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ABSTRACT 

THE MONASTIC LIFE ACCORDING TO SAINT NILUS 

By C. J. Kornarakis 

The present dissertation comprises an introductory section and four main chapters. The 

introductory section deals with the life of St Nilus, focusing especially on the problem of 

his historical identity which has been debated since the closing years of the last century, 

i.e. whether he is Nilus Ancyranus or Nilus Sinaita, and with St Nilus' theological method 

in his indisputable identity as master of monks. This leads on to the main topic of the 

dissertation which is examined in the following four chapters: monastic life. 

Chapter I examines the essence of the monastic life as it can be detected in the 

extant writings of St Nilus. The main themes here are those of: self-renunciation, as the 

principle which leads to the differentiation between true and false personality, and, the 

science or art of being a leader or a follower of the spiritual path which specifies the 

true person. 

Chapter II examines the basic theme of passions, providing first a sort of spiritual 

anatomy of the human psyche, looking in some detail into the meaning and use of such 

terms as soul, heart, mind, perception, and also into the interrelationships of the soul's 

powers and functions. This becomes the basis for analysing Nilus' theory of passions, 

including the role of the devil and the function of demonic deceit. 

Chapter III examines the positive method of the masters of the desert in fighting 

passion and demonic deceit. This includes such themes as the scriptures, the saints, the 

icons, the desert and dispossession. Particular attention is given to the theme of silence 

which is closely related to that of the desert and to self-understanding. 

Chapter IV concentrates on what might be called the most essential function of the 

life of the ascetic when he arrives at the more mature level of progress. This is the 

function of nepsis, vigilance and prayer, which is crowed by union with God. Several 

sub-themes are treated here, such as the study of God by means of participation in the 

sacramental life of confession and communion and of adoption of the spiritual exercises of 

prayer, manual labour vigil and psalmody. The last sub-theme of this chapter is that of 

the martyrdom of nepsis which is connected with the memory of the last judgement and 

with the gift of tears and penthos. The theses concludes with a brief epilogue and bibliography. 
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PROLOGUE 

The present study is a sort of general introduction to the problems of 
the monastic life, as they are understood by St Nilus the Ascetic. As a 
general introduction it does not provide an in depth analysis of the various 
aspects of monastic life, but represents an attempt at examining as 
thoroughly as possible the greater spectrum of aspects which characterizes 
the monastic manner of life in the coenobitic and eremetical context of the 
4th and 5th centuries AD. The general contents and the systematic way in 
which this study is structured allow it to carry the title: The Monastic Life 
according to St Nilus. It was first written in Greek, which is my mother 
tonguej and then translated into English. This may account for some peculi
arities in the syntax and the style. 

Having concluded this study I wish to thank several people who helped 
me to achieve it. First of all I owe my deep gratitude to my supervisor, 
the Very Rev. Dr George D Dragas, not only for suggesting this topic to 
me, guiding me through the intricacies of modern research on St Nilus and 
assisting me with the presentation of it in English, but also for inspiring 
me through his general lectures on the theology of the Fathers and through 
his invaluable post-graduate patristic seminar which will be warmly cherish
ed in my memories. The per.aonnel in the Department of Theology, in the 
College of St Hild and St Bede, in the Library and in the other facilities 
of the University, as well as various members of the University community, 
most notably Dr Dragas' family, provided me with an excellent context to 
work with, for all of which I am greatly and gratefully in their debt. 

Special thanks are due to those who helped me financially, including 
Fr Emmanuel Karyophyllakis and Mrs Kyriaki Tryphona and, especially, 
my parents John and Helen Kornarakis to whom I wish to dedicate this 
research in acknowledgement, above all, of their moral support. Last but 
not least I wish to mention with gratitude my spiritual father, Fr. George 
Kretikos, and Professors Markos Orphanos and Constantine Skouteris of 
the University of Athens for their encouragement and interest. 
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INTRODUCTION: ST. NILUS' LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL METHOD 

A. The Life of St Nilus 

St Nilus ( +430) was an ascetic in the beginning of the fifth century 

A.D. Information on him is found in texts of ecclesiastical authors and 

church Fathers, (1) as well as in texts deriving from Nil us himself. (2) In 

spite, however, of the richness of witnesses concerning the person of St 

Nilus - a fact which in other cases would be sufficient for regarding the 

person under investigation as being biographically and historically in a 

favoured position - the historical data concerning his identity are except

ionally confused and, from a certain point of view, deficient. In any case St 

Nilus belongs to the group of historical persons whose biographies are 

problematic. Contemporary research, in particular, which has been dealing 

with the clarification of the authentic data of his identity, rejects a whole 

multitude of witnesses which have been handed down to posterity. 

The indisputable data concerning St Nilus' person, which the critics 

unanimously accept, are: that he had lived during the closing decades of the 

fourth century and the opening decades of the fifth century A.D.,(3) and 

that he had been a pupil of St John Chrysostom, Archbishop of Constanti

nople.(4) 

The work entitled "Nili Monachi Narrationes quibus caedes monachorum 

mantis Sinae et captivitas Theoduli ejus filii describuntur", which was 

discovered in the tenth century A.D., has been ever since regarded as the 

most important source of information concerning the life of St Nil us. ( 5) 

According to this work St Nilus, being married at first but burning 

afterwards with divine eros and unquenchable thirst for the ascetical life, 
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~rc~ 
separates his wife by common consent with her and, taking one of his child

A 

ren with him, comes to Mount Sinai to fulfil his ascetical desires and 

dispositions. Being once with his son on the way to visiting certain fellow 

ascetics in the Sinai peninsula, he fell victim to a barbarian invasion. 

Though he himself was let free on that occasion, his son Theodoulos was 

led away to captivity in the hands of those barbarians. Thus, days of 

distress, tears and prayer follow for both, St Nilus and his son, but God 

does not delay in responding to their request. He heeJs to their prayers and 

through a miraculous intervention saves Theodoulos from death. Subsequent-

ly, Theodoulos is bought free by the Bishop of Elousa, who ordains both 

father and son to the priesthood i~pite of their hesitations and represent

ations. (6) This is in brief the biographical content of the "Narrationes". 

As regards the problem of St Nilus' origin, Nicephoros Kallistos Xanth-

opoulos places it in Constantinople and he also supplies the information that 

St Nilus was of a noble family and held the office of Prefect before his 

withdrawal to Sinai. (7) These details, however, are not included in the 

"Narrationes". ( 8) 

In any case the authenticity and trustworthiness of the "Narrationes" as 

a significant source for St Nilus' biography were seriously questioned from 

1917 onwards, the year, that is, of the publication of the decisive study of 

Heussi. (9) According to Heussi the "Narrationes" is a mythological construct-

ion which belongs to the category of "romance", i.e of the popular philo-

logical genre of that time. For Heussi St Nilus did not become an ascetic 

in Sinai but in a monastery located in the region of Ancyra (Galatia). In 

support of his view he refers to the witness of codices of St Nilus' opera 

which refer to him as an "Ancyran" ( · AYJ<Upa:v6c;), (10) and also to the 

existence of "Epistola LXII" of the "Fourth Book of Epistles", which reveals 
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according to Heussi the existence of two Niluses. (11) 

Heussi's views were opposed by Degenhart and as a result of this 

several views were exchanged through critical researches. (12) Finally, 

however, it was Heussi who seemed to have won the debate, since his views 

came to be accepted by the universal scholarly consensus. Since then 

scholarly opinion on the subject has wavered between moderate and extrem

ist positions concerning the historical identity of St Nilus. 

If the view that the "Narrationes" do not represent a genuine work of 

St Nilus were to be accepted, then all the texts, subsequent to and based 

on them, such as synaxaria and patristic references, must be rejected. At 

the same time one should speak of two Niluses who divide among them

selves the witnesses of the sources. The one became an ascetic at Ancyra 

("St Nilus the Ancyran"), who became abbot of his monastery and composed 

certain orations, while the other became an ascetic at Sinai ("St Nilus 

Sinaita ") who is known only from his life. 

There are, however, some extreme positions. According to one of these 

St Nilus lived in a subsequent century,(13) or according to another he is an 

anonymous and schismatic Christian philosopher who borrowed a well known 

name in order to express his own theories,04) or according to a third 

position the narrative concerning his life is purely mythological and perhaps 

the only truth in it is connected with the names. (15) 

This is a general account of the problems and opinions surrounding the 

historical identity of St Nilus as they emerge from the contemporary scholar

ly research. In this light St Nilus is a "well-known unknown" saint of the 

Church. But there are two objections to this scholarly agnosticism which in 

our opinion carry some considerable weight. 

The first one was born in 1967, when Ringshausen argued in his dis-
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sertation that the author of the "Narrationes", the "Peristeria" and the 

"Sermo in Lucam 22:36" is one and the same person with the author of the 

"Oratio in Canticum Canticorum" which is regarded by the critics as a 

genuine work of St Nilus. (16) 

The second objection was formulated in 1983 by F. Conca in his in

valuable critical edition of the "Narrationes", where the study and 

comparison of all the extant codices, led, 66 years after Heussi's thesis, to 

the reattribution of the paternity of these writings to St Nilus. This view is 

indeed founded on firm and secure scholarly criteria. Conca gives an 

analogous weight to "Epistola LXIIa" of the "Fourth Book of St Nilus' 

Epistles", regarding it as a "compendium" of the "Narrationes" and arguing 

that it is derived from the same pen. (17) 

These two objections to the older critical research on the life of St 

Nilus constitute a considerable progress in the understanding of this life and 

proleptically point to an imminent crystalization of the saint's historical 

identity, including his distinction as an author and ascetic of the Church 

who honours him as a saint and exalts his memory on the twelveth of 

November. 

B. St Nilus' theological method 

The basic method in the theology of St Nilus is that of "anagogy" 

(avo:ywyn) or "elevation" from the practical experience of the observance of 

the commandments of Christ, through the biblical and patristic spirituality, 

to the sphere of the theory of Christian philosophy. 

The process of this "elevation" is achieved with the refined ability of 

penetration into the life-based procedures of practical experience. This means 
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that St Nilus emerges as an able anatomist of the subjective life-experiences 

of the soldier of the desert and of coenobitism. The products of his thought 

establish him as an able psychologist who searches the depths of human 

personality. On the other hand this "elevation" from the practical perspective 

to the theory of the battle for watchfulness (vi;\j/t <;), transmutes in a 

physiological, as it were, way the psychological observation into a theological 

recording, since the work of this elevation is always achieved within the 

sphere of the operation of the Holy Spirit. It is perhaps for this reason that 

St Nilus is proved able to discern with success the sphere of the "mystic" 

actions and to penetrate with expressive clarity into the regions of the 

fighting and praying personality which can be "viewed" only with the 

enlightenment of the Holy Spirit. 

Besides, the last point clarifies why St Nilus is interested in his 

obS~?.f'Vations and in his particular perspectives far more for the content of 

thought than for the ideological construction or form of its expression. What 

dominates his spirit is primarily the question of salvation and more particu

larly the agony for the uninterrupted relation with God. 

St Nilus combines the practical with the theological perspective so 

successfully that his texts are really blameless tokens of authentic Christian 

philosophy, i.e. of a holy and spiritual combination of life and spirit in 

Christ Jesus. 

B.l. The agony of spiritual care 

The main characteristic feature of the practical and theoretical 

(theological) perspective of the entire work of St Nilus establishes in an 

authentic way his general character as father and teacher of the Church. St 
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Nilus is a spiritual "shepherd" who teaches, or he teaches because he is a 

spiritual "shepherd". The combination of his spiritual paternity with his 

didactic·. (literary) and charismatic ease underlines a deeper element of his 

personality: namely, his anxious care for the progress of the spiritual battle 

within the sphere of the Church and particularly within the region of the 

monastic community and the life of the desert. (18) 

The element of anxiety in his general care as a "shepherd" expresses 

St Nilus' basically existentialist attitude to the life of the Church. As it has 

been already noted, his principal interest is the salvation of· . . . souls, the 

redemptive activity of the life of the Church. This basic perspective natural

ly turns St Nilus into a "fighter" shepherd and teacher and in this way his 

anxiety for pastoral care is transmuted into a lively expression of 

holiness, which is the final aim of this care. 

Thus St Nilus is not a "distant" theoretician of the pastoral work of 

the Church who speaks "ex cathedra", nor is his care for this work of a 

"scholastic" sort, i.e. relating only to the problem of practical methodology. 

It is the anxiety of the direct threat to existence. For this reason this 

anxiety is a sort of "pastoral agony", or, even, a "vigilant agony". The last 

observation explains why St Nilus, in exercising his pastoral charisma or his 

didactic virtue, becomes a dynamic fighter, a stigmatizer of self -deception 

and of the falsification of the spiritual life, a warrior for the truth and an 

unshakable follower of consistency in the battle of the spiritual life. (19) 

In this way St Nilus leads the flock with his own life, becoming an 

example to be imitated by those who lead and those who are led, a proto

type of an "expert shepherd" ( f:m O'tTU..L<UV nyo\)j.u:vo<;, lit. a scientific 

abbot) for the shepherds of the Church. In both instances his anxious care 

and providence for the pastoral work of the Church, governed by the action 
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of the Spirit, constitutes the entelechy of all his activity. 

B. 2. The true philosophy of existence 

The term "philosophy" in St Nilus' vocabulary denotes the monastic 

manner of life. This "philosophy" involves living "in a Godly manner" (Ka'tO: 

8E6v)(20) or "in a Christ-befitting manner" (Ka'tO: Xpto't6v)(21) and for 

this reason it is regarded as a "high", (22) "true" (23) , "greater", (24) 

"philosophy of what lies above", (25) or even "spiritual philosophy". (26) We 

may briefly say that St Nilus contrasts and compares the "true philosophy" 

to 1. any other type of philosophy. 

Many of the ancients produced philosophy, but they had had groundless 

presuppositions. This is especially revealed in their ascetical way of life, 

which was the fruit of their philosophy and which was a mixture of presup-

positions characterized by the common feature of autonomous selection. They 

defined in a completely arbitrary way, which was the natural product of 

their unbridled subjectivism, the parameters of their asceticism, simply 

obeying their own dispositions and attempting to theologize with exclusively 

rational arguments and criteria. Their in-built inability to theologize 

authentically was the natural consequence of this manner of life and 

thought. (27) Besides, their manner of life, not being "authentic", i.e in 

accordance with its philosophy, led to the creation of a "false face" 

(npoo<.mEi ov), as a possibility of defence for the individual choices and 

justification of their philosophical positions. According to St Nilus, the 

philosophers were great pretenders, since they did not apply to practice what 

they taught in theory. (28) 

On the other hand the Jewish ascetics who produced philosophy, did 
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reach the highest levels of ascetical life, because they founded their 

"philosophy" on a moral basis, with consistency and faithfulness, which was 

due to their steady and tested prototypes. All their effort, however, turns 

out to be in vain, because "what benefit can they gain from the struggles 

and the laborious training, if they deny Christ who set the rules of 

training?" "Denying the distributor of the trophies", they also denied the 

authenticity of the manner of life which they followed, since this manner of 

life was far removed from the true knowledge of God. (29) 

The possibility of embodying in life "the Christian philosophy" is rooted 

in Christ himself, its propounder. Christ was "the only one who exhibited in 

word and deed the true philosophy". (30) Through his "pure life style" 

( Kcdlo:pn noll. t 't £ i o:) he preserved his soul above the passions of the body, 

to the point that he discarded his very (human) life, being willingly led to 

death and thereby teaching "that the philosopher should be determined from 

above". By denying as a true philosopher the luxuries of life and struggling 

to master the corrupting passions, Christ arrived as a true example (un:o

ypCXj..!J...L6<;) to the point of not counting even his life whenever virtue called 

him to deliver id31) 

"True philosophers", besides Christ, were also Christ's disciples, who 

adopted their Teacher's teaching in their life with absolute consistency(32) 

and also the imitators of Christ and his disciples, the saints, (33) who, 

discarding everything earthly, turned to the "philosophy which is above" 

(avw qnA.oooq>io:), so that caring only for the absolute needs of the body 

they paid all their attention to the purification of their soul and to its 

presentation in boldness before God. (34) 

Keeping the example of the life of Christ before his eyes as it was 

concretely applied in the lives of the Apostles and the Saints, St Nilus 
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specifies more accurately his definition of "true philosophy". "philosophy is 

the accomplishment of good life-manners accompanied by the conviction of 

the true knowledge of existence" (qnA.oooq>icx yap £01:1 v iJEli.)v KCX1:6pElwot<; 

IJ.E'tCx 56~11<; 1:i;<; m:pt 1:ou ov1:o<; yvwo£w<; <XAnElo\><;).(35) 

The diagrammatic process of this definition of true philosophy could be 

expounded into the following stages: 

St Nilus clarifies that the problem of the philosophy based on Christ 

arises from the will of the pupil who tries to adopt it. Thus he observes, 

that if the pupil of this philosophy honestly wishes to adopt it in his life, 

then there is nothing which could inhibit his progress in doing so, because 

even satan himself is unable to interfere in its course when he encounters 

the strong will of the spiritual pupil. (36) 

The pupil of the philosophy which is according to Christ is a sort of 

initiate who is being initiated into the "dogmas" of the "lofty philosophy", 

as it was expounded in the "Sermon of the Mount"(37) by its great initia

tor, the Mystagogue Jesus Christ, and as it was applied by him in his own 

earthly conduct. (38) In this way it becomes clear that the necessary 

presupposition of the philosophy which is according to Christ is the 

application of this philosophy in life. As such this presupposition constitutes 

a "demonstration" ( tTti 5n ~t <;) of the "trustworthiness of the precepts which 

have been handed down" (1:i;<; ,;l.}v ncxpcx5£50IJ.EVWV ~tomo,;icx<;)·(39) 

The problem of applied philosophy is essential. "Life without reason is 

by nature more beneficial than reason without life. For the former is of 

benefit even when it remains silent, whereas the latter is annoying even 

when it shouts. If, however, reason and life run together, they constitute a 

statue (an ideal) of complete philosophy. n( 40) Applied philosophy, combining 

reason and practice, is the formula of perfection. 
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The lover of philosophy, who seeks the "accomplishment of the right 

manners of life" ('tnv Ka't6p8wot v 'tWV ,;e&v), the mastery of the greater 

knowledge and philosophy and the exploration of the knowledge of true 

existence, i.e. the perfect Christian, spends all his time in a state of 

spiritual alertness (viiwt<;;), i.e. treating it as liturgical time (Katp6<;;), 

because he is not satisfied only by the spiritual opportunities granted to him 

by the Church but uses every moment and every detail of his life to a 

spiritual end. His state of spiritual alertness (viiwt <;;) turns his life into "a 

brilliant feast" ( E:op1:nv Ao:j.lrtpav) which enriches him in piety ( 'tij OEIJ.VTJ 

!tAou'to\>v'ta TtOAt.'tEi~). This is a spiritual feast and gathering of saints, a 

daily celebration of passing from death to resurrection, which makes the 

celebrant "more royal than the royals" (13aotf..t KC:n£pov 'tWV 13aotf..£

wv), ( 41) a person who is materially poor but spiritually rich as true lover of 

God. In the centre of it all there is a renunciation of materialism and a 

mortification of sensuality which go side by side with an elevation of the 

mind above the creaturely domain which is followed by its capture 

( rtpooaprtayiJ)( 42) and entry into a conversation with and contemplation of 

intelligible realities, i.e. the vision of God. 

The philosopher according to Christ is an imitator of Christ and of the 

saints, who has freely chosen to adopt in his life the exact pattern of 

Christian conduct, because he is moved by an "eros for philosophy", i.e. a 

desire for sanctification. Thus, for St Nilus, the philosopher according to 

Christ is the saint and, also, the one who is called to be a saint, the 

monk; similarly the philosophy according to Christ is the life of sanctity 

and, consequently, the monastic life. The monk, then, is the authentic pupil 

of sanctity, the self-dedicated servant of the tradition. With this service the 

monk will be sanctified and become a model of sanctification, i.e. a model 
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of the philosophy which is according to Christ. 

CHAPTER I 

THE ESSENCE OF THE MONASTIC LIFE 

I.l. The ontological principles of the monastic life 

~ 

St Nilus exami~ in his writings and especially in the context of his 

admonitions and advi,es the problems of the ascetic manner of life. In 

doing this he also examines the logical parameters of the human being. It is 

a characteristic of the ascetical literature, that preceding and that following 

the time of St Nilus, to question the intellectual manner of life which is 

currently in force. This scheme of expression is not derived from 

argumentative roots. Had this been so it would have been uprooted from its 

origin. It is rather, a natural outcome of a manner of life which, being 

authentic, specifies the boundaries between what is rational and what is 

irrational. The confusion between what is and what is not rational or 

irrational is owed to the ignorance of the biblical material where one clearly 

finds the expression of the clash between the rational and the irrational and 

is given the Christian manner of life as a safety valve. 

The expression of the ontological principles of the monastic life is a 

dialogical process from the broken rationality to its identity, from what is 

secularly rational to what is secularly irrational, i.e. from what is irrational 

to what is rational. (1) 

St Nilus examin~ the essence and the hypostasis of the fighter of the 
1\ 
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desert, but not always on an intellectual basis, but on an existential one, 

where the essence specifies the hypostasis and the hypostasis interprets the 

essence. The combination and distinction of these fundamental existential 

terms expresses the harmony and identity of the "inner man". (2) 

I.l.l. Self-renunciation 

St Nilus professes allegiance to "the philosophy which is according to 

Christ". This philosophy is completely different from ordinary philosophy 

which is undertood to be an intellectual investigation, solution, analysis, or 

disputation of problems. But it is primarily different because it is based on 

its self-denial! 

The problematic condition of the human being was created from the 

moment when he deified his intellectual achievements. Here St Nilus has in 

mind, although he does not mention it explicitly, St Paul's position 

concerning the wisdom of the world. (3) God turned against the sophists, the 

makers of vain and false reasonings which are full of deceit, ( 4) because they 

did not manage to render their wisdom useful for the knowledge of God.(S) 

God's turning away from them signaled the foolishness of the wise(6) and 

the transference of the authority of reason to ordinary unskillful people 

( i 8t (;)'t £<;). (7) 

It is in this sense that the notion of irrational rationality is introduced. 

It consists of the clash between the "foolishness" of the wise and the 

authority of the "rationality of the unskillful people". This form of logic is 

called by St Nilus "philosophy according to Christ". The servants of this 

logic are the ordinary people who dedicated their life to the observation of 

its precepts, namely, the monks. (8) The term unskillful-manner of behaviour 
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( i 8t W't £i o:) specifies at the same time the monk's ontological identity. St 

Paul has spoken about "the foolishness of man for the sake of Christ"(9) as 

a manner of life which indicates the right manner of approach to God. 

St Nilus deliniates the monk's "holy foolishness" ( oo:A.61:n<;) by speaking 

about his self-denial. (10) The monk has rejected his own existence, "by 

rejecting his being human", as a final condition of need and unskillful 

behaviour and as a unique possibility of authority of reason which is 

expressed as transposition to the nature of the incorporeal powers. {11) 

Self-denial is not an act which is completed with its verbal expression. 

Because denial of self means denial of nature and hypostasis. Consequently 

this is the case of ontological or ontic denial in these two fundamental 

dimensions of it. This is precisely what the psalmist means in saying that 

"he is a worm and not a man, a shame of a man and a refuse of the 

people". (12) This realization is at the same time a realization of an 

annihilaiion of existential possibility, since it is only through a sort of 

annihih ation of being, i.e. through the denial of the old man of mere 
\,J 

conventions, that the monk escapes the attacks of the passions,(13) like 

someone who is dead and insensitive.(14) Thus the monk acquires the 

possibility of been transposed to God. (15) 

Then, conscii2JI\Ce becomes a merciless judge, (16) a criterion of 

self-consciousness which protects the fighter from the attacks of the 

unconscious(l7) and the vainglory of an artificial image. (18) At the same 

time consciousness denies to itself the possibility to exist independently in 

itself, so that at the same moment it may be allowed to function as a 

judge. (19) 

The obstacle in the journey of the fighter is his own achievement. By 

questioning what is an excess in himself and by accepting that he acts as an 
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unprofitable debtor,(20) he cannot boast as a saint,(21) because he knows 

that what he did was his duty and that the grace of God is connected with 

humility and is differentiated from any claim of repayment. (22) 

As long as man is not prepared to deny himself, perfection remains far 

removed from him. (23) This is reversed when he empties himself and 

"rejoices with those rejoicing, weeps with those weeping, sympathises with 

whatever each one is in need of, thus being tested by happy and unhappy 

circumstances". (24) St Nil us is not ignorant of the positive results of 

self-emptying in inter-personal relations. "... who would not love the person 

who dwells in the desert" and who "does not express any opinion, even 

though he could do so";(25) just as he is not ignorant of the world's 

disapproval of the monk who empties himself in the context of his 

discipline. When they deceive him he prays. (26) When they do injustice to 

him, he ~uts ori' the hybris and the damage without raising any opposi

tion. (27) In this he imitates Christ who is the type of one who suffers 

injustice and reviling(28) and who empties himself teaching others "the 

ineffable philosophy" of self-emptying and self-denial. (29) St Nilus advises the 

monk not to lose his courage when he is exposed to the temptations of 

reviling and disapproval, (30) but admonishes him to put on the perfect form 

of self-denial which falls in line with the perfect severing of the will. The 

monk should "bend his soul like a convict, so that he may gain 

crowns".(31) 

This condition of humiliation of the monk produces different results 

from those produced by the conventional morality of human beings. Since 

the existence of a personal will is a "dizziness of heart" ((~iAn 

KO:p8i o:<;), (32) the removal of it from the monk's life is identical with his 

healing and the prevailing new condition of "sober intoxication" (vn<P<XA.t o<; 
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~-t£8n), (33) which specifies his relation to God. "Dizziness" is replaced by 

"intoxication" and thus the monk resembles the "wild ass" ( aypt. 0<;; ovo<;;) 

who runs in the desert.C34) Though he is righteous, he became an object of 

ridicule. (35) But he lctughs at the public commotion, "not having to suffer 

the rebuke of the tax-collector, and grieving for the world,(36) though the 

world makes a ridicule of him". (37) 

Thus the monk goes beyond the limits of himself, becomes non-being, 

returning to the level of non-beings, so that he may be easily remodelled by 

Christ(38) and become friend of Christ. (39) When this happens the natural 

environment is subjected to the "intoxicated unskilled-person"(40) who was 

rejected by the world but was blessed by God. In this way he becomes the 

sign-post of the two types of rationality, that of the city and that of the 

desert. ( 41) 

1.1.2. Person, true and false. 

The monk's self-denial and self-emptying is not a static act, which 

reaches its perfection at some point. It is rather the death of the old man 

and the resurrection of the new one who is dead to sin. 

