection of true knowledge upon this person, while 

true knowledge is a revelation of the Tri-hypostatic Truth to the heart, i.e., the abiding in 

the soul of God’s love of man: “If we love one another, God dwelleth in us, and his love 

is perfected in us” (1 John 4:12). We thus enter with Him not only into an impersonal, 

providential-cosmic relationship, but also into a personal father-son communion. 

Therefore, “if our heart condemn us not” (1 John 3:21)—but of course the heart itself 
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must, by its own judgment, be cleansed at least to some extent of the crust of filth that has 

covered its surface, and become capable of judging about the genuineness of love—that 

is, if we are conscious with a chaste consciousness that we really love “not in word, 

neither in tongue, but indeed and truth” (1 John 3: 18), that we have really entered into a 

personal communion with God, then “we have confidence toward God” (1 John 3:21), for 

he who is of the flesh judges everything according to the flesh, while “he that keepeth His 

commandments dwelleth in Him, and He in him” (1 John 3:24). If we love Him, “we 

dwell in Him, and He in us” (1 John 4:13). 

 We say “love”. But in what is this spiritual love expressed concretely? Answer: in 

overcoming the boundaries of selfhood, in going out of oneself, for which spiritual 

communion “one with another” is necessary. “If we say that we have fellowship with him 

[with God], and walk in darkness, we lie, and do not the truth: But if we walk in the light, 

as he is the light, we have fellowship one with another” (1 John 1:7-8). 

Absolute Truth is known in love, but the word “love”, as we have already 

explained, is not to be understood in a subjectively psychological sense but in an 

objectively metaphysical one. Love of one’s brother is not the content of the Truth, as the 

Tolstoyans and similar religious nihilists affirm. Love of one’s brother does not exhaust 

everything. Love of one’s brother is a revelation to another, a passage to another, an 

inflow into another of one’s own entrance into the life of God, an entrance which, in the 

God-communing subject, is perceived by this subject as a knowledge of the Truth. The 

metaphysical nature of love lies in its supra-logical overcoming of the naked self-identity 

“I = I” and in a going out of oneself. And this happens when the power of God’s love 

flows out into another person and tears apart the bonds of finite human selfhood in him. 

Owing to this going out of itself, I becomes in another, in not-I, this not-I. I becomes 

consubstantial with the brother, consubstantial (homoousios) and not only like-substantial 

(homoiousios). It is this like-substantiality that constitutes moralism, i.e., a vain, inwardly 

insane attempt at a human, extra-Divine kind of love. 

Rising above the logical, empty, contentless law of identity and becoming 

identified with the beloved brother, I thereby freely makes itself not-I; or, using the 

language of sacred hymns, it “empties”, “exhausts”, “ravages”, “humbles” itself (cf. Phil. 

2:7). It deprives itself of the attributes necessarily given and proper to it as well as of the 
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natural laws of its inner activity according to the law of ontological egoism or identity. 

For the sake of the norm of another’s being, I transcends itself, the norm of its own being, 

and voluntarily submits to a new image so as thereby to incorporate its I in the I of 

another being, which for it is not-I. Thus, the impersonal not-I becomes a person, another 

I, i.e., Thou. But in this “impoverishment” or “exhausting” of I, in this “emptying” or 

kenosis, there occurs a reverse restoration of I in the norm of being proper to it. And this 

norm is now not merely given; it is justified. It is not merely present in a given place and 

at a given moment, but has a universal and eternal significance. In another person, 

through its kenosis, the image of my being finds its “redemption” from the power of 

sinful self-assertion, is liberated from the sin of isolated existence, about which Greek 

thinkers spoke.142  And, in a third, this image, as redeemed, is “glorified”, i.e., grounded 

in its incorruptible value. 

By contrast, without kenosis, I would possess its norm only potentially, not in act. 

Love is “yes” spoken by I to itself; hate is “no” spoken to oneself. R. Hamerling puts this 

																																																								
142 The idea of the “injustice” of individual existence and of death as the process of return to primordial, 
common being was expressed by many Greek philosophers, or, more precisely, it was implicitly assumed 
by nearly all of them. It was clearly the main idea in that complex totality of ideas that reflected and 
stimulated the experience of the mysteries. It is highly probable that this idea was of Oriental origin, 
although it could have been completely autochthonous, for the removal of personal limitation and the 
drunken rapture of fusion with All-Being produced by the mysteries were in themselves sufficient to give 
birth to the idea of the sinfulness of individual existence and of the blissfulness and therefore the primordial 
holiness of the being-outside oneself.  
 This idea was expressed with particular force by Anaximander. According to Theophrastus’ 
account, preserved by Simplicius, “Anaximander, son of Praxiadus from Miletus, pupil and follower of 
Thales, affirms that the infinite is the principle (archē) and material cause (stoicheion) of everything. He 
was the first to introduce the word archē to express the supposition that it is not water or any other of the 
so-called elements, but some other kind of infinite nature that makes up all the heavens and all the worlds 
in the heavens. From this principle, things receive birth and, according to necessity, annihilation, for at a 
definite time they suffer punishment and retribution for their mutual injustice. He expresses himself in this 
way, using excessively poetical images.”  
 In this profound account Theophrastus is far from right, however, when he sees in Anaximander’s 
words “excessively poetical images”, though also not completely right is an excessively ontologizing 
historian of philosophy who affirms, on the basis of a study of Egyptian beliefs, that “among the ancient 
Greek philosophers the words monos and dikē denote the first space”, and that “for this reason the adikia of 
things is nothing else but their deviation from the first space, and tisis, retribution, is nothing else but their 
transformation into limitless space” (O. M. Novitsky, The Gradual Development of Ancient Philosophical 
Doctrines in Connection with the Development of Pagan Beliefs). Anaximander’s general idea is simple: 
“Untruth is isolation, mutual opposition, separation; truth triumphs in the annihilation of all that is isolated; 
separate things return to their elements. But these latter are absorbed by the limitless, within which 
numberless worlds are born and annihilated” (Prince S. N. Trubetskoi, History of Ancient Philosphy, Part 1, 
M.). Like all propositions of the original metaphysics, this idea is a reflection of a concrete mystical 
psychology and even, more specifically, of Orphic ideas of the soul that arose on the basis of the mysteries. 
This idea is not a construction of abstract reason. 



 255 

idea untranslatably but expressively in the lapidary formula: “das lebhafte Sich-selbst-

bejahen de Seins”—“the living yes to itself of being”. Love combines value with 

givenness and introduces duty into an otherwise fleeting givenness.143 And duty is what 

gives givenness duration. Without duty, givenness rei [flows away], whereas with duty, it 

menei [remains]. It is love that unites the two worlds: “The great thing is that there is a 

mystery here, that the fleeting aspects of the earth and eternal Truth have come into 

contact.”144 

The love of the lover, by transferring his I into the I of the beloved, into Thou, 

gives to the beloved Thou the power to know the I of the lover in God and to love this I 

in God. The beloved then becomes the lover and rises above the law of identity. And in 

God the beloved identifies himself with the object of his love. He transfers his I into the 

first I through a third I, and so on. But only the rational mind views these mutual self-

submissions, self-exhaustions, self-humblings of the lovers as a series that tends to 

infinity. Rising above the bounds of its nature, I goes out of temporal-spatial limitedness 

and enters into Eternity. There the whole process of the interrelation of the lovers is a 

single act, in which an infinite series of individual moments of love is synthesized. This 

single, eternal, and infinite act is the consubstantiality of the lovers in God, where I is one 

and the same as the other I, but also different. Every I is not-I, i.e., Thou, by virtue of the 

renunciation of oneself for the sake of another. And it is I by virtue of the renunciation of 

the other I for the sake of the first. Instead of individual, separate, self-assertive I’s, we 

get a dyad, a di-unitary being that has the principle of its unity in God: finis amoris, ut 

duo unum fiant (“the limit of love: two are one”). Furthermore, every I sees in the Divine 

image of another I its own Divine image as in a mirror. 

This dyad has love by its very essence, and as concretely incarnate love it is 

beautiful for objective contemplation. If for the first I the point of departure of 

consubstantiality is truth, and for the second I, for Thou, it is love, then for the third I, for 

He, it is beauty. In He, beauty excites love, and love gives knowledge of truth. Enjoying 

the beauty of the dyad, He loves this duality and thereby comes to know every I, 

																																																								
143 The idea of the total separation of values and givens, the obligatory and the present, norms and facts is 
characteristic of the entire neo-Kantian movement in philosophy, in the narrow as well as in the extended 
sense of the term “neo-Kantianism”. 
144 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, “From the Conversations and Precepts of the Starets Zosima”. 
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affirming every one in its hypostatic self-being. By this affirmation the contemplating I 

restores the self-identity of the contemplated hypostases: of the first I as the loving and 

beloved I and of the second I as the beloved and loving I, as Thou. By surrendering itself 

to the dyad, by breaking through the shell of this dyad’s enclosedness within itself, the 

third I thereby communes with the dyad’s consubstantiality in God and the dyad becomes 

a trinity. But He, this third I, contemplating the dyad objectively, is itself the principle of 

a new trinity. Through the third I’s, all trinities grow together into a consubstantial whole, 

into the Church, or Body of Christ, as an objective disclosure of the Hypostases of Divine 

love. Each third I can be first in the second trinity and second in the third, so that this 

chain of love, beginning with the Absolute Trinity (which by its force holds everything 

together as a magnet holds together a pattern of iron filings), extends further and further. 

Love, according to St. Augustine, is “a kind of life that couples or strives to couple (vita 

quaedam copulans vel copulare appetens)”.145 A similar idea is expressed by John Scotus 

Erigena: “Love is a connection or bond through which all things are coupled in ineffable 

friendship and unbreakable unity (Amor est connexio aut vinculum quo omnium rerum 

universitas ineffabili amicitia insolubilique unitate copulatur).”146 This in fact is the 

breath of the Holy Spirit, which comforts with the joy of contemplation, is omnipresent, 

and fills everything with a treasure of goodness, gives life, and, by its indwelling, 

cleanses the world of all foulness. But the Holy Spirit’s life-creating activity becomes 

clear to the understanding only in the higher insight of spirituality. 

Such is the schema of the self-grounding of persons. But how does love, this 

centrifugal force of being that emanates from one who knows the Truth, concretely reveal 

itself? Without going into detail, let me just cite the generally known passage (l Cor. 

13:4-7) from St. Paul’s “Hymn of Love”, which says everything: 
 

Love suffereth long: 
Love is kind. 
Love envieth not. 
Vaunteth not itself, 

																																																								
145 St Augustine, De Trinitate, VIII, 10. 
146 John Scotus Erigena, De divisione naturae I, 74 (PL, T. 122, col. 519B). Here yet another definition of 
love is given: “Amor est naturalis motus omnium rerun, quae in motu sunt, finis quietaque statio, ultra 
quam nullus creaturae progreditur motus.” 
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Is not puffed up. 
Doth not behave itself unseemly. 
Seeketh not her own. 
Is not easily provoked, 
Thinketh no evil, 
Rejoiceth not in iniquity, 
But rejoiceth in the truth. 
Beareth all things, 
Believeth all things, 
Hopeth all things, 
Endureth all things. 

Having spiritual life in different metaphysical aspects (knowledge, love, and 

delight) according to its specific place in the trinity, each of the hypostases of the trinity 

is also distinguished by its special type of spiritual life, by its particular organization and 

the distinctive character of its path to God. This imparts a special nuance to the 

knowledge, love, and joy of the hypostases. Thus, the love of the first hypostasis is fiery 

and jealous; the love of the second is meek and sacrificial; the love of the third is 

enthusiastic and trembling. 

Neither intuition nor discursive thinking gives knowledge of the Truth. This 

knowledge arises in the soul from the Tri-hypostatic revelation, from the grace-giving 

visitation of the soul by the Holy Spirit. This visitation begins in a volitional act of faith, 

which is absolutely impossible for human selfhood and is accomplished through 

“attraction” by the Father who is in heaven. But he who has accomplished the act of faith 

does not know through whose power it has been accomplished. Only by believing in the 

Son and acquiring in Him the promise of the Holy Spirit does the believer find out that 

there is a Father (see Luke 10:22). Only in the Son of God does he recognize the Father 

as the Father, thereby himself becoming a son. Through the Son he acquires the Holy 

Spirit, and then in the Comforter he contemplates the ineffable beauty of God’s essence 

and rejoices ineffably when he sees in his heart the “spiritual light”, the “light of Tabor”. 

And he himself becomes spiritual and beautiful. Thus, the troparion of St. Sergius of 

Radonezh tells us: 
 

The Holy Spirit has entered you; 
by the Spirit’s action you are adorned with light. 
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The Holy Spirit is directly called the Source and Cause of the radiant beauty of St. 

Sergius. “Spiritual light”, sometimes combined with spiritual “warmth” and “fragrance”, 

is in fact the reasonable intuition we have been seeking, the intuition that includes the 

series of its own groundings. It is perfect beauty as the synthesis of absolute concrete 

givenness and absolute reasonable justifiedness. Spiritual light is the light of the Tri-

hypostatic Divinity Itself, the Divine essence, which is not only given, but also self-

given. Spiritual light is the “light of reason”, the light that started to shine for the world at 

the Birth of our Lord Jesus Christ, as is sung in the Christmas troparion: 
 

Thy birth, O Christ our God, 
has shed upon the world the light of reason ... 

Spiritual light is the “Light of Christ” that “illumines everyone”. Spiritual light is 

the “mental light” that makes “the soul vigilant before Thee”, God, as the Holy Church 

tells us. It is the light of God’s love, about which we pray: 
 

With love illumine me, I pray, 
that I may see Thee, Word of God.147 

Spiritual light is the light whose seeing constitutes the contemplation of God and 

therefore our salvation, the salvation of us who cannot be without God. Does not the 

Orthodox believer pray: “Save me with Thy illumination”?148 

																																																								
147 Sunday canon of the 6th tone, 5th hiermos. Let us remark in passing that this veneration of light, 
expressed so clearly in the hymn “O Gladsome Light”, has a very ancient origin. St. Basil the Great 
mentions precisely this hymn in the year 375: “Our fathers did not find it appropriate to receive the grace of 
the evening light in silence, but thought to express their gratitude immediately upon its arrival. And we 
cannot say what is the origin of these ancient words” (St. Basil the Great, On the Holy Spirit, to St. 
Amphilochius, bishop of Iconia, 29, 73; PG, Vol. 32, col. 205 A). 
 Who has not experienced, even today, the calming grace of the “evening light”, the 
incomprehensible meekness and otherworldliness of the rays of the setting sun? This feeling, known to 
everyone, is one of Dostoevsky’s recurrent musical themes, and it always appears in the image of the rays 
of the setting sun. Thus Zosima’s words on the eve of his death resonate with an unearthly music: “I bless 
the rising of the sun every day, and my heart sings to it as before, but now I love its setting even more, its 
long oblique rays, and, with them, quiet, meek, tender remembrances, dear images from my long and 
blessed life.” Long oblique rays of the setting sun—that is the symbol of quiet dying, the going over to the 
other world. In Alyosha’s case, a picture from early childhood was engraved in his memory. Remembering 
it he seemed to see how the incense was rising, how, above, through the cupolas, rays of light were 
streaming into the Church of God, and how, rising up to them in waves, the incense was melting. This ray 
of the setting sun is the symbol of our connection with another world. 
148 “I cast my heart’s glance heavenward, toward Thee, O Savior: save me with Thy radiance” (Matins, 1st 
antiphon of the 2nd tone). The term “illumination” (ellampsis), as well as terms similar to it, points without 
doubt to the uncreated Light of Tabor—the energy of the Triune Divinity. Directly or indirectly, this term is 
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And after having seen the light, does he not find peace? “For I am not alone, I am 

with Thee, my Christ, the light of three suns illuminating the world.”149 

And at matins does the Orthodox believer not offer praise to the “Father of lights” 

(James 1:17)150 “who has shown us the light'”? 

And as he prepares to dismiss the assembly, does the priest not unceasingly 

pronounce the comforting prayer: “Christ, the true light, who lights and sanctifies every 

man who comes into the world, let the light of Thy face be a sign upon us that we may 

see the unapproachable light”? 

Finally, let us mention the ancient hymn: “O gladsome light of the holy glory of 

the immortal Father, heavenly, holy, blessed, O Jesus Christ. Having come to the setting 

of the sun, having seen the evening light, we sing the Father and the Son and the Holy 

Spirit, God. Thou, the Son of God, giver of life, art worthy at all times of being sung by 

the voices of the saints. Thus the world praises Thee.” 

This hymn clearly expresses the connection between all the ideas we have been 

examining. The Lord Jesus is the meek, tranquil light from the holy glory of the 

immortal, hence holy, and therefore blessed Heavenly Father. But He, this tranquil sun to 

the world, rose over the earth and then set. It is as if once again He is not with us. We saw 

the light of this setting Sun, and in the light of this Light we saw the light of the eternal 

and consubstantial Trinity. For this reason we now sing the praises of the Trinity, of the 

Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, of God; and the Son of God, who gives life to the 

world by the tri-solar illumination of creation, is glorified by the world in hymns of 

thanksgiving. 

These passages concerning the light of Tabor are taken almost at random, from a 

numberless multitude of examples. The idea of a light that is full of grace is one of the 

fundamental ideas of the whole Liturgy, for the Liturgy was formed by spirit-bearing 

people, people who had experience of a knowledge that is full of grace, full of spiritual 

light.  

																																																																																																																																																																					
associated with the doctrine concerning this subject that is most clearly and consistently expressed by the 
Hesychasts of Mt. Athos. The highly significant and instructive debates about the Light of Tabor have 
clarified the foundations of Orthodox epistemology and very significant aspects of Orthodox ontology.  
149 St. Symeon the New Theologian, Seventh Prayer for Holy Communion.  
150 With reference to the hard-to-explain expression “ho patēr ton phōton” (James 1:17), many exegetes 
think that God is here understood as “the source of spiritual light”. 
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Even in sense perception, light is the beautiful in itself, the intuitively beautiful. 

Everything else—sound, smell, warmth, etc.—is beautiful through rhythmical division. It 

is beautiful not in the proper, intuitive sense, but in the sense of a certain intellectual 

satisfaction. Let us remark that we scarcely remember a tone in itself, in its absolute 

pitch, and that we do not even reproduce a smell or a taste in our imagination. The 

relative pitch of tones, i.e., a certain unconsciously apprehended rational content, is what 

constitutes the object of musical pleasure. According to Leibniz’s mot, the soul, in 

listening to music, “unconsciously practices arithmetic”,151 i.e., it practices that activity 

which has always been considered the pattern and type of rationality. 

Light, however, is beautiful apart from all divisions, apart from form. It is 

beautiful in itself, and it makes all that is visible beautiful. “There is no object so 

repulsive that intense light would not make it beautiful,” says one almost contemporary 

writer. “The stimulus it gives to the feelings and its possession of a kind of infinity, like 

space and time, impart to all matter a merry appearance.”152 Beauty, as a certain 

manifestation or disclosure of that which becomes objective, is essentially connected with 

light, for everything that is manifested is precisely light. Or as the Apostle witnesses: “All 

things that are reproved are made manifest by the light” (Eph. 5:13). And through this, all 

things dissolve in the light that makes them manifest and are themselves transformed into 

light: “Whatsoever doth make manifest is light” (Eph. 5:13). Thus, if beauty is precisely 

manifestation and manifestation is precisely light, then, I repeat, beauty is light and light 

is beauty. Absolute light is the absolutely beautiful. It is Love itself in its perfection, and 

this Love makes every person spiritually beautiful. Crowning the love of the Father and 

the Son, the Holy Spirit is both the object and the organ of perception of the beautiful. 

That is why the holy fathers called asceticism, as the activity directed at the 

contemplation of the ineffable light by means of the Holy Spirit, not a science and not 

even a moral work, but an art, and not just an art, but art par excellence, the “art of 

																																																								
151 “The beauty of music consists in the relation of numbers and the counting of impacts and vibrations of 
sounding bodies, repeated after certain intervals—a counting that we do not notice but that our soul 
constantly carries out” (Leibniz, Principles of Nature and Grace Based on Reason, 17). 
152 Emerson, “Beauty” (Works, Vol. 1, p. 24). We find the same thing in other theoreticians of aesthetics. 
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arts”. 153  Theoretical knowledge, philosophy, is love of wisdom, whereas the 

contemplative knowledge given by asceticism is philokalia, love of beauty.  

Collections of ascetical writings, long known as “philokalias”, are in no wise 

“philokalic” in the modern sense of the word, i.e., characterized by a love of what is only 

ethically or morally good. Kalia (Russ. dobrota) is to be taken here in its ancient sense, 

which signifies not moral perfection but beauty:154 thus philokalia means love of beauty. 

In fact, asceticism produces not a good or kind man but a beautiful one, and the 

distinguishing feature of the saintly ascetics is not their kindness, which even people of 

the flesh, and very sinful ones, can possess, but spiritual beauty, the blinding beauty of a 

radiant, light-bearing person, a beauty wholly inaccessible to the man of flesh. “There is 

nothing more beautiful than Christ, the only sinless one.”155 But there is no need to talk 

about asceticism, for entire books have been written to describe the ascetical path to the 

eternal Truth, the unique path. In asceticism, as in mathematics, there are no royal roads, 

for only the purified heart can receive the ineffable light of Divinity and become 

beautiful.  

Macarius the Great says:   
 

When man broke the commandment, the devil covered his whole soul with 
a dark curtain. Grace comes and removes the cover, so that the soul, 
having become pure and having apprehended its proper nature, its 
irreproachable and pure creation, always remains pure and with pure eyes 
contemplates the glory of the Holy Light and True Sun of Truth shining in 
the heart itself.156 

 

And again: 

 

																																																								
153 This is not a metaphor, for if all art is the transformation of some material, the imprinting upon it of a 
new image of a higher order, what does ascetic discipline consist in if not the transformation of man’s 
whole being? Ideas of this sort, contained in the so-called classical works on asceticism collected in the 
Philokalia, are clearly and insistently conveyed in recent ascetical works. 
154 Dobróta corresponds to the Greek tō kalon, but neither word should be understood in the sense of 
something merely pleasing to the senses: the Greeks did not have this modern notion of material, hedonistic 
beauty; the ancient term tō kalon includes, besides the usual modern sense of the beautiful, also the sense of 
the refined, the respected, the elevated. 
155 St. Ignatius of Antioch, Epistle to the Magnesians, 7, 1. 
156 Macarius the Great, Conversation 17, 3 (PG, Vol. 34, col. 6, 25). 
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Just as the visible eye, being pure, always sees the sun, so the mind, 
having become perfectly pure, always sees the glory of Christ the Light 
and abides with the Lord day and night, in the same way that the body of 
the Lord, having become one with Divinity, always abides together with 
the Holy Spirit. But people do not attain this measure all at once. They 
attain it rather by labors, sorrow, and great ascetical works.157 

 

Self-purification, or self-correction, is required in order to concentrate the entire 

being in the heart, in order to fortify the heart inwardly by all the powers of the spirit: 

mind, will, and feeling. “Concentration of the mind in the heart is attention; concentration 

of the will is vigilance; concentration of feeling is sobriety.”158 The purified person 

comes to possess the light of Divine knowledge. A great and ineffable light shines upon 

those who come into contact with such an ascetic, in whom the boundaries of the 

stubbornly self-sufficient I are eroded and destroyed and through whom an unearthly 

power pours into the souls of those around him. God’s love, illuminating the righteous 

person, radiating from this person, can—by God’s ineffable mercy, by the prayers of the 

Mother of God—sometimes be perceived even by people who are not themselves 

following a spiritual path. 

It was this way even in the Old Testament: “And it came to pass, when Moses 

came down from mount Sinai with the two tables of testimony in Moses’ hand, when he 

came down from the mount, that Moses wist not that the skin of his face shone while he 

[God] talked with him. And when Aaron and all the children of Israel saw Moses, behold, 

the skin of his face shone; and they were afraid to come nigh him…. And till Moses had 

done speaking with them, he put a vail on his face. But when Moses went in before the 

Lord to speak with him, he took the vail off, until he came out…. And the children of 

Israel saw the face of Moses, that the skin of Moses’ face shone: and Moses put the vail 

upon his face again, until he went in to speak with him” (Ex. 34:29-35). 

But what was almost the sole exception in the Old Testament, allowed by God for 

the sake of a personal “friend of God”, became virtually a rule in the New Testament and 

among the fathers. One can cite innumerable stories of light radiating from the ascetic 

saints. Here are several examples: 

																																																								
157 Ibid. 17, 4. 
158 Bishop Theophan the Recluse. 



 263 

“There was an abba, of the name Pambo, about whom it is told that he prayed to 

God for three years and said: ‘Give me glory upon earth.’ But God glorified him in such a 

way that none could look at his face, because of the light that shone from his face.” 

“They said of Abba Pambo, that just as Moses had taken on the image of the glory 

of Adam, when his face shone with the glory of the Lord (Ex. 34:29), in the same way the 

face of Abba Pambo shone like lightning, and he was like an emperor seated on a throne. 

The same effect was to be seen in Abba Silvanos and Abba Sisoes.” 

“The following was related about Abba Sisoes. Before his death, when the fathers 

sat beside him, his face shone like the sun. And he told the fathers: ‘Abba Anthony has 

come.’ A little later he said: ‘The assembly of the Prophets has come.’ And his face 

shone even more brightly. Then he said: ‘Now I see the assembly of the Apostles.’ The 

light from his face became twice as bright, and he was speaking to someone. Then the 

elders began to ask him: ‘With whom are you conversing, father?’ He answered: ‘Angels 

have come to take me, but I am asking that they leave me for a while to let me repent.’ 

The fathers told him: ‘You, father, have no need of repentance.’ He answered them: ‘No, 

I am sure that I have not yet begun to repent.’ But all knew that he was perfect. Suddenly 

his face again shone as brightly as the sun. All were terrified, but he told them: ‘Look, 

here is the Lord. He says: Bring to me the chosen vessel of the desert.’ And at once he 

surrendered his spirit, and was radiant like lightning. The whole temple was filled with 

fragrance.” 

“One of the fathers related that someone met Abba Silvanos, and, seeing that his 

face and body shone as bright as an Angel’s, he fell on his face. He said, moreover, that 

certain other fathers had this same gift.” 

“One brother, having come to the monastery, to the cell of Abba Arsenius, looked 

into the room through the door and saw that the father appeared to be on fire. This brother 

was worthy of the vision. When he knocked, the father went out, and seeing that the 

brother was terrified, he asked him: ‘Were you knocking for a long time? Did you see 

anything here?’ The brother told him: ‘No.’ After conversing, the father released him.” 

From examples that are nearly contemporary, I shall take just one, an excerpt 

from N. A. Motovilov’s tale of his visit to St. Seraphim of Sarov at the beginning of the 
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winter of 1831.159 Here we see how spiritual intuition becomes incarnate in all the 

spheres of the concretely given. St. Seraphim was explaining to Motovilov that the whole 

goal of Christian activity lies in the acquisition of the Holy Spirit. Motovilov did not 

understand how one can be certain of being in the Holy Spirit. It is here that we pick up 

this eyewitness account: 
 

Then Father Seraphim took me very firmly by the shoulders and said: “We 
are now both in God’s Spirit! Why don’t you look at me?” 

I answered: “I can’t, father, because lightning is streaming from 
your eyes. Your face has become brighter than the sun, and my eyes are 
splitting with pain.” 

																																																								
159	The light shining from St. Seraphim (1759-1832) is perhaps the most powerful light that has ever shone 
in Russia. He was born Prokhor, of the Moshnin merchant family in the town of Kursk. His parents were 
known as pious church-builders. Prokhor found his calling early, and at the age of nineteen he became a 
novice at the hermitage of Sarov. A year later he was afflicted by a grave illness that forced him to remain 
in bed for three years. At the end of 1782 or the beginning of 1783 his health improved rapidly, and he was 
mysteriously and completely cured. Just before his death, Seraphim revealed how he was cured. The 
Mother of God had appeared and said about him: “This one is of our kind.” She then touched his head with 
her hand and his sides with a staff She was carrying, and this cured him. 

In 1786 Prokhor was consecrated as a monk and given the name Seraphim (the fiery, flaming, or 
warming one). Several years of ardent prayer and extreme devotion to the Church followed, accompanied 
by numerous visions. He saw angels participating in the Liturgy and singing in church. Finally, he saw 
Christ Himself, who appeared to him in the image of the Son of Man, entering the church with heavenly 
power and blessing those praying and serving. In 1793 Seraphim was consecrated as a hieromonk. Soon 
afterward he went to live in the “desert” (actually a forest) at Sarov, and became a recluse. V. I. Il’in 
comments: “It was as if the ancient evergreen woods surrounding the hermitage ... were calling him to 
immerse himself totally in the contemplation of God, to gather all his inward forces toward the undivided 
service of God, toward continuous daytime and nocturnal prayer to God. But to sacrifice oneself to God is 
inevitably to sacrifice oneself to people. Having successively passed through the stages of life in the desert, 
innocent suffering, a thousand days of solitary prayer on a rock, hesychastic silence, and the life of a 
recluse, he returned to serve people, armed with an abundance of spiritual experience, saintliness, and 
prophetic intelligence. He returned for starchestvo [eldership], which was the culmination of his path in the 
world” (V. I. Il’in, St. Seraphim of Sarov, 3d edition [New York, 1971]. pp. 30-31). 

Seraphim returned to the world of people in 1825 and entered the path of starchestvo, which he 
continued to follow until his death in 1832. Having gained power in his solitude over the spiritual world, he 
also gained power over the material world. In addition to guiding and comforting people, he performed 
many miraculous cures and made many extraordinary prophecies. Il’in writes: “Having acquired the 
immeasurable gift of the Holy Spirit, St. Seraphim is especially mysterious. He is ‘already halfway not a 
monk,’ as Florensky remarks; more than that, he is almost not a man. His caress, besides delight, brings 
fear and trembling (mysterium tremendum). Few people take note of that unutterable separation from ‘the 
world lying in evil’ into which the Lord caught him up” (ibid., p. 183). “To come to know and to learn how 
to venerate St. Seraphim is to know and to learn how to venerate Orthodoxy, which focuses its strongest 
beams in him. In the image of Seraphim we come to understand the meaning and beauty of the New Israel, 
the Eternal Israel, in which the Lord showed us His eternally eschatological, eternally ‘future’, eternally 
‘New Nature’” (ibid., p. 184). “The dark fire, the black flame, of Gehenna, prepared for those who 
blaspheme against and reject love, is overcome and defeated by the white, luminous heat of the Spirit. 
Eternal bliss is attained on the narrow path of ‘greatest resistance’. That was Saint Seraphim’s path. He 
died fully in Christ, and that was why his paschal joy was so great” (ibid., p. 185). 
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Father Seraphim said: “Don’t be afraid. You too have now become 
as bright as I. You too are now in the fullness of God’s Spirit. Otherwise 
you could not see me as I am.” 

And inclining his head toward me, he spoke softly into my ear: 
“Be thankful to the Lord God for His ineffable mercy to you. You saw that 
I didn’t even cross myself, but only prayed to myself inwardly in my heart 
to the Lord God and said inwardly to myself: ‘Lord! Make him worthy to 
see clearly and with bodily eyes that descent of Your Spirit with which 
You favor Your servants when You condescend to appear to them in the 
wonderful radiance of your glory.’ And here the Lord fulfilled at once the 
request of the humble Seraphim. How can we not thank Him for this 
ineffable gift that He has granted us both? God does not always manifest 
his mercy in this way even to the great fathers of the desert. The grace of 
God, like a mother full of loving kindness toward her children, has 
deigned to comfort your afflicted heart, at the intercession of the Mother 
of God herself. Why then, my friend, do you not look me straight in the 
face? Look freely and don’t be afraid. The Lord is with us.” 

Encouraged by these words, I looked at his face and was seized by 
an even greater fear and trembling. Imagine in the middle of the sun, 
dazzling in the brilliance of its noontide rays, the face of the man who is 
speaking to you. You can see the movements of his lips, the changing 
expression of his eyes. You can hear his voice; you can feel his hands 
holding you by the shoulders. But you can see neither those hands nor his 
body nor yourself. You can see nothing except a blinding light, which 
shines around, lighting up with its brilliance the snow-covered meadow 
and the snowflakes, which continued to fall unceasingly on me and the 
great elder. Is it possible to imagine the state I was in? 

“What do you feel now?” Father Seraphim asked me. 
“I feel extraordinarily good,” I said. 

 “But how good? In what way?” 
 I answered: “I feel such serenity and peace in my soul that I can 
find no words to express it.” 

“This,” Father Seraphim said, “is the peace our Lord spoke of 
when He said to His disciples: ‘I give my peace to you not as the world 
gives. If you were of the world, the world would love you; but since you 
are chosen by me from the world, the world will hate you for this. But be 
of good cheer, I have overcome the world’ (cf. John 16:33). It is to these 
people who are hated by this world and chosen by the Lord that the Lord 
gives that peace which you now feel in yourself. What else do you feel?” 

“An extraordinary sweetness!” I answered. 
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And he continued: “That is the sweetness about which the Holy 
Scripture speaks: ‘They shall be filled with the richness of Thy house, and 
Thou shalt let them drink of the torrent of Thy sweetness.’ Now this 
sweetness overfills our hearts and courses through all our veins with 
ineffable joy. This sweetness causes our hearts to melt, and we are both 
filled with bliss that cannot be expressed by any language. What else do 
you feel?” 

“An extraordinary joy in all my heart.” 
And Father Seraphim continued: “When the Holy Spirit descends 

on a person and envelops him with the fullness of His presence, the soul 
overflows with ineffable joy, for the Spirit of God fills everything He 
touches with joy. This is the same joy about which the Lord speaks in His 
Gospel: ‘A woman when she is in travail hath sorrow, because her hour is 
come: but as soon as she is delivered of the child, she remembereth no 
more the anguish for joy that a man is born into the world. And ye now 
therefore have sorrow: but I will see you again, and your heart shall 
rejoice, and your joy no man taketh from you’ (John 16:21-22). But 
however comforting this joy may be which you now feel in your heart, it 
is insignificant compared with that joy about which the Lord Himself 
spoke with the lips of his Apostle: that joy that ‘eye hath not seen, nor ear 
heard, neither have entered into the heart of man, the things which God 
hath prepared for them that love him’ (1 Cor. 2:9). What else do you 
feel?” 

I answered: “An extraordinary warmth.” 
“How is it that you feel any warmth? We are sitting in the woods. 

It is now winter, and there is snow beneath our feet. We are covered by 
more than an inch of snow, and flakes are falling on us. What warmth can 
there be here?” 

I answered: “The kind one feels in a bathhouse when the steam 
rises in a column.” 

“And the smell?” he asked. “Is it the kind you find in a 
bathhouse?” 

“No,” I answered. “There is nothing on earth like this fragrance. 
When my mother was still alive, I liked to dance and used to go to balls 
and dancing soirees; my mother would spray me with her perfume, which 
she would buy in the finest stores of Kazan, but even that perfume was not 
this fragrant.” 

And Father Seraphim, smiling pleasantly, said: “I myself, my 
friend, know this just as well as you, but I ask you on purpose whether you 
feel this way. It’s absolutely true. No earthly fragrance can compare with 
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the fragrance we smell now, for we are surrounded by the fragrance of 
God’s Holy Spirit. What of earth can be comparable to Him? Notice, you 
told me that we are surrounded by warmth as in a bathhouse, but neither 
on you nor on me nor beneath our feet does the snow melt. This must 
mean that this warmth is not in the air but in ourselves. It is that same 
warmth about which the Holy Spirit compels us to cry out to the Lord with 
the words of the prayer: ‘Warm me with the warmth of Thy Holy Spirit.’ 
Warmed by this warmth, desert hermits do not fear the winter frost, for 
they are clothed, as if in warm furs, in garments of grace, woven of the 
Holy Spirit. That is the way it must be in reality, for the grace of God must 
abide within us, in our heart, for the Lord said: ‘The kingdom of God is 
within you’ (Luke 17:21). By the kingdom of God the Lord meant the 
grace of the Holy Spirit. This kingdom of God is now within us, but the 
grace of the Holy Spirit is illuminating and warming us from outside, 
filling with a diverse fragrance the air that surrounds us, giving delight to 
our feelings with a heavenly sweetness, filling our hearts with ineffable 
joy.”  

 
The testimony here presented, of recent times and written by a capable observer, 

is full of highly significant details and vivid features. In this respect it is immeasurably 

valuable and perhaps almost unique. But a numberless series of sayings and lives of the 

saints bears witness to the reality of the same light, so that one would have to be mad to 

deny the certainty of these appearances or of the light that is full of grace. These 

appearances are also confirmed by the fact that halos on icons—whether nimbuses, auras, 

or glories in their various forms—each of them representing precisely this light full of 

grace that emanates from bearers of the spirit, could neither arise nor take hold in 

iconography and other forms of representational art if they were only (as is frequently 

supposed) a convention, a conventional attribute of saintliness. Such a persistent and 

widespread phenomenon could hardly arise if it did not express some reality lying at its 

basis.  

But a question: have not non-Christian mystics, e.g., Neoplatonists, had the same 

vision of the light? For it is indisputable that they too saw some sort of light, that they too 

knew the bliss of their vision. Yes, they saw light and knew bliss. It is even possible that 

they saw the light of Divinity. I say “possible” because a vision of inner light can 

sometimes, on the contrary, be a tempting illusion, a spiritual error, i.e., a phenomenon of 
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purely subjective and psychophysiological significance. In fact such a vision is 

sometimes prompted by the participation of dark powers, which take the form of an angel 

of light. Even if that were not the case, however, the light about which the mystics of all 

lands and nations teach and which they interpret precisely as the heavenly light, the 

Divine Light, is merely an experience for them, not a reasonable, self-validating intuition. 

This light opened to them a new spiritual reality, but did not justify it, just as ordinary 

sensory experience, which blindly gives us the reality of the physical world, leaves this 

reality unproved, unjustified. The light of the mystics did not resolve epoche for them, 

and could not resolve it. Even seeing, they did not see. You ask why this was so. It was 

because they did not have the dogma of Trinity, but had mere phantoms of the doctrine of 

trinity. These phantoms did not have the salt of the actual dogma, i.e., the supra-logical 

overcoming of the law of identity. In order to apprehend the self-provenness of the 

spiritual light, it is necessary to know in advance the results of the analysis of this light. 

Then, before our spiritual eyes, Trinity is synthesized into Unity; we see homoousios 

actually given. A dogma which could not be proclaimed by anyone except God Himself 

because of its supra-logical character—which upon lips that are not the Lord’s lips would 

remain a mere collection of words—is alone able to direct the spiritual gaze in such a 

way as to resolve epoche. In themselves, no human powers can analyze the Infinite Unit, 

just as they cannot synthesize It. For Synthesized Infinity is absolutely indivisible into 

units. And only by having the dogma in our consciousness, only by means of an analysis 

communicated by God Himself, can we apprehend in the Divine light the realization of 

this dogma. 

That is why the light seen by Plotinus and other mystics, whatever its origin, is 

just as irrelevant and inconclusive for an absolute skeptic as is empirical light. This light 

only complicated the task of skepticism by indicating a new kind of blind intuition, which 

does not have its ground in itself. In order to see, a hypothesis was needed; but to state a 

hypothesis that explicitly contradicts the norms of rationality it was necessary to live in 

the depths of the Holy Trinity, to be the Son of God; and for this hypothesis to be 

believed by anyone at all, it was necessary to have an infinite authority, based on self-

renouncing love, on immaculate purity, on unfathomable beauty, and on infinite wisdom. 
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Outside of Christ, the hypothesis of Trinity was impossible. Absolute vision was 

therefore impossible outside of Christ. 

Father Serapion Mashkin gives roughly the same answer to the question of the 

light of the Neoplatonists. “A hypothesis,” he writes in another place, “is the ‘mind’s 

eye.’ It is the possibility of a phenomenon as well as its apperceiving ‘mass.’ He who has 

this ‘eye’ also perceives in experience the actuality of hypothetical possibility, acquires 

knowledge that approaches a state in which the necessity of being is known, a state that 

gives certitude.” 

If a dogma is the “mind’s eye”, the primary bearer of dogma is “mankind’s eye”, 

that eye by which mankind looks at the inaccessible light of ineffable Divine glory. Only 

now is the inner meaning of the name given by St. Gregory of Nazianzus to Athanasius 

the Great clarified. Having expressed and defined the dogma of the Trinity, Athanasius 

truly was “the Most Holy eye of the universe”.160 Through him the universe perceived the 

Truth. 

The thorny path of contemplative ascesis is crowned by the bliss of absolute 

knowledge. 

Glory to Thee, Who hast shown us the light! 

	 	

																																																								
160 St. Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 25; PG, Vol. 35, col. 1213 A). 
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M. METÁNOIA 
 
Repentance, to be sure, 
but of a species far 
less likely to oblige 
sheepish repetition. 
 
Repentance, you’ll observe, 
glibly bears the bent 
of thought revisited, 
and mind’s familiar stamp 
 
—a quaint, half-hearted 
doubleness that couples 
all compunction with a pledge 
of recurrent screw-up. 
 
The heart’s metánoia, 
on the other hand, turns 
without regret, turns not 
so much away, as toward, 
 
as if the slow pilgrim 
has been surprised to find 
that sin is not so bad 
as it is a waste of time. 
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13 

Why Monks? 

Alexander Golitzin 

Alexander Golitzin (b. 1948), a Patristics scholar and formerly professor of theology at Marquette 
University, is a monk of the Athonite brotherhood of Simonopetra and ruling bishop of the 
Bulgarian Diocese of the Orthodox Church in America. This essay is taken from his edited 
anthology The Living Witness of the Holy Mountain: Contemporary Voices from Mount Athos. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 

The Day of a Monk 

In his sixteenth catechetical discourse, Saint Symeon the New Theologian outlines a 

typical day for the monks in the monastery, Saint Mamas in Constantinople, of which 

he was the abbot. Although written a thousand years ago, his description is substantially 

identical with the day of a typical Athonite koinovion.  

