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 [1] THE ORIGINS OF THE JESUS PRAYER:
Diadochus, Gaza, Sinai (pp. 175-183)
Between the fifth and the eighth centuries a method of prayer emerged which has proved deeply influential in the Christian East: the remembrance or invocation of the name of Jesus, commonly termed the ‘Jesus Prayer’ or ‘Prayer of Jesus’. This takes the basic form of a short sentence addressed to Jesus Christ and designed for frequent repetition. The standard phrasing of it runs, ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’; but there are many variations. It is, however, unusual in the Christian East to repeat the name ‘ Jesus’ entirely on its own. Round the use of this brief ‘arrow prayer’ a Jesus-centred spirituality has gradually developed, in which four main elements can be distinguished: 

1. Devotion to the Holy Name ‘ Jesus’, which is felt to act in a semisacramental way as a source of power and grace. 

2. The appeal for divine mercy, accompanied by a keen sense of compunction and inward grief (penthos). 

3. The discipline of frequent repetition. 

4. The quest for inner silence or stillness (hēsuchuia), that is to say, for imageless, non-discursive prayer. 

The last three of these elements can all be found in monastic sources from fourth-century Egypt (see “‘The Desert Fathers’“, pp. 119-30; “‘Evagrius’“, pp. 168-73). The Apophthegmata or Sayings of the Desert Fathers assign a central importance to the second element, penthos. ‘This is a man’s chief work,’ says St Antony, ‘always to blame himself for his sins in God’s sight’ (Alphabetical collection, Antony 4). When asked what he is doing in his cell, the monk can briefly reply, ‘I am weeping for my sins’ (Dioscorus 2); for ‘the monk should always have penthos in his heart’ (Poemen26). 

The third element, the use of short phrases frequently repeated, is also emphasized in the Apophthegmata. Mindful of Paul’s injunction to ‘pray without ceasing’ (1 Thess. 5.17), the early monks strove at all times to preserve mnēmē Theou, the ‘remembrance of God’ or sense of the divine presence -- while performing manual labour, when eating, even when talking with others or resting. Like St Basil (see p. 164), they looked on this mnēmē as the heart of the spiritual life. To assist them in maintaining the constant awareness of God, it was their practice to repeat aloud or inwardly a verse from Scripture, especially from the Psalms. Abba Lucius used the first verse of Psalm 51, ‘Have mercy upon me, O God . . .’(Apophthegmata, Lucius 1); Abba Isaac, as reported by St John Cassian, recommended the continual recitation of Psalm 70.1, ‘O God, come to my aid; O Lord, make haste to help me’ (Conferences, x.10). In other cases the phrase could be of a monk’s own devising. Abba Apollo, for example, repeated the words, ‘As man, I have sinned; as God, forgive’ (Apophthegmata, Apollo 2): here the second element, sorrow for sin, is very marked. From the time of John Climacus (seventh century), the repetition of short phrases in this manner has been known as ‘monologic prayer’, that is, prayer of a single logos, a single word or phrase. While the name of Jesus figures occasionally in the ‘monologic prayers’ employed by the fourth-century desert fathers, it enjoys no special prominence. A wide variety of formulae prevails, and there is as yet no trace of a spirituality centred particularly upon the Holy Name. The early Egyptian desert, then, provides evidence for the second and third of our four elements, but not for the first. 

There is evidence in early monastic Egypt also for the fourth element, non-discursive prayer, if not among the Coptic monks, then at any rate in the writings of Evagrius. Prayer, so he teaches, is ‘the putting away of thoughts’ (On Prayer, 71) -- not of sinful and impassioned thoughts only but, so far as possible, of all thoughts: the intellect (nous) is to become simple and ‘naked’, free from shape or form, wholly unified, transcending the division between subject and object. But, although commending the use of ‘brief but intense prayer’ (On Prayer, 98), and also in the Antirrhētikos the repetition of verses from the Psalms as a weapon against the demons, Evagrius does not link this specifically with the ‘putting away of thoughts’. Thus the fourth element, non-discursive or ‘apophatic’ prayer, is not as yet explicitly connected with the third, the discipline of repetition. Evagrius does not attach any special significance to the name of Jesus. 

The real beginnings of a distinctive spirituality of the Jesus Prayer must therefore be sought in the fifth rather than the fourth century. St Nilus of Ancyra (d. c. 430), in the course of his voluminous correspondence, [there are problems of authenticity: see A. Cameron, in Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies xvii (1976), pp. 181-96]  advocates the ‘invocation’ or ‘remembrance’ of the name of Jesus, urging that this should be so far as possible continuous (Letters, ii.140, 214; iii.273, 278); but these are only brief allusions made in passing. Far more important in the history of the Jesus Prayer is St Diadochus, Bishop of Photice in northern Greece (second half of the fifth century). He acts as a decisive ‘catalyst’: although the second element, penthos, is not particularly prominent in his teaching, he establishes an explicit connection between the other three elements, treating the constant repetition of the name of Jesus precisely as a means of entry into non-discursive, imageless prayer. Diadochus is influenced both by Evagrius and by the Macarian Homilies -- the first in a long series of Eastern Christian writers to effect a synthesis between these two complementary ‘currents’. From Evagrius he inherits, among other things, an understanding of prayer as the ‘putting away of thoughts’; from the Homilies he derives an ‘affective’ emphasis upon the spiritual senses, upon feelings and conscious experience, while at the same time he is firmly opposed to the more extreme Messalian views. 

In consequence of the fall, so Diadochus teaches, the ‘perception’ of the human soul has become divided into two contrary tendencies (Chapters24-5), and this division has affected both the will (78) and the memory (88). At the same time the intellect (nous) suffers from restlessness, ‘requiring of us imperatively some task that will satisfy its need for activity’ (59). How are we to unify our inner faculties and bring them to stillness, while at the same time providing the ever-active intellect with an appropriate occupation? The will, he answers, is to be unified through the practice of the ‘active life’ (in the Evagrian sense); the memory, through the ‘remembrance’ (97) or ‘invocation’ (85) of Jesus, which will satisfy the intellect’s ‘need for activity’ while overcoming its fragmentation. ‘We should give it nothing but the prayer Lord Jesus. . . Let the intellect continually concentrate on this phrase within its inner shrine with such intensity that it is not turned away to any mental images’ (59). Here Diadochus clearly connects the invocation of Jesus with the attainment of imageless prayer. He seems to envisage, not merely the ‘remembrance’ or ‘recollection’ of Jesus in a diffused sense, as some have held, but an actual invocation through a specific formula of prayer. Perhaps other words also followed the phrase Lord Jesus, but if so he has not told us what they were. 

Significantly Diadochus says ‘nothing but the prayer Lord Jesus’. The diversity of monologic formulae, as found in fourth-century Egypt, is now giving place to a greater uniformity. The repetition needs to be unvarying, so as to bring the intellect from fragmentation to unity, from a diversity of thoughts and images to a state of single-pointed concentration. While itself an invocation in words, by virtue of its brevity and simplicity the prayer Lord Jesus enables us to reach out beyond language into silence, beyond discursive thinking into intuitive awareness. Through habitual use, Diadochus states, the prayer becomes ever more spontaneous and self-acting, an organic part of us, as with a child instinctively ‘calling for his father even when asleep’ (61). For Disdochus, indeed, this is more than a mere analogy, for he sees the Jesus Prayer as an eminently effective weapon against the demons when we are on the threshold between waking and sleeping (31). The invocation of Jesus leads, so he teaches, to a vision of the ‘light of the intellect’ and at the same time to a feeling of ‘warmth in the heart’ (59). Here his double debt to Evagrius and the Macarian Homilies is evident: the intellect’s vision of its own light is a characteristically Evagrian theme (see Praktikos 64), while his words about the feeling of warmth recall the ‘affective’ spirit of the Homilies with their imagery of fire. 

Diadochus, then, combines the Evagrian insistence upon ‘pure’ or non-discursive prayer with the practice of monologia or frequent repetition, as used by the desert fathers; and at the same time he treats the name of Jesus as the focal point of this repetition. In this way he takes a decisive step forward by proposing a practical method for attaining imageless prayer, which is something that Evagrius himself had failed to do; and he endows this method with a powerful force of attraction by centering it upon the Holy Name. 

In the early part of the following century the tradition of the Jesus Prayer is continued by St Barsanuphius and St John, two hermits living close to a monastery outside Gaza, who gave spiritual guidance both to the monks of the monastery and to a wide circle of outside visitors, clerical and lay. In the sources they are described respectively as ‘the Great Old Man’ and ‘the Other Old Man’. Since they refused to meet anyone except the abbot of the monastery, their disciple Seridus, all questions had to be submitted in writing, and their answers were likewise given in writing. Nearly 850 of these questions and answers survive, and there is no other patristic source providing such vivid, first-hand insight into the ministry of spiritual direction in the early Church. 