St Nilus admonishes the monk to become imitator "of the divine 

nature"(42), in order to replace his mortal ontological perspective with the 

possibility of taking part in the life of the Trinity· ( 43) And this possibility 

is connected with the fact that he has been made "according to God's 

image", since "we have been created according to this image in order to 

preserve the characteristics of His in us". ( 44) 

In this way the monk preserves in his life the divine acts, in which he 

participates and thereby imitates Christ's nature. The space in him which 



21 

was emptied is occupied by Christ himself, he acquires "the mind of 

Christ"( 45) and, furthermore, he "puts on Christ", ( 46) becoming himself a 

Christ, as he lives in the theology of his death and transformation as a 

taste of "clear joy"( 4 7) which is the outcome of the vision of God· ( 48) The 

pleasure of this relation with the Holy Trinity belongs to the monk who put 

off the fleshly weight of himself( 49) and returned to the agape tic 

communion with Christ as it was established at his baptism. (50) 

Communion with the holy Trinity is secured only with the mortification 

and the crucifixion for the things of this world, (51) i.e. the mortification of 

the senses for the vanity which the scheme of this world produces. (52) Thus 

man lives the martyrdom of crucifixion as a stimul us of bad habits inviting ...., 

him to return to them. (53) Essentially there is a clash here between habit 

(£8o<;) and manner (ii8o<;), which is specified as a self-willed captivity to 

Christ, (54) i.e. the unconscious attraction to "what the monk previously 

denied"(55) and his self-willed submission to Christ. This is what, according 

to St Nilus, constitutes the meaning of ascetical theology. Asceticism 

becomes meaningful only in the context of the imitation of Christ, i.e. in 

the struggle of self-willed captivity. Philosophical exercise does not achieve 

the elevation of the nature of the human being. It leads perhaps to the 

condition of "a forgiven honour" ( OUYK£XCilPn~£vn ·u ~n), (56) i.e. a condi-

tion of admiration, but it fails to lead man beyond the limits of the human 

nature. This is where the utopianism of humanism and of philosophical 

exercise lie as they were appropriated and are still being appropriated in 

the history of mankind. Their utopianism lies in the fact that they are 

unrelated to the "imitation of Christ" (57) 
' 

which is the necessary 

presupposition for keeping man free from from the danger of self-

justification and narcissism. 
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The theology of the "imitation of the divine nature" in St Nilus' 

thought is connected internally with the theology of the person. In point of 

fact the person is an ontological declaration; it specifies the ethos and the 

fundamental dimensions of being: essence and hypostasis. In its extension the 

person denotes essence, hypostasis, ethos in indissoluable unity, where 

essence is characterized by ethos and ethos is essence and hypostasis 

specifies and is specified by the two preceding notions. 

"This is what the Lord blamed the pharisees for, that they did not 

understand the notion of the person, nor did they bear the intelligent fruit 

which is derived from it, when they convicted the disciples for having eaten 

with unwashed hands, saying: Woe to you, scribes and pharisees, because 

you wash the outside of the plate and the cup whereas the inner side of it 

is full of plunder and evil. 0 blind pharisee, cleanse the inner part and the 

outer shall also be clean . . . what is from the purity of the outer man, and 

be diligent to gather the fruit of inner purity". (58) 

Referring to Lev. 26:10, St Nilus makes a distinction between the old 

and the new persons, meaning the completion of the Old by the New Testa-

ment.C59) The way, however, of specifying this change is important: "for 

there is a course of a new manner of life by imitation of the old",(60) 

where the meaning of the term person is specified by the term "course of 
·nuu 
l\manner of life" (v£o:<;; rro/-.ndo:<;; qJopO:). 

The inability of the pharisees to understand the meaning of the person, 

denotes their inability to produce the "intelligent fruit" of the "course of the 

new manner of life" and, consequently, of their ignorance of an authentic 

manner of life. This ignorance of "the inner purity" is the cause of the 

artificiality of the "outer purity" of the pharisees. 

St Nilus observes that the antithesis between the inner and the outer 
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man is not unknown in the monastic life. It has to do with those monks 

who, being unable to cope with the criterion of the desert, "escape" to the 

cities, where they carry about "an expertise of piety" as a bait and creating 

"an antithesis between an honoured scene and the truth".(61) St Nilus 

characterizes the "honoured scene" as a "false person" or "mask" (npoo<U-

m:i ov). (62) 

In this way, the false person is set up against the person, i.e. against 

the authentic manner of spiritual life. The false person symbolizes the lack 

of inner spiritual life, the ignorance of the fruit(63) of the new manner of 

life which is according to Christ(64) and, therefore, the pretence or 

hypocrisy whereby an articifical external balance seems to exist between 

being and acting. (65) Such a false person is only interested in what the 

I 

others can see in him; in other words in the assessment of his spirituality 

by the on-lookers. And it happens that when they disapprove of him he 

loses courage, and when they approve, his false person is filled with 

boasting. ( 66) 

Quite the opposite is the case of the "unskilled" person of the desert, 

who is restricted to the inner spirituality, i.e. relation with God. "He is 

alone with God alone who crowns his toil; who knows his particular work 

and who strives to teach him to learn himself and many other things, 

because he also runs the risk of becoming at some point an appraiser of 

himself, or being overtaken by a childish mind and doing harm to himself 

in the same way as he might suffer harm by others who praise him.(67) 

I. 2. The science of leading and being led 

St Nilus speaks about pastoral work having fully perceived its dimen-
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sions and its soteriological content. He studies the field of pastoral work 

with a profound and neptic wisdom, precisely because his approach is not 

based on abstract theory but constitutes a presentation of personal existential 

experience. St Nil us' theory of pastoral work is marked by authenticity, 

because the presentor of it has acquired personal experience of the contest 

and has been strengthened by his struggle to meet in a godly manner the 

difficulties entailed in this work. He has at his disposal a rich pastoral 

wisdom "by the grace of God".(68) 

I. 2.1 The work of the spiritual pastor 

According to St Nilus the good pastor is a "scientist" ( E:m O'tTli . .LCilv)(69) 

and a "person of discipline" ( E:m O't<hnc;)(70). The science of pastoral art is 

the result of spiritual toil and virtue.(71) It is not simply an art but the art 

of arts. (72) This is why St Nil us reprimands those who come forth as 

teachers of virtue without serious consideration of the discipline involved. (73) 

Every art can be taught, but only the art of arts, the virtue of piety, is 

regarded as "easiest of all ( EUKOACil't£pa nav'twv)(74) and no one can learn 

it who regards it as "an easy-going matter" ( E\JXEPE<; npfxwa). (75) Thus 

the "untrained" ( emat 8owi l311'tOt )(76) who attempt to emulate the life of 

the master, do nothing else than present the latter as a type of teacher who 

is "easily scorned at" ( EUKa'ta<pp6vn'toc;)(77) and "lQ.ughed at" (Ka'tay£f...a-
/ 

o'to<;). "For who would not Iough at one who yesterday was carrying water 

in the local tavern, but today is seeing as a teacher of virtue escorted by 

disciples, or at one who, having recently withdrawn himself from political 

crimes, was yesterday seen with a multitude of disciples creating a stir as 

he went through the market". (78) 
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Bringing the pastoral art to disrepute is a natural consequence of not 

taking it seriously, since in this case "knowledge does not progress into 

habit by the particular training exercises", (79) or the pastoral art is taken 

up by people who have no experience of going to battle with demons: "they 

have not experienced any skirmishing of a spiritual army; nor have the 

invisible boxers come to them yet; nor have they been reached by the bitter 

and gloomy lines of battle of the enemy; nor has the Assyrian fallen on 

them; nor have they been tested; nor have they been shaken or scattered to 

pieces . . . nor, probably, have they even heard of the perilous and toilsome 

name of virtue, and they already assume that they are accomplished fighters, 

victors of all opposing powers, reapers of every evangelical edict, persons 

equipped with every exceptional practice, experts [lit. scientists] of every 

spiritual wisdom, so that they are no longer in need of their teachers". (80) 

These are persons who only learned the "manners of asceticism" ('tO: 

f)8n 'ti;<;; CxOKi)OEU><;;), i.e. what prayer is, how one should pray and how 

one should live according to the monastic prototypes. (81) Learning, however, 

what relates to asceticism merely theoretically, they are still ignorant of the 

essence of ascesis, i.e. of the purification of "the old pollutions" through 

bodily exercise. (82) Possessing the false sensation of spiritual maturity, which 

is often a feature of the person who "has just entered the monastic 

life", (83) they become self-designated teachers, "pulling along a row of 

disciples",(84) without realizing that "to look after souls is the most difficult 

task of all". (85) Hence the questions which St Nilus raises at this point: 

"How can one who has never advanced beyond bodily ascesis correct the 

manners of those subjected to him? How can he transform those who are 

accustomed to an evil habit? How can he help those who are in battle with 

passions, if he has no knowledge of the battle in the mind, or how can he 
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heal the wounds incurred by fighting in the war, when he is still laid off 

by wounds and needs to be cared for?"(86) 

The untrained pastor, who lacks experience, lacks the source from 

which he could draw with streams of divine wisdom his pastoral teaching. 

As long as he is deprived of the source, whatever he teaches is derived 

from "disobedience" (£K no:po:Koi;<;).C87) A teacher of "disobedience" is 

especially one who lacks a habit of his own, i.e. an authentic spiritual 

life. (88) Being ignorant of the source of the inner relation with God, he 

attempts to lead others on the basis of his intellectual shrewdness, which he 

formed out of what he collected from his brief discipleship under the fathers 

of the desert. This is a dangerous act, inasmuch as "if he has not secured 

reason from every side, he runs the risk of becoming a cause of scandal to 

those who come under his discipline"(89) since he will be forced by a more 

profound discussant "to confess his ignorance". (90) 

This lack of spiritual life in a pastor, i.e. lack of reference to a neptic 

experience, has serious damaging consequences in the contests of the breth

ren who are under his rule. (91) It could end with, either the reaction of 

the brethren, who instigate an "economic" [in the theological sense] revolt 

which is tolerated by God(92) and could produce the desirable effect on the 

pastor, or, worse, with the imitation of the "pastor's own vices" by the 

brethren(93) to the detriment of their own souls.(94) It is also possible, of 

course, that some of the brethren, "thinking prudently", may desert the 

"unscientific" (inexperienced) pastor in good time "considering his lessons to 

be shameful".(95) Clearly, however, the person who bears the brunt of 

responsibility for whatever happens is the "teacher of vices" who fails "to 

reprimand those who become zealots of his own vices". (96) There is no 

doubt that the loss of a soul becomes a cause of "additional punishment" 
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for the pastor concerned. (97) 

Thus St Nilus forewarns one of the "teachers of vices" about the 

pastors and fathers of the desert in this manner: "Becoming zealous of the 

Apostles, they were some sort of lamps shining in darkness, stationary stars, 

brightening up the moonless night of the human life, docks of safe havens 

unaffected by wintry storms, indicating to all that it is easy to escape 

without being damaged the attacks of the passions. You, however, who has 

under your custody so many souls, have cast out virtue, and driven it far 

away, and have happily covered up your face with the darkness of evil 

thought and manner and have led the brethren into evil-doing and wintry 

storm and ceaseless turbulence, striving to lead to destruction those who 

ought to be saved. n(98) Recalling St Paul, St Nilus warns this pastor: "it is 

a terrible thing to fall into the hands of a living God". (99) 

On the above basis the pastor who finds himself in an unhealthy spirit

ual state, should retreat from shepherding souls and give himself first to the 

healing of "the bad smell of his mouth"(lOO) through silence and hesychasm, 

undergoing "most enduring pain, and hardest discipline, and floods of tears, 

by persisting hardship and unceasing humility", (101) so that the grace and 

fragrance of Christ may be granted to him "to his own benefit and to the 

benefit of those who are to be catechized by him afterwards".(102) 

St Nilus raises in this connection a devastating and pointed question 

which stresses in a particular way the utopian conduct of the unworthy 

pastor: "If you are unable to give an account of yourself before God, why 

do you strive, o man, to take into your hands the protection and training 

of others?"(103) 
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b) God as prototype-pastor 

The right assessment of pastoral science starts with the acceptance of 

its absolute character. The genuine pastor is exclusively dedicated to his 

work. This is what St Nilus means when he says: "Let us throw away every-

thing" (mxv<:cx pi ljf<OIJ.EV), (104) which specifies the limits of pastoral activity 

within its natural framework. 

The absolute and total dedication of a pastor to his work is dictated 

by the primary prototype of God as pastor. 

Following the creation of man, God undertook man's pastoral care, by 

training Adam's soul (ljiU')(-aywyia). "He engaged daily in conversation with 

him because he needed to be led in his soul, God himself becoming a volu-

nteer in the absence of those who might sooth his listlessness". (105) The 

prohibited fruit was not introduced on account of "envy of knowledge" 

(q>86v~ yv~o£w<;;), but as a device of pastoral training; so that man might 

come to know that he too is subject to law and command, even though he 

rules over all the animals. Envy, as a state of relation is unthinkable for 

God, who, as St Nilus says, is "clean of envy" (Ko:8o:po<;; q>86vou).(106) 

ess 
Besi- des, as a perfect pastor who "has his own glory self-passed" (<:iw 
~ fi 

oi K£ i o:v 86~cxv £xwv mn6K't11'tOV), God rejoices when others also wish to 

acquire it. (107) 

God's pastoral love is also discerned in its postlapsarian expression. 

God does not abandon the disobedient Adam to be "without a guardianship" 

(em£t e;; K118£1J.Ovicx<;;), "destitute" (EP111J.OV), as it were, nor does he 

deprive him of his assistance. He creates for him new conditions of life, so 

that what he failed to achieve in a state of comfort, he might succeed to 

acquire through a new form of life in toil and pain. Since he failed to 
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learn God's therapy and to be entertained in his soul by his conversation 

with him, he had to undergo a new form of discipleship provided by divine 

love.(108) 

The pastoral expression of the love of God the pastor is clearly 

described by St Nilus, both when he refers to the "birth-pains of the Holy 

Spirit" in reforming the inner man, (109) and when he explains "Christ's 

tutelage", whereby paedagogical constrain is "economically" ( oi KOVOIJ.l KG:l<; by 
) 

dispensation) prescribed for his "most favoured servants". (110) 

The pastor, then, is the continuator of the work of God and, naturally, 

of his Son. He is "the deposit of blood and pain", ( 111) inasmuch as he is a 

type of "the just Jesus, the Lord of all, who suffered such and so many 

pains for his servants, his beneficiaries, and was never vexed against them, 

but made propitiation for them before the Father". (112) 

c) The pastor's spiritual life as the presupposition of his pastoral work 

It is in the perspective of this succession in the work of the arch-

pastor Christ that we see the self-denial of the pastor as a basic and 

indispensable presupposition of the pastoral ministry. This is a fundamental 

virtue in the monastic life, since this life also presupposes the self-denial 

and self-emptying of the pastor, which has been achieved during the period 

of his personal ascesis. This is the reason which makes the preceding 

personal training of the pastor to be regarded as a sort of safety valve of 

the pastoral work which follows afterwards. 

The authenticity of the pastoral work demands the perfection of its 

agent. "You should not desire on account of love of honour to catechize 

and initiate others before you have achieved the acquisition of virtues; but 
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you should first accomplish every good task and, having become perfect, 

after you have carried them out successfully . . . then you may train and 

teach the others with boldness". (113) It is because the pastoral work is not 

cut off from the entire personal ascetical experience, but is naturally 

integrated with it, that the pastor should follow the "bloody path" and 

acquire the "experience of war" in order to become a living instrument of 

the dynamics embedded in this work.(114) The journey towards the conquest 

of pastoral virtue is, above all, a war journey.(115) This war is, in its first 

phase, a battle against the passions, so that the cultivation of the soul might 

follow(116) and the virtues which are necessary for the exercising of the 

pastoral work might be acquired. It is after this kind of personal cultivation 

that the pastor will have the possibility to cultivate others. (117) Having thus 

cultivated himself, by going to battle with the demons, he is now in a 

position to turn the weapons of war into weapons of peace, (118) so that he 

may work for the benefit of many,(119) which is an impossible task for 

those "who are still running to wood with the works of vice". (120) Besides, 

what sort of benefit is it to anyone, if the fertile earth is occupied by war 

"so that the enjoyement of the cultivated fruit is inhibited and the plenitude 

rendered by it is given to the opponents rather than to those who laboured 

for it".(121) 

This mannner of life is typologically expressed with the life of the 

Israelites in the desert. During the entire period of their journey to the 

land of the promise, they were not allowed by God to engage in any agri

cultural activity, because this would have been to the detriment of their 

training for war. "It is after the respite of the enemies that he advises 

them to do it [i.e. argiculture], saying: When you enter the land of the 

promise, you should plant in it every tree that bears fruit. (122) You shall 
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not plant anything before you enter there; for the one presupposes the 

other, as it is obvious".(123) 

In accordance, then, with this typological image, the work of pastoral 

care for others is preceded by personal "cultivation" (yEwpyia). This means 

that the person who is to become a pastor of others should first struggle 

against the personal passions. This struggle, of course, is not mono

semantic. It has a manifold signification, but its most important feature is 

connected with spiritual wisdom and knowledge which is obtained when the 

fighter fights the passions. The battle with the passions has the advantage 

that it helps the future pastor "to deliver to his memory"(124) (i.e. to 

preserve in his consciousness) the manner of combatting the passions and its 

technique, so that he can store up the various forms of advice which is to 

be given to the brethren under him. The combination of this storing up of 

memory of the war technique with the study for soberness and watchfulness 

constitutes the condition of nepsis. Nepsis, as a personal acquisition, is the 

basic presupposition for authentic spiritual teaching and redemptive pastoral 

work. This is why the authentic spiritual fighter should discern with the 

power of nepsis the "intercourse" (Koi'tn) of the psychical world and bring 

to the surface of consciousness the impassionate ideas which specify his 

behaviour and contact. (125) Thus the spiritual fighter has the opportunity "to 

advise others concerning the matters of the battle", ( 126) as experience is 

transformed into teaching, (127) and has the possibility "to crown their effort 

with victory without pain by foretelling the intentions of the adversary and 

to produce crowns at the outcome of the battle". (128) 

The example of Joshua son of Nun, in particular, is one that express

es typologically the procedure of this form of nepsis. As it is known, as 

soon as Joshua crossed the Jordan with the Israelites, he took care to place 
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pointer-stones, as indicators for safe crossing of the river for those who 

were to attempt this in the future. (129) 

St Nilus also uses the image of the washing basin to present the pastor 

in the same framework of nepsis. The pastor is a type of a washing basin. 

As such "he does not reject anyone of those who come to him"_(130) He 

bears up not only the burden but also the stain of the weaker brethren. 

And, as the washing basin accepts the dirt of those who are being cleansed 

in it, so the "supervisor" ( E:m o<:<hn<;) bears up the pollution of the 

thoughts and actions of his subordinates. This special form of sacrifice on 

the part of the pastor acquires an even greater significance, if one takes 

into account, that as he himself cleanses the stains of others, he does not 

~ 

remain uncon- taminated, since "it is natural that the memory pollutes the v 
mind of the speaker".(131) 

The possibility of indicating the manners of victory to the subordinates 

e 
and the meeting of the pastor with their pollution, indicate bights of 

" spiritual situation and at the same time a profound knowledge of the neptic 

science. For this reason St Nilus states that "such a pastor is rare and not 

easy to find". (132) Because there are pastors who conquered their passions, 

without, however, being able to say how and, consequently, without being 

able to teach their subordinates the authentic manner of the acquisition of 

virtue. These pastors became victors over the passions, but in the manner 

"as it were of a night-battle" (w<; E:v vux<:ojJ.cx;dq),033) within the darkness 

of the possibilities of their consciousness, and hence, they were ignorant of 

the "how" of the victory. They won thanks to the great hardship to which 

they subjected themselves. Their victory, however was not "in full under-

standing" ( E:v E:m yvwon ). For St Nilus such a victory can not help the 
I...J 

pastor in his work, since he lacks the deep knowledge of the manner by 
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which it was achieved. According to St Nilus the basic principle is that "the 

full awareness of the manner of carrying out the spiritual battle and the 

direct understanding, as far as possible, of the secret schemes entailed 

therein constitute the most essential condition and presupposition of the 

successful ascesis of the pastoral art". (134) 

Consequently, self-knowledge (a\noyv<.>oia) is one of the essential con

ditions pertaining to the success of the pastoral activity of a pastor. The 

pastor must operate on himself consciously, so as to assure himself whether 

he teaches "in deed" ( EPY4)), or only "in word" (A.6y4)). (135) St Nilus does 

not have an absolute preference for any one of the two methods of teach

ing. He is confident, however, that "it is not word, but deed that induces 

those who are led to adopt imitation".(136) Indeed Holy Scripture underlines 

the work in the case of Abimelech and Gedeon. "You should also do, as 

you saw me doing". (137) And also in the address of St Paul to the elders 

of the Church of Ephesus; "That these hands served to my needs and to 

those who were with me".(138) 

On the other hand, by projecting the balance of the ascetical logic St 

Nilus puts the word in its place in comparison with the act, stressing that 

"the acts which are deprived of theory (vision) wither"(139) and thereby 

indicating that the ideal of the ascetical pastoral life, and of all pastoral 

activity in general, is the harmony of deeds and words. The unity of words 

and deeds strengthens the authority of the pastor and it is a criterion of 

authenticity of spiritual life. In this case the pastor is freely accepted by his 

subordinates, since "he himself is put forth to the learners" as an icon of 

virtue and a type for imitation. (140) Thus the imitation of the pastor by his 

followers becomes a constructive relation for the pastor. 

The pastor is always keeping watch and remains in a state of nepsis 
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because he understands that "the teacher's inexperience leads to the loss of 

the disciples" and that "the disciples' lack of diligence endangers the status 

of the teacher".(l41) He keeps watch about, and even agonizes over, his 

behaviour so that his example may build up the disciples. (142) His agony 

for himself is derived from his effort to present himself to his disciples as a 

type of virtue so that they may make progress in the spiritual life and at 

the same time help their teacher in his own struggle. 

On the other hand the pastor's agony for the salvation of his disciples 

is derived from the fact that "he will have to give an account for 

them". (143) St Paul "made Onesimus a martyr from being a fugitive". Elijah 

"made" Elishah a prophet from being a farmer. Moses, above all others, 

"enhanced the adornment of Joshua above all others". Eli made Samuel rise 

above him. (144) All these teachers helped their disciples to become better 

than them and "this is why they became God's mouthpieces, administering 

God's deci~ sions to human beings; for they heard him saying, If you bring 
v 

something honourable out of something dishonourable, you will be like my 

mouth". (145) This is exactly the work of the teacher: to turn the disciple 

from a piece of clay into a holy temple. (146) The quest for the ontological 

rejuvenation of the disciple becomes "at the same time" ( £v 'tmrt~) a quest 

for the preceding ontological renewal of the teacher. This means, indeed, 

that the spiritual life of the teacher is a norm of salvation or destruction of 

the disciple. The realization of this fact is the mightiest challenge of 

self-awareness for the pastor. 

I. 2. 2. Submission 

Submission is put forth in the ascetical literature as a necessary 
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condition of the authentic spiritual life. If this submission is rightly 

appropriated, as a perfect denial of self and humility of mind, it is capable 

for leading the monk to progress in monastic life and remains as a guaran-

tee of sanctity, as long as the subordinated person is a diligent student of 

the "science of virtue". ( 14 7) 

a) The necessity of submission 

St Nilus relies on his pastoral experience in underlining the need of 

assuming perfect submission, not as an alternative option, but as a quest for 

life, inasmuch as ignorance of it is a cause of death. Here he mentions the 

example of Abel(148) and Dihah,(149) the daughter of the patriarch Jacob. 

Abel was assassinated and Dina was corrupted. Both of them suffered dama-

ge, because they did not choose the hesychastic manner of life which is 

appropriate for those who lack perfection, so that they may make progress 

in ascesis,(150) but tried "to go beyond their own way of life".(151) Other 

examples relevant in this connection are those of Giezi and Jud~. Both of 

them ignored their teachers and misunderstood the meaning of submission. 

As a result Giezi fell into the crime of theft, (152) and Judas' into the 

ultimate dishonour of betrayal. (153) "Had they remained attached to the 

teachers of prudence, none of them would have committed any transgress-

ions".(154) 

Furthermore, the denial of submission is for St Nilus an ontological 

downfall. The monk who refuses to submit, loses his ontological complement. 

"Whos~ver says, that I become an anchorite on this account, so that I may 
1\ 

have no one irritating my anger, does not differ from any irrational beast. 
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For we do indeed see the beasts at rest, and in no way showing any wild

ness, if no one arouses them to anger". (155) This ontological downfall 

either leads to death, according to the above example, or to some other 
v 

manner of bringing one to his senses on the part of God. "Those who do 

not wish to be saved through the word of obedience and faith, they are 

brought back to their senses according to some ineffable goodness of God 

by means of painful and ..jo.Ilen additions". (156) 

The meaning which St Nilus attributes to this submission has to do on 

the one hand with the possibility of salvation, which is thereby secured for 

the monk, and on the other hand, to the fact that this is not simply an 

ascetic obligation but a composite relation which exerts a powerful influence 
t·t as 

both on the subordinate and on the spiritual master. St Nil us regards "grave 
/1. 

and dangerous to overlook even slightly any of the teacher's demands,(157) 

not only because this incurs personal damage to the subordinate, but also 

because "the lack of diligence of the disciples, incurs much danger to the 

teacher and especially "when they are indolent on account of his inex-

perience". (158) For this reason the teacher should be always on his guard, 

not only concerning himself but also concerning the attitude and behaviour 

of his disciples, so that if a need arises he may exclude the person respon-

sible for it from the coenobitic life. (159) St Nil us establishes his thesis on 

the prophetic authority of Ezekiel. "And you shall place an iron pan 

between yourself and the city and there shall be a wall between yourself 
)') 

and between it. (160) At the same time the teacher shall save in this way 

the rest of the subordinates from the threat "of communion of punishment 

with the indolent one".(l6l) 
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c) The most authentic submission. 

Submission is not an act which is easily accomplished. This is because 

man's self-denial is not a self-evident act. St Nilus directs the monk with 

high pastoral sensitivity to achieve his initial purpose, which is to accept 

submission not as a typical (external), but as a cataphatic (essential) act. 

The structure of his thought starts with a commonly accepted truth: 

"For the judgement of the artful is one and of the artless another". (162) It 

is also commonly accepted that it is the sailor and not the passenger who 

trusts the captain of a ship, believing in him rather than in himself, and 

considering him to be the only suitable judge to determine his salvation, 

even if his perspective is different from what his would have been in a 

similar situation. (163) 

St Nilus deals with submission-obedience in the monastic life in the 

same way. "It is not, then, those who allowed others to deal with their 

salvation, that having abandoned what is obvious, conceded to the art of the 

person who knows their own thoughts thinking that their own is a more 

trustworthy science". (164) 

St Nilus emphasizes the scientific aspect of the method of learning 

consisting of the monk's submission to the spiritual master. Initially the new 

monk will learn from the guides of the desert (\xpnyn•O:c;;), who are also 

responsible for the younger and more inexperienced monks. When, however, 

the new monk progresses in obedience, then, he comes to the professors of 

the desert (Ka8nym6:c;;) who are responsible for the advanced disciples. It is 

not impossible, if the need arises, for the professor of the desert to 

exercise at the same time the ministry of the guide of the desert. In this 

connection St Nilus uses the term "science" ( £m O'tTtJ...Ln) of the desert in 
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order to underline the methodical and systematic process of learning virtue 

and perfect submission. (165) 

Only the perfect subjection is perfect. The monk, should deliver himself 

to his teacher, imitating the saints, and this includes not only himself but 

also whatever belongs to him, material or spiritual, so that his teacher may 

work out his salvation without any obstacles.P66) In this unit St Nilus 

mentions the example of Elishah, who "denied the world as he coordinated 

himself to his teacher". "He ploughed, he says, with oxen, and there were 

twelve oxen in front of him, and he slaughtered the oxen and grilled them 

in the vessels of the oxen".(167) Just as Elishah did not argue with himself, 

but denied himself and strove to wipe out the causes, which would possibly 

obstruct him in his spiritual progress, so the monk is called to be 

emancipated from the deception of "his own mind".(168) Perhaps because 

the monk of this kind, keeps some sort of relic of his old self which 

prevents him from succeeding in denying his existence. Besides, this is the 

tragedy of the fall. The first subordinate of humanity was Adam, who 

denied the absolute paedagogical authority of God his teacher, not being 

able to deny himself. The inescapable consequence of his weakness was 

precisely the fall. 

