

[1] EVAGRIUS PONTICUS -  CONTEMPLATIVE EXEGETE
Biblical Exegesis in the Evagrian Corpus
[WIDENING the HEART to UNDERSTAND the LOGOI]


[1a] Introduction – significance of exegesis – scholia – quantity and incorporation into other Evagrian genres – gnomai (sentences) and kephalaia (chapters);
 [1.b] General exegetical orientation - threefold - from Origen (3 wisdom books) and Clement - 4-fold becomes 3-fold [literal sense = ethical esp. in Antirrhetikos]


When the name of Saint Evagrius Ponticus is spoken, one does not immediately think of the practice -  or as we might like to think of it today, the “science” - of biblical exegesis.  And this is true not only for us, but also for Evagrius’ contemporaries and his spiritual successors, admirers – and enemies.  It is his treatises on spiritual guidance that first come to mind, both in antiquity and today.   His Praktikos, on Prayer, the treatises on thoughts or temptations, and the sentences for monks and nuns all survive more-or-less in tact in the original Greek – albeit transmitted under various pseudonyms.  The texts in which he interprets and applies the scriptures – his scholia and Antirrhetikos – come down to us through more tortuous paths.  The scholia were absorbed into later Byzantine catenae necessittaing careful and sometimes controversial reconstruction in modern times.  The original Greek and early Latin translations of the Antirrhetikos have utterly vanished, with ancient versions limited to principally Armenian and Syriac, but also Georgian versions.

    But despite this shabby treatment by Evagrius successors, modern Evagrian scholarship presents us with the intriguing fact that the exegesis of sacred scripture is an essential component of his contemplative spirituality.  The modern recovery of his exegetical texts has revealed that biblical commentaries, in fact, comprise the overwhelming bulk of his considerable literary output, with the Scholia on Psalms his longest work.

     In this paper we will first briefly re-familiarize ourselves with Evagrius’ exegetical method: the sources on which he depends his own description of his method, and an example of the context in which contemplative exegesis was formed – namely, his experience of an alternating rhythm of psalmody and prayer
We begin with a brief note of Evagrius own sources which are apparent in his description of exegetical methodology as found in his scholia.
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[1a.2] Scholion 15 on Psalm 76:21, SC 615, pp. 66-67
Fourfold-Threefold Exegesis


	PSALM 76.21:  You guided your people like sheep, by the hand of Moses and Aaron.
	76·21   ὡδήγησας ὡς πρόβατα τὸν λαόν σου
 ἐν χειρὶ Μωϋσῆ καὶἈαρών.

	Scholion 15. According to Moses, philosophy is divided into four [parts]:
	 15.  ἡ κατὰ Μωσέα φιλοσοφία τετραχῆ τέμνεται,

	[first,] into the historical;
	εἰς τὸ ἱστορικὸν,

	and [second,] that properly called the legislative, [“instructive”] (cf. Ex.24:12), which [both] may be [concerned] with specific ethical matters;
	καὶ τὸ κυρίως λεγόμενον νομοθετικὸν, ἅπερ ἂν εἴη τῆς ἠθικῆς πραγματείας ἴδια,

	the third is the liturgical, which is the contemplation of nature;
	 τὸ τρίτον τε εἰς τὸ ἱερουργικὸν, ὅ ἐστιν ἤδη τῆς φυσικῆς θεωρίας,

	and the fourth is [concerned] with the whole expression of theologike.
	καὶ τέταρτον ἐπὶ πᾶσι τὸ θεολογικὸν εἶδος.

	We are then to take the law in a certain fourfold sense: [1] as a type of something evident; [2] or as a revealed [visible] sign; [3] or as a commandment instituted for proper living; [4] or fortelling, like a prophecy.  By this system, then, did Moses and Aaron lead the people, the people journeying from vice to virtue.
	τετραχῶς δὲ ἡμῖν ἐκληπτέον καὶ τοῦ νόμου τὴν βουλὴν ὡς τύπον τι δηλοῦσαν, ἢ ὡς σημεῖον ἐμφαίνουσαν, ἢ ὡς ἐντολὴν κυροῦσαν εἰς πολιτείαν ὀρθὴν ἢ θεσπίζουσαν ὡς προφητείαν. ταύτῃ τῇ μεθόδῳ Μωϋσῆς καὶ Ἀαρὼν ὁδηγοῦσι τὸν ἀπὸ κακίας ἐπ' ἀρετὴν ὁδεύοντα λαόν.

	= Clem. Alex. Strom., 1.28.176, 1-4, Stählin, Früchtel, and Treu (1960), vol. 2, p. 108
	 


Although we are very accustomed to characterizing Evagrius as an “Origenist”, it is interesting to note that with regard to his exegetical methodology, One of Evagrius’ very rare extended citation from an ancient source is not from Origen, but rather from the Stromateis of Clement of Alexandria.  Here in his fifteenth scholion on Psalm 76 he adopts Clement’s fourfold method of exegesis, highlighting the historical level, the ethical level, the level of contemplation of nature, and theologia or the level of theologiké – the perilous attempt to speak about the Divine Nature.  
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    The historical level is given primary place in the Antirrhetikos, where verses intended to contradict demonic temptations are given almost exclusively in the literal sense.