The two Old Men of Gaza are openly hostile to Origen and Evagrius (Questions and Answers 600-7). [References are given according to the Chitty/Regnault numbering (somewhat different from the Nicodemus/Schoinas enumeration)].  They stand, not in the speculative, platonizing line of Alexandria but in the pragmatic tradition of the Apophthegmata. They have many practical suggestions to make concerning humility, obedience and the excision of self-will. While urging the need to watch over the thoughts (logismoi), they do not envisage prayer as imageless and non-discursive. For them, as for the desert fathers, prayer and the remembrance of God should be so far as possible unceasing, and in this connection they recommend the constant repetition of short phrases. But, unlike Diadochus with his insistence upon uniformity, Barsanuphius and John suggest a variety of formulae: among others, ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’ (175, 446) -- this is close to what was termed above the ‘standard phrasing’; ‘ Jesus, help me’ (39, 268); ‘Master Jesus, protect me and help my weakness’ (659); ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, save me from shameful passions’ (255). Although also commending short prayers without the word ‘ Jesus’, in general they attach paramount value to the Holy Name. Even when not referring specifically to monologic prayer, their letters are full of remarks such as ‘Cry out to Jesus’ (148), ‘Run to Jesus’ (256), ‘Let us awaken Jesus’ (182). 

The chief disciple of Barsanuphius and John is Dorotheus, who around 540 founded his own monastery not far from Gaza. In his main work, the Instructions -- widely read in the West, and used in particular by the early Jesuits -- he adopts a practical approach similar to that of his two teachers, attaching central importance to humility, but he is more open to Evagrian influence than they are. The invocation of Jesus is not mentioned in the Instructions, but it plays a notable role in one of Dorotheus’ other works, the Life of Dositheus. Coming as a boy to the monastery of Abba Seridus, Dositheus is entrusted to Dorotheus’ care, and he is taught to preserve the ‘remembrance of God’ by saying continually ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’, and then at intervals ‘Son of God, help me’ (10). Here, as in Barsanuphius and John, more than one formula is proposed; indeed, the second phrase does not in fact include the name of Jesus. When Dositheus falls gravely ill, Dorotheus tells him to keep saying the Prayer as long as he can. But when he finally grows too weak, Dorotheus says: ‘Then let the Prayer go; just remember God and think that he is in front of you’ (10). Thus the actual saying of the Prayer, however important, is only a means to an end: what really matters is the unceasing remembrance of God. Continual prayer does not mean merely the continual saying of prayers; it may also take the form of an implicit state rather than a series of outward acts. 

The standard form of the Jesus Prayer, ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’ -- combining the two formulae in the Life of Dositheus -- is first found in the Life of Abba Philemon. He was an Egyptian monk, living perhaps in the sixth century, but possibly one or two centuries later than this. In his spiritual teaching Philemon is indebted to both Evagrius and the Apophthegmata, but his chief master is Diadochus. Yet he is far less definite than either Evagrius or Diadochus about the need for ‘pure’, non-discursive prayer. He places strong emphasis on inward grief (penthos) and on stillness (hēsuchia). ‘Inner work’ or ‘secret meditation’ are to be continual, a point to which he attaches the utmost importance: here, as so often, the influence of 1 Thess. 5.17 is evident. The Jesus Prayer is seen as a way of maintaining this continual remembrance: ‘Without interruption, whether asleep or awake, eating, drinking, or in company, let your heart inwardly and mentally at times be meditating on the Psalms, at other times be repeating the prayer, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’“ (ET, p. 348). As this passage makes clear, Philemon is less strict than Diadochus in requiring uniformity, for the use of the Jesus Prayer is to be combined with meditation on the Psalms. Alongside the standard formula, as given above, Philemon also commends the shorter version found in Barsanuphius and Dorotheus, ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’, and sometimes he simply repeats ‘Lord, have mercy’. 

The Jesus Prayer is also recommended by three writers associated with Sinai: St John Climacus (seventh century) and his two followers St Hesychius (? eighth-ninth century) and St Philotheus (? ninth-tenth century). Some modern specialists regard the Jesus Prayer as distinctively an expression of what they term ‘Sinaite spirituality’, but this is misleading, As we have seen, the earliest evidence of the Prayer’s use comes from elsewhere; Sinai plays the role of transmitting rather than originating. None of the three Sinaite authors specifies a precise formula or formulae for use when saying the Prayer. 

Climacus occupies in ascetic theology a position similar to that occupied in Christology by his contemporary Maximus the Confessor (see pp. 190-5). Both are synthesizers, drawing together and creatively integrating the disparate strands in previous tradition. Climacus’ work, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, forms in this way a first, and remarkably successful, attempt to produce a ‘directory’ of monastic spirituality, and as such it still remains widely popular. While written initially for monks-it is normally read in monasteries every year during Lent--it is also valued by many Orthodox lay people. Climacus draws heavily upon the Apophthegmata and at the same time, like Diadochus, he combines the Evagrian and Macarian ‘cuffents’.  From Evagrius he derives much of his technical vocabulary and his practical teaching, while discarding the speculative, Origenist aspect of Evagrianism. He does not quote the Macarian Homilies explicitly, but he is close to them in his repeated emphasis upon direct personal experience. Most of all he is indebted to the Gaza ‘school’--to Barsanuphius, John and Dorotheus--although never mentioning them by name. There are no clear traces of any influence from Dionysius. 

Most of the Ladder is concerned with the ‘active’ life--with the struggle against the passions and with the acquisition of such primary virtues as obedience, humility and discernment (diakrisis). There is an important section, Step 7, on ‘joy-creating sorrow’ and the gift of tears, which is seen as renewing the grace of baptism. Tears are not only an expression of penitence, but a loving response to divine forgiveness: they are ‘sweet’ as well as ‘bitter’. ‘Dispassion’ (apatheia) is closely linked with love. To this last Climacus devotes the final section, Step 30, and in language that recalls Maximus he extols it as the ultimate end of all spiritual striving. The last words of the Ladder are from 1 Cor. 13.13: ‘Love is the greatest of them all’. 

In his teaching on prayer, Climacus underlines the value of using few words: ‘Pray in all simplicity. The publican and the prodigal son were reconciled to God by a single utterance.’ Our aim should be monologia, brevity, not polulogia, garrulousness (Step 28 [ 1129D, 1132AB]; ET, pp. 275-6). He makes only three allusions to the Jesus Prayer in the Ladder, and so this cannot be considered a central theme of the work as a whole; but these three references have proved remarkably influential. He is the first Greek writer to use the actual phrase ‘Jesus Prayer’ (Iēsou euchē); he terms it ‘monologic’ (monologistos), and like Diadochus he advises its use as we drop off to sleep (Step 15 [ 889D], p. 178). He sees it as an effectual weapon against the demons: ‘Flog your enemies with the name of Jesus’ (Step 21 [945C], p. 200). Most significantly of all, he connects the Prayer with stillness (hēsuchia): ‘Stillness is the putting away of thoughts . . . Stillness is unceasingly to worship God and wait on him. Let the remembrance of Jesus be united with your breathing. Then you will appreciate the value of stillness’ (Step 27 [ 1112A-C), pp. 269-70). Note the clear insistence here upon continuity: prayer is to be as constant as breathing. Note also the way in which Climacus adapts Evagrius’ phrase, ‘Prayer is the putting away of thoughts’ (On Prayer, 71): for the author of the Ladder, as for Diadochus, the invocation of the Holy Name is a means of entry into the inner silence of the heart, a way of attaining nondiscursive prayer. 

Whereas Climacus refers only occasionally to the Jesus Prayer, Hesychius makes it the central and recurrent theme throughout his work On Watchfulness and Holiness. The term ‘watchfulness’ (in Greek, nēpsis: sometimes rendered ‘sobriety’) he understands in a wide-ranging sense: it means vigilance, attentiveness, keeping guard over the thoughts and the heart, but also embraces the whole practice of the virtues (1-6) [References follow the Philokalia numbering; PG follows a different system]. The chief way of maintaining watchfulness is to call upon Jesus: ‘Attentiveness is the heart’s stillness (hisuchia), unbroken by any thought. In this stillness the heart breathes and invokes, endlessly and without ceasing, only Jesus Christ the Son of God’ (5). In his teaching on the Jesus Prayer --a phrase that he frequently employs--Hesychius stresses two things in particular. So far as possible, the invocation is to be continual, and it is to be without thoughts or images: for him, as for Diadochus and Climacus, it is a path of ascent to ‘pure’ prayer in the Evagrian sense. Hesychius writes of the Jesus Prayer in an outstandingly attractive manner, stressing the sense of joy, sweetness and light that it brings to the heart: ‘The more the rain falls on the earth, the softer it makes it; similarly, the more we call upon Christ’s Holy Name, the greater the rejoicing and exultation that it brings to the earth of our heart’ (41). There is much in Hesychius that recalls the fervent devotion to the name of Jesus expressed by Western medieval writers such as St Bernard of Clairvaux (see pp. 287-8) or Richard Rolle of Hampole (see pp. 330-2). 

