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Now seekers after knowledge must know exactly how to make out true orthodoxy for 
themselves by using natural examples; and especially such as are drawn from our very 
selves, for they are surer and are a true means of proof.

Saint Gregory the Sinaite, Discourse on the Transfiguration
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Preface

The Forgotten Christian Inner Tradition 
“The tradition is one,” says Boris Mouravieff in his book Gnosis: Study and 
Commentaries on the Esoteric Tradition of Eastern Orthodoxy. And today, despite 
claims to the contrary, my observations have convinced me that this links with 
the fact that Christianity possesses and always has possessed an inner tradition: 
not a system, but what might be called a discipline. To those with sufficient ex-
perience in investigating this field, I believe that this book will convey the same 
conviction. In addition, I would add to the idea that the inner tradition is 
onealthough with local variationscertain other observations about it: 

1. All the major religions of the world possess a complete tradition of in-
ner knowledge (or a version of the one tradition), although it has only 
reached a small percentage of the most able individuals within that faith.

2. Many or all of the great civilizations of the world are formed by 
the great faiths of the world.     

3. In each case of a civilization formed by one of the great faiths, the inner tra-
dition is a fundamental element in the structure of the associated civilization.

Yet today there are fundamental differences between the attitude of Chris-
tianity to its inner tradition and that of the other great faiths to theirs. 
For example, faiths such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Islam are to-
day attempting to make their inner tradition better known, yet the West-
ern churches either claim that there is no tradition of inner or esoteric
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knowledge, or reserve it to a clergy who themselves are not expected to give 
too much credence to it. This has forced countless thousands to turn to East-
ern faiths for no other reason than because their inner teachings are more acces-
sible than our own: because although Christianity has always possessed its own 
tradition of inner knowledge, looked at through intellectual eyes, that tradition 
has been relegated to the status of an intellectual curiosity. As a result some of 
it has been irrevocably lost, much mislaid, and the remainder has reached only 
a very small proportion of the population. Consequentlybecause knowledge 
acts only through being knownit has had little effect on our civilization. 

This is one reason why many people no longer regard ours as a Christian civilization. 
But the truth is not Nietzsche’s ‘death of God,’ nor has Christianity failed. What 
actually happened was that, due to the difficulties of conveying the inner tradition 
through the barbarous centuries following the decline of the Roman Empire, and 
due to the limited classical education of most Westerners, this key element of Chris-
tian teaching has never been common knowledge in the Western world. 

An Accident of History 

The focus of the problem exists at the point where the Roman Empire split. Physi-
cally, this is represented by a line that passes through the Balkans and to this day 
marks an area of recurrent conflicts, 1 which have now emerged again after a few 
decades of uneasy peace. Let me risk here a complex image for what has occurred 
by describing it as a “balkanization of the mind.” This inner balkanization has en-
tailed several successive stages of psychological and spiritual fragmentation, begin-
ning in the Roman era but bearing problem fruit today. It is this fragmentation, 
this “balkanization of the mind,” that concerns this book, and it is this that has 
led to our times being described as “the age of specialization.” And each of these 
stages was as catastrophic as that described in the following paragraph: 

When bishops, a generation after Hobbes’s death, almost naturally spoke 
the language of the state of nature, contract and rights, it was clear that he 
had defeated the ecclesiastical authorities, who were no longer able to un-
derstand themselves as they once had. It was henceforward inevitable that 
the modern archbishops of Canterbury would have no more in common 
with the ancient ones than does the second Elizabeth with the first.2 

At that time, the emergence of science against the opposition of the 
church led to an intellectual worldview that shaped the thought of an age,
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resulting in a massive change of thought in the Christian religion. Instead of the 
sciences, law, and morality fitting into the Christian worldview as once they did, 
Christian thought was relegated to a form of specialization that was expected to 
fit into the scientific worldview. Observation suggests that two ideas that devel-
oped in the biological sciences can be applied to this: one, that specialization limits 
adaptability, and two, that ability to adapt defines intelligence. If this is so, then 
this specialization can be seen as limiting the adaptability of the faith, and even 
as limiting human intelligence. This situation, I believe, is directly responsible for 
many of the problems of the churches today, and if we accept that religion does 
have a function in human society we may see that its narrowing is also responsible 
for our inability to adapt to the problems of our present time. Even more it explains 
our inability to understand ideas that were greatly valued by past ages. 