     In the scholia, on the other hand, and especially in the relationship between biblical exegesis and spiritual progress, the three deeper levels associated with the logoi – that is the purposes and intentions of God – are stressed, as we see in Scholion 247 on Proverbs.
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LINK to  S.247; Pr.22.20


[1a.1] Scholion 247 On Proverbs 22:40, SC 340, p. 342


	PROVERBS 22.20 And you are to inscribe them for yourself thrice for counsel and knowledge upon the wideness of your heart.
	22, 20 < καὶ σὺ δὲ ἀπόγραψαι αὐτὰ σεαυτῷ τρισσῶς εἰς βουλὴν καὶ γνῶσιν ἐπὶ τὸ πλάτος τῆς καρδίας σου. >

	 Scholion 247. The one who has widened his heart through purity will understand the logoi of God - those connected with 

praktiké, physiké, and theologiké. 
	 247. Ὁ πλατύνας διὰ τῆς καθαρότητος τὴν καρδίαν αὐτοῦ νοήσει τοὺς τοῦ θεοῦ λόγους

 τούς τε πρακτικοὺς καὶ τοὺς φυσικοὺς καὶ τοὺς θεολογικούς. 

	For all matters which concern the Scriptures, are divided into three parts:

 ethics, physics, and theology.
	Πᾶσα γὰρ ἡ κατὰ τὴν γραφὴν πραγματεία τέμνεται τριχῶς

εἰς ἠθικὴν καὶ φυσικὴν καὶ θεολογικήν.

	 And to the first correspond the Proverbs,

to the second Ecclesiastes,

and to the third the Song of Songs.
	 Καὶ ἀκολουθεῖ τῇ μὲν πρώτῃ αἱ Παροιμίαι,

τῇ δὲ δευτέρᾳ ὁ Ἐκκλησιαστής,

τῇ δὲ τρίτῃ τά ῎Ἄσματα τῶν ᾀσμάτων.




In this scholion on Proverbs 22 Evagrius evokes the notion of the “widening of the heart” – the opening out, the expansion of the innermost self - an image destined to have an increasingly deep and rich place in the monastic literature of both the Christian East and West.  He employs it here as a metaphor for the contemplation of the divine logoi, divided into three parts, praktiké, physiké, and theologiké - ethics, physics, and theology.  This threefold list describes an exegetical classification and progression of human contemplative wisdom, as well as an model of human spiritual development:
    Evagrius’ theory of spiritual Progress entails a movement from ascetical practice (praktiké) to perception of the divine in creation (theoria physiké) and to the nuptial contemplation of the Song of Songs.  And, here Evagrius is clearly adapting Origens models of both biblical exegesis and spiritual growth which he described in his Prologue to the song of Songs.  Evagrius repeats Origen’s association the three stages of progress with the three principal wisdom texts ascribed to Solomon,  This implies an orientation towards ethical exposition in Evagrius’ Scholia on Proverbs and the contemplation of creation in the Scholia on Ecclesiastes  and to a very limited extent this is reflected in his scholia on these books; however, examples may be found  - in both collections - of scholia representing all three disciplines of praktiké, physiké, and theologiké;
[TURN OFF SCREEN SHARE]

Evagrius’ approach to biblical exegesis is intimitely intertwined with his model of spiritual progress.  The triad of Praktiké, physiké, and theologiké represents both levels of exegesis and a model of spiritual progress.
Evagrius believed exegesis involves the exercise of contemplation that requires the expertise of the teacher and spiritual guide he calls gnostikos. Like Clement of Alexandria, Evagrius was eager to reclaim the words gnosis and gnostikos for orthodox Christian theology 
.  Evagrius’ gnōstikós is a contemplative who strives to perceive both the self and the cosmos from the perspective of a divine origin and destiny, constantly exercising the virtue of prudence and the art of discernment in determining what his hearers may profitably be taught.  Evagrius’ gnostikos is a virtuous teacher who has overcome the eight deadly thoughts (logismoi) of gluttony, avarice, lust, wrath, acedia, sadness, vainglory and pride through ascetical practice and prayer.  Having attained love (agapé) and freedom from compulsions (apatheia), the gnostikos is able to engage in contemplation of the deeper meanings (logoi) of sacred scripture and of creation and to teach others what is necessary for their spiritual progress. 
And so we turn to Evagrius’ guide to contemplative exegesis in chapter 18 of his text Gnostikos:
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[2.1]  GNOSTIKOS 18 SC 356 (1989), 116-18
 Frankenberg Greek retroversion from Syriac.
Three parts of the soul
Three Levels of Contemplative Exegesis