Philotheus follows closely in the steps of his Sinaite predecessors, seeing the Jesus Prayer as a means of ‘gathering together’ the fragmented self. ‘Through remembrance of Jesus Christ concentrate your scattered intellect’ (Texts on Watchfulness, 27). This ‘remembrance’ leads to a vision of light in the heart: ‘Invoked in prayer, Jesus draws near and fills the heart with light’ (29); ‘at every hour and moment let us guard the heart with all diligence from thoughts that obscure the soul’s mirror; for in that mirror Jesus Christ, the wisdom and power of God the Father, is delineated and luminously reflected’ (23). The Greek word for ‘luminously reflected’ is phōteinographeisthai, literally ‘photographed’: the pure soul is a photographic plate, on which is marked the divine light of Christ. Here Philotheus points forward to the ‘light mysticism’ of St Symeon the New Theologian and St Gregory Palamas. 

All three Sinaite authors link the invocation of Jesus with the breathing: ‘Let the remembrance of Jesus be united with your breathing’ (Climacus, Step 27); ‘Let the Jesus Prayer cleave to your breathing’ (Hesychius, 182; Cf. 5, 170, 187, 189); ‘We must always breathe God’ (Philotheus, 30). Is such language merely metaphorical, or does it point to a specific technique whereby the recitation of the Jesus Prayer was coordinated with the rhythm of the breathing? It is hard to say. There are passages in the Coptic Macarian cycle (? seventh-eighth century) which indicate more than a mere analogy, clearly implying some kind of breathing technique. But in the Greek tradition the first unambiguous references to such a technique are to be found only in the thirteenth century, in pseudo-Symeon and Nicephorus the Hesychast (see pp. 244-5). 

Between the fifth and the eighth centuries, then, the Jesus Prayer emerged in the Christian East as a recognized spiritual ‘way’. By modern Western writers it is sometimes termed a ‘Christian mantra’, but this could give rise to confusion. The Jesus Prayer is not simply a rhythmic incantation, but an invocation addressed directly to the person of Jesus Christ, and it presupposes conscious, active faith in him as only-begotten Son of God and unique Saviour. It is not, however, a form of discursive meditation upon particular incidents in Christ’s life, but has as its aim to bring us to the level of hēsuchia or stillness--to a state of intuitive, nondiscursive awareness in which we no longer form pictures in our mind’s eye or analyse concepts with our reasoning brain, but feel and know the Lord’s immediate presence in a direct personal encounter. ‘Prayer is the communion of the intellect with God’, states Evagrius. ‘What state, then, does the intellect need so that it can reach out to its Lord without deflection and commune with him without intermediary?’ (On Prayer, 3). The Jesus Prayer seeks to achieve precisely that: to commune with the Lord Jesus face to face without intermediary.The references to the Jesus Prayer in the early period, while influential upon later Byzantine spirituality, are scattered and relatively infrequent. There is no reason to believe that its use at this time was universal or even widespread. It is nowhere mentioned by Dionysius the Areopagite, Maximus the Confessor or Isaac of Nineveh, nor during the eleventh century in the authentic writings of Symeon the New Theologian or in the vast anthology known as Evergetinos. It is not until the fourteenth century that its employment in the Byzantine and Slav world becomes frequent, and even then it is largely restricted to certain monastic centres. Only in our present twentieth century has it come to be adopted on a large scale by Orthodox lay people (see p. 272). Indeed, allowing for its contemporary popularity among Western Christians as well as Orthodox, it can be claimed with confidence that never before his the Jesus Prayer been practised and loved as much as it is today.
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[2] SYMEON THE NEW THEOLOGIAN
(pp. 235-242)
 ‘He became man that we might be made god’; he became ‘incarnate’ that we might be ‘ingodded’. So St Athanasius of Alexandria sums up the message of salvation in Christ (De Incarnatione, 54). The Eastern Orthodox tradition has sought to give full emphasis to both parts of his statement. ‘He became man’: the implications of this were explored more especially by the Greek Fathers from the fourth to the seventh centuries. What does it mean to affirm that Jesus Christ is fully God, truly human, and yet a single undivided person? It was in response to this three-sided question that the first six Ecumenical Councils, from Nicaea I (325) to Constantinople III (680), developed the classic expression of Trinitarian theology and Christology. In the centuries that followed, the main focus of attention shifted from the first to the second part of Athanasius’ dictum: ‘. . . that we might be made god’. What are the effects of the divine incarnation in the life of the Christian? What is signified by the fulness of ‘ingodding’ or ‘deification’ (theōsis)? How is it possible for the human person, without ceasing to be authentically human, to enjoy direct and transforming union with God in his glory? These are the master themes of later Byzantine theology and spirituality.Two writers in this period stand out with particular prominence: in the eleventh century, St Symeon the New Theologian, and in the fourteenth, St Gregory Palamas. Each is rooted in the past, but both are at the same time explorers, developing the earlier tradition in fresh ways. From the ninth century onwards Greek Christianity tended to be strongly conservative, and all too often its spokesmen remained content with a barren ‘theology of repetition’. Typical of this outlook is the somewhat discouraging comment of the Byzantine scholar Theodore Metochites (d. 1332), ‘The great men of the past have expressed everything so perfectly that they have left nothing more for us to say’ (Miscellanea, preface: cited in S. Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance. CUP, 1970, p. 94). There was in the Greek East nothing equivalent to the startling rediscovery of Aristotle and the dynamic evolution of scholasticism in the West during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; in the East the patristic period of theology continued uninterrupted until 1453, and indeed beyond. But, throughout the twelve hundred years of Byzantium, alongside continuity there is also change; and the finest representatives of later Byzantine thought, such as Symeon and Palamas, succeed in combining loyalty to the past with creative originality.Later Byzantine spirituality is marked above all by three features: 

1. A strong insistence upon the divine mystery and so upon the apophatic approach to God; he is utterly transcendent, beyond all concepts and images, beyond all human understanding. 

2. A balancing sense of the nearness as well as the otherness of the Eternal; not only transcendent but immanent, God can be known here and now, in this present life, through direct personal experience. 

3. A preference for the symbolism of light rather than darkness; mystical union with God takes above all the form of a vision of divine radiance, the dominant ‘model’ being Christ transfigured upon Mount Tabor. 

St Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022) exemplifies all three of these features, but more particularly the second. In a manner altogether exceptional in the Christian East -- for there is in Greek patristic literature no autobiographical work equivalent to the Confessions of St Augustine -Symeon refers explicitly to his own personal experiences. Enthusiastic, unsystematic, he is a ‘theologian’, not in the modern academic sense, but rather according to the older understanding of the term: a man of prayer, of personal vision, who speaks about the divine realm, not in a theoretical fashion, but on the basis of what he has himself seen and tasted. The designation ‘new’ in his title, according to the most persuasive interpretation, implies a comparison first of all with St John the Evangelist or the Divine (in Greek, theologos, ‘the Theologian’), and then with St Gregory of Nazianzus, ‘ Gregory the Theologian’ as he is known in the Christian East. The name ‘New Theologian’ means, then, that St Symeon in the eleventh century renewed the tradition of mystical prayer to which St John bore witness in the first century and St Gregory of Nazianzus in the fourth. 

Destined originally for a political career, at the age of fourteen Symeon the New Theologian passed under the influence of a monk at the monastery of Studios in Constantinople, also named Symeon, known as Eulabes, ‘the devout’. Profoundly marked by the example of his own spiritual father, in his teaching the younger Symeon stresses the vital need for living, personal direction in the spiritual life. He would have agreed with the Hasidic master Rabbi Jacob Yitzhak that ‘the way cannot be learned out of a book, or from hearsay, but can only be communicated from person to person’ (M. Buber, [ET] The Tales of the Hasidim [ New York, Shocken Books, 1947], vol. i, p. 286). The importance of the spiritual father is, indeed, a recurrent theme throughout later Byzantine spirituality: ‘Above all else’, say Kallistos and Ignatios Xanthopoulos (fourteenth century), ‘search diligently for an unerring guide and teacher’ (On the Life of Stillness, § 14). 

When Symeon was aged about twenty and still a layman, he received the first in a series of visions of divine light. Seven years later he became a monk. For a quarter of a century he was abbot of the monastery of St Mamas in Constantinople; his last thirteen years were passed outside the city, in a small hermitage on the opposite shore of the Bosphorus. Thus the central and most creative period of his life was spent, not in seclusion, but as superior of a busy community in the heart of the imperial capital; he is an ‘urban Hesychast’, a mystical theologian who combines inner prayer with pastoral and administrative work. In his understanding of monastic life he blends the cenobitic approach of St Basil the Great and St Theodore the Studite with the more solitary, eremitic spirit of St John Climacus. During his life and after his death he aroused sharp controversy -- in particular, because of the cult that he rendered to his spiritual father as a saint, without waiting for official approval, and because of his views on priesthood and confession -- but the Byzantine Church ended by canonizing him. 

