INSTITUTES, Bk. 6: The Spirit of Fornication
Outline (Source: J.C. Guy, Sources Chrétiennes 109, pp. 261, 263)

Introduction: The proper nature of this struggle (1)
A. How to acquire chastity

a. Purification of heart (2)

b. Solitude (3-4)

c. Special help of God (5-6)

B. How to preserve chastity

a. Great vigilance: comparison with stadium contests (7-9)

b. Thoughts during the day and night (10-11)

c. Guarding the heart so as to squelch temptations at their inception (12-13)

[indication of plan:  (14)]

C. The goal of chastity

a. Dwelling of the Holy Spirit: 1 Th 4:3-8 (15)

b. Vision of God: Heb 12:14-16 (16-17)

c. Spiritual knowledge (18)
D. Teaching of the Fathers: Basil (19)
E. The state of perfect integrity

a. Its criteria (20)

b. How to preserve it (21-22)

Conclusion: Resume (23)
1. The second battle [the first battle is against gluttony, Inst 5], according to the tradition of our elders, is against the spirit of fornication. This battle is more widespread and of longer duration than others, and few can claim complete victory in it. Although this huge struggle starts at the awakening of puberty, it does not cease until the other vices have been conquered. The attack of our enemy is two-pronged, for he comes to the battle armed with a double vice. Therefore, we must also resist on two fronts; and just as he battens on both bodily and spiritual weaknesses, just so he cannot be [21] conquered except by those who fight on both of those fronts. For bodily fasting alone does not enable us to acquire and retain perfect chastity unless we also have a contrite spirit and persevere in prayer against this filthy spirit. Then too we need to meditate the Scriptures constantly and also have spiritual understanding. Further, there must be manual labor to restrain and recall the wanderings of the fickle heart. And above all, true humility is the foundation without which no vice can ever be conquered.
2. But the correction of this vice comes mainly from perfecting the heart, the source of the poison of this sickness. The Lord himself instructs us: “From the heart issue forth evil thoughts, homicide, adultery, fornication, theft, false testi​mony,” and so forth (Mt 15:19). Therefore, we must first purify that spring of life and death, according to the saying of Solomon: “With the closest custody guard your heart, for life comes forth from it” (Prov 4:23 LXX). For the flesh obeys its judgment and command. Thus abstemiousness must be care​fully maintained, otherwise the flesh, surfeited with food, may insolently cast aside its spiritual guide. However, if we concentrate exclusively on the punishment of the body and do not engage the soul in abstinence from other vices, nor in holy meditation or spiritual studies, we will never be able to attain the heights of true wholeness. And this is the root cause of bodily defilement. Thus we must first cleanse “the inside of the cup and dish, that the outside might get clean,” as the Lord has taught us (Mt 23:26).
3. Further, certain vices can be cured by human commerce and daily living. In a certain way, they are cured by the very committing! Thus for example, anger, sadness and impatience are cured by heartfelt meditation and persistent vigilance, but also by the provocations experienced in the human community. For the more frequently these faults come to the surface and are rebuked, the more quickly they are healed. But if we are to put aside the harmful passionate fever of fornication and attain a state of full health, we must add something to bodily punishment and heartfelt contrition: solitude and distance from others. Just as it is often useful to keep harmful food away from the gaze of those suffering from a certain illness,
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lest the sight of it provoke a lethal appetite, just so quiet and solitude often serve to drive out this malady. They enable the mind, unharried by many images, to reach a pure inner vision more easily and to utterly quench the pestilential fire of eoncuplscence .
4. But no one should conclude from this that we think that there are no continent persons in monastic communities: we recognize that this can easily be the case. In fact, it is one thing to be continent, that is encratite, and another to be chaste. This latter means to advance to that state of integrity and incorruption that they call agnos, which only refers to those who remain virginal in both mind and body. John in the New Testament, and Elijah, Jeremiah and Daniel in the Old Testament, are known to have been thus. It is not unjust to include in the same category those who, after an experience of corruption, arrive at the same state of purity of mind and body by dint of long labor and industry. In this condition, they feel the stings of the flesh not so much as the assault of base concupiscence as merely the movement of nature. We hold that this condition is very difficult to attain among crowds of men. But whether it is impossible, each one should personally judge on the basis of conscience. We don’t expect everyone to agree with our opinion on this.
Moreover, we don’t doubt that there are many continent persons who suffer infrequent or daily assaults of the flesh, but who manage to put them down and repress them either for fear of hell or desire for the kingdom of heaven. But our elders tell us that just as these men cannot be entirely overwhelmed by the assaults of vices, neither can they always be secure and unscathed. For it is inevitable that someone in the midst of the fray sometimes be thrown into confusion himself, even though he frequently conquer his adversary.
5. If we really desire tc enter into this spiritual combat on the same terms as the Apostle (2 Tm 4:7), let us concentrate our every effort at dominating this unclean spirit by placing our confidence not in our own forces but on the help of God. Human effort will never be able to win through here. For the soul will be attacked by this vice as long as it does not recognize that it is in a war beyond its powers and that it cannot obtain victory by its own effort unless it is shored up by the help and protection of the Lord.
6. While all progress in virtue and successful expulsion of vice is due to the grace of God, the specific aid and special gift of God is necessary for chastity. This is attested by the teaching of the elders and the purgative experience of those upon whom it has been bestowed. In a certain sense, to escape the flesh is to remain in the body while surpassing nature: to remain surrounded by fragile carnality but not to feel the stings of the flesh. Thus it is impossible, as we have said, for us to fly to such an exalted and heavenly reward on our own wings, unless the grace of God lift us up from the slime of the earth by the gift of chastity. There is no virtue which renders the lives of carnal men more similar to that of the angelic spirits than the attainment and the gift of chastity. As the Apostle says, while still living on earth they have their homeland in heaven (Phil 3:20). They already possess in their fragile flesh here in this life that which the saints are promised to possess in the future when they have left their carnal corruptibility behind.
7. Hear what the Apostle says: “Everyone who enters a contest abstains from all things” (1 Cor 9:25). Let us inquire what are “these things” that he mentions so as to acquire instruction for spiritual combat comparable to the carnal combat (see Inst. 5.12). For those who desire to struggle according to the rules in this visible contest do not have the freedom to use just any foods that appetite might suggest, but only those laid down as the training regime for those battles.
Not only must they abstain from forbidden foods and all drunkenness and tippling, but also from inertia, idleness and ennui so as to increase their strength by daily exercise and assiduous concentration. They are so removed from every care and sadness and business affair, and even affection and conjugal duty, that they know nothing beyond the exercise of discipline. They are completely freed from all worldly care, only hoping to acquire from him who presides at the games the substance of daily food, the crown of glory and prizes worthy of their victory. They guard themselves to such a degree from carnal pollution when they are preparing for the games that they cover their loins with leadfoil so that. the cool metal on
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their privates might inhibit obscene humors. Otherwise their hard-earned strength might be dissipated by nocturnal delu​sions. No doubt they understand that they will be defeated if a false image of harmful phantasm corrupts the strength produced through continence; nor will they be able to bring off the struggle they have undertaken with their strength gone.
8. Therefore, if we know all about the discipline for the worldly fight, an example the Apostle wishes us to learn so as to teach us how much concentration, diligence and care goes into it, what ought we do, with what purity ought we guard the chastity of our mind and body, we who must daily eat the sacred flesh of the Lamb, which even the Old Law prohibited anyone unclean to touch! For in Leviticus (7:19-20 LXX) it is laid down: “Everyone pure will eat meat. But if anyone in whom there is uncleanness eats of the meat of the saving sacrifice which is the Lord’s, that one will perish before the Lord.” How great is the boon of integrity, without which even those who were under the Old Law were not able to participate in the typical sacrifices, and without which those who wish to gain a corruptible crown in this world cannot be crowned.
9. It is first of all necessary to purify carefully the hidden recesses of our heart. For that which we desire to gain by bodily purity we must possess in the depths of our conscience, where the Lord resides as judge and superintendent of the games (see Conf. 7.20) He carefully observes how we run and fight. Thus those things which we are loathe to admit in the open will not even take shape in our interior and we will not even be soiled by any secret connivance. For although it might escape the notice of men, it cannot lie hidden from the knowledge of Almighty God and the holy angels, from whom no secret is hidden.
10. It will be an evident sign and full proof of our purity if no lewd image comes to us when we are plunged in sleep. If there be any disturbance, it will still not excite movements of concupiscence. Although such a disturbance may not be thought to bring about the full harm of sin, nevertheless it is a sign of a mind that is not yet perfect and a manifestation of vice that is not yet purified, since illusion is produced by these 25  deceptive images.
11. The quality of the thoughts, which are guarded negligently during the day because of distractions, is tested during the night rest. When such a fantasy occurs, it ought not to be thought a fault of sleep, but rather due to some negligence of the preceding time. It is a manifestation of a hidden interior fault, and not really produced by the hour of the night. Though it has lain hidden in the depths of the soul, sleep brings it to the surface. Repose reveals the hidden fever of passion which we have been stoking all day with harmful thoughts. Likewise, bodily sicknesses are not thought to be caused at the time they emerge, but contracted previously when the person imprudent​ly ate harmful food and so took on harmful and lethal humors.
12. God, the creator and founder of the human race, knew better than anyone the nature of his handiwork and the means to correct it. He applied the medicinal cure to what he knew to be the principal cause of the malady, saying, ‘Whoever looks at a woman with evil intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:28). Although he notes wanton eyes, he does not blame them as much as that interior sense which employs them for evil looking. For the heart is sick and wounded by the weapon of lust. It gazes with desire, twisting the gift of sight given to it by the creator for right use to the service of evil works by its own vice. When a spectacle presents itself, it must call forth the evil of concupiscence hidden in itself.
This is the reason why this salutary command is enjoined on one whose evil and vicious malady results from the occasion of seeing something. For we are not told to guard our eyes as if they must be guarded as the source of our lustful affections. The eyes perform nothing more than the simple service of vision. Rather it says: “Guard your heart with all vigilance,” (Prov 4:23 LXX) since the remedy is imposed on that which can especially abuse the function of the eyes.