The monk “must rise at midnight before the night office and recite the prescribed 

prayer.” Midnight here means just that, or even, if the monk’s canon (rule) of prayer is 

long, even well before. The “prescription” will have come from his spiritual father, usually 

the abbot. This may take an hour, four hours, or still more. The rule today, as perhaps it 

was for Saint Symeon (though he nowhere specifies it), is normally the Jesus prayer 

(“Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me”), interspersed with prostrations and reading from 

the psalms, other scriptures, or the fathers.   

“After so doing, he must rise with all to go to the service of praise, and with 

attention and vigilance go through the whole service.” The “service of praise” today 

includes the services of “Midnight Prayer” (mesonyktikon) and Matins (orthros). In a typical 

Athonite monastery these will last from two to three hours, beginning at around one or 

two in the morning and concluding at four or five. To keep awake, let alone stand “with 

attention and vigilance” as the saint requires here, demands a considerable effort. In some 

monasteries there is, or used to be, a monk especially assigned to go around the stalls of the 

brethren and nudge awake any who had dozed off. This writer recalls the abbot of Simonos 

Petras periodically making the circuit of stalls himself to see if all his chicks were present and 

at attention; we can also recall being nudged back into wakefulness by the same. “Once the 

morning office of praise is finished, do not … start talking to anyone … and so be 
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distracted…. Rather, pray in the solitude of your cell and when you have recited the 

appointed prayer with tears and great recollection, take on some physical labor and go off 

at once to perform it.”  

Saint Symeon’s monastery had a break between Matins and the daily Divine 

Liturgy. The latter is also the norm in many Athonite monasteries, for example, 

Dionysiou, but in some, such as Simonos Petras, the Liturgy will follow immediately 

on the conclusion of Matins and the First Hour (Prime). Symeon’s break is evidently for 

several hours, so we can assume that his Eucharist began around 9 a.m. and lasted, as today, 

about an hour or slightly more. The reader should note that the fast from food or drink 

continues even after work has begun. Then, during Liturgy: “Stand with trembling as 

though you were seeing the Son of God being offered in sacrifice for you. If you are worthy 

and have received the necessary absolution, approach with fear and joy to communicate in 

the ineffable blessing.”  

The saint here seems to assume some frequency in the reception of the Eucharist. 

Until recent times, this was not the case on Mount Athos. Rather, the sacrament would 

be approached on average about once a month, and then only after three days fasting. 

One of the striking features of the current renewal is the taking seriously of Saint 

Nicodemus’s preaching on “continual communion,” such that “the ‘medicine of 

immortality’ is assuming a centrality that it has not had for many generations.”161 

Following the Liturgy: “Go to the table with everybody, and do not separate yourself from 

your brethren…. Sit in total recollection and silence without talking to anyone at all, but 

pay attention to the reading and so be nourished in soul, no less than in body.”  

Because of the gap between Matins and Eucharist, Saint Symeon has the trapeza 

(refectory, meal) immediately following the service. In several houses on Athos, Simonos 

Petras among them, the main meal will come several hours after the Liturgy. In both 

cases, however, it will be taken at around 10 or 11 a.m. It is both lunch and the breaking 

of the fast, which, if the monk has a long canon of prayer, may have thus lasted for over 

twelve hours. Meals are taken in silence, no conversation, and one of the brethren will be 

assigned to read aloud to the company from a work such as a saint’s life or sermons. 

“After you have risen from the meal … run off to your cell in silence, shut your door and 

																																																								
161 Kallistos Ware, “Wolves and Monks: Life on the Holy Mountain Today”, Sobornost 5:2 (1983), 63. 
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pick up your book. When you have read it a short time … lie down on your mat and 

take a short nap … [then] take hold of your manual work and continue with it until the 

wood gives the signal for the singing of the office of lamp-lighting [Vespers].”  

Reading is encouraged in Saint Symeon’s as it is in most—though not all—of the 

monasteries today on Athos. A brief siesta is also frequent today, especially in view of 

the fact that many of the monks sleep relatively little during the night. The main period of 

work in the monastery then begins. The jobs are varied, from cook to librarian, stable 

hand to office work, and will normally take up around four to five hours. Certain jobs 

require more time, and the monks assigned to them will have the necessary permission to 

miss certain of the services. Vespers begins between 3 and 4 p.m., and, like the other 

services, is signaled by the rhythmic hammering of a long wooden board, the semantron, 

whose distinctive—not to say attention-getting—sound is one of the distinguishing marks 

of an Orthodox monastery. “When the service of lamp-lighting is over, if you have the 

strength to deprive yourself completely of eating and drinking … you will derive no little 

benefit…. If not, then content yourself with one dry biscuit and a cup of water.” 

The rule was a little more strict in Saint Symeon’s monastery than in most 

Athonite houses today. Normally in the latter, there will be a second full trapeza following 

Vespers on four days of the week (outside of Great Lent). On fasting days, which is to say 

Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, no formal meal is offered. There will, though, be a 

collation for the weaker brethren (among whom this writer was always to be numbered), 

and usually it will be something more substantial than the saint’s biscuit and cup of 

water—cold bean soup, for example, with some bread and olives. Nothing with oil, 

however, let alone cheese or eggs (forbidden on fasting days) will be offered. Meat is never 

served at any time. “After you have offered your evening prayers to God together with 

your brethren, make a reverence before the feet of your superior, as at the feet of Christ 

Himself. Receive his blessing, kiss the holy icons of the saints, and go in silence to your 

cell without saying a word to anyone.”  

Again, Saint Symeon’s is marginally more strict a rule than would be found in 

most monasteries today. The evening prayers, Compline or Apodeipnon (literally, “after 

supper”), is, as with Symeon, said together in the narthex of the monastery church. It can 

come, as above, immediately after the second meal or collation, or roughly an hour to an 
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hour and a half later—that is, around 6 p.m. or sundown. Unlike Saint Symeon, though, 

the period between supper and Compline or just after the latter, depending on the 

placement of the service, is the one time of day set aside for what Western monastics call 

“recreation”—that is, light conversation (which one hopes will be edifying), fellowship 

with the brethren or guests, or a stroll on the monastery grounds. With nightfall, however, 

the monks are to be in their cells and conversation is forbidden until after services the 

following day. “Once you have closed your door, pick up your book, and read about six 

pages with attention. Then stand for prayer…. Your singing of psalms and number of 

prostrations and the length of time that you stand must correspond to your ability and 

fortitude…. When you have finished your prayer, once again read a little, then watch 

through the night until the third hour [9 p.m.], then … sign your whole body with the 

Cross, and lie down on your mat … until midnight.”  

The saint prescribes an evening of prayer both before and after sleep. This may 

vary today. The night vigil may come either before a brief sleep prior to morning prayers, 

or else will follow rest and continue directly into the services. The latter, for 

example, is the pattern followed at Philotheou and at Simonos Petras. In all cases the 

time set aside for sleep is relatively little. Saint Symeon’s prescription, allowing about one 

to two hours for the midday nap, is four to five hours a day. This is not unusual today, 

though more rest may be allowed the weaker fathers. There are also monks for whom a 

great deal less sleep is the norm. The custom of sleeping on the ground, Saint Symeon’s 

“mat,” instead of on a mattress still applies today.  

The schedule given above is roughly normative, but different seasons of the 

church year bring changes. Lent in particular alters the day’s rhythm. Services are longer 

and fasting is severe. As well, there is the periodic vigil (agrypnia) celebrated in the 

monasteries on the occasion of feast days, perhaps around thirty-five to fifty times a year. 

On these occasions the monks will nap a little more in the afternoon, and then will spend 

the night in church for the services. The latter can be as long as twelve to fifteen hours, 

although usually they are shorter and allow for another rest of a couple of hours between 

the close of Matins and beginning of Divine Liturgy.  

In the scetes and hermitages and cells the daily rhythm will differ substantially. 

Where the monasteries derive their income from the land of Athos, chiefly via the 



 275 

exploitation of the Mountain’s forests and assisted by endowments and some properties 

on the Greek mainland, and can thus limit the monks’ work to the amount of labor 

required simply to keep the monastery running, the other monastic groups are obliged to 

feed themselves exclusively by their own efforts. This in turn requires more time, and it is 

thus quite rare to find the cycle of daily services, for example, observed in its entirety. 

While some six to eight hours a day may be dedicated to common worship in the 

koinovion (about six at Simonos Petras and eight or more at Dionysiou), the scetes and 

cells will often spend about half that time in chapel, or even less. The hermits will 

obviously go long periods without any formal liturgical observance. Clearly, this does 

not mean that prayer is necessarily neglected. The hermits’ whole twenty-four hour day is 

one long “cell-rule” or canon. Their poverty is normally extreme and their work, like that 

of the original Egyptian monks consisting of plaiting their palm leaf baskets and singing 

psalms the while, is chosen to be such a kind as to provide the minimum income necessary 

to sustain life while at the same time not interfering with the rhythms of the Jesus prayer. 

We find them thus weaving prayer ropes (komboskhini) to sell later, or else carving the 

wooden seals needed to stamp the loaves for the Eucharist. In the cells and scetes a regime 

close to that of the hermits may be in force, for example in the one-time houses of Joseph 

the Hesychast at New Scete or Father Charalampus at Bourazeri where the monks observed 

night-long vigils in their cells. More commonly, though, it is considerably ameliorated.  

Work, private prayer, and corporate worship are the three elements basic to 

monastic life in all circumstances, and an emphasis placed on any one of the three will 

necessarily affect the other two. Each community, whether a large coenobium or a cell 

of two or three, is obliged to strike the particular balance it deems best. The range of 

possibilities Athos offers is considerable, and it is up to the young man with a monastic 

vocation to search out and discover the place and elder to which he feels best suited—or, as 

the Greeks put it, “where his soul finds rest” (έκει πού άναπαύεται ή ψυχή του).  Such 

“shopping” is encouraged, and the postulant may try several places before settling on one or 

another. On occasion, he will be referred by one community or elder to another which the 

latter thinks more suited to his temperament and needs. Once settled, his novitiate never 

lasts less than one year, rarely more than three. He is then tonsured into the “great” or 
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“little habit.” The tonsure is believed to be permanent, a sacrament, and commitment to the 

community lifelong, although movement afterwards is not unknown. 

So Different a Life? 

Given the life described above, so poor in worldly pleasures of any kind, so rigorous in 

terms of ascetic demands, one might justly wonder why anyone would choose it. We shall 

turn to that “why” in the concluding section of this essay, and with it touch on the 

larger “why”—that is, why and how this way of life has played so central a role in the 

Church. For the moment, though, and by way of a conclusion to this account of 

Athonite life, let us consider the apparent disparities between the monks’ way of life and 

that of the society from which they come. We begin with: 

Diet. This is the one feature that most strikes the visitor from America or Western Europe. 

The labors of the monk at vigil in his cell escape the notice of a first-time observer. What 

he does notice, immediately, is an experience like the following: 

It was pre-dawn on a Sunday morning in January and the snow lay six 
inches deep on the ledges outside the refectory windows. I knew this 
last detail because the windows were wide open—the abbot did not like 
the smell of cooking fish and the fathers on duty had decided to air out 
the room some thirty minutes before the meal was due to be eaten. The 
air was certainly fresh, and only a few degrees above freezing. As the 
young monks were anxious not to miss receiving Holy Communion, 
they had opened the windows at the same time as they were setting out 
the portions. When I thus arrived at my place at the guests’ table and 
glanced down, shivering, at my meal, my gaze was challenged by the eye 
of an even colder fish glaring up at me from beneath a pool of deep green, 
gelid olive oil. We stared at each other for a time, locked in combat, the 
fish issuing its challenge, “Bet you can’t,” while hunger struggled with 
revulsion in me. It was a short war and the fish won. It lay unmarked 
while I blunted my appetite with some greens and cheese. The monks, 
on the other hand, suffered no such inhibitions.162 

The meal just described was a festal one. On other, fasting days, the fare is 

considerably poorer. This writer can recall seeing a group of German visitors staring 

gloomily at bowls of cold lentil soup (the recipe: pulse and water, boil and serve) only 

																																																								
162 A personal reminiscence, January 1977, at Simonos Petras. Be it noted that on other, similar occasions 
hunger proved a hardier combatant and eventually won out—though not without a struggle. 
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to receive a further shock from the guestmaster. Noting their dismay, the worthy father 

seemed momentarily troubled. Not for long. His expression brightened directly and he 

hurried out of the room, only to return moments later, beaming, and carrying a 

large blue, plastic pitcher of the sort that one waters plants with. “Shame on me,” he 

chuckled (in Greek), “to have forgotten that you’re traveling and entitled to a 

dispensation for oil.” So saying, and certain that he was bestowing ineffable delights on 

his charges, he proceeded to pour at least half a cup of thick cold, olive oil into each of 

their bowls. Fortunately, he seemed to have mistaken the dumb horror in their eyes for 

startled pleasure and had left the room again before they could give more forceful 

expression to their dismay. Not all reactions to Athonite dining are quite so depressed. 

John Covell smacks his lips over the “best monkish fare” set out for him on his visit in 

1677: “ excellent fish … oyl, salat, beanes, horte-chockes, beets … chees, onions, 

garlic.” Two hundred eighty years later, Sydney Loch, writing of a meal at Hilandar, 

gives a similar picture: “I sat down, the single guest, to a cabbage salad, stockfish, 

salted herring, slabs of white cheese, brown bread, fried potatoes, and a decanter of wine…. 

The traveler may occasionally strike a plate of cold, clammy beans as the guestmaster’s sole 

offering, and when this happens in two or three successive monasteries, as it may during a 

fast, he usually flees the Mountain and touches on his sufferings in his resulting books and 

lectures.” 

Quite so. Curzon provides a horrifying picture of a meal at Great Lavra in the 1830s, 

Riley laments similar experiences fifty years later, while Norwich and Sitwell in the 1960s 

take no chances and come to the Mountain amply provided with their own rations—

though they miss no occasion in noting unmemorable meals with the monks. The litany may 

be, as above, easily extended into the present.   

Yet, at their root, these complaints derive in fact more from cultural 

differences than from any particular severity on the monks’ part. By and large, and 

with the exception of notable ascetics, Athonite fare is substantially the same as that of 

ordinary Greeks. The latter have never, at least since classical times, been much for a rich 

and varied diet: “The Greek muleteer today can keep going for days on a loaf of bread 

and a few olives, and his ancestor of classical times was just as frugal. Barley-meal, 

olives, a little wine, fish as relish, meat only on high holidays—such was the normal 
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diet…. The usual Attic dinner consisted of two courses, the first a kind of porridge, and 

the second a kind of porridge. It was a sparse diet—though suitably … interrupted by 

drinking parties.”163 Substitute beans for porridge and you have the village diet of the 

modern Greek (at least of a few years ago—meat has since become far more frequent). 

Subtract meat entirely—and, naturally, the drinking parties—and you have the Athonite 

regime. Even the long morning fasts represent a feature of life in both ancient and 

contemporary Greece. “Breakfast” is not a native concept. One can find it on hotel menus, 

usually spelled out painfully in English or phonetic Greek, but nowhere else. The same 

applies, mutatis mutandis, to the other nationalities present on Athos, the Russians 

with their interminable kasha and hundred-year-old soup, the Bulgarians’ love of pickled 

peppers, and the Rumanians’ distressing predilection for something that resembles 

polenta. It is always basic, peasant food. Be it noted, too, that the monks’ diet during 

fasting seasons is the same as is expected of (though not always observed by) every 

Orthodox Christian. 

Prayer and Vigil. What of the other, less visible features of Athonite life, the few 

hours of sleep and hard labor in pursuit of God? Part of our modern objection to, or at 

least discomfort with, these efforts may stem simply from the fact that they are directed 

toward God. As Helen Waddell remarked some years ago in connection with the founders 

of monasticism:  

How many have died or been maimed in chemical or biological research … 
how many dead and still to die in the conquest of the air, or in that last 
exploration which gives this generation its nearest approach to religious 
ecstasy, the annihilation of speed in space? … It is not that these are not 
grieved for: but they are not grudged. No generous spirit will shirk the 
arduous, provided it be unknown. We do not grudge it that these should 
have left wife and children and lands for the flick of a needle on the 
speedometer, or “a still life of a pair of old shoes” [ref. to Gauguin and 
Van Gogh]. The only field of research in which a man may not make 
sacrifices, under pain of being called a fanatic, is God.164 

To be sure, there are elements in the labors we have described that seem peculiarly 

monastic, and thus “fanatical” according to the mindset Ms. Waddell describes. On closer 

																																																								
163 H. F. D. Kitto, The Greeks (Penguin, 1957), 33. 
164 Helen Waddell, The Desert Fathers (Ann Arbor, 1977), 19-20. 
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inspection, however, we find that there are fewer differences with generally Christian 

practice than might have been expected. The night watches, vigils, are nothing new to 

Christian tradition. Christ Himself calls for them expressly165 and Himself sets the 

example.166 The Didache, a Christian document from the early second century, seems to 

expect it,167 and it is explicitly recommended by Saint Hippolytus in the early third 

century: “At midnight arise, wash thy hands with water, and pray. And if thy wife is 

with thee, pray ye both together…. Be not slothful in prayer.” The custom is not 

confined, either, to Christian antiquity. It seems, judging from the recent Life of Saint 

Arsenius of Cappadocia, to have been relatively common in Greek Asia Minor in the 

opening years of this century, and it surely continues in places in the Orthodox world to 

the present day.  

Even the Greek—and generally eastern Mediterranean—secular world presents its 

analogue. Usually up at or before first light, the typical Greek (excluding bureaucrats) 

spends his day in frantic activity, ever alert and with an eye perpetually open for the main 

chance. The very word for “clever” or “bright” in modern Greek, exhypnos, means literally 

“awake.” He takes his nap at midday, as do the monks, and then duplicates the 

morning’s activity far into the night. He was no different in ancient times, nor, for that 

matter, in the Byzantine middle ages when Athos was beginning its rise—at least if Saint 

Symeon the New Theologian is any indication. Although our American expectations of 

leisure are commonly quite different, still something analogous might be found in our own 

“workaholism,” as well as in the expectations of many of our employers: the job is all, and 

the employee expected to sacrifice himself or herself to its demands. It is only—and we are 

back to Ms. Waddell— when such efforts are directed Godwards that eyebrows begin to go 

up. 

Family: a Genuine Break. If there is one area where the Athonite, and Orthodox 

monk in general, suffers a sharp disjunction with respect to his former life in “the world,” 

then that is in his cutting his ties with society and, especially, with family. The Greek, 
																																																								
165 Cf. Mark 13:33ff; Matt. 24:42ff; and Luke 22:36. 
166 E.g. Luke 6:12. Note too that Luke sets the Transfiguration at night during such a vigil, 9:28ff. Saint 
Symeon the New Theologian’s experiences of the divine light seem likewise to have usually occurred at 
night. See for example his Discourses 16 and 22. 
167 The Teaching of the Twelve Apostles, Commonly Called the Didache, paragraph 16; text in Early 
Christian Fathers, ed. Cyril C. Richardson (Philadelphia, 1970), 178. 
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ancient and modern, is a news addict. It is no accident that this writer has heard more than 

one abbot expatiate at length, and on more than one occasion, on the deadly perils for 

monastic life concealed in the ubiquitous Greek phrase, ti nea, “what’s new?”168 Even 

more than the delights of politics, the inescapable and unending subject of debate wherever 

there is more than one Greek present, it is family that is the great sacrifice. Tears and 

wailing, recriminations and threats from the sacrificed, as well as stern warnings from the 

other quarter to stand fast, are a staple of monastic literature from its beginnings, through 

the middle ages, to the present day. The knot of family connections, its power and centrality-

—one might even argue, its pathology—in Greek life is more dense than anywhere else in 

the Orthodox world. Serbs are tribal and Russians more prone to attach themselves to 

larger groupings. For the Greek, family is all: connections, networking, patronage—a 

sociology and psychology that go back at least to Byzantium. The words of an Athonite 

abbot to this writer, while generally true, carry a peculiar power and meaning in the 

Greek context: “We Christians are not meant to live alone. We are called to be part of a 

family. We thus have a choice: we can either make a new family [i.e., marry], or join an 

existing one [become monks].” To choose the first, although certainly worthy and blessed 

by Church and Tradition, is still to remain within the circles of blood and kinship, nor will 

it elicit cries of outrage from near and dear (unless, of course, it is marriage to the “wrong” 

person—Greek matches are still often arranged with all the diplomacy and bargaining 

of a state alliance). To choose the second, on the other hand, is really and truly a break with 

the “world,” a kind of death, and it is accompanied by the same sort of mourning as would 

be expected at a funeral. One’s kin will respond to it as to a desertion, an abandonment, a 

kind of familial apostasy. The Athonite, in particular the Greek Athonite, genuinely does 

depart here from the secular norm. He has, in embracing the family of monks, left the 

“world” and set out on the road to a different society.  

Now, at last, we may address the question of this difference, the “why” of its 

importance and its appeal. 

 

 

																																																								
168 The very theme in fact which dominated the first Chapter Meeting (synaxis) this writer ever attended at 
the monastery of Simonos Petras. 
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Why Monks? 

The Nature of Christianity and of the Church 

But we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews and folly to the 
Greeks, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 
and the Wisdom of God. 

   1 Cor. 1:23-24  
 
And we all, with unveiled faces, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed 
into His likeness from one degree of glory to another.  

2 Cor. 3:18  
 
This is what it means to find one’s own soul: to see God, and in His light to become 
higher than all creation.  

  Saint Symeon the New Theologian, Letter on 
Confession, 14 

 
Compared to the divine light, the light of the world—even the sun at noon—is only 
darkness. Strange thing: at that time there takes place a communion, a union of the 
Infinite and Uncreated with men who are created and limited.  
 

Elder Joseph the Hesychast, 

d.1958 

Each of these three sources, Saints Paul, Symeon the New Theologian, and Joseph the 

Hesychast, is writing at a millennium’s distance from the other. Yet each is also writing, 

so the Orthodox Church would maintain, of one and the same experience, one and the 

same encounter with the one Lord, Jesus Christ. Each would see this encounter as the 

heart of the Gospel, that everyone may have and know the crucified and risen Christ 

within his or her own heart: “He who loves Me will be loved by My Father, and I will 

love him and manifest Myself to Him…. We will come to him and make Our home in 

him,”169 and, “This is life everlasting, that they may know Thee, the only true God, and 

Jesus Christ, Whom Thou hast sent.”170 All three of our sources, and with them the Church, 

would also understand this as the key to the reading of Christ’s preaching 

concerning the Kingdom of God. According to the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 

																																																								
169 John 14:21, 23. 
170 John 17:3. 
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Luke, it is “at hand,”171 yet hidden, a “mustard seed,”172 a bit of leaven,173 a pearl,174 a 

treasure “concealed in a field,”175 and within us.176 To obtain it, however, means 

abandoning all else, whether “house or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children 

or lands for My sake and for the Gospel.”177 It means death, the cross: “If any man would 

come after Me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow Me. For whoever 

would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.”178 The 

cross, as Saint Paul indicates in our first quotation, is not merely the mode of the Lord 

Jesus’ own redemptive death, but the one and unique portal for all who would enter His 

Kingdom and share in His Resurrection. In all three of the Synoptic Gospels the story of 

our Lord’s Transfiguration, the Gospel event and continuing experience that lies behind 

the remarks of Saints Symeon and Joseph (and perhaps behind the second quotation from 

Saint Paul as well), is both prefaced and followed by a reminder of the cross.179  

The nature of Christianity and Christian life is thus paradox: life in death, light 

in darkness, joy in pain, resurrection through the cross. In saying this we are, of course, 

saying nothing new. Saint Paul’s epistles are full of it. For example: “We are afflicted in 

every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not 

forsaken … always carrying in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also 

be manifested in our bodies. For while we live we are always being given up to death for 

Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be manifested in our mortal flesh.”180  

The Church of Christ, too, is paradox. It is at once the community of those 

suffering for and with Christ, and the reality of His presence. It is never, either in the New 

Testament or in the Fathers, identified with buildings, institutions, or even with its own 

officers, that is, bishops and clergy. Rather, it is “one body in Christ,”181 His own body, 

through which the Christian has “died to the law” so that he or she “may belong to 

																																																								
171 Mark 1:14-15 and Matt. 4:17. 
172 Mark 4:30-32; Matt. 13:31-32; and Luke 13:18-19. 
173 Matt. 13:33 and Luke 13:20-21. 
174 Matt. 19:45-46. 
175 Matt. 19:44. 
176 Luke 17:21. 
177 Mark 10:29. 
178 Mark 8:34-35; Matt. 16:24-25; and Luke 9:23-24. 
179 E.g. Mark 8:34-35, then 9:2-8 followed immediately by 9:9-12. 
180 2 Cor. 4:8-11. 
181 Rom. 12:5. 
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another, to Him Who has been raised from the dead,”182 and in whom “all the fullness of 

God was pleased to dwell.”183 The Church—let us recall the passage we quoted at the 

beginning of this essay—is the mountain of God, “Zion … the city of the living God, the 

heavenly Jerusalem,”184 and the new creation, the world which has been remade in Christ 

and “has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the Glory of God is its light, and it’s 

lamp is the Lamb.”185 This new and different life and society, the company of the saints and 

of “innumerable angels in festal gathering,”186 belongs clearly to the eschaton, the end of 

the world we know, and at present is “hid with Christ in God.”187 It is hidden, but still 

present and discernable for those who would seek it before anything else, since, in Christ, all 

has already been accomplished “once and for all.”  

The Martyrs. Hidden yet present, at work unseen yet now and then glimpsed and 

known, this is the life and polity, the society, which the monk seeks to join and embody in 

his own life and community. Not that monasticism comprises some kind of “para-

church,” elite and different in kind from the mass of Christian believers. Not at all. As we 

have just seen, this sense of the Church and its meaning was alive in Christianity from its 

origins. The martyrs provide a steady “witness”—the root meaning of the word 

“martyr”—to its continuance in the early Christian centuries. Saint Stephen sees Christ in 

glory while being stoned to death.188 Saint Ignatius of Antioch (d. ca. 115), on the road to 

his death in the Coliseum, writes to the Roman church in terms which underline the 

paradox: “I write to you in the midst of life, yet lusting after death. My lust hath been 

crucified, and there is not fire of material longing in me, but only water living and speaking 

in me, saying within me, Come to the Father…. I desire the bread of God, which is the 

flesh of Christ … and for a draught, I desire His blood, which is love incorruptible.”189 He 

asks that they make no intercession for him before the authorities, but instead: “Grant me 

nothing more than that I be poured out a libation to God, while there is still an altar 

																																																								
182 Rom. 7:4. 
183 Col. 1:19. 
184 Heb. 12:22. 
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ready,”190 and adds: “Suffer me to receive the pure light…. Permit me to be an imitator of 

the passion of my God.”191  

In the classical account of Christian martyrdom, the one that would be virtually the 

model for all accounts that would follow, Saint Polycarp of Smyrna (d. ca. 150) recalls 

the eucharistic imagery of Ignatius, whom he knew, in seeing his death at the stake as 

the fulfillment of his life as a believer for “eighty and six years,” and as participation in the 

Lord’s life and triumph: “I bless Thee for that Thou hast granted me this day and hour, 

that I might receive a portion amongst the number of martyrs in the cup of [Thy] Christ 

unto the resurrection of eternal life, both of soul and body, in the incorruptibility of the 

Holy Spirit. May I be received among these in Thy presence this day as a rich and 

acceptable sacrifice.”192 The martyr was the unquestioned hero of the early Church, the 

Christian par excellence, and the model held up for all to imitate. Eusebius reports, for 

example, that the young Origen was so anxious to follow his father Leonidas’s 

example in dying for Christ that his mother “hid all his clothing and compelled him to 

stay at home.”  

Where martyrdom was not an imminent possibility, the Church cultivated ascetics. 

I Tim. 5:3 and following makes special reference to the “enrolling” of older women in what 

appears to have been a special order, the “widows,” in the young church and whose 

particular duty it was to “continue in supplications and prayers night and day” (verse 5). 

In the late third century, Saint Methodius of Olympus dedicates a special treatise to the 

“virgins” in his community, and, at about the same time, Saint Antony places his sister in 

the keeping of a “house of virgins” before setting out on his calling to the ascetic life.  

The Christian empire. The world changed in A.D. 323 with the conversion of the 

Emperor Constantine and his victory over Licinius. The Church was no longer 

persecuted, and the sharp paradox of its life in the world was in danger of becoming 

muted, if not of vanishing entirely. The same Eusebius, an eyewitness of these events, 

thought them absolutely wonderful: “Men had now lost all fear of their former oppressors; 

day after day they kept dazzling festival; light was everywhere, and men who once dared 
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not look up greeted each other with smiling faces and shining eyes. They danced and sang 

in the city and country alike…. Old troubles were forgotten, and all irreligion passed into 

oblivion.” If this sounds a little like kingdom come, it is not accidental, and therein lay the 

problem. Every victory in the world carries with it a certain ambiguity, whether it be 

something so recent as the war in the Persian gulf, the dissolution of Bolshevik tyranny, or, 

as here in the past, the triumph of Christianity over pagan Rome. Churches, many and 

splendid to be sure, were built by the newly Christian emperor. Who can deny the glories 

and Christian truth of Byzantine Church art and architecture that were to follow? The same 

goes for the Ecumenical Councils, the great missionary enterprises of empire and papacy in 

Eastern and Western Europe respectively, and the rise and articulation of a Christian 

culture. All these are fruits of Constantine’s conversion and the subsequent rise of 

“Christendom”— that is, the idea of Church and state as a single entity, one society 

governed spiritually by the clergy and temporally by the emperor. It was a great 

moment and a great idea.  

Yet, the dangers were at least as great. Clergy, and especially higher clergy, became 

officers of the state. State supported, state encouraged they were often as well state 

appointed and state manipulated. From persecuted it was all too easy to become 

persecutors. From poverty and the certain implication of danger, it was quickly 

commonplace to view the Church as a promising “career.” From life and meaning for the 

believer, it was fatally easy for the Church and its faith to become an “opiate of the 

masses” and justification for society’s powerful. The “shock value” of Christianity was 

in danger of disappearing and with it the Faith’s own true and transfiguring essence. Had 

that well and truly happened, then Christianity would have disappeared along with 

“Christendom.” However great they may be, mere ideas are mortal.  

The monastic antidote. Christianity has not disappeared, and, we would maintain, 

the reason it did not lies in the “antidote to empire” which God raised up in the form of 

the monastic movement. It was a sudden flowering. At the beginning of the fourth century 

Saint Antony is indeed off in the wilderness and attracting some attention, but monks as a 

group, let alone a massive presence, are as yet unheard of. By the century’s end, 

however, they number in the tens of thousands in Egypt alone. Yet another hundred and 
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fifty years and monasticism is coterminous with Christianity itself, from the Atlantic 

coast of Ireland to central Asia and India, and from the mouths of the Rhine to the 

sources (one of them at least) of the Nile. Saint Athanasius publishes his Life of Antony 

about a year after the latter’s death in 356. Thirty to thirty-five years later the Blessed 

Augustine finds it on a friend’s table near Milan already translated into Latin.193 Moreover, 

he observes how the same translation had already inspired two acquaintances in far off 

Trier (along the Rhine in modern Germany) to take up the monastic way. For the ancient 

world this was lightning speed indeed, though doubtless it helped that Saint Athanasius had 

passed through Rome, and Trier as well, during one of his many exiles.  

There were certainly sociological and psychological reasons for this remarkable 

explosion, but for detailed inquiry into these the reader is cordially invited to consult other 

sources.194 In brief, just as one could point in the twentieth century to secular causes for the 

current renewal on Athos, so are there such for the fourth century phenomenon: the hard 

lot of peasants, the hierarchical nature of the society and the need for ombudsmen, high 

taxation, the draft, etc., etc. This is all true and certainly not to be denied or belittled. But, 

and here is our interest, in both cases there is also an imponderable, a “wild card,” and again 

in both cases the “joker” is the same: the appearance of certain remarkable individuals who 

are immediately, or next to immediately, perceived by a great many faithful as saying and 

doing, as representing in their very lives, something that is of the essence of the Gospel. 

Saints Antony and Pachomius, together with Macarius, Poemen, Moses, Arsenius, and the 

rest in Scete, were understood, in short, as carrying on the Christian life. They represented 

that paradox that is at the heart of the Christian faith and Church. They did not so much 

proclaim or teach, but rather lived, the tremendous antinomy of life in death, of dying to 

the world and witnessing to the Resurrection. They were, in fact, the new martyrs, the 

“athletes of God” and new heroes of the believers in a setting where the shedding of 

blood for Christ was no longer an impending possibility. The connection between 

monasticism and martyrdom was felt to be real and deep from the moment of the former’s 

first appearance. In saying “new martyrs” we mean to stress that, in a sense, monasticism 
																																																								
193 The Confessions, Book 6.7.14-15. 
194 The works of Peter Brown are as delightful and perceptive an exposition along these lines as may be 
found anywhere. See especially the essays collected in his fascinating Society and the Holy in Late 
Antiquity (Berkeley, 1982). In a less strictly academic vein, see his The World of Late Antiquity (London, 
1971). 



 287 

arrives much less as a break with the Church of the early centuries, an innovation, than as 

its continuation in altered circumstances. Those circumstances were, as we noted, on their 

way toward introducing a genuinely new, and fatal, change into the Church’s life. The latter 

really was in danger of becoming what we all too often take the word “church” to mean 

today: buildings and prelates, a fixed and powerful “institution” staffed by officers no less 

worldly and politically minded than the wardheelers and power brokers who have infested 

City Hall from Ur of the Chaldees to Chicago of the Daleys. Buildings are important, of 

course, and even more so institutions. So, too—though how often we must sigh in 

admitting it—are bishops. Even Saint Symeon the New Theologian, no friend of the 

authorities in his day, had to admit the last—although he did get in a few good licks on the 

way. Yet, however important, none of these are the Church. The Church is not of “this 

world.” It is the sacrament of the world to come. And it is that reality, that most basic 

given of the Gospel, to which the “new” phenomenon of monasticism gave its 

unmistakable and lastingly fructifying witness. 

Thus we find the “shock value” of Athanasius’s description of Antony emerging 

from his desert retreat after twenty years of isolation: “Antony came forth as from a kind 

of sanctuary, initiated and borne up by God … and they were amazed who saw that his 

body had the same form [as before], and had neither grown flabby from lack of exercise 

nor emaciated from fasts and struggles with the demons…. And again the character of his 

soul was pure of blemish, for it was neither contracted as it were by grief nor relaxed by 

pleasures…. He was fully natural.”195  

But by “natural” (έυ τώ κατα ϕύσιν) Athanasius clearly means in a state of original 

nature, that of unfallen Adam. For, immediately after this picture, he adds: “The Lord 

through him healed the bodies of many and cleansed others of demons … comforted 

many who were grieving and reconciled others who were at strife to friendship.”196 Antony 

is a wonderworker, as we see here, and elsewhere a teacher, at peace with the animals like 

Adam in paradise, clairvoyant, gifted with spiritual discernment, endowed by God with 

wisdom and understanding, elder and father of his disciples, and God’s “Physician” to all of 
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Egypt.197 The “shock” is therefore one of recognition. Here is the new man restored in 

Christ, made whole and transfigured, the man of the Gospels and the world to come. 

Although certainly rather idealized, Athanasius’s Antony is still recognizably the same man 

as the somewhat more human Antony we meet in the Sayings of the Fathers. Both he and 

the other “old men” of the desert are figures who step directly out of the atmosphere of 

the Gospels and prophetic writings. Humble and wise with repentance and “holy 

mourning,” they are also “spirit-bearers” (πνευµατοϕόροι), ambassadors plenipotentiary of the 

Kingdom. The Good News of Christ has shaped them, broken them down, and re-cast 

them until it is reflected in their every word and gesture: and they teach as often, if not 

more often, by the latter as by the former. The wonder that greets Anthony, “and they 

were amazed” (έθαύµαζον), is the same that regularly accompanies Christ’s miracles in the 

Gospels. And not by accident, for it is Christ Who is recognized as acting within Antony: 

“through him the Lord healed.”  The shock, again, is the recognition of something already 

familiar. There is nothing “new” here, merely the Gospel.  

This note of “shock” may, however, be taken in a double sense, negative as well 

as positive. Both senses serve to highlight one of monasticism’s basic functions within 

the Church and, on behalf of the Church, in the “world.” We would categorize it under 

the heading: 

Scandal 

Stumbling block to the Jews and folly to Gentiles.  

  1 Cor. 1:23 
 
They were strangers and exiles on the earth…. For here we have no lasting city, 
but we seek the city which is to come.  

Heb. 11:13, 12:14 
 
If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile…. If for this life only we have 
hoped in Christ, we are of all men most to be pitied.  

1 Cor. 15:17,19 

Ours is a society that loves the practical. If someone is not “doing” something, building a 

house, fixing cars, making steel, and so forth, he or she is not usually felt to be a useful or 
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contributing element in the community. The “doing” may be less concrete than the 

examples cited, for instance, teacher, lawyer, computer programmer, salesman, but the 

latters’ work still has a clear place and function in the society. It creates results: students 

taught, defendants defended or prosecuted, programs created, goods moved. Concrete or 

more abstract, white collar or blue, these all still have results, works, production (note the 

rise of the word “productive” in recent years, for everything from paper-pushers to 

baseball players).  

Monks do not fit within this hive of productivity. What, after all, do they “do”? 

What earthly use is an Antony, a Pachomius, a Mount Athos? The answer is clear: none. 

Their way of life is unjustifiable by any earthly criterion. The late Father Derwas Chitty 

put his finger on the nature of the monastic “scandal” in a recollection of his first 

encounter with Greek monks: 

The heat of an October afternoon in 1925, in the deep gorge of the Wadi 
Qelt in the mountains behind Jericho: the monastery of Choziba hanging, 
baked in the sun, at the foot of the northern cliff, and in its church … two 
spare and shabby Greek lay monks chanting their office on and on with 
its interminable, tinny, nasal, garbled Kyrie eleisons. A young student, 
fresh from Oxford, having his first taste of Greek monasticism, was 
oppressed with a strange desolation. Could this be Reality? But if not—
how dreadful! For most of our ways of life some justification would 
remain even if the faith on which we believe them to be based were 
overthrown. These two peasants—not particularly good monks—were 
devoted to a life that would be wholly meaningless and outrageous if God 
were not real nor the Christian faith true.198 

This is a life that makes no sense outside of the Christian faith. In the eyes of two pagan 

writers fourteen hundred years apart, monasticism is an absurd affront to human dignity. 

Rutilius Claudius Naratianus, quoted here by Helen Waddell, speaks in tones of mingled 

anger and grief of a one-time friend become a Christian anchorite: 

A credulous exile skulking in the dark,  
Thinking, poor fool, that Heaven feeds on filth,  
Himself to himself more harsh than the outraged gods.  
A worse creed this than ever Circe’s poison,  
Men’s bodies then turned bestial, now their soul.199 
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In the late eighteenth century Edward Gibbon cannot contain his disgust: “Their 

credulity debased and vitiated the faculties of the mind: they corrupted the evidence of 

history; and superstition gradually extinguished the hostile light of philosophy and 

science…. All the manly virtues were oppressed by the servile and pusillanimous reign of 

the monks.”200 For this gentleman of the Enlightenment monks, in sum, were both cause 

and symptom of the Roman Empire’s decline.  

Monasticism’s offense to the cultivated, civic piety of a Rutilius or Gibbon was 

not—is not—confined to non-Christians. We can find similar reactions among Christian 

writers and scholars, too. Martin Luther in the sixteenth century reacted against the 

religion of “works” that he saw in the monasticism of his day, and a great Protestant 

historian of doctrine, Adolph von Harnack in the late nineteenth century, referred to the 

Life of Antony as the most “stultifying” work of literature ever to afflict Europe.201 These 

are but two examples among a multitude. Nor, again, is such an attitude limited to writers 

in the Protestant tradition. No less a scholar of the ancient world, pagan and Christian, 

than the late Dominican Father, A.-J. Festugière, fits well within the literature of protest. 

The good father sees early monastic writings, particularly in their frequent reference to 

demons, as bringing to light for the first time the ancient world’s common superstitions, 

the beliefs “of the general masses and especially of country people”—rather an odd statement, 

we might add, for one whom we can assume had read the Gospels. At any rate, he 

concludes: “Whence it seems that the ignorance of the monks, their contempt for the 

ancient culture, far from bringing them closer to God, reduced them to a condition of 

puerile credulity that was less supra-rational than infra-rational. Not wanting to use 

reason, this is inevitably to risk falsifying one’s judgement … [and] doing battle with 

shadows.” Irrational, superstitious, fanatical, the early monks in this scholar’s eyes 

represent a sad revolt against ‘culture and civilization. Theirs  is, again, a  “stultifying” 

atmosphere when compared with the “purer air . . .  of Plato, of Aristotle ... of 

Athens and Greek philosophy.”202  

It is not difficult to find examples of this protest against monasticism in the 

Orthodox world of today. In this writer’s own experience the popular Greek press, for 
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instance, is consistently suspicious of monks in general and, in particular, of the Athonite 

renewal. Time and again we have run across articles trying to discover some dark plot on 

Athos, usually of a political nature and involving, directly or indirectly (though a sense of 

indirection or any subtlety is hard to find in Greek newspapers), the deposed Junta. If it is 

not a conspiracy, then the reader comes across laments for the misguided sacrifice of 

otherwise healthy young Greek men or women to this negative, life-denying, wasteful form 

of self-destruction. “It is,” remarked one Greek-American lawyer, “just another form of 

suicide, only slower.”  

In a way, of course, these critics through the centuries are all quite correct. By the 

standards of society, of culture ancient or modern, even of Father Festugière’s Christian 

culture, the early monks whose direct heirs we find on Mount Athos make no sense. They 

are an affront to the established values of the human commonwealth, a sort of slap in the 

face. The protest is entirely natural. Yet, although this is a natural reaction, and although 

the values these different advocates of culture and society uphold are all of genuine 

worth—learning, reason, philosophy, civic virtue, literature, and the rest—still, their angry 

exclamations should evoke some of that same recognition, echoes of the Gospels again, 

which the discerning reader will have experienced on reading the Life of Antony or the 

Sayings of the Fathers. The story of the Lord Jesus Himself, were we to remove faith in 

the Resurrection, would become an obscure account of misguided fanaticism ending in 

ignominious and pitiable failure. Christ would be an emblem of wretchedness, as indeed 

He was for pagan writers in the early centuries, and as He is for certain modern critics of 

the New Testament. Similarly, the reactions of the Lord’s audience in the Gospels, 

frequently incredulous and often hostile, recall the response of the critics we have just 

cited to the monks: “This is a hard saying, who can listen to it?”203  

The heart of it all is faith. Chitty rightly underlines it and so, though in a 

different key, do those who protest: “credulous,” “credulity,” “puerile credulity.” 