	Gnostikos 18. It is therefore necessary to delve into  allegorical and literal passages [of the Scriptures, and understand] whether they pertain to praktiké, physiké, or theologiké.
	<Frb 549> ρκ.̈ δει ημας συνιεναι και τας αλληγοριας των μυστηριων και τα αισθητα ει περι της πρακτικης εισιν η περι της φυσεως η της θεου γνωσεως·

	[1] If it pertains to praktiké it is necessary to examine whether it treats
	και ει περι της πρακτικης εννοωμεν

	[1a] of thumos and what comes from it,
	ει περι θυμου η περι των εξ αυτου συμφορων

	[1b] or rather of epithumia and what follows it,
	η περι επιθυμιων και των αυταις επακολουθουντων

	[1c] or of the nous and its movements.
	η περι του νοος και των αυτου κινησεων·

	[2] If it is pertains to the physiké, it is necessary to note whether it makes known one of the doctrines concerning nature, and which one.
	ει δε περι των φυσεως δει ημας βλεπειν ειποτε περι των ταξεων {αξιωματων} των φυσεων και περι των τοιουτων σημαινει·

	[3] And if it is an allegorical passage concerning theologiké it is necessary to examine as far as possible whether it provides information on the Trinity and whether it is seen [in its] simplicity or as The Unity.
	ει δε περι θεοτητος εστιν αλληγρουμενον ποσως κατα δυναμιν εραυναν· ει δε ͅ περι της αγιας τριαδος γνωριζει και τουτο απλως τροπικως {κατα μετανομασιαν}

	But if it is none of these, then perhaps it is a simple contemplation or makes known a prophecy. (cf. Prak.89)
	ει δε ουδεν τουτων οραμα εστι ψιλον η προφητειαν γνωριζον.

	 
	 




     Now: Full disclosure: the text of Gnostikos survives principally in three Syriac versions and some Greek fragments.  This translation is my own, together with Frankenberg’s 1920 Greek retroversion from Syriac  (without diactitical marks) – so the Greek (and indeed the translation) is a probable best guess.

Evagrius begins his exegetical recommendations with an acknowledgement that biblical texts may be understood literally or allegorically.  As we have mentioned, Evagrius by no means ignores or neglects the literal or historical sense of biblical texts, especially in the Antirrhetikos, where he recommends verses intended to contradict demonic temptations: in the Antirrhetikos the texts are to be understood and employed almost exclusively in the literal sense.  In the scholia, however, Evagrius is principally interested in the threefold levels of praktiké, physiké, and theologiké
In the sections I have artificially labeled 1.a, 1.b, and 1.c, he highlights the different level of praktiké, that is ascetical practice, adapting askesis and the quest for virtue to the threefold Platonic model of the self, consisting of nous, thumikon, and epithumetikon.
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Here and in many other places, Evagrius highlights the importance for exegesis of what we might call the microcosm of the individual soul, the interior “universe” where the struggle against temptation and the contemplative search for the divine logoi takes place.  
     Another way Evagrius depicts the contemplative-exegetical project is by shifting to the macrocosm of creation, highlighting the importance of reading both the book of the scriptures, and what he calls the “Book of God”:
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[3.1] Scholion 8 on Psalm 138.16. SC 615, pp. 552-553.
Reading the Book of God


	PSALM 138.16 (2). And in your book all shall be written
	16[2].  καὶ ἐπὶ τὸ βιβλίον σου πάντες γραφήσονται

	 Scholion 8. The book of God is the contemplation of bodies and incorporeal [beings] in which the pur[ified] nous comes to be written through knowledge. For in this book are written the logoi of providence and judgment, through which book God is known as creator, wise, provident, and judging: creator through the things that have come from non-being into being; wise through his concealed logoi; provident, through what is accomplished for our virtue and knowledge; and furthermore judge, through the variety of bodies of the reasoning beings, and through the multiform worlds and the ages they contain.
	 8. Βιβλίον θεοῦ ἐστιν ἡ θεωρία σωμάτων καὶ ἀσωμάτων, ἐν ᾧ πέφυκε διὰ τῆς γνώσεως γράφεσθαι νοῦς καθαρός· ἐν δὲ τούτῳ τῷ βιβλίῳ εἰσὶ γεγραμμένοι καὶ οἱ περὶ προνοίας καὶ κρίσεως λόγοι, δι' οὗ βιβλίου γινώσκεται ὁ θεὸς ὡς δημιουργὸς καὶ σοφὸς καὶ προνοητὴς καὶ κριτής· καὶ δημιουργὸς μὲν διὰ τὰ γεγονότα ἀπὸ τοῦ μὴ ὄντος εἰς τὸ εἶναι· σοφὸς δὲ διὰ τοὺς ἀποκειμένους λόγους αὐτοῖς· προνοητὴς δὲ διὰ τὰ συντελοῦντα πρὸς ἀρετὴν ἡμῖν καὶ γνῶσιν· κριτὴς δὲ πάλιν διὰ τὰ διάφορα σώματα τῶν λογικῶν καὶ τοὺς ποικίλους κόσμους καὶ τούς περιέχοντας τούτους αἰῶνας.