13. This will be the first concern of the purgation: when the thought of the feminine sex first creeps up on our mind through the subtle suggestions of the crafty demon, beginning with the recollection of our mother, sisters, relatives or of certain pious
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women, we should hasten to drive it out of our inner being. If we were to linger over it, the tempter might take the occasion to make us gradually think of other women and so introduce evil thoughts. That is why we must carefully remember this precept: “Guard your heart with all vigilance.” We should observe according to God’s chief commandment the deadly head of the serpent. It is the principle of evil thoughts, by which the devil tries to creep into our soul. Nor should we negligently allow the rest of his body to penetrate into our heart, that is, by assenting to temptation. If allowed in, it will doubtless destroy the captive mind with its virulent bite. “In the morning” we must extinguish even “the sinners of our land” (Ps 100:8), that is, our carnal sins as they emerge. And while they are still small, “smash the sons of Babylon on a rock” (Ps 136:9). Unless they are killed off, they will rise up full-grown to do us damage and that will be through our own complicity. Then they will surely not be conquered without great tribulation and labor.
When a “strong, armed man,” that is, our spirit, “guards his house,” fortifying the exits in the fear of the Lord, “his goods are secure.” This refers to the fruit of his labor and the virtues he has acquired over a long time. “But if a stronger man comes and conquers him,” that is, the devil, who makes him think his way, “he will strip him of his arms in which he confides.” This means the memory of Scripture and the fear of God. “And he will divide his spoils,” destroying the merits of his virtues by certain contrary vices. (Lk 11:21-22)
14. It is not my purpose here to sing the praises of chastity, but rather to explain by means of the elders its qualities, how it can be acquired and preserved, and what its purpose is. Therefore, passing over all that is found in Scripture in praise of this virtue, I will offer only one saying of the Blessed Apostle, from the Letter to the Thessalonians, where it is evident how he prefers (chastity) to all other virtues, commending it with great nobility of style.
15. “This is the will of God, your sanctification” (1 Th 4:3). It is thought that sanctification can be acquired by the virtues of justice or charity or humility or patience. But rather than leave us in doubt what kind of sanctification he means, Paul 
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 says: “This is the will of God, your sanctifieation, that you abstain from fornication. Each one of you must know how to honor and sanctify his vessel and not to give it over to passionate desire as do people who do not know God” (1 Th 4:3-5). See what praises he lavishes on our honorable vessel, that is, our body, and how he pursues its sanctification! On the contrary, those who give in to passionate desire find them​selves in uncleanness and shame; they are strangers to sanctification. Thirdly, a little further on he adds something more on the subject of holiness: “God has not called us to immorality but to holiness. Therefore, he who rejects these things spurns not man but God, who also gives us the gift of the Holy Spirit” ( 1 Th 4:7-8). He adds an inviolable authority to his precept by saying: “He who rejects these things,” that is, what I have just said about holiness, “spurns not man,” that is, he who commands this, “but God, who speaks in me.” He has also destined our hearts as the dwelling of the Holy Spirit.
You see how simple and limpid are the words of esteem and praise he lavishes on this virtue, first of all by attributing to it sanctification in the proper sense; next, by claiming that the vessel of our body must be freed from uncleanness by it; third, that when the body has put aside shame and disgrace, it ought to remain in honor and holiness; finally, he claims that by means of this virtue the Holy Spirit lives in our hearts, and that is the greatest of all rewards and happiness.
16. Although we are approaching the end of this chapter, I will add yet another testimony from the Apostle like the one already given. Writing to the Hebrews about peace, he says: “Pursue it in all things, and holiness, without which no one will see God” (Heb 12:14). Here also he evidently is referring to that integrity of mind and purity of body which he normally associates with the holiness needed to see God. And he makes the same point when he explains: “Let no one be a fornicator and profaner like Esau” (Heb 12:16).
17. Furthermore, the more sublime and heavenly the reward of chastity, the more severe the attacks of the enemy on it. Therefore, it is all the more incumbent on us to add contrition of heart, and not only bodily continence, to our fervent and tearful prayers. Thus the furnace of our flesh,
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which the Babylonian king does not cease to stoke with carnal suggestions, may be quenched by the dew of the Holy Spirit descending into our hearts.
18. Just as our elders state that chastity cannot be attained before the foundations of humility are laid in our hearts, likewise they claim that one cannot reach the source of true knowledge as long as the root of this vice remains in the deep recesses of our hearts. And while integrity can be attained without true knowledge, spiritual knowledge cannot be had without integral chastity. For the gifts of the Spirit are diverse and a grace of the Holy Spirit is not given except to those whô make themselves worthy and fit for it by effort and striving. Finally, although the apostles are believed to have possessed the virtue of perfect integrity, still this gift abounded more in Paul because he prepared himself for it by clever study and industry.
19. The following severe saying is reported of St. Basil, the Bishop of Caesarea: “I know not woman and yet I am not a virgin.” By this he means that bodily purity consists not so much in foreswearing women but in integrity of heart. For it maintains a perpetual incorrupt holiness of heart whether from the fear of God or from love of purity.
20. Therefore, this is the goal of integrity and its perfect proof: that no movement of the flesh creeps up on us while asleep, and that we have none of the nocturnal emissions to which nature is subject. While it is beyond nature to avoid these completely and definitively, it is proper to exalted virtue to restrict them to the least frequent and naturally inevitable cases, which for a monk would occur every two months. But we have stated this according to our own experience and not according to the teaching of the elders, who judge that the periods of cessation stated here are still too short. We are afraid that if we expound this as we heard it from them, we might be thought, by those who have experienced a lesser purity due to negligence and less effort, to have described the impossible and the incredible.
21. We can maintain this condition continually and never
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 exceed the natural time-limit set down above if we recall that God is not only the observer of our secret actions but also of our thoughts day and night; we must render him an account for everything that transpires in our heart as well as for our works and acts.
22. Therefore we must struggle to attain this point and we must battle against the movements of the mind and the urgings of the flesh to such a degree that the flesh satisfies its natural demands without arousing desire and ean rid itself of superfluous humors without any harmful prurience and without necessitating a struggle for ehastity. Otherwise, the mind will know that it has not yet attained perfect ehastity since it is still subject to fantasies in sleep.
23. Therefore, we must always maintain a balanced and moderate fast, so that these delusions not even eome upon us while asleep. For whoever exceeds the proper bounds of fasting must then also need an immoderate relaxation. Whoever is subject to these ups and downs will doubtless not attain that very even state of tranquillity, whether from too little or too much food. Finally, we need to have profound humility and a eonstantly patient heart, and we also must remain eautious against anger and other passions. For when anger burns, the fire of passion will penetrate us as well. But above all, we must remain vigilant during the night. For just as daytime purity and watchfulness prepare us for nighttime ehastity, likewise nightly vigils provide a solid and strong basis for our hearts in their daytime watchfulness.
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Conference 12: On Chastity
[At the end of the previous Conference, Germanus had asked Abba Chaeremon whether perfect ehastity is possible, at least to the extent that we would not even experience the prompt​ings of eoneupiscence.]
1. We finished the meal, which seemed more of a burden than a pleasure since were hungry for the food of doctrine. The old man noticed that we were waiting for the teaching he had promised, so he said: “I am pleased not only by your amazing desire to learn, but also by the diseipline of the question you proposed. The rational order of your question must be maintained. For those enormous advantages of perfect and perpetual ehastity must accompany the fullness of great eharity, and there must be equal joy in such a pair of palms. These two are so tightly bound together that one eannot be had without the other. Your eomplex question then eomes down to this: ean that fire of eoneupiscence, which this flesh experi​ences to be like a built-in flame, be fully extinguished? We will explore it by a diseussion similar to the previous one.
First, let us examine very earefully the saying of the Apostle Paul: “Mortify your members which are on earth” (Col 3:5). Before we proceed, let us see what members he wishes us to mortify. The Apostle is not urging a barbarous amputation of hand or feet or genitals, but rather he is anxious that we destroy as quickly and as zealously as possible the body of sin, which is what he means by “members” of that body. He says elsewhere that “the body of sin must be destroyed” (Rom 6:6), and he explains that destruetion by the following: “that we might no longer be slaves of sin.” He asks with a sigh to be delivered from sin, saying: “Unhappy man that I am: who will free me from this sinful body?” (Rom 7:24)
2. Therefore, this body of sin is seen to be made up of many sinful members, and to its province belongs whatever sins of
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 deed, word and thought we commit. To say that its members are “on earth” is very true. Those who employ the ministry (of these members) cannot truthfully say: “Our homeland is in heaven” (Phil 3:20). The Apostle describes the members of this body in this passage: “Mortify your members which are bound to the earth: fornication, uncleanness, license, evil concupis​cence and avarice, which is the slave of idols” (Col 3:5).
He thinks he should mention fornication first, which is a sin effected through carnal union. He calls the second member uncleanness (inmunditia), which sometimes surprises us while asleep or awake, not through any touch of a woman, but through the carelessness of an imprudent mind. Therefore, it is noted and prohibited in the law, which not only prohibits the unclean from partaking of the sacred meal, but even com​mands them to be separated from the congregation lest they defile the holy by their touch: ‘Whoever is unclean and yet eats of sacrificial meats shall perish before the Lord, and whatever the unclean one touches shall be unclean” (Num 19:22). In Deuteronomy also: “If there is among you a man who is polluted in his sleep, let him go out from the camp and not return before the evening washing; and after sunset, let him return to the camp” (Deut 23:10-11).