Whether a pagan poet, an English gentleman, a French Dominican, or a Greek-

American lawyer, all object to the monks’ simple faith. As well they might, for that 

faith is absolute. It is uncompromised by any concession to a “larger” usefulness. 

While monasticism later acquired, or was endowed with, a social role in the new 
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society begun by Constantine, it began—and has essentially remained—as a loud 

“NO!” addressed to the proposition that any earthly order, be it pagan or Christian, is 

of ultimate value. “One must not,” says Saint Barsanuphius of fifth-century Gaza, 

“grieve for anything in this world.” Only God and paradise lost merit our tears. The 

words and lives of the Desert Fathers are a constant, single-minded, wholehearted 

witness to this one and unique ultimacy. They embody the scandal of the cross, and to 

make any sense out of their lives requires something of their own faith in the 

Resurrection. This is certainly nothing new in Christianity. It is the same testimony as 

the martyrs gave, as Christ Himself.  

Thus we have the first service of the monks. They are the “proof of things 

hoped for, the substance of things unseen.”204 Since their origins they have been a 

standing reminder to the rest of the Christian community that “here we have no lasting 

city,” but are pilgrims, “every fatherland a foreign land.”205 It was an invaluable witness 

seventeen hundred years ago and, in a century that has seen the “social gospel,” “death 

of God,” “secular city,” and “liberation theology”—or, in an Orthodox context, 

Romantic nationalism—it is no less so today.  

But monasticism’s gift is not exhausted by its negative witness. Other things 

follow from living lightly to the world. Perhaps the most important of them is a certain 

freedom. The monk has cut his (or her) ties and lives, as we have seen, in and for a new 

and different society. With a gaze directed exclusively toward God’s Kingdom, the 

monk is thus free to judge the kingdoms of the world in God’s name, that is, to serve 

as 

Prophet 

How long will you go on limping on two opinions?  
1 Kings 18:21 

 
The Lord took me from following the flock, and the Lord said to me, “Go, prophesy to 
My people Israel.”  

Amos 7:15 
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By the word “prophet” we do not mean necessarily predictive powers or foreseeing, 

though such is recorded of Saint Antony, among others. Amos, whom we cite above, is 

typical. He is called from his shepherding to go speak God’s word to Israel. He is 

fearless, or what he does fear is not anything mortal. Thus, too, Jeremiah: “Thou art 

stronger than I and Thou hast prevailed.”206 So with the monks, their fear and their 

hope are elsewhere, and they can therefore speak with boldness when truth requires 

it. And they have done just that down the centuries of the Church’s history. Antony 

responds to Athanasius’s request and speaks against the Arian heresy at Alexandria. 

Symeon Stylites rebukes the powerful as well as poor, and his disciple, Daniel, calls 

emperors and prelates to account before his column in Constantinople. Maximus 

Confessor stands alone in the seventh century against emperor, bishops, and senate to 

declare for truth against the Monothelite heresy. He was vindicated, though not before he 

had died in exile. John of Damascus, monk of Mar Sabbas in Palestine, provides the first 

great apology against the iconoclasm of the emperors Leo III and Constantine V in the 

eighth century, and in the ninth it is Theodore, abbot of the Studion, who completes 

the defense of icons at the price of a succession of exiles. Symeon the New Theologian 

fights a long battle with many of his own monks and a church hierarchy caught up in 

formalism and legalism against the “heresy of pusillanimity,” the belief that we cannot 

now experience the presence of Christ in the same way as did the saints of old. For 

some three centuries following his death in 1022 Symeon’s message is ignored and 

even resisted by the church hierarchy, but it was evidently preserved and cherished in the 

memory of the monks because it flowers again, with increased strength, in the 

hesychast movement so ably—and not without personal cost—defended by Saint 

Gregory Palamas. The list may easily be extended into our own day. We might add that 

our own [American] Saint Herman should be included. He, too, wrote and spoke on 

behalf of the Aleut nation to the authorities in Russian Alaska, and suffered in his turn 

from their displeasure.  

The word of prophecy, however, is not simply the expression of a righteous 

heart or the declaration of a moral conviction. There are many people—for whom 

God be praised—over the course of centuries who have stood up and spoken out for their 
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principles in the face of massed opposition. This is the mark of a hero particularly dear to 

Americans, from the film Mr. Smith goes to Washington, to Ralph Nader battling the 

moguls of industry. Yet neither Jimmy Stewart’s character grown hoarse from filibustering 

nor Mr. Nader, righteous as their causes may be, can rightly be called prophets in the 

biblical sense. Amos is a “little guy,” to be sure, and he is also speaking against the hostile 

“powers that be” of his age. But there is a difference. The former two are standing up 

for what they believe is right while Amos is commissioned to speak not his, but God’s, 

word. “Thus saith the Lord” is a formula indicating that the speaker is acting as 

interpreter or spokesman for One Who is greater than any human conviction and Whose 

Word is a living and creating force, a power, and greater than the speaker. Jeremiah, in 

despair of the terrible message he has been given to deliver and of the suffering he must 

endure himself from those who would rather not hear it, tries hard not to say it. He finds 

that this is a Word he cannot not say: “If I say, ‘I will not mention Him, or speak any 

more in His name,’ there is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my bones, 

and I am weary of holding it in, and I cannot…. Cursed be the day on which I was 

born!”207  

Similarly, sixteen hundred years later, Symeon the New Theologian finds he cannot 

remain silent in the face of God’s call to speak: 

I wanted to keep silence (and if only I could have),  
but the awesome wonder moves my heart 
and opens up my wholly soiled mouth,  
and forces me, the unwilling,  
both to speak and to write. 

Nor is he shy about using a formula much like the scriptural “thus saith”: 

All you people! Kings and rulers,  
Priests, bishops, monks, and lay,  
Do not disdain listening to my voice 
and words, a wretched man,  
But open the ears of your heart to me  
And hear and understand what He says  
Who is God of all.208 
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Symeon’s words, that is, are actually God’s own. The message he has to deliver, 

however, is a far brighter one than Jeremiah’s. In fact, it is the good news itself: “Yea, I 

beg you, let us strive to see and behold Him even in this life. For if we are found 

worthy to see Him perceptibly here below we shall not die, ‘death will have no 

dominion over us.’ Let us not wait to see Him in the future, but strive to behold Him 

now.”209 He makes it quite clear, and on many occasions throughout his writings, that he 

has himself looked upon the light of God and has conversed with Christ: 

Even I, who am of all men the most insignificant and useless, have 
received some of these gifts…. By grace I have received grace…. I was 
given light, and in the light an even clearer light. In the midst thereof a 
sun shone brightly and from it a ray shone forth that filled all things…. 
The divine mind conversed with my own mind, saying, “Do you realize 
what My power has done to you out of love? Behold, though you are 
subject to death, you have become immortal…. You live in the 
world and yet you are with Me…. It is in very deed I Who have 
brought you out of nothing into being.”210 

Examples from Saint Symeon may easily be multiplied. We invite the interested reader to 

peruse his writings, virtually complete now in English translation, or to consult the 

splendid study by the late Archbishop Basil Krivocheine, which is itself rich in quotations. 

For our purposes, this saint’s prophetic word is such because it derives from a genuinely 

lived experience, “the union [with God] which takes place in knowledge and perception . . .  

in experience and vision.”211 Amos stood up to the high priest at Bethel and King Jereboam 

II because he knew what God desired and commanded. Jeremiah, as we have seen—

together with Isaiah and Ezekiel, to name the three greatest of the Old Testament prophets—

also experienced God’s call, knew that the Word he was commanded to carry to Israel 

was not his own creation, but that it was from Another Whose demands he felt in his 

bones, the Same Whom Isaiah and Ezekiel also knew they had seen. Their words as 

God’s prophets, spokesmen, were therefore legitimate, sanctioned. They spoke “with 

authority and not as the scribes.”  

Saint Symeon, whom we have chosen as our preferred example of the monastic 

prophet, is admittedly unique in certain respects: “the first Eastern Christian mystic who 
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articulated in such personal disclosures his intimate . . . experiences for a reading 

public.”212 Yet he would have insisted, and did insist ferociously, that his views were not 

any kind of innovation. He saw himself instead, and was, “in the consciousness of many of 

his contemporaries . . .  a great spiritual renovator, a restorer of a lost tradition of mystical 

life.”213 It is the monks who have most consistently witnessed to this “mystical tradition.” 

From their inception they have also understood that it includes the prophetic word. The 

formula, “Speak me a word, elder, that I may be saved,” which occurs repeatedly in the 

Sayings of the Fathers, refers to just this kind of word: “It was not a theological explanation, 

nor was it counseling…. It was a word . . . which would give life to the disciple if it were 

received.”214  

The early monks quite consciously saw themselves, in particular their seniors or 

elders, as belonging “to a historical tradition, to a religious group whose place could be 

clearly identified, not only in the history of the Church, but in the longer and more general 

history of God’s dealing with mankind . . . highlighted by the life of Moses, the teaching 

of the prophets, and the coming of Christ.”215 The desert fathers spoke with authority 

“because God could indeed reveal hidden things, and even His own person, to those He 

might choose.”216 Their followers were “disciples of holy men, and the links between one 

generation and another were traced with care.”217 If the prophetic tradition continues in 

the Church, and to this very day, it has been preserved primarily—though never 

exclusively—among the monks. We turn to Bishop Kallistos (Ware) on the succession of 

an authority in the Church which is not priestly—the monks of the Orthodox Church, as at 

their beginnings, remain layfolk in their majority—but, precisely, prophetic. “There are in 

a sense two forms of apostolic succession within the life of the Church. First there is the 

visible succession of the hierarchy, the unbroken series of bishops in different cities…. 

Alongside this, largely hidden, existing on a ‘charismatic’ rather than an official level, 
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there is secondly the apostolic succession of the spiritual fathers and mothers in each 

generation of the Church— the succession of the saints.”218  

The distinction here is central. Monks are not priests, at least in their primary 

vocation. Their authority does not then derive from particular sacramental actions, 

though the sacraments are as vital to them as to any Christian, but from the free and 

unpredictable action of the Holy Spirit. We thus arrive at the third witness of 

monasticism. It is 

Charismatic 

Men of Judea . . . this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: “And in the last 
days I will pour out My Spirit upon all flesh.”  

  Acts 2:14-17 

 
And I will pray the Father, and He will give you another Counselor, to be with you 
forever, even the Spirit of truth, Whom the world can not receive. 
 
  John 14:16-17 
 
The glory which Thou hast given to Me I have given to them, that they may be one 
even as We are one, I in them and Thou in Me.  
 

John 17:22-23 

Whatever truth one may choose to see in the “charismatic revival,” in “Pentecostalism,” 

there is no denying the conviction of the people involved in this originally American (but 

increasingly international) phenomenon these past eighty-five years (dating from the 

original Azusa street revival in 1906) that they are taking part in, experiencing, the immediate 

gift of the Holy Spirit just as He was poured out on the Apostles at Pentecost. This, they 

tell us, is the true mark of the Christian, in contrast both to “the Catholic,” who “has 

normally tended to ‘channel’ the Spirit through bishop and sacrament,” and “the Protestant 

[who channels Him] through the Bible.”219 In addition to those who identify themselves 

specifically with the different bodies which have since sprung up out of this movement 
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(e.g., Assemblies of God, the Church of God in Christ, etc.), millions from both the great 

historical traditions of the West are increasingly laying claim to the distinctive “Pentecostal” 

experiences of “Spirit baptism” and “speaking in tongues.” Even leaders of the Roman 

Catholic Church, notably the late Cardinal Suenens of Belgium, have seen in this movement 

the “best hope for the renewal of the Church in the closing decades of this century.”220  

In light of our remarks so far, it should be clear that the Orthodox Church has 

always had—or better, been—a charismatic movement, has always been aware that the 

experience of the Holy Spirit is the heart of the Gospel and, in addition, has always 

known that this experience is not limited to (though never separate from or in opposition 

to) the “channels” of priest or sacrament, nor confined, safe and remote, to the pages of the 

Scriptures. The same experience Saint Paul and the Apostles had, so Saint Symeon the 

New Theologian tells us, is ours to have as well: “You say that he [Saint Paul] will think 

it a dishonor if I should want and strive to become such as he? No, my brother, there is 

no envy among God’s holy ones…. There is neither lust, nor appetite for precedence 

nor superior joy. For the saints and those who generation after generation show 

themselves friends and prophets of God there is a single precedence of seating and 

preference of position and glory, and rest, and delight: to see God.”221  

It is true that modern charismaticism is not unknown among the Orthodox. It is 

found, for example, in certain parishes and clergy of the Greek and Antiochian 

Archdioceses in America, or in Russia and Rumania. But the latter countries have been in 

a peculiarly difficult position these past decades, nor is it clear that the Pentecostals there 

were ever Orthodox. In the case of our people here in the United States, we would 

submit that the absence of a vibrant monasticism provides a clue to the attractions of the 

American phenomenon, and, until the need is met, it is likely that Pentecostalism will 

continue to attract. This applies, by the way, across the board of Orthodox 

“jurisdictions,” not just to the Greeks and Syrians.  

Which brings us to our point. Since their origins in the fourth century, the monks 

have provided our primary and indispensable witness to the gifts (charismata) of the 

Holy Spirit, our “proof” that the new age in Christ has truly been inaugurated. Let us 
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recall the list of gifts Saint Athanasius ascribes to Saint Antony, the “father of monks.” He 

is clairvoyant, discerning, a healer, father, counselor, physician. He is “whole,” but his 

wholeness is not the product of a sudden rush of enthusiasm, of an overmastering emotional 

experience such as seems to be promulgated by our American charismatics. Antony’s 

health, salus, is the product and fruit of long exercise, ascesis. Here there is a great 

difference between the modern movement and the traditional, Orthodox 

understanding of the Spirit and His gifts.  

At the beginning of the Sayings of the Fathers, Saint Antony is shown in 

difficulties, suffering from the temptation of listlessness in the midst of his ascetic labors. 

He asks God for help and is shown “a man like himself sitting at his work, getting up to 

pray, then sitting down and plaiting a rope [the main livelihood of the early fathers], 

then getting up to pray again. It was an angel of the Lord sent to correct and reassure him. 

He heard the angel saying to him, ‘Do this and you will be saved.’ At these words, 

Antony was filled with joy and courage. He did this and was saved.”222 Do your work, 

endure, be patient, and you will be saved is the first part of the message here. The monks 

recall frequently the words of Christ in Saint Luke’s Gospel: “By your endurance you 

will gain your souls.”223 There are no shortcuts to the knowledge of the Spirit: “A brother 

said to Abba Antony, Pray for me.’ The old man said to him, ‘I will have no mercy 

upon you, nor will God have any, if you yourself do not make an effort and if you do not 

pray to God.’”224 The work demanded is conformity to the Gospel call for repentance, and 

it is lifelong: “Abba Antony said to Abba poemen, ‘This is the great work of a man: 

always to take the blame for his own sins before God and to expect temptation to his last 

breath.’”225 This is not a matter of confidence in one’s own efforts to achieve salvation. 

Monastic spirituality is not Pelagian: “Do not trust in your own righteousness,” says 

Antony again to Poemen.226 Quite the contrary, the monk’s efforts result in, and are 

dependent upon, a sense of his or her own complete dependence on God’s mercy: 

“Abba Antony said, ‘I saw the snares that the enemy [the devil] spreads out over the 
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world, and I said groaning, “What can get through from such snares?” Then I heard a 

voice saying to me, “Humility.”’”227  

The voice recommending humility and the angel’s advice in our first selection 

from Saint Antony’s sayings brings us to the second half of that passage’s message: God 

comes to meet us in the middle of our ordinary lives, in and through the humble fulfillment 

of the tasks set before us. Our own century is in love with the extraordinary, whether the 

sudden and miraculous in the religious sphere, or the cult of originality, “creativity,” in 

the secular. Some years ago the New Yorker printed a cartoon showing two counters in 

the toy section of a department store. The first counter advertised “Toys for gifted 

children” and the second “For the average child.” As to be expected, it is the former that is 

being mobbed while the saleswoman at the second is inspecting her nails, bored and quite 

undisturbed. This is not the way of the scriptural and monastic tradition. Moses is herding 

sheep when he comes upon the burning bush, Amos tending an orchard when he is 

called, and the Virgin is quietly at home when Gabriel appears to her. The Lord Jesus 

works as a carpenter and draws his disciples from fishermen and tax collectors. It is 

precisely the ordinary, the humdrum, that is called to become the vehicle of God’s 

presence, to be transfigured. The Presence flames in a desert shrub; the uncreated light 

beams from the Carpenter’s face, and a fisherman announces the beginning of the age to 

come. 

For transfiguration does occur, and the ordinary does become theophany. 

Antony labors in humility, works, prays, reflects on the Scriptures, but it is an angel 

who visits him in the middle of boredom’s trials, a Voice that calls him to humility, 

and, when he comes across a difficult passage in the scriptures, he gets help: “The 

brethren came to Abba Antony and laid before him a passage from Leviticus. The old 

man went out in the desert, secretly followed by Abba Ammonas, who knew that this 

was his custom. Abba Antony went a long way off and stood there praying, crying in a 

loud voice, ‘God, send Moses to make me understand this saying.’ Then there came a 

voice speaking with him….”228  
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Angels? Voices? Moses himself as instructor? Are we not back to Father 

Festugière’s “puerile credulity”? That depends on what we understand by “puerile,” 

childish faith or the faith of a child. It seems clear to us, as to the subsequent tradition 

of the Church, that Antony’s is the faith of which Christ spoke: “Unless you turn and 

become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.”229 The whole 

struggle of monastic—of Christian—life is to become a wise child. Freed of ego’s 

illusions through humility, and thus armed with the knowledge of our ignorance and 

powerlessness, our eyes may open to the vision of glory, to Pentecost. So, while 

“leading ascetics … could certainly be reticent about visionary experience … this was 

because of their caution and humility,”230 since “it was undoubtedly sought after”231 and, 

more, obtained. Just as Antony gets Moses to help him read the Pentateuch, so they 

used to say of Abba Pambo that it was his “custom not to speak readily till God inspires 

him.”232 It goes further, too, than “simply” conversation: “Some say of Antony that he 

was ‘spirit-borne’, that is, carried along by the Holy Spirit.”233 If Antony lived in the 

presence of the Holy Spirit, it is related of other fathers of the desert that they were 

clothed in His glory: “The Abba Lot went to see Abba Joseph and said to him, ‘Abba, 

as far as I can I say my little office, I fast a little, I pray and meditate, I live in peace 

and as far as I can, I purify my thoughts. What else can I do?’ Then the old man stood 

up and stretched his hands towards heaven. His fingers became like ten lamps of fire 

and he said to him, ‘If you will, you can become all flame.’”234  

Abba Joseph’s revelation is one with the scriptures. The “glory of God” leads 

Israel in the wilderness, is reflected on Moses’ face, fills the temple at Solomon’s 

dedication, is seen present in the sanctuary by Isaiah and departing it by Ezekiel, and is 

promised the righteous in the last days by Daniel.235 It is the self-same glory that 

Christ promises His disciples in the text beginning this section. Saint Paul speaks of it 

expressly in the passage we cited some time before from 2 Cor. 3: “And we all, with 

unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are being changed.”  This glory is not a 
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metaphor, but the Christian experience. Its appearance in the case of Abba Joseph is far 

from unique in the original collection of sayings. We also find it mentioned in 

connection with Arsenius, Pambo, Silvanus, and Sisoes. Compare the account of the 

latter’s death with the comparatively recent passing of Father Augustine the Russian: 

(Abba Sisoes) His countenance suddenly became like the sun and they 
were all filled with fear…. Then there was as a flash of lightning and all 
the house was filled with a sweet odor.236 

(Father Augustine, +1965) When Father Augustine finally passed away, 
his face suddenly lit up, blindingly, three times. 

The humble little Russian monk of our own time dies in the same light and fragrance as 

the great ascetic of old. We will not burden the reader with further examples, save to 

note that this experience is one with a continuous record in the Tradition, from Old 

Testament to New, from ancient days down through “the saints who, in every 

generation, have been well-pleasing to God.”237  

From the monks, then, have come proofs, proofs rich and without break, of the 

power of Christ in His Spirit at work in the Church. From the monks, too, we have 

that enormous body of works, only partially represented in the Philokalia, analyzing 

the motions of the human heart and the ways of the Spirit’s charismata active within it. 

Their analysis, moreover, never comes as the product of an abstract or academic 

application of theory, but directly out of “theory” in its proper, Christian sense, 

theoria as spiritual vision or contemplation, as the fruit of an experience that is lived, 

conscious, and transfiguring. In short, as “charismatic,” monasticism has been the source 

of a constant stream of saints, a river of them. They fill up, second only to the 

martyrs, the Orthodox calendar. They are the martyrs’ successors—though we 

might note that the Orthodox Church has known more martyrs in the twentieth century 

than in all previous eras combined—and they are such because they fulfill the same 

function. All of God’s holy ones, the saints, are such because they are the continuing proof 

of the Resurrection, of what Christ’s death and rising have given us: Pentecost, the Spirit 

																																																								
236 Sisoes, 14 (Ward, 215). 
237 From the “Prayer of the Trisagion,” Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom. 



 303 

Who transfigures and makes new, Who is the arrival and very substance of God’s 

Kingdom. 
 

Concluding Remarks: Monks, Athos, and America Today 

To ask “why monks?” is much the same as to ask “why Christians?” Monasticism is 

nothing more nor less than Christianity. It does not, certainly, claim to exclude other 

expressions of Christian life. Marriage is blessed, is itself an ascetic way, and all Christians 

are called to reveal God’s Kingdom in the daily round of their lives. Yet the monks have, 

as we have tried to show, provided us with perhaps the single most sustained and 

successful attempt to live an integral Christian life, one in accord with the Gospel and 

revealing the fruits of the Spirit. There can really be no arguing with that success. It not 

only fills our Church calendars, but has most profoundly affected our worship, 

theology, and our understanding of prayer. Indeed, it can fairly be said that Orthodox 

“spirituality”—as much as we can admit that term and concept—is monastic. That this is 

the case does not lie in some sort of monkish plot or tyranny—not unless we were to accept 

the jaundiced views of a Gibbon or the rarefied and abstracted understanding of 

Christianity’s essence put forward by a Harnack—but because, simply, the monastic way is 

a “proven commodity.” It has worked. From the monks’ beginnings the Church recognized 

that fact and ever afterwards, with a few exceptions on the part of bishops (most of them in 

our own times), she has cherished and sustained them. Christian people recognized it even 

before most of the Church leaders. People flocked to Antony as later they would flock to 

the elders in Scete, the ascetics in Palestine, to Symeon Stylites and Daniel on their pillars, 

to Sergius of Radonezh and Seraphim of Sarov in the Russian forests, to Herman on his 

island, to Silouan and Joseph on Athos, to Father Cleopas in Rumanian Moldavia and the 

late Father Philotheos (Zervakos) at the monastery of Longovarda on Paros. 

The last three names are significant. People still flock to elders of known 

sanctity. Monasticism not only worked, but it still works. The monks of Mount 

Athos are not refugees from the fourth century. Neither are they simply caretakers 

for what the worldly would see as an enormous, outdoor Museum of Byzantine 

antiquities, a sort of medieval Williamsburg. Whoever mistakes them for such, or 
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whoever chooses to do so, will have missed the point, and the point is nothing less than 

the Gospel.  

These are strong words. A modern Roman Catholic priest points respectfully to 

the “religious attitudes” evident in the early monastic fathers and observes that they must 

“appear very remote to the majority of readers.” He warns his reader not to try 

reconstructing them. “Let us avoid revivals! All of them.”238 Perhaps in the case of the 

modern Roman Catholic Church, where the tradition has taken a different turn ever 

since the early middle ages, this advice makes a kind of sense. Historical reconstructions 

are inevitably artificial, strained, and at the last, false. Let our own liturgical reformers take 

warning from what has occurred in, again, Roman Catholicism merely in the past thirty 

years. But, in the case of the Orthodox, there is no question whatever of any kind of 

reconstruction. What need have we of reconstructing something that lives and flowers in 

front of our eyes? “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” goes the American proverb, and in the 

contemporary Athonites we find that the ancient line of the first monks carries on. Let 

someone go to Athos today, and he will hear the same accents, the same tones, will find the 

same experiences recounted as in Antony’s Life and the Sayings of the Fathers. There has 

never been any break in this continuity. The “golden chain” of the saints stretches back 

unbroken to Antony and, before him, to Pentecost and the Lord Jesus. 

Someone may think that it is all well and good to speak of Athos, but what of the 

Orthodox Church here in America? Five thousand miles is a long way to go, so even if 

the Tradition flourishes on the Holy Mountain or in Rumania, this does not help us much 

in North America. First of all, we would reply that it is not altogether true that “the 

Orthodox have arrived in [America] without the monks,”239 nor, secondly, should we in 

consequence feel obliged to wait for the Church to “give birth to a lay movement which 

reaffirms [in substituting for it]   the   truths   of  the   faith . . . which   monasticism   

has   represented.”240 The Church came to the Americas, in her fullness, with the monks 

in 1794. Monks are still present here, and so are monasteries, though they are far 

fewer than they should be and, worse, are almost entirely marginalized. Worse yet, 
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as Dr. Guroian (whose words just now we quoted rather unfairly out of context) 

observes so pointedly, “There is no symphonic with the prevailing culture,” “no easy 

correlation” with the American way. Worst of all, as third and fourth and fifth 

generations have grown up and the link with the old countries has become less than 

memory, the Church is simply assimilated to the American pattern in the same 

way as any of the other “denominations.” While this is not unfamiliar territory for 

anyone who has read the works of the late Fathers Alexander Schmemann or 

John Meyendorff, we should like here simply to emphasize the fact, too little 

preached in our parishes, that the Orthodox Church can never, barring a radical and 

entirely unforeseeable change in the surrounding culture, be anything other than an 

“immigrant church.” It can never be anything but an alien, a pilgrim community, in 

the America of the twenty-first century.  

Is this a new thing? Not at all, not even for Americans. Pilgrims are at the 

root of our surrounding culture, after all, and in much the same way as monasticism 

lies behind modern Western Europe. But, just as today’s France or Germany is a long 

way from Charlemagne’s, so we, the United States, have come a long way from 

Cotton Mather and the Massachusetts Bay Colony. The originally evangelical 

Christian elements in our American nationalism— or Messianism—have been allowed 

to fall away in recent years. Increasingly we are left with, or rather our media 

provide us with, a strange kind of civic faith that preaches peace on earth, good 

will among differing “lifestyles,” and confidence in our powers to solve, 

scientifically and democratically, whatever present difficulties we may find ourselves 

in as a result of our immediate past confidence in those same abilities. We are given 

new icons, Mr. Turner and Ms. Fonda, Mr. Schwarzenegger, the passing princes of 

pop, and, of course, the late great King Elvis. We are encouraged to a new ascesis: 

no tobacco, no wine, safe sex, environmental awareness, sensitivity, etc., etc. All, or 

much of this, finds its way inevitably and often quite uncritically into our churches. 

And all of it, at least in its governing rationale, is false. Not that it is not a good 

thing to watch what we consume, or that we should not be kind to others or 

mindful of natural beauty, but the spirit that moves these things in our present society 

is manifestly not the Holy Spirit of the Gospels. We fast now in order to lose weight, to 
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be more desirable, to prolong our body’s life, but not for God’s sake, not to pray, not 

for our body to become transfigured. We are “sensitive” because all ways of life, 

lifestyles, are fundamentally equal (except the outright criminal, and even then …), 

and not because we would have the merciful God moving and acting within and 

through us. We respect nature because, as Dr. Carl Sagan remarked on national 

television, “The cosmos is all,” or because we are all part of mother earth, “Gaia,” and 

not because we are the stewards and, in Christ, once again the anointed viceroys of 

God’s creation.  

The monks of Athos remind us of our nature and calling as Christians. They 

remind us of the fact of the Church, the new creation, called out of the world to be 

the world’s salvation. The monks have always been, and will continue to be, the 

Church’s “catholic conscience,” the witness to her universal calling. All of us here in 

America, the Orthodox Church and America itself, stand in great need of that witness—

at least if we, Orthodox, are ever to be more than a benign association of ethnic 

societies. The scandal of ascetic withdrawal is needed to break the icons of our 

contemporary culture as it did those of the ancient world, and the ascetic ordeal is 

required to replace our world’s false ascesis. We need the witness of the prophet, the 

gospel that the charismatic brings us by virtue of his very person. We need saints, men 

and women. They are as necessary to us now, at the close of the twentieth century, as 

they were at the beginning of the fourth. If nothing else, we hope that this book will 

move the reader to visit some of our monasteries here in America, or go on pilgrimage 

to Athos, or read further in the Scriptures and Fathers, and, above all, pray that God 

may prosper what monks we do have and raise up more to follow them. We can be sure 

that our Orthodoxy will be without “salt” unless He does, and unless we desire and 

pray for it. 
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N. EMBALMING   
 
You’ll need a corpse, your own or someone else’s.  
You’ll need a certain distance; the less you care  
about your corpse the better. Light should be  
unforgiving, so as to lend a literal  
aspect to your project. Flesh should be putty,  
each hair of the brows, each lash, a pencil mark.  
 
If the skeleton is intact, its shape may  
suggest beginnings of a structure, though even here  
modification might occur; heavier  
tools are waiting in the drawer, as well as wire,  
varied lengths and thicknesses of doweling.  
Odd hollows may be filled with bundled towel.  
 
As for the fluids, arrange them on the cart  
in a pleasing manner. I prefer we speak  
of ointments. This notion of one’s anointing  
will help distract you from a simpler story  
of your handiwork. Those people in the parlor  
made requests, remember? Don’t be concerned.  
 
Whatever this was to them, it is all yours now.  
The clay of your creation lies before you,  
invites your hand. Becoming anxious? That’s good.  
You should be a little anxious. You’re ready.  
Hold the knife as you would a quill, hardly at all.  
See that first line before you cross it, and draw. 
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Salvation as Recapitulation 

David Bentley Hart 
 

David Bentley Hart (b. 1965), an Orthodox theologian, Patristics scholar, and cultural 
commentator, has taught at the University of Virginia, Duke Divinity School, and the University 
of Saint Louis, and is currently a fellow at the Notre Dame Institute for Advanced Studies. This 
selection comes from his book The Beauty of the Infinite: The Aesthetics of Christian Truth. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Salvation occurs by way of recapitulation, the restoration of the human 
image in Christ, the eternal image of the Father after whom humanity was 
created in the beginning; thus salvation consists in the recovery of a 
concrete form, and in the restoration of an original beauty. 

 
 
Now is the judgment of this world: now shall the prince of this world be cast out. And I, if I be 
lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me. 

John 12:31-32 
 
Jesus cried and said, He that be/ieveth on me, believeth not on me, but on him that sent me. And 
he that seeth me seeth him that sent me. 

John 12:44-45 
 
But be of good cheer; I have overcome the world. 

John 16:33 
 
Therefore as by the offence of one judgment came upon all men to condemnation; even so by the 
righteousness of one the free gift came upon all men unto justification of life. For as by one man's 
disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedience of one shall many be made righteous. 
 

Rom. 5:18-19 
 
But now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that slept. For since by 
man came death, by man came also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, even so 
in Christ shall all be made alive. But every man in his own order: Christ the firstfruits; afterward 
they that are Christ's at his coming. Then cometh the end, when he shall have delivered up the 
kingdom to God, even the Father; when he shall have put down all rule and all authority and 
power. For he must reign, till he hath put all enemies under his feet. The last enemy that shall be 
destroyed is death. For he hath put all things under his feet. But when he saith all things are put 
under him, it is manifest that he is excepted, which did put all things under him. And when all 
things shall be subdued unto him, then shall the Son also himself be subject unto him that put all 
things under him, that God may be all in all. 

1 Cor. 15:20-28 
 
And hath put all things under his feet, and gave him to be the head over all things to the church, 
which is his body, the fulness of him that filleth all in all. 

Eph. 1:22-23 
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Let this mind be in you, which was also in Jesus Christ: Who, being in the form of God, thought it 
not robbery to be equal with God: But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form 
of a servant, and was made in the likeness of men: And being found in fashion as a man, he 
humbled himself, and became obedient unto death, even the death of the cross. 

Phil. 2:5-8 
 
Who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature: For by him were all things 
created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, 
or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him: And he is 
before all things, and by him all things consist. 

Col. 1:15-17 
 
Who now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up that which is behind of the afflictions of 
Christ in my flesh for his body's sake, which is the church. 

Col. 1:24 
 
For here we have no continuing city, but we seek one to come. 

Heb. 13:14 
 
 

Despite the “messianic secret” of Christ’s mission, there is nothing occult in his teaching, 

nor do his mysteries seal a hidden deposit of cryptadia to which admission can be gained, 

by a special few, only through trial, initiation, and a secret gnosis. Christian initiation 

consists only in instruction in what is openly proclaimed by the church (which refers to 

what is made utterly manifest in the person and life of Jesus of Nazareth) and in 

sacramental integration into the community that constitutes Christ’s body. One speaks of 

the hiddenness of the Son’s Godhead in the flesh of Jesus, but one does not mean by this 

anything like the cunning concealments of a gnostic savior: it is the very flesh of Jesus 

that reveals the nature of his divinity—the essential condescension of divine love—and it 

is by way of his flesh that his divinity is imparted to others, in the breaking of his body. 

Christ is called God, is indeed God the Son, and so is not a symbol of God, a mere 

signifier indicating God, or simply a messenger of God; his continuity with the Father is 

one of much more radical aesthetic immediacy: he, uniquely, is the very form of God; in 

him sign and significance are one. As the supreme rhetoric of the Father, therefore, the 

form of Christ contains and exceeds the whole range of attribution and praise brought to 

bear upon it; and this is so precisely because it has no docetic surface. There is no failure 

of correspondence between how Christ appears and the truth he reveals: he is not an 

impalpable and unworldly redeemer, a ladder for souls, rising up out of the quagmires of 
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flesh and time, but the Lord who saves precisely because he can be grasped, precisely 

because of his concrete particularity, his real and appearing beauty, which draws others 

on into history, into the contingencies and particularities of time, into the concrete 

community of the church. He embodies a real and imitable practice, a style of being that 

conforms to the beauty of divine love, but that is also a way of worldly godliness; he is 

no beautiful soul. As the supreme beauty, the perpulchrum, Christ—as Bonaventure 

says—is the measure of all beauty, who restores beauty to what has become formless 

through sin and death, makes the beautiful yet more beautiful, and makes the exceedingly 

beautiful more beautiful still (Collationes in Hexaemeron 1.34). It may be so, as Michel 

de Certeau asserts, that Christ offers “a style of existence that ‘allows’ for a certain kind 

of creativity and that opens a new series of experiences,” but he does so not as the 

“degree zero of a series,” to use the same author’s phrase, an absent event, an energy of 

withdrawal; 241  he does so as the Logos who comprises—even in his historical 

particularity—the fullness of every expression to which his form gives rise, the truth of 

every beauty consequent upon his beauty. 

The Logos of Christian thought is not a synthesis arrived at by way of history’s 

“process,” but is at once infinite, surpassing and encompassing the whole of history, and 

indissolubly particular, situated within the contingencies and complexities of history. The 

logos of any systematic metaphysics, or of any postmodern flight from metaphysics 

(which sustains itself by extending indefinitely the moment of metaphysics’ death), lives 

its circumscribed life on the respectable bank of Lessing’s ditch, from which it can view 

the tumult of history with only a removed and dispassionate mien; its discourse is one of 

abstraction. But, in Christian thought, the “transcendent” vantage that takes in all things 

is that provided by a particular first-century Jew. It is in the life of Jesus, lived to the end 

and vindicated in the resurrection, that the measure of the world is given. And while the 

form of Christ is at once the perfect repetition and fulfillment of the form of creation, 

Christ comes into a world that has constructed its own totality, its own orders of thrones, 

dominions, principalities, and powers, and must cast them down—and do so by means of 

that very historical shape that constitutes his identity as Jesus of Nazareth. Even 

																																																								
241	Michel de Certeau, “Authorites Chretiennes et Structures Sociales,” in La Faiblesse de Croire (Paris: 
Editions du Seuil, 1987), 111-12. 
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theology’s most ambitious Christological predications emerge from the historical event of 

Jesus; it is, one could say, the very metonymic restiveness of the form of Christ, its 

implication in an immense range of historical specificities, that yields such endless and 

endlessly fruitful sequences of metaphorical and speculative commentary, his 

impenetrability, “opacity,” and quite concrete otherness that provide that profound 

resistance (which is also a profound analogical “generosity'”) that allows for limitlessly 

many perspectives upon, variations of, and appropriations of the form he offers to the 

world: words of praise, theologoumena, the lives of those whose sanctity is an 

interpretation and expression of who he is, the corporate practices of love and forgiveness 

that the church (at least ideally) fosters, the sharing again and again of his Eucharistic 

presence, and all the many ways in which the force of Christ’s presence in history is 

extended and expounded and recognized. Christ is the perfect proportion, the complete 

Word of the God who is always his own analogy; he is the infinite Word whose 

analogical scope releases—and so contains—an infinite sequence of words. There is in 

Christ, always already, an alterity and an excess that passes beyond every limitation, 

every division between the “immanent” and “transcendent,” every “excessive” style of 

predication, even to the point that the word “God” proves necessary to the exposition of 

his form. And thus Christ—in his incarnation, life, and resurrection, and in the linguistic 

and aesthetic radiance that shines out from him—reveals the essential truth concerning 

God’s infinity: its determinacy, dynamism, and power to cross every boundary. 

Christ expresses, therefore, a Trinitarian mystery that can only seem, from the 

perspective of a human history largely governed by force and falsity, a paradox. The form 

of Christ inhabits at once a province of shadows and a region of glorious light; he is at 

once nocturnally and diurnally beautiful; his is simultaneously a way of abasement and a 

way of exaltation. And these two ways are one: not a before and after, but a venturing 

forth from and return to the Father that is one motion, one life, one dramatic action that 

overcomes totality’s defining horizon—death—not through reconciliation with the limits 

it marks but through an infinite act of kenosis and glorification that transgresses it, passes 

it by as though it were nothing. The motion of Christ’s life is not one of temporary 

concealment and dramatic unveiling, diremption and synthesis, or alienation and 

reconciliation; all Trinitarian theology depends upon the belief that Christ’s kenosis is not 
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a moment of separation, a descent from some otherworldly pleroma into a condition of 

estrangement, but a manifestation of the one eternal act by which God is God. The story 

of the Son’s incarnation, life, death, and resurrection is not the story of a divine 

masquerade, of a king who goes forth in self-divestment—like the incognito king in 

Henry V visiting the camps at night, or like the duke in Measure for Measure going about 

Vienna appareled as a friar—simply to return, by way of some great Platonic or Hegelian 

circuit, to the estate he has abandoned, nor is it a story like that of the protagonist in The 

Song of the Pearl, losing himself in the far country and then finding his true self again 

only in his return to his distant demesne. The Son goes forth because going forth is 

always already who he is as God, because all wealth and all poverty are already 

encompassed in his eternal life of receiving and pouring out, his infinitely accomplished 

bliss and love, his apatheia; and so he is hidden in being manifest and manifest in being 

hidden: he is the God he is in his very divestment and in his glory, both at once, as the 

same thing, inseparably. Because God is Trinity, and always gives and goes forth toward 

the other, he is never simply the king who sits immobile at the center of being, deploying 

his powers; he is not the onto-theos ruling over being’s empire, its totality. As the Gospel 

of John makes clear, Christ’s crucifixion is also his glorification; it is in being lifted up 

upon the cross that he draws the world to himself. Even in Christ’s dereliction, God’s 

infinity is made manifest: in the agony of Gethsemane, Christ’s prayers express a 

distance from the Father that is also a pure intimacy (for God is that distance); his 

distance from the Father, which both recapitulates and overcomes humanity’s sinful 

estrangement from God, reveals the intratrinitarian distance. In going into the region of 

death, which lies over against God in enmity toward him and his creation, Christ shows 

that the divine infinity surpasses all separations; and in the resurrection he shows that the 

Son traverses the infinite as the infinite gift, never ceasing to be form: the “excess” of his 

infinity remains beauty, even as it spills over and erases boundaries. Hence, in his going 

forth, the Son is always drawing near to the Father (such is the Trinitarian distance, in 

which there can be no exile): the Father is always sending the Spirit upon the Son and the 

Spirit is always bearing tidings of the Son to the Father; and even in his return to the 

Father the Son is always imparted outward, always sending the Spirit, always being given 

by the Spirit as sacrament and community. This means that the form of God revealed in 
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the form of Christ is recognizable not only in the singularity of Jesus, but in how his 

particularity is a style of distance: God is made manifest in the interval opened by the 

divine persons, and so is seen in the coincidence in Christ’s life of obedience and grace 

and grandeur and lowliness, in all their mystery. The greater the freedom of the Son’s 

journey, the more profound the difference spanned and the farther the distance traversed, 

the more surely is God God. No worldly measure of glory is equal to what is here 

revealed. God’s power is manifest most profoundly in the Son’s kenosis because God’s 

power is the infinite peace of an eternal venture of love, the divine ecstasy whose fullness 

is the joy of an eternal self-outpouring. Thus the divine has no proper “place,” belongs to 

no hierarchy within totality; it is the infinite context of every place, the distance whose 

original grammar is love, prior to every division between high and low, supernatural and 

natural, transcendent and immanent. A purely idealist metaphysics of the beautiful (such 

as, say, Plotinus’s) can point in only one direction, away from the world toward the 

simple and transcendent source of all beauty; but Christian thought, with its Trinitarian 

premise, must follow the path of beauty outward into the world, even into states of 

privation. Christian thought does not simply ascend to the beautiful, but finds the 

beautiful in the entire scope of the divine life, even as it proceeds “downward” into utter 

inanition: God ventures even into the godless, and still his beauty is there, still offered as 

gift, delight, and love. 