In reality, as St Nil us points out, the subordinate can be compared 

with the oxen which carried the ark. In spite of the sorrow and the toil, 

which was caused to them by its weight, they did not turn to any other 

direction not did they decline from their course. Walking steadily "as if 

following a definite rule" ( &om:p £rri Kav6vt.) they run the course "being 

conquered by the awesomeness of the preceding ark". The question, then, 

naturally arises, "why should those who are going to carry the intelligent ark 

not do the same?"(169). 
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Essentially the monk, following the example of the oxen of the ark, 

should walk, without apprehension or opposition, i.e. without a personal 

will, on the traces of Joseph in order to arrive at Dothaim, (170) which is 

interpreted "a great eclipse", and is a term of perfection, since it is 

ontologically interpreted as perfect poverty. (171) The condition of perfect 

poverty is the · beginning of spinltual creation and civilization. The 

subordinate arrives at the stage "of denying himself and his own will as if 

he is no different from a soulless body,(172) and much more as matter in 

the hands of the artist who does not prevent him from working on it as he 

sees fit. "Thus the teacher is working out the science of virtue on his 

disciples who are entrusted to him and raise no objections to him [like 

soulless matter].073) 

St Nilus extends the meaning of subjection and discipleship ad infi-

nitum. In this perspective, discipleship, as perfect submission, is seen as an 

eternal act, which is not interrupted nor ceases to move at some particular 

point, but accompanies the entire existence of the fighter of the desert to 

the very end. "The disciple makes speedy progress, if he looks to the 
1'¥¥-

teacher for ever".() Besides, discipleship, as expression of humility, is an 

essential and inalienable element of the spiritual battle of the monk and in 

the last analysis this means that it falls in line with the end of the monk's 

life. 

*** 
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CHAPTER II: THE ASCETIC THEORY OF PASSIONS 

ILL The structure of the human psyche 

St Nilus appears to have a profound knowledge of the depths of the 

human psyche. His penetrating statements about this constitute very apt 

renderings of the psychological observations of the patristic wisdom of his 

time which took shape under the experience of "nepsis" and prayer. The 

reader of St Nilus' works observes a certain restriction in the descriptions 

of human psychic motions which, however, are reversely analogous to the 

richness of his thought. Avoiding the construction of a scholastic system of 

psychological exposition, St Nilus offers his invaluable experience through

out all of his work, in an incidental fashion, always using the challenge of 

particular cases in order to expound his themes. 

The purpose in St Nilus' psychological references is to lead, as it 

were, his monks by the hand in the battle against the passions. In doing 

this he exposes them to the difficulties of the battle and also presents 

them with the possibilities available to them for coping successfully with 

these difficulties. 

The material of St Nilus' psychological references is presented below in 

such a way as to render as far as possible the fuller picture of his psy

chological experience under the perspective, of course, of his theological 

and neptic thought. 
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II.l.l. The Soul (1jNXfl) 

St Nil us specifies the soul as a "mindful reality" (vomov XPTJI . .l.CX)(l). 

As mindful, i.e. immaterial, "she is capable of reaching things pertaining 

to the mind" (E:q>tE'tat <:i:lv von<:i:lv). She is a divine and wonderful crea-

ture(2). The nature of the soul is invaluable (xpuon = golden, as Nilus 

puts it),C3) but the man who commits sin, turns her into the condition of 

stone and copper. Thus she runs the risk of "being drowned" (Ka<:cmovn-

QI . .LOu) "by reason of her own choice" (rtpoatpE:oEt oiKEia)(4). Under .. 
such circumstances the soul is unable to rise to God, because she is, on 

account of sin, irresistibly drawn downwards to earthly things. For the 

neptic fighter, however, the fall of the soul towards earthiness, under the 

weight of sin and the flesh, is a challenge arousing the desire of departing 

to Christ the Master. ( 5) 

The highest expectation of the soul is the resurrection which will 

follow death. Through this resurrection the soul will receive her body 

"enlivened through the Holy Spirit and continue to be united with it for 

ever in an indissoluble gladness, blessedness and sinlessness. n(6) For this 

reason St Nilus calls the event of the resurrection a "second soul" (5Eu<:E:-

pa ljN')(n), (7) thus underlining, that if the earthly life is cut off from the 

expectation of the resurrection, then, man becomes dead to acts of vir-

tue. (8) 

The possibility of the resurrection is hidden in Baptism. Through 

Baptism the soul enters into a relation of love with God ( O:ycmn<: t Kil 

oxE:ot <;;;) and, from that moment onwards, she tries to live in accordance 

0 

with the will of the J-ealous God ('11/-..."nn<;;; 8£6<;;;), who does not allow the 
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soul to depart from him. (9) God is the only one who knows the essence 

of the soul. Her powers, however, are known to the man of virtue, 

according to the schema: "from the superabandance of the heart".(lO) 

The relation of "love with God" is seen in the special blessings which 

God provides. (11) All these blessings raise the soul to a distinguished 

position amongst the immaterial and spiritual beings. St Nilus stresses that 

the soul is higher than the angels and even "above every principality and 

authority" (um:paVUI Ttaanc; apx;i;<;; KCd E~OUOt a<;;). (12) 

In St Nilus' teaching the relation of the soul to the body is also of 

special importance. The soul is regarded as "mistress" (KUpia) and the 

body, as "servant" (Ttm Oi aKn). (13) The body is understood as a "living 

thing which cooperates with piety" (au~mpa't'toV'tt rrpo<;; 'tilv 8£oa£r3£tav 

'Q•ltiJ ) . ( 14) Its role should be viewed from the vantage point of the present 
'L 

('tO EVEO'tl:J<;; iWIJ.EVn<;; KCXt TtpO<;; 'tilV £~ii<;; EVoS.tCXV ax;pnawc;). (15) 

St Nilus' admonitions have a clearly ascetical perspective. The 

prototypes for imitation in this are those Fathers who taught, through the 

subjection of their flesh to their soul, which was being perfected, the 

measure and the degree of the participation of the flesh in the sanctifi-

cation of the soul. They remained firmly fixed upon the vision of God 

until the bodily needs (nature) brought them back to the body which 

required their care. (16) 

On the contrary the "double-souled man" ( o oi \lfUXO<;; avflp ), (17) i.e. 

the monk who "is distinguished for his prayers but also hesitates" ( o 

ot CXKPt VOIJ.EVO<;; EV 'tCXt <;; TtpOOEUXCXt <;; KCXt ot O'ta,wv)(18), since he mea-

sures his circumstances and behaviour from the perspective of the present 

life, remains attached to the fulfilment of the needs of his body, as it 

seems right to him, and not as it is prescribed by the neptic conscious-
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ness. The "double-souled man" makes no serious progress in spiritual life, 

because only the emancipation from the things of this life can lead to the 

formation of a perfect soul.(19) The cares of the present life, whatever 

their nature, push the monk downwards and do not allow him to rise up

wards to God.(20) This monk has an "impious soul" (0:o£13ii \IN')Ctl).(21) 

The crucial dangers of the spiritual condition of the soul are on the 

one hand "acidy" (weariness of soul - 0:Kn8io:), and on the other hand, 

"pride" (\m£pnq>av£to:). St Nilus speaks of "acidy" as the unnatural 

condition of a soul which is "out of tune" (O:~:ov{o: \INXii<;;). By contrast 

the brave soul is that which comes through and overcomes temptations. (22) 

Furthermore "pride" is a "wound of the soul" (oi8n~-to: \INXii<;;). The 

greater the height of a monk's pride, the greater the depth of his fall. As 

a matter of fact the monk who is proud in his soul "is abandoned by God 

and becomes the object of the demons' rejoicing" ( EYKO:'to:A. t ~-trrO:vnm. 

\mb ~:ou 8£ou Kat yiv£'tat. 8at~-t6vwv £rrixo:p1J.o:).(23) 

St Nilus' sensitivity concerning the dangers to which the soul is exposed 

forces him to admonish the monk to seek her salvation(24) by sanctifying 

her through the sacraments. (25) As he points out, the soul which "was 

previously turned through laxity into a desert and uncultivated land", is 

c;t.b~ . through the sacraments "to be changed to the better and to be 

turned into a land which is tamed and capable of being cultivated and 

shaped in accordance with what is greater". (26) Since the "non-fabricated 

beauty" ( <'q..tflxo:vov KO:A."-o<;;)(27) of the soul can shine forth through God's 

grace, it is sufficient for her to depart from indolence, to enter into 

humility and to meet with God, (28) because the reward of "the perfect 

soul" is the "grasp of the truth"(24) and the highest truth is God. 
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II.1.2. The Heart 

The term "heart" (Ko:p8i o:), as it appears in the writings of St Nilus, 

denotes the inner spiritual reality of man. Its meaning is focused either on 

the inner man or on man's inner mind. (30) 

The commencement of the spiritual struggle demands bravery of heart. 

This is necessary both for the fighter of the desert and for the brethren 

in the monastery. This is what makes St Nilus to borrow a relevant text 

from Deuteronomy ("A man who is coward in his heart, should return to 

his house and decline from going to war, in case he turns his brother's 

heart to cowardice")(31) in order to warn the fighter of the spiritual battle 

about the consequences of cowardice. "It is possible," as he explains, ".(Jr;r 

a person who is coward before temptations and the battle against demons 

to paralyze the eagerness of the person who is ready to do the best".(32) 

Cowardice of heart is cowardice of mind, due to the lack of spiritual 

training. "Staying in the house" indicates security, since lack of daring in 

the spiritual life is a cause of death. 

The clash with the demons demands the "brokeness of heart", (33) as 

an act of self-rejection of the achievements of a monk, i.e. of self-denial. 

The broken~ss of the inner man is not an act of cowardice, but an act of 
1\ 

inner power on the part of the spiritual man who adopts with consistency 

the teachings of the Scriptures and the "tokens" of God's chasticement. 

(34) This is why the replacement of a "stony heart" (!l.t.6ivn Ko:p8io:) by 

a "heart of flesh" ( oo:pKi vn Ko:p8i o:) is a necessary presupposition of 

spiritual progress. (35) 

When Ezekiel formulated this proph~y of his, he had before him the 
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Israelites who suffered from hardness of heart(36) and who, waiting the 

Day of the Lord with the assurance of the exclusive and unique inheritor, 

regarded it to be their natural right to institute their own laws of spiritual 

life and abolish the laws of God. 

Ezekiel is added to the chorus of the prophets who stress the 

incomprehensible and unexpected character of the coming of the Day of 

the Lord. To the verse from the Prophet Isaiah, "wash yourselves and be 

cleansed"(37) Ezekiel adds as a presupposition of purity the "removal of 

the stony heart"(38) as the only way of healing the "hardness of heart" 

(oKA.npoKo:p8io:), as a humility of mind and possibility of communion with 

God.(39) 

Applying this prophe&y to the struggle of a monk St Nilus also stresses 

the baseless assumption of the principle of predictability in the spiritual 

life. Thus by admonishing the monks "to avoid communion with those who, 

having followed the monastic life, chose to serve pride, grinding their teeth 

with confidence and enlarging their chests", ( 40) he calls for a "heart of 

flesh" (oo:pKivnv Ko:p8io:v), i.e. the adoption of a humble mind. Accord

ing to him the new Israelites carry within them the_ law of God much 

more than the ancient Israelites did in OT times, because they carry it 

not in "hearts of stone" but in "hearts of flesh" ( 41), thus demonstrating 

God's grace(42). These hearts are not inscribed with ink but with the 

Spirit of the living God. ( 43) On the other hand failure in the spiritual life 

leads to a heart of sorrows and tribulation. ( 44) This heart is deceived by 

the things around her to which she is attached but which do not allow her 

to find rest.< 45) 

In another unit of thought and syllogisms, St Nilus stresses the 
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significance of the heart as denoting the inner man. Every "evil thought" 

(novnpoc; A.oyt o)..l6c;), which enters into the heart, constitutes a "foreign 

dress" (<XAA6'tptov £v8u)..lcx) and not the wedding garment of the union 

with God. ( 46) Essentially the affirmation of sin is an ignorance of the 

heart. In turn ignorance of the heart is ignorance of God.(47) It is within 

such a perspective that St Nilus recommends the purification of the hearts, 

so that the "divine trophies" ('tO: 8£icx K£tJ.lilA.tcx) may be placed in the 

purified house of the heart. ( 48) 

The purity of the heart is not, of course, connected only with the 

inner man as depositor of the divine trophies. It is at the same time a 

presupposition of external behaviour which reflects the inner purity. The 

purity of the heart penetrates both the inner and the outer man and secu

res man's authentic progress in these two dimensions, the psychological and 

the bodily. Indeed the purity of heart is a presupposition for the purity of 

the body( 49). The body which is led by a "pure heart" also works out its 

own purity. 

II.1.3. The Mind (NoDe;) 

According to St Nilus the mind occupies a leading place within the 

sphere of the inner man. In point of fact the mind is the "charioteer" 

(nvi oxoc;)(50) who governs the inner world of man. Its leadership consists 

in the discrimination which determines the "psychic movements", "to the 

point of achieving a sort of common harmony".(51) Furthermore the mind 

is "the king ( o l3cxot A£'0<;), n( 52) "the general of the powers that are 

inside" (o owcx'tnyoc; 't&v £v8ov).(53) 

The distinguished position of the mind is explained by recourse to its 
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nature. The mind has the possibility to "talk to God" (rrpoOOJ.ll.Ata<; J..LE'ta 

'to\> ElE o\>). (54) This is a dialogical relation which comes to exist in the 

context of the "vision of God" (8Ewpicx ElEo\>).(55) The ascent of the 

mind to God and the preservation of its relation with him demand a 

process of nepsis and struggle. The struggle begins from the regulation of 

the relation of the mind to the flesh. This relation functions in accordance 

with the position which is given to these two fundamental agents in the 

whole man. The mind is the Master of the flesh. Therefore the flesh has 

the position of a servant.CS6) As long as the mind issues commands in 

accordance with what its relation with God teaches it, it remains the 

indisputable master. However, in whatever instance the mind issues "abomi

nable commands" (138EAUp6:), showing that it is deprived of a relation with 

God, then, it is possible for the servant to rise against its master. The 

flesh "abhors the mind which issues abominations"(57) and thus it is 

possible for the servant "to forget its proper limits, to arrive at a tyranny 

and to dare raise arms against its owner".(58) Then the mind becomes 

"submerged" (\mo13p\rx;toc;).C59) It loses the capacity to rise to God,(60) 

and to enter into the vision of God.(61) In this case the mind becomes 

dun,(61) uncontrollable,(63) darkened,(64) and, inevitably, subservient to 

many masters. (65) 

The therapeutic training of the mind by the fighter of the desert 

begins from the moment when he makes the decision about and achieves 

the transposition of his mind from the life of the flesh to the spiritual 

life. (66) The difficulties of the "healing of the mind" are connected with 

the "condition of anxiety" which is created in the anchorite when his mind 

is "gripped by anxiety" ( £vcxnoc;)C67) immediately after his ascetical flight. 

The condition of anxiety is a consequence of the influence of passions. 
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The passions put pressure on the mind to return to its previous condition. 

Under this pressure the mind resembles "the body which has just begun to 

recover from a long term illness, in which even the slightest excuse beco

mes a cause of its return to the illness in case it regains greater 

strength. "(68) 

The inner clash which the pressure of the passions stirs up inside the 

anchorite is the cause of his return to the memory of these passions. This 

is further enhanced by the "ceaseless movement of the mind". This means 

that the ascetic who undertakes the struggle has to master and control the 

ceaseless motion of the mind in a way that it does not run away to the 

cares of life which capture it and, on many occasions, feed the pass

ions. ( 69) In the life of the desert the mind has to be delivered from 

cares. When it reaches the state of being care-less, "it becomes untouch

able to the devil"·(70) This allows the monk to be delivered from the 

anxiety of the temptations(71) and to be able to lead his mind to the 

vision of God. This ascent is achieved by means of spiritual exercises 

(contests); "for it is with the study and exericise of spiritual sayings, as 

well as with intensive prayer that the mind becomes detached from the 

things which are not pleasing to God and is transported to Godly lessons, 

spending profitably its time by engaging in these latter, while throwing to 

oblivion the former. "(72) 

The transposition of the mind to God leads to the vision of God and 

to the dialogical relation of the monk with God. Nevertheless, this achie

vement does not mean that the monk may now rest assured of having se

cured his position in the spiritual contest. Even when he has managed to 

enter the stage of his direct relation with God, the monk still needs to 

continue e~cising his mind, so that he may not diviate from communion 
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with God and return to a communion with the passions, i.e. to the condi

tion of anxiety caused by the temptations. 

Having achieved its ascent to God, the mind draws to itself the gift 

and grace of God. (73) At the same time, however, being free from fleshly 

attachments and from the anxiety of sin, it trains itself "either by praying 

to God or by considering what is useful". (7 4) The constant training leads 

the mind to the possibility of self-examination and self-understanding, so 

that by observing itself it may ensure that nothing good is missing from 

it. n(75) 

The training of the mind in the conversation with God leads it to put 

on Christ(76) and consequently to be assimilated with "the mind of Christ." 

In the monastic idiom "the mind of Christ" is defined as a 
11
purified hege

monic principle" (KEKa8ap~-t£vov ilY£1-LOVt K6v). (77) In this condition the 

monk acts as Christ, "leading a bright life" (noA.t HUOI-LEVO<;; ACXI-LTtPW<;;)(78) 

and becoming perfect, "as our Father in heaven is perfect". (79) 

II.1.4. The power of perception (tnavota) 

According to St Nilus the work of perception is of no lesser import

ance than that of the mind. This is because perception has the capability 

of reflecting the Divine. (80) In essence it is perception which facilitates 

the work of the mind. This facilitating function becomes apparent from the 

fact that the lack of diligence on the part of perception in supporting the 

work of the mind incurs inability in reaching vision.(81) Without the uni

que service of perception the mind is incapable of functioning properly so 

as to rise to God. 

The procedure leading to the grace of God begins from the relation of 
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perception with fleshly things. St Nilus stresses the fact of the "sluggish

ness" ( emoxcruvwot <;)(82) of man on account of sin. This is a condition 

prevailing upon the ascetic fighter of the desert owing to excessive 

attachment to earthly things. By doing this the monk loses sight of the 

damage incurred upon him, especially because he finds himself far removed 

from nepsis and alertness. St Nilus describes with clarity the tragedy of 

sluggishness as seen in the case of the fighter of the desert who lets 

himself be led astray by earthly things related to the prersent life. "For 

how can perception find time to know what is sorrowful, when the sight 

~'i' 
of visible things completely d;ytracts it, and does not give it much chance 

to consider this? At this moment it accepts these forms, and after a while 

it accepts others, and a little later others again... Thus it cannot 

understand its polution". (83) 

The distraction of perception by the visible things leads to "the col-

lection of construction materials of sin" ( ouA.A.oyn rtot n-tt Kiilv uMv 'tii<; 

(q.J.ap'tia<;.(84) /This means, in turn, that "memory" (1-LVTU.J.n) is fed with 

these materials(85) and as a result perception is burning with a desire to 

commit sin. (86) 

St Nilus never fails to remind his monks of the evangelical teaching 

concerning the commitment of sin. Following the relevant verse from St 

Matthew's Gospel, where it is stressed that "everyone who sees a woman 

and desires her has already committed adultery in his heart, n(87) he draws 

his conclusions: "whoever desires a certain thing, either good or evil, has 

already committed it in his mind". (88) Consequently the acceptance of sin 

is connected with its very roots. This is the reason that prompts St Nilus 

to reprimand the "monks who indulge in dreaming" ('tOU<; P£1-lrla(ov'ta<; 

IJ.Ovaxou<;) for throwing fuel in the fire instead of keeping in a state of 
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quietness (n0\Jxia).(89) 

The d' :traction of the mind and its re-orientation towards earthly things 

constitutes a spiritual deficiency. Perception becomes fleshly and, conse

quently, unable to "reflect" God as a mirror.C90) The inability to reflect 

God is inability to communicate with him. In this condition "the monk is 

completely unable to think of anything above and beyond the body" ( o\>

SE:v 1t<XV1:£A.&l<; Suva'tat. unE:p 1:0 O&liJ.<X 8t<XVO£io8m.).(91) This is what 

constitutes death. 

The neptic person is bound "not to allow entry into his perception of 

the imaginations of thoughts which are by nature damaging" ( ou n6:po8ov 

St86vat tnl -.nv St6:votav -.ai<; 1:&lv ~A.6:n't£tv 1t£~UK61:wv A.oytoiJ.&lv 

~av-.aai m. <;), "so that the passions which are mortified through diligence 

might not be revivified". (92) If there is something that distinguishes the 

perception in its relation to fleshly things, this is the "ease" (EU)(£pna) it 

has in its "inclination towards the passions which had been previously 

ousted from it for some time". (93) The fighting monk should always keep 

in mind this "ease", as well as the fact that "the inclination of the habit 

of virtue is very easy to change, indeed too easy, if one is careless, and 

turns to its opposites, "(94) so that he may always choose to follow the 

way of nepsis and prayer. 

Following this way the monk arrives at "the condition of an undistra

cted perception" (emap£v6xA.n•ov 1:Ti<; Btavoia<; K<X'taa-.aat v).C95) This 

is the "time of fulfilment" ( o Kat p6<;) into which "perception" enters 

"after the corruption of the adversaries", in order to be able "to change 

to the better and to cultivate its own powers". (96) Entering into this "time 

of fulfilment", involving an active relation between God and man, the 

monk arrives at a "condition of quietness" (ilO\JXta) which is a necessary 
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presupposition of his welcoming Christ into his life. When he is in the 

"condition of an undistracted perception", then Christ comes to dwell in 

him(97) and the ensuing spiritual circumincession, or rather mutual 

interpenetration, is sealed with the condescension of the Holy Trinity to 

reveal itself, as "the pacified perception comes to belong to the Holy 

Trinity alone". (98) 

Given that elsewhere St Nilus decribes the "hegemonic principle" as 

house of Christ, (99) we could assume that he identifies "perception" 

(8t6:voux) with the "hegemonic principle" ('to ilY£1-!0Vt K6v). If this identi

fication is correct, then, the participation of perception in the monk's 

struggle becomes obvious. This perception has the ability, if the monk does 

not pay the necessary attention to it, either "to drown the soul in a 

manner worse than a wave, n(lOO) or to lead it to higher levels of spiritual 

life. In this latter case perception becomes brilliant (A.aJ..l.n:pi) 8t 6:

voux)(lOl) as it is fully and constantly enlightened by the mystical 

illumination of its union with the Triune God. 

II.1.5. The interrelation of the soul's powers and functions 

In his teaching St Nilus does not separately examine every section or 

area of the psychical world of the monk, because he does not attempt to 

write a manual of neptic psychology, but to present the life experiences of 

the monk in his attempt to reach perfection in the science of the desert. 

Since, however, we have so far, for methodological reasons, presented 

separately the psychological world of man in the context of the monastic 

way of life, we shall attempt, in what follows to provide a general account 

of the totality of the human psychology of a monk in order to clarify the 
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interrelation of the psychic powers and functions. 

As a reality, the soul is certainly wider than the functions and powers 

of its parts. Viewed as a totality it is characterized as a "dwelling place" 

(86uoc:), (102) or as a "house" ( oi Ko<;). (103) Whenever St Nil us analyses 

or describes life experiences, he distinguishes the particular functions from 

the totality of the soul. ( 104) 

First of all he presents as intimate the relation between the "soul" and 

the "heart". The heart is regarded as the hidden treasury of the soul, "in 

which many iniquities take place, which are seen only by the sleepless 

eye". (105) The soul, then, enjoys benefit or damage in accordance with 

the degree of the purity of the heart. 

The functions of the soul are revealed by the heart, since t~is latter is 

expressed by virtue of its overflow. (106) Our saint is in this case based on 

the biblical verse which stresses the revelation of the inner world of man 

by means of his acts. (107) 

Besides, the strengthening and assistance of the Holy Spirit is expressed 

"in the gladness of the heart" (£v £'1)q>pom)v1J KC:Xp8ic:xc:).(108) When a 

man becomes dispirited, then the Holy Spirit reappears "in the poverty of 

the heart" ( £v emopi ~ Kc:xp8i c:xc:) to strengthen the soul from which he 

had departed for paedagogical reasons. (109) 

Perception (8tavotc:x) too belongs to the soul and occupies an import

ant position in it. St Nilus asks himself how the teaching of the sacred 

precepts can enter into one's perception if the soul is impure on account 

of evil thoughts which contaminate every place within it?(llO) He fnctrlttnS 

to add that the task of the soul's purification depends on the purity of the 

heart.(lll) 

Equally important with the perception is the mind (vouc:) which occup-
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ies a central place in the soul. This becomes particularly obvious from the 

phrase "person of the soul" (np6oc.:mov lji\)JCiic;) which St Nilus attributes to 

it. In fact it is "the purity of the mind" which is for St Nilus the person 

of the soul, while "the evil which is derived from indolence" constitutes 

"the back" ('tov v(;nov), as it were, of the sout(ll2) However indirectly, 

it is the mind that leads to "the facility of the psychic movements". The 

virtues are obtained when the mind is the first actor and discovers the 

appropriate ways; e.g. the achievement of the purpose of continence and 

the progress in it is the result of the functions of the mind. (113) 

The relation of the mind to perception is as fine as it is interesting. 

They do not differ ontologically; but there is a fine distinction between 

them, which becomes clearer when the (Greek) term "perception" (8uxvot

o:) is more closely considered. The second component of this term in its 

original Greek rendering denotes the "mind" ('tov vouv). In combination 

with the preposition 8t 6: this points to the fact that "perception" is a 

function of the "mind". Yet St Nilus often speaks of "perception" as "the 

inner head" ( £v8ov KE:qxx/l.iJv) which is capable of "pulling the soul to 

unseemly remebrances". (114) In other words he attributes to it a leading 

function. This, however, does not apply to every case. There are many 

other cases where the functional superiority of the mind in contrast to 

perception is clearly stressed. Our saintly author does not omit to 

characterize the mind as "a general inside the perception" ( O'tpo:'tnyov 

£v8ov 'tflc; 8to:voio:c;),(115) or as "a king" ((lo:otA.£o:) whose perception is 

the doorkeeper of the senses. (116) This interchange of the primary role in 

the sphere of cognition between perception and mind shows that there is 

certainly a fine - however invisible this may be - difference between 

mind and perception in the specific cases of the cognitive functions of the 
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soul, which is simply located in the possibility of this interchange. 

Another distinction between mind and perception is specified by their 

relations with the "hegemonic principle of the soul". Here too we observe 

interchanges as above. Perception is often identified with man's hegemonic 

principle and as the place where God condescends to dwell. (117) Yet the 

mind too - especially the mind which puts on Christ and becomes Christ's 

mind - is identified with "the purified hegemonic principle" ('to K£Ka-

8ap1J.£vov ilYEIJ.OVL K6v); but in any case the mind seems to be the hege

monic instrument of the soul par excellence. This is why whoever has put 

on Christ as a mind "is capable of a brilliant cognition and of an elevated 

and brilliant manner of life" (f>tavoe:i'tat Aai.J.rtpwc; Kat \JijlllAW<; Kat 

A.a~J.rtpwc; noA. t't£U£'tat ). (118) 

The modest schematic presentation of the relation of the various 

psychic functions which we have described above could be perhaps better 

presented by means of three concentric circles, the widest of which is the 

soul and which is followed inside it by the mind and last by the percept

ion. This is a grosso modo coordination of these psychic realities, since 

the material provided by St Nilus does not allow for any greater elabo-

ration. 

Finally as regards the heart one could place it in the space of the 

circle alotted to the soul, but it should also have some relation to the 

perception. The texts show that the perception has the capacity to change 

the quality of the thoughts which enter into the heart. The perception can 

also cleanse the heart from the impure thoughts and to secure for it the 

bridal garment of innocence. (119) Thus perception and heart, as it was 

previously stressed, have a special relation. The study of this relation is 

precisely a study of the neptic experience, since the basic problem of the 
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fighter of the desert is his psychic purification from evil thoughts and 

generally the damaging conceptions and images. 

The examination of the neptic psychology of St Nilus seems to lead to 

the conclusion that he gives greater initiative to the "mind" and the 

"perception" in the struggle for spiritual progress, while he attributes to 

the "soul" and the "heart" a character which is more or less passive. How

ever this is no firm conclusion, since the comprehensive character of the 

soul and the undivided unity and "cooperation" of all the powers of the 

psychic functions and operations are indisputable presuppositions. 