The third member mentioned is license (libido), which takes root in the hidden places of the soul and can happen to anyone without bodily passion. No doubt the word refers to those who do whatever they please. After that, descending from graver to lesser sins, he gives as the fourth member bad desire (concupiscentia mala), which refers not only to the above-mentioned passion of lust, but to all harmful desires in general, which is a malady of a corrupt will. Of such, the Lord says in the gospel: ‘Whoever looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:28).
For it is much greater to contain the desire of an attractive thought when the occasion of an alluring sight presents itself. This shows very clearly that the abstinence of physical continence is alone not sufficient for perfect purity, unless integrity of the mind is added to it. After all this, he comes to the final member of that body, which he calls avarice. Doubtless that shows that the soul is not only to be held back from seeking the goods of others, but that even one’s own goods are to be taken lightly. We read in the Acts of the Apostles that
the multitude of believers did just that: “For the multitude of believers were of one mind and heart, nor did anyone call his own anything he possessed, but all things were common to them. Those who owned fields or houses used to sell them and then bring the proceeds and lay them at the feet of the Apostles. And distribution was made to each one according to need” (Acts 4:32, 34-35). Now, lest that sort of perfection seem to be the business of a few, avarice is called the service of idols and not without cause. For whoever does not relieve the needs of the destitute but rather hangs onto his money with the tenacity of an infidel and prefers it to the law of Christ, incurs the crime of idolatry. Such a person prefers the love of worldly goods to divine charity.
3. If we see that many have so despoiled themselves for Christ and we know that they have renounced not only the possession of money but also the desire of it from their hearts forever, it follows that we should believe that the fire of fornication can be extinguished in the same way. The Apostle did not lump impossible things with possible ones. Since he knew that both were possible, he decreed them both to be mortified in the same way. In fact, the Apostle was so confident that fornication and uncleanness can be eliminated from our members that he demanded that they not only be mortified, but not even named among us: “Fornication and all unclean​ness or avarice should not be named by you, nor turpitude, nor scurrilities which are unbecoming” (Eph 5:3-4). In the same way, he teaches that these things are harmful and also drive us from the Kingdom of God: “Know you that every fornicator or unclean or avaricious person, because he is the servant of idols, has no place in the reign of Christ and God,” (Eph 5:5) and again, “Don’t be fooled. Neither fornicators nor those serving idols nor adulterers nor sodomites nor thieves nor misers nor drunkards nor foul-mouthed nor the rapacious will possess the Kingdom of God” (1 Cor 6:9-10). Thus there should be no doubt that the contagion of fornication and uncleanness can be abolished from our members, since he commanded them to be removed no less than avarice, silly talk, ribaldry, drunkenness and thievery, the removal of which is easy.
4. However, we should be assured that although we
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 undertake every discipline toward continence, namely, fasting from food and drink, vigils and manual labor and incessant application to reading, still we cannot attain the perpetual purity of chastity by dint of these labors alone. No, we must learn the lesson of experience from these continual labors that incorruption is granted by the bounty of his divine grace. For this reason alone, let all know that they must persevere in these exercises. When their affliction has gained the Lord’s mercy, they may deserve to be freed by the divine largesse from the onslaughts of the flesh and the domination of powerful vices. But let them not think they can attain by those means that inviolable chastity of body that they desire. However, let them be as ardent with desire and love toward the acquisition of chastity as the greediest person is for money or the vainglorious one is in overweening craving for honors. Let them be as ardent as the one who is swept off his feet by intolerable love for a beautiful woman, and desires with the most excruciating impatience to satisfy his longing. And so it will happen that while they burn with an insatiable desire for perpetual chastity (integritas), they will disdain desirable food and be repelled by necessary drink. Finally, the sleep owed to nature is neglected or at least taken only with extreme wariness as a most deceptive deceiver of purity and rival or enemy of chastity. And so let anyone who wakes in the morning daily to find purity intact rejoice that it did not come about through his own effort nor vigilance. But let us see that it was achieved by the protection of the Lord. And we should understand that as long as his perseverance of body lasts, it will be a gift of the merciful Lord.
Whoever arrives at this plane of faith will not succumb to that pride which confides in its own strength, nor be seduced by these long periods of peace into a complacent security, since we know that we would be immediately defiled by an impure flux if the divine protection were withdrawn from us for an instant. Therefore, we must apply ourselves unremittingly to contrite and humble prayer if we wish perpetual chastity.
5. Do you desire an argument on this point even more evident than the one we have just given so you may know for sure that the struggles of the body, which are thought harmful and inimical to us, are in fact quite useful to our members?
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Consider, if you will, those who are eunuchs, for this renders them slothful and tepid in the pursuit of virtues. Is this not because they believe that they are in no danger of violating chastity? However, no one would believe me if I tried to claim that not one of them strives for perfect renunciation. I only say that if any one of them is moved by highly courageous austerity to seek the palm of perfection, it is because he triumphs in some manner over his nature. For when ardent desire is enkindled, it pushes a person to endure hunger, thirst, vigils, nakedness and all sorts of bodily labors not only patiently but freely. “One who is in difficulty works hard and struggles against destruction” (Prov 16:26). And against, “Even bitter things seem sweet to the person in need” (Prov 27:7).
Besides, the desire for present things cannot be repressed or removed unless we replace the harmful things we want to remove with healthy ones. The soul cannot exist in any vital way without some feelings of desire or fear, or joy or sorrow. This must be turned to good account. If we chase carnal concupiscence from our hearts, we should immediately plant spiritual desires in their place so that our soul may always be occupied with them and have a safe base from which to reject the enticements of present and temporal joys. When our mind is led to this state by daily exercises, then it will perceive through experience the meaning of this versicle that we all are accustomed to sing in the psalms, but whose meaning only a few understand by experience: “I have my eyes always on the Lord, for he is at my right hand lest I stumble” (Ps 15:8). He alone can adequately understand the meaning of the words of this song who arrives at that purity of body and mind of which we spoke. He understands that he is preserved at every moment from falling from purity by the Lord, and that his right hand, that is, his holy actions, are constantly strengthened by God. The Lord does not assist at the left hand of his holy ones but always on the right, because they have no left. He is not seen by sinners and the impious, for they do not have those right hands that the Lord is accustomed to assist. Nor can they say with the prophet: “My eyes are always on the Lord because he has drawn my feet from the snare” (Ps 24:15). No one can say this unless he considers all things in the world either harrnful, superfluous or at least less than the highest virtue; and unless he focuses all his attention, every effort and care
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 toward the health of his soul and the purity of chastity. Thus, the mind hones itself by such exercises and polishes itself by successes. Eventually, it arrives at perfect sanctity of body and
soul.
6. The more one grows in sweet patience, the more one grows in purity of body. The further we remove the passion of anger from ourselves, the firmer will be our grasp on chastity. For the heat of the body will not cool unless the outbursts of the heart are restrained. This is declared most clearly by the dominical beatitude which says: aBlessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” (Mt 5:4). Therefore, we will not be able to possess our earth, that is, the earth of this rebellious body will not be subdued to our governance, until our mind is first founded in mild patience. Nor can anyone repress the libidinous wars arising against the flesh unless he has first mastered the arms of patience: “The gentle will possess the land and they will live on it for all ages” (Ps 36:11,24). The same prophet teaches us how to possess this land in the subsequent verses of this psalm: “Wait for the Lord and guard his way; and he will exalt you so that you can possess the land as a heritage” (Ps 36:24). It is certain that no one can succeed in gaining firm possession of that land except those who guard the hard ways and precepts of the Lord with the unflagging gentleness of patience. His hand will draw them up from the pit of carnal passions and exalt them. So the meek will inherit the earth and not only will they possess it, but “they will delight in an abundance of peace” (Ps 36:11). No one in whose flesh the wars of concupiscence still rage can regularly enjoy that peace. For it is necessary that such a one be assaulted by the most fearsome attacks of the demons and be routed from possession of his territory due to wounds suffered from the fiery darts of lust until the “Lord sweeps away wars to the ends of the earth; he breaks the bow and smashes arms, he burns the shields with fire” (Ps 45:10). This is the fire which the Lord comes to send on the earth (Lk 12:49). The bow and the arms that he smashes are those which the evil powers fashion against him day and night so as to assail his heart with the fiery darts of the passions.
And so, when the Lord frees us from all inflammatory elements by crushing wars, we will arrive at that state of
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purity where confusion will fall away and we will be horrified at ourselves, that is at our fleshly struggles. But we will also begin to enjoy those things, as if in a most pure tabernacle for “evil will not come near him and the scourge will not approach his tent” (Ps 90:10). That is, by patience we will fulfill the prophetic oracle that not only will we inherit his land by gentleness, but we will rejoice in an abundance of peace (Ps 36: 11).
But where there is still the worry of the struggle, there can be no abundance of peace. For he doesn’t say “they will enjoy peace,” but “an abundance of peace.” This obviously shows that patience is an extremely effective medicine of the heart, as Solomon said: “The patient man is a doctor for the heart” (Prov 14:30). It not only roots out anger, sadness, ennui, vainglory and pride, but also lust and all other vices as well. “Patience,” said Solomon, “produces prosperity for kings” (Prov 25:15). For the person who is always mild and tranquil is not inflamed by the problem of wrathfulness, nor plagued with the vexation of ennui and sadness, nor bloated with the vanity of pride nor puffed with the tumor of pride. “There is much peace for those who love the name of the Lord; for them there is no stumbling block” (Ps 118:165).
It is said quite justly: “The patient person is better than the strong one, and one who controls anger is better than one who captures a city” (Prov 16:32). Until we are able to attain this firm and lasting peace we must suffer many assaults. And we must frequently repeat this versicle with tears and sighs: “I am made wretched and totally affflicted. I went about sad the whole day long. For my loins were full of illusions” (Ps 37:7-8). And “There is no health in my flesh in the face of your wrath; and no peace in my bones because of my foolishness” (Ps 37:4).