A caution, though: the attempt to interpret the truth of God’s beauty in abasement 

can assume a vulgar and unreflective form, especially in this age of fashionable nihilism. 

Witness Don Cupitt: “The God of Christianity is a God who in Christ becomes human 

and in the Spirit becomes the endless interrelatedness of everything. The doctrine of the 

Trinity secularizes and enhistoricizes God, disperses God into the flux of the world.”242 

This is of course the familiar strategy of that style of impoverished Hegelianism that one 

associates with “death of God” theologies, such as Thomas Altizer’s, which has been 

assumed into so many attempts to write a “postmodern theology”; it treats Trinitarian 

theology as eventuating inexorably in the exhaustion of talk concerning God’s 

transcendence, the death of onto-theology, a “joyous” and “sacramental” embrace of 

																																																								
242	Don Cupitt, “Unsystematic Ethics and Politics,” in Shadow of Spirit: Postmodernism and Religion, ed. 
Philippa Berry and Andrew Wernick (London and New York: Routledge, 1992), 155. 
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finitude. There is nothing extraordinary or original in Cupitt’s remark; I quote him, 

however, not as a novelty, but as illustrative of a pathology. One can quickly set aside the 

bleak and ghastly suggestion that the Spirit is just another name for the univocity of 

being—for, that is, the indifferent relatedness of all things (would this include, one 

almost dreads to ask, the relation, say, between Jews and Nazis?)—but one should pause 

long enough to note that it demonstrates again how thoroughly dependent upon a 

conventional metaphysical vision of the transcendent and immanent “post-metaphysical” 

approaches to the doctrine of the Trinity generally are. Like Nietzsche’s madman, 

announcing God’s death and wondering “Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the 

entire horizon?”243 the “atheologian” has always already mistaken the God of Christian 

tradition for one whose transcendence provides the world with its horizon, who defines 

the limits of being, and who guards the boundaries of totality. To mistake the Trinitarian 

dynamism of the cross for the simple defatigation of transcendence is possible only if one 

understands the relation between divine transcendence and creaturely immanence in the 

very terms—a mere opposition between highest principle and world—that the Christian 

doctrines of creation and Trinity first overcame. The triune God is infinite, transcendently 

infinite, because the motion of the divine perichoresis eternally transcends not only the 

immanent order of creaturely being but “transcendence” as such; in the Trinitarian 

motion of begetting and procession, wisdom and love, God has always overcome every 

such horizon, passed beyond every border, by way of a greater transcendence—one that 

embraces, transfigures, and comprises the immanent in itself. For Christian thought, it is 

equally impossible either to view the world as being sustained by the tension between 

immanent and transcendent or to view it as sealed off into a self-contained and yet 

interminable immanence; it has already cast aside the categories that all such styles of 

thought presume. The story of Jesus of Nazareth belongs eternally to the life of God 

because there is no contradiction or tension between the course of the Son into the 

world—into flesh and time, past the very limits of creaturely being into the darkness of 

death and hell, past even death into the glorious life of the resurrection—and the eternal 

being of the Son as God; from eternity God is the boundless, the apeiron, who exceeds all 

these limits, but as form, inasmuch as being—the being of God and then the being of 
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creatures too—is itself nothing but a movement of self-outpouring, manifestation, an act 

of abasement and exaltation in the single gesture of the gift. In the life, death, and 

resurrection of Christ, the whole Trinitarian mystery is revealed as an infinite overcoming 

of every totality, entire and sufficient, a life of fullest love, not requiring the supplement 

of created time but embracing time nonetheless in its infinite motion. The transcendence 

of God, far from consisting in a cold and dialectical immunity from the distance of the 

immanent, consists in his having eternally crossed the immanent in the one proper motion 

of his triune identity: for the world belongs already to the expressive generosity of the 

Father in his Word and Spirit, and lives and moves and is in him. 

However, the salvific power of the incarnation lies not simply in its revelation of 

God’s form, but in its restoration of the human form, humanity’s resumption—in 

Christ—of the divine image. In Christ God brings about a return of the gift he has given 

in creation by himself giving it again, anew, according to that Trinitarian dynamism in 

which donation and restoration are one; Christ effects a recapitulation, an 

ἀνακεφαλαίωσις, that refashions the human after its ancient beauty and thus restores it to 

the Father. As the Logos who is at once the very likeness of the Father and the true 

measure of creation, without contradiction, the Son is himself, in a sense, the ontological 

analogy between God and creation, the Word that comprises and permits endlessly many 

words, the infinite measure who allows all the measures and proportions of creation to 

speak of God, as instances of his glory; but as a man he is this analogy in the form of a 

dramatic action that restores the measure that has been forsaken. Because the true story of 

the world has been lost in the seemingly endless epic of sin, Christ must retell—in the 

entire motion and content of his life, lived both toward the Father and for his fellows—

the tale from the beginning. Says Athanasius, the Logos became flesh in order to 

reestablish the original pattern after which the human form was crafted in the beginning, 

and to impress anew upon creation the beauty of the divine image (De incarnatione 11- 

16). No theologian (except perhaps Paul) placed more explicit emphasis on the theme of 

salvation through recapitulation than did Irenaeus. One can, admittedly, easily mistake 

the Irenaean language of anakephalaiosis for a decorative exercise in typology, a quaint 

and picturesque but unsophisticated soteriology (salvation by motif); but, in fact, Irenaeus 

describes with extraordinary felicity the necessary logic of all Christian soteriology. It is 
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because Christ’s life effects a narrative reversal, which unwinds the story of sin and death 

and reinaugurates the story that God tells from before the foundation of the world—the 

story of the creation he wills, freely, in his eternal counsels—that Christ’s life effects an 

ontological restoration of creation’s goodness; it is because the rhetoric of his form 

restores the order of divine rhetoric that creation properly is that created being redeemed 

in him. True, Irenaeus’s account does begin as though it were merely a typological 

meditation, contrasting the disobedience of Eve with the obedience of Mary, the one’s 

credulity before the serpent and the other’s receptivity before the angel of the 

annunciation (Adversus haereses 5.19.1-2); but it soon becomes evident that this fits into 

a deeply considered understanding of God’s saving action in Christ. First and foremost, 

Christ recapitulates humanity’s struggle against evil, and in so doing achieves the victory 

that humanity could not (5.21.1); he who is from the beginning the head of all things 

recapitulates the human entirely, in the shape and substance of a whole life lived for the 

Father, never lapsing into sin, never yielding to the temptation to turn from God, enacting 

in every instant the divine figure of the human (5.21.1-3). Thus, as Paul says, the 

disobedience of Adam, which brings death into the world, is undone by Christ’s 

obedience unto death (5.23.2). We are very far here from any kind of vulgar idealism: 

human “nature” is not a concrete universal that, simply through the metabolism of the 

incarnation, is divinized. Humanity does indeed possess a true form, a proper nature, but 

it is one that is also essentially a communal coinherence, as well as a real act, a motion, 

the entire dramatic fullness of a life. Each person is “narrated” by and “narrates” that 

nature, and each inevitably repeats the pattern of sin that disfigures it; but Christ, in the 

entire shape of his life, re-narrates it according to its original pattern. Thus, correctly, the 

ontological, the typological, and the moral accounts of salvation are one for Irenaeus. 

It is because the motion of his life thus reinstates the true pattern of the human, 

one should add, that Christ is brought to the cross. In entering into a world that has fallen 

under the power of principalities whose rule is violence and lies, the true human pattern 

(the Logos) can appear only as a form crucified, which the world can grasp only as 

contrariety. Nonetheless, it is a real form; it assumes palpable shape within time; it can be 

beheld, imitated, obeyed, and adored; in Christ a real reversal has occurred, within 

historical experience, a real and visible beauty has cast its light upon the figure of sinful 
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humanity and revealed it to be a false image, an apostasy of the soul from its own beauty. 

And in the resurrection, what is bestowed by this narrative reversal is shown to be a 

beauty that is inextinguishable, the beauty that is desired, willed, and claimed back to 

himself by the Father, the form that he will not suffer to see corruption or to be banished 

from the world of vision, flesh, and life. The resurrection—far from liberating Christ’s 

otherworldly essence from the servile form in which it has hitherto been hidden—

vindicates and imparts again the whole substance of Christ’s earthly life, the shape of its 

particularity, which is, precisely in its humble and slavish form, an overcoming of earthly 

powers. His is a pattern that sinful history cannot accommodate (which is why pagan 

critics from Celsus to Nietzsche can find no way properly to account for the figure of 

Christ or for the force of his presence in time), but this is not to say that he must in 

consequence withdraw from history; rather, he initiates a real counter-history, a new 

practice and new form of life that is—as it happens—the true story of the world. Thus the 

recapitulation of humanity in Christ—resurrected humanity—has all the particularity and 

variety of a concrete historical act: it is a practice, a style of transmission, susceptible of 

variation, analogical imitation, extension, and elaboration. The hiddenness of God in 

Christ, Christ’s messianic secret, is nevertheless an open and unconcealed shape of 

existence; it can be followed on through the contingencies of time and can, when seen in 

Easter’s light, be recognized as complete diaphaneity: Christ’s moment of most absolute 

particularity—the absolute dereliction of the cross—is the moment in which the glory of 

God, his power to be where and when he will be, is displayed before the eyes of the 

world. When the full course of Christ’s life is completed and is raised up by the Father, 

his “hiddenness” is shown to be a different kind of substantial presence, one that is only 

in being handed over in love, surrendered, and given anew; thus his “hiddenness” is in 

fact that openness with which his presence is embodied in the church’s practices, the 

exchange of signs of peace, the sacramental transparency of the community of the body 

of Christ. The church exists in order to become the counter-history, nature restored, the 

alternative way of being that Christ opens up: the way of return. It is in this sense, 

principally, that the Word assumes human nature (as Irenaeus understood): by entering 

into the corporate identity of the body of the old Adam, the body of death, to raise all 

humanity up again in his body of glory. 
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O. A WORD 
 
She said God. He seems to be there  
when I call on Him but calling 
has been difficult too. Painful.  
 
And as she quieted to find  
another word, I was delivered  
once more to my own long grappling  
 
with that very angel here—still  
here—at the base of the ancient  
ladder of ascent, in foul dust 
 
languishing yet at the very 
bottom rung, letting go my grip  
long before the blessing. 
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15 

Revealing the Image, Creating the Likeness 

Leonid Ouspensky 
 

Leonid Alexandrovich Ouspensky (1902-1987), a convinced atheist and aggressive iconoclast 
during the Bolshevik Revolution, came to Orthodoxy as a result of an interest in art, only to 
become in time a famous iconographer and art historian. His books include The Meaning of 
Icons, co-authored with Vladimir Lossky, from which this selection is taken. 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________	
 

The icon (εἰκών = image) is necessarily inherent in the very essence of the Christian 

religion, for Christianity is the revelation in Christ not only of the Word of God but also 

of the Image of God. “No man has seen God at any time; the only begotten Son, who is in 

the bosom of the Father, He has declared Him” (John 1:18), showing that He is indeed 

“the icon of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). Through His Incarnation, God the Word, 

“being the brightness of His glory, and the express image of the Father’s person” (Heb. 

1:3), reveals God to the world. When Philip asks: “Lord, show us the Father,” Christ 

answers: “Have I been so long a time with you, and yet you have not known me, Philip? 

He that has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:8-9). As “in the bosom of the Father”, 

so also in the Incarnation: the Son is consubstantial with the Father, being, according to 

His Divinity, His very image, equal in honor.   

This truth lies at the foundation of Christianity’s pictorial art. Not only do icons 

not contradict the essence of Christianity; they are inalienably connected with it, and the 

preaching of Christianity to the world was from the beginning carried out by the Church 

through both word and image. Precisely on this basis the Fathers of the Seventh 

Ecumenical Council (787 A.D.) were able to say: “The tradition of making images 

existed even at the time of the preaching of Christianity by the Apostles. Iconography is 

by no means a novelty but is, on the contrary, an established law and tradition of the 

Catholic Church.”244 Already in the fourth century a whole series of Church fathers, 

including Basil the Great, Gregory the Theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, and John 
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Chrysostom, refer to icons as to a normal and generally accepted institution of the 

Church.  

* 

 

The fundamental aim of iconography is to express the teaching of the Church by 

representing concrete persons and events of sacred history in such a way as to indicate 

their inner meaning.245 The main outlines of this art can be seen even in its earliest 

period: illusory, three-dimensional space is replaced by the plane of reality; the 

connection between figures and objects becomes conventionally symbolical; the image is 

reduced to a minimum of detail and a maximum of expressiveness; and the great majority 

of figures are represented with their faces turned toward the viewer, for their importance 

lies not only in the action and interaction of the persons represented, but also in their 

inner state, as revealed especially by their eyes. The artist lived and thought in images 

and reduced forms to the limit of simplicity, to the depth of an inner content accessible 

only to the spiritual eye. He cleansed his work of everything personal and remained 

anonymous; his essential concern was to efface himself so as to transmit Tradition. He 

understood the necessity of being cut off from all sensory pleasure while at the same time 

using all of visible nature in order to express the world of the spirit; for to transmit the 

invisible world to sensory vision demands not hazy fog but, on the contrary, peculiar 

clarity and precision of expression, just as the holy Fathers used clear and exact verbal 

formulations to express their apprehensions of the heavenly world.   

As already noted, the Christian dispensation is organically connected with the 

image. Therefore doctrine relating to the image is not something separate, not an 

appendix, but follows naturally from the doctrine of salvation, of which it is an 

indispensable part. In all its fullness, iconographical teaching was inherent in the Church 

from the very first, but, like other aspects of the Church’s teaching, it became explicitly 

affirmed only gradually in response to the needs of the moment, as for instance in the 

82nd rule of the Council in Trullo (692), or in reply to various heresies and errors, as we 
																																																								
245	At times the meaning of individual images becomes clear only when taken together with others among 
which they occur. For example, at the catacomb of Callixtus in Rome, one finds a series of three pictures: a 
fisherman taking a fish out of the water, someone being baptized, and the paralytic carrying his bed; the 
first image is the symbol of conversion to the Christian faith; then it is shown how, through baptism, man is 
made whole from his sins and infirmities. 
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see during the iconoclastic period (711-843). It was the same in this case as with the 

dogmatic truth of the two natures of Christ. This truth was professed by the first 

Christians in a more implicit and practical manner, by their very life, and did not yet have 

a sufficiently full theoretical formulation; but later, by force of external necessity, due to 

the appearance of heresies and false teachings, it was formulated with precision. So too 

with the icon: the dogmatic basis for its existence was first laid down by the Council in 

Trullo in connection with a change in the symbolism of Church art. The rule in question 

marks an important stage, for here for the first time iconography was given very specific 

directions as a matter of principle. According to the 82nd rule of the Trullan Council, 
 

Certain holy icons have the image of a lamb, at which the finger of the 
Forerunner is pointing. This lamb is taken as an image of grace, 
representing the true Lamb, Christ our God, whom the law foreshadowed. 
Acknowledging with love the ancient images and shadows of the law [cf. 
Heb. 8:5, 10:1] as prefigurations and symbols of the truth transmitted to 
the Church, we wish to give precedence to grace and truth [cf. John 1:17], 
receiving them as the fulfillment of the law. Thus, in order to make plain 
this fulfillment for all eyes to see, if only by means of pictures, we ordain 
that henceforth icons should represent, instead of the lamb of old, the 
human image of the Lamb, who has taken upon Himself the sins of the 
world, Christ our God, so that through this we may perceive the height of 
the abasement of God the Word and be led to remember His life in the 
flesh, His Passion and death for our salvation, and the ensuing redemption 
of the world. 
 
At that time, side by side with historical representations of Christ as a man, non-

human symbols of God were still in use.246 The 82nd rule seeks to underscore the link 

																																																								
246	When the position of the Church changed under St. Constantine, acquiring a legal right of existence in 
the Roman Empire, the character of Church art also changed. At that time a great wave of new converts 
began to flood the Church, and this resulted in a need for more spacious churches and a corresponding 
change in the character of preaching. The symbols of the first centuries, which belonged to a small number 
of initiates, for whom their meaning and content were clear and intelligible, were less intelligible to the new 
converts. Hence, in order to make a grasp of the teaching of the Church more accessible to them, a more 
concrete and clear pictorial expression of this teaching became necessary. In this connection there 
appeared, in the fourth and fifth centuries, large, monumental paintings of important events from the Old 
and New Testaments. The majority of the principal Church feasts were also established at that time, as well 
as the main outlines of the artistic compositions corresponding to them, and these are preserved to this day 
in the Orthodox Church. The themes of the Church art of that time frequently have a definite dogmatic 
character, having been framed as answers to questions arising in the sphere of faith and reflecting the 
struggle of the Church with existing heresies. For instance, in answer to the Arian heresy condemned by the 



 322 

between icons and the dogma of the Divine Incarnation, and thus their link to the human 

life of Christ in the flesh. This is the first time a philosophy of the icon is explicitly based 

on Christological dogma. In placing its stress on this dogma the Council put an end to 

using symbols, or at least to an exclusive use of symbols, in place of the human image of 

Christ. It is true that the Council mentions only one such symbol, the lamb. But it goes on 

immediately to speak in general terms about “ancient images and shadows”, evidently 

taking the lamb to be representative of a larger group of such figures. The Old Testament 

prefigurations having been fulfilled in the New Testament, the Council mandates a 

transition from the earlier symbols to an exposition of their meaning—to an artistic 

depiction of what was now fully manifest in time and therefore accessible to sensory 

perception, representation, and description: namely, the Word made flesh. The image, as 

it had appeared in the Old Testament symbol, had become a physical reality, and images 

of Jesus Christ were therefore to serve henceforth as testimony to His coming and His life 

in the flesh, the kenosis of the Deity, His abasement. And the way this abasement is 

represented, its visual transmission, was to reflect the glory of God. In other words, the 

abasement of God the Word was to be shown forth in such a manner that in looking upon 

it we are able to contemplate the divinity in the human image, and thus come to know 

that Christ’s death means salvation and redemption for the world.  

The latter part of the 82nd rule, in speaking about “the height of Christ’s 

abasement”, indicates moreover that the meaning of an icon is connected with much more 

than the subject as such, with what or who is represented, but includes as well the method 

of representation, how the subject of an icon is made to appear. In this way the rule serves 

																																																																																																																																																																					
first Ecumenical Council (325), on either side of the image of the Savior are placed the Alpha and the 
Omega (Rev. 22:13), indicating that Jesus Christ is consubstantial with God the Father. After the 
condemnation of Nestorius by the Ephesian Council (431) and the solemn proclamation of the truth of the 
God-bearing Mary, there appeared a triumphal image of the Mother of God with the Divine Child 
enthroned in glory. The same subject of struggle against Nestorianism gave rise to a whole cycle of pictures 
in the Church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, emphasizing the Divinity of the Child Jesus and the 
significance of the Mother of God. Frescoes in the sixth century churches of St. Sophia and the Holy 
Apostles in Constantinople also reflected the struggle with the teachings of Nestorius and Eutyches. 
Dogmatic warfare by means of holy images was also waged in subsequent centuries. Thus, for example, 
after the end of the iconoclastic period, the image of the Savior Emmanuel was very widely used as a 
testimony to the Divine Incarnation. This image was also used against the heresy of the Judaizers in Russia 
in the fifteenth century. Against the same heresy there appeared, in the iconography of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, a whole series of new subjects, demonstrating the connection between the Old 
Testament and the New Testament as its rightful successor. 
 



 323 

to defend and encourage a form of art that reflects, by a new symbolism, the very glory of 

God. In placing an emphasis on the meaning and importance of the historical reality, the 

rule insists that a realistic image alone can transmit the teaching of the Church, and it 

defines all the rest—the “images and shadows”—as not expressing the fullness of grace, 

worthy though they may be of a certain reverence and capable of satisfying the needs of a 

certain previous epoch. Essentially this rule lays down the foundation of the iconographic 

canon, that is, a certain set of criteria for judging whether an image is suited for use in 

worship and prayer, just as in the domain of words and music other canons determined 

whether a given text or hymn was worthy of liturgical use. It establishes the principle of 

correspondence between the icon and the Holy Scriptures and defines in what this 

correspondence consists: on the one hand the historical reality and on the other hand a 

kind of symbolism that is able in some way to convey the coming Kingdom of God. 

Thus the Church gradually creates an art that is new in both content and form, an 

art that uses images and forms drawn from the material world to transmit a revelation of 

the Divine world, making this higher world accessible to understanding and 

contemplation. This art develops side by side with the liturgical services and, like the 

services, expresses the teaching of the Church in conformity with the word of the 

Scriptures. This conformity between word and image was expressed with particular 

clarity by the Seventh Ecumenical Council, which re-established the veneration of icons. 

Through the voice of the fathers of this Council, the Church rejected a compromise 

proposal that would have resulted in placing its veneration of icons on a level with that of 

sacred vessels like the chalice. It was ordained instead that icons be regarded as being on 

the same level as the Cross and the Gospels: with the Cross as the distinctive symbol of 

Christianity, and with the Gospels containing a complete correspondence between verbal 

and visible image.247 The formulation of the Holy Council says: “We preserve, without 

innovations, all the Church traditions established for us, whether written or unwritten, 

one of which is icon-painting, as corresponding to what the Gospels preach and relate. 

For the one is incontestably clarified by the other.” This shows that the Church sees the 

																																																								
247	This is why it is impossible to understand the image of a feast or a saint, to discover the meaning and 
significance of its details, unless one knows the corresponding Divine service, and, in the case of a saint, 
also his life. Analyses and explanations of icons go wrong as a rule precisely because acquaintance with 
these sources is merely superficial, and sometimes totally lacking. 
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icon not as an optional or ornamental form of art, serving merely to illustrate the Holy 

Scriptures. On the contrary, it attributes to the icon the same dogmatic, liturgical, and 

didactic significance it does to the Bible. Just as the word of the Holy Scriptures is an 

image, so the image revealed in an icon is a word. “What the word transmits through the 

ear, painting silently shows through the image,” says St. Basil the Great, “and by these 

two means, working together, we receive knowledge of one and the same thing.”248 In 

other words, the icon contains and professes the same truth as the Gospels and therefore, 

like the Gospels, is based on precise concrete data and not at all on invention, for 

otherwise it could not explain the Gospels nor correspond to them. 

Thus the icon is to be regarded as one of the forms of revelation and knowledge of 

God in which the Divine and human will and action are blended. Apart from their 

distinctive meanings, the Gospel book, the Cross, and an icon are each a reflection of a 

higher world, each a symbol of the Spirit it contains. The meaning of both the word and 

the image is the same. The image, like the liturgical services, transmits the teaching of the 

Church and expresses the grace-given life of sacred Tradition. The Church is a “kingdom 

not of this world” (John 18:36), and yet it exists within that world and for that world, for 

its salvation. The Church is completely distinct from the world, and yet it serves the 

world precisely by being different from it. All the many and various manifestations of the 

Church by means of which it fulfills this service—whether by word or image or hymnody 

or yet some other form—differ from their otherwise seemingly similar manifestations in 

the world. For they all bear the seal of their transcendental nature. 

Architecture, painting, music, and poetry cease to be merely forms of art, each 

following its own way independently of the others and in search of appropriate aesthetic 

effects, and become instead organic parts of a single liturgical whole, which implies in 

each case the renunciation of an individual role, of self-assertion. From forms of art 

having separate aims, they are transformed into a symphony of means for expressing, 

each in its own domain, one and the same thing—the knowledge of God. It follows that 

from its very nature Church art is a liturgical art, an art intended for worship. An icon is 

therefore much more than an accessory to liturgical services. There is instead a mutual 

																																																								
248 Basil, Discourse 19, On the Martyrs, P.G. 31, col. 509A; Acts of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, Act 
6. 
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correspondence and interconnection. The mystery enacted and the mystery depicted are 

one and the same, both inwardly in their deeper meaning and outwardly in the symbolic 

forms which expresses that meaning. This is why iconography should not be regarded as 

an art belonging to one or another historical epoch, nor as the expression of the national 

or ethnic characteristics of a particular people. It is to be understood by its function, 

which is as universal as Orthodoxy itself, being determined by the very essence of the 

image and its role in the Church. This explains the importance the Church attributes to 

icons—an importance so great that, of all its victories over a multitude of various 

heresies, it was the victory over iconoclasm and the re-establishment of the veneration of 

icons that was proclaimed by the Church as the Triumph of Orthodoxy, celebrated on the 

first Sunday of Lent. 

 

* 

 

The text of the kontakion for this Sunday reads as follows: “The undepictable Word of 

the Father made Himself depictable, having taken flesh of Thee, O Mother of God, and 

having restored our defiled image to its ancient state, He has suffused it with the beauty 

of Divinity. Confessing salvation, we show it forth in both word and deed.” Note that this 

hymn is addressed not to one of the Persons of the Holy Trinity, but to the Mother of 

God. Just as the negation of the human image of the incarnate Savior would imply the 

negation of her miraculous motherhood,249 so the affirmation of His icon implies the 

veneration of Mary as the indispensable condition of the Incarnation, as the cause of the 

fact that God became depictable. According to the teaching of the Fathers, the legitimacy 

of making icons of Christ is based precisely on the fact that the God-Man had a 

representable mother. “Insofar as He proceeded from a Father who could not be 

represented,” says St. Theodore the Studite, “Christ, not being representable, cannot have 

an image made by art. What image could correspond to Divinity, the representation of 

which is strictly forbidden by the divinely inspired Scriptures? And yet, from the moment 

																																																								
249	This was the case with the extreme wing of the iconoclasts of the seventh and eighth centuries. In fact, 
though a large number of them tolerated the placement of images in the Church and protested only against 
their veneration, an extreme wing denied the veneration of anything material and thus arrived logically at 
the negation of all earthly sanctity and of the veneration of the Virgin and the saints. 
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He was conceived by a human mother, He assumed a form corresponding with hers. If 

He were not honored by an image made by art, it would seem that He was not born of a 

real human mother, that He was born only of the Father; but this contradicts the whole 

economy of salvation.”250 Once the Son of God became incarnate, it was not only 

possible—it was necessary—to represent Him as man. This is the main theme of all the 

fathers who defended the veneration of icons. The fact that the Son of God is 

representable according to the flesh that He assumed from the Virgin is contrasted by St. 

John Damascene and the Fathers of the Seventh Council with the fact that God the 

Father, being inconceivable and invisible, is therefore incapable of being represented: 

“Why do we not describe the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ? Because we have not seen 

Him. But if we did see Him and knew Him as we did His Son, we could try to describe 

and depict Him as well,” say the Fathers of that Council. The same question of depicting 

God the Father arose in 1667 at the Great Council of Moscow in connection with a 

Western painting, at that time popular in Russia, depicting the Holy Trinity with God the 

Father represented as an old man. Basing itself on the holy Fathers, and in particular on 

the great confessor of faith and apologist of the veneration of icons, St. John of 

Damascus, the Council underscored the impossibility of describing God the Father and 

explicitly forbade His representation in icons. 

In depicting the Savior, we do not depict either His Divine or His human nature; 

we depict His Person, in which both of these natures are incomprehensibly combined. 

The icon must be a personal, hypostatic image, for nature “has no independent existence, 

but is seen only in persons”.251 The icon is thus connected with the original, with Christ 

Himself, not because of any identity between its nature and His, but because it depicts 

His Person and bears His name. This links the icon to the Person it represents and offers 

the possibility of communion with Him and knowing Him. Owing to this connection, 

“homage paid to the image is transmitted to the original,” say the fathers of the 

Ecumenical Council, quoting the words of St. Basil the Great. Inasmuch as the icon is an 

image, it cannot be consubstantial with the original; otherwise it would cease to be an 

image and would become the original, would be of one nature with it. The icon differs 
																																																								
250 Refutation 3. ch. 2, sec. 3; P.G. 99, col. 417C. See On the Holy Icons, St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 
1981. 
251 St. John of Damascus, On the Orthodox Faith, Book III, ch. 6; P.G. 94, col. 1004A. 
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from the original precisely by the fact that it has a different nature, 252  for “the 

representation is one thing and what it represents is another.”253 In other words, although 

the two objects are essentially different, there exists between them a verifiable, 

ontological connection, a participation of the one in the other. In the Orthodox view, the 

possibility of two things being at the same time identical and different is quite evident—

hypostatically different, and yet in nature identical, as are the Persons of the Holy Trinity; 

or hypostatically identical, and yet in nature different, as are the holy icons in relation to 

their prototypes. This is what St. Theodore the Studite has in view when he says, “Just as 

in the Trinity Christ differs from the Father in hypostasis, so here He differs from His 

own image in nature.”254 Nevertheless, it is still possible to say that “the image of Christ 

is Christ, and the image of a saint is that saint. The power is not split asunder nor the 

glory divided, for the glory becomes the attribute of the one who is depicted.”255 

If the first part of the kontakion of the Sunday of the Triumph of Orthodoxy 

formulates the dogmatic basis for the icon of Christ, the second part, by revealing the 

essence of the Divine dispensation—namely, the fulfillment of God’s design with regard 

to mankind—at the same time reveals the meaning and significance of the icon “for us 

men and for our salvation” (Nicene Creed). The Person of Jesus Christ, who possesses all 

the fullness of Divine life and who at the same time became perfect Man—man in all 

things except sin—not only re-establishes in its original purity the image of God that had 

																																																								
252	This point constituted the fundamental difference between the Orthodox and the iconoclasts. The 
iconoclasts regarded the image as consubstantial with the original, having one and the same nature with it. 
Starting from this premise, they came to the logical conclusion that the only possible icon of Christ is the 
Eucharist. “Christ deliberately chose bread as an image of His Incarnation, something which bears no 
likeness to man, in order to prevent idolatry” (exposition of the iconoclastic doctrine at the Seventh 
Council). “But nothing was more alien to Orthodox iconodules than to identify the icon with the person it 
represented. The holy Patriarch Nicephorus, having indicated the difference between the icon and its 
original, says, ‘Those who do not understand this difference are justly called idolators’” (G. Ostrogorsky, 
Gnoseological grounds of the dispute regarding the holy icons, Seminarium Kondakovianum, vol. 2, p. 50. 
Prague, 1928. In Russian.) The entire argument of the iconoclasts is in this way derived from a single 
fundamental premise—a wrong understanding of what an icon is. This is why the Orthodox and the 
iconoclasts could come to no mutual agreement; they spoke different languages, and all the arguments of 
the iconoclasts missed the mark. 
253	St. John of Damascus, Third Discourse in Defense of the Holy Icons, par. 16, P.G. 94, col. 1337 AB.  
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1980. 
254 St. Theodore the Studite, Refutation 3, ch. 3, par. 7; P.G. 99, col. 424. 
255 St. John of Damascus, Commentary on St. Basil the Great, appended to First Discourse in Defense of 
the Holy Icons; P.G. 94, col. 1256A. 
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been marred by man’s fall, restoring “our defiled image to its ancient state”;256 He also 

unites and conjoins His Divine life with the human nature He assumed, having “suffused 

it with the beauty of Divinity”. According to the fathers of the Seventh Council, “God 

recreated man in Christ. This recreation was more in God’s likeness and better than the 

first creation, for this gift is eternal,”257 the gift, that is, of communion with Divine beauty 

and glory. Christ, the new Adam, the beginning of the new creature—the heavenly Man 

bearing the Holy Spirit within Him—leads mankind toward that end for which the first 

Adam had been created and from which he had turned away through his fall; He brings 

him to the fulfillment of the design of the Holy Trinity: “Let us make man according to 

our image and likeness” (Gen. 1:26). According to this design, man is to be more than an 

image of God, his Creator; he should also bear His likeness. And yet, in the description of 

the fully accomplished act of creation—“God made man; according to the image of God, 

He made him” (Gen. 1:27)—nothing is said about likeness. It is instead given to man as a 

task, to be fulfilled by the action of the grace of the Holy Spirit working together with the 

free participation of man himself. Freely and consciously, “since the expression 

‘according to the image’ indicates a capacity of mind and freedom’”, man is called to 

enter into the design of the Holy Trinity concerning humanity and to create his likeness to 

God, insofar as this is possible for him, “for the expression ‘according to likeness’ means 

likeness to God in virtues or perfections.”258 In this way man is allowed to share in his 

own creation. 

If the Divine hypostasis of the Son of God became Man, our case is the reverse: 

man can become god, not by nature, but by grace. God descends in becoming Man; man 

ascends in becoming god. Assuming the likeness of Christ, he becomes “the temple of the 
																																																								
256	The fact that the image was “defiled” is the reason for its prohibition in the Old Testament. The loss of 
the likeness of God in the fall distorted the image of God in man, and the representation of this distorted 
image inevitably led to idolatry. In strict consequence, the cult images of the Old Testament could only be 
such symbols as a rod, a golden pot (Heb. 9:4), etc., for they alone could be images of the future fulfillment 
of the promise in the New Testament. The only exception was the images of the cherubim, made according 
to God’s command (Ex. 25:18-22), for these beings were already established in their service of God. 
Moreover, their images were allowed only in a place and position—as guardians of the Ark—which 
emphasized their subordination to God. Essentially, however, this exception annulled the prohibition since 
it gave it a conditional pedagogical meaning. It admitted in principle the possibility of a cult image and of 
representing the spiritual world by means of art. 
257 Acts, ibid. Act 6. 
258	St. John of Damascus, Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, Book II, c. 12, On Man; P.G. 94, col. 920B. 
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Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 6:19), reestablishing his likeness to God. Human nature remains 

what it is—the nature of a creature; but a man’s person, his hypostasis, by acquiring the 

grace of the Spirit, becomes a participant in Divine life (cf. 2 Pet. 1:4), thus changing the 

very being of his creaturely nature. The grace of the Holy Spirit penetrates into his 

nature, combines with it, fills and transfigures it. Man grows, as it were, into the eternal 

life, acquiring the beginning of this life already here on earth, the beginning of 

deification, which will be made fully manifest in the life to come. 

The revelation of this future, transfigured corporality is shown us in the 

Transfiguration of our Lord on Mount Tabor. “And He was transfigured before them: and 

His face did shine as the sun, and His raiment was white as the light” (Matt. 17:2). The 

whole body of the Lord was transfigured, becoming as it were a radiant raiment of the 

Deity. “As regards the character of the Transfiguration,” say the Fathers of the Seventh 

Council, referring to St. Athanasius the Great, “it was not that the Word laid aside His 

human form, but rather that this form was illumined by His glory.”259 “Not only does the 

Deity appear to men on Mount Tabor, but manhood appears in Divine glory.”260 A man 

who has acquired the grace of the Holy Spirit becomes a participant in this glory, this 

“uncreated and Divine radiance”, as St. Gregory Palamas called the light of Mount 

Tabor.261 Uniting with the Deity, he becomes illumined by the uncreated light, thus 

assuming the likeness of the radiant body of Christ.   

 

* 

 

In the writings of the holy Fathers as well as in the lives of Orthodox saints, we often 

meet with this manifestation of light, an inward solar radiance coming from the faces of 

holy men and women at moments of high spiritual exaltation and glorification. This 

manifestation of light is shown in icons of the saints by the halo, which is thus an exact 

pictorial representation of an actual manifestation of the spiritual world. But the spiritual 

																																																								
259 Acts, act 6. 
260 Works of Philaret, Metropolitan of Moscow and Kolomna, Discourse 12. Moscow, 1873, p. 99. In 
Russian. 
261	P.G. 150, 1225A, ch. 149. Quoted from Father Basil Krivoshein, The Ascetic and Theological Teaching 
of St. Gregory Palamas, Seminarium Kondakovianum, 8, Prague, 1936, and Eastern Churches Quarterly, 
Oct. 1938, p. 201. 
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state itself, the inner perfection of a man, of which this light is an external manifestation, 

can be transmitted neither by word nor by image. As a rule, when the fathers and ascetic 

writers bear witness to the actual moment of sanctification, they characterize it best by 

their silence, since it is totally indescribable and inexpressible. Nonetheless, the effect of 

this exalted state on human nature, and especially on the body, can in some measure be 

described and depicted. St. Simeon the New Theologian, for example, has recourse to the 

images of fire and iron: “Having become all fire in his soul, man transmits the inner 

radiance he has gained to his body, just as physical fire transmits its effect to iron.”262 A 

Russian Bishop, Ignatius Brianchaninov, who lived in the nineteenth century, gives a 

more concrete description: “When prayer is sanctified by Divine grace, the whole soul is 

drawn towards God by some incomprehensible power, sweeping the body along with it. 

Not only the soul and not only the heart, but also the flesh becomes filled with spiritual 

comfort and bliss—joy in the living God.”263 When a man reaches a state in which his 

normally dispersed condition, including “thoughts and feelings coming from the fallen 

nature”,264 is, with the help of the Holy Spirit, replaced by a state of concentrated prayer, 

his whole being becomes one in a total soaring to God. “All that was disorder in him,” 

says St. Dionysius the Areopagite, “becomes order; what was without form acquires 

form, and his life becomes fully illumined by light.”265 Corresponding with this spiritual 

state, the image of a saint in an icon, including his face and other details, loses the 

sensory aspect of corruptible flesh and becomes thoroughly spiritualized. Transmitted in 

the icon, this transformed state of the human body is the visible expression of the dogma 

of transfiguration and thus has important didactic significance. An unusually thin nose, a 

small mouth, large eyes—these are part of a conventional method of transmitting the state 

of someone whose senses have been refined and transformed. The organs of sense as well 

as other details, such as wrinkles and hair, all are subjected to the general harmony of the 

image. They are united in one general sweeping toward God. Everything is brought into a 

supreme order. In the Kingdom of the Holy Spirit, there is no disorder, “for God is the 

																																																								
262 Discourses of St. Simeon the New Theologian, Discourse 8, sec. 3, p. 385, Moscow, 1873. In Russian. 
263 Ignatius Brianchaninov, Ascetic Experience, Vol. I. In Russian. 
264 Ibid. 
265 The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, Ch. 2, III, sec. 8; P.G. 3, col. 437. 
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God of order and of peace.”266 Disorder is an attribute of fallen man, a consequence of 

the fall. This does not mean, of course, that the body of a saint ceases to be what it is. Not 

only does it remain a body; it preserves all the physical particularities of the given person. 

But they are depicted in the icon in such a manner as to show, not the earthly 

countenance of a man, as does a secular portrait, but his glorified eternal face.267 If this 

language of icons has become unfamiliar to us and seems “naïve” and “primitive”, the 

reason is not that the icon has “outlived” its usefulness or lost its vital power and 

significance. It is rather because “the knowledge that the human body is capable of 

spiritual transformation has been lost.”268 

 

* 

 

The artistic method adumbrated above does more, however, than convey symbolically the 

transfigured state of a saint; it also has a definite didactic significance. It offers us 

instruction as to how we too should comport ourselves in our prayers, in our communion 

with God. It shows us that our senses should not be dispersed and distracted by the 

external world. We find a beautiful verbal illustration of this method of iconography in 

the Philokalia in the words of St. Antony the Great: “The Holy Spirit, working through 

the mind, teaches us to keep our body in order—all of it, from head to foot: the eyes, to 

see with purity; the ears, to listen in peace, not to delight in slander, gossip, and abuse; 

the tongue, to say only what is good; the hands, to be raised in prayer and for works of 

mercy; the stomach, to keep the use of food and drink within appropriate limits; the feet, 

to walk rightly and follow the will of God. In this way the whole body becomes trained in 

the good and undergoes a change, submitting to the rule of the Holy Spirit, so that in the 

end it begins in some measure to share in such properties of the spiritual body as it is to 

																																																								
266 St. Simeon the New Theologian, ibid., Discourse 15, par. 2, p. 143. 
267	As an example of the translation of the earthly aspect of a saint to an icon, let us cite the following case: 
at the disinterment in 1558 of the remains of St. Nicetas, archbishop of Novgorod—remains which proved 
to be incorrupt—a posthumous portrait was made of his face and sent to the Church authorities with the 
following letter: “For the sake of the saint’s mercy, we have sent you on paper an image of St. Nicetas, the 
Bishop, and you, Sir, please order an icon to be painted—an image of the saint—from this original “(N. P. 
Kondakov, The Russian Icon, III, part I, p. 19.)\ 
268 Ignatius Brianchaninov, ibid. 
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receive at the resurrection of the just.”269 Though designed to assist us in overcoming 

distraction, an icon does not cut itself off, is not locked up in itself, but addresses itself to 

the world. This can be seen in the fact that saints are usually shown with their faces 

turned toward the viewer, either full-face or three-quarters. They are hardly ever 

represented in profile even in complex compositions where their general movement is 

toward the central point of the composition. In a certain sense the profile breaks 

communion; it is already the beginning of absence. Therefore, it is allowed chiefly in the 

case of figures who have not yet attained sanctity—as, for instance, the shepherds or the 

wise men in the icon of the Nativity of Christ. 

An icon never strives to stir the emotions of the faithful. The aim is not to 

provoke some natural human emotion, but to guide every emotion—as well as the reason 

and all the other faculties and aspects of human nature—on the way toward 

transfiguration. Sanctification by grace does not eliminate a man’s natural powers, any 

more than fire eliminates the properties of iron. An icon excludes neither the 

psychological nor the physical. On the contrary it seeks in some cases to transmit the very 

feelings of its subjects—the perplexity of the Mother of God in the Annunciation, for 

example, or the consternation of the Apostles in the Transfiguration—as well as their 

degree of knowledge and the particular occupation, whether ecclesiastical (a bishop, 

perhaps, or a monk) or temporal (a prince, a warrior, or a doctor), which the given saint 

has transformed into a spiritual endeavor. But just as in the Holy Scriptures, human 

thoughts, feelings, and knowledge are represented in the icon at their point of contact 

with the world of Divine grace, and in this contact all that is not purified is burned up as 

by fire. Every manifestation of human nature acquires meaning, becomes illumined, finds 

its true place and significance. Only in the icon are human feelings, thoughts, and actions, 

as well as the body itself, given their full value. 

The icon is both the way and the means of following that way; it is prayer itself. 