Symeon displays an especially close affinity with the Spiritual Homilies attributed to Macarius. Whatever the truth about the supposed Messalian character of the Homilies (cf. p. 160), there is no good reason to attribute to the New Theologian the kind of Messalianism that might be suspected of heresy. What Symeon shares with the Homilies is above all an emphasis upon conscious, personal awareness of Christ and the Spirit. Christianity, so he is passionately convinced, involves much more than a formal, dogmatic orthodoxy, than an outward observance of moral rules. No one can be a Christian at second hand; the tradition has to be relived by each one of us without exception, and each should feel the indwelling presence of the Holy Spirit in a conscious, palpable manner: 

	Do not say, It is impossible to receive the Holy Spirit;

Do not say, It is possible to be saved without him.

Do not say, then, that one can possess him without knowing it.

Do not say, God does not appear to men,

Do not say, Men do not see the divine light,

Or else, It is impossible in these present times.

This is a thing never impossible, my friends,

But on the contrary altogether possible for those who so wish  (Hymn XXVII, 125-32). 
	μὴ λέγετε ἀδύνατον λαβεῖν τὸ θεῖον πνεῦμα·

μὴ λέγετε χωρὶς αὐτοῦ δυνατὸν τὸ σωθῆναι· (125)

μὴ οὖν ἀγνώστως τούτου λέγετέ τινα μετέχειν

μὴ λέγετε, ὅτι θεὸς οὐχ ὁρᾶται ἀνθρώποις·

μὴ λέγετε, οἱ ἄνθρωποι φῶς θεῖον οὐχ ὁρῶσιν,

ἢ ὅτι καὶ ἀδύνατον ἐν τοῖς παροῦσι χρόνοις·

οὐδέποτε ἀδύνατον τοῦτο τυγχάνει, φίλοι, (130)

ἀλλὰ καὶ λίαν δυνατὸν τοῖς θέλουσιν ὑπάρχει·




If in this passage and elsewhere Symeon comes close to identifying the reality of grace with the conscious feeling of grace, as the Messalians were accused of doing, he does sometimes allow for a real yet hidden activity of the Spirit on an unconscious level (see, for example, Chapters, III, 76). The aim, however, is always to advance beyond this unconscious grace to the point of explicit awareness, at which we experience the Spirit ‘in a conscious and perceptible way’, with what he calls the ‘sensation of the heart’. In the passage quoted above, it is significant that Symeon vehemently repudiates any suggestion that the charismata granted to holy men and women in the past are no longer accessible to Christians in the present time. For him this was the worst of all heresies, implying as it does that the Spirit has somehow been withdrawn from the Church. We are in exactly the same situation as the first Christians, he protests; if grace is not as apparent among us today as it was once among them, the sole reason is the weakness of our faith. 

Symeon applies this teaching about direct experience more especially to confession and absolution. Who, he asks in his letter On Confession, is entitled to ‘bind and loose’? The answer is surprising. There is one essential qualification, and one only, which enables a person to act as confessor and spiritual father, and that is a conscious awareness of the Holy Spirit: 

Do not try to be a mediator on behalf of others until you have yourself been filled with the Holy Spirit, until you have come to know and to win the friendship of the King of all with conscious awareness in your soul (Letter i, 10: Holl, p. 119). 

From this Symeon draws a double conclusion: negatively, that anyone who lacks this conscious awareness -- even though he may be bishop or patriarch -- should not, and indeed cannot, exercise the ministry of confession; positively, that lay monks who possess such awareness, even though not in holy orders, may be called to exercise this ministry. 

Most Orthodox would hesitate to go the whole way here with Symeon. It is true that in the Christian East, from the fourth century up to the present, there have been many instances of lay monks acting as spiritual fathers. Symeon’s own ‘elder’, Symeon the Studite, was not a priest -although the New Theologian himself was -- and many of the leading spiritual fathers on the Holy Mountain of Athos today are likewise lay monks; within Orthodoxy the ministry of eldership is at times exercised equally by nuns who act as spiritual mothers. But is this ministry of eldership or spiritual direction identical with the sacrament of confession, strictly defined? Although Symeon makes no distinction between the two, many other Orthodox would wish to do so. One point, however, emerges unambiguously from Symeon’s answer about confession: the high significance that he attaches to direct personal experience of God. 

This direct experience takes the form, in Symeon’s teaching, more especially of the vision of divine light. Here Symeon, speaking of himself in the third person, describes the first such vision that he received: 

While he was standing one day and saying the prayer God be merciful to me a sinner (Luke 18:13), more with his intellect than with his mouth, a divine radiance suddenly appeared in abundance from above and filled the whole room. When this happened, the young man lost all awareness of his surroundings and forgot whether he was in a house or under a roof. He saw nothing but light on every side, and did not even know if he was standing on the ground . . . He was wholly united to non-material light and, so it seemed, he had himself been turned into light. Oblivious of all the world, he was overwhelmed with tears and with inexpressible joy and exultation (Catechesis XXII, lines 88-100). 

Note how Symeon’s experience combines sorrow with joy. Before the vision he prays for mercy, and when the vision comes he sheds tears; yet they are tears not of penitence only but of rejoicing. The light that enfolds him is evidently far more than a metaphorical ‘light of the understanding’. It is an existent reality, and yet at the same time it is not a physical and created light, but spiritual and divine; as he affirms throughout his writings, the light is God himself. This divine light has upon Symeon a transforming effect; he is taken up into that which he contemplates, and is himself ‘turned into light’. Yet, though transfigured, he does not lose his personal identity, but is never so truly himself as when within the light. If the account of Symeon’s first vision might seem to suggest that the light is impersonal, elsewhere he insists upon the personal presence of Jesus within the divine radiance: the Lord speaks to him from the light, and the vision involves a dialogue of love between them. Symeon’s lightmysticism is not just ‘photocentric’ but Christocentric. 

Although Symeon almost always describes the mystical union in terms of light, not of darkness, he is at the same time an apophatic theologian, frequently applying negative language to God; the first of the three features mentioned above is present as well as the second and the third. ‘You are higher than all essence,’ he says to the Creator, ‘than the very nature of nature, higher than all ages, than all light . . . You are none of the things that are, but above them all’ (Hymn XV, 67-71). Yet, while ‘invisible, unapproachable, beyond our understanding and our grasp’ (XV, 75), God has at the same time become truly human and is known by the saints in a vision face to face. To express this double truth that God is at once transcendent and immanent, unknown yet well known, the fourteenth-century Hesychasts make use of the distinction between the divine essence and the divine energies: although beyond all understanding in his essence, God reveals himself and enters into personal communion with us through his energies. Sometimes Symeon likewise employs this distinction (e.g. Hymn XXIV, 11; XXXI, 6-7), but elsewhere he ignores it, stating that humans can partake even in the very essence of God (e.g. Hymn VII, 25-29). His usage is not consistent, and it would be misleading here to read back into his thought the more developed position of the later period. In general, however, he exercised an important influence on the fourteenth-century Hesychasts. 

Three other points call for mention: 

First, an absence: there is no reference in Symeon’s authentic writings to the Jesus Prayer. Here again a difference should be noted between Symeon and the later Hesychasts. 

Secondly, Symeon’s vision of the spiritual way, as well as being Christocentric, is also deeply sacramental. In particular, he refers to the Eucharist in strongly realistic terms: [But the metrical prayer commencing From polluted lips. . ., used by Orthodox before communion and commonly attributed to Symeon the New Theologian, is almost certainly not his work but that of his contemporary St Symeon Metaphrastes (‘the Translator’)].  
	My blood has been mingled with your Blood,

And I know that I have been united also to your Godhead.

I have become your most pure Body,
	καὶ μιγὲν τὸ αἷμά μου τῷ αἵματί σου
ἡνώθην, οἶδα, καὶ τῇ θεότητί σου
καὶ γέγονα σὸν καθαρώτατον σῶμα, (15)

	A member dazzling, a member truly sanctified,

A member glorious, transparent, luminous . . .

What was I once, what have I now become! . . .
	μέλος ἐκλάμπον, μέλος ἅγιον ὄντως,
μέλος τηλαυγὲς καὶ διαυγὲς καὶ λάμπον [...]
ἐκ ποίου οἷος ἐγενόμην [...]

	Where shall I sit, what shall I touch,

Where shall I rest these limbs that have become your own,

In what works or actions shall I employ

These members that are terrible and divine?

 (Hymn II, 13-29).
	(25)τὸ ποῦ καθίσω καὶ τίνι προσεγγίσω

καὶ ποῦ τὰ μέλη τὰ σὰ προσανακλίνω,

εἰς ποῖα ἔργα, εἰς ποίας ταῦτα πράξεις

ὅλως χρήσομαι τὰ φρικτά τε καὶ θεῖα·




Thirdly, Symeon displays a profound reverence for the body, which he sees in Hebraic, biblical terms as an integral part of the human person -- to be sanctified, not hated and repressed. This was something that he had learnt from his spiritual father Symeon the Studite, of whom he says: 

	He was not ashamed of the limbs of anyone,

Or to see others naked and to be seen naked himself.