We have good reason to groan like this when after a long period of carnal purity we have hoped that we have completely avoided carnal contagion of all kinds. But then we experience again the stings of the flesh rising against us due to the conceit of our hearts. Or through deceitful dreams impurity soils us with old fluxes. For when someone begins to enjoy lengthy purity of heart and body, it is very natural that they think that they can no longer slip from that purity. Thus they gloat inwardly and say: “I said in my prosperity: I will never fall” (Ps 29:7). But when they have been let down by the Lord for their
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 own good and see that state of purity in which they prided themselves disturbed, then let them turn immediately to the author of that integrity. And let them acknowledge their infirmity and confess: “Lord,” not in my, “but in your will you strengthened me in the flourishing state in which I was. You averted your face and I was thrown into confusion” (Ps 29:8). And blessed Job says: “When I am as if washed in snow-water and my hands shine with gleaming cleanliness, then you stain me with filth and my clothes disgust me” (Job 9:30-31).
But he who besmirches himself by his own sin cannot talk like that to God. Until he has arrived at the state of perfect purity it is necessary for him to be educated by these “ups and downs,” until, fixed by the grace of God in that purity which he seeks, he can truthfully say: “I waited and waited for the Lord, and he looked down at me. He heard my prayer and he led me forth from the lake of misery and the mud hole. He put my feet on a rock and directed my steps” (Ps 39:2-3).
7. There are many grades of chastity on the road to inviolable purity. Although our own virtue is not itself adequate to understand and explain them worthily, still, because the rest of our exposé demands it, we will attempt to explain them somehow, despite our mediocre record. We will leave the more elevated aspects to more advanced persons. Nor will we upstage those who possess purer chastity by more fervent effort and who excel as much in industry as in power of insight. Now I can distinguish six distinct grades among the lofty summits of chastity, but I pass over the many intermedi​ate degrees whose subtlety SQ escapes the human senses that the mind cannot see it nor the tongue tell it. These are degrees by which one comes to the perfection of chastity by daily and imperceptible stages. Just as physical bodies unconsciously grow every day and thus arrive at full stature without knowing it, just so one also acquires spiritual strength and mature chastity.
T’ne first degree of purity is not to succumb to the attacks of the flesh while keeping vigils. Second, not dwell on voluptuous thoughts. Third, that he be not moved to even the s]ightest concupiscence at the sight of a woman. Fourth, during vigils not to experience even the slightest movement of the flesh. Fifth, if a conference or reading touch on the subject of human
generation, the spirit not permit the slightest consent to luxury, but consider it with a tranquil and pure attitude as simply a task and service to the human race. It should not be affected by this recollection any more than by the thought of making bricks or some such thing. The sixth degree, is that feminine fantasies not fool us even while asleep. While we don’t consider this delusion sinful, still it is a sign of concupiscence lodged in the bone marrow.
This kind of “illusion” can happen in various ways. For the sleeper is tempted according to waking patterns of thought and action. Those who know carnal commerce are subject to one kind of phantasm; those who know not woman, to another. The latter are wont to be accosted by simpler and purer dreams, so they can be purged by an easier effort and less work. The former are plagued by greater and more explicit phantasms until gradually, according to the degree of chastity to which each one has arrived, the mind, even in a drowsy state, turns in hatred from that which formerly gave it pleasure. To such a one is given that promise of the Lord made through the prophet to brave people as the highest reward for their struggles: “The bow, the sword and war I will smash to your earth. And I will make you sleep in peace” (Hos 2:18).
Just so, one will arrive at the purity of blessed Serenus (Conf. 7.1) and a few like him. I set this purity apart from the six degrees because I judge it not only rarely attained but even believed, and because it can only be achieved by a special divine gift, it cannot be set out in the form of a general precept. I mean that our mind is so formed by the purity of chastity that it does not even produce that obscene fluid, since the natural movement of the flesh is dead. I also should mention the opinion some hold concerning this flux of the flesh. They say that it does not befall sleepers because deceptive dreams produce it, but rather because a superfluity of that humor produces allurements in a sick heart. They claim that as soon as the supply as well as its flux is gone, the phantasm also disappears.
8. But no one can believe this or prove whether it is possible or not by a real examination without arriving through long experience and purity of heart at the boundaries of flesh and spirit through the guidance of the word of the Lord. Of this
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 word, Paul says it is aliving, efficacious, more eutting than any two-edged sword, penetrating to the division of soul and spirit, of joints and marrow, the discerner of the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb 4:12). Thus, located on their eommon frontier, so to speak, it discerns as inspector and arbiter, by a joint examination, what is necessary to the human eondition and inevitable to it, and what eomes from the vieious and eareless habits of youth. And it is not swayed by vulgar notions about their nature or effects, nor does it assent to the prejudieial opinions of the inexperienced. But it judges the ways of purity in the eertain scales of its own experience and by just examination, in no way deceived by the error of those who are caused to pollute more frequently than the natural condition requires by the vice of their own negligence. When it is pointed out that they violate nature and wring from it what it does not itself produce, they attribute their intemperance to the necessity of the flesh, or even to its Creator, and transfer their own faults to the infamy of nature. Proverbs deseribes these people elegantly: “The folly of man eorrupts his ways, but he aceuses God in his heart” (Prov 19:3 LXX).
Further, if anyone does not want to believe my teaching, I only ask that they not dispute with me merely for a priori reasons but rather undertake the steps of this diseipline. And when they have observed these steps for a few months in the proper measure dietated by tradition, they will be able to judge the things we say more aceurately. For one argues vainly about the goal of any art or diseipline if they have not first pursued all the means that pertain to its achievement with the greatest seriousness and vigor. Likewise, if I were to elaim that I ean produce something like honey from wheat or a very smooth oil from rape-seed or linseed, someone very ignorant of these matters might object that it is against nature and deride me as if I were the author of an obvious lie. If I would exhibit to him many witnesses who would testify that they saw and tasted and did these things, and if I explained the process whereby those things are transformed into rich oil and sweet honey, yet they would still persist in this stupid opinion and deny that anything sweet or oily ean be produced from those seeds. Wouldn’t we have to judge their opposition irrational and brash, rather than deride the truth of my teaching, since it is supported by the weight of many faithful witnesses and
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evident proofs, and what is more, the proof of experience?
Therefore, whoever arrives by a eontinual application of the heart at that state of purity where the mind is entirely free from the titillations of passion and flesh expels the excess of superfluous humors in sleep, that person ean eertainly under​stand the eondition and demands of nature. When one is thus purified but finds on waking that he polluted himself without knowing it, then he ean truly say it was eaused by nature. Then he has doubtless arrived at a eondition where he is found the same, day and night, the same in bed as in prayer, quite the same alone as surrounded by men, or, finally, that he never see himself in secret as he would blush to be seen by others, nor that the all-seeing eye should see anything in him which he would wish to hide from others. When he begins to be eontinually delighted by the sweet light of ehastity, he ean say with the prophet: “Even the night has become my delight. Because shadows are not dark to you, and the night shines like the day. His darkness is like the light” (Ps 138:11-12). Because this is a thing apparently beyond the human eondition, the prophet adds: “because you possess my reins.” That is, it is not by my own industry nor virtue that I earned this purity, but because God has mortified the fire of sensual voluptuousness which dwells in my loins.
9. Gerrnaine: We ourselves have also experienced a eertain degree of bodily purity through God’s grace during vigils. And we don’t deny that a life of austerity and the resistance of reason ean block the revolt of the flesh. We would like, though, to learn whether we ean escape these upsets during sleep. For we think this is not possible for two reasons: we eannot express them without shame, but because we need this eurative, we ask your indulgence and that you would hear them as if they were exposed unshamefully. First, since the mind is not on guard when asleep, one eannot help being surprised by this attaek. Second, the buildup of urine which fills the vessel to eapacity with its incessant flow while we are asleep makes our member swell; this happens to ehildren and eunuchs as well. The result is that even if the soul is not wounded by the delight of lust by its own eonsent, nevertheless the baseness of the body humiliates it with eonfusion.
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 10. Chaeremon: It appears that you do not yet perceive the nature of true chastity, seeing that you believe that it can be preserved in the vigilant by the means of discipline alone. You also think that bodily integrity cannot be preserved during sleep, due to the lessened strength of the soul. However, chastity does not consist, as you think, in austere preventions but rather in the love and the delight in purity itself. As long as some adversity of lust remains, you don’t have chastity but continence. You see then that the relaxation of vigilance during sleep cannot harm those who have deeply received the love of chastity through God’s grace, and this is shown in an even more certain way in them even while awake. For whatever is only contained with difficulty grants temporary relief to the struggler, but not the permanent quiet of security after the labor. But whatever is conquered through profound virtue, and not mixed with a trace of anxiety, will confer the continual firmness of peace on the victor. Therefore, as long as we feel the commotions of the flesh, we know that we have not yet arrived at the heights of chastity. We are still struggling in the wars under the weakness of continence. As for your attempts to demonstrate the inevitability of fleshly movement by saying that not even the eunuchs are exempt though they are mutilated, it must be pointed out that they only lack generative powers but not the carnal heat, nor the effect of lust. So it is obvious that not even they, if they wish to arrive at that chastity which we strive for, ought to relax from humility, contrition of heart and the austerity of continence, although they undeniably can attain chastity with less labor and effort.