One of the implications of this is that if Christianity is a single coherent truth, as the 
early Fathers would have said it is, one of the signs that a book like this is genuinely 
Christian would be its ability to convey its central message to different types of people 
with very different questions, with very different specializations, and coming from 
very different places in themselves. This book intends to do just that, but faces the 
problem, already met in discussing the draft with different people, that to satisfy so 
many different types of individual, the book has to offer something meaningful to 
eachand offer it right at the beginning of the book. Otherwise readers will assume that 
this text has nothing for them, and, sensibly enough, will set the book aside. 

To develop this, let me try to describe how I imagine certain of the most 
important specializations of our contemporary Western world might 
come to discover what this different Christianity means to them: 

Devout Christians of all denominations who have shown an inclination 
to seek a deeper understanding of inner Christianity, many of whom to-
day can understand that an inner tradition might have therapeutic aims

Seekers after truth, whatever form their search has taken, if they are sufficiently 
rigorous and careful in their search, as long as they take the special kinds of 
care necessary to keep their search free of the prejudices formed in early life

Those who have joined in earlier attempts to recapture the inner spirit of 
their faith, or simply to find expression for their own inner impulse in or-
ganizations studying material thatas we have discoveredwas once the sub-
ject matter of Christian thought and discipline, but now is more often stud-
ied in forms that are externally very different from its early Christian forms.
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The Modern Situation 

Since the meaning of esotericism is “inner,” this book necessarily touches on per-
sonal and psychological questions which individuals must face in their lives, but 
whichfor a century or morethey have had to face in private, since the study of 
such questions has for a while not been the open and accepted discipline it once 
was. It touches on the historical, in order to show that in early stages of our his-
tory there existed a detailed knowledge of these inner questions which we in our 
time have been taught to ignore, and because, as I suggested, by uncovering this 
history we rediscover the lost or balkanized territory in our own inner lives as we 
expose to view the inner truths and inner struggles of those earlier times. Past 
struggles toward unity, especially when successful, can help us toward inner uni-
ty today. This clearly relates to a particular idea in spiritual history, the idea of 
the periodic reemergence of an inner tradition that is repeatedly lost. It touches 
on the philosophical, in the sense that it touches on the roots of the new or re-
constituted doctrines that, in the past century or so, have emerged on the bor-
derline of philosophy, theology, and psychology, in that balkanization 3 of the 
mind to which I referred earlier, in which the original terms coined in that an-
cient world have become a direct cause of certain present-day confusions. 

My investigations have uncovered previous searches of the same kind, some of which 
have led me to individual successors of ancient streams whose knowledge and capa-
bilities still survive. I have identified certain groups and schoolssome of them in the 
Westthat have come from such studies, but which seem in every situation to have 
reached the same point of obstruction: a stage, always the same or very similar in 
character, where their progress, the progress of all their participants, appears to go 
no further; a threshold, a point of decision they are not motivated enough, nor well 
enough equipped, to pass; a barrier between change of mind and change of heart. As 
my later researches have made clear, there was good reason why seekers like ourselve-
sas a whole, and not only advanced studentsneeded to make further contact with 
the Tradition the Tradition of the light referred to in Matthew 6: “The light of the 
body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. 
But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If therefore the light 
that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Matthew 6:23). 