II. 2. The "ontology" of passions 

II.2.1. The Devil 

St Nilus, being an authentic fighter of the desert, knows perfectly well 

the role of the devil in the whole procedure of the spiritual training of 

the desert.C120) According to him the authentic men of the desert are 

those who have, on account of their experience of the demons,(121) come 

to know fairly well both the devil "and his wise devices;"(122) Thus they 

have the capacity not only to confront him successfully, but also to lead 

others "to win over him without much pain. n(l23) 

St Nilus, using as his guide his experience of his struggles against the 

devil, provides through his works an analysis of the devil's manner of 

existence, as well as of the method of his activity and of how he can be 

successfully countered. Through his clear presentation of the devil and his 

explicit and wise directions, he leads to the assumption that the experience 

of "the most pious men n(l24) became his experience as well, and as such 
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was proved to be as a criterion of neptic life, i.e. certainty of sanctity. 

St Nilus's significant theses concerning the devil are: a) that not only 

he exists but that he possesses a great power, and b) that this power of 

his is not an ontological necessity, but a condescenrion on the part of 

God. In this way on the one hand he clarifies the danger to which the 

young monk is exposed in his spiritual life, and o.n the other hand he 

excludes the projection of censures concerning dualism, or two kingdoms of 

good and evil, which were nothing but constructions and tales of the 

Gnostic epoch. 

(a) The Devil's power "by permission" 

The devil is a "most cruel master" (w1J.61:m:oc; 8£01t61:nc;), who sub

dues man to his tyranny with a special hatred. (125) He is "wicked" 

(aA.Hilptoc;) and "man-hating enemy" (IJ.toavep(,}JtOc; £x6p6c;),C126) who is 

envious of the monk's struggle for virtue, (127) and is, therefore, waging 

full war against him. (128) Indeed St Nilus points out, in his comments on 

the devil's preference for monks, that the devil "is not as much interested 

in the affairs of the world as he is in those who have chosen the lonely 

and quiet life, always preparing and sharpening the double edged knife, as 

it were, of the thousands of temptations which occur every hour. n(129) 

Besides being a man-hating enemy, the devil is also a "thief", who 

attacks the monk in order to steal "from his greatest possessions" ( EK 1:&v 

KP£1.1:1:0V(UV) and to spoil him. (130) The devil is the thief of the monk's 

communion with God. 

From the point of view of fighting competence the devil has enrolled 
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the demons to his service.(l31) The demons are the "generals of the 

pleasures" ( O'tpcnnyol 'tWV n8ovwv), (132) ordered by Satan to fight by 

means of a thousand methods the fighter of the desert. 

The demons are "soul-corrupting" (\ji\.)')(Ocpe6pot )(133) fighters of the 

monk's spiritual battle. Their power is seen in the qualifications which are 

attributed to them by St Nilus. They are "of many blemishes" (noA.uom

A.ot) and "d.ljnning" (86A.tot),(134) and, indeed, "many-faced" (noA.UilOP

cpot).(135) Every demon is "a creator and painter of evil" (811~-ttoupyoc;; 

Ked Cwypacpoc;; 'ti;<;; KO:Kio:c;;),(136) with the exclusive task of crQShing the 

monk's resistance. He has the capacity "to construct many falsehoods" 

('tEK'to:ivn noAA.exc;; cpo:uA.6'tll't0:<;;),(137) i.e. to fight the monk from many 

sides simultaneously. His dangerous presence is specified as being like that 

of a "lion" (A.£wv) or a "poisonous snake" (O:onlc;;).(138) 

The demon is the "fierce and shameless enemy" ( 8£ t voc;; KO:t O:vo:i o

')(UV'tO<;; E:xepoc;;), (139) who trembles "before the divine words and pray

er". (140) He is the "impure" ( aKaeo:p'toc;;)(141) opponent of the monk, 

who has the capacity to be present only where the good is absent, since 

he is the faithful servant of evil. 

The refutation of the idolatrous dualism which identifies the powers of 

good and evil is advanced by St Nilus in his account of the conditions 

under which the devil and his generals, the demons, put to effect their 

hateful plans against mankind. 

Essentially, however, the existence of demons in the life of a monk as 

opposing powers is regarded by St Nilus as greatest beneficence due to 

God's paedagogy. 

According to St Nilus the "sharpness" of the horse "falters", where 

there is no competition and similar is the case of an athlete whose 
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strength remains hidden as long as there is no competitor. Even gold has 

to be tested in order to be established to be such. Something similar 

applies to all the saints, as, for instance, the cases of Job, or Joseph, 

demonstrate. (142) 

The monk too is tested as a sort of spiritual athlete by means of his 

"martyrdom" of asceticism. This asceticism is a sort of mental martyrdom, 

the experiencing of which helps the monk to advance in the spiritual life 

of the desert. In fact this martyrdom of temptations which finds its cause 

in the devil's activity, is the criterion of the monk's spiritual progress. "If 

Satan had not been around tempting and distressing us, it would not be 

obvious who among us is incompetent and indolent. "(143) 

On the other hand the devil's machinations are proved to be "in vain" 

(c:ppouSn),(144) since the Grace of God does not abandon the fighter monk 

even when it permits the devil's interference in his life. (145) In this case 

God's paedagogy is such that it does not let the monk become overcon-

fident about his achivements. Thus as soon as the grace of the Holy Spirit 

e 
consols his heart it departs from the monk in order to let him fight with 

A 

his own powers against the devil. The "joy" of the visitation of the Spirit 

is turned into "bitterness" and "anguish" on account of the temptati-

ons. (146) God sends his Spirit to strengthen the monk's heart, quenching, 

as it were, his thirst by partaking of Him, so that he may return to the 

furnace of temptations and fight the battle which is assigned to him. (14 7) 

It is clear, then, that the devil's operation is not wholly autonomous, 

because it also depends on God's purposeful tolerance. This is indeed the 

case of a "special training" (Stayu1J.vaoia)046), set out by "God acting 

as a trainer" ( 1:0\.> aywvo8 E:1:ou 8£o\.>) for the neptic athlete. It is a 

supreme act of divine paedagogy which accompanies the spiritual contestant 
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till "his last breath"(149) and which constantly demonstrates the richness of 

the divine grace. 

The devil's ultimate subjection to God is first revealed in the tempta

tion of the protoplasts. Subsequent biblical accounts of spiritual contests 

and martyrdom help one to clarify the devil's machinations and God's tole

ration of them for the spiritual benefit of the devil's contestant. The most 

characteristic, perhaps, dialogue between God and the devil concerning this 

matter is found in the opening verses of the book of Job. Here the devil 

appears to be outraged as he suggests through his question that Job "does 

not fear God for nothing", (150) and thus makes God , . concede to Job's 

subjection to the devil's temptation. "Behold, all that he (Job) has is in 

your power; only upon himself do not put forth your hand".(l51) This 

concession of the Lord to the devil is a matter of constant experience in 

the life of a monk. The devil has the concession to sit "impertinently" 

( O:vcn 8lil<;) on the human perception, "to drag the soul to the arena of 

sin" and thus to set the scene for the monk's spiritual contests. It is 

necessary for the spiritual contestants, says St Nilus, "to engage in spiritual 

boxing and wrestling, without succumbing to or compromising with the 

enemy" (aVCXYKCXiOV TtUK'tEUEtV KCXt IJ.6:J(E08o:t, IJ.ll OU}IKCX'tCX'tt8EIJ.EVOU<;, 

IJ.n8E: ouv8t6:(ov'tcx<;).(152) Otherwise the contestant falls into sin and 

thereby willfully yields to the devil's temptation. Without such a willful 

yielding to temptation on the part of the monk, the devil is unable to 

"touch him" because he is explicitly ordered by God not to do so (IJ.n 

CXWlJ). 
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(b) The demonic deceits 

The devil's temptation provokes man to react. This reaction can be 

positive, i.e. a yielding to sin, or it can be negative, i.e. a rejection of 

the demonic suggestions. 

When a monk responds affirmatively to the devil, then his subjection 

to him is the product "of his own decision" (i8iou 8e:ll.fn . .to:'to<;).(153) 

Ultimately it is "by his own will" that man is either subjected to or 

emancipated from the devit.(154) 

The initial concession to Satan's suggestion incurs the laying on of the 

foundation, as it were, of the subjection or enslavement to him. This 

subjection, however, takes place "in due course" ( E:v KO:t P'i1 npoon

KOV't t). ( 155) In this case the monk who willfully subjects himself to the 

devil resembles the traveller who abandons "Jerusalem", i.e. the blessed 

life, and walks towards Jericho. On his way to Jericho he falls victim to 

the "soulcorrupting demons" (I!NXO<p86pot 8o:i ~ove:c;) who are the most 

senseless and unesitating "robbers". (156) This monk is the "indolent" one, 

who neglects prayer and the praises of God. (157) 

The powerlessness, indolence and indifference of this monk become the 

ammunition of the robber-devil, since "his food and protection are our 

sins, by means of which he slaughters us and causes our perdition. (158) In 

the last analysis it is the monk himself who offers the weapons of his 

defeat to his enemy the devil. The demon, or demons, ordained for the 

particular monk, "have the habit of causing greater trouble for and 

prolonging their presence in" (nf...E:ov 6xf...e:i v Ko:t no:p~{:vo v £itl8o:ot) 

him who "was paralysed" in the battle. (159) 

On the other hand, it is true that the devil is attracted by the 
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contestants of the desert. As St Nilus says, the demons "are very envious 

of prudence" (ayo:v q>8ovo'Dot v .. o(,)(j)pooovnv),(160) of "fasting" (vnon:i

o:v)(161) and are hateful of virginity. (162) They study how to catch the 

virtuous and Godloving soul. (163) The greater the advance of the con

testant, the fiercest the attacks of the demons, (164) who, seeing the prize 

which the Lord is preparing for his faithful, become enraged with envy 

and invent "evil passions" ( q>o:UA.o: mxen). (165) 

The artistry of the demons consists in their ability to invent a 

multitude of passions in order to exhaust the fighting monk by throwing 

him into despair. The testing of spiritual character and strength of a monk 

passes through the furnace of sorrows, since "the fighter must suffer many 

sorrows by the activity of the demons and be tested" (XPn 'tOV ay(.)vt

(6~£vov TtOMa 811. t.l3f1Vo:t. \mo 'tWV &n ~OV(.)V KO:i 80K1.. ~o:o8flvo:t. ). (166) 

The demon's attempt is often accompanied by supernatural results. 

Quite notable is the case in which the demons can enter into the human 

body and cause organic exhaustion or even collapse, with symptoms of 

paralysis, in spite of the absence of an organic cause. (167) These 

symptoms aim at the emergence of indolence or carelessness in the soul of 

the contestant. 

More particularly, however, the devil's technique is aimed at the 

discouragement of the contestant my means of arousing the demands of the 

senses. His "sword", as it were, is the "evil remembrance, or the secular 

affairs or the practical sin, or the members of the body", which "he uses 

as weapons in order to slaughter the soul, by alluring it by means of foul 

thinking ( 't<;) A.oyt. a~<;))· (168) 

It is possible, however, for the demon to direct his attacks on the 

virtuous and neptic monks(169), exploiting the challenge of despair which 
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is based on the unexplainable cause of specific temptations. Though not 

subjectively responsible, the monk often experiences temptations which 

disturb his peace and cause trouble on all kinds of fronts. Thus it often 

happens that the demon of fornication070), or "spirit of fornication" 

(TtVEUIJ.<X rropvEicx<;)(171) or "the demon who promotes fornication" (o 

ll<XO't pc.mo<; &xi IJ.u)\))(172), attempts to introduce dirty thoughts into the 

mind of the contestant who lies either in a state of sleeplessness or sleep 

in order to procure the burning of sin through nocturnal polluting 

images. (173) "He introduces into the soul" the image of a beautiful woman 

or of "well-looking youth" prompting the mind to commit a sin(174) by 

accepting these thoughts and moving on to the commitment of the parti

cular sin. 

Then he irritates the "genital parts", not only during sleeping but also 

in the condition of alertness, even inside the church, "wounding the heart" 

through unacceptable thoughts(175) and causing a secretion even inside the 

house of God, (176) especially on "the occasion of holy feasts". (177) The 

aim of this methodical action of the demon is to cause anxiety and despe

ration in the monk's soul. He often achieves this by driving monks either 

to castration or to "the devil's captivity" through commitment of sin. (178) 

Within this particular context of the tactics of satan to arouse despe

ration in the neptic contestant particular attention is paid by St Nilus on 

the sin of hopelessness, (179) which is derived from the demonic attacks 

and which takes the form of a contest with, or of questioning of, God. 

This is the condition into which a neglectful monk falls. Yet it is possible 

for the neptic contestant of the desert to overcome the demons by the 

grace of God and to meet the challenge of despair with the "trampling 

over demons". Having such a case in mind St Nilus writes to the fighter 

:v 
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monk the following: "when you have trampled over the demons they are 

afraid of you, who previously drove you to be afraid, because of the 

decision which the Lord has announced". (180) Thus St Nilus encourages the 

neptic soldier of the desert by showing him that no demonic attack is 

invincible and unconquerable. 

St Nilus' encouragement to the monks in the spiritual struggle against 

the devil has certain eschatological dimensions. Seeing in the perspective of 

the salvation which is achieved by the believers in Christ the demons both 

appear to be powerless and to be inescapably heading towards "an arduous 

loss" (emwA.no: xo:A.Em1).(181) Their wages will be analogous to their 

works and they will receive the due punishment for their wickedness "by 

virtue of the just recompense of Christ." "That I will do to you according 

to your hatred and according to your zeal, because you have acted hatedly 

against the monks, and have pursued poor men whose heart had been 

opened in order to procure their death". (182) 

Such encouraging thoughts are employed by St Nilus as he advises his 

monks to be steadfast in their struggle. What he achieves is a sort of 

strengthening or "consolation of the heart" (no:paKA.not <; Ko:pOi o:<;)(183) 

which is going through a wintry trial of demonic attacks. 

II.2.2. The birth of passions 

It is a basic principle of neptic thought, that the birth of passions is 

due to the existence of "materials which create the passions" (not nn KWV 

'twv no:8wv uA.wv).(184) These materials are derived from "the monk's 

mingling ( oUIJ.QJUpot v) with the outside world". (185) It is the monk's touch 

of, or relation, to the outer world which produces the raw material for 
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the creation of the passions. 

The demon watches carefully to discover any tendency of the monk to 

be "mingled with the world". He often projects in the monk's mind "his 

daughters", i.e. the monk's "foul remebrances", which arouse him and 

"strongly beg him to yield to the ignominious, enraged and hideous work" 

(f...to:v TtO:pO:KaAOUV KO:j .. Up8flvo:t Ttpo<; 'tO CX'ttj.l.OV KO:t AU't'tWOE<; KO:t 

£rr6:po:'tov £pyov) (186) of the commitment of sin. How crucial this 

demonic attack is is shown by the multitude of the malevolent conceptions 

which the demon introduces into the monk's mind and which "resemble the 
b 

fecundity of rabits".(187) The "evil reminiscence" ('to rrovnpov £v8u1J.n1J.o:), 
II. 

which is introduced into the soul, "gives birth to many other thoughts 

(1\oytoj.l.ouc;), each one of them being changed and transformed into 

another". (188) 

If the monk sucumbs to the demon's thoughts, then, he is subdued to 

the demonic technique or procedure for the acquisition of passions and 

subjection to sin. "The demonic thoughts are sometimes hiding inside us 

and sometimes come out on to the things outside us, prompting us to 

commit sin through deeds". (189) St Nil us never fails to underline the ironic 

disposition of the demon. He speaks of him in terms of "a poisonous 

snake which intrudes with the pretext of great quietness, and which applies 

its bites as soon as it gains control of the situation· Thus he derides us 

inside our hearts by congratulating himself for his successes". (190) 

Analysing further the process of the birth and growth of passions, as 

described in the works of St Nilus, we observe the following: 

As St Nilus assures us the basic presupposition for .~ •'t,.lj,~ to sin is 

the absence of God from a human being, owed to the latter's attitude. 

The person who "becomes forgetful of God" ( £m /\o:v86:vno:t 'tOU 8e:ou) 

X 
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inevitably decides for sin.091) The absence of God from the thought of a 

neptic is due to his being negligent of the words of Christ and of the 

p!M"suit of virtue.(192) 

Departing from God, the monk is alienated in his soul in a way that 

"he becomes nervous with undertaking the good, while he desires what is 

fatal". (193) St Nilus is uncompromising at this point. The monk should be 

constantly vigilant, so that a "foul thought" ( q>ro)A.n £vvot ex) may not enter 

into his mind. This could only mean the victory of the enemy.094) Rather 

he should be vigilant in order to destroy the head of the intelligent beast, 

i.e. "the first attack of evil" ( 'tllV rtp6nnv 1:0\J KaKou npool3oA.nv), (195) · 

with lofty fighting disposition, so that his mind may be preserved pure 

from foul conceptions. 

If a monk is unable to respond to demonic attacks with vigilant 

promptness, he follows a procedure which is well known to the neptic 

fathers. Initially he concedes to "harmless satisfaction" (T;8oc;;),(l96) gained 

through contact with things which are neutral in themselves. This is what 

St Nilus calls carelessness or indifference (6A.t ycupicxv) which leads to 

habitude. (197) As an example of this he mentions the habit of poisonous 

dr ~gs. (198) The daily reception of a small dose makes the body to acquire 

the habit of the dr :g as something indispensable. In the same way the 

subjection to various and simingly harmless things leads to the creation of 

passions. (199) This is why St Nilus, like all the neptic fathers, never 

makes a distinction between "smaller" and "greater" sins, because the 

commitment of the former necessarily incurs the commitment of the latter 

and vice versa. (200) Guile begets lawlessness(201) and it is well known that 

guile often appears as innocent (6:8&ov) and harmless satisfaction (ii8oc;) 

which becomes pure "hedonism" (n8ovn).(202) On the other hand the taste 
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of hedonism is the taste of sin, the appropriation of passion. Thus the 

chain of procedure towards the passions begins with the unsuspected 

pretext(203) of a passion, the chaff. (204) The monk who lies in a state of 

slothfulness(205) and ostentation(206) is naturally in a state of mind 

characterized by negligence, (207) i.e. by forgetfulness of God. (208) This 

negligence easily permits the initial acceptance of a harmless thought, 

which, however, becomes "in due course"(209) an impassioned thoughd210) 

In this case it is memory that takes the lead, (211) introducing images and 

imaginations of the past into the mind, i.e. related conditions of sin, like 

those which a monk experiences in any given moment through imagination 

and desire. (212) On the other hand the coordination of impassioned 

thought and old images, consistently leads to the acceptance of evil 

desire, (213) which begets pleasure and, consequently, the actual con

sent, (214) since the person who is in this condition has passed the limit of 

the "harmless satisfaction" and fallen into the dizziness of hedonism. The 

final outcome of this impassioned process is the commitment of sin. (215) 

Now the commitment of sin is not simply a temporally isolated act, 

which has taken place on a certain occasion because of the monk's negli

gence and which can be easily rectified. Unless the monk returns to the 

neglected or forgotten God, he is running the risk of turning the com

mitment of sin into a mere habit (ouvn8£ta) and, subsequently, into an 

indispensable or unavoidable one ( £~t <;), which takes the concrete form of 

"nature" ( cpuot <;). In this case it is easy for sin to become "natural" to 

the life of a monk (cpuot v IJ.E'taflaA.Eiv XcxAEJt6v).(216) 

St Nilus speaks of this "natural condition of sin" in terms of 

"languidness" (xa\Jvwot <;). (217) It is a condition which makes the mind 
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dark, fleshly and incapable of seeing God(218) and the soul, unable to 

"taste", (219) i.e. to distinguish between virtue and sin. This last fact 

causes the special problem of man's relation to the world. Thus, while the 

pious finds in every event and detail of his life the occasion to praise 

God, the sinner, "who lives in languidness" ( o xcruvcuc;; rtope:u6~e:

voc;;),(220) subdues everything to the mastery of sin.(221) 

The monk who has fallen into such a condition is spiritually illiterate, 

since he lives his style of life jauntily, being totally unaware of the 

damage which is done to him. (222) The truth is, however, that "the great

er the taxes are, which he has to pay to the sensible things on account of 

his defeated senses", (223) the greater also will be the damage which is 

done to him through his subjection to the tyranny of the devil, (224) 

including the ultimate consequence of death. 

*** 
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CHAPTER III: THE METHOD OF THE MASTERS OF THE DESERT 

III.l. The sign-posts of the road of the ascetical life 

According to St Nilus's teaching on this particular subject the masters of 

the desert are those neptic fathers, who, following the manner of life which 

strives to achieve union with God, have been enabled by the Holy Spirit to 

reach the higher levels of virtue and, as a result, to come to care not only 

about the salvation of their souls and the fulfilment of their desire for 

union with God, but also about other monks, leading them in the fulfilment 

of their aspirations. (1) 

The method followed by these masters(2) is described as "scientific" 

( £m o'tniJ.oVt Kil), because it is the fruit of rules of life which have come to 

acquire an unalterable status throughout the ages. This method, which 

constitutes the quintessence, as it were, of monasticism, was tried and 

vindicated for many centuries, before it was handed on to the students of 

the desert as a living and unadulterated legacy of those masters who had 

applied it authentically. The neptic fathers, as the professors of the desert, 

functioned in the name of this tradition, indeed becoming themselves identi

fied with it, since their life exhibited all the characteristics of the neptic 

tradition. 

The possibility of a safe passage into the ascetical paths of the desert is 

rooted in the foundation of the Scriptures, of both the Old and the New 

Testaments, as well as in the lives of the Saints who became prototypes for 

imitation by monks and in whose lives the teaching of the Scriptures is 

eloquently put forth as the source of the secrets of eternal life. 
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III.1.1. The Scriptures 

For St Nilus the Scriptures are "sacred" ( oEn:'to:i)(3) and "God-inspired" 

(8E6n:vEUO'to:t).(4) Indeed they are considered to have been taught by the 

Holy Spirit. (5) St Nilus does not discriminate among the Scriptures, nor does 

he have any special preferences for any of them. This is obvious from the 

plethora of his Scriptural references which come from all the books of the 

Old and the New Testaments. When he refers to the Scriptures, he uses the 

terms "Scripture" (fpo:qn1)(6), "God-inspired Scripture" (8E6n:vEUO'tO<; fpo:

qrr1)(7), "Divine Word" (0Eio<; A6yo<;)(8), "Divine perceptions" (0Eio: vof)

IJ.O:'to:)(9), "Teaching of the Holy Spirit" (8t 8o:oKo:A i o: 6:yi ov IlvEUIJ.O:

'tO<;)(lO), "Words of the Holy Spirit" (A6yto: O:yiou IlVEUIJ.O:'to<;)(11), or 

"Holy Scripture" (O:yio: fpo:<pf)).(12) 

It is only at two places in the writings of St Nilus that a distinction is 

made between the Old and the New Testaments, which, however, is not 

axiological, but theological. (13) In another place he speaks of Deuteronomy 

as the type of the Second Law which is fulfilled in the Gospel of Christ. 

Thus he regards the Gospel as the Second Law(14) which is not written on 

tablets of stone but on the human heart. (15) 

The basic contribution of the Scriptures to the spiritual life of the 

"violator of the Kingdom of heaven" is that in them "there lies hidden the 

kingdom of heaven, which is revealed to those who are waiting for it.." 

(EYKEKpU'lt'tO:t n So:otAEio: 't~V oupo:v~v. 6:n:OKcxAU'Jt'tE'tO:t 8£ 'tOi<; n:p~ 

OKO:P'tEpo\:Jot..).(16) Besides, the mystery and the uniqueness of the Script

ures consist in their capability, founded upon the fact that they are 

God-inspired, to be offered to the fighter of the desert to a measure 
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corresponding to his quality and condition at the time of his reading them. 

"For in the Divine Word there is a quality for every intel gible eating; to 

those regenerated from water and Spirit it becomes pure milk and to those 

who are sick it is like vegetable, whereas to those who have their senses 

trained in discrimination the word offers a different food; indeed it becomes 

all things to all, so that human beings may be saved and become worthy to 

receive eternal life". (17) This proximity of the Scriptures to the quality of 

the spiritual life is expressed by means of the following two iconic divices. 

Initially it is expressed as "sweet challenge" (YAVK£io: rtp6KAflOt<;). 

Here St Nilus has in mind the verse from the Proverbs, which stresses this 

sweetness: "Eat honey, my Son, for honey is good, so that your pharynx 

might be sweetened". (18) Analysing this verse, our Saint points out that the 

sacred author has in mind the reading of the Scriptures. (19) At the same 

time he notes that the honey is to be found in the mind of the letter, i.e. 

in the deeper sense of the verse, while its literary expression constitutes the 

wax, as it were, which contains the honey.(20) 

On the other hand the reading and understanding of the Scriptures by 

those progressed in the spiritual life is likened to the "eating of meat" 

(Kp£ocpo:yio:), what St Nilus calls "another kind of food" (h£po: 

'tpocpn).(21) The text which contains this image also contains St Nilus's 

explanation that "a sort of meat eating are truly the divine conceptions" 

(Kp£ocpo:yio: OV'tc.><; £o1:i 1:a 8£io: V01'U . .LO:'to:).(22) The partaking of solid 

food, which is a prerogative of those who embody the Scriptures in their 

lives, is understood by the neptics metaphorically as "meat eating". 

However, the significance of the Scriptures for the spiritual life is also 

apparent from the reaction and hostility of the devil against the Bible 

reader. It is part of the strategy of this enemy to try patiently and steadily 
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"by the intrusion of desires" (\m01:i8E'ta:t 8ta 't&lv E:m8wtwv) to persu

ade the spiritual athlete that he has nothing to gain from the reading of the 

Scriptures. His objective is to weaken the disposition of study and "to 

uproot and destroy every right conception through excessive negligence and 

forgetfulness of the divine commandments" ( ortw<; 'tij noAA. f.! (q.J.EA.Ei q Kal 

'tij A.f181J 'tWV 8Eiwv TtpOO'taYJ.lcX'tWV E:f;opUf;lJ OOU Kat (q.J.af...8UV1J rtO:V 

8Ef;t ov v6n1J.a). (23) The reaction of the neptic fighter to these tactics of 

the devil is the ceaseless reading and the study of the Scriptures so that "he 

might be led to what is best". (24) 

If the spiritual athlete gives in to the machinations of the devil, then he 

loses the ability of objective discrimination between a good act and the 

choice of evil. In this case he obtains a stony heart, (25) and becomes an 

eternal slave of satan, acquiring a distorted view of the age to come. (26) 

Other dangers mentioned by St Nil us as threatening the spiritual fighter, 

include the influence exerted on his mind by attractive teachings, which are 

dressed up in sophistic elements and are invented by the dark perplexities of 

the human intellect; these damage the vision of the soul(27) and lead it 

astray from the conceptions of the Scriptures. The same is the case with the 

athlete of the desert whose sympathy for the Scriptures never reaches the 

level of act but always remains on the level of mere theoretical admira

tion. (28) As previously, so in these cases St Nilus speaks of the althete who 

fails to follow the Scriptures as an "irrational beast" (K'tiivo<; aA.6yt

O'tov). (29) 

St Nilus' advice to the athletes of the desert is "that they should attach 

their will to the study of the divine words with an unquechable will" ('tij 

avayv~OEt 'tWV 'tOU 0EOU f...oyiwv rtpooaVEXEtV cXKOPEO'tW<; 'tij 

yv~1J.1J)(30) as if they are their food and drink which are necessary for 
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their life. Indeed for St Nilus no one "should ever rest from the study of 

the Scriptures";(31) rather, the sacred labour of the constant study of the 

Scriptures is to everyone's interest, because one will, in this way, be able 

to uphold the criterion of the authentic and saving knowledge,(32) which 

does not permit evil thoughts ( qxx\.J!,.ou<; !,.oyt OJ..I.OU<;) to enter one's mind(33) 

but enables one to progress from spiritual weakness ( Kay£E;i a) to well-doing 

(<'xyaeoepyia).(34) At the same time one is enabled to carry out success

fully and wisely every pastoral responsibility with which one may have been 

entrusted. (35) 

In St Nilus's thought, as this is expressed in his own writings, the 

importance of the Scriptures goes beyond the boundaries of a spiritual 

necessity for the achievement of a certain desirable purpose and is linked 

with the question concerning life and death. Without the application in life 

of the precepts of the Scriptures, whatever labour this might incur, the 

neptic athlete of the desert cannot fulfil his spiritual perfection which 

constitutes his salvation. 