11. And so perfect chastity is distinguished from the elemental struggles of continence by its abiding tranquillity. For the perfection of real chastity occurs when we no longer battle the movements of the flesh, but detest them with complete horror while we retain a constant and integral purity. This can be nothing else than sanctity. But this will come about when the flesh ceases iusting against the spirit, but consents to its desires and virtue, and the two begin to cooperate in a stable peace and live together like brothers, as the Psalmist says (Ps 132:1). They will then possess that blessedness promised by the Loyd when he said: “If two of you on earth agree to ask for anything, it will be given by my Father who is
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in heaven” (Mt 18:19). Therefore, whoever surpasses the level represented by Jacob “the supplanter” will rise from the struggles of continence and the eradication of vices (with the femoral nerve paralyzed) to the title of “Israel,” which means that his heart is no longer vagrant.
Blessed David, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, marked well this distinction, saying: “God is known in Judah” (Ps 75:2), that is, in the soul, which must still confess her sins, for Judah means “confession”; “In Israel,” that is, in him who sees God, or as otherwise interpreted, is righteous before God, not only is he known, but “great is his name” (Ps 75:2). Provoking us to higher things and wishing to show us that place where the Lord is to be enjoyed, he says: “And his dwelling is established in peace” (Ps 75:2), that is, not in the conflicts of struggles and war against vices, but in the peace of chastity and the perpetual tranquillity of heart. If anyone succeeds in obtaining this place of peace by the extinction of carnal passions, he thereby attains the level of spiritual Zion, which is the watch-tower of the Lord and the place where he dwells. For the Lord does not dwell among the battles of continence but in the secure tower of virtue. There he no longer turns back nor contains, but permanently breaks the power of the fortresses from which the burning arrows of lust were once launched against us. You see that just as the lord’s place is not amid the turmoil of continence, but in the peace of chastity, so too his dwelling is in the watch-tower and contemplation of virtue. The gates of Zion are quite rightly to be preferred to the tents of Jacob: “For the Lord loves the gates of Zion better than all the tents of Jacob” (Ps 86:2).
You contend that turmoil is necessary since the dripping of urine constantly fills the vessel. And you say it arouses the relaxed member, but this arousal is no real obstacle to those who truly seek purity since this only happens occasionally and during sleep. But you must know that if the members are thus aroused, they must be reduced to their normal quiet by the command of chastity. The result will be that they are put to rest not only with no prurience, but without the least recollection of lust.
To make the ways of the body conform to those of the soul, one must disapprove even the drinking of too much water. Thus the daily accumulation of humors flowing more slowly
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 into the parched members, which you think inevitable, might not only very rarely produce a movement of the flesh, but even a gentle and tepid one. It will ignite a cold fire, so to speak, which drips down without any inflaming heat. That would resemble the admirable vision of Moses: the bush of our flesh, surrounded by an innocent flame, would not be consumed; or as happened to the three young men from whom the flame of the Chaldean furnace was so removed by the Spirit’s dew that the smell of the fire did not touch their hair or the hem of their garments. Thus we will already possess in some fashion a body such as the saints were promised: “When you walk through fire, you will not be burned, and the flame will not scorch you” (Is 43:2).
12. Truly great are the wonders that the Lord vouchsafes with unspeakable liberality to his faithful who are still stuck in this wretched vessel of corruption. They are quite unknown to anyone except those who have experienced them. The prophet, shining in his purity of soul, exclaims about these in his own name as well as for those who have arrived at this state and disposition: aWonderful are your works, and my soul knows them full well” (Ps 138:14). Yet the prophet would have said nothing very new or great if he were to have been speaking from some other sentiment and about some other work of God. For there is no one who cannot perceive from the magnitude of creation how wonderful are the Lord’s works. But the gifts which he bestows on the saints for their daily functioning, and pours over them so lavishly with special kindness, can only be known by the soul that enjoys them. In the secret of her conscience, she is such a unique judge of her gifts that not only is she unable to discuss them, she cannot even comprehend them herself by sensation and by thought when she comes away from that blazing fire and turns her gaze to earthly things again.
Who is there that does not marvel at the Lord’s work in them, when they see that the insatiable gluttony of their gut and the sensuous and deadly luxury of their appetite are checked to such an extent that he now can scarcely stand to take a little poor, coarse food? Who would not marvel at the works of God, perceiving that the fire of concupiscence, which they once believed to be natural and inextinguishable, is now
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so banked that they do not feel harassed by the least bodily urge? How can we not tremble at the power of the Lord when we see people who were once harsh and cruel, and who were moved to paroxysms of rage by even the blandishments of their obsequious subjects, now arrived at such a state of mildness that they not only are unruffled by injuries but even rejoice with the greatest courage when they suffer them. Clearly, who does not marvel at the works of the Lord and cry out from the heart: “For I know that the Lord is great” (Ps 134:5) when he sees himself or someone else pass from rapacity to liberality, from prodigality to a life of abstinence, from proud to humble, from someone delicate and fastidious to a dirty and hairy condition, and even voluntarily enjoying scarcity and penury of creature comforts?
Truly, these are the marvelous works of the Lord, which especially the soul of the prophet and such people see with their gaze stupefied by the plethora of miracles. Those are the wonders he does on the earth, which the prophet looks at and recommends to the admiration of all peoples, saying: “Come and see the works of the Lord which he has placed on the earth: he banishes war to the ends of the earth. He breaks the bow, he snaps the spear; the shields he burns with fire” (Ps 45:9-10). For what could be a greater prodigy than to be transformed instantly from a greedy publican to an apostle, from a fierce persecutor to a most patient preacher of the gospel to such a point that one now propagates by the shedding of his blood the faith he once persecuted? These are the works of the Lord which the Son claims to do daily with the Father when he says: “My Father is working now and I am working” (Jn 5:17). Of these works of the Lord, blessed David sings in the Spirit: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, who alone does marvels” (Ps 71:18). And the prophet Amos spoke of these when he wrote: “He does all things and changes them and transforms the shadow of death into morning” (Amos 5:8 LXX). Of this saving work of God, the prophet prays to God, saying: “O God, confirm what you have wrought among us” (Ps 67:29).
I do not mention those secret and hidden dispensations of God which the saints see done in their midst at every moment; that heavenly infusion of spiritual joy by which the despondent spirit is quickened to inspired gladness; those fiery transports of the heart and the ineffable and unheard-of consolations of
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 joy by which we are sometimes aroused from an inert and stupid torpor to most fervent prayer, as from a deep sleep. This, I say, is the joy of which the Apostle speaks when he says: “Eye has not seen nor ear heard nor has it entered the heart of man” (1 Cor 2:9), of the man, that is, who is still blunted by earthly vices and remains in human affections—and sees nothing of God’s gifts. But the Apostle adds, eoncerning himself and those who have separated from human ways: “To us, however, God revealed through the Spirit” (1 Cor 2:9).
13. In all these matters, in the degree that the mind attains subtle purity, just so it sees God more deeply and it will experience an inerease of admiration within itself that sur​passes its ability to describe or narrate. Just as one who has not experienced this joy eannot eonceive of it, so too one eannot express it when one does eonceive it! If you want to deseribe the sweetness of honey to someone who has never tasted it, that person will still not be able to experience with his ears what his mouth has never tasted. Likewise, those who have experienced the joy of the taste ean only wonder at it within themselves. Thus, whoever has been given to arrive at that state of virtue that we have deseribed, when he examines with a quiet mind all these things which the Lord has worked in him by his partieular grace, is inflamed by the remarkable eonsideration of all these things and exclaims in his heart: zWonderful are your works, and my soul is pleased to know them” (Ps 138:14). This is then a wonderful work of the Lord, that fleshly man, placed in the body, has rejected fleshly thinking. And in the midst of such a welter of ideas and things, someone is able to maintain a steady state of mind and remain immobile in every new shift of accidentals. An old man who lived at Alexandria was well-grounded in this kind of virtue. He often found himself surrounded not only by the eurses of a erowd of unbelievers, but threatened by serious injuries by his tormen​tors. The mockers said to him: ‘WVhat miracles has this Christ. whom you worship, done for you?” “The fact,” he answered, “that I am not moved or offended by these injuries from you, or even worse ones.”
14. Germaine: We are rather stunned with admiration for this ehastity which does not belong to humanity or earth, but to
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heaven and the angels. In order that we might be moved to work towards it, rather than be dismayed and terrified by it, we ask that you would instruet us as eompletely as possible in the observances and the time needed to arrive at it and perfect it. In this way, we ean believe it possible, and we ean be encouraged to pursue it, understanding what kind of delay is reasonably to be expected. For we think that this matter is incomprehensible to those placed in the flesh unless a method be given us whereby we ean achieve our end.
15. Chaeremon: It would be rash to try to define the measure of time needed to acquire the perfection of that ehastity we have deseribed, especially in light of the great diversity of minds and of men. Even in material arts and practical diseiplines, such definition is not easy. For it is necessary that each one learn these things rapidly or slowly according to the intention of the soul and personal endowment. But we are able to determine quite firmly the type of observance and the amount of time it takes to tell whether this is even possible to us: 1. Those who have removed themselves from all idle gossip and have abstained from all anger and worldly eare; 2. Those who are eontent with two loaves of bread daily and able to refrain from drinking their fill of water; whoever ean do with three hours of sleep (some say four) but believes that all this is attained by the mercy of the Lord and not by labor and by eontinence. For without this faith, all human labor is in vain. Such a person ean tell within six months whether success in this matter is personally possible.
However it is a sign that purity is near when one begins to no longer hope for it by one’s own efforts. Then we understand deeply the truth of this versiele: “Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build it” (Ps 126). One no longer makes of our purity a matter of pride, because we understand that we have not achieved it by our own eare but by the mercy of the Lord. And we no longer move against others with inexorable rigor, because we know that human strength is nothing if divine strength doesn’t aid it.
16. So then it is already a notable vietory for those who struggle against the spirit of fornication to no longer hope for the answer from their own efforts. This may seem easily