	 
	 




Here in Evagrius’ eighth scholion on Psalm 138 the contemplative teacher and spiritual guide is reminded that the divine purposes and intentions, the logoi, are scattered not only throughout the biblical text, but also in the cosmic world of salvation history and eschatology.
In the book that is the history and destiny of creation itself,  the personal salvation history of the contemplative exegete is itself mysteriously written in this cosmic book, where two particular logoi or divine purposes predominate: namely the “logoi of providence and judgment,” a phrase that recurs throughout Evagrius’ works.
   Here providence is seen in everything that God does (principally, as we will see through intermediaries) to facilitate our growth in virtue and knowledge;

    And judgment is perceptible in the rich diversities of bodies and worlds God has provided as the workplaces where the various reasoning beings (logikoi) labor and struggle in the journey towards re-union with God.  To put it another way, when we see how complex is the universe God has created, what we are seeing are the many different paths and means God has provided for spiritual progress and reunion with God.
These two logoi, providence and judgment merit closer inspection.
[Continue ON to next scholion]
S.8; Ps 138.16
PROVIDENCE
[3.2a] Scholion 7 on Psalm 16:13. SC 614, pp 376-368.
	PSALM 16: 13 2-3. deliver my soul from the ungodly;
     draw your sword because of the enemies of your hand.
	13(2-3) ῥῦσαι τὴν ψυχήν μου ἀπὸ ἀσεβοῦς,
    ῥομφαίαν σου ἀπὸ ἐχθρῶν τῆς χειρός σου

	Scholion 7. [...] And the holy angels are the beneficent hand of God, through whom God providentially cares for the sensible world, which [angels] are opposed by the demons who do not wish all men to be saved and come to knowledge of the truth. (1Tim 2:4)
	  7. [..] χεὶρ δὲ εὐεργετικὴ Θεου οἱ ἅγιοι ἄγγελοί εἰσι, δι' ὧν προνοεῖ τοῦ κόσμου τοῦ αἰσθητοῦ, οἷς ἀντίκεινται δαίμονες, βουλόμενοι « πάντας ἄνθρώπους σωθῆναι καὶ εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν ἀληθείας ἐλθεῖν ».


Here in his seventh scholion on Psalm 16, Evagrius interprets the image of the “hand of God, and understands it as a symbol of the means by which God mediates his providential love: namely God’s compassionate concern as mediated through the holy angels.  This is an important point for Evagrius: Grace is mediated; and the mediation of this grace entails struggle, or as he puts it here, “opposition”.
[Continue ON to next scholion]
S.38; Eccl 5.7
[3.2b] Scholion 38 on Ecclesiastes 5.7. SC 397, p. 128
Angels as Ministers of Providence
	ECCLESIASTES 5.7  If you should see the oppression of the poor, and the wresting of judgment and of justice in the land, wonder not at the matter: for [there is] a high one to watch over him that is high, and high ones over them
	5.7  < Ἐὰν συκοφαντίαν πένητος καὶ ἁρπαγὴν κρίματος καὶ δικαιοσύνης ἴδῃς ἐν χώρᾳ, μὴ θαυμάσῃς ἐπὶ τῷ πράγματι· ὅτι ὑψηλὸς ἐπάνω ὑψηλοῦ φυλάσσει καὶ ὑψηλοὶ ἐπ○ αὐτούς.

	Scholion 38.  [...]  Know, rather, that God watches over all through Christ, and the former exerts his providence over all through the holy angels, who have abundant knowledge of those things [which are] on earth. (cf. 2Sam 14:20)
	38. [...]  Γίνωσκε γὰρ ὅτι ὁ θεὸς διὰ τοῦ Χριστοῦ φυλάσσει τὰ πάντα καὶ οὗτος πάλιν προνοεῖ πάντων διὰ τῶν ἁγίων ἀγγέλων περισσευομένων ἐν γνώσει τῶν ἐπὶ γῆς.

	 
	 




And Similarly, in his scholion on Ecclesiastes 5.7., Evagrius describes how God’s providence is manifested through a series of intermediaries: first Christ, then the angels who are knowledgeable of terrestrial concerns.
Thus the “logos of providence” is not only an affirmation of divine charity on behalf of creation, but an assertion that grace is mediated through successive ranks of logoikoi, embodied beings. . .