At this point it appears necessary to me to deal specifically with the relation of eso-
teric forms of Christianity to certain events earlier in this century, especially the ideas 
of Gurdjieff, Ouspensky, and those who have followed their lead, teachings whose 
sources are difficult to trace but in which the first hinted and the latter openly stated, 
more than once, that they in fact formed a reemergence of a lost ancient tradition
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or traditions of inner truth several times described as esoteric Christian-
ity. 4 The Postscript at the back of the book gives additional information about 
the recent history of those ideas for those who lack basic information. 

Either to study this tradition in order to regain our own inner tradition as Christians, 
or to discover that esoteric Christianity referred to by Gurdjieff and Ouspensky and 
not easily visible in the Western churches and so to make use of its great armory 
of practical methods, we find that we have to adopt what will be, to most modern 
individuals, an unfamiliar way of thinking about the world. This unfamiliar way of 
thinking about the world is itself part of Christian tradition. Because of this way of 
seeing the world, Christianity had, in its first century or so, the power to enlighten 
and transform; it then answered just those questions that today take people to other 
lands, other times, other faiths for their answers. It is now unfamiliar because today 
most people judge by intellectual criteria and expect to verify everything against 
what can be weighed, measured, or in some way perceived by the senses. 

In such a world, it would be foolish to expect everyone to see, behind the troubles 
of our times, the need for a new spiritual vision, and even more unrealistic to ex-
pect them to adopt that new-old vision. But because it is such a world, a whole class 
of knowledge has been almost entirely lost to modern man. Yet inner and spiritual 
problems can only be resolved by inner and spiritual interpretations, and because of 
this the tradition of which I speak is a tradition of interpretation, a way of distilling 
the meaning from the gospel teaching, using the tools of understanding provided 
by that tradition itself. Many people who are aware of the need for them will find 
both personal solutions and general answers not in the religions of other civiliza-
tions, where so many have already searched without success, but in the roots of our 
own world. They will make this discovery if they take a new look at an ancient and 
transforming interpretation of the Christian faith, an interpretation that is little 
known and even less valued today. As this book will show, there is also little doubt 
that most of those answers still existwithin Christendom, but tucked away in its in-
accessible cornersand I have slowly become certain that with sufficient effort these 
answers can be rediscovered and restored to use for modern man, as part of a spiri-
tual reawakening that has already begun but has not yet taken definite form. 

This book is written for the many who have become aware that the most viable so-
lution may not be to invent or reinvent a new religion, nor to explore the religions 
of other civilizations and import them to our shores as seeds of future division, 
but to take a look at some other aspects of Christianity that are little known today.
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To understand this and the possibilities it offers, we need, as suggested earlier, “new 
eyes,” a new yet very old way of thinking about the world. To approach this, I must 
first write of experience, as I shall do from time to time throughout the book, for 
in our times, experience, and a strange and little-known relation between experi-
ence and faith, form the latchkeys to new insights and even to the rediscovery 
of the inner meaning of the old. From direct experience, we can pass to ways of 
drawing on traditional sources for our own spiritual needs, and through this we 
may not only discover ourselves, but rediscover the seedbed of certain aspects of 
Western civilization which have long been in decline, and perhaps learn how these 
key streams in the river of our life can be restored for use by modern man. 

To understand, we also need to recognize the existence of a contemporary ob-
stacle to research of this kind. Like so many of our problems, this is a result of 
modern thought, perhaps exacerbated by modern methods of funding research. 
The sheer difficulty of gaining acceptance now means that to establish the value 
of a single document may take a person half a lifetime or even almost a whole 
lifetime’s work. This has created a situation where almost everybody is afraid 
to draw general conclusions, or to publish a general study of the whole sub-
ject area, unless they can join it seamlessly to what has been said before. 

Yet under such conditions, when people are forced to conform to outside opinion 
rather than their own insight, a slight deviation from accuracy can become com-
pounded over the years and, because no alternative view will be acceptable as a 
basis for comparison, this deviation may remain unrecognized until the situation 
has gone so far that everyone outside the field can see the inaccuracy, although it 
remains invisible to those within the “charmed circle” of the discipline in question. 
This is a double bind: in any discipline there have got to be criteria and detailed in-
vestigations, which must contribute to the shaping of a consensus, and there must 
be work on the broader outline. All these together create the climate for further 
studies. When both become too insistent, and Western thought itself tends to be 
insistent by its very nature, how does one free oneself from such a trap? 