 accessible to all, but it is as difficult of attainment for beginners as perfect chastity itself. For when they have attained some little success in this matter, immediately they are flattered in their inmost conscience by the subtle blandish​ments of elation, thinking they have attained it by their own efforts. That is why the divine aid must abandon them for a while, allowing them to be harassed by those passions which the heavenly power had suppressed, until they learn by experience that they cannot obtain the virtue of purity by their own strength and effort.
But this discourse of ours on the goal of perfect chastity should now be brought to a close by a brief digest of all that we have laid out here so copiously. This is the perfection of chastity, that no temptation to lust assault the monk during vigils; that no deceptive dream fool the sleeper. When a movement of the flesh surprises the sleeper due to the carelessness of the drowsy mind, just as it was excited without any titillation of pleasure, so too it will return to rest without any bodily prurience. We have discussed these matters as best we could. Experience, not words, is the teacher here. I can imagine that the lax and the negligent will find these matters impossible, but I am sure that the studious and the spiritual will understand and approve them. Just as there are differ​ences between person and person, so too the desires of their hearts differ from one another—as heaven from hell, or Christ from Belial, according to the Lord’s saying: “If anyone minis​ters to me, let him follow me, and where I am, there will my minister be, and again, where your treasure is, there is your heart” (Mt 6:21). Thus ended the discourse on perfect chastity by blessed Chaeremon. He ended the admirable doctrine of highest purity with these words. We were so amazed and agitated that when he noticed that most of the night was gone, he urged us not to rob nature of the rest it sought. Otherwise, we might be made languid by bodily torpor and the mind might lose the vigor of its holy intentions.
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Conference 22: The Illusions of the Night
1. After about seven days, the solemnity of Pentecost was finished. At the first shadows of evening, just after the evening synaxis (vespers), we two entered the cell of holy Theonas, eager for the teaching he had promised us. The old man was very lively and his face was smiling and pleasant as he addressed us first.
I am amazed, he said, that you have been able to wait so long for a reply to the question you so urgently proposed to me seven days ago. Is it possible that you can grant your debtor such a delay, even though I did not request it?
Since you so kindly and spontaneously granted me such favors, it is very fitting that I too make no more delay in paying the debt. This “investment” is very pleasant in that it accumulates while it is being liquidated, and not only enriches the recipient but does not diminish the giver. Dispensers of spiritual doctrine have a double gain, for they profit them​selves as much as their hearers. In instructing others, they themselves are no less inspired toward perfection. Your zeal helps me to progress and your solicitude is cause for my own compunction. My own spirit would have remained plunged in torpor, nor would I have given a thought to the things you asked about, had not your zeal and interest recalled me from sleep, as it were, to the recollection of spiritual things. So then it is time to plunge into the question we preferred to put off due to lack of time.
2. If I am not mistaken, this is the tenor of your question: Why is it that sometimes a period of joyous abandonment and relaxation seems to lessen the pangs of the flesh? Yet when we abstain more seriously, our affflicted and exhausted body is rudely assaulted, even to the point that we suffer nocturnal pollution as you admit?
3. Our fathers tell us that there are three causes for such
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 an attack, which come through untimely excesses according to a delayed time-sequence. Either it is caused by an excess of food, or there is a lack of vigilance, or else the enemy has produced this by means of illusions. So it is first of all the vice of covetousness of the mouth, that is, of voracity and gluttony, that causes the abundance of these humors. When you have pollution during a period of fasting, it is not your present fasting that causes it, as you think, but your past excesses.
For that which gluttony has been stored in the bone​marrow must surely come forth through chafing or at least carelessness, even during a serious and emaciating fast. What is more, not only do we need to fast from choicer foods, but our use of simple foods also must be moderate. Even bread and wine ought not to be taken to satiety if our bodily purity, once acquired, is to perdure and somehow imitate the inviolate chastity of the spirit.
We must confess that there are sometimes found those who without any particular care for the matter, but simply through a balanced temperament or old age, experience pollution but rarely or even not at all. Yet the merit due one who attains peace by such easy means is far different from that gained by someone who attains it through glorious virtue. For the fierce power of the latter over all vices is worthy of admiration. But the former, who is simply good by necessity, is in my estimation more worthy of pity than praise.
The second cause of impure flux occurs when the mind is void of spiritual studies and exercises. It does not strive according to the interior disciplines, and through habitual torpor it acquires a kind of slothful form about itself. Or it pays little attention to the “small matter” of bad thoughts, and it lazily desires the highest purity of heart, which it thinks consists in the castigation of the outward person alone. By reason of the error of this harmful nonchalance, it turns out that not only a wandering hoard of thoughts invades the mind with impudent audacity, but the seeds of all past vices also continue within it.
As long as these lurk in the depths, even though the body be chastised by strict fasting, they still trouble the sleeper with alluring phastasms. By means of these, filthy humors are called forth before a legitimate amount of time has passed, that is, not by natural necessity but through wicked fault. These
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humors, if they cannot be completely reduced to nothing, at least by Godés grace can be limited to a simple emission, and this more through mental alertness and virtue than by bodily fasting. Therefore, first of all, the wanderings of the senses are to be checked lest the mind grow accustomed to such excesses and be drawn to worse provocations of lust during sleep.
The third cause is this: Although we struggle to acquire a perpetually pure chastity by means of an orderly and careful discipline of continence and through contrition of heart and body, nevertheless, the wily demon devises a crafty attack against our commendable efforts of body and soul. The demon tries to shake the constancy of our conscience and to humiliate us as if for some crime, especially on those days when we are especially desirous of pleasing the divine gaze by greater purity. By causing a pollution due to no itching of the body nor mental consent nor the illusion of some phantasm, but by simple flux, the demon keeps us from Holy Communion.
Besides that, the devil uses the following maneuver in the case of beginners and those whose bodies are not yet subdued by the long discipline of fasting. When he sees them struggling hardest at fasting, the devil tries all kinds of arts to throw them down so as to convince them that not only have they not gained purity through abstinence, but that in fact their fasting has caused the attacks. This then can lead them to fear the mistress of incorruption and the stern nurse of purity and abstinence as an enemy.
Therefore, we ought to realize that there is more than one reason for rooting out all vices without exception. Not only will a single vice continue to plague our senses with its perturba​tions, it will introduce a band of vices crueler than itself and waylay the mind subject to itself by multiple enslavement. So the sole reason for conquering gluttony is not because it overloads us with food, nor simply because it fuels the fires of concupiscence within us, but also lest it prove to be the companion of wrath, fury, sadness or other passions.
For when food or drink is ministered to us in insufficient quantity or tardily or negligently, if we are dominated by gluttony, the result is that we are incited to anger. Then again, one can hardly be susceptible to voluptuous taste without being a lover of silver, for whose superfluities luxury expends her greatest efforts. The love of money, of course, is bound
51