     Evagrius employs the term “providence” (pronoia) to highlight both the divine gift of free will
 and God’s ongoing provision to reasoning beings (logikoi) of what each requires in order to return to divine union.
 God’s providential care is always mediated, transmitted to the different ranks of the logikoi chiefly by other (usually higher-ranking) logikoi.
     All the logikoi, especially those above the human level, are entrusted with responsibility for mediating divine providence to those beneath them. 
  As he describes here, at the summit of this great cascade of divine compassion is Christ Who is the means by which God “keeps watch over all”.
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In his text On Prayer and in the Kephalaia Gnostica Evagrius explains that the gnostikos’ progress in contemplation enables him to share in the providential “angelic practice”
 of praying for others,
 aiding them in their spiritual struggle,
 and curing
 by teaching them how to increase in virtue and knowledge. The knowledge he communicates carries with it, in turn, an impulse, almost a compulsion, to assist others.
 Thus the logos of providence enables the gnostikos both to bear in mind God’s constant ministering presence in all human circumstances and to recall that grace is mediated, often by friends, acquaintances, abbas and ammas and even angels who facilitate those acts of free choice that enable reasoning beings to make spiritual progress.
     In serving as a spiritual guide the gnostikos always proceeds from the conviction that God’s providential guidance is somehow perceptible, however obscurely, in all human circumstances, even in what is perceived as abandonment by God. 

We turn to the logos of judgment.
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LINK S.10; Ps 1.5
	PSALM 1:5 (1). Therefore the ungodly shall not rise in judgment, nor sinners in the counsel of the just.
	5(1) διὰ τοῦτο οὐκ ἀναστήσονται ἀσεβεῖς ἐν κρίσει  [οὐδὲ ἁμαρτωλοὶ ἐν βουλῇ δικαίων·]

	Scholion 10. Judgment is for the just the passage from a body for asceticism to an angelic one: but for the ungodly it is the change from a body for asceticism to a darkened and gloomy one.  For the ungodly will not be raised in the first judgment, but rather in the second.   (formerly sch 8)
	10.Κρίσις ἐστὶ δικαίων μὲν ἡ ἀπὸ πρακτικοῦ σώματος ἐπὶ ἀγγελικὰ μετάβασις, ἀσεβῶν δὲ ἀπὸ πρακτικοῦ σώματος ἐπὶ σκοτεινὰ καὶ ζοφερὰ μετάθεσις σώματα. Ἐγερθήσονται γὰρ οἱ  ἀσεβεῖς οὐκ ἐν τῇ προτέρᾳ κρίσει, ἀλλ' ἐν τῇ δευτέρᾳ. [SC 280; cf. PG 12.1097-1100.] Cf. KG 3.48. 2.1097-1100.]

	 
	 

	See also: Sch. 275 on Prov. 24.22; KG 2.48;  3.48;  3.50;  3.51. also cf KG 1.11]
	 


For Evagrius the logos of “judgment” (krisis) does not refer to retributive punishment or condemnation: it describes, instead, God’s gift to all reasoning beings of the bodies and environments (“worlds”) they require in order to make spiritual progress
 and thus return to union with God.

     “Judgment” describes a series of progressive transformations. Or as he calls them here, “changes” or “passages”.
      The first ‘judgment’ was God’s original, providential creation of the material universe in response to the kinesis or fall of the reasoning beings he had brought into being.

Subsequent to this first judgment all reasoning beings will now undergo a series of transformations, as depicted here, at which each receives a new body and environment suited to its changed spiritual state: that is, either “angelic” or “Dark and gloomy”
The final “judgment” is that complete transformation which will restore all things to union with God.

[Continue ON to next scholion]
 S.275; Pr 24.22
 [3.3b] Scholion 275 on Proverbs 24.22. SC 340, p. 370
Punishment versus Judgment


	PROVERBS 24, 22 For they will suddenly bring suffering on the impious; and who can know the punishment of them both?
	24,22 < ἐξαίφνης γὰρ τείσονται τοὺς ἀσεβεῖς· τὰς δὲ τιμωρίας ἀμφοτέρων τίς γνώσεται; >

	 Scholion 275. How, then, can the Savior say in the Gospel: “The Father judges no one, but he has given all judgment to the Son”? (Jn 5:22) [Only] if punishment is one thing and judgment another.
	275. Πῶς οὖν ὁ σωτὴρ ἐν τοῖς εὐαγγελίοις φησίν· < ὁ πατὴρ κρίνει οὐδένα, ἀλλὰ πᾶσαν τὴν κρίσιν δέδωκεν τῷ υἱῳ >;
Ἢ ἄλλο μέν ἐστι τιμωρία, ἄλλο δὲ κρίσις.

	Punishment is deprivation of [both] apatheia and the knowledge of God together with physical pain;

but judgment is the creation of an age which distributes to each of the reasoning beings a body corresponding to its state.
	 Καὶ τιμωρία μέν ἐστι στέρησις ἀπαθείας καὶ γνώσεως θεοῦ μετ' ὀδύνης σωματικῆς·
κρίσις δέ ἐστιν γένεσις αἰῶνος κατ' ἀναλογίαν ἑκάστῳ τῶν λογικῶν σώματα διανέμοντος.