For he possessed the whole Christ and was himself wholly Christ;

And always he regarded all his own limbs and the limbs of everyone else,

Individually and together, as being Christ himself (Hymn XV, 207-11)
	οὗτος οὐκ ἐπῃσχύνετο μέλη παντὸς ἀνθρώπου

οὐδὲ γυμνοὺς τινὰς ὁρᾶν οὐδὲ γυμνὸς ὁρᾶσθαι·

εἶχε γὰρ ὅλον τὸν Χριστόν· ὅλος αὐτὸς Χριστὸς ἦν, (210)

καὶ μέλη ἅπαντα αὐτοῦ καὶ παντὸς ἄλλου μέλη

καθ’ ἓν καὶ πάντα ὡς Χριστὸν οὗτος ἀεὶ ἑώρα




Here, as in the account of his first vision of the divine light and in his words of thanksgiving after Holy Communion, we see how for Symeon the total person, body and soul together, is hallowed and permeated by grace and glory. A monk and an ascetic, he yet has no sympathy for the platonizing or Gnostic outlook that depreciates the body, excluding it from the process of salvation. In Symeon’s eyes ascetic self-denial is a battle not against but for the body. 

Vivid, full of personal warmth, St Symeon the New Theologian is an unusually attractive writer. His spirituality is perhaps expressed most eloquently in the fifty-six Hymns of Divine Love written towards the end of his life, from which we have quoted more than once. A theologian poet, in the long line extending from St Ephrem the Syrian, through Dante, St John of the Cross, Milton and Blake, up to T. S. Eliot and Edwin Muir in our own century, he exemplifies the close link existing between theology and poetry. Often it is the poets who are the best theologians of all. It would be good for the Church if we paid them greater heed.

TEXTS AND TRANSLATIONS 

There is a critical Greek text, with French tr., in SC (9 vols. so far; one to follow); the main writings exist also in ET. 
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ii. Catecheses or Discourses, ed. B. Krivochéine and J. Paramelle, SC 96, 104, 113 (1963-5); ET C. J. de Catanzaro, CWS XXI. 
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iv.  Ethical Treatises, ed. J. Durrouzès, SC 122, 129 (1966-7). 
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[3] THE HESYCHASTS:
Gregory of Sinai, Gregory Palamas Nicolas Cabasilas (pp. 242-255)
The fourteenth century is an era of exceptional significance in the history of Greek Orthodox spirituality, a time of both crisis and creative development, when the tradition of prayer known as ‘Hesychasm’ was called in question, reaffirmed and deepened. 

The term ‘Hesychasm’ can be used in a variety of ways. It is derived from the Greek word hēsuchia, meaning ‘quiet’ or ‘stillness’. In principle, therefore, Hesychasm might be termed ‘Byzantine Quietism’; but this is confusing, since many of the distinctive opinions of the seventeenthcentury Western Quietists are not characteristic of the Greek Hesychasts. The word ‘Hesychast’ may be used in an exterior and spatial sense, to denote a hermit or solitary as contrasted with a monk in a cenobitic community. But more commonly it is employed in an interior sense, to indicate one who practises inner prayer and seeks silence of the heart. If understood in this way, the title ‘Hesychast’ can be applied to many writers earlier than the fourteenth century, such as St Maximus the Confessor or St Symeon the New Theologian. On the whole, however, the word is used more narrowly, to mean one who practises the Jesus Prayer, and who in particular adopts the so-called ‘physical technique’ connected with the Prayer. Yet more specifically, ‘Hesychasm’ may signify those who, during the middle of the fourteenth century, supported St Gregory Palamas and accepted the distinction that he drew between the essence and the energies of God. Thus the ‘Hesychast controversy’ means the dispute in which Palamas was involved during 1337-47.The physical technique, which constituted one of the points at issue in this controversy, is in fact somewhat older than Palamas himself. Allusions to some kind of method linking the Jesus Prayer to the rhythm of the breathing are perhaps to be detected in Greek authors of the seventh to ninth centuries such as Climacus and Hesychius, and can certainly be found in Coptic sources dating from the same period (see p. 183). The first developed description of such a method in the Greek sources, however, dates only from the late thirteenth century, in the work On Vigilance and the Guarding of the Heart by Nicephorus the Hesychast, a monk of Mount Athos. There is a closely similar description in a text attributed to Symeon the New Theologian, entitled Method of Holy Prayer and Attentiveness; it is now generally agreed that Symeon cannot be the author of this, and very possibly it is also by Nicephorus. Nicephorus recommends that the Jesus Prayer be recited with the words ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’, that is to say, using the standard formula first found in the Life of Abba Philemon (see p. 180). There are three main features in the physical technique that he and Ps.-Symeon describe: 

A particular bodily posture is enjoined. The aspirant is to sit with his head bowed, ‘resting your beard on your chest and directing your bodily eye together with your entire intellect (nous) towards the middle of your belly, that is, towards your navel’ (Ps.- Symeon, in Hausherr, p. 164). Other texts suggest that the gaze is to be fixed on the place of the heart. Gregory of Sinai specifies that the monk should sit on a low stool about nine inches high. In any case the shoulders are bowed and the back is bent; contrast the ‘lotus’ position in Yoga, where the back is straight. The adoption of a seated position would have appeared more surprising to a Byzantine than it does to a contemporary Westerner, for in the Christian East the normal position for prayer has always been to stand (see Plate 3). 

The rhythm of the breathing is to be slowed down: ‘Restrain the inhalation of your breath through the nose, so as not to breathe in and out at your ease’ (Ps.- Symeon, p. 164). Nicephorus and Ps.-Symeon imply that this slowing-down of the respiration precedes rather than accompanies the recitation of the Jesus Prayer; the control of the breathing is a preliminary exercise, designed to secure calmness and concentration before the actual invocation of the Holy Name has commenced. Not until the end of the fourteenth century, in the teaching of Kallistos and Ignatios Xanthopoulos, is it clearly implied that the tempo of the breathing should be co-ordinated with the actual words of the Prayer (On the Life of Stillness, §25). In modern Orthodox practice it is usual to say the first part of the Prayer, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God’, while breathing in, and the remainder while breathing out; but there are several variations. According to the anonymous nineteenth-century Russian work The Way of a Pilgrim (tr. R. M. French [SPCK 1954], pp. 19-20, 102), the recitation of the Prayer may be connected with the beating of the heart; but nothing is said of this in the Byzantine sources. 

As he controls his breathing, the one who prays is at the same time to search inwardly for the place of the heart. He is, says Nicephorus, to imagine his breath entering through the nostrils and then passing down within the lungs until it reaches the heart. In this way he is to make his intellect (nous) descend with his breath, so that intellect and heart are united. The effect of this will be a sense of joyful homecoming, like that of a man, ‘long absent abroad, who cannot restrain his gladness on once more meeting his wife and children’. When the intellect has found the place of the heart, ‘accustom it not to come out quickly. At first it grows very weary of being narrowly enclosed within; but, having once become used to this, it no longer yearns to wander abroad. For the kingdom of heaven is within us’(PG 147-964A). Having found the place of the heart, one then commences the recitation of the Jesus Prayer. Thus, as with the control of the breathing, the inward exploration precedes the actual saying of the Prayer. Established within the heart, the nous beholds itself ‘entirely luminous’ (Ps.- Symeon, p. 165). This is a vision, not of the uncreated light of the Godhead, but of the intrinsic luminosity of the human intellect; a similar vision of the light of the nous is mentioned by Evagrius (Praktikos, 64) and by Diadochus (Chapters, 59). ‘From this moment onwards’, Ps.-Symeon continues, ‘as soon as a thought arises, before it comes to completion and assumes a form, the intellect expels and destroys it by the invocation of Jesus Christ’ (p. 165). In this way the physical technique, combined with the Jesus Prayer, is a help in keeping guard over the heart and expelling thoughts from it. The aim, as in Evagrius and Diadochus, is to acquire a state of inner simplicity, free from images and discursive thinking. 

The accounts of the ‘method’ in Nicephorus and Ps.-Symeon lack subtlety and sophistication, and are surely too crude in the correlation that they posit between physical processes and mental acts of prayer. Nevertheless the bodily technique rests ultimately upon a sound theological principle: the human person is a single unity, and therefore the body as well as the soul has a positive, dynamic part to play in the task of praying. The references to the heart should not be understood too literally. In Nicephorus and Ps.-Symeon, as in Scripture and the Macarian Homilies, the heart signifies not merely the physical organ in the chest, and not merely the emotions and affections, but the deep centre of the human person as a whole, the point where created humanity is most directly open to uncreated love. ‘Prayer of the heart’, therefore, means not just ‘affective prayer’ but prayer of the entire person. Phrases such as ‘finding the place of the heart’ or ‘descending with the intellect into the heart’ signify a state of reintegration, in which the one who prays is totally united with the prayer itself and with the Divine Companion to whom the prayer is addressed. The aim is to become like St Francis of Assisi, as described by Thomas of Celano: totus non tam orans quam oratio factus, ‘with his whole being, not so much saying prayers as himself turned into prayer’. 

While commending the physical technique, Nicephorus did not regard it as indispensable, but saw it as no more than an accessory, useful to some but not obligatory upon all; indeed, none of the Hesychasts imagined that the bodily ‘method’ constitutes the essence of prayer. There are striking parallels between the ‘method’, as found in Nicephorus, and the techniques used in Yoga and Sufism (cf. pp. 507, 500), which also involve control of the breathing and concentration of the attention upon specific psychosomatic centres. It is possible that the Byzantine Hesychasts were influenced by the Sufis, but conclusive evidence of this is so far lacking. 