 together in an indissoluble society with vain-glory and pride and a multitude of other vices. And so each single vice, even if it alone begins to grow within us, will arrange an increase of the others.
4. Germaine: It is providential that we have been able to deal so candidly with this question. Previously, modesty has prevented us from being instructed in it, since we dared not ask. But now the situation and the subject of discussion provoke us to raise the point without trepidation. If the time comes when one must approach the Holy Mysteries, and yet he feels he has been polluted by the illusions of the night, is reception of the saving bread permissible or forbidden?
5. Theonas: Certainly we ought to expend every effort, in as far as it is in us, toward maintaining the immaculate purity of our chastity and especially at those times when we wish to assist at the holy altar. And we must exercise the most vigilant circumspection lest the bodily purity we have preserved intact up to then be stolen on the very night we are preparing for the communion of the saving banquet. But if the wicked enemy deceive the guard of the sleeping mind so as to deprive us of the remedy of the heavenly medicine, but in a way that involves no blameworthy prurience on our part nor consent to evil pleasures; and if the cause be simply an emission due to nature or called forth by an attack of the devil and not a voluptuous movement on our part, then this constitutes no impediment to our sanctification. We can and ought to come forth confidently for the grace of this health-giving food.
But if the efflux is due to our own fault, then we should haul our conscience before the bar of Paul’s fearsome words: “Whoever eats the bread of the Lord and drinks his cup unworthily, is guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. But let a man examine himself and then eat the bread and drink the cup. Whoever eats and drinks the bread and cup unworthily, eats and drinks judgment on himself since he does not discern the body” (1 Cor 11:27-29).
That is, he does not distinguish that heavenly food from common and cheap foods. And he does not realize that only the pure of mind and body may take this food. Then he adds: “Therefore many among you are ill and weak and many are
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dying,” meaning that spiritual sickness and death are mainly caused by this evil sort of eating. For many who go to Communion unworthily are weakened in faith and spiritually debilitated, that is, prone to the listlessness of vice. They sleep the sinners’ sleep and are never roused from the deathly slumber by healthy concern.
The text continues: “If we judge ourselves, we will not be judged” (1 Cor 11:31). That is, if we judge ourselves unworthy of receiving the sacraments every time we come forward in the state of sin, and if we expend every effort to improve ourselves by means of penance so that we might approach worthily, then the Lord will not have to chastise us as unworthy with the stern penalties of illness.
Let us resort to these methods of compunction as a remedy for our wounds lest for want of having done a short penance in the present age we be condemned in the future with the sinners of this world. Leviticus also teaches this quite plainly: “Every clean person may eat of the sacrificial meat, but if any unclean one eats of the salutary sacrifice of the Lord, he shall perish before the Lord” (Lev 7:19-20 LXX). In Deuteronomy as well the unclean are mystically excluded from the spiritual camps: “If anyone of you suffers nocturnal pollution in sleep, let him leave the camp and not return before the evening bath. And after sunset he will return to camp” (Deut 23:10-11).
6. But we will show even more clearly that this impurity is sometimes caused by the machinations of the enemy. We know a brother who, although he always possessed chastity of mind and body, which he merited by great care and humility, and although he was never tempted by nocturnal phantasms, nonetheless, as often as he prepared to receive Sunday communion, was befouled in sleep by an unclean discharge. For a long time the frightened man abstained from the Holy Mysteries, but finally he brought the question to the seniors, confident he would find in their advice a remedy for the attacks and his sorrow.
The spiritual physicians learnedly proposed the first cause of the illness, namely, that it comes from an excess of food. But they found that this did not apply to the brother. They saw that the phantasm did not come from the vice of satiety, since the brother’s abstemiousness was well-known and because of the
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 special circumstance that the pollution only occurred on solemnities. Thus they passed on from there to the investiga​tion of the second cause of the ailment, that is, whether the flesh by fault of the soul might be perplexed by impure phantasms through exhaustion brought on by fasting.
This can happen to the most austere people who are gradually puffed up by the purity of their body and are thus polluted by the vice of pride. For they come to believe that they have won bodily chastity by dint of their human virtues when in fact it is a special gift of God. When asked expressly whether he believed himself capable of such virtue that he would not need divine help, he rejected such an idea as utterly impious and added humbly that he could not have retained purity of body for even a few days unless he had been aided by the divine help in all things.
So they moved on to the third cause, which they perceived to be the secret machinations of the devil. Since they had proven that there was no fault of soul or body involved, they advised him to take part in the sacrament lest his continued abstention actually bind him in the wily trap of the enemy by preventing him from partaking in the sanctifying body of Christ. By this fraud he might be permanently cheated of the medicine of the divine remedy.
And so it happened that the whole plan of the devil was uncovered and the protecting strength of the Lord’s body soon put an end to the habitual delusion. The trick of the enemy was laid bare and the opinion of the elders was clarified and proven which taught that for the rnost part impure emissions are produced not by fault of body or soul but by the powerful wiles of the adversary. Therefore, to avoid illusory fantasy in dreams, that cause of impure emissions, permanently or—I would say for the humbler or common condition—certainly for some months, we must continue to hope in the gift of purity from the grace of God and we must avoid an excess of food and drink.
For the excess of these things naturally and necessarily causes humors to form, which must be expelled by the laws of the body. These come forth on the occasion of some itching or fantasy. The result of avoiding satiety in food is that the unclean emissions are produced more slowly. And so it comes about that just as the flux is reduced, so also the fantasy
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troubles the sleeper only rarely or lightly. For the flux doesn’t depend on the imagination as much as the imagination depends on the excess of flux.
Therefore, if we wish to be freed from the seductions of these phantasms, we must struggle with all our might first of all to conquer the passion of fornication, as the Apostle says: “Let sin not reign in your mortal body so that it follows its lust.” Secondly, let us completely quiet and sedate the alluring movements of the flesh: “Let us in no way present our bodies as instruments for the sin of iniquity.” Thirdly, let us in all our ways mortify the titillation of the libido within us: “Let us offer ourselves to God as the living from the dead.” By this program we will arrive at a permanently peaceful bodily state in which we can even present “our members as instruments” no longer of lust, but “to God for the service of justice” (Rom 6:12-14). When we have been thus built on the foundation of chaste purity, “sin will not dominate” us.
For we are “under the Law,” which, while it commends the licit right of marriage, also nourishes and stores in our bones that heat which works itself out in illicit fornication. But we are also “under grace,” which in promoting the incorruption of virginity also destroys even that simple and innocent move​ment of the body and also the desire for licit intercourse. And so when all the impure collections of humors have dried up, we will be worthy to receive that blessedness which Isaiah promised to outstanding and praiseworthy eunuchs: “Thus says the Lord to eunuchs: To those who keep my Sabbath and choose what I wish and hold to my covenant I will give a name better than sons and daughters in my house and on my walls. I will give them an eternal name that will not perish” (Is 56:4-5).
Who are these sons and daughters to whom the eunuchs are so much preferred that they are said to receive a better name and place, except those saints of the old dispensation who remained in conjugal union? They arrived not undeserved​ly at adoption as sons of God. But what is the name promised them as the highest reward if not the name of Christ that we must one day bear? Of this name the Prophet speaks elsewhere: “And he will call his servants by another name. He who is blessed by this name on earth will be blessed by God, Amen. He who swears by it on earth will thereby swear in God” (Is 65:15-16). Again: “You will be called by a new name
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 pronounced by the mouth of God” (Is 62:2).
On account ofthis purity of heart and body, some will enjoy that special and distinctive happiness in which they sing forever that song that none of the saints may sing except those who follow the Lamb wherever it goes. “For they are virgins and have not defiled themselves with women” (Rev 14:4). Just so, if we wish to attain to this sublime virginal glory, let us cultivate with all our might an incorruptible mind and spirit lest we fall into the category of those silly virgins to whom the name virgin was not really granted. Because they only preserved themselves from carnal corruption, they were called virgins but silly ones. Due to the lack of oil of internal purity in their vases, the clarity and splendor of their bodily virginity was extinguished.
For it is necessary also that the external chastity of a person be served by the warmth and nourishment of interior purity and that it be continually encouraged toward persever​ance in permanent incorruption. Although the foolish were called virgins, they are not on the day of Our Lord Jesus Christ permitted to enter the glorious bridal chamber of the spouse with the prudent ones who uncomplainingly preserve their spirit, soul and body integral.
For they are the true and incorruptible virgins of Christ. And they are considered eunuchs who not only fear fornication and have no desire for it, and not only repress impurity, but also conquer the least titillation of mind and the slightest suggestion of lust. And they do this to such a degree that they reduce the fleshly feeling so that they are touched by no movements of delectation and not even by the slightest whisper of allurement.
7. But we must guard our hearts with such a rampart of humility that we hold to this truth with an unchanging constancy of spirit: We are no way capable of arriving on our own at such a level of purity. If we have done all these things which I ascribed above to the grace of God, let us believe that we are still unworthy of communion with the sacred body. First of all, because the majesty of this heavenly manna is so great that no one sculpted of this muddy flesh may receive it as food by his own merits and not from the largesse of the Lord. None can be so careful in the conflict of this world that the blows of
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sin don’t strike them at least once in a while and to some degree. For it is impossible not to sin either through ignorance or negligence or by surprise or by design or by impulse or through forgetfulness or in sleep.
Even if we have ascended such a height of virtue that we can with no boasting exclaim with the Apostle: “To me it matters very little whether I am judged by you or any human court. I do not even judge myself. I am conscious of no fault” (1 Cor 4:3-4), still, we should know that we cannot be without sin. For it is not in vain that the same doctor adds: “But I am not justified by this,” that is, just because I believe myself just, I will not thereby immediately possess the true glory of the just. Or just because my conscience throws up no accusation of sin against me, I am not therefore clean of all blemish. For many things lay hidden to my conscience which, although they are unknown and obscure to me, are known and manifest to God. Therefore, he adds: “The one who judges me is the Lord,” that is, by him alone to whom the secrets of the heart are not hidden is a true examen of my justice possible.
8. Germaine: You said before that only the holy ought to participate in the heavenly sacraments. And now you add that it is impossible for us to be entirely immune to sin. Now, if no one is free from sin, no one is holy. If no one is holy, it follows that without sanctity no one participate in the Mysteries of Christ. Nor can they hope for the kingdom of heaven, either, which the Lord promised to his holy ones.
9. Theonas: We cannot deny that many are holy and just, but there is a big difference between holy and immaculate. It is one thing to be holy, that is, consecrated to divine worship. Scripture attests that this title is applicable not only to persons but to places, and to the vessels and basins of the altar. But it is another thing to be without sin. That can only be said of the majesty of Christ alone of whom the Apostle said, as if the honor were his alone: “Who committed no sin” (1 Pet 2:22). If we too were able to live a life free from all sin, then it would be a rather cheap praise and unworthy of publication that we give under the guise of being something incomparable and divine.