	 
	 

	See also: Sch 10 on Ps 1.5.  On Jn 5.22: cf scholia 1 on Ps 16.2; 5 on Ps 49.4; 4 & 4b on Ps 49.6; 8 on Ps 93.15. KG 2.48;  3.48;  3.50;  3.51. also cf KG 1.11;1.65
	 




In his 275th scholion on Proverbs Evagrius insists that krisis, judgment, should not be understood in the sense of vindictive punishment (timoria) Evagrius may be using this term as it was employed in ancient medical vocabulary, where Hippocrates and Galen used it as a technical term to describe a “critical period” that heralds a change leading either to improvement or deterioration in the patient’s condition.
 
Evagrius similarly uses krisis to describe a fundamental transformation that facilitates movement either upwards towards virtue and knowledge or downwards into vice and ignorance. Meditation on the logos of judgment thus enables the gnostikos to interpret the rich diversity of the cosmos, including the unique qualities and circumstances of each person, as God’s gracious gift of a specific environment and body that will best facilitate the return of each reasoning being to that divine unity from which all have fallen. The complexity and variety of creation and of human experience : “an age corresponding to its state” thus should serve as a constant reminder to the gnostikos of the diverse paths and circumstances that lead to God.
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[4] ALTERNATING RHYTHM of PSALMODY and PRAYER Experiential matrix from which contemplative exegesis arises
In four chapters of his text, De oratione, Evagrius provides a unique insight into the experiential matrix out of which his contemplative exegesis emerged: namely the fourth-century liturgical practice of alternating psalmody and silent prayer.

Evagrius is described by his biographer Palladius as having spent a substantial proportion of each day engaging in the discipline of psalmody.
  It would be more accurate to describe this monastic practice as an oscillating rhythm of psalmody and prayer. In Christian liturgical practice of the late fourth century, and especially in monastic communities, the term psalmódia referred to individual or communal chanting of psalms which was interrupted at regular intervals by pauses for prayer. According to Evagrius’ disciple John Cassian, these pauses for prayer occurred at the end of psalms or between divisions in longer psalms, and generally entailed a change or a series of changes in ritual posture: namely from sitting to standing, or a full prostration.

The prayer that was offered during these pauses could be vocal or silent and of variable duration (although generally not protracted), depending on circumstances and local practice.
 The intimate relationship between chanted psalmody and the pauses for prayer was such that late fourth century  sources often refer to the monastic practice of psalmody as “the psalms and prayers” or simply as “the prayers”.
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LINK to Prayer 82-8
[4.1] On PRAYER, 153 CHAPTERS: §82-85
 ΠΕΡΙ ΠΡΟΣΕΥΧΗΣ ΡΝΓ´ ΚΕΦΑΛΛΙΩΝ.  SC 589, pp. 298-301
	 
	 

	82. PRAY:
[1] gently and [2] undisturbed,
	ΠΒ´.  Προσεύχου
ἐπιεικῶς
καὶ ἀταράχως

	  SING PSALMS:
[1] with understanding (Ps.46:8)
[2] and good rhythm;

then you will be like the young eagle borne aloft in the heights.
	και <ψάλλε
           συνετῶς>
καὶ εὐρύθμως,
καὶ ἔσῃ ὡς νεοσσὸς ἀετοῦ ἐν ὕψει αἰρόμενος.

	
	 

	83. PSALMODY calms the passions and puts to rest the body’s disharmony;

PRAYER arouses the nous to activate its own proper activity.
	 ΠΓ´. Ἡ μὲν ψαλμῳδία τὰ πάθη κατευνάζει καὶ τὴν ἀκρασίαν τοῦ σώματος ἠρεμεῖν ἀπεργάζεται·
ἡ δὲ προσευχὴ ἐνεργεῖν παρασκευάζει τὸν νοῦν τὴν ἰδίαν ἐνέργειαν.

	 
	 

	84. PRAYER is the power befitting the dignity of the nous; it is the nous’ highest and purest power and function.
	 ΠΔ´. Προσευχὴ ἐστὶ πρέπουσα ἐνέργεια τῇ ἀξίᾳ τοῦ νου,̂ ἤτοι ἡ κρείττων καὶ εἰλικρινὴς ἐνέργεια αὐτου καὶ χρῆσις.

	 
	 

	85. PSALMODY pertains to multiform wisdom; (Eph 3:10)

PRAYER is the prelude to immaterial and uniform knowledge.
	 ΠΕ´.Ἡ μὲν ψαλμῳδία <τῆς ποικίλης σοφίας> ἐστὶν·
ἡ δὲ προσευχὴ προοίμιόν ἐστι τῆς ἀΰλου καὶ αποικίλου γνώσεως.

	 
	 


In On Prayer 82-85 and Praktikos 89 Evagrius describes the spiritual significance of this intertwining rhythm of psalmody and silent payer. 
[PSALMODY]

We note first his description of the purposes of psalmody.  The chanting of psalms is to be performed “with understanding and good rhythm (sunetós kai euruthmós, cf. Ps. 46.8).
 He believed psalmody has important psychological and physiological effects: “psalmody calms the passions and puts to rest the body’s disharmony.”
  Chanting the psalms teaches the contemplative to behold the created order in all its richness and historical complexity: “psalmody pertains to ‘multiform wisdom’ (poikilé sophia).”