Hence its hieratic quality, its majestic simplicity and calmness of movement; hence the 

rhythm of its lines, the rhythm and joyfulness of its colors, which spring from the 

																																																								
269 Philokalia, Russian translation, 1877, vol. I, p. 21; and Early Fathers from the Philokalia, London, 
1954, p. 41. 
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perfection of an inner harmony.270 A man’s inward transfiguration communicates itself to 

all his surroundings, for one sign of holiness is the sanctification of the world with which 

a saint comes into contact. Sanctity has more than a personal or even generally human 

significance; it has a cosmic significance as well. The entire visible world, as represented 

in the icon, becomes an image of the future unity of the whole creation—the Kingdom of 

the Holy Spirit. Everything depicted in an icon reflects, not the disorder of our sinful 

world, but Divine order and peace, a realm governed not by earthly logic, not by human 

morality, but by heavenly grace. It is the new order in the new creation. This is why what 

we see in an icon is so unlike what we see in ordinary life. The Divine Light permeates 

all things; there is no source of light illuming objects from one side or another. Objects in 

an icon cast no shadows, for no shadows exist in the Kingdom of God; all is bathed in 

light. Indeed, in their technical language, iconographers refer to the base or background 

of the icon itself as “light”. Subjects do not gesticulate; their movements are not 

disorderly or haphazard. They officiate, and each of their movements bears a 

sacramental, liturgical character. Beginning with the clothes of a saint, everything loses 

its normally random, accidental character, including people, landscape, architecture, and 

animals. Together with the appearance of the saint himself, the various features of an icon 

are governed by a single rhythmic law; all of them are centered on the spiritual content 

and act as one harmonious whole. The vegetable and animal kingdoms, for example, are 

not depicted so as to bring the spectator closer to what we see in our ordinary 

environment, but in order to allow nature itself to participate in the transfiguration of 

man, to connect it with the supra-temporal world. Just as all creation fell through man’s 

fall, so it is made holy through his holiness. It is for this reason that there can be no icon 

containing creatures alone without man. 

																																																								
270	Although the icon is above all a language of colors, which are just as symbolical as the form and the 
lines, we do not touch here upon their symbolism. With the exception of certain fundamental colors, the 
meaning of this language has been almost entirely lost over the centuries. Consequently there is a danger of 
individual arbitrary interpretations, which lead to the realm of conjectures, at times very tempting, but 
deprived of authenticity and therefore not always, or rather never, convincing, although E. Trubetskoy has 
succeeded in noting down certain general principles. (See Icons: Theology in Color, St. Vladimir’s 
Seminary Press, 1975, Revised Edition 1983.) Starting from the general principle of Orthodox symbolism, 
one should not attempt to attach a symbolical meaning to every shade nor to every detail and every line of 
the drawing. In both cases symbolism resides only in the fundamentals: in the principal colors and the 
general lines. 
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Although it is meant to point us toward something beyond the ordinary, an icon is 

nonetheless always opposed to illusion. When we look at an icon, we know very well that 

we are not standing before the person or event itself but before its image, that is, before 

something which, by its very nature, is fundamentally different from its prototype. There 

is no attempt to create an illusion of real space or volume. In an icon space and volume 

are always limited to the surface of the panel and must never give an artificial impression 

of going beyond it. This is not two-dimensional art in the sense that Far Eastern art is 

two-dimensional, however. The pictorial idea of volume still exists in the icon in the 

treatment of figures, faces, garments, buildings. In other words, the composition of an 

icon is always spatial and has a definite depth. It expresses three dimensions, though 

these dimensions never violate the plane of the panel. Any violation of the plane, 

however partial, damages the meaning of the icon. The preservation of the reality of the 

plane is greatly assisted by inverse perspective, where the vanishing point lies not in the 

background of the image, but in front of the image—in the spectator himself.271 A man 

stands, as it were, at the start of a path that opens out before him in all its immensity. At 

the same time inverse perspective does not draw in the eye of the spectator; on the 

contrary it holds it back, precluding the possibility of looking past the image, instead 

concentrating attention on the image itself.  

 

* 

 

An icon cannot be invented. Only someone who knows from personal experience the 

spiritual state that icons are meant to portray can create images which are truly “a 

revelation and evidence of things hidden”272—evidence, in other words, of man’s 

participation in the life of the transfigured world that he contemplates, even as Moses 

																																																								
271	The opinion that ancient iconographers did not understand direct perspective, and therefore used only 
inverse perspective, has no foundation and is refuted by icons themselves. If we look with attention at 
Rublev’s icon of the Trinity, for example, we see that both perspectives are used. Thus the opening cavity 
for the drawer in the table and the building are represented in direct perspective, while the footstools of the 
Angels, the table itself, and the heads of the Angels are in inverse perspective. Although this method of 
combining the two perspectives is not unprecedented in ancient icons, preference is always given to inverse 
perspective. 
272 St. John of Damascus, Third Discourse in Defense of Holy Icons, ch. 17; P.G. 96, col. 1337B. 
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fashioned cherubim as he had seen them,273 after the pattern of what he had witnessed in 

the mountain (Ex. 25: 9). Only such an image can be authentic and convincing and can 

show us the way and direct us toward God. No artistic fantasy, no perfection of 

technique, no artistic gift can replace actual knowledge, drawn from “seeing and 

contemplating”.274   

It would of course be a mistake to conclude that saints alone can paint icons. The 

Church does not consist of saints alone. All those who are leading a sacramental life and 

endeavoring to follow in the footsteps of the saints, who are attempting to live the 

Tradition, can make genuine icons. And let us add: whether an iconographer is a saint or 

not, the truly inexhaustible source feeding Church art is the Holy Spirit Himself, who acts 

through the Church, first, by means of those who are illumined by grace—who have 

attained direct knowledge of God and communion with Him and who have therefore been 

glorified by the Church as saint-iconographers—and then by those who seek to conform 

their lives and their artistic work to these saintly models. It is for this reason that the 

Church has repeatedly emphasized the necessity of following the Tradition, either on the 

basis of the rulings of Councils or through the voice of its consecrated authorities, 

enjoining that icons should be painted “as the ancient holy iconographers painted them”. 

“Portray in colors according to the Tradition,” says St. Simeon of Thessalonica. “This 

painting is as true as what is written in books, and the grace of God rests upon it, for what 

is portrayed is holy.”275 

The creation of an icon thus belongs to a category fundamentally different from 

what is usually understood to be “art”. It is a catholic, not a personal, creation. The 

iconographer does not transmit his own idea or the results of his own imagination, but 

rather “a description of what is contemplated”—that is, factual knowledge, something 

seen, if not by himself, then by a trustworthy witness. In order to receive and pass on the 

experience, the iconographer must not only believe it is genuine, but must also share in 

the life by which the subject of the revelation lived, following the same way as other 

members of the body of Christ. Only then can he transmit the testimony received 

																																																								
273 St. Patriarch Tarasius, Acts of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, Act 4. Mansi, Coll. Conc. XIII, coll. 5-
7. 
274 St. Simeon the New Theologian, ibid. p. 115. 
275 Dialogue against Heresies, c. 23; P.G. 155, col. 113D. 
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consciously and exactly. Hence the necessity for continual participation in the 

sacramental life of the Church; hence also the moral demands the Church makes on 

iconographers. For a true iconographer, creation is a path of asceticism and prayer, 

essentially a monastic way. Although the beauty and content of an icon are perceived by 

each spectator subjectively, in accordance with his capacities, they are expressed by the 

iconographer objectively, through consciously surmounting his own “l” and subjugating 

it to the revealed truth, and thus to the authority of Tradition. The usual “I see it like that” 

or “this is my perspective” is entirely excluded. The iconographer works not for himself, 

not for his own glory, but for the glory of God. 

The fathers of the Seventh Ecumenical Council confirmed that the blessed state of 

a human being could be expressed by means of matter sanctified by the Incarnation of 

God; and they ordained the setting up of icons for veneration everywhere, in the same 

way as the image of the holy life-giving Cross, “in the holy churches of God, on sacred 

vessels and vestments, on walls and panels, in houses and on roadways”.276 This 

ordinance shows that in the consciousness of the Church the role of an icon is not limited 

to preserving a memory of the sacred past. Its role is not conservative but dynamically 

active. The icon is a means of striving toward the goal set before mankind, to achieve 

likeness to the prototype, to embody in life what was manifested and transmitted by the 

God-Man. Given this profound significance, icons are placed everywhere as a revelation 

of the future sanctification of the world, of its coming transfiguration, as the pattern of its 

realization. “For the saints were filled with the Holy Spirit even in their lifetime. After 

their death the grace of the Holy Spirit inexhaustibly dwells in their souls, in their bodies 

lying in their graves, and in their holy images.”277  

On the other hand, just as sanctify manifests itself differently in different peoples 

and epochs and corresponds to their distinguishing traits, so each nation and each period, 

by transmitting in images the same truth, creates different types of icons, sometimes very 

similar but often differing greatly from one another. There is no contradiction in this, for 

a single revelation can manifest itself in different ways in accordance with the 

requirements of one or another epoch, one or another people. Thus the stern hieratic 

																																																								
276 Ordinance of the Seventh Ecumenical Council. 
277 St. John of Damascus, First Discourse in Defense of Holy Icons, par. 19; P.G. 94, col. 1249CD. 
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character of Byzantine icons is not opposed to the tenderness and warmth of Russian 

icons, for God is not only the Almighty and the Judge, but also the merciful Savior of the 

world, who sacrificed Himself for the sins of mankind. As in the early period, so also 

later, the icon is not limited to expressing only the dogmatic and spiritual—that is, the 

inner—life of the Church. Through those who create it, it has a living link with the outer 

world, manifesting the spiritual countenance of each nation, its character, its history, 

responding to all the complex problems of time and place by means and methods 

corresponding to each epoch and people. And yet, however prominent the features 

connecting the icon with the outer world may be, they are still only external traits and not 

the essence of the icon, which consists above all in conveying Church dogma. 
 

* 

As we said at the outset, Christianity is the revelation not only of the Word of God but 

also of the Image of God. The aims and methods of iconography are therefore the same 

as those of theology. The task of both is to express what cannot be expressed by merely 

human means, for such expression will always be imperfect and insufficient. There are no 

words or colors or lines that could represent the Kingdom of God in the same way that 

we represent and describe our present world. Both theology and iconography are faced 

with a problem that is absolutely insoluble—to express things infinitely above the 

creature by using things belonging to the created world. On this plane there are no real 

successes, for the subject itself is beyond comprehension, and no matter how lofty in 

content or beautiful in form an icon may be, it cannot be perfect, just as no word can be 

perfect. In this sense both theology and iconography are always a failure. But precisely in 

their failure lies the value of both, a value paradoxically realized only when theology and 

iconography reach the limit of human possibilities and prove insufficient.  

For an Orthodox man and woman, an icon—whether ancient or modern—is never 

an object of aesthetic admiration or an object of study; it is a living, grace-inspired form 

that continually feeds them. In our times, the consciousness of the icon’s content and 

significance is again awakening; today, as before, it is seen to correspond to a definite 

concrete reality, a definite living experience, which is at all times alive in the Church. 

One of our contemporaries, a starets of the Holy Mountain of Athos, describes his own 



 338 

experience in the following words: “There is a great difference between merely believing 

God exists, knowing Him from nature or on the basis of Scripture, and knowing Him by 

the Holy Spirit. The Lord is truly known only in the Holy Spirit, and the Holy Spirit is in 

the whole of man—in his soul, in his mind, in his body. He who has come to know the 

Lord in the Spirit assumes the likeness of the Lord; as St. John the Evangelist said, ‘We 

shall be like him; for we shall see him as he is’ (1 John 3:2), and we shall behold his 

glory.”278 As there continues to be a living experience of the deification of man in the 

Church, so too lives the iconographic Tradition with it its distinctive technique; as long as 

this experience is alive, its expression, whether in word or image, cannot disappear. As 

the outer expression of the likeness of God in man, the icon cannot disappear, just as the 

likeness of man to God cannot disappear. The words of St. Simeon the New Theologian, 

spoken in the eleventh century, apply today just as much as at any period in the Church’s 

history: “Some claim that there are no longer any men worthy of receiving the Holy 

Spirit—none worthy of being regenerated through the grace of the Spirit and of 

becoming, in full consciousness, sons of God, having practical experience and genuine 

vision. Such people fail to understand the full power of the incarnate dispensation of our 

Lord and God and Savior Jesus Christ, foolishly denying the renewal of human nature, 

corrupted and slain though it has been by sin.”279 

  

																																																								
278 Archimandrite Sophrony, Wisdom from Mount Athos: The Writings of Staretz Silouan 1866-1938, St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1975. 
279 Simeon the New Theologian, Discourse 64, p. 127. Moscow, 1892. In Russian. 
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P. ICONS 
 
As windows go, these ancient 
gilded figures both receive 
our rapt attention and announce 
 
a subtle reciprocity. 
We look to them to apprehend 
a glimpse of life enduring 
 
out of time; and likewise find 
our own experience attended 
by a tranquil gaze that turns 
 
increasingly affectionate, 
indulgent, kind. The stuff of them 
—the paint, the wood, the lucent 
 
golden nimbi—also speaks 
in favor of how good 
all stuff remains despite our long 
 
held habits of abuse, disinterest, 
glib dichotomies dividing 
meager views of body and its 
 
anima. On his knees, the pilgrim 
leans into another mode 
of being, leans into the stillness 
 
at the urgent source of life. 
On his knees, the pilgrim meets 
the painted gaze, and finds his own 
 
sight answering a question 
now just coming into view. 
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16 

Icons as Provocatives 

Maximos Constas 

From The Art of Seeing: Paradox and Perception in Orthodox Iconography. 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

Being Attentive 

The fundamental approach of the Fathers to sacred words and images is one and the 

same: an act of sustained, concentrated attention. If this seems obvious, it may perhaps 

bear some underlining, since we live in an age of diminished attention spans, have been 

socialized in a culture of organized distractions, and tend to rush (or to be rushed) from 

one fleeting image to the next. 

What do we mean, then, when we speak of an act of sustained, concentrated 

attention? Not to run from one thought to the next, but to give each one time to settle in 

the heart. To collect one’s cognitive, volitional, and sensory faculties in the initial 

perception of what is said or appears. Attention, from this point of view, means to accept 

what is given just as it offers itself to us, whether in our basic engagement with the plain 

sense of a word or phrase, or in our perceptual awareness of the physical appearance of 

an image. It means a readiness for, and an openness to, another form which is different 

from me, which actively approaches me from outside of myself, offers itself to me as a 

gift, welling up to the surface from some mysterious depth. 

Far from being a spontaneous or “natural” response (although it may begin as 

such), such attention requires continual effort, will likely be the fruit of many failed 

attempts, and thus has a distinctive moral component. It includes a certain degree of 

commitment, of patience, of time, a waiting on the object that is before us, a humble 

obedience to it, for there is a sense in which it offers itself to me only as much as I 

renounce my own ability to grasp and comprehend it. Attention in this sense is a refusal 

to pander to the self, to the desire to cling to a particular thought, idea, or way of looking 

at things––simply because it is “my” way of looking at things––and this is an act of self-

denial, of continuous self surrender, which at the same time is a progressive entrance into 

the mystery of that which makes itself present to me. 
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To the extent that attention requires the letting go of attachments, illusions, 

prejudices, and the projection of personal desires, it has a relatively passive side, a 

“keeping still” (Ps 45:11), in which I experience the sheer perceptual weight of the form 

as it impresses itself upon me, pours itself into me, fills my senses and pervades my 

being. But there is an active side as well, for attention does not result in the loss or 

dulling of the senses, but in their true awakening, which, as we said a moment ago, is an 

engagement with the content of perception, an entry into the inner logic of what is seen or 

heard, a deepening into the interiority of the surface phenomenon, in the desire to 

understand, not simply what one sees, but what one should believe. 

There are of course many reasons why a mindful, disciplined ordering of the data 

of experience is necessary, but in the case of sacred words and images it is especially 

important because the form I see is a truly historical form, and thus it does not appear in 

isolation, but embedded within a diverse and multilayered context. I cannot readily 

remove it from this context, for it is the fulfillment of all the other forms that point to it, 

and not their abolition or destruction (cf. Mt 5:17). In respect of sacred Scripture, the 

historical form is present in the plain, literal sense of the words, which give shape and 

direction to the text’s proper interpretation, like a seed containing within itself a forest of 

significations. The Fathers did not leave such fertile ground uncultivated, and accordingly 

made extensive use of the best philological and historical tools that were then available in 

order to draw out, clarify, and expound the basic meaning of the text. 

This does not mean that the Fathers of the Church read Scripture in a theological 

vacuum, allowing themselves to be led about by the logic of historical methodologies. 

Instead, they worked within a living tradition of interpretation, within a community of 

faith and practice, and so ethical and theological commitments constitute an essential part 

of the context in which they encounter, experience, and interpret the Bible. This becomes 

especially important when problems arise in what we might call the text’s surface 

appearance, such as a disruption of meaning or a lack of coherence caused by an apparent 

self-contradiction or a strong logical paradox. If Scripture portrays God as “burning with 

anger” (Ex 4:14), it also declares that “God is love” (1 John 4:8); if it provides God with 

an array of body parts (Ex 33:23), it also teaches that “God is spirit” (John 4:24), 

seemingly contradictory propositions that can be resolved only in the light of a proper 
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theological framework. In the words of St. Irenaeos, the interpreter who works without 

such a framework, that is, outside the tradition of the Church, is like an artist who does 

not know how to put in proper order the pieces of a mosaic, and so instead of producing a 

portrait of the king, depicts the image of a dog.280 

Contrary to what we might expect, framing the Bible theologically does not mean 

that whatever is strange or different, or appears to contradict the faith of the Church, is 

simply suppressed or edited out of the picture. Mindful attention to the text, as described 

above, does not allow for such a facile dismissal of what is so egregiously given. On the 

contrary, difficult passages, precisely because of their difficulty, were traditionally said to 

have had a special function within the larger fabric of meaning, constituting a positive 

challenge to the mind that perceives them. In general terms, problems in surface 

appearances prevent readers from adopting a simple, uncomplicated attitude to the texts 

in which they appear. In the context of Scripture, difficult and obscure passages, marred 

by a lack of coherence or credibility on a literal level, have the power to jar and unsettle 

the mind, and so function as the primary indicators that a deeper meaning is concealed 

beneath the surface. If some passages of Scripture are like clear springs bubbling up their 

meaning directly to the surface, others are like dark wells concealing unknown depths, 

where greater effort is required to draw out meaning. The same is true of images. 

 

Dissimilar Images 

Surely the most striking instance of this way of thinking is expressed by St. Dionysios the 

Areopagite. In his treatise On the Celestial Hierarchy, Dionysios acknowledges that 

human beings cannot be “raised up directly” to the heights of spiritual contemplation, but 

instead require the use of visible symbols, that is, complex representations of what in 

itself is utterly simple, the multiform visualizations of what in itself is beyond vision. 

These symbols, which Dionysios calls “coverings” or “veils,” function as passages 

between two levels of experience, and he contends that “inadequate and incongruous” 

symbols are supremely effective in carrying us across the threshold, insofar as their sheer 

illogicality prevents us from associating the divine with anything earthly, and so spurs the 
																																																								
280	SC 264:114. 
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mind into an attitude of spiritual contemplation. Naturalistic, aesthetically pleasing 

images may be good art, but they will not necessarily take us far in the direction of the 

transcendent, and indeed may lead us to fixate upon the surface, having mistaken it for 

the depth. And it was precisely “to avoid such misunderstandings among those incapable 

of rising above visible beauty that the biblical authors wisely made use of incongruous 

dissimilarities, for by doing this they took account of our inherent tendency toward the 

material and our willingness to be satisfied by base images. At the same time, they 

enabled the part of the soul that longs for the things above actually to rise up. Indeed the 

sheer crassness of the signs is a goad so that even the materially inclined cannot accept 

them at face value.” Here the question turns on biblical images of God and the angels in 

which human forms are combined with those of animals, for angels are not literally 

“different colored horses,” or “flying men with multiple animal heads,” or “whirling 

wheels of fire filled with eyes” (Zech 1:8; Ezek 1:4-14), to say nothing of the various 

anatomical parts––male, female, human and animal––variously attributed to God. 

Dionysios observes that these images “create the impression of outstanding 

absurdity, expressing truth with secret and daring riddles”. This, he contends, is the mode 

of representation in which “the hidden is brought out into the open, the undivided 

divided, and the formless and shapeless clothed in multiple shapes and forms. The one 

capable of seeing the beauty hidden within these images will discover that they are truly 

mysterious, appropriate to God, and filled with great theological light”. Without in any 

way denying the reality or goodness of created forms, Dionysios holds that they are the 

expressions of a deeper or higher reality, which is the source of their unity. Things, then, 

are not altogether what they seem, and meaningful contents may be concealed behind 

unprepossessing exteriors, so that even the seemingly absurd––along with the despised, 

the ridiculed, or that which is simply overlooked––may be the precious vessels of light. 

 

Stumbling Blocks and Corner Stones 

Dionysios’ doctrine of “dissimilar images” was deeply rooted in a tradition of 

interpretation common to all the schools of Christian antiquity. These paradoxical 

images, remarkable for their failure to signify, attracted the attention of the early 

Alexandrian theologians and were subsequently taken up by the Cappadocian Fathers, St. 
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John Chrysostom, St. Cyril of Alexandria, and St. Maximos the Confessor, to mention 

only a few. All of these writers tend to work with a common set of definitions based on 

the reader’s response to the image in question. If an image was seen to be difficult, 

contradictory, or offensive, it was referred co as a “stumbling block,” strategically placed 

within the sacred text in order to engage the attention of the reader. If the principal 

difficulty confronting the reader was the text’s sheer impenetrability––such as an object 

or image that could barely be named, let alone described or understood––it was classified 

as an instance of biblical “obscurity.” 

These views consistently presuppose a larger doctrine of biblical inspiration, such 

as what we find in Origen of Alexandria, who was among the first to map the surface of 

the sacred text. For Origen, every word of Scripture is “divinely inspired” (2 Tim 3:16), 

and every particle of it is able to yield a sense useful for salvation. However, not every 

particle is susceptible to the common modalities of sense perception and understanding. 

This is because the “object” of the text, its deeper meaning, is ultimately God, who is 

universally present in Scripture just as he is in creation. And just as one can be ignorant 

of the providential workings of God in creation, one can also be ignorant of the deeper 

meaning of certain obscure or difficult passages of Scripture. 

 Origen argues that such passages—passages containing seemingly irreconcilable 

contradictions or material that is illogical or offensive—have been deliberately placed 

throughout Scripture by the Holy Spirit. The purpose of these passages, which interrupt 

the continuity of the narrative by the introduction of non-representational elements, is to 

confront the reader with an unresolvable paradox and so drive the mind to the spiritual 

level on which such passages have their proper resolution and meaning. Like a detour 

made necessary by an insurmountable obstacle, paradox marked the way, the mysterious 

path of ascent, but it also designated the place, for it was the symptom, the sign, the 

irruption into the world of something beyond the world. 

At the heart of these paradoxes was the mystery of God in Christ, to whom the 

“first are last and the last are first” (Mt 19:30), in whom “foolishness” was “exalted 

wisdom,” and for whom the “weak, the low, and the despised” were chosen “to put to 

shame the strong” (cf. 1 Cor 1:27-28). With its radical reversal of worldly values and 

expectations, the Gospel stands in marked contrast to the logic of the classical tradition, 
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with its emphasis on human wisdom, physical beauty, and clarity of expression. 

According to Origen, the Gospel’s rejection of these values is the very sign of its truth, 

for had it been “dressed in elegant Greek attire,” it might be said to have seduced its 

followers by means of superficial beauty.281 To be sure, in confronting the reader with 

what was paradoxical, obscure, intractable, and offensive, the word of God does not aim 

to please the senses, but to overwhelm them. 

That ill-proportioned “earthen vessels” were now the symptoms of transcendent 

truths (cf. 2 Cor 4:7) was a turn of events that signaled, among other things, the advent of 

a distinctively new aesthetic. Here it requires no great leap of the imagination to see in 

Origen’s contrast between philosophical clarity and biblical obscurity an analogy to 

contrasting traditions in the visual arts. To carry this analogy forward, it is helpful to 

recall the phenomenological distinction that modern thinkers have made between the 

“idol” and the “icon.” Beyond their artistic differences, the idol and the icon indicate two 

modes of being, variations in the mode of visibility, which give shape to variations in the 

mode of divine apprehension. The idol delights in physical existence, in the delight we 

experience in vision itself, and its highest aim is to make that delight perceptible to us. In 

concretizing the splendor of the visible, the idol dazzles and so arrests our vision, 

confining it within a closed, self-referential system, allowing us to see nothing outside 

itself. The idol consequently reduces the divine to the measure of the human gaze, 

arresting the movement of ascent precisely at the threshold of the invisible. 

The icon, on the other hand, aims neither to satiate vision, nor to restrict it to a 

particular point, but to free it by confronting it with the invisible, proposing to it that the 

boundaries of the possible are wider than they seem. In using images to overthrow the 

power of images, the icon seeks to disrupt habituated ways of seeing, to subvert the 

hegemony of naturalistic representation, and so summon the eye to a new mode of vision, 

by opening it up to infinite depth. God is not a finite object that we can hold within 

vision, but an infinite mystery, an inexhaustible personal plenitude that always has 

something more to reveal to us in an endless transformation from glory to glory (cf. 2 Cor 

3:18). 

																																																								
281 SC 302:272. 
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In seeking presence over representation, the makers of icons radically transformed 

the canons of classical art. No longer bound to the depiction of idealized nudes, they 

abandoned sculpture for mosaic and painting. At the same time, they reconfigured the 

body on the basis of a new canon of proportions, and related the sacred figures directly to 

the beholder, upon whom the icon’s enlarged eyes were now squarely fixed. Minimal 

effort was given to creating a sense of time and place, and when not floating on a ground 

of golden light, the figures were framed by attenuated architectural forms of inconsistent 

scale, rendered in inverted perspective. Classical elements, however, were not rejected 

altogether, but combined with the new anti-classical forms, making the icon a bridge 

between the old nature and the new (cf. 2 Cor 5:17; Jas 1:18; Rev 21:5). Origen’s 

predecessor, Clement of Alexandria, describes his own literary style precisely as a 

studied mixture of these heterogeneous elements, “an artless work of art that mixes the 

truth with Greek philosophy, artfully concealing the seeds of knowledge among loams of 

learning, so that they may be sought after with desire, and unearthed only after much 

toil”.282 

Origen’s hermeneutical principles were spared the condemnation that later befell 

his speculative theology because for the most part these principles were not his at all, but 

rather the common possession of the Church. Thus, one hundred years after his death, 

when St. Basil of Caesarea and St. Gregory the Theologian compiled an anthology of the 

great Alexandrian’s writings, they devoted 20 of its 27 chapters to excerpts dealing with 

the interpretation of the Bible. And of these 20 chapters, 14 are concerned with the nature 

of biblical “obscurity” and the presence in the Bible of various “stumbling blocks”. 

In consequence of the study and reflection that lay behind the work of 

compilation, these hermeneutical principles became integral elements in the theology of 

the two compilers. St. Gregory, for example, was keenly aware of the ambiguity inherent 

in all language, of the impossibility of fashioning perfect similitudes of the divine nature, 

in respect of which all images are dissimilar. At the same time, the duality of every sign 

could serve to express the mystery of Christ, who is both a “stumbling block” and a 

“foundation stone.” To those who worship idols and adhere to the surface of the text, 

Christ rises up like a “rock of offense” (Rom 9:33; 1 Pet 2:8). But to those whose “minds 
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are established in Christ, and in whom alone they walk and make progress”––and note 

the paradox of the mind as both “established” and “making progress”––“the ‘offending 

rock’ becomes the ‘corner stone of the foundation’” (Eph 2:20; 1 Pet 2:7-8).283  

On the basis of certain passages in St. Basil’s Homilies on the Six Days of 

Creation, modern scholars have argued that their author was given exclusively to literal 

interpretations of Scripture. But this is misleading, since Basil elsewhere makes ample 

use of Origen’s spiritual hermeneutics. Moreover, in his On the Holy Spirit, Basil 

associates the “obscurity” of Scripture with the “silence and secrecy” that surround the 

mysteries of the Church, for which he sees a parallel in “the veil that Moses placed 

between the inner mystery and those who contemplated it from without.” This 

association, moreover, occurs in the midst of Basil’s celebrated distinction between 

“dogma” and “kerygma”: “Dogma is one thing, kerygma another; the first is observed in 

silence, while the latter is proclaimed to the world. One form of silence is the obscurity 

found in certain passages of Scripture, which makes the meaning of some dogmas 

difficult to perceive for the reader’s own advantage.”284  

For Basil’s brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa, biblical obscurity is an extension of the 

“divine darkness,” the cloud of inscrutability that surrounded God on Sinai. Obscurity is 

sublime precisely because it is the frustration of vision, which may also be clouded by the 

confusing juxtaposition of contradictory assertions. It was not clear, for example, why the 

“vision of God” promised to “the pure in heart” in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 5:8) was 

contradicted by the Gospel of John, which contends that “no man has seen God at any 

time” (John 1:18). The inconsistency in the sacred text is not simply a literary or 

historical problem, but an existential one, and Nyssa endeavors both to negate and affirm 

the “dizzying” contradiction, the sharp stone of which calls forth a remarkable exegesis in 

which the paradox is resolved without compromise to its constituent elements.285 

Perhaps the last great representative of this tradition, prior to the end of the late-

antique period, was St. Maxirnos the Confessor. Throughout his writings we encounter 

the notion that “paradoxical elements” have been “mingled into the historical narrative of 
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Scripture, in order that we should seek after the true meaning of what is written”.286 

Across the pages of Maximos’ Bible, exegetical challenges rise up like sheer cliff faces, 

and we have ample opportunity to observe his ingenious efforts to scale them, along with 

the breathtaking vistas obtained from the heights, captured like a series of open-air 

sketches in his “Notes on Impassable Passages” (i.e., the Ambigua). As sense perception 

deepens into spiritual contemplation, vision is flooded with clarifying light, for 

“contemplation alone is the resolution of things which at the literal level seem 

contradictory, since it can demonstrate the truth which is incorporeal in all things” (PG 

91:1244). It would take us too far afield even to touch on the broad outlines of the 

Confessor’s elaborate hermeneutics, in which the Logos, clothed in the colors of the 

natural and the written law, expands and contracts in and out of various degrees of 

visibility, subject to sudden erasure by apophatic reversals and enigmas of absence and 

presence, all on a vast canvas woven of cosmology, theological anthropology, spiritual 

pedagogy, and eschatology.  

 

Plato’s Provocatives 

Many of the ideas described above have antecedents in the Greek philosophical tradition, 

especially in the stages of spiritual ascent outlined in the works of Plato. Roughly 

speaking, the potentially transformative disturbance triggered by the Bible’s “stumbling 

blocks” corresponds to the soul’s initial moment of awakening, its realization that the 

sensual perception of surface phenomena fails to disclose a complete view of reality, and 

must therefore be augmented, revised, and transcended. Here it is worth stressing that, to 

the ancient Athenians, Socrates himself was a massive “stumbling block,” that is, an 

externally ugly man of unforgettable inner beauty, a confusing combination of simpleton 

and sage, a relentless, troublesome, disconcerting “gadfly,” who drove his interlocutors to 

an awareness of the linguistic flaw that was at the basis of their faulty construction of 

reality (Apology 30E). Through his mask of mediocrity, the philosopher mediated the 

transcendent ideal of wisdom to concrete human reality. 

The Cratylus is rightly considered the fundamental Socratic dialogue on the 

problem of language, but it also addresses the nature of visual images. At a certain stage 
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in the dialogue, Socrates argues that all images are necessarily dissimilar to their 

originals, for if they were like their originals in every way, they would not be images at 

all, but rather something like genetic “duplicates”—like an “image” of Cratylus, Socrates 

suggests, which reproduced Cratylus’ mind and body, complete with functioning organs 

(432BC). It follows that verbal descriptions and artistic images alike can only 

approximate the person or object described or depicted; they can never attain to complete 

identity, for by definition they are incapable of reproducing all the qualities of their 

referents. 

This incisive definition lays open the ambiguous, equivocal character of every 

image, and exposes the dilemma at the heart of all representation. We find essentially the 

same formulation in St. John of Damascus, who says that “an image is a likeness 

depicting the original but with a certain difference, for an image is not like its original in 

every way”.287 To this he adds, “Every image is both like and unlike its prototype, for the 

image is one thing, and that which it images is another.”288 This is the great paradox of 

the icon, at once its weakness and its strength. As the “likeness” of something else, icons 

bear certain formal points of resemblance to what they portray. Yet the very word 

“likeness” implies that their resemblance is not absolute, and so the Damascene says that 

they are also “unlike their prototypes.” By definition, then, every icon is both continuous 

and discontinuous with its source, both similar and dissimilar to what it reflects. 

From this point of view, icons are not so much transparent windows through 

which we may gaze more or less directly on physical objects, but work more like mirrors, 

on whose surfaces we see, not the objects themselves, but only their distorted reflections. 

Objects seen in a mirror stand in a dynamic relation to their source, for they appear only 

in virtue of the immediate and continuous presence of the actual object, apart from which 

they have no existence. However, their appearance exhibits significant differences that 

make them essentially unlike the actual source of reflection. Most notably, the structure 

of the object appears reversed, so that its right side appears on the left, and we see it only 

in two dimensions, flattened to the surface of the distorting glass. Analogous to the model 

of reflection, all representation (literary or artistic) is a kind of distorting mirror, a shining 
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surface on which we glimpse the adverted figure of an enigma, “for now we know in part, 

we see in a glass darkly” (cf. 1 Cor 13:12). And we cannot do without such mirrors, for 

despite their shortcomings they are all that we have. 

Plato himself recognized and accepted these exigencies, which contribute to his 

complex views concerning the paradox of representation. Although he is often described 

as having been hostile to art, it should not be forgotten that, in the midst of his celebrated 

attack against visual images, the principal weapon is itself an image, the famous 

“Allegory (literally: image/eikon) of the Cave” (Republic 514B). As is well known, Plato 

here grants images a mediating role in the ascent toward the light of knowledge, a critical 

point to which he returns in Letter 7. In this text, Plato recognizes three types of “images” 

that serve to mediate truth: (1) a word (or name), (2) a verbal description, and (3) a visual 

image. The word “circle,” for example, names a particular object, and thereby brings it to 

our mind. The same object, moreover, may also be made known as “that thing which has 

everywhere equal distances between its extremities and its center.” Finally, the idea of a 

circle may be mediated to us by the visible figure of a circle, of the kind which may be 

“drawn and then erased, or carved and then broken” (342BC). To be sure, each of these 

three falls short in perfectly reproducing the object, since even a finely drawn or carved 

circle will exhibit imperfections that make it dissimilar from the circle which is the 

intelligible object of mathematical knowledge (343AC). 

But rather than see these defects as purely negative factors, rather than see 

dissimilarity as grounds for rejecting images altogether, Plato suggests that they have a 

positive function, in so far as the image’s non-resemblance to its source is precisely the 

manner in which it reflects real presences. In this context, it will be helpful to recall the 

distinction between the “icon” and the “idol” that was mentioned above. Any allegedly 

“perfect” image can in fact be only an idol, which will not bring us closer to the truth, but 

rather drag us down more deeply into the cave of illusions. To claim to utter the perfect 

analogy, to behold the absolute image, and so to have direct knowledge of the ideal, is to 

commit an act of idolatry, that is, to mistake the image for what it represents. 

Thus imperfect, contradictory images have a privileged role to play in the 

transformation of vision and knowledge. Stressing their formal differences from the 

object, Dionysios calls them “dissimilar images,” but most of the Fathers, focusing on the 
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way these same images are experienced by the reader/beholder, call them simply 

“stumbling blocks.” And this brings us very close to Socrates’ own terminology, for he 

calls them “provocatives,” that is, paradoxical images that disturb the mind and provoke 

reflection (Republic 523C). Having completed his narration and exegesis of the “Allegory 

of the Cave,” Socrates considers the ways in which different forms of sense experience 

either encourage or inhibit thought. “Some of the things reported by our perception do 

not provoke thought or reconsideration, since the judgment of them by sensation seems 

adequate.” The experience afforded by other kinds of images, however, “always invites 

the intellect to reflection, because sensation yields nothing that can be trusted.” When 

pressed to clarify, Socrates turns immediately to the positive role played by paradox and 

contradiction in the deepening of perception, explaining that “experiences which fail to 

provoke thought are those that do not present the mind with a simultaneous, contradictory 

perception. Those, however, that have this effect I call ‘provocatives,’ in which 

perception beholds both one thing and its contrary” (523BE). Examples are given of 

“confused perceptions” in which “two contrary qualities” (e.g., big and small, light and 

heavy) are seen “to coexist in the same thing,” not as relations between things, but more 

like inherent qualities, since the single object partakes of two distinct and unmixed forms 

(524A-525B). To learn to think about these forms, and to ask what they are, constitutes 

what Socrates calls the “art of conversion,” which is the “art of producing vision within 

the soul” (518D). We can say that the art of seeing likewise requires the perception of 

paradox, an experience which deepens into the understanding that lack of visual 

resemblance has the power to virtualize within itself resemblance to the invisible God. 

Although it would be difficult to exaggerate the influence of Plato on the theology 

of the Greek Fathers, this is exactly what many modern scholars have managed to do. 

This should not, however, be considered energy well spent. To argue that the Fathers of 

the Church were “Platonists” because they made use of the Platonic tradition is rather like 

arguing that they were “Jews” because they cited passages from the Old Testament. It is 

also mistaken to suggest that the Fathers borrowed from Plato because they were 

incapable of thinking for themselves, or simply because Platonism was culturally 

fashionable. On the contrary, they critically appropriated whatever was consistent with 

the faith of the Church and ignored (or, when necessary, deconstructed) the rest. And in 
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this they could have invoked the authority of Socrates himself, who urged his friends to 

“think very little of Socrates, and much more of the truth. If you think that anything I say 

is true, you must agree with me; if not, oppose it with every argument that you have” 

(Phaedo 91C). And this is exactly what they did. It is always unwise to underestimate the 

extent to which the classical tradition was transformed by Christianity. To say that 

Hellenism was “baptized” means that it was put to death––ritually sacrificed, if you 

will—and then resurrected in a new form. The radical revision of the classical aesthetic 

canon was part of a much more comprehensive picture, of which the icon is an evocative 

symbol. To reverse St. lrenaeos’ artistic metaphor, we could say that Christianity 

dismantled the mosaic of the classical world and reframed it in the light of Christ. Placed 

within the new context, philosophical “commonplaces” receive new, uncommon 

meanings, and thus it is not sufficient simply to collapse them into their historical origins, 

but to understand the new uses to which they have been put. 

  

Deepening into Form 

Whatever shortcomings may be imputed to the Platonic tradition, the Christian 

experience of spiritual “ascent” is not simply a movement “upward,” but equally a 

movement inward. It is not simply a transcending of the form, but a deepening into it. 

Creation is transfigured, not abandoned; it never ceases to fund and frame vision. Though 

some of the language belongs to the genius of Plato, the form of the icon is more than a 

Platonic point of departure to be discarded in a gnostic ascent toward a transcendent, non-

material reality. In consenting to share human life, to assume a human form, the infinite 

and invisible God committed himself to the body in a way that is beyond return. In 

plunging himself into the dense particularity of our conditioned and limited world, the 

Word of God showed us the way, revealed to us that the path of exaltation and ascent 

does not and cannot precede “self-emptying into form” (cf. Phil 2:7). Exaltation is 

consequent upon our embrace, acceptance, and entering into all the limitations of the 

finite. With every descent, with every plunge into the real contours of being, there is a 

corresponding surge up into insight and awareness, in such a way that the movement 

down generates the way up. 

C.S. Lewis invites us to think of God as a diver, who descends to re-ascend: 
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He comes down from the heights of absolute being into time and space, 
down into humanity, into the womb; down to the very roots and seabed of 
the nature he has created. But he goes down to come up again and bring 
the whole ruined world up with him. One may think of a diver, first 
reducing himself to nakedness, then glancing in mid-air, then gone with a 
splash, vanished, rushing down through green and warm water into black 
and cold water, down through increasing pressure into the death-like 
region of ooze and slime and old decay; then up again, back to color and 
light, his lungs almost bursting, till suddenly he breaks surface again, 
holding in his hand the dripping, precious thing that he went down to 
recover. He and it are both colored now that they have come up into the 
light: down below, where it lay colorless in the dark, he lost his color 
too.289 
 
When the Word became flesh (John 1:14), the verbal and the visual were granted 

inexhaustible significance, restored to their primal dignity as transparent bearers of the 

Spirit, and it is only by recovering the true iconicity of creation that we can hope to find 

healing for our damaged sensibility. It therefore seems churlish to protest that the image 

is somehow “less authentic” than the archetype, or that the surface acquires meaning only 

through depth, for it is these very “limitations” that enable creation to share in the life of 

God. The perceived “weakness” of the icon is precisely its “strength,” its self-effacement 

the much-needed corrective and cure (cf. 2 Cor 12:9). In any case, the power of images in 

our society goes without saying: some people see more than 1500 advertisements a day. 

Many of these advertisements, projected by the fashion industry, focus exclusively on the 

superficial appearance of the body and undeniably constitute a new form of idolatry. 

Michelle Lelwica has argued persuasively that these images provide young people, and 

especially young women, with false visions of a kind of “sainthood” that resonate 

religiously, so that “in their ethereality, the slender lines of the model’s body symbolize 

the possibility of something more, something better, something beyond life as it is.”290  

Of course, such a “beyond” exists only in a magazine, and the “something more” 

is nothing more than the ever-increasing profit margins of unrestrained capitalism. Unlike 
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icons, the allegedly sophisticated images of the mass media know nothing––and wish to 

know nothing––of holding the spiritual and the material in a unity, to glorify them both, 

but only to disjoin and ultimately violate and destroy both. We thirst for the absolute, but 

seem no longer to have the patience to wait for it, or the power to perceive its arrival, or 

even to know from what direction it will come, and so in desperation we have become the 

slaves of idols. The icon and all that it represents is surely one of the most important and 

profound theological statements amidst the mirages of our media and image-saturated 

society. Who will free us from the cave of our illusions, if not the child who was born in 

a cave? Who will tear our vision away from the powerful grasp of the idols, if not the 

bruised, defenseless man who “had no beauty” (Is 53:2) and who for that reason is the 

“Icon of the Invisible God” (Col 1:15)? 