JILl. 2. The Saints 

St Nilus's attitude toward the saints is one of reverence and admiration. 

He sees them as those spiritual athletes who arrived at the greatest degrees 

of perfection through their personal labour and the rich gift and support of 

the Holy Spirit. 

It is interesting that St Nilus concentrates on the "voice" ( ql(&)Vil) of the 

saints in describing their spiritual power. "The voice of the saints has put 

an end to wars, has cast out demons, has made the elements stand still; as 

in the case of Joshua son of Nun who cried: Stand still, oh sun and moon, 
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and so they did straight away; or as in the case of Moses who made the 

sea go away and return; or as in the case of the three youth who turned 

the flame into dew through hymns and praises". (36) 

This power of the saints does not only demonstrate their acceptance and 

approval by the Divine Grace. This is not merely the case of an external 

charismatic benefit. The saints possess something more; a "sonship in 

Christ"! They are Christ's sons. As St Nilus puts it in his exegesis of 

Isaiah's statement "Behold I and my children":(37) "the Saviour is related to 

the saints as to children". (38) This is because the saints were able to 

become types of Christ by what they achieved through their spiritual strugg

les and what they offered to others through their ministry. They became, as 

it were, Christ's relatives with respect to his perfection. (39) This is the 

meaning of the "sonship in Christ". 

It is precisely this adoption of the saints by grace that necessitates the 

respect of the pleroma of the Church towards them. St Nilus defends this 

point on the basis of two biblical verses. Initially he examines the particular 

verse from the Book of Genesis, where God holding a dialogue with Abra

ham and recognizing the latter's righteousness, gives him the promise that 

he will bless those who bless him and curse those who curse him. ( 40) This 

verse is combined with the Thirtieth Psalm where the Psalmist asks for "lips 

of guile, speaking of lawlessness in pride and contempt against the righteous, 

to become dumb".(41) The conclusion which St Nilus draws from this combi

nation is, "that those who praise the righteous man are blessed by God and 

enjoy, on this account, a thousand goods, whereas those who dare to speak 

insolently will fall into irreversible evils". ( 42) Behind the respect for sanctity 

there lies the respect for the source and power of it, the Holy Spirit and 

the opposite is also the case; the rejection of sanctity is ultimately the 
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rejection of the Holy Spirit, i.e. that blasphemy which, according to Christ's 

warning, has no forgiveness but ieads to death. Thus to insult a saint is to 

insult God, for, as St Nil us puts it, the former is transferred to the latter 

(ETti 'tOV ElEov avayE'ta:t).(43) The tragedy of the person who insults the 

saints is his/her ignorance of the fact "that it is utterly horrible to dare to 

raise a hand against God". ( 44) 

III.1.3. The holy Icons 

St Nilus extends his discourse concerning the honour due to the saints by 

underlining the bono rary character of the iconographic representation of the ..., 

saints. He does this in texts of his which are directly related to this topic; 

as in his Epistle LXI to the Prefect Olympiodorus< 45) and in his Epistle 

LXII to the Silentiarius Heliodorus, ( 46) both of which belong to Book IV of 

the Epistles. It is a fact that these Epistles were used by both iconophiles 

and iconoclasts in the eighth century iconoclastic dispute. ( 4 7) Yet their 

Y\ 
icorporation into the Minutes of the Seventh Ecumenical Council confirmed 
"' 
their correct meaning. ( 48) 

In his discussion on the veneration of honour of the icons of the saints 

St Nilus points out their importance for pastoral work on the grounds that 

they obviously strengthen the spiritual consciousness of the faithful. He also 

points out the miraculous power of the icons which springs not out of them-

selves but out of the saints whom they depict and who are spiritual guides 

to the faithful. As an example of this miraculous power of icons we may 

mention St Nilus's story of St Plato's miraculous intervention on a certain 

dramatic occasion. ( 49) A certain old man, who was living as an ascetic with 

his son, is attacked by a barbarian tribe who take them captives. The old 
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man manages to escape on which occasion he prays to the holy martyr St 

Plato kissing his icon. As a result of this the Saint intervenes riding on a 

horse and liberates the old man's son.(50) 

The paedagogical character of the holy icons is particularly revealed in 

the wisdom which they reflect. The holy icons function like the holy Script

ures; "so that those who are ignorant of letters and unable to read the 

Scriptures they might, through the vision of the painting, acquire a memory 

of the good deeds of those who rendered genuine servive to the true 

God". (51) The holy icons, then, are hints for the need of imitating the 

prototypes of the spiritual fighters, since the faithful have the obligation to 

become imitators of the holy life of these prototypes. The icons arouse in 

them the appetite for the glorious and ever memorable achievements through 

which those depicted in them exchanged the earthly for the heavenly, 

preferring what is not visible to what is visible. (52) 

III .1. 4. The Lives of the Saints 

The holy icons, as spiritual means facilitating the imitation of the saints 

by the faithful, become important factors of the ontological renewal of the 

human person. The holy icons transmit to the faithful, according to the 

latter's measure of faith and fighting mentality the grace of the saints and 

are strengthened in their spiritual struggle. This is because "they are 

strengthened by becoming imitators of the saints in their lives; they put out 

the fire of sin by their words; they render dry the sources of pleasures; 

they tame the anger and expel the desire; they unnerve vain glory; they 

make the burning love for money to wither; they redeem from depression 

and sorrow and put deep calmness into the troubled souls". (53) 
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The challenge of the holy icons consisting in the presentation of the 

saints who are depicted in them as models of imitation, leads the faithful to 

the study of the lives of the Saints. These lives are not only human con

structions but also the construction of the Holy Spirit; "so that each one of 

those who are involved with pursuing good conduct might be brought to the 

truth from similar models". (54) 

On the other hand the "divinely inspired" character of the Lives of the 

Saints constitutes a guarantee of spiritual integrity. The monk who strives to 

become "a friend of Christ, has the friends of Christ as his authentic proto

type", i.e. the saints. (55) By studying their Lives, the monk approaches 

Christ himself. This is why St Nil us' advice to the monks, and to the 

faithful in general, has often a practical character. "Those who love God" 

"let them follow the traces of the Lives of the Saints". (56) But the monk 

should read especially the Lives of the Saints and the "Accounts of 

Martyrdoms".(57) The Lives of the Saints and especially the Accounts of 

their Martyrdoms function like "candles" (f...\rxvot ), destined to point the 

way back to the right direction to "those who have gone astray" (1:ouc; 

f...aveavov'tac;)(58) within the darkness of sin. Those who actually become 

"consumed by zeal and wonder for them",(59) acquire the possibility to be 

taught the angelic manner of life and to live on earth as if they were in 

heaven. (60) 

St Nilus never fails to srtress, that the recognition and study of the 

Lives of the Saints is not simply theoretical and unconditional. In his 

relevant admonitions this study is always combined with the "liturgical" life 

and especially with the spiritual duties of the monk. Because the monk who 

does not live according to the prototypes of the angelic life is not affected 

by what he studies. Typical here are the examples of the indolent monk, 
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who is unable to concentrate on his study, but keeps turning the pages 

when he is reading(61), and of the gluttonous monk who simply mentions 

the martyrs in contrast to the encr tite monk who imitates them. ( 62) This 

fact demonstrates the meaning of putting ~o practice the study of the Lives 

of the Saints. The Lives of the Saints are not formal and stereotyped 

writings. They are a code of life which the monk has a duty to appropriate 

in his own life and to turn it into a means of holiness. 

Since this is the case, it is the pastor first who has a duty "to put forth 

his own life as an image of virtue to the learners, so that those who are 

transferred there might not destort the beauty of virtue by the uncomeliness 

of his mistake". (63) This is the difficulty of his office: that he leads not 

only monks but also lay people and that he acts as a monk and especially 

as head of monks. 

On the other hand the monk also should likewise put forth his own life 

in the world as an image of virtue, as an inspired imitator of the Lives of 

the Saints. Because according to the principles of the monastic life the 

monk bears always and everywhere the mortification of Christ in his body. 

Thus St Nilus reminds his monks: "you have died with Christ you have 

been mortified for the world", and therefore "you have been raised up so 

that you may think the things which are above",(64) so that you, the 

monks, may be for the world "light and salt". (65) Besides, this struggle is 

not without a prize. The monk struggling to make his life a glorification for 

God, according to the prototypes of the Saints, exhibits precision of 

perfection and for this reason he is recompensed with triple payment: 

payment for his personal training, payment for the benifit he brought to his 

brothers "who are upheld by the same zeal" and payment for becoming a 

cause of benefit to those "who are estranged from godliness". (66) 
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Finally, because generally "the divine laws want us to be types for other 

men, and to provide for all the unobstructed way to the irreproachable 

life", (67) the monks are obliged to be an image of sanctity and perfection 

of spiritual life. 

According to the above, the rationality of sanctity is imbued by a fight

ing and aggressive spirit. It is constantly in motion and never in statu. The 

monk is taught by the Saints how to become a saint. He is constantly fight

ing to embody sanctity as a manner of life, which will bring him closer to 

God and will make him a new sign-post of the spiritual life. The burden of 

this heritage of the Saints strengthens the neptic character of the monastic 

self -consciousness. 

111.2. The Desert 

III. 2.1. The life of dispossession 

The basic meaning of the desert is certainly specified, in the first 

instance, by its external image, which consists of two elements: the 

loneliness and the destitution of the material mind. The monk appropriates 

externally in his life the loneliness of the desert in order to achieve with 

greater ease communion with God. He appropriates, however, within the 

framework of loneliness, the rejection of matter as well. Thus the monastic 

life is truly apostolic. And the monk, like every apostle of Christ, moves 

towards God "possessing nothing", from the things which belong to the mate

rial realm, and yet "possessing everything", (68) since he communicates with 

God. 
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a) The fleshly monk 

The problematic understanding of creation begins with the monastic 

certainty, that "everything which does not contribute towards virtue is an 

unbecoming burden to the one who does it". (69) This axiomatic ascetical 

principle means, in other words, that the man, who chose as manner of his 

life his mortification and crucifixion with Christ, is not possible to pretend 

that the nails are painful, when he does not even feel the weight of the 

cross. In its essence creation is an obstacle in the monk's journey towards 

Christ and specifies the fleshly monk. A fleshly monk is one who ignor~ 
1\ 

prayer,(70) who communicates with God not in the perspective of exclusivi-

ty, but with a feeling of doing something incidentally. (71) Although he is 

basically orientated towards the acquisition of material things, he pretends 

that he is godly. In other words a fleshly monk is one who has chosen the 

death of the soul (by his attachment to material things), instead of the 

death of the sinful mind, which is strengthened and fed by the acquisition 

of material things. 

The fleshly monk is a lover of money, because money is the most 

essential expression of matter. A lover of money is one who loves matter 

and love of money is the root of all evils. (72) 

The fleshly attitude of the monk specifies the antithetical stance towards 

the authentic ascetical manner of life. His basic need has been converted 

'\') 

into an unco~rived luxury, and whereas his life ought to have been a 

refutation of vanity, it is instead developping into a guilty apology 

concerning duties. (73) 

The result is that self-consciousness is turned into confusion. Its screen is 

filled with idols made of matter and the soul is captivated by them, losing 
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its contact with the one and only truth, namely, God. In this case the 

fleshly monk falls into complete ignorance of God. However, ignorance of 

God means ignorance of resurrection. Departure from God has the inevitable 

consequence of delivering the fleshly monk into a condition of habitude, 

which is understood as a sort of "monthly uncleaness". Matter contaminates 

his habitude and the habitude is what forms his ethos. (74) 

The traumatic effect of all this on one's ethos is not an act which is 

completed in time. Ethos is traumatised and changed constantly, as the same 

psychological procedure is repeated, which is described by St Nilus on the 

basis of his ascetical experience: The habitude of the acquisition of money 

shapes the "money-loving" ethos, which creates the impulse for acquiring 

more and more money, i.e. matter. The possibility of possessions, however, 

is not a self-explained event. The monk may desire and seek after matter, 

but this does not mean that he can succeed in his endeavour. It happens 

many times that he simply remains only with the desire and the longing. In 

this case his fruitless endeavour causes wrath, anger and guilty reactions, 

because, what he considered to be worthy of acquisition (in spite of 

knowing in the depths of his innermost self that it is not necessarily in 

agreement with his manner of life) did not come to his possession and thus 

his existential clumsiness was not replenished by a material volume. 

At the same time anger is a false and clumsy reaction to a failure of 

acquiring material things. And this happens because anger quickly surrenders 

its place to sadness, which, in turn, will be converted into sorrow for a 

failure of an existential kind, i.e. total or partial. (75) 

Essentially the whole problem of creation is connected with the schizo

phrenic condition of human rationality, which first appeared at the fall and 

continues to exist to an ever increasing degree in the passage of the 
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centuries. 

St Nilus underlines both aspects. The irrationality of the fall is seen in 

Adam's choice. He does not choose the "friendly words of God and the 

enjoyment of his sayings", but the "roarings and beatings and brayings of 

vexing sounds by which the ears are bitten up". (76) Thus he loses the 

possibility of perfect dispossession and makes a start in seeking his food 

through labour and work. (77) 

Consequently, the human race acquired the habitude of creation as a 

manner of life and slipped away into the insecurity of the vanity of matter, 

i.e. into a relationship with misfortune. (78) St Nilus examin~ the weakness 
1\ 

of consumerism, both as a symptom of monastic irregularity and also as a 

sickness of the lay people: If there is a certain category of people who 

ought to be described as "needy", these are certainly the very rich, exactly 

because they are subjected to the unquenchable passion of constant acquisi-

tion, i.e. they are captives to the need which they themselves create. They 

act because they have the need of matter, because they feel poor.(79) They 

are "enslaved" to the vanity of creation,(80) which is unseless,(81) because 

it leads to the nihil. 

Human life seems to last as much as one night. Whatever operates and 

exists within it is a dream. Every concrete reality, every material element is 

essentially un-hypostatic. It is a lie, because the truth is located in the fact 

that the world is passing away; matter is being lost; the dream is fading 

away. What, then, is the benefit which human beings gain by their struggle 

to acquire matter? The time will come when the condition of the enjoyment 

of matter will pass away, when the "night-mares" will be turned off, ceasing 

to produce sorrow and to create vanity. Then, what they considered to be 

important will appear to have been illusory. (82) On the day when the 
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dreams are turned off, they will realize that they did not eat, did not 

drink, did not become rich, did not gain any glory. 

On that day those who were vigilant will rise up rejoicing, because they 

invested in their salvation by remaining alert. On the contrary the "possess

ors" will be filled with sorrow, as they will realize that nothing was 

preserved from what they laboured to gather. For St Nilus this is the same, 

as the case of a man who is dreaming, but realizes in the morning, that 

nothing remains to him from what he was dreaming about throughout the 

evening. The only thing that remains is non-sense or joy, according to one's 

past. Thus when the stage of this theatre of life is dismantled, on which 

man played his own role, as St Nilus hints, satisfaction and need cease to 

exist, and so do wealth and poverty, glory and humility. What remains is 

either rejoycing) or horror and fear.(83) 

On the opposite side of the needy rich we now find the rich needy. St 

Nilus calls rich those, who, not only do possess certain goods, but those 

who throw away even things of which are in needed, (84) since whatever is 

even slightly in excess of what constitutes sufficiency is regarded as 

avarice.(85) They are rich because they they are not subjected to any need; 

because they overcame the vanity of material secularism. In this way the 

seemingly poor are rich and the seemingly rich experience utter destitute, 

because they desire and cultivate a passion for the acquisition of things 

which they do not possess. 

This distinction of St Nilus between true richness and true poverty does 

not make sense from the point of view of the logic of the secular person. 

It presupposes the logic of asceticism, which cannot be coordinated with the 

secular logic. This is due to the fact that whereas the ascetic has a taste of 

God and speaks out of this experience, the secular sage derives his spiritual 
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dynamism from creation alone independently of God! Essentially this is not 

the case of two straight lines which cut accross each other, but, the case of 

two reversed parallel lines, which have no point of contact, since ignorance 

of God on the part of the world is a given premise. (86) 

b) Perfect dispossession 

The type of the rich monk is drawn with great perceptiveness in the 

writings of St Nilus and it is quite clear that this drawing is the result of a 

rich and profound ascetic experience. 

To begin with St Nilus makes a distinction between three kinds of dispo-

ssession, since he clarifies that "there has been one type of dispossession 

instituted from the beginning by the Creator and equally applicable to all, 

which is devoid of care and totally immaterial, and which was afterwards 

divided into several such by the opinions of men which were variously split 

according to the inclinations which they adopted towards certain things". (87) 

Initially the protoplasts experienced in Paradise a total form of dispossession, 

which is accorded senior status (1tp£ol3Eia).(88) Examining God's command 

to Adam to eat only from the plants of the field, he points out that "the 

worthiness of the one who gave the command inhibits the curiosity of the 

investigation", (89) and at the same time he of!rs sparsity of ascetical 
1\ 

thought and sacred logic. The command of God specified the quality and 

the dimensions of the dispossession in Paradise which was endowed with an 

ascetical depth. The diet, in other words, which God commanded, was far 

better, because it prohibited affability and pleasure of gluttony from exerting 

a bad influence on the intellect, or darkening rationality, discernment and 

sobriety. (90) 
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After the fall of the protoplasts and their expulsion from Paradise, man 

passes to the condition of "middle dispossession" (IJ.ton aK'tniJ.ocr6vn). It is 

the condition in which man possesses what is necessary and nothing more. 

Everything moves on the level of necessity and of satisfying it, in 

accordance with "the second form of life" which God specifies for 

Adam.(91) 

The gradual distortion of consciousness, due to its meeting with the 

postlapsarian material reality, led Adam to forget his postlapsarian 

lamentation. Thus the human race passed into the condition of the "mate

rial" ( £vuA.o<;) and "much-possessing" (noA.UK'tTll..L<UV) dispossession. The 

examination of the texts of St Nilus reveals, at first glance, the 

contradiction between the terms "much-possessing" (noA.UK'tTU..L<UV) "dispo

ssession" (aK'tniJ.ocr6vn), which, however, are combined by the author.C92) 

This contradiction is rarther ironical in character. Or, perhaps, the dialectic 

of contradiction and the coordination of these terms is designed to empha

size the irrational dimension of "possession". Every "much-possessing" person 

is essentially "dispossessed", since according to St Nilus, "much-possessed" 

implies "a vain dream which is exposed as the day dawns". (93) 

The process towards the "healing of the mind",(94) i.e. towards the 

formation and instruction of the perfect soul, (95) is directed from the life 

according to the flesh to the spiritual life. (96) St Nilus confesses that the 

struggle towards the perfect dispossession, which is a prerequisite of the 

perfect soul, requires brave souls and this is why those who seek to recover 

perfect dispossession are blessed. (97) 

In this case, what is basically required, is a change of mind in relation 

to material things. Every need of the body should be dealt with not in a 

materialistic perspective but for the present ( EVEO't<U't t KW<;). (98) The monk 



86 

is training to meet the needs of the moment, without any further perspect-

ive. He turns to earthly things to the extent that this is required by the 

need of the body at a specific moment. Yet, he immediately returns to his 

relation with God. (99) He appropriates, then, dispossession in humility and 

through virtue. (100) He knows that attachment to material things gives birth 

to vain glory, which leads to the false thoughts of conceit, which, in their 

turn, intrude, like worms, into the treasury of the soul in order to eat 

away the gathered labours.(101) 

Thus the neptic fighter of the desert, going through the tempest of his 

struggle, throws away into the sea of dispossession all his material 

provisions(102) and strips himself of all cares of life, so that he may enter 

into the ring of the spiritual contests free from material necessities, like the 

ancient athletes, entertaining strong hopes for reaching the desired end. (103) 

On the other hand the necessity of stripping from material things is 

derived from the image of the opposing demon: he is naked from every 

s 
care. How then can the monk confront him succesfully?(104) 

/1. 

Principally the monk mortifies himself with respect to all that the shape 

of this world produces, (105) and, denying his own personal will and renoun-

cing the world, he puts on the dispossessed Christ. (106) At the same time 

he takes care in order to supply his garment to those who are in need, 

preferring to put on the reviling of the world, instead of his garment, and 

to consider every in justice done to him as his real property. ( 1 07) 

This manner of life incurs the stripping of the mind from every care, 

since for him the provider and dispenser of material goods is Christ. (1 08) 

Stripped of cares the mind enters into the ring of the contests against the 

demon. As the ancient athletes were anointed with oil, so he anoints himself 

with the oil of "carelessness" (1:0 ~£pt1J.VOV), not giving any chances to 
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the demon to take possession of him. In accordance with the spirit of 

asceticism, alertness and nepsis consist in the monk's ability not to allow his 

adversary demon to throw any dust of sin on him, which would make the 

monk lose the smooth::,. ness of his soul, i.e. his "carelessness". This is really 

achieved by avoiding the cares of life, which function like dust, hardening 

the smootheness of the mind, which, being in this condition, becomes easy 

pray to the machinations of the devil. (109) 

By carelessness, then, the monk is freed from the material domination of 

life and imitates Joseph, who, being free,· was able to avoid the demonic 

challenge. (110) Certainly Moses' attitude, with its neptic dynamism, appears 

to be an act of holy madness. For the secular logician this is an 

incomprehensible madness, because Joseph despised nature and acted in a 

way which was both peculiar and against nature (napa (jlUOt v). For the 

logician of the desert, however, Joseph's act is a witness to "God's 

knowledge" and to the wonder-working Grace of God. In this perspective, 

Joseph's attitude is not against nature but above nature. Joseph is the type 

of man who is truly free, who, through his act of sacred foolishness, 

inspires the monk in experiencing the true meaning of freedom. 

Jospeh's example shows that chojing between virtue and vice, good and 

evil, which is projected in a moralistic spirit, is a conventional act of 

freedom. True freedom begins, as a possibility, with the "taste of God", the 

"putting on of Christ", and proceeds to the God-loving "knowledge", which 

inspires confessions and appreciations which are also God-loving. Since the 

monk is in possession of this knowledge and appropriates it in his life 

consistently, he is freed from the relative powers of himself and imitates 

Joseph. In this spiritual condition he is a mature inhabitant of the desert. 

"A wild mule", (111) without limits and bounds, which ldughs at the noisy 
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and activist life of the city; he does not have to face the revilings of the 

tax-collector and moves with free spirit to every direction. Thus he lives his 

freedom as a perfect (in every sense) dispossession and as a sojourning in a 

strange and temporary land. (112) 

With this manner of life, the monk follows the life which befits his first 

dispossession, which was pursued by the saints. (113) He approaches and 

appropriates the ultimate virtue, i.e. the perfect dispossession.(114) 

These saints were those who, communicating with God ceaselessly, out of 

utterly godly desire, were raised to a point of transcendence which allowed 

them to be attached to things divine. In their ascent they had no material 

or spiritual obstacle, since everything was handed over to Christ the 

dispenser. Whenever the moment of bodily need arrived, they took care of 

it to an extent that the need itself specified and with every frugality, so 

that they could return to the taste of God; and all this they did because 

they considered "alienation from the experience of God" to be damaging and 

deprived of any sense of "profit or duty". They followed the sacred logic 

which commanded; "having comforted the necessity of need at the right time 

and having rid of the need of [labour for the body), which was useful 

yesterday but is not present today, (115) they were able to concentrate on 

the care is spiritual things alone. 

This stance of the monk concerning the needs of the body, allows him 

to reach the stage of perfect prayer, (116) with uninhibited ascents, which is 

identified with the taste of the Triune God. In this condition the neptic 

athlete is able to observe ecstatically the overturning of the rules of nature, 

since they no longer function with dire necessity in his particular case, but 

on the basis of a plan of divine providence, which ceaselessly accompanies 

his spiritual endeavour. (117) 
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Mfirming that "the predicament of the hope which rests on God is a 

secure outcome" (n 'ti;<; £ni El£ov £A.niSoc; [ava9£otc;] aoqx:xA.flc; £01:tv 

EKi3aot <;), and that every human agony is vain, St Nilus places a great 

emphasis on the idea, according to which nature "operates outside the 

purpose of what is regarded as obvious" ( EK'tO<; 1:0\> OKOJtou 'toi <; SoKoU

ot £'0A.6yot <;), outside every conventional pursuit and irrespectively of 

repetitions occurring elsewhere and with the known, constant phenomena. 

The logical necessity in the operation of natural phenomena is not always 

constant for the logician who is prudently persuaded that phenomena "have 

an ambivqlent and contigent presence "(q.J.q:Ji (3oA.ov EXEt Kai £vS£XOIJ.EVnv 

'tll\1 napouoiav).(118) The ,rav.elll of the Prophet Elijah(119) and the 

miracles of the Prophet Elisha(120) are some of the examples which the 

holy man mentions in order to establish these ideas. 

Thus the holy man of God, persuaded by God's words, lives under 

God's absolute tutelage and, holding firmly fleshly poverty and sojourning in 

a "local colony", he studies how to serve God.(121) In this way the holy 

monk obtains boldness before God and arrives at a position of overruling 

nature. He becomes accustomed to the miracle of nature's subjection to 

him, while nature itself becomes his synergist in his life. (122) Although the 

holy monk is not a possessor of all that belongs to nature, he is always 

rich as far care of his needs goes. The apostolic spirit rests on him too, so 

that he too feels "as having nothing, but possessing all". (123) 

III.2.2. The silence of the desert 

Studying the ascetical writings, the researcher of the monastic life has 

the possibility to find out, that, within the heat of the desert, the ascetic is 
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working out the perfection of ethos, living daily in relation with God, man 

and the world, without the deceiving reflections of the desert, but with 

purity and existential transparency. 

Within this atmosphere, he attempts to get rid of the pretence of 

wearing a mask and to live out the genuineness of the authentic person. 

The theology of the quietness of the desert is free from the anxiety of 

pretence which bedevils the heavily inhabited city. The ascetic, being a 

student of hesychia and prayer, trains himself daily and at every moment 

and thus gets rid of the fear of his unknowable inner self. Besides he has 

the ability to walk unobstructedly to the inner paths of his soul and to find 

God there, within the space of a multi-sided existential silence. 

a) Severing ties with relatives 

The authenticity of the ascetical ethos is appropriated in life by the 

lover of the desert in a gradual manner. This appropriation runs parallel to 

his kenosis, so that he may put on Christ. 

The citizen of the desert is dispossessed not only ontologically but also 

matter-wise and flesh-wise. The appropriation of dispossession is of inesti

mable value in the spiritual life and is indeed magnified in every direction 

of existence, so that its dimensions become truly catholic. In this perspective 

one can understand the cutting off of ties with relatives and friends of the 

athlete of the desert. In a sense the tie with relations and friends is a sort 

of possession. When one is bound to a sense of belonging, one is possessed, 

as it were, by that to which he belongs, and this is certainly a bonding 

which does not facilitate the spiritual life. This is why the neptic fighter 

should be free from every relation which is appropriated as a "possession". 
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St Nilus is persuaded that the "left-overs" in the life of the ascetic are 

the cause of every deviation. (124) In this case relatives and friends are also 

included. (125) Relations and friendships of the flesh are not, as such, causes 

of sin. St Nilus often advises in his admonitions on how important honour 

to parents is(126) and on the value of friendship. (127) In the case of the 

monk, however, the relations and friendships of the flesh become a "snare" 

(8npa'tpov) in Satan's authority. Through them Satan has the power to 

destroY' the fighter of the desert, nudging the unthoughtful mind with 

memories of relations and friends and in this way leading it astray from the 

austere attachment to what is "truly desirable" ( OV'tUI<;; £cpn6v). 