This is the situation in which this book was written: the twelve years of exact research 
on which it has been based are a distillation of those longer and slower researches 
of others on the many separate subjects, and yet the book is based on a clearly seen 
need at this time to look in from outside, by taking certain tools of modern reason 
and the lessons learned from other, non-Western spiritual traditions, by looking to 
previous researches of the same kind, some of them previously rejected,
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and finally, by standing not on the platform of scientific objectivity, but instead 
on that different platform of the attitude of faith and of knowledge derived from 
faith, in which these ideas were originally written down or passed on. 

Specifically, it is an attempt to use an awareness of the inten-
tions of the texts as a tool for the interpretation of those texts. 

In other words, this work is an effort not of analysis, nor of proof, but 
of understanding: an attempt to understand, in modern terms, the 
ancient ideas that have been rediscovered over the past century or so. 

After all, an inner tradition that cannot speak for itself when necessary can-
not expect to be recognized. To put this differently, there is little doubt that 
the same inner tradition has been expressed in certain texts such as the re-
cently discovered text known as the Gospel According to Thomas, from 
which the following passage could well set the correct tone for this study: 

These are the secret words which the Living Jesus spoke and Didymos Judas Thom-
as wrote: And He said: Whoever finds the explanation of these words will not taste 
death. Jesus said: Let him who seeks, not cease seeking until he finds, and when 
he finds, he will be troubled, and when he has been troubled, he will marvel, and 
he will reign over the All. Jesus said: If those who lead you say to you: “See, the 
Kingdom is in heaven,” then the birds of the heaven will precede you. If they say 
to you: “It is in the sea,” then the fish will precede you. But the Kingdom is within 
you and it is without you. If you will know yourselves, then you will be known, and 
you will know that you are the sons of the Living Father. But if you do not know 
yourselves then you are in poverty and you are poverty. 
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1

Introduction

Searching in the Ruins
In investigating ancient traditions, the question is always, How can one begin? Some 
ancient ideas can first be understood only by seeing the reality behind them - one 
can learn much even by seeing the physical changes that have occurred alongside the 
changes in ideas. So first I shall write of how our world has changed, of how our faith 
has changed, and for this it is certainly better to speak of experience, for at this moment 
we begin to build a bridge over the very boundaries of the world of ideas. 

This was what took me to the great monastery of Saint Andrew, beside the road 
into Karyes, capital town of the monastic republic of Mount Athos (known as 
the Holy Mountain), a forty-kilometer peninsula off the mainland of northern 
Greece, which is still today an autonomous monastic republic, although under 
the protection of the Greek government. When I walked into the courtyard, 
the monastery lay empty of monks, as it has since a plague in 1926. Greek 
schoolboys in black monastic robes came and went to one wing. Elsewhere, no-
body stirred. Earlier that week, the first liturgy since the monastery had closed 
in 1926 had been held in the enormous Katholikon church. With my friend, 
the American monk Germanos, I walked up to the marble portico and ham-
mered on the rusted iron-framed glass doors. Nobody answered. Eventually, one 
of the boys came over to see what we were doing there, and explained that in

The reader will note that in the text of this book certain monks are referred to by name, while others are 
given only an initial. There is a reason for this: out of respect for the Fathers of Mount Athos we have agreed 
with certain of them to avoid giving names of living monks whose anonymity might thereby be threat-
ened. Monks (and abbots) whose names are given are either deceased or already publicly known. 
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all that enormous complex there were only two caretakers. Often they would 
not answer the door. Often they were out.    