Like the Psalmist’s thirst for God (Ps 62:1), and the bride’s longing for her 

bridegroom in the Song of Songs, the most intense spiritual inwardness is 

characteristically expressed in the most concretely somatic terms. Thus the desire for the 

spiritual transformation of matter to which icons give witness is not a drifting away from 

matter but a deepening into it. And this is due in no small measure to the fact that the 

medium is art, and that the pictorial content of every icon is the human body. Whereas 

the Gospel of Luke can say that “the angel Gabriel was sent from God and came to the 

virgin whose name was Mary” (Lk 1:28), iconographers have to depict the scene much 

more concretely, locating the figures in actual physical relation to one another, which 

requires countless decisions (of design, scale, proportion, perspective, foreshortening, use 

of color, etc.), all of which concern the organization of forms in physical space. The 

making of icons is thus an important counterweight to the idealism inherent in any form 

of allegory and anagogy, religious or otherwise, because it never relinquishes the material 

visualization no artist can do without. 

Intellectual analysis and sensuous attachment by themselves result equally in 

isolation and fragmentation––“for demonic thought is an incomplete image of the human 

body constituted in the intellect”291––in contrast to which the work of art remains a 

concrete, unified, spiritual vision of the experience of life. If both the puritan and the 

libertine tend to separate the intellectual from the emotional, it would be hard to deny that 
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designing, painting, and contemplating an image are activities that require and express 

both at once. We cannot say that art is either a reflective or an active process, that it is 

either mental or bodily; no distinction between the mind and the hand is relevant to it. Art 

is based on sense experience, yet it has the possibility to enact a spiritual transformation 

of that experience, in which objects of perception have been transfigured and thus belong 

neither to this world or the next, but to both at once. 

 

No Restful Contemplation 

Though Orthodox icons are no longer viewed with quite the same degree of 

incomprehension that was the case even a few decades ago, most of us are nonetheless 

heirs of the aesthetic values of the Greeks. We prefer clarity over obscurity, simplicity 

over complication, and harmony over dissonance. Paradox and contradiction seem like 

negative values; they make us uncomfortable. But this is precisely the point: only things 

that contradict the mind are real; there is no contradiction in what is imaginary. The 

exertion of human rationality to vitiate paradox, to suppress contradiction, is ultimately 

an exercise in self-delusion. It is the failure of true attention, the refusal to experience a 

change of mind (cf. Rom 12:2). In the classical aesthetic tradition, harmony in music and 

symmetry in the visual arts were considered the primary characteristics of the beautiful. 

But this view did not go unchallenged, and later thinkers maintained that these qualities 

were attractive chiefly to souls mired in sensuality, who are disturbed by and so avoid 

dissonance and contradiction. 

Freedom from the tyranny of the senses, however, does not mean that our aim is a 

kind of detached, distanced looking, for this would be to commit the error of Zacchaeus, 

who wanted to see Jesus without being seen by him (Lk 19:1-11). Yet it is mostly from 

such safe distances that we too wish to see him, without opening ourselves up to his gaze, 

without making ourselves vulnerable to him. Seeing, of course, is a metaphor for 

knowing, and there is no knowledge apart from love. Thus the desire to see without being 

seen, to know without being known, to take without giving, stands in the same relation as 

love does to an act of violence. God, however, cannot be so violated, and those who will 

not strip and empty themselves before him go away cold and empty. But if we heed the 

call to “make haste and come down” (Lk 19:5), we shall find that, on the ground, in the 
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embrace of Jesus (Lk 19:6), the world looks very different. It is no longer simply I who 

see, but also I who am seen. The “object” of my vision has now become a subject; it 

approaches me from outside myself, and draws out its implications in me. Welcomed into 

the presence of another, I discover that he himself is the living center of my being, and I 

become, in the words of St. Maximos, “like a crystal clear mirror capturing completely 

the whole shape of God the Word who is looking at himself in me”.292 “Since we have 

such a hope, we are very bold; and all of us, with unveiled faces, beholding the glory of 

the Lord, are transfigured into his likeness from one degree of glory to another” (2 Cor 

3:12, 18). 

The Transfiguration (Mt 17:1-8; Mk 9:2-10; Lk 9:28-36) reveals the true purpose 

and meaning of the incarnation: the union of the uncreated God and creation in the person 

of Jesus Christ, the dwelling of the light in the mirror of the flesh, a foretaste of the 

second coming, a prototype of the resurrection; a revelation of the true nature of 

humanity, the union of human clay with immaterial fire, the reclothing of Adam in the 

garments of grace, the union of the spiritual and the material, the return from exile of the 

severed halves of the world, and a model for spiritual ascent as the transfiguration of the 

senses grounded in the historical, material body of Christ. 

The disciples on the mountain underwent a change of perception, a shift in 

perspective that enabled them to see the divine light at the heart of all creation. Why, 

then, are they depicted in the icon of the Transfiguration as plummeting in confusion 

from the heights of glory? How are we to explain the cause of their dramatic fall? There 

are of course a number of answers. From one point of view, it could be taken as an honest 

depiction of the pain, terror, and confusion that accompany all radical change. The 

message of the Transfiguration––that creation is an icon, a theophany, a glorious 

manifestation of God––can be overwhelming in the responsibility it places on us, for it 

means that the sweatshops of Asia, the slums of America, and the killing grounds of the 

Middle East and Africa are also permeated by the uncreated light. To grasp such a truth 

and hold it within our vision even momentarily is perhaps more than most of us can bear. 

And if we could, what must we do to honor such a vision? What does it mean to be “an 

eyewitness of his majesty” (2 Pet1:16-18)? It means, among other things, to experience 
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oneself fundamentally altered from the person one thought one was, to see for the first 

time the image of one’s true face. To see that the world too is now a different place, 

illumined by the sun of righteousness, which shines even on its enemies (cf. Mal 3:20; Mt 

5:45), and so to move and be moved, to be changed, to be filled with an awareness of 

tremendous and sometimes terrifying responsibility to that world. Does this not explain 

the response we see in the disciples, their recognition that the uncreated light is 

everywhere, that the face of Christ is in all faces? And to see the light of Christ in all 

creation also means to see the suffering of all creation embodied in the crucifixion, to 

perceive the paradox that Tabor and Golgotha are the same mountain. With such a vision 

before their eyes, with such a stone beneath their feet, true disciples fall radiantly from 

the comfort of the heights. 

We have scratched the surface. In confronting the senses with powerful and often 

disturbing contradictions, the sacred art of the Orthodox Church calls us to abandon old 

ways of seeing, offering us the conditions for the discovery of new states of attention, a 

new mode of existence, for only those who lose their life shall find it, restored to them a 

hundredfold. 
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Q. TWO ICONS 
 
I. Nativity 

 
As you lean in, you’ll surely apprehend 
the tiny God is wrapped 
in something more than swaddle. The God 
 
is tightly bound within 
His blesséd mother’s gaze—her face declares 
that she is rapt by what 
 
she holds, beholds, reclines beholden to. 
She cups His perfect head 
and kisses Him, that even here the radiant 
 
compass of affection 
is announced, that even here our several 
histories converge and slip, 
 
just briefly, out of time. Which is much of what 
an icon works as well, 
and this one offers up a broad array 
 
of separate narratives 
whose temporal relations quite miss the point, 
or meet there. Regardless, 
 
one blithe shepherd offers music to the flock 
and—just behind him—there 
he is again, and sore afraid, attended 
 
by a trembling companion 
and addressed by Gabriel. Across the ridge, 
three wise men spur three horses 
 
towards a star, and bowing at the icon’s 
nearest edge, these same three 
yet adore the seated One whose mother serves 
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as throne. Meantime, stumped, 
the kindly Abba Joseph ruminates, 
receiving consolation 
 
from an attentive dog whose master may 
yet prove to be a holy 
messenger disguised as fool. Overhead, 
 
the famous star is all 
but out of sight by now; yet, even so, 
it aims a single ray 
 
directing our slow pilgrims to the core 
where all the journeys meet, 
appalling crux and hallowed cave and womb, 
 
where crouched among these other 
lowing cattle at their trough, our travelers 
receive that creatured air, and pray. 
 
 
 
II. Dormition  

 
Most blessed among all women and among 
the mass of humankind, 
in this fraught image our mother is asleep. 
 
She lies arms crossed and, notably, across 
the spacious foreground 
upon an altared bed, her head upraised 
 
upon a scarlet robe, 
and we surround her strange repose perplexed 
by grief that couples homage 
 
nonetheless. Not we, exactly, but our holy 
antecedents, whose bright 
nimbi gleam undimmed despite their weeping. 
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Here again the icon serves 
to limn the artifice of time, drawing 
to this one still point a broad 

 
synaxis of the blessed, including some 
whose souls unbodied have 
preceded her to Paradise. Most are bent 
 
in sorrow; several raise a hand to meet 
fresh tears. They mourn the dire 
severing of blesséd soul from blesséd body. 
 
Leaning in, Saint Peter 
lifts the censer with a prayer. Saint Andrew 
nearly falls upon the bier. 
 
Saint James Alpheus looks away, or looks 
for solace to Saint Luke, 
whose eyes—like those of Saints Heirthéus 
 
and adjacent brother James—direct 
us to the cupola behind our grief, 
from which the risen Christ 
 
attends the mother’s solemn funeral 
even as he bears her 
gleaming spirit in his arms, where she, 
 
so meek the weeping pilgrim might have missed her, 
rests swaddled in her shroud, 
waiting to be borne to Him, and bodily. 
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17 

Experiential Apophaticism 

Dumitru Staniloae 

Dumitru Staniloae (1903-93), a Romanian priest and professor, and one of the best-known 
Christian theologians of the second half of the twentieth century, was the author of numerous 
books, including a six-volume series, The Experience of God: Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, as 
well as the translator of the Philokalia into Romanian. This selection comes from his Orthodox 
Spirituality: A Practical Guide for the Faithful and a Definitive Manual for the Scholar. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Pure Prayer 

Setting aside prayer which seeks a merely material good and which is therefore inferior, 

we can judge progress in praiseworthy prayer according to two criteria: by its more or 

less perfect concentration and by the state of quietness (hesychia) it produces in the soul 

that is praying.   

Regarding the first criterion, Evagrius the Solitary (345-99) recommends that you 

should pray first to be cleansed of passions, second to be delivered from ignorance and 

forgetfulness, and third to be freed from all temptation and distraction. These three 

prayers correspond to the three phases of the spiritual ascent: purification (catharsis), 

illumination (photisis), and union (theosis). As for the second criterion, the mind is to be 

kept undistracted by any thought or care. Insofar as it succeeds more fully, or for a longer 

period of time, in expelling thoughts, its prayer is more perfect. 

 Pure prayer is attained only after the mind has been raised from the contemplation 

of visible nature and the world of concepts, when it no longer contains any image or form 

or idea. On its peaks, prayer no longer has an object and no longer needs to use any 

words. The mind free from everything is conscious only of the fact that it is face to face 

with God.  

In general Orthodox spirituality recommends the following conditions for the mind 

to reach the state of pure prayer:  

1. It must turn away from things outside and return to itself, to its “heart”, forsaking 

every object.  
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2. It should use only a few words when it prays, and these should be addressed to 

Christ. These words help the mind to avoid scattering and guide it toward the one goal it 

must reach.  

In the writings of St Diadochos of Photiki (c. 400 - c. 486), these words are reduced 

to just two: “Lord Jesus.” Later several other words were added, resulting in this short 

prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Even then, 

however, the conceptual particularity of the petition was never emphasized, for this would 

give the mind an object, a definite form. The prayer does not depend upon concepts, but 

instead it creates and sustains a unitary, simple, existential state of humility before the 

merciful God. 

Though our minds are to give up images and concepts, they are unable to abandon 

every kind of activity and feeling—except for just a few moments of interior rapture, 

reached at the very height of prayer. If the mind’s exits are closed and it is forced to return 

to its center, “to the heart,” it must therefore be given another content. Thus the 

statement by St Diadochos: 

We shall escape the debilitating and torpor-producing passions if we 
vigorously hold our thought within very narrow limits, seeking only the 
remembrance of God. Only when the mind turns again to its central warmth 
can it be delivered without pain from its unreasonable scattering. When we 
shut all the outlets with the remembrance of God, the mind seeks an 
occupation that will put its full power to work. We must give it the “Lord 
Jesus”. 

When the mind thus returns to the heart (to the depths of the mind) and is continually 

preoccupied with this short prayer, two results follow: 

1. The mind no longer spends its time looking at external things. It conquers its 

instability and scattering and becomes unitary, concentrated, simplified. 

2. It is able to guard its inward precincts from the arising of thoughts. Sometimes it is 

said that the heart must be guarded so that passionate thoughts do not enter it or that it must 

be cleansed of the thoughts that rule it. “The spirits from below” try to penetrate it, as St 

Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) says. Guarding the heart means leaving no part of the soul or 

any movement of the body unsupervised.   

At the beginning, it is very difficult for the mind to find its way. It must struggle much 

with the thoughts both around it and in it in order to make its way toward the heart and open 
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it. What is difficult is not impossible, however. The mind can return completely to the 

interior. There it meets God in pure immediacy, without seeing Him by any image and 

without thinking of Him with any concept. Then it lives His presence directly or feels itself in 

His presence. Penetrating into the heart, it meets Christ, who has been there—in our 

transconsciousness—since Baptism. It puts itself in a living communication with Him, the 

source of all supernatural powers and meanings, and it begins to make use of the great 

treasures of the heart and its capacity to grasp divine realities.  

As an aid to reaching a state of pure prayer, certain methods have been taught in 

Eastern monasticism. These techniques presuppose an interdependence between the soul 

and the body, and they build upon the unity of their respective movements. Just as 

inward states of the soul are reflected in outward bodily attitudes and movements, so 

do outward gestures and postures—if one attends to them with full concentration—

have a considerable influence on inward states of the soul. A humble soul makes the 

body kneel, but kneeling in turn creates, or deepens, a state of humility in the soul.  

 

Methods for the Facilitation of Pure Prayer 

The methods that have been developed in the East to facilitate the elevation of the mind to 

pure prayer include those taught by the following saints: Simeon the New Theologian, 

Nicephorus the Solitary, Gregory of Sinai, Callistus and Ignatius, and Nicodemus of the Holy 

Mountain. We may also learn much from the anonymous author of the nineteenth-century 

story The Way of a Pilgrim. 

     The earliest known description of Hesychast technique is found in the works of St Simeon 

the New Theologian (949-1022), though clearly the method he taught is much older yet. The 

saint writes: 

Sitting in a quiet cell, alone in a corner, do what I tell you: Close the door 
and lift up your mind from all that is vain and passing. Then rest your chin 
on your chest and direct your physical eyes, together with all your mind, 
toward yourself. And hold your breath a little in order to keep your mind 
there and to find the place of the heart, where all the powers of the soul 
may be found. At first you will find only an intense darkness, utterly 
impenetrable. But by doing this night and day you will find—what a 
miracle!—an unspeakable bliss. For as soon as the mind finds the place of 
the heart, it sees what it has never thought possible: It sees the air in the 
darkness of the heart and its whole self, full of the power of discernment, 
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and at the same moment, when a thought appears, it rejects it and destroys it, 
by calling on Jesus Christ, before it can coagulate and take form. 
 

The method of Nicephorus the Solitary is the second oldest of which we have any 

written record. He was born in 1215, and in 1260 he came to Mount Athos, where he 

learned the art of hesychia from the most eminent masters, so that later he in turn could 

become the guide of disciples. Here is the procedure which, according to Nicephorus, 

“quickly leads to dispassion and the vision of God”: 

You know that we breathe in air and that we breathe for nothing else but 
for the sake of the heart, since the heart produces the life and warmth of the 
body. The cause of this economy resides in the lungs, which having from 
God a rare fabric, like bellows, inhale and exhale the breath without diffi-
culty. So the heart, drawing in by respiration cool air and expelling the warm, 
keeps the proper order for the maintenance of the organism.   

You then, sitting and gathering your mind, introduce it by way of the 
nostrils, where the air goes to the heart, and force it to enter along with the 
inhaled air and to pass to the heart. Teach the mind not to leave this place 
easily. In the beginning it will want to leave the enclosure and the restraint 
of what is within. When your mind is in this place, you should not remain in 
silence and laziness, but have as an object of constant thought the words: 
“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me.”  
If you toil much and cannot enter the place of the heart in the way I have 
shown you, do what I tell you now, and with God’s help you will find what 
you are looking for. Every man’s power of thought is in his chest, for in the 
inside of the chest, even when our lips are still, we speak, we decide, we 
pray, we sing. Give the “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me” 
to this thinking power; expel every thought from it, because you can if you 
want to. And force it to proclaim this within, instead of any other thought.  

If you do this for a certain time, the entrance to the heart will open to you, 
just as I have written, without any doubt. We know this from experience. 
And all the host of the virtues—love, joy, peace, and the others—will come 
to you along with that much longed for and sweet attention. 

     Next comes the teaching of St Gregory of Sinai. He was born around 1255 and journeyed as 

a pilgrim through Cyprus, Sinai, and Crete, where he learned the Hesychast practice from the 

hermit Arsenius, before reaching Athos sometime between 1290 and 1295. Here now is Saint 

Gregory’s method: 

Sitting from morning until evening on a stool about as wide as the hand is 
long, gather your mind, directing it from the reason (ek tou igemonikou) to 
the heart and then hold it there. With effort bend the chest, shoulders, and 
neck, and cry out persistently with the mind or soul (noeros i psychikos): 
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“Lord, Jesus Christ, have mercy on me.” Slow your breathing too, so that 
you do not breathe easily, since gentle air coming out of the heart darkens 
the mind and scatters the thought. It carries the mind away and makes it a 
prisoner of forgetfulness, or makes it go from one thought to another. And 
when you see the unclean things of evil spirits, or of thoughts coming up or 
forming an image in your mind, do not bother them; even if pure images of 
things appear to you, pay no attention to them, but slow your breathing as 
best you can. Enclose your mind in the heart and continually and persistently 
call on the Name of Jesus Christ. In this way you will burn the thoughts 
quickly and destroy them, conquering them with the Name. St John of the 
Ladder  (525-606) says: “Conquer your enemies with the name of Jesus, 
because there is no more powerful weapon in heaven or on earth.” 

The same starets says further, regarding the Jesus Prayer: 

Some say that it should be pronounced with the mouth, others with the 
mind. I recommend both, for sometimes the mind is unable to say it, being 
overwhelmed with cares, while other times the mouth is unable to speak. 
Therefore you must pray with both, with the mouth and the mind. In either 
case it is necessary to pray without agitation. Otherwise the mind will 
trouble the feeling and its attention will be interrupted. Once the mind 
grows used to this work and receives the power of the Spirit to be able to 
pray fully and persistently, it will no longer be necessary to speak with the 
mouth; then it will be enough to carry on the work with the mind. 

 

      Next chronologically comes the teaching of the Patriarch Callistus (fl. 1360s), 

a disciple of St Gregory of Sinai, and his “fellow worker” Ignatius of 

Xanthopoulos, whose writings provide additional details as to how to gather the 

mind into the heart and concentrate it completely on the Jesus Prayer: 

After sunset, calling upon the good and all-powerful Lord Jesus Christ for 
support, sit on a stool, in a quiet, unlighted cell. Gathering the mind from 
its accustomed loitering and wandering, and pushing it quietly into the 
heart through the nose, hold on to the prayer, that is, the “Lord Jesus Christ, 
Son of God, have mercy on me”, uniting the words to the act of inhaling.  

Prayer offered within the heart with attention and vigilance is beyond any 
thought or fantasy whatsoever. By the words “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of 
God” the mind reaches out completely, immaterially, and ineffably toward 
God Himself, and by the “have mercy on me” it returns and moves toward 
itself. 

     More recently, St Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain (1749-1809) gives us further 

explanations of the ancient exercise, which include the focusing of vision on the chest and 

the slowing down of respiration: 
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You know that everything has a natural relation with its essence, and it 
naturally returns to this essence, unites with it, and rests. When the work of 
the mind is set free from all the exterior things of the world by the guarding 
of the senses and imagination, it returns to its essence; in other words the 
mind enters into the heart, which is the organ of the essence of the mind 
and its power. The beginner may encourage this return by bending his 
head and resting his chin on the upper part of his chest.  
But this alone is not enough; you must also put into motion the will power 
of your soul; that is, you must say this prayer with all your will and strength 
and love. I state it very clearly. Let the inner logos say only the Jesus 
Prayer, and let the mind pay attention—with both its mental seeing and its 
mental hearing—solely to the words of this prayer, remaining without 
images, without forms, without picturing anything, without thinking of any 
other perceptible thing, within or without, even if it is good. For if God is 
beyond all beings perceptible and imperceptible, the mind too, seeking to 
unite with God by prayer, must go out of all beings, perceptible and mental, 
and even beyond them, in order to reach divine union. 
Let your will be joined completely by love to the words of the prayer, so 
that the mind or intellect (nous), the reason (dianoia), and the will—the 
three aspects of the soul—may be one, and the one three, because by this 
means man, who is the icon of the Holy Trinity, is joined and united with 
his prototype, as was said by that great teacher and practitioner of mental 
prayer and attention, the divine Gregory Palamas of Thessalonica: “When 
the unity of the soul becomes three, remaining united, then it is joined with 
the threefold monad of the Godhead, closing the door to error, and 
remaining above the flesh, the world, and the ruler of the world.” 

After the explanation quoted above, St Nicodemus adds a detail we have not yet 

encountered. We must not breathe, he says, in perfect continuity as our nature is used to 

doing. Instead the breath must be held while the interior reason says the whole prayer all 

together, that is, between inhalation and exhalation. During exhalation it is better to 

remain quiet in order to keep the prayer within and so that attention does not become 

scattered by the movement of air. This discipline entails a prolongation of inhalation 

beyond the usual measure and produces a kind of discomfort or suffering of the heart, the 

saint explains. It breaks the heart and then refines it, throwing out the poison of pleasure 

and producing a state of humility. 

     Coming finally to the lessons of The Way of a Pilgrim—which was written sometime 

between the Crimean War and the freeing of the serfs, that is, between 1856 and 1860—

we find that its anonymous author touches upon yet another technical possibility: the 

synchronization of the Jesus Prayer with the rhythm of breathing and the beating of the 



 367 

heart. Here is how the pilgrim initiates a blind man into the second form of this 

synchronization: 

After I had read to him what was necessary from the Philokalia, he began 
to beg me to show him how the heart can be found with the mind and how 
the divine name of Jesus Christ can be introduced into the heart. I began 
thus to explain to him: “Now you cannot see anything, but you can 
imagine and picture with your mind what you used to see, for example a 
man or an object, or one of your members, such as your hand or foot, and 
you can imagine it just as real as when you saw it materially in front of you. 
Is it not true that you can in this way direct your eyes, blind as they are, 
toward something? 

“Yes I can,” he said. 
“Then picture your heart, direct your eyes there, just as though you were 
looking at it through your chest, and picture it as vividly as you can, and 
listen very attentively with your ears, how it moves and beats each time. 
When you have done this, start to recite with each heartbeat, looking into 
it, the words of the prayer. On the first beat say or think the word ‘Lord’, 
on the second ‘Jesus’, on the third ‘Christ’, on the fourth ‘have mercy’, on 
the fifth ‘on me’, and do this as many times as you can.” 
 

Another method, also discussed by the pilgrim, involves the coordination of the Jesus 

Prayer with respiration. During inhalation the first half of the prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ” 

is recited, and during exhalation the second half, “have mercy on me”. 

     Such synchronization cannot be perfectly realized except by prolonging respiration so 

that its duration corresponds with at least three heartbeats while the first three words of the 

prayer are being recited. After becoming accustomed to the discipline, the practitioner 

joins his respiration and the pulse with the words of the Jesus Prayer so that there is no 

longer any heartbeat or breathing that is not so joined. The prayer thus becomes the 

breathing of life, of the soul.  

      If this practice consisted only in the habit of reciting the words of the prayer 

simultaneously with the beating of the heart or with respiration, it could easily become 

something merely mechanical. But the accent is not to be placed on the words as such but 

rather on the intention of each word, until—once mental prayer is attained—only the 

rhythmic repetition of the meanings remains. This repetition of meaning becomes an 

uninterrupted habit. Parallel with the breathing of the body, the remembrance of Jesus 

takes place as another mode of respiration, joined with the feeling heart. It is the 
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permanent prayer of the totally spiritual person. Then “the Name of the Lord has been 

planted in the heart”, as we read in the method attributed to St John Chrysostom (c. 347-

407), and “the heart has swallowed the Lord and the Lord the heart, so much so that the 

two are one.” The heart can no longer beat without the mind seeing God.  

To God by What Is Deep within Us 

In negative theology we make an abstraction of the world only by means of reason and 

not completely even then, for when we negate one of God’s attributes we inevitably think 

about what we negate. In mental prayer, however, we turn away from all things and 

submerge ourselves in ourselves; we make what might be called an existential 

abstraction, total and lasting, by means of all that we are.   

In the prayer of the mind in the heart, we do not negate the world while 

nonetheless thinking about it, but we totally forget the world with our whole being. We 

are left with ourselves alone, and not merely with our superficial selves—with our traits 

and personal characteristics, which can be seen or thought about in definite concepts. 

Instead we remain within our “I” in the depths, unconstrained by the thought of things, 

which cannot be seen or defined by any concept whatsoever. We find ourselves within 

the simple consciousness of the presence of the self, of its indefinable realities. There, by 

means of mental prayer, we try to bring our thought to that place which has no boundaries 

but which opens up into an unlimited perspective. We must penetrate ever deeper, ever 

further within, and we do this by forsaking all perceptible images, all definite concepts, all 

representations. As St Gregory Palamas says:  

In prayer the mind gradually abandons all relations with created things: first 
with all things evil and bad, then with neutral things capable of conformity to 
either good or ill, according to the intentions of the person using them. It is 
to this last category that all studies belong and the knowledge that comes 
through them. Thus the mind slowly abandons all relations with these 
things, and even with those superior to them, in order to be totally 
separated from all beings through pure prayer. This ecstasy is incomparably 
higher than negative theology. 

     All the holy Fathers say that leaving behind all perceptible and intelligible things is 

the condition sine qua non for the approach of the mind to the infinite God. For 
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example, in a scholium from St Maximus the Confessor (580-662) we read: “Perceptible 

things and intelligible things stand between God and men. The mind, raising itself 

above them, approaches God unenslaved to perceptible things in its activity and 

unhindered by intelligible things in its contemplation.” 

We know, however, that the mind cannot remain even for a moment without 

something to do, nor thus without content. But how can it have content while at the 

same time forsaking all that is definite and what defines it, all that is an impression of the 

perceptible and intelligible world? Negative theology negates this content while 

nonetheless imagining it and thinking it. Prayer alone succeeds in making this work 

complete by removing from the mind all definite content whatsoever. It occupies the 

mind with the infinite, with God; in other words, it fills it in a positive and experiential way 

with the apophatic. 

But how can thought leave behind all definite content in order to penetrate the 

chamber of the heart? And how is this the same as drawing near to God? 

The holy Fathers make a distinction between the intellect (nous) and reason 

(dianoia). Reason is the faculty that conceives things by putting them in defined 

concepts, also called reasons or logoi. The intellect, on the other hand, is the faculty 

that intuits things immediately without delimiting them in concepts. Reason comes 

from the intellect, just as the divine Logos is continually born from the Father, who is 

the first Intellect (nous). Therefore as the divine Intellect is the principle of things, 

so too the intellect in man is the ultimate principle of all that is in him, including the 

reason. It is the basis of the human subject, which is beyond delimited contents, 

beyond reason too which grasps them in concepts. It is the unlimited basis of the 

subject. Reason cannot grasp it by any concept whatsoever. Hence we must leave 

behind all concepts and raise ourselves above reason in order to grasp the indefinable 

basis of our subject. Only then does the mind see its own self and become conscious 

of itself. Things and concepts are a veil that shut off our view not only of God but also 

of the basis of our “I”. Only the intellect can see its own self, but in order to do so it 

must lay aside things and concepts, which by its determinable (rational) thought have 

gotten between it and its vision of itself. The intellect should be able to see its own self 
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as in a mirror. But images and concepts cover the mirror with a wall which must be 

pierced with much effort in order to penetrate the heart, which is its own being. 

 From the character of the human intellect as the image of the divine Intellect, we 

see that God too must be a subject in the highest sense of the word. And we see that the 

things around us, although they are objects to us, are not totally so, for we do not know 

them completely nor do we create them by our knowledge. We realize that they cannot 

exist by themselves and that they do not exist for themselves. So we conclude that there 

must be a supreme Subject upon which things depend in an absolute way, one that fully 

knows them and creates them without in any way being diminished in His power. This 

subject, which has all the attributes of God, is the only One who exists in an absolute 

way by Himself and for Himself; He is the only basis, or substance, in the full sense of 

the word. All created things are phenomena and accidents in relation to Him. 

 Because God is a subject, it is therefore necessary to forsake all objects in order to 

be raised to an understanding of Him. Only when we come face to face with our own 

subjectivity can we in some manner come to understand the Divine. Objects are only 

external things, and the same is true of the concepts of reason, inward though they may 

seem. Everything that can be defined within the framework of thought has the 

character of an object, given that no subject whatsoever—whether our own or 

that of our neighbor—can be included in a concept.  

 Objects do not exist by or for themselves. They are by nature subordinate to the 

subject that conceives them. Now God cannot be subordinate either to a power or to 

a thing. Our thinking subject (our intellect) is the highest sovereign we encounter in 

the world; it raises itself above the order of objects and avoids being grasped in any 

way, and it is thus the only entity we know that resembles God. In order to lift ourselves 

in some way to an understanding of God, we must therefore come to an understanding of 

our own thinking subject. Strictly speaking there can be no understanding in the usual 

sense of the term, because only objects can be comprehended. There is instead an 

encounter with something that necessarily remains uncaptured, sovereign, free, and 

indefinable. Our subjectivity meets itself as it were eye to eye, as if in a mirror. But when 

it meets itself, it forgets everything; or rather, in order to meet itself, it must forget all 

things. External things and the contents of thought obstruct the subject and prevent 
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it from returning into itself; they draw it toward everything but itself. Only with great 

effort, by discipline, does the subject become capable of breaking loose for a few 

moments from the slavery of its contents, which imprison it far from home. 

This return of the subject to itself leads one closer to God than either affirmative or 

negative theology. They are both ways of reason and make use of things and concepts. 

In this return of the thinking subject to itself, we have a much more complete removal 

of things and thinkable contents; The rational act of the negation of things changes its 

very structure and becomes a feeling or a positive experience of the deepening of the 

reality of subjectivity. The divine reality is revealed to us in a more intense and 

visible way than it could ever be in the world of objects. The unlimitedness of the 

subject allows us to follow the scent of the Infinite. At the same time, our awareness of 

the fact that our subjectivity is far from all-powerful leads us to glimpse the presence of 

an absolute Sovereign. The amazement provoked within us by the mystery of the 

human subject becomes an amazement before the much greater absolute Subject. 

The holy Fathers affirm that the intellect, when it finally succeeds in looking at itself, 

becomes transparent, and it sees God through itself. God “shows Himself in the pure 

mind as in a mirror, while remaining Himself unseen”. In a passage from the writings of 

Evagrius, adopted by many Fathers of the Church, we read: 

When the mind, stripping itself of the old man, puts on the clothing of 
grace, it begins to see itself as a sapphire or other jewel of heavenly color. 
This state Scripture calls the place of God, which was seen by the elders of 
Israel on Mt Sinai. 

Even more pertinent to this transparency or translucency of the intellect, through which 

God becomes visible, is the following text from St Diadochos: 

When the nous begins to be strongly energized by the divine light, it 
becomes totally translucent, so that it luxuriously sees its own light. This 
process is completed when the power of the soul fully conquers the passions. 

 St Gregory of Nyssa says the same thing in his commentary on the sixth Beatitude, 

“Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God” (Matt. 5:8). According to him, the 

cleansed heart sees God, not as a person apart from itself, but mirrored within itself. 

The heart, or rather “the man within, which the heart calls ‘Lord’” (o endon anthropos, 

on kardian onomazei o Kyrios), reflects God by its very nature. But sin, by covering the 
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heart, has also covered the One who is mirrored in it. As soon as we cleanse it and it sees 

itself, it also sees God as some see the sun in a mirror, without turning to Him in order 

to see Him in His hypostasis. 

     But what exactly is the nature of this transparence or translucence? What is the 

“form” of the intellect’s knowledge, and how does it come to realize that it is seeing more 

than itself—that it is seeing God as well? We believe this is experienced in the following 

way: 

Having removed every content, which by its very nature has limited contours, we 

turn to ourselves as a thinking subject. Here we experience a certain unlimitedness and 

something which cannot be captured, an opening of an abyss, in the face of which we are 

dizzied and left dumbfounded. At first this dizziness or astonishment before the abyss 

of subjectivity means a paralysis of the powers of the mind, with the result that it can 

no longer move forward discursively. The abyss in front of it is a great darkness. But 

slowly the intellect begins to realize that this abyss is not, or at least not entirely, a region 

of our own being, and neither is it a void in the sense of an absence of any reality 

whatsoever. Nor is it mere darkness, strictly speaking. Rather, it represents, in continuity 

or by contact with the unlimitedness of our subject, an infinite depth. St Maximus calls 

the wisdom of God an “abyss” and the purified intellect “the place of the abyss”, which 

as such can also be called an abyss. It is called an abyss because it is capable of receiving 

the abyss, while divine wisdom is an abyss by nature. The intellect becomes limited 

when it clings to objects and finite concepts, but it is limitless when, forsaking them, it 

receives the One “without form”, who gives it no form whatsoever. When I feel the 

intellect losing its boundaries, I therefore feel at the same time that God is within me. 

This also sheds light on how, by grace unlimited, we will becomes gods in the future 

age. 

Because this moment is one of dumbfoundedness, it represents a total 

apophaticism, the abandonment not only of all contents of the intellect but even of its 

activity too. And yet this astonishment does not result in a merely physical inertia, nor 

is it simply a falling asleep of the spirit. A form of consciousness remains: there is a 

feeling, which is at the same time an intellective perception (noera aithisis) above the 

understanding, of the boundless and unrestricted depths of God. In freeing ourselves 
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from our limitations, we feel the pressure of a Presence that penetrates us and sustains us 

as a foundation of our unlimited existence. On the one hand we realize that this 

sovereign Presence is something other than our own reality; we experience the latter as 

only indefinitely and relatively sovereign, not as infinite and absolute. But on the other 

hand we are unable to separate these two realities in our spiritual experience. We 

cannot distinguish where one starts and the other stops. There is a seamless experience 

of union and interpenetration between God and ourselves. Arriving at our pure intimacy, 

we experience the infinite but personal presence of God, hidden under the veil of the most 

complete darkness, just as many times we feel that someone is near us, because we feel it, 

even though we can actually see no one. 

At this point, having left all things behind, the mind cannot go ahead on its own 

power. Nor can it go back, and it does not want to. It stands at God’s imposing but fluid 

door, which it cannot enter. Its state can be characterized as overwhelming amazement. 

The amazement fastens it to this ocean but at the same time paralyzes it so that it cannot 

function. It wants to go ahead, but it is not able to. So it seeks the help of God. This 

shows that the cessation of the pure intellect before the gates of the King, or at the edge 

of the ocean which surrounds Him, is not the last step of the knowledge of God. Our 

spiritual ascent does not stop at this ecstasy. But it will ascend further only by the fuller 

coming of the Spirit, who will raise the intellect to the vision of divine light. 

 The ocean of the divine majesty sends forth a charm, which makes the intellect 

forget all things behind and which is so overwhelming that it paralyzes all its 

movements even as it longs to go ahead. The intellect prays that a vessel will be sent to 

bring it into the open sea, which will open the door for it. This reveals a state of great 

love for the divine infinity. But we must make a distinction between love as a process 

involving both God and our effort and love as an unseen wave released all at once from 

on high. The first has been growing throughout the days of ascetic practice, and it is still 

a state of longing love, but it cannot move forward by any new effort toward the divine 

majesty. At the moment of cessation of all mental activity, this love of God reaches the 

ultimate steadiness and warmth that can be obtained by our effort. But now, quite 

unexpectedly, another love is launched from the far shore, descending to ignite, 

intoxicate, and open the intellect to the light of the divine interior. Into a state long 
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prepared by the soul, the love of God ravishes the soul, descending all at once as a gift 

exclusively from above. The first love was a part of the previous phases of the ascent, and 

due to human effort; love as an exclusive gift from above, as an ecstasy of intoxication, 

precipitates a state of the ascent in which man, having prepared himself by previous 

efforts, no longer does anything but receives all as a gift of God. 

Until now the mind has progressed by its own efforts to return to itself and to the 

knowledge of God. Once it arrives at the limits of its interior depths, it waits at the edge of 

its powers to be ravished beyond itself in union with God, in a state of burning, 

intoxicating, ecstatic love. It waits not only to see the light of God mirrored in itself but to be 

burned in the very interior of the transcendent Sun. 

	 	



 375 

 
 
R. HAVING DESCENDED TO THE HEART 
 
Once you have grown used to the incessant 
prayer the pulse insists upon, and once 
that throbbing din grows less diverting 
 
if undiminished, you’ll surely want 
to look around—which is when you’ll likely 
apprehend that you can’t see a thing. 
 
Terror sometimes sports an up side, this time 
serves as tender, hauling you to port. 
What’s most apparent in the dark is how 
 
the heart’s embrace, if manifestly 
intermittent, is really quite 
reliable, and very nearly bides 
 
as if Another sought to join you there. 
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A Miscellany of Memoirs and Metaphysical Musings 

*  

Bishop John the Desert-Dweller 

Theodulus Varzare 
Theodolus Varzare (d. 1981) was a Romanian priest and a disciple of the Elder Cleopa, abbot of 
the famous Sihastria Monastery and a renowned spiritual father. This account first appeared in 
The Orthodox Word, Vol. 28, No. 162, a publication of St Herman of Alaska Press. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

In 1947 I met a great Hesychast in the Agapia Mountains of Romania, who surpassed 

many others in the holiness of his life. I would not have believed such advanced 

Hesychasts still lived in our time. 

 Until then I had never seen him. But both Father Cleopa of Sihastria Monastery 

and Archimandrite Bassian Scripca, Elder of Secu Monastery, told me about him. 

Woodsmen and shepherds who were acquainted with him and had met him on the 

mountain paths also told me about him. They called him John the Desert-Dweller. Those 

who had seen him said he walked with his head uncovered and had gray hair hanging 

down his back, a white beard, and a face bright and calm. He was dressed in old clothes, 

and in his hand he carried a staff. All who met him addressed him as the Desert-Dweller, 

and he would bless them and go on. 

 Father Cleopa told me that in the autumn of 1930, when he kept Sihastria’s sheep 

with his older brother on the summits of Sihla, he came across Bishop John on a secluded 

path. Stopping, John said to Father Cleopa’s brother, “Brother Basil, prepare yourself and 

go on ahead, for you have a long way to go.” It was a prediction about his death. Six 

months later Basil reposed. 

 Elder Bassian had served as Bishop John’s spiritual father when he lived at Sihla 

Skete from 1930 to 1940. He told me that John had originally come from the Tighina 

region of Moldavia, that he had become a monk at New Neamt, and that he had been 

consecrated a vicar bishop in about the year 1905. Being a great lover of silence, 

however, he had withdrawn to a remote skete after some years. Then, hearing of the 
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monasteries and Hesychasts of the Carpathians, he became a hermit in the Sihla 

Mountains. 

 In the summer of 1947, I was crossing through that region on my way to Sihastria 

Monastery. I wanted to confess to Father Cleopa. When I crossed the ridge of the 

mountain, at the edge of a small clearing known as Trapeza, there appeared before me a 

hermit. He was rather short, dressed in a sort of ryassa of wool, barefoot, and belted with 

a rope of hemp. In his hands he carried a prayer-rope that had been fashioned from the 

red hips of wild roses. He seemed to be waiting for me. When he saw me, he blessed me 

with both hands and spoke to me by name: “Father Theodulus, you’re going to Sihastria, 

to Father Cleopa? I know you wish to leave Agapia and go to live at Sihastria, but you 

shouldn’t go. Stay at Agapia Monastery and do your obedience there. God did not send 

you to Agapia in vain. There is your salvation.” 

 When I saw that he spoke to me by name and also knew my thoughts, a kind of 

fear and astonishment at first overwhelmed me, so that I was unable to speak, especially 

because I did not then know who he was. But his words entered into my heart and filled 

me with great spiritual joy. Then, taking courage, I asked him: “What is your name, 

Reverend Father, and where do you come from?” “I am called John,” he answered me, 

“and I am from Tighina.”   

After a short silence the holy Hesychast added, “Father Theodulus, please bring 

me a packet of writing paper and some ink.” “What will you do with them, your 

holiness?” “I have to write something!” “Should I also bring you a pen?” Bishop John, 

however, pointing with his hand to the branches of the fir trees, said, “Look how many 

pens God has given me!” “Where and when should I bring you the paper?” I asked him. 

“Do not worry about that,” he answered, “the Lord takes care of everything!” “Your 

holiness, do you wish me to bring you some dried bread or other food?” “No, I do not 

need anything. By the mercy of God, I have everything!” Then kissing his hand, I said to 

him, “Bless me, Father.” “May the Lord bless you, and forgive me.” 

 When he had blessed me, once again with both hands, I began the descent toward 

the valley in the direction of Sihastria. I noticed that he stood for a moment leaning 

against a fir tree before disappearing like a deer into the depths of the forest. An 

unspeakable joy rested in my soul. How many things I would have liked to ask him! 
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 Although at the time there was a great shortage of paper, I was able to find paper 

and ink very easily. When I returned to Agapia, I went to the village store, and when the 

clerk saw me, before I could speak, he called me aside and immediately gave me a ream 

of good paper, as well as some ink. I put them in a knapsack and prayed to God to help 

me meet the holy Hesychast again.   

Though I longed to see him once more, to ask a blessing and a word of spiritual 

instruction from him, it was nearly a month before I was able to travel toward Sihastria, 

where I had business once again with Father Cleopa. On the road I prayed to meet Bishop 

John, and I could not help wondering what he had to write. Perhaps some secret spiritual 

teachings, perhaps some counsel about the Jesus Prayer, which he had acquired in his 

youth, perhaps some divine revelation, or something about his own life in the mountains. 