This seeming austerity and even insensibility, of St Nilus is a neptic 

warning, or, as he himself describes it, a question concerning life and 

death: "If, then, you died for the world, if you denounced the corruptible 

life, if you conjoined yourself with the heavenly army and order and 

manner of conduct, you should not draw anything to youself which belongs 

to earthly things and to the generation which is according to the flesh". (128) 

The reason for this is obvious. He who loves his relatives, introduces 

the relation of the flesh into his relation with Christ. In this way he 

excludes from his relation with God that total love to him, thus indicating 

that he is ignorant of the ascetical dispossession, i.e. the poverty for 

Christ's sake, i.e. the exclusive subjection to him. This manner of life leads 

to the slavery of Satan and to the rejection of the truth. Because whoever 

is attached to his relatives, "being pierced [through this attachment] in his 

ear by an awl, so that he might not hear the sound of hearing through the 

physical hole", can never receive the "word of freedom", i.e. of the 

truth.(129) 

The characteristic example which St Nilus provides in this case is the 
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manner of Lot's flight and of his family from their sinful region. Lot's wife 

is a type of the monk who turns back, to the earthly relations, turning his 

back to his relation with God. This turning back is a repatriation to the 

ancient evil. (130) Besides, the firm attachment to the ancient evil is imaged 

as a "pillar of salt". Attachment to the previous stages of secular life 

exposes the monk's immaturity. And while Freud's psychology gives its own 

meaning to the term "attachment", in order to specify simply psychological 

delay of a crashing character,031) the neptic psychology specifies such an 

attachment to previous stages of secular life as disobedience to God, i.e. as 

in-experience of God.032) 

The monk who decided to acquire the experience of God, has before his 

eyes the tragic example of Lot's wife, who "has stood up till now as exam

ple to those who disobey, having being turned into a pillar of salt".(133) 

This neptic allusion is put forth, "so that one might not, on examination, 

be found to be wholy fleshly and earthly and unlearned". (134) 

On the contrary the ascetical endurance of a monk is determined by the 

interest which he shows for his relatives and especially by the manner in 

which he reveals this interest in his life. In the best case this interest for 

the relatives is transported through prayer and consumed by the grace and 

love of God, so that it is finally expressed as an attitude towards "some 

sort of poor strangers". (135) 

It is a fact that the pilgrim of the desert always seeks to embrace 

perfection.(l36) This search, does not differ, in typological analysis, from 

the wanderings of Joseph in the desert. The monk too is wandering in the 

desert having as his guide a sacred agony for achieving perfection. In this 

case two possibilities emerge: the right way forward or the deceit. The way 

forward is right when it is understood to be a search for a specific pur-
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pose; or, a fruitless wandering, when it has the chacracter of deceit. 

Joseph was seeking his brothers in the desert. (137) This search ended up 

in deceit. His deceit was "the search for his own relations".(138) Joseph was 

wandering in the desert of Sechem, until he was found "wandering in the 

plain by a man; and the man asked him, what are you searching for? and 

he said, I am searching for my brothers; tell me where they led their 

cattle; and the man said to him, they departed from here; and I heard 

them saying, Let us go to Dothaim; and Joseph went after his brothers and 

found them in Dothaim".(139) 

Dothaim is a neutral place. In the context of the ascetical life Dothaim 

means "a sufficient eclipse".(140) The pilgrim monk has to discover Dothaim 

in order to become fully conscious of the deceit of his tie with his rela

tions. Discovering Dothaim, he will understand that: "there is no other way 

for achieving perfection, unless the endeavour relating to the relations of the 

flesh is sufficiently eclipsed".(l41) The search for relations is an attachment 

to the things of the flesh. 

Consequently Dothaim is a necessary stop in the pilgrimage of the neptic 

fighter of the desert. Because, "even if one abandons Haran, which signifies 

the senses, for they are interpreted to be holes in the ground, and comes 

out of the valley of Hebron, i.e. of lowly works, and from the desert, in 

which the deceit occurs of the one who is searching for perfection, he gains 

nothing from his lengthy ordeal, if he does not emigrate to a sufficient 

eclipse, because the love for the relations constitutes an insecurity for 

perfection". (142) 

This is also the meaning of the rebuke which the child Christ addressed 

to Mary the Theotokos in the Temple. (143) It signaled the eclipse of the 

ties with relatives from the relation of man with God. (144) 
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This "eclipse" ( EKAEt \Vt <;) should be also adopted by the monk, accord

ing to the typological, for our case, command of Moses: "And the person 

who has been cleansed shall wash his clothes and shave off every hair and 

be bathed in water and thus he shall be clean; and after all these he shall 

enter into the enclosure .. ". ( 145) 

Consequently, as St Nilus points out, material dispossession is not 

enough. The perfection of the monastic life demands an ontological, i.e. a 

perfect dispossession, a perfect mortification, as a deprivation of everything 

and of all, so that one might approach God, "who is all". 

St Nilus' admonitions to the hesychastic candidate, given in the specific 

verse which follows herein, summarize the above theses: "For if they are to 

wash completely their soul and to be healed from all the things which 

contaminate them, they are obliged to depart from all the things, by which 

the stain increases, and to supply much calm to the reasoning faculty, and 

to be far away from things which excite, and to avoid being in touch with 

what is more familiar, by embracing loneliness which is the mother of 

philosophy". (146) 

A "monk" is one who is "alone"; one who appropriates in life his lone

liness, not so much as a perfect absence of relations as, mainly, an internal 

loneliness , which is a necessary presupposition for the vision of God. (14 7) 

Hesychasm is achieved when the inner man is mortified, when the personal 

will is renounced, so that the communicability of the human nature might 

be turned into a function of communion with God. This communicability 

should not be hindered by the ties of the monks with his relatives. The 

monk strives to become a genuine relative of God. It is in this unique 

relation that the entire magnificence of his deified communicability is 

expressed. 
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b) Silence 

The way forward to J ascetic hesychia begins with the monk's denial 

not only of evil inter-human relations, but also of relations with relatives, 

or neutral relations. This denial is legalized, once he understands the basic 

threat, implied by the preservation of human relations. It is the wrong use 

of the main instrument of communication among human beings, the tongue. 

The logic of asceticism knows that the function of the tongue is that which 

regulates the degree and the authenticity of the ascetical self-consciousness of 

the monk. 

St Nilus specifies with clarity the ascetical position on this matter: "This 

is why we were given two ears, but one tongue, so that we might hear 

more of what pertains to our salvation, which we declare through our good 

works and divine achievements, rather than through our speech".(148) The 

neptic fighter tries to keep himself in silencej , because it is in silence that 

he meets God. The more he speaks, the more he loses God. The more he 

keeps unguarded the door of the mouth, the easier he stains himself, until 

he is subjected to the devil, because "death and life are in the hands of 

the tongue"(149) and "an abusive tongue is intercourse with the devil".(150) 

According to St Nilus "those who speak ... without being asked", do it 

out of disposition of vain glory and a tendency to gain the attention of 

other human beings. These are vain and idiotsClSl) and the only thing they 

gain is harm, springing out of the loss of God: "They suffer great harm 

and undergo much damage" those who rest in controversy and boasting; as 

they scatter the brightest mind, and harden the smootheness of prudence, 

and cast out the indescribable operations of grace, and instead of giving 

first place to the contemplation of existing beings, they are engaged in all 
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sorts of life affairs and temptations". (152) 

Following the therapeutic manner of the neptic conduct St Nilus, advises 

(:\..VI,;( 

the monks, who used their mouth foolishly, exhibit "an untrained insolence 

and an unbridled tongue", (153) to heal their sickness "by enduring pain and 

most hard manner of conduct, streams of tears, lengthy hardship and cease-

less humiliation, until Christ, the Master of all, has pity on them and tells 

them: Open your mouth and I shall fdl it,054) no longer with dishonour 
/ 

and much abhorence, but with fragrance and every goodness".(155) 

c) The desert 

The necessary presupposition for appropriating hesychia as a condition of 

the monastic life, which leads the monk to make progress in his spiritual 

combat, is achieved in its natural environment: the desert. 

St Nilus examins in an entire treatise, which is called: "That those who 

live as hesychasts in the deserts differ very much from those who are 

housed in cities, even though the opposite seems to be the case for many 
~.o~hG 

/\have no experience",(156) the self-deception of the monks who choose the 

city as the place of their habitation. The problems associated with living in 

the city O.ril. also described in a symbolic way as an antithetical wrangle 

between two notions, those of "commotion" (Kivnou;;) and "quietness" (nou-

xia). The monk of the city is he who appropriates the inner obstruction as 

loss of self-understanding and ignorance of his inner world. (157) The monk 

of the city is he who fights with shadows, (158) exactly because, in the 

gloom of the inner obstruction, he has a confused image of the larking 

dangers. He fights against what he sees, but is ignorant of what is stored 

inside him. According to St Nilus the basic cause of this is the im-possi-
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bility of nepsis which is caused by commotion.(159) 

The "commotion", as an anti-hesychastic term, can be traced, to some 

extent and with certain semantic adjustments, to the earlier times of the 

Stoics and the Cynics. The aim of those philosophers was immobility 

(aKt vnoio:), exactly because they understood motion (or commotion) as a 

dimension of the world of their psyche. At the same time they observed 

that pleasure (i]8ovn) lies in ambush in the delicate movement.(160) The 

typical narratives from the Lives of the Cynics or of the philosophers of the 

Stoa, as that of Diogenes, signal the agony of the archaic philosophy 

relating to the return to the lost internal cohesion of man.(16l) 

In Christian philosophy, as St Nilus presents it, the monk strives to 

reach hesychia, because motion breaks up the ascent to the ladder of virtues 

which leads to God. In hesychia the monk of the desert has the possibility 

of touching his inner self, something which the secular monk is deprived 

of.(162) Essentially the secular monk lives the tragedy, the vanity of the 

world. His entire life is the performance of a theatrical role. If he had to 

be described in icon form, then he could be depicted as a "dove". He plays 

in the eyes of the viewers the role of virtue, which means, that he conta

minates it willingly or unwillingly, since he falls under the subjection of 

vain glory and ostentatious asceticism, believing that he assists his 

fellow-human beings, while in point of fact "he empties the gain of pain" 

and, like the dove which hands over to man her young ones which she 

carried in her, he loses the fruit of his work.(163) 

The secular monk belives that he acts well, whereas in reality he reacts 

like a maniac.(164) He believes that he is stronger than the monks of the 

desert, because they do not have well shaped temptations, whereas he has to 

fight constantly against real temptations. (165) He does not know, however, 
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that the monks of the desert by mortifying their flesh, (166) purify the mind 

from the contamination of the temptations and, through neptic life, tran-

scend the stage of the cultivation of their souls, (167) passing to the 

condition of peace and ascent to God. (168) At the same time the monk of 

the city lulls himself with the praise of men for his spiritual virtues, while 

it escapes him that he spends his time only for war, ignoring the peace of 

neptic hesychasm and spiritual ascents. Indeed, against what he believes 

about his being in the world, the fruit of his war is reduced to nothing in 

the furnace of the inter-human relations. The coincidences of the day are 

turned into wounds of the night. (169) Thus the problem of the secular monk 

is not a problem of possibility of bravery, but a problem of psychological 

break up which is caused by the coincidences of the day, as they store in 

the unconscious space of their soul damaging images, which in due course 

will come out. (170) This monk who did not come to know the science of 

the desert and the "eloquence" of silence, is certainly ignorant of himself 

and is being led to "languidness" ( xcruvwot c;;) and discouragement ( c'xElv~ i-

o:), (171) out of the misunderstood communicability and the deceitful sense of 

self-righteousness for the services which he offers to the people of the city. 

This monk is the inexperienced one, who is basically ignorant, and who, 

beyond the purely theoretical perception of monasticism, never learned what 

the world of his psyche is and how it functions in his practical life. 

The choice, then, of the monastic life entails the teaching concerning 

hesychasm for its authentic achievement. The appropriation of hesychia is an 
o~it 

entire science and its ignorance does not allow the candidate of hesychasm 
{\. 

to attain to his aim. St Nilus emphasizes the fact that hesychia is a difficult 

task which can lead to disappointment from the very first steps of him who 

attempts to achieve it. This is due to the fact that the mind of the "newly 
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initiated hesychasts" ('t&:lv VEU>O'ti i)oux.a(6V'tU>V) is "a new fulness of evils" 

( €vayx.o~ KaK&:lv). (172) This fact makes as a consequence the appropriation 

of the ascetical isolation an unbearable struggle. "Hesychia is laborious to 

those who have newly professed r,enunciation; for it is on such an occasion 

that memory takes the opportunity and stirs up every dirty segment that lies 

there, not taking any consideration of it because of the multitude of the 

excessive things". (173) 

In his inner isolation the monk will meet himself in the dialectic of 

death, experiencing as death the "disturbance" of the "contaminating 

thoughts" (IJ. t apoi A.oyt OIJ.Oi) and the nepsis of the soul, so that he might 

come to supply much calm to the reasoning faculty, and to be far away 

from things which excite, and to avoid being in touch with what is more 

familiar, but embracing loneliness which is the mother of philosophy".(l74) 

It is utterly irrational, according to St Nilus, for the monk "to make his 

soul ready to fight" at the moment when he has the possibility to preserve 

"the acquisition (of spiritual goods and achievements) unspoiled",(l75) from 

the robbers of the road of the secular context, as he spends his life in the 

context of the desert and of the ascetical hesychia. 

Being in the desert, away from "makeable materials" of sin, the monk 

can transcend the danger of disturbance from passion, since the absence of 

temptation preserves the mind in peace, because memory becomes inactive 

and consequently no passion is provoked. In this case "deep peace and inner 

calmness" comes to dominate the psychical world of the monk. (176) Putting 

it differently, one could observe that, the person who lives in hesychia, 

appropriates unobstructedly his calm relation with God, (177) because, 

appropriating perfect isolation, (178) he remains invulnerable to the 

arrows of temptations. (179) Perfect hesychia is the fulness of the neptic 
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appropriation and that spiritual condition which allows the godly ascents. 

For this reason the quality of the hesychasm which is being acquired is the 

criterion of the authenticity of the neptic experience. Certainly, however, 

whoever acquired perfect hesychia, never abandoned it. (180) 

In this perspective, St Nilus opposes in a very severe manner the 

abandonment of isolation by the monk, because his experience of asceticism 

knows that something like this happens "on account of one's faint-heartedness 

and certain human, weak thoughts",(181) or "because one cannot bear the 

exactness of life". (182) These words of abandonment of hesychia clarify the 

the cause of the monk's inability to progress towards virtue and sanctity. 

This cause is the constant transposition of the monk from place to place. 

Just as a plant cannot flourish if "it is constantly transplanted, even if it is 

richly watered",(183) likewise the constantly moving monk cannot enjoy the 

fruit of spiritual progress. As an experienced master of the psychology of 

spiritual life, St Nilus lets it be understood that constant movement reveals 

a pretext of avoidance of hesychasm. (184) 

Hesychasm "requires firmness, patience, consistency, and unshakeable 

conduct", (185) and this is why the holy man begs: "we should not allow 

ourselves to be moved from place to place, but rather stand patient in 

prayer". (186) Of course the holy man does not exclude the case of possible 

transposition on account of a great need,087) but he stresses at the same 

time that "satan always manages to catch with a hook by and large with 

what is seemingly obvious those who have not acquired the experience of 

his evil machinations". (188) 
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d) Self-understanding and communicability 

The authentic hesychast of the desert strives to achieve hesychia, 

avoiding human conduct, because he knows, that communication with 

"corrupt men" is equivalent to "pestilential sickness".(l89) He is isolated 

from the world, because the latter is unable to understand the mystery of 

the internal life of man, and because he realizes that justly "the saints 

abandoned the inhabited world", since the world "is not worthy of them". It 

was with good reason that they turned to the mountains, the caves, the 

holes of the earth "and put on garments made of sheep skin, deprived of 

material goods, undergoing sufferings, escaping from the worst behaviour of 

the evil of men, and of the grotesque affairs which flood the cities, so that 

they may not be brought, as if by a torrent of violence, to the indifferent 

wantornness of the many by the force of corruption".(190) 

The lover of hesychasm, i.e. the saint, is different from the world, not 

in his ontological dimension, since he is truly man, but in the manner of 

his life and therefore in his conduct, because he has the "mind of 

Christ".(l91) The holy hesychast is the "anti-social" person, who preferred to 

live "in the manner of the beasts", avoiding "human beings as insidious", 

l'lt.'f 
since "these do teach evil and wonder 

A 
putting his trust on beasts as friends, 

at and honour virtue. Thus Daniel was considered by other men to have 

been lost, but he was saved from death by the lions ... and the virtue of 

the man, which to human beings was a matter of envy and dispute, became 

to wild beasts the cause of respect and honour, to those indeed in whom 

love has been implanted". (192) In many cases, in the ascetical writings, 

communication with wild beasts is used as a paradeigm of prudent communi-

cation and relation, in contrast to communication with human beings and it 
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is not rare to come across the incredible phenomenon: the sullen(193) and 

austere ascetic(194) conversing with the wild beasts of the desert, and thus 

proclaiming the poverty of the world in emotions and reason and reminding 

of man's longing for his return to the paradisal reconciliation of nature and 

man. 

This anti-social stance of the ascetic is not interpreted in any case as 

antipathy for the world, since he has already rejected it. (195) This is rather 

the case of the ascetic who simply endeavours to live out his relation with 

God as a rejection of the self, which can be studied and understood only in 

his authentic isolation with God. It is in the hesychia of this isolation that 

the ascetic can actually understand himself, as it is emphatically pointed out 

by St Nilus to the new candidate of asceticism. (196) Being fleshly he cannot 

know himself(197) but fortifies himself behind his form, (198) so that he may 

function as a theatrical actor. ( 199) 

On the contrary the hesychastic and anti-social monk appropriates the 

martyrdom of self-knowledge, (200) since, as St Nilus says, "nothing is more 

difficult and more toilsome than knowledge of self". (201) Confronting with 

bravery and courage the stirrings of the passions, the monk is tested in the 

furnace of unceasing self-examination, always striving for perfection. He is 

like the holy father, mentioned by St Nilus, who, having achieved hesychia 

in the desert, had the ability to take a heap of sand and, placing one by 

one every pebble now on the right side, i.e. on the right thoughts, and now 

on the left side, i.e. on the bad thoughts, to be constantly on the alert, so 

as to know what progress he has actually made. (202) 

Ascending on the ladder of virtues, the hesychast is constantly in a state 

of nepsis, so that he may not lose on account of his vainglory, (203) what 

he achieved in his struggle, but, rather, maintain the right progress, not 
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considering what he did (what he achieved) but feeling sorry for what he 

does not yet possess.(204) Thus he does not rely on the contemplation of 

his abilities, but runs unwaveringly after his difficiencies. (205) 

The martyrdom of unceasing self-knowledge leads the hesychast to the 

vision of God. As St Nilus says, when the ascetic comes to be "in his own 

sense the grace of the Lord is not delayed in being sent to him, and 

when it comes, it gives food as to some yawning young one, and transmits, 

as it has been said, divine consolation, divine perceptions, divine honey

ed-speech, divine compunction, divine fear and wisdom, and longing, divine 

joy and manifestation of great mysteries". (206) 

Within this blessing and wealth of the grace of God the ascetic tran

scends the limits of his isolation. He transforms his communion with God 

into a communion with the whole of nature and the whole of humanity. He 

is alone, but he communicates with the whole race of human beings and his 

seemingly anti-social attitude becomes an eschatological appropriation of the 

community of men, based on endless love and prayer. Then the monk "can 

see what the superiors unlawfully do to their inferiors, those who do 

injustice and those who are treated unjustly, those who are tyrants and 

those who suffer under tyrants, those who deprive and those who are 

deprived by others, and he suffers with the sufferers by his disposition 

towards them, and sharing in their lot, is indignant with those who vex 

others with toil and having compassion for those who are vexed by others 

with toil, being filled with anger and bending for mercy, incited and pierced 

in his bowels, and despising sometimes the God of long-suffering for 

acquiescing in them. For this is what the prophet Habakkuk suffered on a 

certain occasion and showed to the sufferers what he suffered, saying, ·why 

did you show me labours and pains; the impious oppresses the righteous, 
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and you made human beings like fish which is swallowed up by the 

sea· , (207) treating this forebearance and indulgence as anarchy, and 

reproaching God with a fiery passion but with audacity". (208) 

*** 
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CHAPTER IV: THE NEPTIC WAY OF LIFE 

IV.l. The notion of Nepsis 

In the context of the ascetical life, nepsis is understood to be a 

condition of unceasing and laborious watchfulness, on the part of the 

ascetic, for the "study of God"(l) and, therefore, for the continuous relation 

with God. (2) 

The ascetic turns his thought to God in an exclusive way, pursuing the 

virtue which always tends to conquer and always remains distant. (3) It keeps 

watch so as to obtain the appropriate possibilities of approaching perfection, 

which, in its absolute dimension, can never be conquered. "For who has 

ever thus conquered it [the virtue] so that nothing is lacking to him in 

perfection?". ( 4) 

Nepsis is the necessary feature of the monk for the conquest of the 

spiritual life. It is essentially connected with his salvation. Spending his 

entire life in nepsis is only slightly sufficient for a monk in his endeavour 

to reach virtue. ( 5) Thus nepsis is the condition of salvation. 

Therefore the monk "raises his spirit to God who enlightens him 

concerning the divine precepts in the night"(6), because his journey to God, 

the appropriation of the ceaseless doxology, is a warding off, a mortifica

tion, of satan, "and satan will not be able to inflict on him any passion, or 

disaster, or any sin".(7) As St Nilus knows from his rich ascetical 

experience, the observance of the law .keeps the monks protected from 
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demonic attacks and supports those who seek to keep the law in their 

watchfulness. (8) For this reason the monk humbly accepts God's protection, 

not only as a joy of being related to him, but aiso (when the will of God 

deems it neccesary for him to be tested) as a "scourge" (~.uxo-c t ~) or as a 

"test" ( £A.e:no<;), being anxious to live neptically and eager to suffer the 

martyrdom, which God may impose on him, "so that he might not fall off 

from that eternal and irremovable heritage, which has been prepared for 

him in heaven and the ceaseless joy". (9) 

Nepsis is appropriated in two ways: as a living relation with God, 

arising from the vivifying effect of the sacraments and the liturgical life in 

general, and also as a living relation with God, arising out of the 

mortification of the senses and of the entire self, which is constant and 

ceaseless. But nepsis is also appropriated, always to the extent that the 

monk's spiritual capabilities allow, as a joy of affirming God, a martyrdom 

of denial of self which is full of grace; and finally, as a study of God, 

arising out of the joy and pain of the neptic struggle. 

IV. 2. The study of God 

When St Nilus refers to "the study of God" he always has before his 

eyes the sacramental life, the order of the monastic duties, as well as the 

combination of prayer and manual labour. 

a) The sacramental life 

The spiritual life of a monk revolves around two sacraments: sacred 
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Confession and divine Eucharist. The beginning and the end, however, of 

the spiritual life of the monk is Confession. 

i) Confession 

The monastic life is from its nature a special manner of life. The 

human being who chooses the monastic life, as manner of life and express

ion, with all the peculiarities which this entails, is dangerously moving on a 

rope. He risks at every moment his deification and th~ heritage of eternal 

life, by undertaking a toilsome struggle against the death of his soul. This is 

because in the isolation of the desert, the monk has to fulfil a very difficult 

task: to hold a dialogue with himself. In the desert, where one is alone 

with himself, it is impossible to avoid the inner dialogue. On the other 

hand this dialogue cannot possibly be hypocritically appropriated, because it 

progresses in the context of isolation and ceaseless self-consciousness. Such a 

spiritual venture is indeed the most difficult task for the human being. The 

monk will either withstand the challenge of the authenticity of the desert or 

will be degraded to a struggle of "body against body" with his unsubmissive 

"old self". 

St Nilus has in mind this journey of ascetical life and traces it with 

therapeutic perspective and care. Because the central problem of this jour

ney is despair, which may arise from the difficulty and severity of the ven

ture to put on the hardship of the neptic struggle. According to St Nilus, 

the master of despair is the devil, who "dictates" to the fighter who has be

lieved. "For he is the one who urges the commitment of sin, and also the 

one who, after sin is committed pushes the sinner to despair. Now to sin, 

of course, is human; but to despair, satanic and utterly destructive".OO) 
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The fighter of the desert, "though he did not expect to be persuaded 

about this", he should never despair.(ll) St Nilus recalls here the assurance 

of God, through the prophet Ezekiel, according to which the death of the 

sinner is undesirable to him ("I do not desire the death of the sinner but 

his return")(12) and the question of Jeremiah, "Does not the one who falls 

rise up again?"(13), and so encourages the fighting monk by observing: "To 

be saved is not hopeless because of the compassion of Christ".(14) 

St Nilus anxiously admonishes the neptic not to yield to the "evil 

spirits", which "lead the person falling to desperation", so as to exclude the 

case of "repentance"(lS) and thus to let himself sink into utter despair,(16) 

"giving up his own salvation". (17) Despairing about salvation means denying 

the grace of the Spirit, i.e. blaspheming against the Holy Spirit(18) and 

therefore, death, since "those who give themselves up are numbered with 

the impious".(19) The monk who throws himself into despair does nothing 

else than to follow the path, which was first traced by the devil. "Hence 

the devil himself out of despair was hurled off to such a loss, because he 

did not want to repent". (20) The monk, then, who gives up his fight is an 

imitator of the devil. 

In contrast to this kind of reaction against the deep realization of sin, 

St Nilus proposes "the return to goodness through repentance", (21) which is 

characterized by escaping the ultimate consequence and gaining profit. 

Repentance is assiduous and profitable. (22) 

The appropriation of repentance is an affirmation of God, since it is 

understood as, and indeed is, a gift of God to the fallen man. (23) Thus 

repentance becomes the characteristic of regeneration and the hope of 

resurrection, (24) a necessary condition of salvation. For this reason, 

whoever rejects the value of repentance, is "deranged, like Novatian, who 
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being a leader of the heresy of the puritans, (25) taught "what is alien to 

the apostolic canons", "throwing away the saving repentance" and regarding 

his community to be "pure", "and those who committed sin to be impure 

and to be moving towards destruction through despair". (26) 

To accept repentance as a ceaseless task and constant manner of life, 

which expresses humility and self-denial, i.e. the unconditional subjection to 

God, is in essence "a violation of the kingdom of heaven". (27) As Christ 

affirmed, the knock at the door entails the opening of it, (28) while St Nilus 

does not hesitate to emphasize insistence and patience in the knocking of 

the door to the point of impertinent behaviour. In the rules of secular life 

politeness is often equated with hypocrisy and is useless even in the case of 

some good pursuit. In the rules, however, of spiritual life impertinence has 

a place. "For impertinence is preferrable to modesty in the case of need. 

Because it is on account of his impertinence that it will be given to him as 

much as he wants,(29) as the Lord said".(30) Impertinence, as transcendence 

of the rules of behaviour is the agony of salvation and the pursuit of it. 

Essentially, according to the patristic teaching, the person who is saved 

is only he who has the ability to turn, with respect to his salvation, his sin 

to his benefit.(31) This means that, in spite of the fact that every man is 

under the yoke of sin, every man also has the possibility to decide for 

himself, (32) turning sin into a factor of salvation. In this perspective the 

neptic fighter of the desert also has the possibility to break up his stony 

heart (33) with the sacrament of confession, which alone can be used as a 

laboratory of transformation, through repentance, of sin into a redemptive 

experience of salvation. In the sphere of the sacrament of confession the 

neptic person will grieve for his fan(34) and will sanctify his agony for his 

salvation. 
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Resorting to confession means acknowledging human weakness and the 

deep desire of the power of grace. The monk subjects himself to God, 

leaving himself entirely in the hands of the "spiritual master" (the yE:pwv) 

and thus confessing existentially his inability and in a way, his impertinent 

cry for help and salvation. 