The marble portico was badly cracked. Once it had been magnificent. Now it was 
heading for ruin. Carved into the stone was the date of its building: 1910. Al-
though I failed to get into the monastery, in the fallen roofs, the neglected, empty 
buildings I gained a sense of something hidden everywhere else. This was the vis-
ible result of what had happened in 1918, since frozen in time. That was when a 
world had come to an end, and here at the monastery of Saint Andrew, nothing 
has really happened since, except wind and weather; here time has done its work 
unstayed by human hands. Here you can see the end of that world, the tremen-
dous change whose from has been hidden elsewhere by renewed activity. 

Here the disaster that everyone ignores, the collapse of an age, is clearly visible 
to the eye, giving an image that is a surprisingly appropriate introduction to the 
detailed study that follows, a summary of years of investigation into the esoteric 
Christian tradition. It will help to set the scene and to give depth of meaning to our 
theme. For this book summarizes investigations that I have now been working on 
almost full time since the beginning of the 1980s. In that time, my investigations 
have led me to certain places where ancient truths still dwell, as well as to connec-
tions with surviving students of those who have sought the same knowledge in the 
same way, in faraway places. In time they led me to certain important sources in 
which this ancient tradition survives, at least in part, to the present time - particu-
larly around the eastern end of the Mediterranean, in Greece and Egypt. 

By now the conceptual and psychological climate of the West has gone so far from 
the inner meaning of early Christianity that to restore these ideas to their origi-
nal meaning at first seems almost impossible. Speaking on television at the New 
Year heralding 1994, Archbishop Carey (of Canterbury, primate of the Anglican 
Church) clearly interpreted one of the many scriptural passages promising peace of 
mind to those who turn to God as a promise to be kept after death. In so doing, he 
denied one of the great promises of the inner church, the promise of present help, 
specifically defined throughout the early Fathers, although admittedly often re-
ferred to in the Bible with the kind of ambiguity that allows such mistakes. 

Yet the inner truth and its psychological components, which find their jus-
tification in the gospel passage that says ‘’They that are whole have no need 
of the physician” (Mark 2:17) survives, or persistently reemerges. This 
therapeutic view survived in medieval Europe in the attitude that treated 
Christ as the “doctor of souls.” It survives in Greece today in the moun-
tain fastnesses where hermits hide. One Athos hermit once explained



3

his role to me by saying that his work was like that of a doctor, but not a doctor 
for the body. Today this attitude is reemerging as a growing movement 1 that seeks 
to distinguish between inner and outer interpretations of Christian doctrine, and 
refers to the outer form as “moralistic” or sometimes “legalistic.” By this they mean 
a faith that judges, that asks things of us, without giving us the means to achieve 
those things. The ancient inner tradition took a view opposite this; it gave people 
the means to be moral, then allowed the form of that morality to emerge naturally. 
It survives in the Orthodox Church, dispersed from its homelands into the West, 
custodian not only of the empty monastery of Saint Andrew on Mount Athos, 
but of many still active monasteries on the same peninsula, and of the true keys 
to the forgotten tradition that was once taught there. Truth it may have, but its 
resources and its capabilities were and still are generally swamped by lonely exiles, 
who ask it to speak not primarily of God but of some inexpressible motherland.