The immediate influence of Nicephorus seems to have been limited. At any rate, when St Gregory of Sinai (d. 1346) came to Mount Athos in the early years of the fourteenth century, less than a generation after Nicephorus’ death, it was only after long searching that he found anyone experienced in hisuchia and inner prayer; according to Gregory’s biographer Patriarch Kallistos -- who is perhaps exaggerating a little -virtually all the monks of the Holy Mountain at that time devoted their efforts exclusively to fasting and other forms of ascetic effort. Gregory himself had learnt about inner prayer while in Crete, prior to reaching Athos. He left the Holy Mountain around 1335, taking no direct part in the subsequent Hesychast controversy at Constantinople, but spending his last years at Paroria, on the borders between the Byzantine Empire and Bulgaria. His disciples were instrumental in propagating Hesychast teaching throughout Bulgaria, Serbia and Russia, and Gregory forms in this way an important connecting link between the Greek and Slav worlds. 

In his spiritual teaching Gregory of Sinai assigns a central place to the Jesus Prayer. He recited it in the standard form, ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me’; his biographer Kallistos tells us that he used also to add at the end the words ‘a sinner’, a practice widespread in modern Orthodoxy. Gregory also suggests the use of shorter forms: one may alternate between ‘ Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me’ and ‘Son of God, have mercy on me’. But he issues a warning against changing the form of words too often: ‘Trees that are constantly transplanted do not bear fruit’ (PG 150. 1316B). 

Gregory recommends the physical technique, as found in Nicephorus: ‘Sit down on a low stool . . . compress your intellect, forcing it down from your brain into your heart, and retain it there within the heart. Laboriously bow yourself down, feeling sharp pain in your chest, shoulders and neck . . . Control the drawing-in of your breath . . . So far as possible, hold back its expulsion, enclosing your intellect in the heart’ (1316AB). It is interesting that Gregory says ‘feeling sharp pain’: he acknowledges that the posture recommended will prove highly uncomfortable. Control of the breathing helps to control the thoughts: ‘The retention of the breath, with the mouth kept tightly closed, controls the intellect, but only partially, for it becomes dispersed once more’ (1332B). Here, as in Nicephorus and Ps.-Symeon, the physical technique is a way of keeping guard over the heart. But the purely physical aspect, so Gregory insists, is not to be unduly emphasized. The aim is always the concentration of the mind: ‘Closing the mouth a little, control the respiration of the intellect and not that of the nostrils, as the uninstructed do’ (1344B). 

Following earlier tradition, Gregory urges that the use of the Jesus Prayer should be so far as possible continuous. Like Diadochus and Hesychius, he sees it as a way of attaining image-free, non-discursive prayer: ‘Always keep your intellect free from images, naked of concepts and thoughts’, he says (1341D). The imagination or phantasia is to be restrained; otherwise one may find that one has become ‘not a Hesychast but a phantast’ (1284A). But, while images and thoughts are to be excluded, not all feelings should be rejected. Rightly practised, the Jesus Prayer leads to a sense of joyful sorrow (charmolupē) -- here Gregory draws upon Climacus -- and to a feeling of warmth (thermē) that is not physical but spiritual: ‘The true beginning of prayer is a feeling of warmth in the heart’ (1324AB). From these feelings of compunction and warmth the aspirant ascends to the ‘contemplation of the divine light’ that was manifested to the three disciples at the transfiguration on Tabor (1300C) (see Plate 1). Although Gregory does not discuss in detail the theological meaning of this light, it is clear that he has in view, not just a vision of the created light or intrinsic luminosity of the intellect, as in Ps.Symeon, but a vision of the uncreated light of the Godhead, as in Palamas. 

Gregory of Sinai sets the Jesus Prayer firmly in a sacramental context. Prayer, he says, is ‘the revelation of baptism’ (1277D), and this is true in particular of the Jesus Prayer. It is in no sense an alternative to the normal sacramental life of the Church, but precisely the means whereby sacramental grace takes fire within us. As Christians we have all received the Holy Spirit ‘secretly’ at our baptism, but most of us are unconscious of his presence; the Jesus Prayer enables us to become aware of this ‘secret’ baptismal indwelling in an active and conscious manner. With his appeal to the feeling of warmth, to the conscious experience of baptismal grace, Gregory of Sinai takes his place in the ‘affective’ tradition of Eastern spirituality, extending back through Symeon the New Theologian to Diadochus and the Macarian Homilies. 

In Gregory of Sinai’s contemporary and friend on Mount Athos, St Maximus of Kapsokalyvia -- the name means ‘burnt huts’: it was Maximus’ practice to move from place to place, each time burning down the simple cell in which he was living -- the Jesus Prayer is linked especially with the person of the Mother of God (the Theotokos). Maximus’ disciple, Theophanes of Vatopedi, reports him as saying: 

One day, as with tears and intense love I kissed her most pure icon, suddenly there came a great warmth in my breast and my heart, not burning me up but refreshing me like dew, and filling me with sweetness and deep compunction. From that moment my heart began to say the Prayer inwardly, and at the same time my reason with my intellect holds fast the remembrance of Jesus and of my Theotokos; and this remembrance has never left me (Life 15: in Analecta Bollandiana 54 [ 1936], p. 85). 

The way in which the Jesus Prayer is here associated with the Virgin Mary is unusual, but not in itself surprising in view of the prominent place assigned to our Lady in all Orthodox worship. Maximus’ references to the feeling of warmth reflect the same ‘affective’ approach as is found in Gregory of Sinai. Maximus agrees with Gregory also in what he says about the vision of divine light: the Holy Spirit transports the aspirant in ecstasy ‘to the non-material realm of inconceivable divine light’; his intellect is ‘kindled into flame by the fire of the Godhead, and it is dissolved in its thoughts and swallowed up by the divine light, becoming itself entirely divine light of surpassing radiance’ (Life 15: pp. 86-7). It is clear that Maximus envisages here, not merely a physical light of the senses or the natural luminosity of the intellect, but the uncreated light of God himself. In Maximus’ view, as in that of Symeon, the light has a transforming effect, and the visionary is taken up into the glory that he contemplates. According to the testimony of those who knew him personally, this happened to Maximus himself, who used to be seen surrounded by dazzling radiance. 

The spiritual tradition represented by Symeon the New Theologian, Nicephorus, Gregory of Sinai and Maximus of Kapsokalyvia, was called in question and challenged during the decade 1337-47, in what is known as the Hesychast controversy. The attack on Hesychasm was launched by a learned Greek from South Italy, Barlaam the Calabrian (c. 1290- 1348), who was answered by a monk from the Holy Mountain, St Gregory Palamas (1296- 1359). Unlike Symeon the New Theologian, with his urban cenobitic background, Palamas had spent most of his monastic life prior to 1337 at remote hermitages in the ‘desert’. Although it is sometimes suggested that Barlaam was influenced by Western Nominalism, he seems in fact to have been fundamentally a Greek in culture and education, and at any rate until his defeat in 1341 he regarded himself as a loyal member of the Orthodox Church, in his writings frequently attacking Latin theology. The controversy between him and Palamas was not a dispute between the Latin West and the Greek East, but essentially a conflict within the Greek tradition, involving two different ways of interpreting Dionysius the Areopagite (cf. pp. 184-9). For Barlaam the Areopagite was a philosophical theologian, using negative, apophatic language to affirm, on the level of reasoned argument, the radical transcendence of God. For Palamas, the Areopagite was above all a mystical theologian; the ‘unknowing’ of which the Dionysian writings speak is not merely a philosophical theory, for within and beyond the ‘unknowing’ they affirm a direct and personal experience of union with the divine. It is here, over the question whether or not direct experience of God is possible here and now, in this life, that the basic difference between Palamas and Barlaam should be situated. 

Palamas standpoint was upheld by a synod at Constantinople in 1341. Barlaam now withdrew from the controversy and returned to Italy, but the anti-Hesychast position continued to be urged, although on somewhat different grounds, by Akindynos and Nicephorus Gregoras. Political factors prolonged and complicated the debate, but the Palamite teaching was eventually vindicated at two further councils in Constantinople (1347, 1351). Palamas himself was appointed Archbishop of Thessalonica in 1347, taking up residence in 1350; thus, after an early life of semi-eremitic solitude, he spent his last years not in the desert but in the city, charged with heavy pastoral duties. He illustrates the connection often existing between mysticism and society. He was canonized in 1368, only nine years after his death.Barlaam’s indictment of Hesychasm involves three main points: 

The knowledge of God. Underlining the divine incomprehensibility, Barlaam argues that our knowledge of God during the present life is indirect, through Scripture and church tradition, through signs and symbols. He therefore denies the Hesychast claim to attain in this life a direct experience of the divinity and unmediated union with him. 

The vision of God. Since direct experience of God is not possible in this life, it follows that the light which the Hesychasts claim to see with their bodily eyes cannot be the uncreated light of the Godhead; it must be a physical and created light. 