Again the Apostle says to the Hebrews: “We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our trials, but he
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 was tempted like us in all things, save sin” (Heb 4:15). If there can be an equality of our earthly humility with that exalted divine priest in that we too can be tempted without actually committing sin, why did the author of Hebrews make such a sharp distinction between Jesus’ merit and that of the rest of us as if he looked on it as unique and singular? He is distinguished by this reason alone from the rest of us: we are tempted and fall, he was tempted and did not. For what strong warrior is there who is not sometimes vulnerable to hostile weapons? Who will be able to exist without danger amid such perils of battle, as if bodily impenetrable? He alone, the most beautiful one, though he took on the condition of human mortality with all the fragility of the flesh, was never soiled by the touch of any stain.
10. He was first of all tempted like us by the vice of gluttony. Following the same technique he had used to seduce Adam, the clever serpent tried to deceive the hungry man through hunger for food, saying: “If you are the son of God, tell these stones to become bread” (Mt 4:3). But this temptation did not lead him to sin. Although he unquestionably had the ability to carry out the deed, he rejected the food which the maker of lies proffered, saying: “Not by bread alone do we live, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Mt 4:4).
He was also tempted to vainglory like us when he said to him, “If you are the son of God, throw yourself down” (Mt 4:6). But he was not caught by the clever suggestion of the devil and he again confuted the vain seducer by a scriptural argument: “You must not tempt the Lord your God.” He was also tempted to become swollen with pride like us when all the kingdoms of the world and their glory were promised him by the devil. But the tempter was mocked and scolded for his vanity: “Get behind me, Satan! It is written: ‘The Lord your God will you adore and him alone will you serve’ “ (Mt 4:10). We are taught by these testimonies that we too ought to resist the fraudulent suggestions of the enemy by the use of Scripture.
He was tempted again to pride like us when the artist of deceits tried to offer him through human agency that same kingdom he had previously turned down when it was offered. But he mocked the wiles of the tempter without committing sin: “When Jesus realized that they had come to make him
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king, he fled again to the mountain alone” (Jn 6:15). He was tempted like us when he was tormented with whips, slapped on the cheeks, covered with the spittle of those who hated him, and when he bore the extreme tortures of the cross to the end. I do not merely say that no contumely, but even no punishments, could drive him to indignation or even the slightest pique. And once on the cross he called out mercifully: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Lk 23:34).
11. If we too are able to have flesh unpolluted by sinful acts, how can we understand what the Apostle means when he says that Jesus came in the likeness of sinful flesh? For he speaks as if his sinlessness were unique: “God sent his son in the likeness of human flesh” (Rom 8:3). Although he took on the true and whole substance of human flesh, we must believe he did not take on its sinfulness but a likeness to sin. The likeness here does not refer to the true flesh, as certain heretics perversely claim, but to the image of sin.
For there was true flesh in him, but without sin; that is, it only resembled sinful flesh. If the former only pertains to the true human substance, the latter really refers to vices and customs. He had the likeness of sinful flesh since like an ignorant man and one hungry for bread he inquired “How much bread have you?” But just as his flesh was not subject to sin, neither was his mind subject to ignorance.
So the Evangelist immediately adds: “Jesus, however, said this to test them; he knew what he would do.” He had flesh like that of a sinner since he asked the Samaritan woman for a drink as though he were thirsty. But his flesh was not defiled by the stain of sin because the woman was in turn made to seek the living water. It would free her from all subsequent thirst and become in her a fountain of water springing up to eternal life. He acted like true flesh when he slept in the boat. But so that the sailing companions would not be deceived by his likeness to sinful flesh, he rose and “rebuked the wind and sea and there was a great calm” (Mt 8:26). He seemed subject to sin according to the common lot of all when they said of him: aIf this man were a prophet he would know what sort of woman this is who touched him” (Lk 7:39). But this was no true sin, for he immediately confounded the blasphemous thoughts of the Pharisee by forgiving the woman’s sins.
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 He was thought to bear sinful flesh with others since when he found himself at the point of death and convulsed with fear of imminent torture, he prayed: “Father, if it be possible, let this chalice pass from me” (Mt 26:39) and “My soul is sad unto death” (Mt 19:38). But that sorrow did not know the contagion of death, for the author of life could not fear death. Therefore he said: “No one takes my life from me, but I myself dispose of it. For I have the power of laying it down and taking it up” (Jn 10: 18).
12. The one who was born of a virgin is separated by a great distance from all who are brought forth by the union of the sexes. This is because we bear not the likeness, but the truth, of sin in our flesh, while he took on only the likeness of sin when he took on true flesh. The Pharisees should have recalled what was so clearly written of him in Isaiah the Prophet: “Neither was any guile found in his mouth” (Is 53:9). Yet they were fooled by the likeness of sinful flesh into saying: “Look, the fellow is a glutton and a drunkard, the friend of publicans and sinners!” (Mt 11:1) And they said to the man born blind: “Give glory to God. We know that this fellow is a sinner” (Jn 9:24) and to Pilate: “If he were not a sinner, we would not have handed him over to you!” (Jn 18:30) Therefore, whoever claims to be without sin claims equality with the Savior in a matter that is his and only his. This is a criminal and blasphemous pride. For that person is claiming to have only the likeness and not the truth of sin.
13. Moreover, Scripture clearly teaches that just and holy people are still not immune from sin when it says: “Seven times daily the just person falls and rises” (Prov 24:16). What else is falling but sinning? Yet when it says we fall seven times a day, it still says we are just and that the fall of human frailty does not equal the fall of justice. There is a big difference between the fall of a holy person and that of a sinner.
It is one thing to commit a mortal sin and quite another to be surprised by a thought, which is not without sin. [It is not a mortal sin] to: Offend through error of ignorance or forgetful​ness or easy but useless words; To hesitate to the point of infidelity in our inward belief; To be moved by some subtle ripple of vanity or to slide some little way from the pinnacle of
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perfection through the necessity of nature.
Here are seven kinds of sins into which the just person will sometimes fall, but does not thereby cease to be just. But no matter how small and light these faults are, they still mean we cannot be sinless. For the saint must also do daily repentance. And one ought truly to ask forgiveness and pray ceaselessly: “Forgive us our sins.” I would like to show you now by some obvious examples how some of the saints sinned and yet did not cease to be just.
What else should we believe of that most illustrious and noble of apostles, Peter, than that he was holy? Especially when the Lord said to him: “Blessed are you, Simon bar Jonah, for flesh and blood have not revealed this to you but my father, who is in heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven” (Mt 16:17,19). What could be more exalted than this praise by the Lord? What could be more sublime than his power and his felicity?
Nevertheless, a little later on, in his ignorance of the mystery of the Passion, which would be of such value to the human race, he opposed it saying: “Perish the thought, Lord! This will not happen to you.” And he heard what he deserved in the reply: “Get behind me, Satan, for you are an obstacle to me. You are thinking in a human way and not as God does” (Mt 16:23). Seeing that Justice itself rebuked him with these words, can anyone believe that he had not fallen, or that he did not remain in sanctity and justice? Can we deny that he fell when fear of imminent persecution compelled him to deny the Master thrice? But he did not lose the merits of his sanctity and justice, for he immediately washed away the stain of such a great crime with the bitter tears of subsequent repentance.
In regard to Peter and saints like him, we must accept what David sang: “Our steps are guided by the Lord, and He takes pleasure in our way. When the just fall, they are not crushed, for the Lord supports them with his hand” (Ps 36:23-24). Whose steps does the Lord guide but those of the just? And it is also said of them: aWhen they fall, they will not be crushed.” What is it to fall except to fall into some sin? To say they will not be crushed means they will not be crushed for a long time by the assaults of sin. Although they seem crushed for a moment, they are soon raised up by the divine aid which they implore, and they will not lose the stability of justice.
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 And even if they do lose it for the present through the fragility of the flesh, the hand of the Lord will raise them to their former status. People do not cease to be holy after a fall if they do not cease to cry out with the Apostle: “How unhappy I am! Who will free me from this deadly body? The grace of God by our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom 7:24-25). They know they cannot be justified by reliance on their own works, and they believe they can only be freed from the trammels of such sin by the grace of God alone.
14. The Apostle Paul recognized that human beings cannot attain the untold height of purity because of the resistance of their feverish thoughts. He himself spoke as if he had been tossed about on these seas for a long time previously: “The good that I want to do, I do not; but the evil I loathe, that’s what I do” (Rom 7:19). And again: “But if I do that which I do not wish, it is not me that does it, but the sin that lives in me” (Rom 7:20). And, “I take pleasure in God’s law interiorly, but I see another law in my members fighting against the law of my mind and leading me captive in the law of sin which is in my members” (Rom 7:22-23).
Paul has seen the depths of human fragility and stood terrified before this vast abyss. So he flees for the safe port of divine help. Almost despairing of the natural weakness of his vessel weighed down by the burdens of mortality, he prays to him for whom nothing is impossible for a remedy for this shipwreck, with this pitiful cry: “How unhappy I am! Who will free me from this body of deuth?” (Rom 7:24). He immediately presumes the forgiveness from the kindness of the Lord which he despaired of receiving from weak human nature, confidently adding: “The grace of God through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom 7:25).
15. GerInaine: Many say that this passage of Paul ought to be interpreted not of himself but of those sinners, who, although they wish to abstain from bodily lusts and luxuries, are bound by long-standing vices. They cannot control them​selves because they are captives of the delights of carnal passions. They are smothered by the habitual custom of vices as if under the merciless dominion of a tyrant. They cannot breathe the pure air of modesty.
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How can we apply to the Blessed Apostle, who certainly attained the heights of perfection, the quote: “What I wish, I don’t do; what I don’t wish, that’s what I do.” And the following: “But if I do that which I don’t want, then it is not I that do it but the sin that lives in me.” And even this: “I am a lover of God’s law in my heart, but I see another law in my members fighting against my higher ideals and making me a captive of the sin that is in my members.” Can we apply these words to the person of the Apostle? What is the good that he cannot do, what is the evil that he does not wish and hates, and yet commits under the pressure of nature? To what law of sin can the vessel of election in whom Christ speaks be led captive? When he had conquered all disobedience and hubris against the most high God, he confidently said of himself: “I have fought a good fight. I have finished the race. I have kept the faith. Now there is laid aside for me a crown of justice which the Lord, just judge, will give me on that day.”
16. Theonas: Here I am just entering a safe port of silence and you try to draw me back onto the limitless seas with this profound question. Now that we have completed such a long conference, let us take the opportunity of a reliable harbor and throw the anchor of silence. Tomorrow if the tempest is not against us, we will test the wind and spread our sails for another conference.
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