Consequently confession is the perfect form of self-denial and this 

dimension of it is manifested in the "absolute" authority of the spiritual 

father and in the corresponding subjection to him of the "spiritual child". 

This special character of confession, as a paedagogic spiritual authority, is 

clarified by St Nilus in his admonition: "When the spiritual father tells you 

something which is regrettable or harsh, accept it philosophically and 

magnanimously; for it is not out of passion; it is without passion that he 

sees this". (35) Furthermore, subjection to a spiritual father, appears to have 

an unconditional character. According to the holy man, even if there is a 

possibility for the spiritual father to act with empathy, the spiritual child 

should not give it the dimensions which seem to be attached to this empa-

thy, at first sight, because it does not proceed out of the depth of the soul 

of the spiritual man. It is rather an unwilling faint-heartedness. "It is the 

same as the case of a mother who falls upon her child out of melancholy; 

it becomes obvious that she does not fall on her offspring willingly, when 

shortly afterwards the mother changes her mind and grieves at the harm 

which her child suffered". (36) 

/VI i"ll~ 
In this way the monk succeeds to transcend in his life his psychical 

weaknesses, and 1'J, b~Yanctified, since from another point of view, it is his 

"impertinence" for salvation that is being tested through the pressure exerted 

on himself to be willingly subjected to the hard paedagogy of the spiritual 

master. Finally, it is a fact that this pressure is possible and is crowned 
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with grace only within the sacrament of confession and repentance. 

ii) Eucharist 

Confession gives the possibility of participation in the divine Eucharist. 

The divine Eucharist is the mystery (sacrament) of Life. Without participa

tion in this mystery, there is no spiritual life which leads to salvation. Only 

the communicant of the immaculate mysteries lives "in Christ Jesus", (37) 

because it is through these immaculate mysteries that he partakes of God. 

Through the divine Eucharist the faithful "consume" Christ, while the 

latter becomes to them "garment" and "food". The faithful "are fed" by and 

"given to drink" through him. (38) Those who deny this "food" and this 

"drink", "die" out of spiritual starvation. St Nilus is plain: "It is impossible 

for the faithful to be saved otherwise, or to receive forgiveness of trans

gressions and to gain the heavenly kingdom, unless he partakes of the 

mystical and immaculate body and blood of Christ the God". (39) 

The divine Communion is offered "by dispensation" as a "pasture".(40) 

Given the grace of the Holy Spirit, the faithful approaches the mystery 

"with fear and longing"( 41) and with divine expectation and hope. ( 42) St 

Nilus puts forth with great clarity the two basic aspects of the mystyery of 

the divine Eucharist. One of them is the dimension of him who is present: 

the grape of Cyprus of the Song of Songs,(43) which denotes the enjoyment 

of the fragrance. ( 44) 

Enjoyment is the joy of God's participation, which is expressed as love 

on the part of the faithful, who thus responds to the love of God, ( 45) 

through the divine Communion. He accepts the offer of the mystery and 

this acceptance is the expression of his love towards God. As David cries at 
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a certain moment of ecstasy: "I shall take the cup of salvation",(46)so the 

faithful takes the cup of salvation as response of love to the dimensions of 

the possibilities of the human nature. The love of the faithful cannot 

respond in an totally adequate way to the infinite love of God. The love of 

the faithful is real, but, in relation to the infinite love of God, it is 

"symbolic".(47) "This is why the great David perceiving that what is due to 

the Master for his beneficence is very hard to return, promises to return it 

partially by the martyrdom of death",(48) signifying the martyrdom of death 

of the believer, which is "proclaimed" in and through the eating and 

drinking of the body and blood of Christ, ( 49) in the partaking of the 

mystery of the divine Eucharist which, in turn, proclaims Christ's death. 

Besides, this martyrdom, as St Nilus understands it existentially and in terms 

of the spiritual life, is not a martyrdom of persecutions, but what is called 

"martyrdom of consciousness". (50) This martyrdom is experienced mainly as 

a mortification of the mind of the world and as a burial with Christ, which 

is guaranteed by the hope of resurrection. This is exactly the other side of 

the mystery: the dimention of the future. The mystery of the divine 

Eucharist is the "pledge" (appal3~v) and promise of eternal life. It is a 

foretaste of the resurrection and an assurance of eternal life with Christ, 

with God, with the Holy Spirit. By his participation in this mystery the 

neptic fighter offers his martyrdom to God and God, accepting it, pours out 

on him the blessing of the resurrection and of eternal life. (51) 

b) Spiritual exercises 

Apart from the sacramental life, there are in the context of the mona

stic life other challenges and spiritual means for a constant nepsis and 
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progress in holiness. These spiritual means belong to the study of God, 

because, in combination with the grace of the sacraments, they have the 

ability to lead the monk to the vision of God. 

St Nilus mentions of form of monastic rule, which has direct reference 

to the expression of the spiritual life. He does this as he addresses certain 

brethren, who "find difficulty with the toilsome, repetitive and coordinated 

prayer and psalmody on account of their laziness, and tie theselves to a 

book alone and more often stand gaping and stretching themselves on the 

seat, abolishing the commandmentC52) which says, that first of all they 

should pursue supplications, prayers, intercessions, thanksgivings, and then 

teach themselves psalms and hymns and spiritual songs". In this way, how

ever, a diffident inner life is built up, since, how could he who chooses 

the one over the other "bring to completion and construct a spiritual house 

through the one commandment, i.e. through one stone, as it were, which he 

has chosen?"(53) The mere study of the book, without psalmody and hymns, 

makes the spiritual feeding and ascesis diffident. It looks as if the entire 

spiritual life rests on one and only stone! 

It appears that St Nilus found the structure of this monastic rule in St 

Paul's First Epistle to Timothy, where the Apostle stresses the primacy of 

prayer, as an important element of internal growth and of unity with other 

human beings. (54) Equally important, however, is for St Nil us the rest of 

the liturgical life (keeping vigil and reciting the psalter) in the monastic 

rule. 

i) Prayer 

When St Nilus refers to prayer, he normally uses two terms: proseuche 
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(npooe:\)xn) and euche ( e:uxn). It is a fact, however, that in the ascetical 

life these two terms are distinguished only linguistically and not semantically. 

The term proseuche denotes, in the above mentioned "monastic rule", 

"supplications, intercessions, thanksgivings" (8e:noe: u;;, £v'tE:'0l;e:t <;;, e:uxapt

o·ti a<;;), while the term euche is principally connected with the brief and 

unceasing repetition of the name of Christ. The first type of prayer is 

usually the form of dialogue between the monk and God, containing the 

problems and the events which take place in the ascetical life. (55) The 

second type of prayer is an interior dialogue, the typical form of which is 

hidden by its unceasing which keeps the memory of God.(56) 

This distinction, however, is not in a tightly controlled one, as we have 

already noted. The fathers are not interested in the systematic articulation 

or analysis of religious perceptions, but in the experience of God. This is 

why many of their works present a lack of "scientific" precision and strict 

methodology. It is this spirit that St Nil us also exhibits when he treats the 

subject of prayer. In many cases, when he speaks about prayer, he actually 

has in mind the euche, especially when he talks about the ascent of the 

mind to God. (57) 

The aim of the practice of prayer is the constant memory of God. 

Essentially by the term euche it is the inner relation of the monk with God 

that is covered, from its imperfect beginning to its desirable end. Because 

euche has the sense of introduction into the spiritual growth, and also of 

the continuation and perfection of this growth within the limits of the 

possible. Through euche one achieves the circumcision of evil, (58) which is 

necessary if God's blessing is to be appropriated by the neptic contestant. 

Besides, through euche one achieves to rise to God. Consequently, the 

beginning of the spiritual labour, such as the euche is, is prolongued in its 
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ceaseless continuation. 

St Nilus teaches the appropriation of the unceasing euche, which is iden

tified, as to its frequency, with physical breathing. (59) Every breathing in 

and breathing out is fulfilled, through euche, with the name of Christ. (60) 

In this way the monk gets used to euche and euche becomes his constant 

life experience. From that point on the monk experiences euche not simply 

as a duty, but as an existential impulse, i.e. possibility of life, and thus 

remains in a condition of nepsis of euche, whether he is awake or as

leep.(61) He sleeps and prays, holding an unceasing dialogue with God. 

The learning of euche passes through an initial stage, which is specified 

by St Nilus as a stage of two months. (62) It is only after this stage that 

one realizes what a great help this euche is, (63) and also what a supreme 

good.(64) Through patience and euche, the grace of God is richly bestowed 

on the fighter of the desert.C65) In this condition the neptic fighter, using 

eUIChe sleeplessly, unwaveringly(66) and unceasingly,(67) looses all despair 

arising from the demonic attacks(68) and, generally, the harshness of the 

spiritual battle. Euche is a visit of God, which sweetens the struggle of the 

lover of the desert and leads him unswervingly to the desired spiritual 

progress. Thus the mind becomes "God-loving"(69) and as such remains 

invulnerable to the demons. (70) This is why the demons, interfering between 

God and the monk, attempt to remove the latter's mind from the memory 

of God. (71) They know that the memory of God makes sin ineffective, (72) 

since the monk has the possibility, raising his hands in euche, (73) or 

practicing "unhesitating prayer" ( a8i O'tO:K'tOV £U)CtlV), (74) to make the 

opposing powers "easy to overcome" ( e:uxe:i pu:ne:<:). It is the "sleepless 

euche" which "pierces" the demon(75) and, generally, drives out the "fear 

and shame" which are caused by him. (76) 
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Also very important is the combination of euche and the cross, whenever 

the neptic is distrurbed by demonic attacks. As St Nilus points out, "For 

whenever the name of our Saviour Jesus Christ is named, and the seal of 

the dominical cross is laid on his heart, his forehead and his members, the 

power of the enemy is undoubtedly dissolved, while the evil demons who 

scare us run away from us". (77) 

At another advanced stage of the spiritual life, when the demons remain 

completely abashed, euche taken on another character which denotes the 

spiritual bight on which the neptic has arrived. By using the term £v£6v (= 

"deaf and dumb", or speechless) St Nil us indicates the spiritual function of 

the mind which ends with the vission of God. (78) At this point of ascent to 

God we also have the case of prayer, and this is why the distinction 

between proseuche and euche is here too a formal or external one and does 

not refer to content or substance. 

Yet St Nilus often distinguishes between two kinds of prayer: the 

"perfect prayer" ( 't EAEi a TtPOO£U')Cll)(79) and the "secondary prayer" (8Eu

'tEpa npooEU')Cll). (80) Each one of these corresponds to the degree of the 

spiritual progress of the monk. 

The principle governing the commencement of the spiritual battle for 

perfection is found in the very disposition (the resolve) of the fighter 

himself to turn to the work of prayer. Given that "indolence" or "laziness" 

( pao'tt>vn) drives away the mind from the dialogue with God and turns it 

to alienation from God through earthly desires(81) and consideration, (82) the 

monk who fails to pray as he ought, becomes "indolent" ( 6Kvnp6c;;) and, as 

a result, his work of prayer is slackened.(83) The slackening, however, of 

prayer, makes the monk fleshly, so that he may no longer pray,(84) since 

his relation to God becomes a secondary concern in his life. The fleshly 
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monk makes "questionable" the possibility of his prayer being answered(85) 

and minimizes his interest in it according to the degree of his fall. 

It is a fact that the monk's character, which specifies his spiritual 

quality, exerts its influence on the quality and effectiveness of the prayer. 

The mind of the gluttonous person does not rise to God(86) and the prayer 

of the person who is given to anger is turned into an abominable ince

nse. (87) The prayer of the monk of sorrow is not pure and that of the 

monk who is careless (oxn8to:01:il<;;)C88) cannot function correctly.C89) The 

prayer of the vain-glorious does not rise to God(90) and God is angered 

with the prayer of the proud. (91) Besides, the fleshly monk lives in the 

isolation of a fruitless monologue. 

All these types of monks who pray wrongly are certainly transgressors of 

the commandments of God. St Nilus considers it an impossibility to pray 

unceasingly for the monk who transgresses the commandments of Christ. (92) 

On the contrary, a monk has the duty to resist the indolence which 

inhibits the task of prayer. (93) He should lament from the depths of his 

heart to the Lord, (94) because, "through self-control and prayer", he has the 

possibility "to deliver to destruction the crowds of passions and unlawful 

pleasures".(95) Redemption from passions is a grace of God; "for the 

Master, listening to prayer, delivers one from the midst of destruction to 

eternal life and brings to him joy"(96) demons1@fting the power of pray

er. (97) Thus it was through prayer that Daniel shut the mouths of lions, (98) 

and it is again through prayer that the monk of the desert performs 

miracles. (99) 

It is prayer that brings out the grace of God, so that the monk can be 

strengthened, cleansed, fed, enlightenedClOO) and brought into the memory 

of God and thus be saved, because "God saves those whom he brings into 
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his memory".(101) 

As long as the monk asks of and talks with God, he is in the stage of 

"secondary prayer". It is the situation in which the mind observes with 

eagerness the words of prayer,(102) where "the mind prepares prayer to 

become a warming fire and makes its requests to God with prudence".Cl03) 

The demon's reaction to the work of prayer aims at contaminating 

prayer and inhibiting it in every way. He tries to scare the neptics, 

transforming, with his interferences, the good petitions into a call to 

self-destruction and the doxology into blasphemy. "For when a person cries 

at prayer, 'Have mercy on meJ: 0 God and save me', the enemy speaks 

gently saying, ·Be angry with me, 0 God and destroy me'. And again when 

on many occasions a man confesses with all his heart and praises what is 

greater, the enemy immediately takes hold of the praise and the doxology 

and turns it into blasphemy". ( 104) 

St Nilus is for sober prayer, which is "drastic" (8pam:tKil) against the 

demons. (105) It consists in complete attachment of the mind to the object 

of desireCl 06), insistence on more prayer, as the attacks of the demons 

increase more,(107) enrichment through euche and hymnody,(108) and above 

all, absolute nepsis : We pray with nepsis (watchfulness), when "we allow 

no imaginary (abstract) consideration (/-,.oyt OIJ.OV) to enter into our heart, 

neither white, nor black, not right, nor left, nor written, nor unwritten, 

except that which is [connected] with the supplication to God, the vision of 

God and the illumination and sunshining which occurs to the hegemonic 

principle (the power of volition) from heaven". (109) 

Appropriating the "warm school" (8EPIJ.n oxo"-n) of the "great work of 

prayer", (11 0) the monk arrives at the condition of the "dense and laborious 

prayer", which makes the mind of the monk "full of fire and vigour", (111) 
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practicing nepsis, i.e. enjoying a foretaste of immortality, (112) since the 

prayer which is "unwavering" (O:pq..LI)o<;) and "watchful" (vncpouoa), combin

ed with inner purity, leads to impassibility,(113) i.e. a condition which 

denotes immortality. 

In its authentic form, prayer is "a pure mind" (vou<; Ka8apo<;), free 

from any care (even a modest one), an exclusive relation with God. This 

purity of the mind certainly depends on the relation of the monk with the 

secular things, but also on the unceasing exercise of the mind in spiritual 

things.(ll4) Keeping watch and confronting the demons, the monk trains 

himself so that he moves easily into the condition of perfect prayer. 

Perfect prayer is the prayer of the authentic people of God. It is a 

condition of "rapture of the mind" (<'xp1tayn 'to\> vo6<;), which entails 

ecstasis of the senses, while the spirit inheres in God, "with unspeakable 

sighs", in agapetic co inherence, which is based on the condescension of God 

to the heart's longing for him, since he has the ability to read it like a 

book, printed with "unspoken types". Besides, during the "rapture of the 

mind", every verbal expression falls aside, so that the mind may not be 

able to think, but, rising above itself, to find rest in God, who speaks to 

the heart which longed for his presence. (115) 

This is the condition of the holy men, such as of St Paul and St Peter. 

St Paul supplies a typical account of this when he describes his perplexity 

about the participation or not of his body in his "rapture" to heaven, thus 

showing the inability of the function of the intellectual faculties in the 

condition of rapture, which do not simply remain silent, but are, rather, 

brought to nought. (116) 

"Ecstasis", which is a term mentioned in the text of the Bible, (117) is 

not an emotional incitement, but a real transposition to the world of God 
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and can be met only in the perfect monks. As for the symbolism of the act 

of prayer, the furnishing of the mind with wings, it is found in the "falcon" 

of Job, which, "spreading out the wings and watching motionless what lies 

in the south", (118) symbolizes with its shape the composition of the person 

who is at prayer. In other words, it supplies the icon of the "science" of 

God(l19) as ecstasis and agepetic circumincession. Besides, by its very name 

it symbolizes the sacredness of the mind, on account of its ability to 

approach God (iEp-a~.").(120) 

Perfect prayer, according to St Nilus, is a characteristic feature of the 

monks who have thrown away the cares of earthly life, so that they can 

only care for the ceaseless communication with God. ( 121) The second 

prayer, i.e. the attentive consideration of the words of prayer, is a 

characteristic feature of the monks who turn to earthly cares, and is useful 

only "to special times and to the need of the body". (122) They have, 

however, the ability, changing their "conduct", to arrive at perfect prayer, 

the exclusive relation of God and monk. (123) 

ii) Manual labour 

The fathers of the desert stress the special importance and contribution 

of manual labour ( E:py6xn pov)(124) in the monk's spiritual life. 

It is of fundamental importance that the monk earns his food alone, i.e. 

with his own labour. (125) St Nilus mentions the example of St Paul, and 

puts the stress on the spiritual meaning of the monk's work. The monk is 

obliged to care "for his needs" but also "his hands" should also serve "those 

who are with him".(126) The meaning of earning one's food is fully under

stood in the context of the spirit of "holy poverty" ( 0:K'tnllo0'0vn). The 
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monk obtains food and the necessary material goods, but not in the sense 

of storing them up or gathering them up in view of a long maintenance. 

What he needs he takes care to be the most necessary for his daily 

maintenance. Prototypes on this are the Apostles and the Honourable 

Forerunner, who, without possessing any material goods, obtained food 

"which could be found on the hour". (127) 

The basic contribution of manual labour in a monk's spiritual life is 

understood as a challenge of nepsis. It is a dictum of experience that 

"indolence" is the food of the passions. (128) Because abstention from labour 

is the cause "of many evils to many, little by little, increases common bad 

habits and teaches what was previously unwonted".(129) Indeed, abstention 

from labour, as cause of many evils ends up with being "the beginning of 

every evil enterprise". (130) 

Abstention from labour is what gives food to passions, allowing the 

desires to move towards the end for which they were created, i.e. to 

occupy and absorb the mind in the invention and discovery of ways of 

satisfying the excited desires. As a result of this the monk interrupts his 

conversation with God and holds conversation with the "sojourning passion" 

(£v8tat'tWIJ.EVOV rraeoc:;:), becoming deprived of God. The loss of God, on 

the other hand, unavoidably leads to the pollution of the mind, which feeds 

the heart with evil considerations and makes it fall off from the condition 

of prayer. This procedure, from abstention of labour to passion, shows that 

the indolent monk who engages in no manual labour or any other manual 

work, is not just lazy or deprived of nepsis, but alienated from God; he is 

deprived of God. This is why St Nilus rigorously reprimands the indolent 

monk by means of citing biblical verses. (131) According to the spirit of 

these texts, indolent is he, who "placed a bulb flower within cow-
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dung";(132) one who prefers as little as possible a movement. "Like a door 

turning round a hinge, so is the indolent on his bed".(133) 

In discussing the above matters St Nilus finds the occasion to turn 

against the heresy of the Messalians,(134) that group of Christians, who 

rejected labour, in their eager pursuit of unceasing prayer, on account of 

which they were also called Euchites ( n)xi 'tat). Rejecting the redeeming 

power of baptism which is destructive of sin, they laid an overstress on the 

exclusive contribution of prayer as redemptive power, thinking that in this 

way they could overcome the passions. (135) The tragic result of their 

ineffective struggle is noted by St Nilus through the following axiomatic 

stements: Abstention from labour is a cover up of indolence. Indeed, absten

tion from work excites the passions through the ease which is thereby 

secured, so that thought feeds on passions, "until the so-called prayer, not 

being what is said to be, is totally abandoned". (136) Those who abstain 

from work cannot possibly pray, because they are di.stn:z.cted in the inner 

conflict of their thoughts which serve the passions. 

What St Nilus means in this context is essentially the projection of 

subjective experiences to the ground of prayer. Without the sacramental 

support of Baptism and without the excercising of the spiritual powers also 

by means of labour or manual labour, the monk attempts to meet God rely

ing exclusively on prayer which is based only on his own abilities. Even in 

the case when such a choice of manner of spiritual life finds its start

ing-point in a good disposition, the end result is not less than demonism. 

At this point St Nilus follows faithfully the theology of St Paul. 

Referring to the well known verse from the Epistle to the Thessalonians, 

where St Paul corrects the Thessalonians about the "maran-atha; " and 

abstention from work, which led to a deadly inactivity,(137) the saint 
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explains that St Paul's manner of speaking suggests that work is the security 

of the mind; "seeing work as the anchor of the mind, he rushes to make it 

secure".(138) As long as the monk prays while he works and works while he 

prays, his mind is firmly attached to dialogue with God and consequently he 

finds himself in constant nepsis, which is maintained by the combination of 

prayer and mannual labour. In this condition he can transcend the attacks 

of the "spirits", diverting his mind from being allied to or holding 

conversation with any passion. 

power of perception "is put in 

The exact opposite occurs whenever 

a wtih~" (P£1..LI3a,£t),(139) or whenever 
~v 

the 

the 

mind is mortified by passion by the neglectfulness of the perception, which 

functions like a "door-keeper" ( 0upwp6c;). (140) 

The ascetical life is a manner of life with a manifold structure and 

operation, in which several basic factors and contributors to spirituality are 

coordinated and combined. Yet none of these factors or contributors is 

absolutised at the expense of the others. Each of them has a unique value 

and is necessary, always in combination with the others, for progress in 

asceticism and nepsis. The example of labour is sufficient to show that it is 

possible for prayer to end up in a useless and fruitless monologue and 

eventually in a non-existing act, if it is not supported by labour, besides 

other factors. For this reason only the monks of prayer, hymnody, manual 

labour and work "flourish and overflow with manifold virtues",(141) as they 

journey through the narrow path of perfection to the condition of perfect 

prayer, when the monk converses with God with utter joy. God, on the 

other hand, sends in this case to the one who is perfected by virtue, what 

is necessary for life and it is exactly at that point that the need of work 

for the perfect monk ceases to exist,(142) because, at the heights of the 

divine ascents, the laws of nature cease to work, inasmuch as they are now 
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under the authority of the monk himself by the grace of God. Thus the 

neptic struggle of the lover of the desert becomes the occasion for the 

revelation of the glory of the perfect ones by God. 

iii) Vigil and Psalmody 

As it was noted in a previous reference, St Nilus advises the monks to 

keep the ascetical rule, which also includes vigil and psalmody. (143) 

Vigil is a condition and term of life. Already ancient Greek philosophy 

regarded sleep as the "brother" of death.(l44) The ancient philosophers saw 

sleep as a typological symbolism of death, and this is why sleep has the 

meaning of a brief death. (145) 

In his neptic perspective St Nilus stresses the relation between sleep and 

death in the context of monastic life. This is a vicinity(146) which denotes 

an eschatological existential notion. Sleep is a corruptive condition, (147) 

inasmuch as it lead~ to slackening of alertness. (148) The lover of sleep is 

himself "a mortuary, a dead soul in a living body".(l49) The monk who 

turns his back to alertness and to nepsis, delivering himself to sleep, is 

dead. He, of course, is "resting"; but the time of his life is running away. 

Nepsis is deflected and his heart attracts vain things. Essentially his life is 

diminished, but he is not aware of this; he has no sense of it. (150) Thus 

he becomes indolent and coward. The coward monk "does not understand, 

he is compared to the senseless cattle and is like to them".(l51) 

The neptic monk who converses with God, should not be asleep.(152) 

On the contrary he should imitate the example of Christ, (153) "being 

gladdened with vigils". (154) The teaching of Christ was a neptic challenge, 

so that the spiritual man might not fall in the temptation of the devil. (155) 
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This is why the Apostles Paul and Silas "not being ignorant of the profit of 

keeping vigil, were glorifying God in the middle of the night" while in 

prison.(156) Besides, David has hinted at the relation between vigil and 

virtue, as well as spiritual progress, by saying: "I kept vigil and became like 

a bird dwelling on the top of a house". (157) The sense of height, connected 

in this instance with the word house, denotes here, as St Nilus points out, 

the monk "who dwells on the height of virtue". (158) 

The monk who keeps the vigil is truly blessed, (159) because by his vigil 

he "makes his enemy [the devil] sorrowful",(160) who feels discontent at not 

finding the fighter of the desert in a state of slackness so that he can easily 

capture him. (161) Vigil, then, is the weapon of the monk against the 

demons. (162) 

At the same time, however, the blessedness of the monk is denoted by 

the fact that his apology to God becomes all the more acceptable through 

the vigil. (163) In the sleepless doxology of God in the vigil, the sinner 

raises "his supplicatory voice", instead of his hands, to God and, thus, kisses 

"the invisible feet of God the lover of mankind", weeping and preparing his 

heart as an altar, where the grace of God rekindles the coal of the know

ledge of God, i.e. the neptic knowledge of God. Working out in this 

manner the perfection of the humble man, God accepts favourably the 

offering of his heart as a sweet-smelling sacrifice. (164) 

The Vigil is a "loving-kind mother", who reveals to the neptic person, 

in the midst of nepsis, calm and peace, "its own treasures of wisdom, of 

sacred admonitions and of divine illuminations". As for the neptic person, 

he lives in the bliss of the presence of God, is sanctified by his partici

pation in the vigil, as she "fills the bosoms of him who has come to 

it". (165) He lives in the grace of the Lord and travels in his journey 
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rejoicing in his assimilation with him. (166) The vigil, as a characteristic 

feature of the monastic life, is, according to the saint, of condition for the 

vision of God. 

Equally important, however, is the position of hymnology in the neptic 

life of the monlc In the works of St Nilus it is usually mentioned along 

with vigil, (167) but also along with euche(168) and the rest of the duties of 

a monk. (169) 

The doxology of God is not unconditional. The monk is obliged to offer 

it with prayer and neptic struggle, so that it may be acceptable to God 

The possible weaknesses or defects of a monk inhibit the acceptance of 

doxology by God. St Nilus characterizes the hymnody of the argumentative 

monk as detestable to God, (170) because the person who is deceived by the 

devil, cannot offer a hymn which is acceptable to God. (171) In this case St 

Nilus has in mind the specific saying of the Wisdom of Sirach, "The praise 

is not good in the mouth of the sinner", since (as the text adds) "it was 

not sent by the Lord". The genuine and acceptable praise "will be said in 

wisdom and the Lord shall bless it". (172) The wisdom of a praise is an 

offspring of divine eros of the soul with God. (173) When this disposition is 

absent, praise is not an authentic call of God. 

The contribution of praise to the spiritual life of the monk is also 

evaluated by the relevant admonitions of St Nilus. Psalmody should be as 

ceaseless as the breathing;074) daily(175) and sleepless.(176) The monk is 

likened to a nightingale which sings throughout the night, (177) praising God 

"in strings and instruments", i.e. with all the powers of his "Christ-loving 

soul".(178) He sings "continuously and intelligently, in accordance with the 

attention of the memory of the greater", (179) "walking in ether by his will 

and sacred thoughts, (180) so as to foget everything sensual and at the same 
A 
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time to cru.sh the enemy,(l81), inasmuch as psalmody is against the 

demons. (182) Through psalmody the monk "forgets the defiling and destru

ctive passions, is filled with ineffable joy and, consequently gazes at God 

with eagerness striving and struggling towards this end alone and considering 

nothing amongst the visible things as more preferable in beauty to that 

invisible one".(183) Thus psalmody too is a term of the possibility of the 

vision of God. 