The physical technique of the Hesychasts. Denouncing this as materialistic and grossly superstitious, Barlaam labels the Hesychasts omphalopsychoi, ‘those who locate the soul in the navel’. 

The first and second points pose the basic question of our relationship as human persons to the divine realm: in what way is the hidden God revealed? They involve also our understanding of eschatology: here Barlaam is ‘futurist’, reserving the vision of God to the age to come, whereas Palamas’eschatology is ‘realized’ or, more exactly, ‘inaugurated’ -- the pledge and firstfruits of the future age can be experienced already in this present life. The second and third points both raise the further issue of the role of the body within the spiritual life: Barlaam attacks the Hesychasts’ claim to see the divine light with or through the bodily eyes, as also their attempt to harness the bodily organism to the task of praying. Platonist in his approach, in both cases he repudiates what he sees as the materialism of the Hesychasts. 

What is Palamas’ answer? On the first point, he agrees with Barlaam that God is indeed unknowable. Using the apophatic language characteristic of Dionysius, he speaks of God as ‘the beyond-essence, anonymous, surpassing all names’ (Against Akindynos, II, xiv, 63), who ‘in a manner beyond all being transcends every being’ (Triads, I, iii, 8). But, where Barlaam stops short at the divine unknowability, Palamas goes a step further. He draws a distinction between the essence or inner being of God, and his energies or acts of power. The essence indicates the divine transcendence and otherness; and as such it remains unknowable not only in the present life but in the age to come, not only to humankind but to the angels -- it is radically unknowable.  Never in all eternity shall we come to know God’s essence -- that is to say, never shall we come to know God in the manner that he knows himself -- simply because he is Creator and we are creatures. Even in heaven the distinction between the uncreated and the created still prevails. But, unknowable in his essence, God is dynamically disclosed to us in his energies, which permeate the universe and in which we humans can directly participate, even in this present life. These energies are not an intermediary between God and man, but the living God himself in action; and so, sharing in the divine energies, the saints are indeed enjoying the true vision of God ‘face to face’. 

Barlaam considered that Palamas, in thus differentiating between the essence and the energies of God, was introducing a division into the Godhead, thereby impairing the divine simplicity; and so the Calabrian accused him of ‘ditheism’. Akindynos charged Palamas more particularly with innovation: in his view the essence--energies distinction, as drawn by Palamas, is not to be found in earlier tradition. Both these charges have been repeated by Western critics of Palamism from the fourteenth century up to our own time, although there are also many contemporary Roman Catholics who see nothing heretical in his teaching. For his part Palamas considers that the essence--energies distinction no more destroys the divine indivisibility than does the distinction between the three persons of the Trinity; and he also argues that the distinction can claim a sound pedigree, employed as it is (in his opinion) by the Cappadocians, Dionysius and Maximus the Confessor. How far Palamas has correctly interpreted the earlier patristic tradition remains a matter for continuing dispute among modern specialists. 

The essence--energies distinction-in-unity is for Palamas a way of holding in balance both transcendence and immanence, both the otherness and the nearness of God. He wishes to exclude pantheism, and yet to uphold the reality of direct personal communion with God. Because we participate in God’s energies, not in his essence, the mystical union is a union without confusion. Theōsis signifies the glorification but not the absorption of our created personal identity.  [The criticisms of the theōsis doctrine by, for example, B. Drewery in P. Brooks, ed., Christian Spirituality: Essays in Honour of Gordon Rupp (London, SCM, 1975), pp. 35-62, are not applicable to the Palamite position, correctly understood.]

The term ‘energy’ has a somewhat abstract and elusive flavour: what does it really signify? Fortunately Palamas also uses words with a more specific connotation. First, the uncreated energies, in relation to us humans, can be termed divine grace; the Palamite doctrine of energies is in fact an Eastern theology of grace. Secondly, the light which the Hesychasts behold in prayer -- and here we come to the second point in Barlaam’s attack -- is to be interpreted as a manifestation of the divine energies. The vision of light is the vision of God himself; of God, however, in his energies and not in his essence. What the saints see is the same uncreated light that shone from Christ at the transfiguration on Mount Tabor, and that will shine from him equally at his second coming.Of this light, Gregory affirms seven things: 

1.  It is a ‘non-material’ light (Triads, III, i, 22) -- this recalls Symeon’s description (see p. 240) -- ‘a light that is noetic and intelligible, or rather spiritual’ (Triads, I, iii, 10), not a physical light of the senses. 

2. Although non-material, the light is not merely imaginary or symbolic; it is not just a metaphorical ‘light of knowledge’ but is ‘hypostatic’, an existent reality (Triads, I, iii, 7). 

3. Although the light is not a physical light of the senses, it can be perceived through the senses, provided that they are transformed by the grace of the Holy Spirit; for the human person is an integral unity, and the body shares with the soul in the vision of God. Thus the three disciples on Mount Tabor beheld the glory of the transfiguration through their bodily eyes; and the righteous at the resurrection of the body on the last day will likewise see the glorified Christ through their physical senses. Yet what enables us to see the divine light is not the organs of sense-perception by virtue of their own intrinsic power, but rather the grace of God that is active within them. None can behold the light except those who are spiritually prepared so to do; that is why Christ was transfigured before three disciples only, not before the crowds. In this way the light is to be termed both ‘invisible’ and yet ‘visible’ (Triads, I, iii, 16). 

4. The light is not created but uncreated and divine; it is the light of the Holy Trinity, Father, Son and Spirit. But, while the light is God, it is God in his energies, not in his essence; it is God’s glory, not his inner nature. Because it is divine and is God himself, the light divinizes the beholder, conferring upon him the gift of  theōsis. 

5. The light is infinite, ‘like an ocean without limits’ (Triads, III, i, 33), and so human beings will never see the whole of it, either in this life or in the age to come. God is indeed truly revealed in his divine energies, but he is never exhaustively revealed. In this way Palamas allows for St Gregory of Nyssa’s notion of epektasis or unending progress. Perfection is to be seen not in static but in dynamic terms: the blessed never reach a point where their pilgrimage comes to an end, but through all eternity they continue to advance further and further into the love of God. 

6. The light may rightly be termed both radiance and darkness. Taking up the statement of Dionysius the Areopagite, ‘The divine darkness is the unapproachable light in which God is said to dwell’ (Letter 5: PG 3. 1073A), Palamas says that ‘in the strict sense it is light’, for it is a supremely positive reality; but, ‘by virtue of its transcendence’, it is experienced by us as ‘darkness’ (Triads, II, iii, 51). So, like the Areopagite, he combines ‘solar’ and ‘nocturnal’ symbolism: ‘Even though it is darkness, yet it is surpassingly bright; and in that dazzling darkness, as the great Dionysius says, things divine are granted to the saints’ (Triads, I, iii, 18). 

7. Palamas, like Symeon, believes that the light his a transforming effect upon the beholder. Just as Western saints who receive the stigmata, such as Francis of Assisi, enter physically into the mystery of the cross, so in the Byzantine East -- where the phenomenon of stigmatization is unknown -- the saints in their bodily experience enter rather into the mystery of the transfiguration. Taken up into the uncreated splendour, they themselves shine outwardly with the divine radiance that they contemplate, ‘transfigured from glory into glory’ (2 Cor. 3.18): ‘Participating in that which surpasses them they are themselves transformed into it . . . the light alone shines through them and it alone is what they see . . . and in this way God is all in all’ (Triads, II, iii, 31). This glorification of the body, while reserved in its plenitude to the last day, is partially anticipated even in this present life. 

Palamas’ understanding of the divine light, as will by now be apparent, is strongly eschatological. He sees it as the light not only of Tabor but of the parousia, and so he regards the vision of the uncreated light as a foretaste of the age to come, as the firstfruits of eternal life. It will also have become clear that, in his understanding of the vision of God, Palamas is upholding a doctrine of the human person that is not dichotomist but holistic, not Platonist but biblical: the human being is not in his view a soul dwelling temporarily in a body but an integrated whole of mind and matter together, and therefore the body shares with the soul in the experience of the divine light. Citing Maximus the Confessor, Palamas affirms a doctrine of total redemption: ‘The body is deified along with the soul’ (Triads, I, iii, 37). Appealing to the incarnation, he insists that Christ took not only a human soul but a human body, and so ‘he has made the flesh an inexhaustible source of sanctification’ (Homily 16: PG 151. 193B). Even the passionate aspect of our personhood is to be consecrated to God: Palamas speaks of ‘blessed passions’ (Triads, II, ii, 12), and argues that apatheia or ‘dispassion’ involves not the ‘mortification’ (nekrōsis) but the ‘redirection’ (metathesis) of the passions (Triads, III, iii, 15). 