This is an allusion to Ephesians 3:9-10: “[…] the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things: that through the church the manifold wisdom of God (polupoikilos sophia tou theou) might now be made know to the principalities and powers in the heavenly places.”
 For St. Paul it is the church that reflects the “richly variegated” (polupoikilos) wisdom of God. For Evagrius, however, “wisdom” is both a Christian virtue and a title of Christ. 
Evagrius portrays the chanting of psalms as an opening of the nous to the multiform wisdom of creation that also enables the nous to progress from the complex, literal sense of the psalm to a clearer focus on the deeper symbolic or allegorical meaning of the words.  Thus in psalmody the nous can both perceive the beauty inherent in the variety of creation and also ascend from the complexity of sacred history to perception of the inner meaning or power (dunamis) of the psalm.
     Throughout his Scholia on Psalms Evagrius frequently invokes the example and encouragement of angels who “constantly see the face of God” (Mt 18.10). 
  This verse from the Gospel of Matthew serves for him as an invitation to seek the “face of God” both in the divine simplicity and in the complex divine purposes (logoi) hidden beneath the surface of created things: 
[PRAYER]

And now with regard to the intervals of prayer that regularly punctuate psalmody: these represent a further elevation of the nous from the perception of created complexity to the higher contemplation of divine simplicity. Such prayer, Evagrius maintains,  is to be offered “gently and undisturbed;”
 it “arouses the nous to activate its own proper activity.”
 
“Prayer is the power befitting the dignity of the nous; it is the nous’ highest and purest power and function;”

     Prayer “is the prelude to immaterial and simple (apoikilos) knowledge.”

The prayer that interrupts the psalmody thus prepares for an ascent from material concerns ‘towards formless and immaterial knowledge’ (pros aulon kai aneideon gnósin).
 Prayer is thus a preparation for a movement beyond wisdom pertaining to the complex created order into knowledge of the God Who is Simple, literally “Non-Complex” (apoikilos).
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7. CONCLUSION

It would not be an exaggeration – although it could be considered a strange metaphor to use of one who lived in the Egyptian desert – to say that Evagrius swam daily in an ocean of Sacred Scripture.  His biographer Palladius claims that Evagrius prayed one hundred psalms each day,
 which means that the bible – and especially the Psalter – was his constant companion, and enjoyed his constant attention.
Even though clear citations or explicit references to biblical texts are less frequent in his ascetical and mystical treatises than some modern spiritual writers would like, Evagrius’ search for the divine logoi in the sacred text was a constant undertaking.  

The resently published critical edition of Evagrius’ Scholia on Psalms, together with the already-available editions of the Scholia on Proverbs and on Ecclesiastes now make possible a more integrated assessment of his literary heritage.

We are accustomed to distinguish between Evagrius the monk and ascetical psychologist on the one hand, and, on the other, Evagrius the mystic, whose use of allusion and paradox anticipates the later category of apophatic spirituality. I would suggest that these are two aspects of the same project, and that the notion of Evagrius that unites them is that of Evagrius the contemplative exegete.

     The passages we have noted from de Oratione on psalmody and prayer afford a unique window into Evagrius’ own inner experience as he engaged in the frequent monastic practice of reciting and praying the Psalter.  It is my hope that an awareness of this “window” into Evagrius constant role as “contemplative exegete” may enable us to more clearly perceive and describe the unity of his spiritual vision.

  Thank you . . .
Asceticism and Contemplation come together in LITURGICAL RHYTHM
: 
Note use of “widen” (platunó) heart to understand “divine” logoi associated with.

praktike, physike, and theologike the stages or levels of spiritual struggle and attainment – now also associated with three disciplines of ethics, physics, and theology
and wisdom literature, to which Evagrius devotes much of his exegetical effort – also psalms, to be considered later.


 This threefold exegetical method derives from Origen , but especially reflects his familiarity with Clement of Alexandria:, whom he quotes (one of Evagrius’ rare extended quotations fom a classical source):
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� Clement Stromateis 6.8-19. The virtues of love (agapé) and apatheia figure prominently in 6.9.


� Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.43: “The providence of God accompanies free will; but his judgment considers the order of the logikoi.” Guillaumont, Les six Centuries des ‘Kephalaia Gnostica’ d’Évagre le Pontique Patrologia Orientalis 28.1, Nº 134 (Paris, 1958), 235


� Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica IV 89; Guillaumont, 175.


� Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica V 4 and V 24.


� Evagrius, scholion 38 on Ecclesiastes 5:7-11, SC 397, 128.


� Evagrius, De oratione 142; Simon Tugwell, Evagrius Ponticus: De oratione (Oxford, 1981), 26 (= PG 79,1197). There exists as yet no critical edition of Evagrius’ On Prayer.  The best available version is that of Simon Tugwell: Evagrius Ponticus, De oratione , (Oxford Faculty of Theology, 1981); based on six MSS and PG 79.1165-1200; Philokalia I ,(Athens, 1957), 176-189.  