IV.3. The martyrdom of Nepsis 

The Fathers of the desert, led by their infallible neptic sense, fortified 

the spiritual training of the monk with certain powerful experiences, which 

are derived from the love for God(l84) and can preserve and increase the 

spiritual conquests of the fighter of the desert. Subjected to the excercises 

of these powerful experiences this fighter is trained to withstand the 

corruptive sluggishness and the seductive relaxation of spiritual conquests, 

which can, however, be lost and to render vain the ascetical labour by 

which they were gained. 

a) Contrition for death and the dreaded apology 

The uncertainty of the future is connected with the fear of God. The 

fear of God is not understood as an agonizing condition of despair. Fear of 

God is the veneration of God, (185) which, in contrast to other fears, such 

as the human and the demonic, does not cause any trembling or agonizing, 

but exceeding joy and gladness and, hence, "is called of the day and of the 

light". (186) 
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This fear is fruit of the maturity of the love of the neptic person for 

God, who has made progress in the spiritual life, mortifying his mortal flesh 

to sin. ( 187) The neptic fighter is raised above the fleshly things( 188) and 

becomnes acceptable to God with great pleasure.(189) On the contrary, the 

despiser of God is led to the cul-de-sac of fire and death. (190) 

The ability of watchfulness, which is caused by the fear of God, leads 

the neptic to the agony of death as a boundary point of transposition to the 

joy of God or to the curse of punishment. 

In this perspective the monk lives the fact of the impending death as a 

neptic agony. Death is regarded as a transposition to real life; for this 

reason, when his life on earth comes to an end, he will realize that all 

things were "dreams", shadows weaker than dream, that the real act and the 

indisputable fact of the daily routine was a phantasy and that all the human 

needs never existed and never were they healed.(191) It is the same expe

rience which is derived from the painful realization of the sacred author, 

that the days of a human being are spent in vanity,(192) and the deplorable 

realization of the psalmist for the relativity of human affairs, according to 

which, "let the morning pass away as grass; in the morning let it flower 

and pass away; in the evening let it drop, let it be withered and dried up 

. . . our years I studied as a spider, the days of our years, in them there 

are seventy years, and if men should be in strength eighty years and the 

greater part of them would be labour and trouble".(193) 

The monk living and progressing spiritually in his relation with God, 

gains a sense of the vanity of the reality of the present world and easily 

understands the irrationality of the fleshly life, compared to which "there is 

nothing that is as perishable". (194) Consequently it is perfectly useless to 

make his flesh more luxurious, so that the worms of the earth might enjoy 
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it. (195) The monk of the flesh is without excuse, because every moment of 

time is priceless and should be spent for the salvation of the soul. The 

labour which the secular monk wastes on the body, is exhausted by the 

neptic monk on the care of the spirit; "sowing the fields of the spirit, from 

which he will reap eternal life".(196) 

On the other hand the monk of nepsis, having lived with the benefit 

and gain of having always before his eyes the exit from this life",(197) does 

not live according to the flesh, but according to God, considering every 

moment of his life as a possibility for death. The following question of St 

Nilus is essentially a question about death and at the same times expresses 

the basic idea of the neptics, according to which the spiritual condition of 

the moment of death is the criterion of God for the earthly life of man. In 

the spirit, then, of this idea, St Nilus asks: "Where are the labours of the 

great Moses? where is the wisdom of Solomon? where is the conversation of 

Giezi with Elisha; and what did Judas benefit from conversing with Christ?" 

The answer is given by himself in his conclusion: "Therefore the labour of 

the righteous is vain", if he fails to reach perfection. "Hence, it is not the 

one who begins well and subsequently goes well, that is perfect; but rather 

he who rules well is righteous before God". (198) In this way St Nilus sees 

death as a possibility of a double reality (bodily and spiritual death) or as a 

persuasive means of perfection (the road to justification). 

The compunction of the monk, which is caused by the expected termina

tion of his life, reflects equally the possibility of his apology before Christ 

the Judge, as the "judgment Seat is already prepared". (199) 

The monk lives constantly in his heart the terror of the punish

ments, (200) which is begotten by the agony of the "threatened punish

ments", (201) which will be imposed by the dreadful judgment seat. (202) The 
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comparison of the temporary span of life with the eternity of punishment 

cause terror, (203) which sensitizes the neptic self-consciousness. The monk, 

who is in a state of nepsis, can feel the horror of the punishments, be 

humbled and lament for his salvation,(204) not because he is pressurised by 

God's threats, but because he runs the risk of losing God's love. In the 

first instance he undergoes devastating experiences which are understood as a 

curse;(205) in the second instance he tastes the blessing of redemption. 

The termination of the life of the monk and his impending apology, 

assist him in his spiritual growth, if they are neptically appropriated during 

this earthly life. (206) Otherwise, they proclaim his death, because they are 

appropriated without nepsis. (207) 

b) The boldness of grief and tears 

Grief (n£veoc;;;) for personal sinfulness and wretchedness is regarded in 

the monastic tradition as a condition of blessedness. Because grief, in this 

sense, is an assurance of repentance, i.e. a seal of neptic self-understanding. 

The descent into the innermost depths of the soul reveals to the monk his 

imperfection, which, combined with the fear of the loss of God and the 

separation from him at his last judgment before the heavenly tribunal, 

delivers him to grief for his sinful condition. This grief, of course, is not 

paralysing or loosening but neptic, since it mortifies the movement of the 

mind towards sin and at the same time sets in motion the impulse for 

union with God. 

Leader and prototype of those in grief, according to St Nilus, is 

David. (208) It is in the psalms of his repentance and grief "that those who 

happen to be in need" find shelter.(209) Transferring the image and the 
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idea of the davidic grief to the ascetical experience, St Nilus draws certain 

analogies. The commitment of sin is an impious attack against God. (210) 

Consequently, it is a pain of soul in sin,(211) which calls for the "woe" of 

sorrow,(212) "the epiphthegm of lamentation, which bears witness to a 

million of sorrowful and impious things". (213) 

The tragedy of sin is quite intense in the context of monastic life, 

because the monk is exceptionally sensitized to communion with God, 

which is characterized by an agapetic double-sided dialogue. Thus the monk 

experiences sin as a condition of separation from this relation and, con

sequently, as a condition of great pain and convulsion. (214) At this point St 

Nilus warns the monk who is in such condition about the danger of losing 

hope. Grief can be saving or demonic. This depends on the optical angle 

from which it is viewed. The monk should not yield to the loss of 

hope. (215) On the contrary, finding himself in a state of grief on account 

of his sin, he should come to Christ as "one who is in need" delivering the 

burden of his agony to the "intelligent David". (216) 

The experience of the agony of loss and of the reestablishing of the 

bond of Christ is expressed as creative grief which calls out the divine 

grace. Having delivered the anxiety of the pain of sin to Christ, the monk 

appropriates the grief and the tears as an occasion for calling out the 

compassion and love of Christ. For this reason the fathers of the desert 

recommend the appropriation of grief(217) throughout one's life as an 

expression of unceasing regret, tears, weeping and lament which lead to an 

unfailing reestablishment of one's bond with Christ.(218) 

Besides, grief is not an act which is cut off from the worship of God. 

Grief, in the above terms, is a sacramental prayer; a praise of God "in 

choir and drum". (219) It is the mystical psalter; a neptic appropriation of 
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shame on account of sin, (220) a deep sorrow for demonic acts, a contest of 

supplication for their abolition. (221) It is a mystical presentation of 

lamentable considerations, "collected night-coloured tears of sorrow", (222) 

which offer the heart to Christ, humbled but not set at nought. It is the 

daily bread of the spirit. (223) A ceaseless act, so that the monk may be 

composed and lament, go to sleep and weep, "shedding tears as he remem

bers God and turning to the spiritual stone with lakes of tears". (224) 

Tears save, because they are the gift of God, a benevolent act of divine 

grace. Yet it is clear that not all the fighters of the desert are recipients of 

this purifying flow of tears. He, however, who desires, but does not experi

ence, the neptic theology of tears, is not necessarily deprived of God. If he 

does indeed desire to praise God through the flows of his tears and if he 

fails to do so, he is considered by the ascetical consciousness as one who 

has already wept, because "he who desires something, whether good or evil, 

has already committed it in his mind". (225) It is possible for such a man to 

be granted tears by God; but it is also possible that he be put to the test 

of absence of them. If he is deprived of this grace, he still has the 

possibility to transcend this weakness of his and to attract the favour of 

Christ, praying to him and thanking him, because he was deprived of the 

"gift of tears which dissolves evil and purifies" and granted it to his 

brother, and begging him to enrich his brother with this grace for 

ever. (226) In this way the monk raises himself to the heights above. He 

becomes a sacrifice of pain and love, because he experiences pain and joy 

simultaneously as two emotions which are derived from two different causes 

and yet are both appropriated by the neptic soul. Thus the monk becomes 

"by free choice" a monk of tears and love and receives the crown of 

Christ. 
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The possibility of grief, as lament, wailing, tears and sorrow, is a 

substitute for many weaknesses of the monk in the field of his friendship 

for God, (227) incurs the presence of God(228) and is experienced as bold

ness of life(229). The boldness of the grief and tears leads the monk to the 

kingdom of God, (230) exactly because it secures boldness before the throne 

of his kingdom. 

c) The meaning of martyrdom 

The life of the monk is interwoven with martyrdom, because nepsis for 

the "unceasing and unyielding salvation"(231) is a martyrdom. Experiencing 

this martyrdom in his life, the monk is mortified and crucified to whatever 

pertains to this world. (232) He experiences the martyrdom as a life-giving 

mortification. 

The mortification and crucifixion of the monk, with regard to whatever 

belongs to the form of this world, starts with his initiation in the life of 

martyrdom through the study of the lives of the saints and above all of the 

Scriptures. In the field of the desert he appropriates all that reality of the 

life-giving mortification, in his meeting with himself, which is projected in 

the teaching of the Scriptures and is existentially depicted in the life of the 

saints of the Church. (233) 

In the quiet of the desert the neptic fighter experiences the martyrdom 

of the mortification of thoughts, but also the burial of himself. (234) He 

mortifies his members(235) so that he may die with Christ. (236) The morti

fication of the monk is a necessary condition of salvation, because the 

re-creation of a new self presupposes the mortification of the old one. "As 

if by a sort of conceiving corruption it carries the embria of the seeds 
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which have been mortified by decay; and becomes mother of life to the evil 

ones, while mortification and death emerge as father of the birth". (237) 

Experiencing in his life the dea~h of himself, the monk is betrothed with 

the joy of the resurrection and the carefree life of the angels. (238) 

The appropriation of martyrdom should not be regarded as a human 

return for the benefits bestowed by God. Man is not worthy to return 

anything for the benefits of God. (239) He can only make a humble effort to 

confirm himself in the good,(240) patiently accepting God's paedagogy 

without any grumble.(241) 

The supreme experience of martyrdom has a sacramental character. 

Martyrdom is a mystery of the love of God. In this sense martyrdom finds 

its justification in the sacrament of the divine Eucharist. The divine 

Eucharist, as a martyrdom by crucifixion, becomes the death of the monk, 

after the flesh, so that the life of the spirit might emerge. By his 

participation in the divine Eucharist the servant dies for the sake of the 

Master. But, of course, the one sacrifice [of the Master] is not equated 

with the other [that of the servant]. "For it is not identical nor similar that 

the servant should die for the master and the master for the servant". (242) 

The servant dies as a debtor. And the monk becomes a martyr with the 

burden and the constant sense of the debtor. 

In the race-course of the monastic life the monk fights a hard fight on 

many fronts. He assumes purity, righteousness, ascetic martyrdom, "a perfect 

manner of ascetical conduct; but also a downcasting which occurs to those 

who are blameworthy, a smiting of the forehead, a beating of the breast 

and a bowing of the knee, a raising of hands with pain of heart, kisses of 

a harlot which wipe the feet of the Master, a cry of deep sorrow on 

account of sins, a sigh from the depths, a fruit of lips confessing the name 
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of Jesus Christ, an anointing of lament and a shedding of tears". (243) In 

other words, he experiences the death of himself. 

As St Nilus stresses, in agreement with the fathers of the desert, the 

road which leads to God is a road of sorrows.(244) Walking along the road 

of sorrows the monk is trained in the law of God. 

The life of the monk is a constant movement forward, through which he 

excludes any other road, (245) and dedicates himself to God, (246) walking 

along the narrow and sorrowful path of this age, which leads to the favour 

of God.(247) On the other hand the avoidance and rejection of the narrow 

path is a loss due to neglect. (248) The monk's affirmative response to the 

paedagogical work of God is his acceptance of the invitation of God to a 

spiritual exercising. The monk, who, inspite of the sorrows which are 

entailed in this acceptance, is prepared to undergo this exercise, is 

considered to be blessed, because he is a disciple under God. (249) 

The more the monk is trained by God the clearer he perceives his 

mercy towards him, while his friendship towards his creation is 

confirmed. (250) Whoever God wants to. save, him he subjects to the 

test. (251) God tests but does not put to death. (252) 

God's method of testing entails stages. First of all the monk is strength

ened in prayer and then he enters the stage of the virtues. (253) The tests 

are many and respond to the various spiritual needs of the monk, but their 

basic meaning is that of martyrdom. The monk is "lashed" by God.(254) He 

learns to coexist with torments: the sorrows which never allow him to rise 

above through some kind of spiritual conquest. (255) In this way he "does 

not turn away from God"(256) but, on the contrary, remains close to God, 

conquering invaluable goods. (257) 

Many times God's paedagogy includes sickness, as a situation of testing 
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and an occasion for intense prayer. Sickness, as a gift of God, is a 

beneficence, on his part, and token of rich mercy. God allows sickness to 

attack the fighters of the faith as a special gift. The saints lived in this 

way and consequently sickness too is a manner of life for the monk, when

ever the paedagogue wants it. This is why, according to St Nilus, sickness is 

a token of God's favour; an occasion for doxology rather than 

perplexity. (258) 

Experiencing the grace of God as sickness and as sorrow the monk does 

not turn against God, nor does he groq'n against him. Gro~ing, whenever 

it is expressed, reveals displeasure and anger against the Lord(259) and 

ignorance of the terms and conditions of the monastic life. He who comes 

to and works for God prepares his soul for temptation and knows how to 

wait to be tested without being disturbed. (260) 

The monk of martyrdom and temptations takes refuge in the Lord, pro

jecting from within every sorrow the good gift of hope.(261) The monk of 

martyrdom does not groo.n, but thanks God exactly because he trains 

him;(262) because he knows that, unless he experiences sorrow, he will not 

enjoy the heavenly pleasure, (263) which is the gift of God for the labours 

of the fighter. (264) This heavenly pleasure is the unspeakable joy which 

follows sorrow. (265) It is the cheerfulness which is greater than the first 

joy. (266) It is the wealth which follows the poverty, the comfort and re

freshment which emerges out of grief. It is the inexpressible grace of the 

knowledge of God and the betrothal of the resurrection. 

*** 
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BY WAY OF AN EPILOGUE 

A synopsis, in general outline, of St Nilus' theory concerning the 

monastic life would give us the following diagram of the manner of life of 

the man who wishes to live the "life of the angels", i.e. the angelic life of 

the monastic coenobites or the life of the desert. 

1. The basic presuppositions of the monastic manner of life are initially 

connected with the monk's relationship with himself and with his fellow

monks. 

The monk learns from the paedagogical trials of the spiritual life to 

deny his self, not in order to make it an idol, representative, that is, of a 

certain form of religious life, but in order to understand it with the ease of 

impartiality and of objective self-examination. Such a stance before himself 

means acceptance of it in the condition in which it finds itself at every 

point. On the other hand, the result of this stance is centred on the neutra

lization of the unconscious procedures inside the depths of the soul which 

produce the construction of the "false person." The aim of the monk is the 

"person" and not the "false person", the "mask". He aims at the accomplish

ment of sanctity as an authentic appropriation of the person, as opposed to 

the appropriation of an artificially constructed image of himself. 

With such an aim, and as long as the monk is found in the ranks of 

the subordinates, he moves along the field of submission with the enlight

enment of self-knowledge which has soteriological dimensions. This is the 

case of an existential self-knowledge which is appropriated as a guarantee of 

sanctity. If, on the other hand, this is the case of the advanced monk who 

belongs to the ranks of the pastors, this kind of self-knowledge constitutes at 

the same time discipleship in the science of spiritual guidance. In both cases 
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self-knowledge in the field of monastic life becomes a liturgy of authentic 

spiritual upbriging and sanctification. 

2. The more special value of the existential self-knowledge of the 

monk, as a liturgy of the Holy Spirit, appears most clearly in the struggle 

for the basic target of the spiritual fighter which _has to do with the 

"passions". Monastic self-knowledge is targetted at the investigation of the 

inner impulses of the passions and especially of the manner with which the 

passions are planted and grow up. It is because the passions are not just 

psychological elaborations but also the result of demonic methology, that the 

monk who fights the passions studies at the same time the machinations of 

the devil and enters into the deeper problem of "nepsis". 

3. The battle against the passions is not restricted to an attempt of 

self-purification with a simple paedagogical meaning. The battle against the 

passions is a presupposition and a condition of the life in Christ, the study 

of God, through the rules of the monastic life, but also, of the mysteries 

(sacraments) through which the Church supplies the charismatic possibility of 

the salvation which is in Christ. Certainly, however, the monk's personal 

relation with God is understood as the martyrdom of consciousness, which, 

in its particular phases, is appropriated as "grief" (penthos) for personal 

sinfulness, as unceasing memory of death, as bloody self-renunciation, as a 

neptic reminder of human weakness and also of the grandeur of God as 

supplier of salvation. 

*** 
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FOOTNOTES 

FOOTNOTES TO THE INTRODUCfiON 

(1) For witnesses on St. Nilus cf. Georgii Monachi, Chronicon, lib. 9, ch.9 
(ed. Carolus de Boor), Lipsiae, 1904, p.599,3-6. Also, in Photius the Great: 
R. Henry, Photius Bibliothkque, tom. 3, Paris 1962, p. 100-101. In Nice
phorus Callistus Xanthopoulos, 'EKKA.notao'ttKil · lo'topia, PG 146:1256AC. 

(2) Cf. the information provided in his Epistles (PG 79,81-582), in Narratio 
(PG 79: 589-694) and in Oratio in Albianum (PG 79: 695-712). 

(3) At least, this is indicated from the Epistles Ep2:265 (MPG 336AB) and 
Ep3:279 (521CD) which are entitled " · ApKaf>i<;) BaotA.e:i". Cf. R.M.Price, 
"Holy men's letters of Rebuke", Studia Patristica 16 (1985) 50-53. Alan 
Cameron, "The authenticity of the Letters of Saint Nilus of Ancyra", in 
Greek Roman and Byzantine Studies, 17 (1976) 185. 

( 4) This historical information is provided by George Monachus or Kedrinus 
(Chronicon, 599,3-6). St. Nilus had his own collection of St. Chrysostoms's 
homilies, cf. "Toi<; A.6yot<; · Iwavvou 'tO\> Kwvo'taV'ttvoun6A.e:w<; £moK6-
nou flf>Ew<; EV'tUY)(aV£t <;· E'E; cx\n&v 8n ypa\j/W oot WV cme:p E('iJ'tnoa<;" 
(E2:293, 345B)· "· Ene:t sn ayaJtO:<; une:pl3aM6v'tw<; 'tau<; A.6you<; 'tau ee:o
'tt~n'tou Kal ee:o~6pou 'Iwavvou 'tOU E1ttOK61tOU KWVO'tCCV'ttVOUJt6A£W<;, 
E:E; cx\n&v oot ypaww, ne:pl wv vuv E:ne:('i]'tnoa<;" (E 3:13, 373BC). He, 
also, expresses his reverence and admiration for St. John in many of his 
epistles as Dr G.D.Dragas has shown in his recent introduction (Cf. p. 9 of 
his Memorandum to the Athens reprinted edition of PG 79, Athens 1988: 
Epistles Ep1 :184 (152D-153A), Ep1 :309 (193D-196A), Ep2:183 (296ABC), 
Ep3:199, (476BC). Cf. especially Ep2:294 (345CD), where, as Dr Dragas 
points out, he bears witness to his close relation to St Chrysostom, as he 
narrates the spiritual experience of St. John, which "'toi <; yvnoi ot <; 't&v 
nve:u~a't t KWV ~i A.wv 8t nynoa'to". On the relationship between St. Nil us 
with St. Chrysostom cf. also Haidacher, "Chrysostomus-Fragmente in der 
briefsammlung des hl. Nilus", in Xp\XJOO"tq.LtKa, Roma 1908, p.226-234. F. 
Degenhart, Der hi. Nilus Sinaita, Munster 1915, p.16-17. Also cf. the 
critical study J.Gribomont, "La tradition manuscrite de saint Nil. 1 La 
correspondance", Studia Monastica 11 (1969) 232ff, as well as the brief 
treatment of the subject by Alan Cameron, "The authenticity ... ", p.187ff. 

(5) "tnnyn~a'ta NE:iA.ou ~ova('ov'to<; Epn~i'tou d<; 'tnv O:vaipwtv 't&v 
EV 't~ op£t ~tvO: ~ovax&v Kal £i<; 'tllV ai~aA.woiav 8e:o8ouA.ou 'tOU 
ui ou aU'to\>", PG 79,589-694. 

(6) According to Ph. Mayerson: "Most scholars take it for granted that 
Theodulus and his father were ordained as priests. The text, however, says 
much about the bishop's pressing them and about their protests that were 
unworthy of such a burden, but it says nothing explicitly to the effect that 
they accepted the Bishop's bid and that they were ordained". Ph. Mayerson, 
"Observations on the Nilus Narrationes: Evidence from an unknown Christ
ian?", in Journal of American Research Center in Egypt, 12 (1975) 73, ft. 
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31. 

(7) Nicephorus Callistus Xanthopoulos, PG 146,1256Aff. 

(8) It has been claimed that "at least several opening sentences or 
paragraphs of narrative are lost", something which happened "by design or 
by accident" and deprived science from some illustrating clues. Cf. 
Ph.Mayerson, "Observations on the Nilus Narrationes: Evidence for an 
unknown christian sect?", in Journal of the American Research Center in 
Egypt, 12 (1975) 54. 

(9) See the monumental work by K. Heussi, which changed the course of 
the study on St. Nilus: "Untersuchungen zu Nilus dem Asketen", Texte und 
Untersuchungen zur Geschichte der Altchristlichen Literatur, 1917, pp. 
123-159. 

(10) "· A}'K'Upav6c;", as in the codex Ottob. Gr. 250 (11th cent.) which is 
very important in the study of St. Nilus, cf.J. Gribomont, "La tradition 
manuscrite .. ", p. 233ff. 

(11) PG 79,580B-581B. 

(12) Denenhart F., Der heilige Nilus Sinaita. Sein Leben und seine Lehre 
von Monchtum, Beitrage zur Geschichte des Alten Monchtums und des Bene
diktinerordens, her. von Ildefons Herwegen, Heft 6), Munster 1915. See the 
Review of the above work in Theologische Literatur Zeitung (1915), col. 
402 by Heussi. Also, K. Heussi, "Nilus der Asketen und der uberfall der 
Monche am Sinai", Neue Jahrbucher fur das Klassische Alterum, 37 (1916) 
107-121. K. Heussi, "Unterschuhungen .. ", F.Degenhart, Neue Beitriige zur 
Nilus Forschung, Munster 1918. Review of the previous work Annalecta 
Bollandiana, 38 (1920) 420-423 V(an) D(e) V(orst). Also, K Heussi, Das 
Nilusproblem, Leipzing 1921. 

(13) According to McCarthy, the Nilus of the Narratio is "an unreliable 
reporter. Even if he was reliable, his evidence comes from the sixth 
century". Cf. his "The symbolism of blood and sacrifice", in Journal of 
Biblical Literature, 88 (1969) p. 168. 

(14) According to Mayerson the Narratio presents elements of Stoic-Cynic 
philosophical teaching. In his view, the Narratio "contains legitimate 
evidence for an ascetic sect, somewhat Christianized but to what extent, 
unknown, that maintained itself for a short period of the following the 
establishment of Christianity in Palaestina Tertia in 359". Cf. Mayerson, 
"Observations .. ", p. 57. 

(15) Because the problem of the identity of St Nilus essentially depends on 
the Narratio and its authenticity and because this time the arguments are 
related to this work, Henniger rejects altogether the historical value of the 
Narratio in his work "Ist der sogennante Nilus-Berricht eine brauchbare 
religionsgeschichtliche Quelle?", Anthropos 50 (1955) 81-148. McCarthy ("The 
symbolism .. ", p. 168) refers to the trustworthiness of Nilus' Narratio. 
Mayerson disagrees as regards the authenticity, which he accepts, but 
supports the hypothesis that in the worst case this is "a kind of historical 
fiction in which the author has placed his major characters, Nilus and 
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Theodulus, in a setting that is historically true". Cf. Mayerson's "The desert 
of southern Palestine according tothe Byzantine sources", Proceedings of the 
American Philosophical Society, 107 (1963) p. 161. Christides comments on 
this that "the problems of the reliability and date of composition cannot be 
separated". Cf. his "Once again the Narrations of Nilus Sinaiticus", 
Byzantion 43 (1973) p. 39. 

(16) Cf. the dissertation of H. Ringshausen, Zur Verfasserschaft und 
chronologie dem der Nilus Ancyranus, zugeschriebenen werke, Frankfurt/Main 
1967. On the Song of Songs see: A. Sovic, "De Nili monachi Commentario 
in Canticum Canticorum reconstruendo", Biblica 2 (1921) 42-52. R. Brown
ing, "Le commentaire de saint Nil d' Ancyre sur le Cantique de Cantiques", 
Revue Benedictine 24 (1966) 107-114. H. U. Rosenbaum, "Der Hoheliedkom
mentar des Nilus con Ancyra, Ms Ogden 30 und die Kateneniiberlieferung", 
Zeitschrift fur Kirchengeschichte, 91:2-3 (1980) 187-206. Finally, S. Luca, 
"II commentario al contico dei cantici di Nilo di Ancira", Studi Byzantini e 
Neogreci (1983) 111-126. 

(17) In his first attempts towards a critical edition of the Narratio, F. 
Conca had published two communications which prepared the way for this 
edition. The first one appeared in 1978 and dealt with the problems of the 
critical edition, citing the codices which preserve the text of the 
Llt nY11~-to:'to:. Conca distinguishes between two groups "o:" and "f3" and com
pares them thoroughly (Cf. his "Per una edizione critica di Narrationes" [PG 
79: 589-694], in Annali della Focolta di lettere e Filosofia dell' Universita 
degli studi di Milana, 31 (1978) 37-57). In his second communication 
Conca examins on the basis of the text which Pierre Poussines published in 
Paris in 1639 and which was reprinted in Migne's edition whether the 
Narratio of St Nilus could be regarded as a "romanzo". Cf. "Le narrationes 
di Nilo eil romanzo Greko", Studi Byzantini e Neogreci, 1983 pp. 349-360. 
In 1983 Conca produced his critical edition of the Narratio. Cf. the review 
of P. Georgountzou in Platon, 36 (1984) 130-133. 

(18) This agonizing care for the life of the monk is most eloquently 
presented in his admonition "to his own disciple": "Do not say, my brother, 
that I am like all the other monks. I tell you my son, that there are many 
plants on the mountains and the hills, on the thickets and the plains, but 
only the fruit-bearing trees of paradise are of worth; whereas those which 
bear no fruit are destined for burning", Ep4:1 (54BA). The monastic life is 
not a self-explanatory quality of life. 

(19) The above mentioned Epistle of the 4th book of the Epistles of St 
Nilus could be justifiably described as an epistle of "agony for pastoral 
care". There are, of course, other epistles, where St Nilus expresses his 
thought equally decisively, as for instance in the following: Il£pl wv 
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