When I reached Trapeza clearing, the holy Hesychast immediately appeared 

before me without my noticing which direction he had come from. His face was white, 

luminous in fact, and radiated a heavenly joy alien to ordinary men. He seemed to 

overflow with great peace and spiritual quiet. In his left hand he held the same prayer-

rope of rose hips, holding his right hand on his chest as for prayer. 

After I had kissed his hand, I made a prostration to him. The holy John blessed me 

with both hands, kissed me on the forehead, and said to me: “Father Theodulus, are you 

going to Sihastria? It is better for you to turn back since Father Cleopa is not there today. 

He was unexpectedly called to Neamt Monastery.” “Your holiness, I brought you the 

paper and ink you requested.” “Thank you, Father Theodulus. I knew you would find 

them!” “I also brought you some bread, fruit, and a little wine.” “May God reward you 

your love, Father Theodulus, but I do not need them. The Lord takes care of me!” 

 I insisted he take something, but in vain. He would not even look in the basket to 

see what I had brought him. But so as not to sadden me, he gave me this spiritual word: 

 “Father Theodulus, fasting is of great profit for the soul. You should know that 

there are seven kinds of men: 

“First are carnivores, who eat meat. These are in the lowest degree of fasting, 

even if they sometimes restrain themselves from food.  
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“Second are lacto-vegetarians, who never eat meat but only milk, cheese, eggs, 

and boiled vegetables. These are in the next degree of fasting, which is kept by most 

monks in cenobitic monasteries. 

“Then there are vegetarians, who eat only vegetables and boiled or raw legumes. 

This is the third degree of fasting, and the most zealous monks of the common life keep 

it. 

“Next are those who eat bread and fruit without ever tasting other food. He who 

attains this degree of fasting is able to master his body and thoughts without difficulty 

and can advance rapidly on the way of prayer. 

“The fifth degree of fasting is represented by those who eat only black bread and 

grains soaked in water, such as wheat, corn, millet, lentils. 

“The sixth degree is usually attained only by the most zealous of monks. Those 

who practice this form of asceticism eat only dried bread, with salt or a little vinegar, 

once a day and by measure. This is how the Hesychasts of the Nile valley lived. 

“The last and highest degree of fasting is reserved for those few who, 

strengthened by the Holy Spirit, are satisfied with the Most Pure Mysteries alone, which 

they receive once or twice a week, and without tasting anything else except water. By the 

grace of God, I have been allowed to attain this state and no longer feel hunger or desire 

for anything else.” 

Filled with wonder, I asked him: “Your holiness, there in the forest where you 

dwell, are you not cold in winter?” “Father Theodolus,” he replied, “the Lord takes care 

of me. I lack for nothing. I feel neither the cold of winter nor the heat of the sun in 

summer, nor hunger nor thirst, nor any other earthly need.”  

I could tell that Bishop John did not want to talk any longer. I thanked him from 

my heart for the counsel he had given me and made a prostration to him, kissed his hand, 

and asked his blessing to leave. He blessed me with the sign of the cross and said, “May 

our Lord Jesus Christ bless you and forgive me!” 

I never met him again. After some years I assumed he had departed for the eternal 

realms. But then I heard that a monk of Sihastria who kept the monastery’s sheep had met 

someone in the forests of Chitele Mountain. Going to pasture with the sheep, he had 

suddenly noticed that all the sheep were massed together, and the dogs stood as if in 
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astonishment. When he looked more closely, he saw an old man with a white beard in 

their midst. It could only have been John the Desert-Dweller, for when he saw the monk, 

he said to him, “Brother Stephen, come here and do not be afraid! I know that you 

confess to Father Joel. Please do not tell him you met me here today.”  

And he then disappeared. 

 

Essence is Simple 

Saint Nikolai Velimirovich 

Saint Nikolai [Velimirovich] (1880-1956), a Serbian Orthodox bishop and a survivor of Dachau, 
held doctorates from the University of Berne and Oxford. His four-volume Prologue to Ochrid, a 
compendium of homilies, “considerations”, and saints’ lives for every day of the year, is widely 
used among Orthodox Christians. The present selection comes from his Prayers by the Lake, a 
“century” of meditations penned while he lived in retreat near Lake Ochrid in southern 
Yugoslavia.  
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
O my soul, my eternal surprise! What happened once in heaven and once on earth must 

happen to you. You must become a virgin so that you can conceive the Wisdom of God. 

You must be a virgin so that the Spirit of God may fall in love with you. All the miracles 

in heaven and on earth originate from the Virgin and the Spirit. A virgin gives birth to 

creative Wisdom. A wanton woman creates barren knowledge. Only a virgin can see 

truth, while a wanton woman can recognize only things. O triune Lord, cleanse the vision 

of my soul and bow down Your face over her so that my soul may glisten with the glory 

of her Lord, so that the wondrous history of heaven and earth may be unsealed in her, so 

that she may be filled with glittering like my lake, when the sun hovers above it at noon. 
 

* 
 

Once I bound myself to You, my love, all other bonds were broken. I see a swallow 

distraught over its demolished nest, and I say: “I am not bound to my nest.” I see a son 

mourning for his father, and I say: “I am not bound to my parents.” I see a fish expiring 

as soon as it is taken out of the water, and I say: “That is me! If they take me out of Your 

embrace, I shall die in seconds, like a fish tossed onto the sand.” Yet how could I have 

plunged so far into You, with no way back, and lived if I had not been in You before? 
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Truly, I was in You from Your first awakening, because I sense that You are my home. 

Eternity exists in eternity just as duration exists in time. In one eternity, O Lord, You 

were in ineffable sameness and vesperal blessedness. At that time Your Hypostases were 

the truth within You, for it was impossible for them not to be in You. But they did not 

recognize one another, for they were unconscious of their diversity. In a second eternity 

You were in Your matinal blessedness, and the three Hypostases recognized themselves 

as such. 

 The Father was not before the Son, nor was the Son before the Father, nor was the 

All-Holy Spirit before or after the Father and the Son. As a man when waking suddenly 

opens both eyes at the same time, so did the three Hypostases awaken within. You 

suddenly opened at the same time. There is no Father without the Son and no Son without 

the Holy Spirit. When I lie beside my lake and sleep unconsciously, neither the power of 

consciousness, nor desire, nor action, die within me—rather they all flow into one 

blessed, nirvana-like, indistinguishable unity. When the sun pours out its gold over the 

lake, I awaken not as a nirvana-like unity, but as a tri-unity of consciousness, desire, and 

action. This is Your history in my soul, O Lord, interpreter of my life. Is not the history 

of my soul the interpreter of the history of everything created, everything divided and 

everything united? And of You as well, my Homeland, my soul is—forgive me, O 

Lord—the interpreter of You. O my Homeland, save me from the assaults of foreigners 

upon me. O my Light, chase the darkness out of my blood. O my Life, burn up all the 

larvae of death in my soul and my body. 
 

* 
 

The Ultimate Man is the child of the Father’s mercy and the Spirit’s light. All creation is 

merely a story about Him. The mighty sun in the heavens and the smallest drops of water 

in the lake carry in themselves one part of the story about Him. All the builders of heaven 

and earth, from the exceedingly mighty seraphim to rulers and thence to the tiniest 

particle of dust, tell the very same story about Him, their fore-essence and fore-source. 

What are all the things on the earth and the moon except the sun in stories? Truly, in this 

way all visible and invisible creation is the Ultimate Man in stories. Essence is simple, 

but there is no end or number to the stories about essence.  
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 My neighbors, how can I tell you about Essence when you do not understand even 

stories? If you only knew how great the sweetness, the expanse, and the strength are 

when one reaches the bottom of all the stories—there, where the stories begin and where 

they end. There, where the tongue is silent and where everything is told at once. How 

boring do all the lengthy and tedious stories of creatures then become! Truly, they 

become just as boring as it is for one who is accustomed to seeing lightning to hear 

stories about lightning. Receive me into Yourself, O Only-Begotten Son, so that I may be 

one with You even as I was before creation and the fall. Let my long and weary story 

about You end with a moment’s vision of You. Let my self-deception die, which would 

have me think that I am something without You, that I am something else outside of You. 

My ears are stuffed with stories. My eyes no longer seek to see any display of clothing 

but You, my Essence, over-laden with stories and clothing.  
 

* 
 

White doves fly over my blue lake like white angels over the blue heaven. The doves 

would not be white nor would the lake be blue if the great sun did not open its eye above 

them.   

O my heavenly Mother, open Your eye in my soul, so that I may see what is 

what—so that I may see who is dwelling in my soul and what sort of fruits are growing in 

her. Without Your eye, I wander hopelessly through my soul like a wayfarer in the night, 

in the night’s indistinguishable gloom. The wayfarer falls and picks himself up, and what 

he encounters along the way he calls “events”. You are the only event of my life, O lamp 

of my soul. When a child scurries to the arms of his mother, events do not exist for him. 

When a bride races to meet her bridegroom, she does not see the flowers in the meadow, 

nor does she hear the rumbling of the storm, nor does she smell the fragrance of the 

cypresses, or sense the mood of the wild animals—she sees only the face of her 

bridegroom; she hears only the music from his lips; she smells only his soul. When love 

goes to meet love, no events befall it. Time and space make way for love. 

 Aimless wanderers and loveless people have events and have history. Love has no 

history, and history no love. When someone makes his way down a mountain or climbs 

up a mountain without knowing where he is going, events are imposed upon him as 
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though they were the aim of his journey. Truly, events are the aim of the aimless and the 

history of the pathless. Therefore the aimless and the pathless are blocked by events and 

squabble with events. But I tranquilly hasten to You, both up the mountain and down the 

mountain, and despicable events angrily move out of the way of my footsteps. If I were a 

stone and were rolling down a mountain, I would not think about the stones against which 

I was banging, but about the abyss at the bottom of the slope. If I were a mountain 

stream, I would not be thinking about my uneven course, but about the lake that awaited 

me. Truly terrifying is the abyss of those who are in love with the events that are 

dragging them downward. 

 O heavenly Mother, my only love, set me free from the slavery of events, and 

make me Your slave. O most radiant Day, dawn in my soul, so that I may see the aim of 

my tangled path. O Sun of suns, the only event in the universe that attracts my heart, 

illuminate my inner self. 

 

Elder Joseph the Hesychast 

Ephraim of Philotheou and Arizona 

Archimandrite Ephraim [Moraitis] (b. 1927), formerly abbot of the Monastery of Philotheou on 
the Holy Mountain of Athos, is the founder of eighteen monasteries in the United States, 
including St Anthony’s Greek Orthodox Monastery where he presently lives, and the spiritual 
father (elder) of many hundreds of Orthodox Christians around the world. This description of his 
own spiritual father is taken from Monastic Wisdom: The Letters of Elder Joseph the Hesychast. 
______________________________________________________________________ 

 

I was nineteen years old, I remember, when I followed the path that took me to the 

garden of the Theotokos, the Holy Mountain.  The road that led me to the monastic life 

was shown me by my philomonastic mother, now Nun Theophano of blessed memory. 

During the first years of hardship during the German Occupation, when for the 

sake of work I had to stop going to high school, a hieromonk from the Holy Mountain 

came to be the parish priest in one of the two old-calendar churches in Volos, Greece. He 

was a disciple of an elder known as Elder Joseph the Hesychast, and he became my 

spiritual father. 

This hieromonk from the Holy Mountain was for me at that time a precious 

advisor and helper in my spiritual journey. With the many stories he told me about the 
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Holy Mountain and with his spiritual counseling, I soon began to feel my heart drifting 

away from the world and cleaving to the Holy Mountain. Especially when he would 

speak about the life of Elder Joseph, I would burn with ardent desire for the day I would 

meet him. 

When the time finally came—September 26, 1947—a small boat brought us 

slowly one morning from the world to the Holy Mountain as if from the shores of the 

ephemeral to the other side of eternity. 

At the dock of St. Anne’s, a venerable old man, Geronda Arsenios, was waiting 

for me. 

“Aren’t you Johnny from Volos?” he asked. 

“Yes,” I replied, “but how do you know me?” 

“Oh,” he said, “The Honorable Forerunner appeared to Elder Joseph last night and 

said to him, ‘I am bringing you a little lamb. Put it in your sheepfold.’” 

My thoughts were fixed on the Honorable Forerunner, my patron saint, on whose 

birthday I was born. I was very grateful to him for looking out for me in this way. 

“So, Johnny, let’s go,” said Arsenios, “for Geronda is waiting.” 

We started up the narrow cobblestone path. What feelings! Try as one might, they 

cannot be described. That night within the small chapel of the Honorable Forerunner that 

was built in a cave, I did my metanoia of obedience to my Elder. It was within that dimly 

lit chapel that my soul became acquainted in its own way with the luminous countenance 

of my holy Elder. 

Spiritually and physically, I was the youngest in the synodia, and Elder Joseph 

was one of the greatest Hagioritic spiritual personages of our times. I stayed by his side, 

learning from him for twelve years—that was how long he lived thereafter. The Lord 

made me worthy of serving him until his last holy breath. And he was worthy of being 

served because of his many spiritual toils and the holy prayers that he left us as a precious 

spiritual inheritance. When I met him, he was a true God-bearer, a spiritual general par 

excellence, most experienced in the battle against the passions and the demons. It was 

impossible for a person to come and stay with him and not be cured of his passions, 

regardless of how many and how strong they were, as long as he was obedient to him.  
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The elder always taught his monks that Christ-like obedience was more important 

than anything else. He permitted the Christians in the world who knew him to practice 

noetic prayer, but always under the guidance of those who were experienced, for he had 

seen much delusion and had become fearful of it. He would often tell us, “If you see a 

person not asking for advice or not heeding advice given to him, expect to see him 

deluded soon.” 

As for our ascetic struggles, he was most strict. With all his soul he loved fasting, 

vigils, and prayer. His food was always in moderation. He did not eat freshly cooked food 

if he knew that there were some leftovers from the day before or even three days before. 

Concerning the diet of us younger members of the brotherhood, however, he was more 

moderate. Seeing our many physical weaknesses, he deemed this necessary. But it was as 

if this concession used up all his lenience; beyond that he was extremely demanding. Not 

that he didn’t know how to forgive mistakes or put up with weaknesses, but he wanted us 

to employ all our spiritual and physical powers in our ascetic endeavors. He would say, 

“Whatever we do not give to God for use in our ascetic struggles will be used by the 

other one (i.e., Satan). Our Lord gives us the commandment to love Him with all our soul 

and all our heart, so that the evil one cannot find a place of rest within us.” 

We would stay awake all night in prayer. This was our typikon. He demanded that 

we struggle—shed our blood against sleep and carnal thoughts. He kept vigil in the 

darkness of his tiny cell with his inseparable companion, unceasing noetic prayer. Even 

though he was secluded in his cell, he knew what was going on outside and how we were 

doing. With a simple glance he could read our thoughts. Whenever he saw that we were 

in need of spiritual toning he would relate to us the various wondrous and ascetic feats of 

the Fathers of the Holy Mountain. He was very captivating in his narrations. When he 

would start talking, you would not want him to stop. Despite his natural gift of narrating, 

many times it would seem that he was having difficulty when he would try to speak to us 

about divine illumination and the various states of grace, because human vocabulary was 

poor and insufficient for him to express those deep meanings. He would become silent 

and distant, unable to communicate to us those things which exist in the utterly 

unknowable, super-brilliant apex of the mystics—where the simple and absolute, the 

immutable and ineffable mysteries of theology lie.  
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My elder did not study academic theology, but he theologized with profound 

depth. He writes in one of his letters: “When through obedience and hesychia a monk’s 

senses have been purified, his nous has been calmed, and his heart has been cleansed, he 

then receives grace and enlightenment of knowledge. He becomes all light, all nous, all 

lucid. He overflows with so much theology that even if three people were to start writing 

down what they were hearing, they could not keep up with the current of grace coming 

out in waves, spreading peace and utmost quiescence of passions throughout the body. 

The heart burns with divine love, and he cries out, ‘Hold back, my dear Jesus, the waves 

of Thy grace, for I am melting like wax.’ Truly he melts, unable to bear it. His nous is 

caught up into theoria. A mixing occurs; he is transformed and becomes one with God to 

the point that he cannot recognize or distinguish himself, just like iron in a furnace 

becomes one with the fire” (Forty-eighth Letter). 

From these words we see that the divine “cloud,” illumined by the uncreated light, 

was not something unknown or inaccessible to him, but he knew it as a place and a 

manner of God’s presence, as an ineffable mystery, as resplendent light. And all this was 

because the Elder knew how to pray. Many times we saw him after hours of prayer of the 

heart with his face changed and bright. It is not at all strange that the light in which his 

soul continuously bathed would at times also visibly bathe his body. Clearly, the halos on 

saints and angels that we see depicted on icons are simply a reflection of the uncreated 

light of grace that shines within them.  

 

Christ the Tao 

Damascene Christensen 

Hieromonk Damascene (b. 1961) is abbot of the St Herman of Alaska Monastery in Platina, 
California. The “Ancient Sage” in this selection from his book Christ the Eternal Tao is Lao Tzu, 
author of the Chinese sacred text the Tao Te Ching; the two references to the “Ancient Prophet” 
correspond respectively to the prophets Ezekiel and Daniel. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
“The Valley and the Spirit do not die,” said the Ancient Sage.  

“They form what is called the Mystic Mother, 
From whose gate comes the Origin of heaven and earth.”  
And “this gate shall be shut”, said the Ancient Prophet.  
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“It shall not be opened, and no one shall pass through it;  
For the Lord shall enter by it.” 

 
The Mind spoke, and through His Word  
Answered the earth’s elemental moan.  

Above that roaring cry 
He answered with “a still, small voice”:  
I will come. Will you receive me, then?  

But no man heard that voice. 
Only a small young woman, 

Who had lived, unknown, in silence and purity in the Great Temple, 
Was given to hear it. 

And in a still, small voice She gave voice to the whole earth.  
She answered for all those beings and created forms who could not speak, 

She answered for all the people who could not hear.  
And to the question of the Uncreated Mind,  

She answered: Yes, I will receive You. 
“Be it unto me according to Your Word.” 

 
In Her the Way had found the lowest place in the entire earth— 

The nadir of the Valley, 
The supreme humility, lowliness— 

And there He came and made His abode. 
He took flesh of Her whom He loved above all others who dwelled on the earth, 

Who was meek and humble like Himself. 
And lowering Himself, emptying Himself, in His love, to the lowest place, 

He became a tiny child within Her, the Mystic Mother. 
 

Because of Her profound and intangible humility,  
Her gate, opened by no man, 

Through which no one had passed, 
Became the gate from which came the Origin of heaven and earth. 

Because She had returned to the state of the uncarved block, the pristine simplicity, 
She became the “mountain unhewn by the hand of man”  

Whom the Ancient Prophet had foretold. 
And the Spirit, the Breath of Heaven, 

Rested upon Her, the Valley of humility, as He had upon the first-formed world. 
 

“Water”, said the Ancient Sage, “greatly benefits all things  
but does not compete with them. 
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It dwells in lowly places that all disdain, and so it is like the Way.” 
The Way came down and emptied Himself in a lowly cave:  

Not amidst human dwellings, but in the home of lowly animals. 
Born on a lowly bed, dirty straw strewn on the ground.  

Happy, prosperous people slept in soft beds in the nearby inn.  
But while other infants wept that night, He was silent. 

And the sheep bleated like rippling water. 
 

All the way down 
To where you no longer calculate and think, 

And care not what others think. 
All, all the way down 

To where you have nothing to lose, 
Nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. 

This is the point of emptiness. 
 

“Emptiness penetrates the impenetrable,” said the Ancient Sage. 
“The softest things in the world overcome the hardest. 

Through this I know the benefit of acting without desire.” 
 

Acting without desire, 
You will see a flash of the beauty you had forgotten 

From when you were a little child. 
 

A little child does not calculate. 
Humble, he has not yet formed the desires which break the original unity and harmony. 

Soft and yielding like water, his mind is therefore boundless. 
Spontaneous, he accepts without thought the Course that all things follow. 

 
Therefore the Ancient Sage, follower of the Way, said: 

“One who possesses abundant virtue resembles an infant child. 
This is the consummation of harmony.” 
And the Way, when He took flesh, said: 

“Whoever shall humble himself as this little child, 
The same is the greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven.” 

 
Again the Ancient Sage said:  

“Controlling the breath to make it gentle,  
One can be as a little child, 
Then, when desires arise, 
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One can put them to death with the Way: 
The Way of nameless Simplicity.” 

 
Descending with the mind into the secret place of the heart, 

And gently checking the breath, 
Followers of the Way now call upon the Name of Him Who had once been nameless. 

And the Way, Who took flesh,  
Puts to death all the passions of their flesh— 
All pride, ambition, rancor, and resentment— 

Purifying their hearts, 
Re-creating them in His image, 

The image of a pure and innocent child,  
The image of the nameless Simplicity. 

 

 

Ascent to Tabor 

Hierotheos Vlachos 

Hierotheos Vlachos (b. 1945) is the Orthodox Metropolitan of Nafpaktos in Greece and a widely 
acclaimed spiritual writer. This description of his encounter with a contemporary Athonite 
geronda or spiritual elder is taken from his book A Night in the Desert of the Holy Mountain.  
________________________________________________________________________ 

Sunset on Mount Athos—the sun was about to set, but I was ascending in order to rise. 

The setting of the sun found me climbing with great difficulty a narrow and steep path 

towards the East. I was walking bent over, the Jesus Prayer on my lips, in my heart, 

within my nous. For this is the way one should visit the Holy Mountain, having the 

feeling of a simple pilgrim. A short distance away from the path among the rocks one can 

see small houses, which are the cells of the hermit-monks. Some of them are within 

caves, others project a little from the face of the cliff, and you think when you look at 

them that they will fall into the sea. It is within these small caves that the spiritual bees 

live, making the sweetest honey of hesychia.  

 I continued my way to the heights, to the mountain of my transfiguration. After 

a while I reached with great effort the cell I wanted to visit. I stood outside for a little to 

cool down. The cell of a hermit, I thought, is not only a place of mystery but also a 

heavenly place. He who dwells within and is occupied with hesychia and prayer is an 

Apostle of Christ. St Gregory Palamas says this in a homily to the Thessalonians. His 
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starting-point is the case of the Apostle Thomas, who was not able to see the 

resurrected Christ on the Sunday of Resurrection because he was absent from the group 

of the disciples. When however he was with the Apostles, after eight days, he saw the 

Lord. And the Saint of God recommends: “On Sunday after the Divine Liturgy, take 

great care to find someone who imitates the Apostles of Christ and stays inside, and 

who through prayer in quietness and the chanting of hymns desires Christ. If you find 

him, enter his cell in faith as a heavenly place, because it has the sanctifying power of 

the Holy Spirit. And remain there as long as possible and talk with him about God and 

Divine things and ask guidance with humility and invoke help through his blessing. 

Then the Lord Jesus will come to you too, invisibly, as in the case of Thomas. He will 

grant peace to the soul, He will add faith and give you support, and He will count you 

among the chosen ones in the heavenly Kingdom.” 

 Following the saint’s instruction, I approached that cell, taking it for a heavenly 

place. Inside I had the sense that the geronda was an Apostle of Christ who had already 

seen Christ and was now in the upper room of Jerusalem. He was then deified. He was 

participating in the uncreated energies of God and had everything that God has, yet 

without having His essence. “All that God has,” wrote St Gregory, “he who is deified 

through grace acquires also without being identified with Him in essence.” How could I see 

him differently since the God-seeing St Gregory spoke about him like that? I had the desire 

like Thomas to see Christ; that is why I decided to approach the geronda with great 

humility and contrition and to put into practice whatever he would tell me. 

 I knocked on the outer door of the cave. Endless peace reigned, which scared me a 

little. Some slow steps were heard. The door opened quietly, and one of the disciples who 

lived there appeared in front of me. 

 “Your blessing,” I said. 

 “The Lord bless you,” he replied. 

 I was moved by his presence in this wild area—by his life, his youth, in that hard 

place. Although I did not know him, I felt admiration for him. “Are there many of you 

here?” I asked. 

 “The geronda and his three disciples.” 
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 “I would like to discuss a few things that occupy my mind; that is why I came here 

to this solitary place.” 

 “What you have done is good,” he said. “Pilgrims should come here with this sort 

of feeling. Some of them come here simply because of an external curiosity. They come to 

see the geronda externally, and then they boast of having seen him. These people make him 

exceedingly tired. He feels they are like visitors to a zoo, like tourists. It is good that you 

ask about spiritual questions and problems that concern you. And you should know that 

you will not hear theories. He speaks out of experience. The geronda has had his 

experiences, and he speaks about some of them to his visitors to help them.” 

 “I would like, if it is possible, to see the geronda. Is he busy?” You should be very 

discreet when you visit a hermit. You may stop him from prayer. He may be in Divine 

rapture, on Mount Tabor, and you bring him down to the noisy earth. At the same time, 

however, that would be the best thing you could do for yourself, because it would fill you 

with Divine fragrance. The brilliance he has absorbed will blind you. He emerges from 

prayer like a being aflame, as Moses shone when he went down from Sinai and the 

Israelites could not look upon him, and as the iron is red-hot when you take it from the fire.  

 “I will ask,” the disciple said. 

 He returned after a few minutes. “The geronda is ill, but he will get up to see you. 

Let us go in, if you wish.” 

 No sooner had he finished when the old man appeared in front of me. It was like a 

sun that rose suddenly, like a spring that cascaded joy, like lightning in the night. His white 

beard fell like a waterfall from his face. His eyes were penetrating, shining, brilliant. I had 

rarely seen such transfigured eyes. St Gregory Palamas says that the Apostles, seeing the 

uncreated light on Mount Tabor, had their eyes first transformed by the power of the Holy 

Spirit so that they were able to see it: “Do you understand? In front of this light, the eyes of 

those who see according to nature are blind. This light is not perceptible if it comes before 

the eyes of simple gazes, but it is perceptible only by those whose eyes are transfigured by 

the power of the Holy Spirit. They have been changed, and it is by this change that they 

can see. Our mortal nature has received it from God, by union with the Word.” The 

geronda, who had seen the light of Tabor many times, had eyes transformed by this 

experience. The change was easy to see and good to see. 
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 “Your blessing,” I said, bending low to kiss his hand, which showed the marks of 

many prostrations. Yet he bent lower than I, and was the first to give the kiss. 

 
 

The Wisdom of I AM 

Silouan Lake 

Hieromonk Silouan (b. 1945), a disciple of the Elder Sophrony [Sakharov], lives as a hermit at 
the Monastery of St Anthony and St Cuthbert in the Shropshire hills of northern England. The 
following selections are taken from three of his books of “centuries” dedicated to Holy Wisdom: 
Wisdom Songs, Wisdom and Wonder, and Wisdom, Glory, and the Name. 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

The Kingdom of God comes when God’s Name is hallowed and His will is done, not 

when we just mechanically repeat the Lord’s Prayer. God wills his Kingdom of the Name 

because it is the direct, living expression of Who He Is: I AM from I AM, causing to be 

all that there is. He inspires hallowing of the Name because it undoes the separation at the 

root of the fall, curing the narcissism that insinuates itself when I AM is confused with 

“me”.  

* 
 

Conventional labels of time and space dissolve when confusion becomes communion. All 

conditioned frames of reference are ultimately dismantled by Glory, though they remain 

relatively valid on their own plane. Fixations unfreeze and addictions release when Glory 

dawns. For where the Spirit is, there is freedom. Once Glory breaks free of restriction, 

Wisdom rises into the fullness of the stature of the resurrected Christ. 

The Fathers say that the truth transcends both affirmation and negation. Positive 

and negative extremes cannot intrude in the unobstructed sphere of integral Wisdom. 

Illumined awareness of God in the midst frees the heart from reacting reactively when 

confusion arises.  

Seers neither accept nor reject experiences that come and go. They abide in the 

Name with Wisdom, laying aside all worldly care. They rest in carefree openness, free 

from the misconstructions of desire. For them, Glory gives Glory to God whatever 

happens. They are not hampered by changes of mood, any more than by changes in the 
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weather. Experiences come and go, but Wisdom stands steadfast in Glory, unfettered and 

uncontrived. 

* 
 

The Name resounds and the sound is the meaning, the Logos, causing to be all that there 

is. I AM is in the beginning, is always now, and shall ever be. When the Logos speaks, 

He says, “I am He who is, who was, and who is to come.” “I am I AM, causing to be all 

that there is.” The Name whispers its secret: “I” is ineffable omniscience; “AM” is 

incomprehensible omnipresence. Glory is not something special added to the given. It is 

the given-ness of the given: uncreated grace. It is the saving radiance of I AM: uncreated 

light.  

I AM, God’s Name, defines God as indefinable, ineffable, and incomprehensible. 

Glory is ineffable purity as “I” and ineffable presence as “AM”. Wisdom discerns pure 

presence pervading all in all, without confusion or division. God is un-reified purity as 

“I” and un-objectified presence as “AM”. Purity is not an object of possible experience, 

nor presence something to be defined by the mind. 

The Name I AM is pure presence of Glory discerned by Wisdom, rainbow 

radiance of uncreated light ascribing Glory to God. Wisdom cuts through all confusion 

while Glory transcends all division, abiding in the Kingdom of the Holy of Holies. 

Wisdom stands steadfast in glorification of the hallowed Name, resting in peace beyond 

strain or stress. 

* 
 

Where was God before the revelation of his Name in the world?  

No one can say, unless it be that He was in a primordial cloud of unknowing, 

whose name we may suppose to be wonder. Before the Name, wonder was a divine sigh 

of yearning, a sigh for Wisdom to be revealed. 

What is God apart from the revelation of His names? Divine Essence, wholly 

unknowable, upstream from His knowable names and energies. 

What is God beyond His unity? His many names and energies, communicating 

Him to our many beliefs and cultures. God is one, but His self-disclosures are many, not 

only because our beliefs are many but because His names and energies are many. 
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The Name of names brings the many names back to the Oneness of God, as many 

energies of One Essence. 

Wisdom transcends the forms of belief in the formless Word, without confusion 

or division. 

Wonder arises at the heart of the Trinitarian and Christological mysteries, not as 

forms of belief but as living Wisdom. 

Wisdom transcends the gods of belief by direct experience of the hallowed Name. 

Christ is in our midst. We turn and see. He is and ever shall be. 
 

* 
 

Heaven opens when Wisdom sees seer seen. Earth weds heaven when wonder beholds 

His Glory. The opened heaven is Glory within and light without, aligned with wonder, 

which is veiling without and unveiling within. The veil is the world of form thinning to a 

point where nothing separates us at the center from God. The rending opens outside in, 

where form meets void. It severs inside out, where void is form and form void. This is 

Wisdom’s open heaven. 
 

* 
 

The Word utters the Name: “I am I AM and there is no other. There is no God beside I 

AM alone.” “I am I AM and there is no other. I have not spoken in secret.” Wisdom 

knows the secret.  

I AM is one without a second, the primordial insight of Wisdom. I AM is 

indivisible. There are no other gods. The illumined heart knows no division here at the 

center, knowing no confusion. Neither monism nor dualism will suffice: Holy Trinity is 

neither.  

“I” awareness and “AM” presence are a single Word, saying I AM, turn and see. 

Self-illumining and self-illumined, the Name is imparted by the Word at the heart of 

Tradition. Wisdom sees that this is no reified substance but an uncreated creative act. 

God does not have I AM. He is I AM. So whether we are for or against Him, I AM is I 

AM. 
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* 
 

“The eye of a needle.” 

The gate to the kingdom is like a needle’s eye whereby the Name is hallowed and 

the kingdom comes. The eye of no-thing is zero, pure self-emptying kenosis. Speech and 

silence are one in the Name above all names. All symbols are undone when all dogmas 

are transcended and fulfilled beyond all trace of dogmatism. Wisdom sings. 

I AM gives all that She is when the giver and the given are one. Wisdom is all 

that She knows. She penetrates all knowing and pervades and permeates all things. The 

purity of Her glory is inviolable. Nothing impure can insinuate a way into Her. 

Wisdom’s seeing purifies the heart because no trace of impurity can be found in 

pure seeing. Direct experience is experience of directness, directionlessly direct. Every 

direction out from this leads away into confusion. 

Wisdom practice is not a means to an end. Wisdom ends all means. Practice is 

immediate holy presence. Seeing is single-eyed and whole. The needle’s eye is the eye of 

the heart seeing nothing but divine completeness in the midst. I AM has no created form 

and no created characteristics in the midst. Wisdom’s eye sees God’s kingdom 

everywhere. 

* 
 

“Truly I say to you, unless you turn and become like little children, you never enter the 

kingdom of heaven.” 

Wisdom cries on the threshold of every perception: “Here I AM. Turn and see. Be 

as the child who looks and sees. Be the childlike gaze that sees for the first time, for now 

is always first, renewing perception from within. Take nothing for granted the way 

thinking does. Let gratitude erupt as thanks, giving glory to God for everything. Live 

every moment as Eucharist, with a child’s wonder amidst the heaven of Holy Liturgy. Let 

every face shine as icons shine, glowing in the light of the lamps.” 

Wisdom mothers our seeing. She cleanses our perceiving. The pure in heart see 

nothing at the center but God. Wisdom purifies the open heart. She sees God’s kingdom 

in our poverty. She transmutes our violence into peace. She blesses with joy in times of 



 396 

persecution. She does not repay evil with evil. She is forever opening minds to descend 

into their hearts to see. 

Wisdom is Herself childlike in Her innocence, unspoiled in Her purity. She 

restores the childlike gaze of wonder and awe. She heals oblivious perception. Holy and 

blessed is Her loving gaze, radiant and glorious in the heart of Christ. We turn and see. 
 

* 
 

“We speak the wisdom of God in a mystery”: Christ and Him crucified, “hidden before 

the ages for our glorification.” 

Wisdom, heart of the Tradition, searches out the depths of ineffable glory hidden 

before the ages in Christ-like love. When the Apostle descends from the third heaven, he 

brings with him from that paradise the Glory of ineffable love, which unfolds and enfolds 

all mysteries. Wisdom discerns this divine love everywhere: God in act in His uncreated 

energies of love, God at work in His works of crucified love and glory. 

Wisdom abides in Christ dying, rising, and eternally coming again. Wisdom 

abides in the cruciform coincidence of Christ crucified at center in the midst, reconciling 

all healthy differences by overcoming all unhealthy divisions. Wisdom partakes of the 

single eye that sees through all confusion to the communion of Christ, the center of 

centers. In Him we coincide with all centers at the center, in the co-inherence of His all-

embracing love. 
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S. FORMAL BRIEF: THE NAME 
 
Forgive my having recourse just above 
to the legalistic idiom. Forgive 
my having chosen to pursue a measured 
argument—and in such lax verse. Forgive 
as well my penchant for ironic tone, 
for all my insufficiencies—those few 
committed here, the many others, there. 
 
And now that you are thus inclined, extend 
the courtesy to those who likewise don’t 
deserve it. Address the water in the pool 
and leaning in forgive yourself. The Name 
won’t bear repeating—I dare say—without 
such kind provision. Even so, The Name 
will bear thereafter subtle fruit suffused 
 
beyond our reckoning, which also serves 
as sweet inducement to repeat The Name. 
Some among the saints have found in time 
their prayer avails most palpably in silence, 
and some have found a path from mind to heart. 
Regarding such, I may have more to say 
in future, but let’s not hold our breaths. 
 
My own rough habit has led to my preferring 
to invoke The Name aloud, to draw its shape 
into my mouth, to bring together breath 
and tongue, to feel those syllables proceed 
as tremor to the port of trembling air, 
to hear my own voice colored by The Name, 
to taste and see—and then to savor silence. 
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The Trisagion Prayers 
 
+ In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

+ Eἰς τὸ ὄνοµα τοῦ Πατρὸς καὶ τοῦ Υἱοῦ καὶ τοῦ Ἁγίου Πνεύµατος. 
+ Eis to onoma tou Patros kai tou Uiou kai tou Hagiou Pnevmatos. 

 
Glory to Thee, our God, glory to Thee. 

Δόξα σοι ο Θεός ἡµῶν, δόξα σοι. 
Doxa Si, o Theos imon, doxa si. 

 
Heavenly King, O Comforter, the Spirit of truth, who art present in all places and fillest 
all things; O Treasury of blessings and the Giver of life: Come and dwell in us and 
cleanse us from every stain, and save our souls, O good One. 
 

Βασιλεῦ Οὐράνιε, Παράκλητε, τὸ Πνεῦµα τῆς Ἀληθείας, ὁ Πανταχοῦ 
Παρὼν καὶ τὰ Πάντα Πληρῶν, ὁ Θησαυρός τῶν Ἀγαθῶν καὶ Ζωῆς 
Χορηγός, ἐλθὲ καὶ σκήνωσον ἐν ἡµῖν καὶ καθάρισον ἡµᾶς ἀπὸ πάσης 
κηλῖδος καὶ σῶσον, Ἀγαθὲ τὰς ψυχὰς ἡµῶν.  
 

Vasilev Ouranie, Paraklite, to Pnevma tis Alitheias, o Pantahou Paron kai 
ta Panta Pliron, o Thisavros ton Agathon kai Zois Horigos, elthe kai 
skinoson en imin kai katharison imas apo pasis kilidos kai soson, Agathe 
tas psihas imon. 

 
 
Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal: have mercy on us. (3x) 

Ἅγιος ὁ Θεός, Ἅγιος Ἰσχυρός, Ἅγιος Ἀθάνατος, ἐλέησον ἡµᾶς. (3x) 
Agios o Theos, Agios Ishiros, Agios Athanatos, eleison imas. (3x) 

 
+ Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: now and ever and unto the 
ages of ages. Amen. 
 

+ Δόξα Πατρὶ καί Υιώ καί Αγίω Πνεύµατι, Καὶ νῦν καί αεί καί εις τους αιώνας 
των αιώνων.  Αµην. 
 

+ Doksa Patri kai Uio kai Agio Pnevmati, kai nin kai aei kai eis tous aionas ton 
aionon. Amin. 

 
All-holy Trinity, have mercy on us. Lord, cleanse us from our sins. Master, pardon our 
iniquities. Holy God, visit and heal our infirmities for thy Name’s sake. 
 

Παναγία Τριάς, ἐλέησον ἡµᾶς.  Κύριε, ἱλάσθητι ταῖς ἁµαρτίαις ἡµῶν, Δέσποτα, 
συγχώρησον τὰς ἀνοµίας ἡµῖν.  Ἅγιε, ἐπίσκεψαι καὶ ἴασαι τὰς ἀσθενείας ἡµῶν, 
ἕνεκεν τοῦ ὀνόµατός σου.   
 

Panagia Trias, eleison imas. Kyrie, ilasthiti tais amartiais imon, Despota, 
sinkhorison tas anomias imon. Agie, episkepsai kai iasai tas astheneias imon, 
eneken tou onomatos sou.  
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Lord, have mercy. (3x) 
Κύριε, ἐλέησον. (3x) 
Kyrie, eleison. (3x) 

 
+ Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit: now and ever, and unto the 
ages of ages. Amen. 
 

+ Δόξα Πατρὶ καί Υιώ καί Αγίω Πνεύµατι, Καὶ νῦν καί αεί καί εις τους αιώνας 
των αιώνων.  Αµην. 
 

+ Doksa Patri kai Uio kai Agio Pnevmati, kai nin kai aei kai eis tous aionas ton 
aionon. Amin. 

 
Our Father, who art in the heavens, hallowed be thy Name; thy kingdom come; thy will 
be done on earth, as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our 
debts, as we forgive our debtors; and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the 
evil one. 
 

Πάτερ ἡµῶν ὁ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς, ἁγιασθήτω τὸ ὄνοµά σου, ἐλθέτω ἡ βασιλεία 
σου, γενηθήτω τὸ θέληµά σου, ὡς ἐν οὐρανῷ, καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς. Τὸν ἄρτον ἡµῶν 
τόν ἐπιούσιον δὸς ἡµῖν σήµερον, καὶ ἄφες ἡµῖν τὰ ὀφειλήµατα ἡµῶν, ὡς καὶ 
ἡµεῖς ἀφίεµεν τοῖς ὀφειλέταις ἡµῶν, καὶ µὴ εἰσενέγκῃς ἡµᾶς εἰς πειρασµόν, ἀλλὰ 
ῥῦσαι ἡµᾶς ἀπὸ τοῦ πονηροῦ. 
 

Pater imon, o en tois ouranois, agiasthito to onoma sou, eltheto i vasileia sou, 
genithito to thelima sou, os en ourano kai epi tis gis. Ton arton imon ton 
epiousion dos imin simeron, kai afes imin ta ofeilimata imon, os kai imeis afiemen 
tois ofeiletais imon, kai mi eisenegkis imas eis peirasmon, alla risai imas apo tou 
ponirou.  

 
+ Through the prayers of our holy Fathers, Lord Jesus Christ our God, have mercy on us 
and save us. Amen. 
 

Δι' εὐχῶν των ἁγίων Πατέρων ἡµῶν, Κύριε Ἰησοῦ Χριστέ, ὁ Θεὸς ἡµῶν, ἐλέησον 
καὶ σῶσον ἡµᾶς. Ἀµήν.  
 

Di efhon ton agion pateron imon, Kyrie Iisou Hriste, o Theos imon, eleison kai 
soson imas. Amin. 
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The Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom 

With Scriptural References and Transliteration of the Greek 

 
 
Deacon/Priest: Evlogison, Despota! 
  Bless, Master! 
 
Priest:  Evlogimeni i Vasilia tou Patros ke tou Iou ke tou Agiou Pnevmatos, nin ke ai ke is 
tous eonas ton eonon. 
  Blessed is the kingdom of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, now and forever 
and to the ages of ages. 
 
Mark 11:10, Luke 22: 29 - 30, Ephesians 1:3, Matthew 28:19 
 
Choir: Amin. 
  Amen. 
 
Revelation 7:12, Revelation 3:14 
 
  

The Great Litany 
 
Deacon/Priest: In peace let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Philippians 4: 6 - 7, Colossians 3:15, 2 Peter 3:14, Luke 18:1, Ephesians 6:18 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
  Lord, have mercy. 
 