� Evagrius, De oratione 40 (9 Tugwell = PG 79,1176).


� Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI 90.


� Evagrius, Praktikos 100; SC 171, 710. De oratione 117-25.


� Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI 76; scholia 5 and 5b on Psalm 134.7(3).


� Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 93:18 (= PG 12,1553). Palladius writes that he and ‘the blessed Evagrius’ received this and other teachings concerning God’s providential abandonment from the reclusive Abba Paphnutius. Palladius, Lausiac History 47. J. Driscoll provides a detailed discussion of Evagrius’ teaching on providential abandonment in: ‘Evagrius and Paphnutius on the Causes for Abandonment by God’: Studia Monastica 39 (1997), 259-86.


� Evagrius, Scholion 275 on Proverbs 24:22; SC 340 (Paris, 1987), 370.


� This doctrine was based in part on the theory of pepansis, “coction” or digestion (literally “ripening”) of ingested substances, which when incomplete or unsuccessful was believed to be responsible for many diseases. The successful calculation and prediction of critical days seems to have depended on the time thought to be required for pepansis as well as classical numerology, including musical theories of harmonic intervals: V. Langholf, Medical Theories in Hippocrates: Early Texts and the Epidemics (New York, 1990), 79-103.


� Palladius reports that Evagrius prayed one hundred psalms each day: ἐποίει δὲ εὐχὰς ἑκατόν (Lausiac History 38.10, Bartelink, p. 200). Gabriel Bunge has calculated that Palladius’ attribution to Evagrius of 100 prayers each day implies that approximately every ten minutes throughout the day Evagrius offered brief prayers which may have marked the conclusion of a psalm or interrupted sections of the longer psalms. G. Bunge, Das Geistgebet, Studien zum Traktat “De oratione” des Evagrios Pontikos (Cologne: Luthe, 1987), pp. 31-32. 


� Cassian, Institutes 2.7.2. and 2.8.


� Cassian, Institutes 2.7.2-3, 2.11.1.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 82 SC 589, p. 298: ψάλλε συνετῶς καὶ εὐρύθμως


� Evagrius, On Prayer 83 SC 589, p. 298: ψαλμῳδία τὰ πάθη κατευνάζει καὶ τὴν ἀκρασίαν τοῦ σώματος ἠρεμεῖν ἀπεργάζεται.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 85 SC 589, p. 300: ψαλμῳδία τῆς ποικίλης σοφίας ἐστὶν.


� […] ἡ οἰκονομία τοῦ μυστηρίου τοῦ ἀποκεκρυμμένου ἀπὸ τῶν αἰώνων ἐν τῷ θεῷ τῷ τὰ πάντα κτίσαντι, ἵνα γνωρισθῇ νῦν ταῖς ἀρχαῖς καὶ ταῖς ἐξουσίαις ἐν τοῖς ἐπουρανίοις διὰ τῆς ἐκκλησίας


� Mt. 18:10 is cited in the following seven scholia On Psalms. (SC 614): Sch. 6 On Ps. 4.7, pp.292-294); Sch. 1 On Ps 12.2, p.330;  Sch.3 On Ps. 23.6, p.440;  Sch. 7 On Ps. 29.8.2), p.484; Sch.1 On Ps. 41.3. p.594.  (SC 615): Sch.3  On Ps. 104.2, p. 268; Sch 61 On Ps. 118.135, p. 444.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 82, SC 589, p. 298: Προσεύχου ἐπιεικῶς καὶ ἀταράχως


� Evagrius, On Prayer 83, SC 589, p. 298: προσευχὴ ἐνεργεῖν παρασκευάζει τὸν νοῦν τὴν ἰδίαν ἐνέργειαν.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 84, SC 589, p. 300: Προσευχὴ ἐστὶ πρέπουσα ἐνέργεια τῇ ἀξίᾳ τοῦ νου,͂ ἤτοι ἡ κρείττων καὶ εἰλικρινὴς ἐνέργεια αὐτου καὶ χρῆσις.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 84, SC 589, p. 300: ἡ δὲ προσευχὴ προοίμιόν ἐστι τῆς ἀΰλου, καὶ ἀποικίλου γνώσεως.


� Evagrius, On Prayer 69, SC 589, p. 282: πρὸς ἄϋ̈λον, καὶ ἀνείδεον γνῶσιν ἐπειγόμενος ἀπατᾶται


� Evagrius, On Prayer 85, SC 589, p. 300: προσευχὴ προοίμιόν ἐστι τῆς ἀΰλου καὶ αποικίλου γνώσεως.


� ἐποίει δὲ εὐχὰς ἑκατόν (Lausiac History 38.10, Bartelink, p. 200). Gabriel Bunge has calculated that Palladius’ attribution to Evagrius of 100 prayers each day implies that approximately every ten minutes throughout the day Evagrius offered brief prayers which may have marked the conclusion of a psalm or interrupted sections of the longer psalms.