It began to reassert itself almost spontaneously in the 1930s but failed to do so 
because of war. The German phenomenologists asked the right questions, but 
the breakdown of their world stopped them short of finding a resolution to the 
desperation inherent in their formulation, and this robbed them of any coherent 
answer that would have broken them out of their subservience to the subjective im-
ages of phenomena, any hint of something out of sight of the mind, of something 
more than an image, a genuine hint of which might have ended their ridiculous 
assumption that the ego is no more than an image of an image. There was the 
impasse of the physical sciences, in which Eddington, in the 1920s, could already 
see the need for a “new epistemology” that might reconcile human thought with 
the paradoxical perceptions of quantum physics. By the late 1930s, quantum phys-
ics was to have a more sinister role, and it was the late 1960s before this arcane 
knowledge again began to interest the postwar world in implications other than 
weapons technology. By then, Eddington’s question had been forgotten and lit-
tle did Eddington know, anyway, that the key to this enigmaa new epistemology 
that encompasses our contemporary view without being limited to ithad already 
been provided more than a thousand years before, in the second-century works of 
Gregory of Nyssa, an ancient Christian author totally ignored by modern philoso-
phy. Even the great physicist and philosopher Erwin Schroedinger and the highly 
religious Albert Einstein remained unaware that the questions they debated had 
been answered by Fathers of the church long before the fall of Byzantium. Even 
now, few can see the direct connection between the paradoxes of particle phys-
ics and the ancient Russian philosophical method of antinomies, a philosophical 
tradition preserved intact to the present but finding its roots in the gospel itself.
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The First World War ended an age, and cutting off the prime of our youth it 
cut off our innate access to the strengths of the past. The time before the Sec-
ond was too brief for new growth to go deep enough to root itself. After the 
war, the unfinished new growth that had begun in the thirties but never come 
to term was rooted out and cast aside, to be forgotten by the generation that 
followed. Only now, sixty years later, can we begin again to repair the ruins of 
even the recent past, to pick up the pieces of that era in relation to the deeper 
questions of life. Only now can we say a prayer for those forgotten pathfind-
ers of the thirties, and only now can we make yet another attempt to cultivate 
the soil of the human spiritremembering that we are ourselves children of our 
century, so that in any such cultivation we must begin with ourselves. 

So, as with others before us, it was from an awareness of that situation that 
my researches into the early church and the survival of its ideas began shortly 
after 1980, and it is a few of the surprisingly large number of discoveries 
made during those researches that I am going to describe in this bookas well 
as drawing on some of the less well-known discoveries of those who have pre-
ceded us in this search, particularly those of Boris Mouravieff, Russian émigré, 
historian, and little known teacher of esotericism who worked in France and 
Switzerland at the time of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, and whose three-vol-
ume work Gnosis - although for many still difficult to understand - provides 
the most comprehensive and precise primer on this difficult subject. 

A Research Report 

This book, then, is a report on the researches I have just introduced so dramatically, 
a study of certain ideas and methods known in the early church but lost, in one way 
or another, to modern Christianity. (This loss is, of course, at the root of the idea 
that esoteric means secret. Nothing could be further from the truth.) 

At the same time as being a properly documented study of these lost ideas, this 
is also of necessity the summary of a personal search, and links the discovered 
ideas to personal experience. It does this not so much to provide a final defini-
tion as to suggest to readers how they should develop their own understanding 
of the same ideas. This is because the esoteric tradition is so easily misunderstood 
that, to avoid dangerous mistakes, actions should only be taken on the basis of 
recognition, of a clear personal understanding in which the teaching is verified by 
direct experience. I should also add that although these researches have been sup-
ported to a degree unusual in such a work, sometimes by taking them to a point of
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academic accuracy, it is in large part a study of an unwritten tradition, 
and it has been found - not surprisingly - that documentary evidence 
of an unwritten tradition is not always available. 2   

It began with a search for the springs of Christian sanctity, a search for the source 
that I believe is found in the esoteric or inner teachings of the early church. Not for 
a different gospel, but for a different way of understanding the gospel. 

So what do I mean by sanctity? At a workshop in New York recently, I asked about 
this in the form of a question that now provides the basis of this book. 

My question was this: Which of you has ever met a saint? 

This is how my own investigation began. But the question has of course 
been answered, and even evoked answers, many times in the past, and 
I must have something more to say about how those have emerged 
over the years. Before you buy the animal, you must read the pedigree. 

Several centuries ago, there was a move in the West, probably not the first, to 
rediscover in the writings of the Fathers of the churchwritings that then were 
inaccessible to most of those who sought - Christian truths that were no longer 
a part of Western Christian teaching. Again in Europe, in the nineteenth cen-
tury, some of these works were translated and made generally available, and were 
clearly valued by a few souls who glimpsed the treasures hid in them. But none 
of these attempts succeeded in restoring this knowledge to the “mainstream.” 
The time was not right, and what these text contained was so different from 
what is now generally understood as Christianity, that by that time, practically 
nobody possessed the tools with which to grasp those ancient truths. 