Psalms 51:1 
 
Deacon/Priest: For the peace of God and the salvation of our souls, let us pray to the 
Lord. 
 
John 14:27, Romans 8:6, 14:17, Colossians 3: 1 - 2, Galatians 5:22, Psalms 29:11, 1 
Thessalonians 5:9, 1 Peter 1: 3 - 5 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Psalms 123:3 
 
Deacon/Priest: For peace in the whole world, for the stability of the holy churches of 
God, and for the unity of all, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Timothy 2: 1 - 2, 2 Corinthians 11:28, John 17: 20  - 23 
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Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Psalms 27:7 
 
Deacon/Priest: For this holy house and for those who enter it with faith, reverence, and 
the fear of God, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Psalms 84: 1 - 4, James 5:16 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Matthew 9:27 
 
Deacon/Priest: For our Archbishop {Name}, the honorable presbyters, the deacons in the 
service of Christ, and all the clergy and laity, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Peter 2:9, Hebrews 13:7 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Matthew 15: 22 
 
Deacon/Priest: For the President of our country, for all civil authorities, and for the armed 
forces, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Timothy 2:2 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Mark 10:47 
 
Deacon/Priest: For this city, for every city and land, and for the faithful who live in them, 
let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Jeremiah 29:7, Psalms 122:7 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Luke 17:13 
 
Deacon/Priest: For favorable weather, an abundance of the fruits of the earth, and 
temperate seasons, let us pray to the Lord. 
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Matthew 6:33, Matthew 7: 7 - 11, Acts 14:17, 3 John 2, Psalms 33:7, Deuteronomy 12:10 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Hebrews 4:16 
 
Deacon/Priest: For travelers by land, sea, and air, for the sick, the suffering, the captives, 
and for their salvation, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
James 5:13, 1 Kings 8: 46 - 50 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Luke 18:13 
 
Deacon/Priest: For our deliverance from all affliction, wrath, danger, and necessity, let us 
pray to the Lord. 
 
Psalms 4:1, Psalms 25:16, Psalms 31:9, Matthew 26:41, 1 Samuel 26:24 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Psalms 30:10 
 
Deacon/Priest: Help us, save us, have mercy upon us, and protect us, O God, by Your 
grace. 
 
Mark 9:22, Psalms 109:26, Psalms 106:47, Psalms 121:3, Hebrews 7:25, Psalms 25:20, 
Psalms 140:4, 1 Chronicles 16:35 
 
Choir: Amin. 
   
Deacon/Priest: Remembering our most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the 
Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints, let us commit ourselves and one 
another and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
Luke 1:42, Acts 20:32 
 
Choir:  Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 
 
Priest: For to You belong all glory, honor, and worship, to the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, now and forever and to the ages of ages. 
 
1 Timothy 1:17, Psalms 115:1, Revelation 4: 9 - 11 
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Choir: Amin. 
  

The First Antiphon 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year.) 
 
Choir: Tes presvies tis Theotokou, Soter, soson imas. 
  Through the prayers of the Theotokos (Mother of God), Savior, save us. 
 
Luke 1:42 
  
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year.)  
 
Choir: Tes presvies tis Theotokou, Soter, soson imas. 
 
Luke 1: 46 - 55 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year.)  
 
Choir: Tes presvies tis Theotokou, Soter, soson imas. 
 
Luke 1:42 
 
Deacon/Priest: Again and again in peace let us again pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:17 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Psalms 51:1 
 
Deacon/Priest: Help us, save us, have mercy upon us, and protect us, O God, by Your 
grace. 
 
Psalms 123:3, Psalms 106:47, Mark 9:22 
 
Choir: Amin. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Remembering our most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the 
Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints, let us commit ourselves and one 
another, and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
Luke 1:42 
 
Choir: Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 
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Acts 20:32 
 
Priest: For Thine is the majesty, and Thine is the Kingdom and the power and the glory:  
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages. 
 
Revelation 8:12, 1 Chronicles 29:11, Matthew 6:13, Daniel 4:34  
 
Choir: Amin. 
  

The Second Antiphon 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year). 
 
Choir:  Soson imas Ie Theou, o anastas ek nekron psallontas Si:  Allilouia. 
  Save us, O Son of God, who rose from the dead. To You we sing: Alleluia. 
 
Matthew 28: 7 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year). 
 
Choir:  Soson imas Ie Theou, o anastas ek nekron psallontas Si:  Allilouia  
 
Matthew 8:25 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by the day of the year). 
 
Choir:  Soson imas Ie Theou, o anastas ek nekron psallontas Si:  Allilouia . 
 
Matthew 14:30, Revelation 19: 1 - 4 
 
Priest: Doxa Patri ke Io ke Agio Pnevmati. Ke nin ke Ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
  Glory to the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, now and forever, and to the ages 
of ages. 
 
Revelation 4:11, Revelation 7:12 
 
Choir: Amin.  O Monogenis Ios ke Logos tou Theou athanatos iparhon ke katadexamenos 
dia tin imeteran sotirian sarkothine ek tis Agias Theotokou ke aiparthenou Marias, 
atreptos enanthropisas, stavrothis te, Hriste o Theos, thanato thanaton patisas, is on tis 
Agias Triados sindoxazomenos to Patri ke to Agio Pnevmati, soson imas. 
 
    Only begotten Son and Word of God, although immortal You humbled Yourself for 
our salvation, taking flesh from the holy Theotokos and ever virgin Mary and, without 
change, becoming man. Christ, our God, You were crucified but conquered death by 
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death. You are one of the Holy Trinity, glorified with the Father and the Holy Spirit-save 
us. 
 
John 3:16, John 1:1, Luke 1:35, Philippians 2:6, John 19:18, Hebrews 2:14, John 17:5, 
Matthew 8:25 
 
Deacon/Priest: Again and again in peace let us again pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:16 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Help us, save us, have mercy upon us, and protect us, O God, by Your 
grace. 
 
Psalms 28:9 
 
Choir: Amin. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Remembering our most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the 
Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints, let us commit ourselves and one 
another, and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
Luke 1:42, Acts 20:32 
 
Choir: Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek) 
  For You are a good God who loves mankind, and unto You we ascribe glory: to the 
Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, now and ever and unto ages of ages. 
 
Psalms 64:1, 1 Timothy 1:17 
 
Choir: Amin. 
 

The Third Antiphon 
 
Choir: (The designated verses of the Psalms are sung with the Apolytikion.) 
 
Psalms 117 
  
The Small Entrance 
 
Priest:  (Spoken in Greek; varies by day of the year.) 
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Luke 16:29 
 
Deacon/Priest:  Bless Despota (Master) the Holy Entrance! 
 
Priest: (Spoken in Greek) 
  Blessed is the entrance of Your saints always, now and forever and to the ages of ages.  
 
Deuteronomy 33:2 
 
Priest:  Sofia!  Proschomen! 
  Wisdom!  Let us attend! 
 
Proverbs 5:1 
 
Priest:  Defte proskinisomen ke prospesomen Hristo. Soson imas Ie Theou o anastas ek 
nekron, psallontas Si: Allilouia 
  Come, let us worship and bow before Christ. Save us, O Son of God who rose from the 
dead.  To You we sing: Alleluia. 
 
Psalms 95: 2 - 6 
 
Choir:  Prostasia ton Hristianon akateschinte, mesitia pros ton piitin ametathete, mi 
paridis amartolon deiseon fonas, alla profthason os agathi is tin voithian imon ton pistos 
kravgazonton si, tahinon is presvian ke spefson is ikesian, I prostatevousa ai Theotok ton 
timonton Se. 
 
  O never-failing protectress of Christians and their ever-present intercessor before the 
Creator:  do not be heedless to prayerful voices of sinners, but in your goodness extend 
your help to us who call upon you with confidence. Hasten, O Mother of God, to 
intercede for us. You have always protected those who honor you! 
 
Priest:  Sings the hymns of the day in Greek; varies by day of the year. 

  
The Trisagion Hymn 

 
Deacon/Priest: Let us pray to the Lord. 
 
            Luke 8:47 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Priest:  Oti agios i o Theos imon ke sin tin doxan anapempomen, to Patri ke to Io ke to 
Agio Pnevmati, nin ke ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  For You are Holy, our God, and to You we give glory, to the Father, and the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, now and forever to the ages of ages. 
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Mark 1:24, Luke 4:34, Deuteronomy 32:30 
 
Choir: Amin. Agios o Theos Agios Ischiros, Agios Athanatos, eleison imas (Repeat 3 
times). 
 
    Amen. Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us. (Repeat 3 times). 
 
Isaiah 6:3, Isaiah 57:15, Revelation 4:8, Luke 1:49, Psalms 42:2 
 
Choir:  Doxa Patri ke Io ke Agio Pnevmati. Ke nin ke ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon.  
Amin.  Agios Athanatos, eleison imas. 
 
  Glory to the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit, now and forever to the ages of 
ages.    Holy Immortal, have mercy on us. 
 
Psalms 108:5, 1 Timothy 1:17, Matthew 20: 30 - 31, Jude 1:25 
 
Deacon/Priest: Dinamis! 
  Again, fervently! 
 
Choir: Agios o Theos, Agios Ischiros, Agios Athanatos, eleison imas. 
 
    Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us. 
 
Leviticus 11: 44 - 45 
  

Reading of the Epistle 
 
Deacon/Priest: Let us attend. 
 
            Proverbs 4:20 
 
Priest:  Sofia. Proschomen.  (The Priest sings the Epistle in Greek.) 
 
  Wisdom.  Let us attend. 
 
Proverbs 5:1, Proverbs 1:7 
 
Reader: (The Reader repeats the Epistle in English.) 
 
Priest:  Irini si to anagnonti. 
  Peace be with you. 
 
John 14:27, Revelation 1:3 
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Choir:  Allilouia, Allilouia, Allilouia. 
  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia. 
 
Revelation 19: 1 - 4 
  

Reading of the Gospel 
 
Priest:  Sofia:  orthia akousomen tou Agiou Evangeliou.  Irini pasi. 
  Wisdom:  Arise.  Let us hear the Holy Gospel.  Peace be with all. 
 
            Proverbs 5:1, John 14:27 
 
Choir:  Ke to pnevmati sou. 
  And with your spirit. 
 
Revelation 1:3 
 
Priest:  Ek tou kata (Matheon, Markon, Loukan, Ioanin) agiou Evangeliou to anagnosma. 
Proschomen. 
  The reading is from the Holy Gospel according to (Mathew, Mark, Luke, or John).  Let 
us attend. 
 
Choir:  Doxa si, Kirie, doxa si. 
  Glory to You, O Lord, glory to You. 
 
Deuteronomy 10:12 
 
Priest:  (The Priest sings the Gospel in Greek.) 
 
Deacon/Priest: (The Deacon repeats the Gospel in English.) 
 
Choir:  Doxa si Kirie, doxa si. 
  Glory to You, O Lord, glory to You. 
 
Psalms 108:5 
  

The Great Entrance 
 
Priest:  Opos ipo tou Kratous sou pantote filatomeni, si doxan anapempomen to Patri ke 
to Io ke to Agio Pnevmati, nin ke ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  And grant that by Your power we may give glory to You, the Father, and the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, now and forever to the ages of ages. 
 
1 Chronicles 29:12 
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Choir:  Amin.  Ita herouvim mistikos ikonizontes, ke ti zoopio Triadi ton Trisagion imnon 
prosadontes, pasan tin viotikin apothometha merimnan, os ton Vasilea ton olon 
ipodexomeni. 
 
   We, who mystically represent the Cherubim, sing the thrice-holy hymn to the life 
giving Trinity.  Let us set aside all the cares of life that we may receive the King of all. 
 
Matthew 13:22, 1 Chronicles 16:9, Philippians 3:19, Colossians 3: 1 - 2, Colossians 3:10, 
1 Chronicles 29: 11 - 12, Psalms 47:7, Revelation 19: 5 - 6 
 
Priest:  Panton imon mnisthii Kirios o Theos, en ti vasilia Aftou, pantote, nin ke ai, ke is 
tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  May the Lord God remember all of you in His Kingdom, now and forever to the ages of 
ages. 
 
Psalms 106:4 
 
Choir: Amin. Tes angelikes aoratos doriforoumenon taxesin. Allilouia, Allilouia, 
Allilouia. 
 
    Invisibly escorted by the angelic hosts.  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia. 
 
  

The Petitions 
 
Deacon/Priest: Let us complete our prayer to the Lord. 
 
1 John 1:4, 2 Timothy 3:17 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For the precious gifts now offered, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Romans 6:23 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For this holy house, and for those who enter with faith, reverence, and the 
fear of God, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Kings 8: 29 - 30 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
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Deacon/Priest: For our deliverance from all affliction, wrath, danger and necessity, let us 
pray to the Lord. 
 
1 Samuel 26:24 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest:  O God, help us, save us, pity and preserve us, by Your grace.  
 
Psalms 109:26, Psalms 106:47, Psalms 123:3 
 
Choir:  Amin. 
   
Deacon/Priest: That this whole day may be perfect, holy, peaceful and sinless, let us ask 
of the Lord. 
 
Matthew 5:48 
 
Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
  Grant this, O Lord. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For an angel of peace, a faithful guide, a guardian of our souls and bodies, 
let us ask the Lord. 
 
Exodus 23:20, Isaiah 63:9 
 
Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For forgiveness and remission of our sins and transgressions, let us ask the 
Lord. 
 
Acts 2:38 
 
Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For all that is good and beneficial to our souls, and for peace in the world, 
let us ask the Lord. 
 
1 Timothy 4:8, 2 Corinthians 13:11 
 
Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For the completion of our lives in peace and repentance, let us ask the 
Lord. 
 
1 Timothy 2:2 
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Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For a Christian end to our lives, peaceful, without shame and suffering, 
and for a good account before the awesome judgment seat of Christ, let us ask the Lord. 
 
Psalms 7:10, 2 Corinthians 5:8 
 
Choir:  Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Remembering our most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the 
Theotokos and ever-virgin Mary, with all the saints, let us commit ourselves and one 
another and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
Acts 20:32 
 
Choir: Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 

  
The Prayers of the Proskomide 

 
Priest:  Dia ton iktirmon tou monogenous sou Iou meth ou evlogitos I, sin to panagio ke 
agatho ke zoopio sou Pnevmati, nin ke ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  Through the mercies of Your only begotten Son, with whom you are blessed, together 
with Your all Holy, Good, and Life-Giving Spirit, now and forever to the ages of ages. 
 
Matthew 15:32, Luke 7:13, John 4:24 
 
Choir: Amin. 
  
Priest:  Irini pasi. 
  Peace be with all. 
 
John 20:19, John 19:21, John 19:26 
 
Choir:  Ke to pnevmati sou. 
  And with your spirit. 
 
Deacon/Priest:  Let us love one another that with one mind we may confess: 
 
1 John 4:7, 1 Peter 3:8, James 5:16, Romans 15: 5 - 6 
 
Choir:  Patera, Ion ke Agion Pnevma, Triada omoousion ke ahoriston. 
  Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, Trinity one in essence and inseparable. 
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John 1:1, Mark 12:29, Ephesians 4: 6 - 7 
 
Deacon/Priest:  Tas thiras!  Tas thiras!  En Sofia, proschomen! 
  The doors!  The doors!  In wisdom, let us attend! 
 
John 10:9 
  

The Creed 
 
People: (The Creed is spoken in Greek, and then repeated in English.)  
 
      I believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, Creator of heaven and earth, and of all 
things visible and invisible. 
 
Deuteronomy 6:4 
 
      And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father 
before all ages. Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten, not created, of one 
essence with the Father, through whom all things were made. 
 
1 Corinthians 8:6, 1 Timothy 2:5, Ephesians 4:6, Genesis 1:1, Colossians 1:16,  John 
1:18, John 3:18, John 1:9, John 1:1, John 1:3 
 
      For us and for our salvation, He came down from heaven and was incarnate by the 
Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became man. 
 
John 3:16, Matthew 1:20 
 
      He was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and He suffered and was buried. 
 
John 19: 15 - 16, John 19:42 
 
      On the third day He rose according to the Scriptures. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:4 
 
      He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. 
 
Acts 2:34, Colossians 3:1 
 
      He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead. His kingdom will have 
no end. 
 
Acts 1:11, Acts 10:42, Luke 1:33 
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      And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the Giver of Life, who proceeds from the Father, 
who together with the Father and the Son is worshiped and glorified, who spoke through 
the prophets. 
 
John 15:26, John 17: 1 - 2, Hebrews 1:1 
 
      I believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church. 
  
Mark 16:16 
 
      I acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
Ephesians 4:5 
 
      I expect the resurrection of the dead 
 
John 6: 39 - 40, Acts 24:15 
 
      and the life of the age to come.  
 
Luke 18:30  

 
The Holy Anaphora 

 
Deacon/Priest: Let us stand well. Let us stand in awe. Let us attend, that we may present 
the holy offering in peace. 
 
            Leviticus 3:1 
 
Choir:  Eleon irinis, thisian eneseos. 
  Mercy and peace, a sacrifice of praise. 
 
Hebrews 13:15 
 
Priest:  I haris tou Kiriou imon Iisou Hristou ke I agapi tou Theou ke Patros ke I Kinonia 
tou Agiou Pnevmatos ii meta panton imon. 
 
  The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God the Father, and the communion 
of the Holy Spirit, be with all of you. 
 
2 Corinthians 13:14 
 
Choir:  Ke meta tou pnevmatos sou. 
  And with your spirit. 
 
2 Timothy 4:22 
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Priest:  Ano schomen tas kardias. 
  Let us lift up our hearts. 
 
Lamentations 3:41 
 
Choir:  Ehomen pros ton Kirion. 
  We lift them up to the Lord. 
 
Hebrews 10:22 
 
Priest:  Efharistisomen to Kirio. 
  Let us give thanks to the Lord. 
 
2 Thessalonians 1:3, Psalms 35:18 
 
Choir:  Axion ke dikeon. 
  It is proper and right. 
 
John 10:30, Mark 12:29, Mark 15:34, Colossians 1:19 
 
Deacon/Priest: Singing the victory hymn, proclaiming, crying out, and saying: 
 
Isaiah 12:5, Psalms 106:47 
 
Choir:  Agios, Agios, Agios Kirios Savaoth, pliris o ouranos ke I gi tis doxis Sou.  Osana 
en tis Ipsistis, evlogimenos o erhomenos en onomati Kiriou, Osana o en tis Ipsistis. 
 
  Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord of hosts, heave and earth are filled with Your glory.  Hosanna in 
the highest.  Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.  Hosanna to God in the 
highest. 
 
Romans 9:29, Isaiah 6:3, Mark 11:10, Matthew 21:9 
 
Priest:  Lavete, fagete, touto mou esti to Soma, to iper imon klomenon is afesin amartion. 
 
  Take, eat, this is My Body, which is broken for you for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
Matthew 26:26, 1 Corinthians 11: 23 - 25, John 6:51 
 
Choir:  Amin. 
 
Priest:  Piete ex aftou pantes touto esti to ema mou, to tis Kenis Diathikis, to iper imon ke 
pollon ekhinomenon is afesin amartion. 
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  Drink of it, all of you, this is My Blood of the new Covenant, which is shed for you and 
for many for the forgiveness of sins. 
 
Matthew 26: 27 - 28, Mark 14: 23 - 24, 1 Corinthians 11:25 
 
Choir:  Amin. 
   
Deacon/Priest Together:  Ta Sa, ek ton Son, Si prosferomen, kata panta ke dia panta. 
 
  We offer to You these gifts from Your Own gifts in all and for all. 
 
1 Chronicles 29:14, 1 Cronicles 29:15 
 
Choir:  Se imnoumen, Se evlogoumen, Si efharistoumen, Kirie, ke deometha sou, O Theos 
imon. 
 
  We praise You, we bless You, we give thanks to You, and we pray to You, O Lord our 
God. 
 
Psalms 146:1, Psalms 134:1, Paslms 5:2 
 
Priest: Exeretos tis Panagias, Ahrantou iperevlogimenis endoxou Despiis imon 
Theotokou ke aiparthenou Marias. 
 
  Especially for our most holy, pure, blessed, and glorious Lady, the Theotokos (Mother 
of God) and ever virgin Mary. 
 
Luke 1:42, Matthew 1:20 
 
Choir: Axion estin os alithos makarizin Se tin Theotokon tin aimakariston ke 
panamomiton ke Mitera tou Theou imon. Tin timioteran ton Herouvim ke endoxoteran 
asignritos ton Serefim, tin adiafthoros Theon Logon tekousan, tin ontos Theotokon, Se 
megalinomen. 
 
  It is truly right to bless you, Theotokos, ever blessed, most pure, and the Mother of our 
God. More honorable than the Cherubim, and beyond compare more glorious than the 
Seraphim, without corruption you gave birth to God the Word. We magnify you, the true 
Theotokos. 
 
Luke 1:48, Luke 1:28, Luke 1:35 
 
Priest:  En protis mnisthiti, Kirie, tou Archiepiskopou, imon [Name] on harise tes agies 
Sou Ekklisies en irini, soon entimon igia makroimerevonta ke orthotomounta ton logon 
tis Sis alithias. Ke dos imin en eni stomata ke mia kardia doxazin ke animnin to pantimon 
ke megaloprepes onoma Sou, tou Patros ke tou Iou ke tou Agiou Pnevmatos, nin ke ai ke 
is tou eonas ton eonon. 
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  Above all, remember, Lord, our Archbishop [Name]. Grant that he may serve Your holy 
churches in peace. Keep him safe, honorable, and healthy for many years, rightly 
teaching the word of Your truth. And grant that with one voice and one heart we may 
glorify and praise Your most honored and majestic name, of the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit, now and forever and to the ages of ages. 
 
Philippians 1:1, 2 Timothy 2:15, Philemon 1:1, Psalms 21: 4-5, Romans 15:6, Philippians 
2: 9 - 10, Acts 4:32 
 
Choir:  Amin. 
   
Priest:  Ke este tae lei tou Megalou Theou ke Sotiros imon Iisou Hristou meta panton 
imon. 
 
  The mercy of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ be with all of you. 
 
Philippians 4:9, 2 Timothy 1: 13 - 14, Ephesians 6: 23 - 24 
 
Choir:  Ke meta tou pnevmatos sou. 
  And with your spirit. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Having remembered all the saints, let us again in peace pray to the Lord. 
 
 Psalms 112:6 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
  Lord, have mercy. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For the precious Gifts offered and consecrated, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Romans 6: 22 - 23, Hebrew 6:4 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: That our loving God, who has received them at His holy, heavenly, and 
spiritual altar as an offering of spiritual fragrance, may in return send upon us divine 
grace and the gift of the Holy Spirit, let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Ephesians 2:4, Philippians 4:18, John 15:26, John 16:7, John 1:17, Ephesians 2:8, Acts 
2:38, Acts 5:32 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For our deliverance from all tribulation, wrath, danger, and necessity, let 
us pray to the Lord. 
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1 Samuel 26:24, Ephesians 4:31, Philippians 4:19 
 
Choir: Kirie, eleison. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Help us, save us, have mercy on us, and keep us, O God, by Your grace. 
 
Mark 9:22, Psalms 106:47, Psalms 123:3 
 
Choir: Amin. 
   
Deacon/Priest: That the whole day may be perfect, holy, peaceful, and sinless, let us ask 
of the Lord. 
 
1 John 3:9 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
  Grant this, O Lord. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For an angel of peace, a faithful guide, a guardian of our souls and bodies, 
let us ask of the Lord. 
 
Psalms 34:7 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
1 Samuel 1:17 
 
Deacon/Priest: For pardon and remission of our sins and offences, let us ask of the Lord. 
 
Act 2:38 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: For all things good and profitable for our souls, and peace for the world, 
let us ask of the Lord. 
 
2 Timothy 4:8, 2 Timothy 3:16 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Proverbs 10:24 
 
Deacon/Priest: That we may complete the remaining time of our life in peace and 
repentance, let us ask of the Lord. 
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Acts 5:31, John 14:27 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
1 Chronicles 4:10 
 
Deacon/Priest: For a Christian ending to our life, painless, blameless, peaceful, and a 
good defense before the dread judgment seat of Christ, let us ask of the Lord. 
 
Philippians 2:15, 1 Thessalonians 5:23 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Deacon/Priest: Having asked for the unity of the faith and for the communion of the Holy 
Spirit, let us commit ourselves, and one another, and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
John 17:11, 2 Corinthians 13:13, 1 Peter 3:8 
 
Choir: Paraschou, Kirie. 
 
Priest:  Ke kataxioson imas, Despota, meta parrisias akatakritos tolman epikalisthe Se 
ton epouranion Theon Patera ke legin: 
 
  And make us worthy, Master, with confidence and without fear of condemnation, to 
dare call You, the heavenly God, Father, and to say: 
 
Philippians 1:20, Ephesians 3:12, 1 Corinthians 11:34 
 
  

The Lord’s Prayer 
 
People:  (The Our Father is spoken in Greek, and then repeated in English.) 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy kingdom come, Thy will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread; and forgive us our 
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us; and lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil. 
 
Matthew 6: 9 - 13 
 
Priest:  Oti Sou estin I Vasilia ke I dinamis ke I doxa tou Patros ke tou Iou ke tou Agiou 
Pnevmatos, nin ke ai ke is tou eonas ton eonon. 
 
  For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory of the Father, and of the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit, now and forever to the ages of ages. 
 
1 Chronicles 29:11 
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Choir: Amin. 
   
Priest:  Irini pasi. 
  Peace be with all. 
 
1 Peter 5:14 
 
Choir:  Ke to pnevmati sou. 
  And with your Spirit. 
 
Galatians 6:18, 2 Timothy 4:22 
 
Deacon/Priest: Let us bow our heads to the Lord. 
 
Exodus 4:31 
 
Choir:  Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 
 
Priest:  Hariti ke iktirmis ke filanthropia tou Monogenous Sou Iou, meth ou evlogitos I, 
sin to Panagio ke agatho ke zoopio Sou Pnevmati, nin ke ai ke is tous enonas ton eonon. 
 
  By the grace, mercy, and love for us of Your only begotten Son, with whom You are 
blessed, together with Your all holy, good, and life giving Spirit, now and forever and to 
the ages of ages. 
 
2 Peter 1:2 
 
Choir: Amin. 

  
Holy Communion 

 
Deacon/Priest: Let us attend. 
 
Psalms 142:6, Psalms 130: 1 - 2 
 
Priest:  Ta Agia tis agiis. 
 
  The holy Gifts are for the holy. 
 
1 Corinthians 8:6, Leviticus 6:18, Leviticus 6:29 
 
Choir:  Is Agios, is Kirios, Iisous Hristos, is doxan Theou Patros Amin. 
 
  One is Holy, one is Lord, Jesus Christ, to the glory of God the Father.  
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Mark 1:24, 1 Corinthians 8:6, Philippians 2:11 

Choir:  Enite ton Kirion ek ton ouranon:  Allilouia, Allilouia, Allilouia. 
 
  Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise Him in the highest.  Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia. 
 
Psalms 148:1 
 
People (Before Receiving Holy Communion):  
 
I believe, O Lord, and I confess that You are truly the Christ, the Son of the living God, 
who came into the world to save sinners, of whom I am first. I believe also that this is 
truly Your own most pure Body, and that this is truly Your own precious Blood.  
Therefore, I pray to You: have mercy upon me and forgive my transgressions both 
voluntary and involuntary, of word and of deed, committed in knowledge or in ignorance.  
And make me worth to partake without condemnation of Your most pure Mysteries, for 
the remission of my sins, and unto life everlasting.   
 
Of Your Mystical Supper, O Son of God, accept me today as a communicant; for I will 
not speak of Your Mystery to Your enemies, neither like Judas will I give You a kiss; but 
like the thief will I confess You:  Remember me, O Lord, in Your kingdom. 
 
May the communion of Your holy Mysteries be neither to my judgment, nor to my 
condemnation, O Lord, but to the healing of soul and body. 
 
Matthew 16:16, 1 Timothy 1:15, Matthew 26:26, Matthew 26:28, Psalms 51:1, Leviticus 
4: 27 - 28, John 5:24, John 3:36, 1 Timothy 3:9, Mark 14:45, Luke 23: 42 - 43, Psalms 
4:4, 1 Corinthians 11:29, Matthew 9:35 
 
Priest: Approach with the fear of God, faith, and love.  
 
2 Timothy 1:13, Proverbs 1:7, Hebrews 10:22, 1 Peter 1: 7 - 8, James 4:8 
 
Orthodox Christians:  (Go up to receive Holy Communion.) 
 
(After everyone is finished receiving Holy Communion, we continue...) 
 
Priest:  Soson o Theos ton laon Sou ke evlogison tin klironomian Sou. 
 
  Save, O God, Your people and bless Your inheritance. 
 
Psalms 28:9 
 
Choir:  Idomen to fos to alithinon, elavomen Pnevma alithinon, elavomen Pnevma 
epouranion, evromen pistin alithi, adiereton Triada proskinountes.  Afti gar imas esosen. 



 422 

 
  We have seen the true light; we have received the heavenly Spirit; we have found the 
true faith, worshiping the undivided Trinity, for the Trinity has saved us. 
 
John 1:9, Ephesians 2:22, Mark 12:29, John 1:1, Ephesians 4: 6 - 7 
 
Priest: (Spoken in Greek) Always, now and forever and to the ages of ages. 
 
Hebrews 13:8 
 
Choir: Amin.  
   

The Prayer of Thanksgiving 
 
Deacon/Priest: Let us attend. Having partaken of the divine, holy, pure, immortal, 
heavenly, life-giving, and awesome Mysteries of Christ, let us worthily give thanks to the 
Lord.  Help us, save us, have mercy upon us, and protect us, O God, by Your grace. 
 
Ephesians 3:9, 1 Timothy 1:17, Hebrews 3:1, Colossians 1:26, John 6:33, Psalms 45:4, 
Psalms 47:2 
 
Choir: Amin. 
   
Deacon/Priest: Having prayed for a perfect, holy, peaceful, and sinless, day, let us 
commit ourselves, and one another, and our whole life to Christ our God. 
 
Acts 20:32 
 
Choir: Si, Kirie. 
  To You, O Lord. 
 
Priest:  Oti Si I o agiasmos imon ke Si tin Doxan anapempomen to Patri ke to Io ke to 
Agio Pnevmati, nin ke ai ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  For You are our sanctification and to You we give glory, to the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit, now and forever and to the ages of ages. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:2, 1 Corinthians 1:30, 1 Corinthians 6:11 
 
Choir: Amin. 
   

The Dismissal 
 
Deacon/Priest:  Let us go forth in peace.  Let us pray to the Lord. 
 
            Judges 18:6, John 14:27, Mark 11:9, 2 Corinthians 13:11, Hebrews 12:14 
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Choir: Kirie, eleison.  Kirie, eleison.  Kirie, eleison.  Pater agie evlogison. 
  Lord, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy.  Lord, have mercy.  Father, give the blessing. 
 
1 Corinthians 5:4 
 
Priest:  O evlogon tous evlogountas Se, Kirie, ke agiazon tous epi Si pepithotas, soson ton 
laon sou ke evlogison tin klironomian Sou. To pliroma tis Ekklisias Sou filaxon, agiason 
tous agapontas tin efprepian tou ikou Sou. Si afrous antidoxason ti theiki sou dinami ke 
mi engatalipis imas tous elpizontas epi Se. Irinin to kosmo Sou dories, tes Ekklisies Sou, 
tis ierefsi tis Vasilefsin imon, to strato ke panti to lao Sou. Oti pasa dosis agathi ke pan 
dorima telion anothen esti katavenon ek Sou tou Patros ton foton; ke Si tin doxan ke 
efharistian ke proskinisin anapempomen to Patri ke to Io ke to Agio Pnevmati, nin ke ai 
ke is tous eonas ton eonon. 
 
  Lord, bless those who praise You and sanctify those who trust in You. Save Your 
people and bless Your inheritance. Protect the whole body of Your Church. Sanctify 
those who love the beauty of Your house. Glorify them in return by Your divine power, 
and do not forsake us who hope in You. Grant peace to Your world, to Your churches, to 
the clergy, to those in public service, to the armed forces, and to all Your people. For 
every good and perfect gift is from above, coming from You, the Father of lights. To You 
we give glory, thanksgiving, and worship, to the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
now and forever and to the ages of ages. 
 
1 Thessalonians 5:23, Genesis 12:3, Psalms 28:9, Psalms 7:1, Romans 11:25, Psalms 
50:12, Psalms 26:8, Psalms 29:2, Psalms 138:8, John 17:22, 2 Samuel 22:25, 1 Peter 1:3, 
Hebrews 13:5, 1 Timothy 2:2, James 1:17, Revelation 14:7, 1 Corinthians 15:57, 
Colossians 3:17 
 
Choir: Amin.  Ii to onoma Kiriou evlogimenon apo tou nin ke eos tou eonos. (Repeat 3 
times) 
 
    Blessed is the name of the Lord, both now and to the ages (Repeat 3 times) 
 
Deacon/Priest: Let us pray to the Lord. 
 
Choir:  Kirie, eleison. 
 
Priest:  Evlogia Kiriou ke eleos elthi ef imas ti Aftou thia hariti ke filanthropia, pantote, 
nin ke ai ke is tou eonas ton eonon.  Doxa si, o Theos I elpis imon doxa si.  (O anastas ek 
nekron), Hristos o alithinos Theos imon, tes presvies ti panahrantou ke panamomou 
agias aftou Mitros; dinami tou timiou ke zoopiou Stavrou; prostasies ton timion 
epouranion Dinameon asomaton; ikesies tou timiou endoxou Profitou ke Vaptistou 
Ioannou; ton agion endoxon ke panefimon Apostlon; ton agion endoxon ke kallinikon 
martiron; ton osiion ke theoforon Pateron imon; ton agion ke dikeon Theopatoron Ioakim 
ke Annis; tou agiou (saint of the day) ou ke tin mnimin epiteloumen ke panton ton Agios, 
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eleise ke sose imas os agathos ke filanthropos ke eleimon Theos.  Di efhon ton aion 
Pateron imon, Kirie Iisou Hriste o Theos imon, eleison ke soson imas. 
 
  May Christ our true God, who rose from the dead, as a good, loving, and merciful God, 
have mercy upon us and save us, through the intercessions of His most pure and holy 
Mother; the power of the precious and life giving Cross; the protection of the honorable, 
bodiless powers of heaven, the supplications of the honorable, glorious prophet and 
forerunner John the Baptist; the holy, glorious and praiseworthy apostles; the holy, 
glorious and triumphant martyrs; our holy and God-bearing Fathers George; the holy and 
righteous ancestors Joachim and Anna; and (saint of the day), whose memory we 
commemorate today, and all the saints: have mercy on us and save us, for You are a good 
God and the lover of mankind. Through the prayers of our holy fathers, Lord Jesus 
Christ, have mercy on us and save us. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:4, 1 Corinthians 15:12, Malachi 3:1, John 1:15, 2 Thessalonians 2:16, 
Psalms 123:3, Psalms 106:47 
 
Choir: Amin. 
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T. SOMNAMBULANT 
 
Every so often, I awaken and find 
the world both vivid and lit, each element 
—far as I can tell—lit from within. And yes, 
like you, I may have assumed this radiance 
to be a trick of morning sun upon the sea, 
or the fortunate effect of ambient or 
of manufactured light, of dumb or less 
dumb luck. What I should now make clear 
is that this intermittent waking is not 
quite so literal as you are supposing, nor 
so mundane; in fact, I may have been jogging, or 
yammering on before a yawning class, 
writing something or other on the blackboard. 
I may have appeared more or less awake 
right along, but suddenly, with little warning, I become 
for the moment more fully awake, and I see 
that there—along the path, among the bracken 
or the pine, or even there, just now opening 
within each forlorn face before me—a glistening, 
a quality, a presence of light so profound 
I can’t but close my eyes to see. 
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The Rules of Fasting 

from The Lenten Triodion 

Kallistos Ware 
 
What precisely do the rules of fasting during Lent demand? Neither in ancient nor in 
modern times has there ever been exact uniformity, but most Orthodox authorities agree 
on the following rules: 
 
1. During the week between the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee and that of the 
Prodigal Son, there is a general dispensation from all fasting. Meat and animal products 
may be eaten even on Wednesday and Friday. 
 
2. In the following week, often termed the “Week of Carnival”, the usual fast is kept on 
Wednesday and Friday. Otherwise there is no special fasting. 
 
3. In the Week before Lent, meat is forbidden, but eggs, cheese, and other dairy products 
(as well as fish) may be eaten on all days, including Wednesday and Friday. 
 
4. On weekdays (Monday to Friday inclusive) during the seven weeks of Lent, there are 
restrictions both on the number of meals taken daily and on the types of food permitted; 
but when a meal is allowed, there is no fixed limitation on the quantity of food to be 
eaten. 
 

A. On weekdays in the first week, fasting is particularly severe. According to strict 
observance, in the course of the five initial days of Lent, only two meals are eaten, 
one on Wednesday and the other on Friday, in both cases after the Liturgy of the 
Presanctified. On the other three days, those who have the strength are encouraged 
to keep an absolute fast; those for whom this proves impracticable may eat on 
Tuesday and Thursday (but not, if possible, on Monday), in the evening after 
Vespers, when they may take bread and water, or perhaps tea or fruit-juice, but not 
a cooked meal.  
 
It should be added at once that in practice today these rules are commonly relaxed. 
At the meals on Wednesday and Friday xerophagy is prescribed. Literally, this 
means, “dry eating.” Strictly interpreted, it signifies that we may eat only 
vegetables cooked with water and salt, and also such things as fruit, nuts, bread, 
and honey. In practice, octopus and shellfish are also allowed on days of 
xerophagy; likewise vegetable margarine and corn or other vegetable oil, not made 
from olives. But the following categories of food are definitely excluded: 
 

1. Meat 
2. Animal products (cheese, milk, butter, eggs, lard, drippings) 
3. Fish (i.e., fish with backbones) 
4. Oil (i.e., olive oil) and wine 



 427 

 
B. On weekdays (Monday to Friday inclusive) in the second, third, fourth, fifth, 
and sixth weeks, one meal a day is permitted, to be taken in the afternoon following 
Vespers, and at this one meal xerophagy is to be observed. 
 
C. Holy Week. On the first three days there is one meal each day, with xerophagy; 
but some try to keep a complete fast on these days, or else they eat only uncooked 
food, as on the opening days of the first week. On Holy Thursday one meal is 
eaten, with wine and oil (i.e., olive oil). On Great Friday those who have the 
strength follow the practice of the early Church and keep a total fast. Those unable 
to do this may eat bread, with a little water, tea, or fruit-juice, but not until sunset, 
or at any rate not until after the veneration of the Winding-Sheet at Vespers. On 
Holy Saturday there is in principle no meal, since according to the ancient practice 
after the end of the Liturgy of St. Basil the faithful remained in church for the 
reading of the Acts of the Apostles, and for their sustenance were given a little 
bread and dried fruit, with a cup of wine. If, as usually happens now, they return 
home for a meal, they may use wine but not oil; for on this one Saturday, alone 
among Saturdays of the year, olive oil is not permitted.  
 

5. The rule of xerophagy is relaxed on the following days: 
 
i. On Saturdays and Sundays in Lent, with the exception of Holy Saturday, two 
main meals may be taken in the usual way, around midday and in the evening, with 
wine and olive oil; but meat, animal products, and fish are not allowed. 
 
ii. On the Feast of the Annunciation (March 25) and Palm Sunday fish is permitted 
as well as wine and oil, but meat and animal products are not allowed. 
 
iii. Wine and oil are permitted on the following days, if they fall on a weekday in 
the second, third, fourth, fifth, or sixth week: 

 
· First and Second Finding of Head of St. John the Baptist (Feb. 24) 
· Holy Forty Martyrs of Sebaste (Mar. 9) 
· Fore-feast of the Annunciation (Mar. 24) 
· Synaxis of the Archangel Gabriel (Mar. 26) 
· Holy Great martyr and Victory bearer George (April 23) 
· Holy Apostle and Evangelist Mark (April 25) 
· Holy Apostle and Evangelist John the Theologian (May 8) 
· Patronal Feast of the Church or Monastery 

 
iv. Wine and oil are also allowed on Wednesday and Thursday in the fifth week, 
because of the vigil for the Great Canon. Wine is allowed—and, according to some 
authorities, oil as well—on Friday in the same week, because of the vigil of the 
Akathist Hymn.  
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It has always been held that these rules of fasting should be relaxed in the case of anyone 
elderly or in poor health. In present-day practice, even for those in good health, the full 
strictness of the fast is usually mitigated. Only a few Orthodox today attempt to keep a 
total fast on Monday, Tuesday and Thursday in the first week, or on the first three days of 
Holy Week. On weekdays—except, perhaps, during the first week of Holy Week—it is 
now common to eat two cooked meals daily instead of one. From the second until the 
sixth week, many Orthodox use wine, and perhaps oil also, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 
and less commonly on Mondays as well. Permission is often given to eat fish in these 
weeks.  
 
Personal factors need to be taken into account, as for example the situation of an isolated 
Orthodox living in the same household as non-Orthodox, or obliged to take meals in a 
factory or school. In cases of uncertainty each should seek the advice of his or her 
spiritual father. At all times it is essential to bear in mind that “you are not under the law 
but under grace” (Rom. 6:14) and that “the letter kills, but the spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 
3:6). The rules of fasting, while they need to be taken seriously, are not to be interpreted 
with dour and pedantic legalism; “for the kingdom of God is not food and drink, but 
righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). 
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U. LATE HABIT 
 
Prayer, he now supposed, was possible—if 
manifestly intermittent—and on occasion 
he felt as if he dreamt his prayer. 
 
On rarest moments, the prayer had come 
to speak itself, and he, in dim effusion, 
took some care to listen as he spoke. 
 
Offenses still occurred—the odd rebuff, 
the snub, the petulant and prideful pout, 
ubiquitous self-interest—but all had lately 
 
become far more entertaining than offensive. 
And those who bore no love for him became 
the objects of his most tender turns of phrase. 
 
Progress being, after all, at best incremental, 
and the way ahead insistent in its endlessness, 
a sudden calm had come to visit him, assuring 
 
that the world he spoke and made partook of what 
was actual, what lay poised beyond his ken, 
and that such words would open ever and again. 
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