This brings us to the third point in Barlaam’s polemic, his attack on the physical technique used in combination with the Jesus Prayer. Palamas does not in fact attach particular importance to this technique, considering it suitable primarily for ‘beginners’ (Triads, I, ii, 7; II, ii, 2). But he regards it as theologically defensible, based as it is upon a biblical anthropology which treats human nature as a single whole. Body and soul interact upon each other, and the outer affects the inner: ‘Through our bodily posture we train ourselves to be inwardly attentive’ (Triads, I, ii, 10). If body and soul are in this way essentially united -- if, moreover, the body will rise again from the dead at the last day, and is capable of sharing even now in the vision of God -- then the body should also be employed to the full at every stage upon the journey of prayer. 

Such are the leitmotifs of St Gregory Palamas’ spiritual teaching. ‘Unknown, yet well known’, God is utterly transcendent in his essence, yet directly revealed in his uncreated energies. Humans are united with these energies, even during this present life, through the vision of divine light. In this vision the body shares together with the soul -- once more, in this present life as well as in the age to come. Body and soul co-operate likewise in the practice of the Jesus Prayer with the accompanying physical technique. In all this Palamas, like Symeon, emerges plainly as a theologian of personal experience. Christianity is not merely a philosophical theory or a moral code, but involves a direct sharing in divine life and glory, a transforming union with God ‘face to face’. 

Towards the end of the fourteenth century, after the heat of the Palamite controversy had died down, the Hesychast teaching on the Jesus Prayer was summarized in a balanced and tranquil way by St Kallistos and St Ignatios Xanthopoulos in their work On the Life of Stillness and Solitude. Their approach is close to that of Gregory of Sinai. Like him, they see the aim of the spiritual life as the ever-increasing ‘manifestation’ of the grace of baptism: ‘Our final end . . . is to return to that perfect spiritual re-creation by grace which was conferred upon us at the outset as a free gift from above by the holy font’ (§4). They attach cardinal importance also to the Eucharist: communion should be ‘continual’ (§91), even daily (§92), for ‘these are the things that the enemies fear most of all: the cross, baptism, communion’ (§92). In the spiritual life they assign a privileged place to the Jesus Prayer: ‘The beginning of all work pleasing to God is the invocation with faith of the saving name of our Lord Jesus Christ’ (§8). The Prayer may be accompanied by the physical technique, with control of the breathing, but this is no more than an accessory or laid’ (§24). The invocation should be without ‘thoughts’ or the use of the imagination (§25), and should be so far as possible continual: 

This all-holy and most sweet name should be our uninterrupted task and study, and we should always carry it with us in our heart, in our intellect, and on our lips. In it and with it we should breathe and live, sleep and wake, move and cat and drink, and in short do everything (§13). 

Kallistos and Ignatios, like Gregory of Sinai, are writing with monks in mind. But the Hesychast teaching was never restricted to an exclusively monastic milieu. Gregory of Sinai sent his disciples back to the city from the desert, to act as guides to lay people, and Gregory Palamas, in a sharp dispute with a certain monk Job, insisted that Paul’s injunction “‘Pray without ceasing’“ (1 Thess. 5.17) is addressed to every Christian without exception. The links of Hesychasm with the wider culture of the day are exemplified in particular by Palamas’ contemporary and friend St Nicolas Cabasilas (c. 1320--c. 1391). Highly educated, pursuing in his earlier years a political career, Cabasilas to the best of our knowledge was never ordained or professed a monk. Although he wrote a short tract in support of Palamas against Gregoras, in his two main works, The Life in Christ and A Commentary on the Divine Liturgy, Cabasilas avoids all explicit reference to specifically Hesychast themes, such as the Jesus Prayer, the light of Tabor, or the uncreated energies. He expounds the spiritual way simply in terms of the sacraments: ‘life in Christ’ is nothing else than ‘life in the sacraments’, and this is accessible to each one alike, whether monastic or married, whether priest, soldier, farmer or the mother of a family. Like Palamas, he sees continual prayer as the vocation of all: ‘It is quite possible to practise continual meditation in one’s own home without giving up any of one’s possessions’ (The Life in Christ, 6; ET, p. 174). Hesychasm is in principle a universal path.
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[4] THE HESYCHAST RENAISSANCE

From the fall of Constantinople (1453) until the early nineteenth century, the entire Greek Orthodox world lay under the domination of the Ottoman Turks. In theology and spirituality, as in all aspects of church life, this was for the most part a time of rigid traditionalism. Oppressed beneath a non-Christian regime, the Greeks adopted a defensive stance, holding fast as best they could to their patristic heritage, but making little effort dynamically to develop it. Some of the higher clergy and lay theologians in the Turkish period, especially those who received a Roman Catholic or (less commonly) a Protestant education in the West, introduced Western categories into their thinking. But this had little effect upon the outlook of most monks, of the parish clergy and of the less educated laity. Their spirituality was based, as it always has been in the Christian East, upon the Sunday celebration of the Divine Liturgy or Eucharist. Despite the infrequent reception of Holy Communion -perhaps no more than three times a year, careful preparation being required through fasting and abstinence -- the spiritual life of the laity remained none the less strongly eucharistic. Through the annual cycle of feasts and fasts, closely integrated with the agricultural year, and particularly through special blessings of wheat, wine and oil, of homes and crops, the liturgical life of the Church permeated the daily experience of the people. In Orthodox spirituality of the Turkish era, as in the periods before and since, an important role was played by devotion to the Mother of God and the saints, and by the holy icons. 

The most significant development in Greek spirituality during the Turcocratia is the ‘Hesychast renaissance’, as it may be termed, during the second half of the eighteenth century. This was set in motion by a group of monks, linked primarily with the Holy Mountain of Athos, known as the ‘Kollyvades’, from the Greek word kollyva, meaning the plate of boiled wheat eaten at memorial services for the dead. They acquired this sobriquet because of their insistence upon the strict observance of the rules governing such services. This reflected their more general attitude, which was one of faithful loyalty to church tradition. Reacting against the ideas of the Western ‘Enlightenment’ that were beginning to spread among educated Greeks, they believed that a regeneration of the Greek nation could come only through a return to the Fathers: it was here alone, they were convinced, that the true roots of 

Orthodoxy were to be found. Yet their traditionalism was never blind or inflexible. Thus, for example, at a time when infrequent communion was the all but universal norm, they were fervent supporters of frequent or, as they termed it, ‘continual’ communion.Chief among the Kollyvades were St Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain (1749-1809) and St Macarius of Corinth (1731-1805). Despite his Orthodox traditionalism, Nicodemus was also willing to make use of Roman Catholic works of spirituality, and he produced adaptations in Greek of Lorenzo Scupoli Spiritual Combat and Ignatius Loyola Spiritual Exercises (as edited by G. P. Pinamonti). What Nicodemus seems to have found valuable in such volumes was their use of discursive meditation, allowing full scope to the imagination; this, he felt, helpfully supplemented the type of image-free, non-discursive prayer commended by Hesychasm. But the main work edited jointly by Nicodemus and Macarius, the Philokalia (Venice, 1782), draws exclusively upon Eastern sources. Literally the title means ‘love of beauty’ -- love, more particularly, of God as the source of all things beautiful. This vast collection of spiritual texts dating from the fourth to the fifteenth century has proved deeply influential in modern Orthodoxy. A Slavonic edition by Blessed Paissii Velichkovsky appeared at Moscow in 1793; Russian versions by Bishop Ignatii Brianchaninov and Bishop Theophan the Recluse followed in the nineteenth century. Through numerous translations into Western languages during the last thirty years, the work’s influence has extended widely into the non-Orthodox world.The selection of texts in the Philokalia was no doubt made in part for pragmatic reasons. Nevertheless the book as a whole, without being systematic, presents a specific and coherent view of the Christian life. The main features of the ‘Philokalic’ spirituality are these: 

1. Although the texts included are almost entirely by monks, writing for a monastic audience, the editors intended the book for all Christians, monks and laity alike. 

2. The need for personal direction by an experienced spiritual father is frequently emphasized. 

3. There is throughout the work a close link between spirituality and dogma. The life of prayer is set firmly in the context of Trinitarian theology and Christology. 

4. The main centre of interest is the inner purpose of the spiritual way, not the outward observance of ascetic rules.

 Key concepts throughout the work are vigilance or sobriety (nēpsis), attentiveness (prosochē), stillness (hēsuchia), and the continual remembrance of God. As a means to the attainment of stillness and unceasing prayer, the invocation of the name of Jesus is especially recommended. The Jesus Prayer helps the aspirant to keep guard over intellect and heart, to unite the two together, and so to achieve a state of communion with God on a level free from concepts and images. 

Although containing a paraphrase of certain Macarian writings, the Philokalia draws mainly upon writers in the tradition of Evagrius and Maximus the Confessor. Nothing is included by the Cappadocians or by Dionysius the Areopagite. Among the authors from the later Byzantine period are Symeon the New Theologian, Nicephorus the Hesychast, Gregory of Sinai, Gregory Palamas, and Kallistos and Ignatios Xanthopoulos (but not Nicolas Cabasilas). 

Through the persisting influence of the Philokalia and similar books in the Greek and Slav world, the Hesychast renaissance has continued up to the present day. The Philokalic ‘thread’ represents, in the eyes of many, the most creative element in contemporary Orthodox spirituality. 
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