In Russia, the story was different, because “the times” were different. In the nine-
teenth century, Russia was still in the throes of the Westernization forced on her 
by Peter the Great; Western or at least Westernized philosophical and scientific 
thought existed alongside surviving streams of thought and spirituality in an East-
ern Church that later survived the revolution itself. The interaction between these 
two powerful rivers gave rise to similar investigations and these, the discovering 
of these ideas by people in active contact with the spiritual practices that endure, 
almost unchanged over the centuries, in certain corners of the Eastern Church, 
bore different fruit: a greater valuation of the ideas discovered, which led as a re-
sult to more active and sometimes more successful attempts to apply this ancient 
knowledge. In the nineteenth century certain teachers appeared to transmit this 
knowledge; some of them, such as Saint Theophan the Recluse, were conven-
tional, others, laymen with more Western backgrounds, were highly unconven-
tional both by the standards of Eastern Christendom and Western humanism.
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An important work in the esoteric tradition is the Philokalia. Its origin came from a 
key event during the history of this path. Part of the meaning of these teachings has 
been lost more than once even by the monasteries. Then it has had to be restored. The 
major example is that of Paisious Velitchkovsky, who restored the original meaning 
of the text in the eighteenth century, long before this work was translated into Eng-
lish. The text used in the earliest version of this work sparked a major renewal in 
the inner tradition that shaped the form it now takes in Eastern monasticism. This 
renewal of the inner tradition, led by Velitchkovsky, began on Mount Athos and 
then spread, carried by Velitchkovsky, first to Moldavia and afterwards to Russia. 
The Greek version of the Philokalia, formed by Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain 
primarily from the texts collected by Velitchkovsky, provides a primary technical 
instruction for the monks of the Eastern Church who carry on the same tradition 
to this day on Mount Athos, as well as in many other parts of the world. 3 

Since then, the parallel volume to the Philokalia, the Gerontikon - teach-
ing-stories about the same early Fathers, in very Middle Eastern style - has 
been translated several times with varying degrees of success. Thomas Merton 
selected from this collection stories that are meaningful to modern man.4 An-
other émigré, almost certainly a direct successor to the Russian seekers of the 
nineteenth century, Boris Mouravieff, wrote in the 1960s, in French, his own 
attempt to summarize his own discoveries in this field and discoveries un-
published by those who had gone before him. I myself have had the honor to 
publish the three volumes of his main work between 1990 and 1993.5 

Other key texts have been published recently, as a result of an initiative by 
Father Nikon, P. D. Ouspensky’s friend who was a hermit on Mount Athos: 
Unseen Warfare, also by Nicodemus of the Holy Mountain, later reedited by 
Saint Theophan the Recluse (see list on pp. 1112) one of the greatest spir-
itual teachers of the Russian church who died as recently as the 1890sand 
the Art of Prayer, by Abbot Chariton of the monastery of Valamo, an an-
cient and at one time enormous monastery which preserved its spiritual-
ity in difficult times by moving across the border from Russia to Finland. 

Thus, many of the ancient texts are now more readily accessible. Their readership 
is increasing, because many, many readers obtain sudden insights from within their 
pages. But their message in full nobody in the West can read, for it is a message of re-
pentance, metanoia, and it cannot be read in any depth and then ignored. So the gap 
in understanding still remains between Christian East and Christian West. All of this 
great effort has not yet revealed anything clearly, but it has definitely shown that there
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is something here to discover, although it is very difficult to discover it in full. 
The idea of metanoia, of the possibility of such a change, as far as I know was 
first reintroduced to the West in the 1930s by Maurice Nicoll. 6 The mean-
ing and specific methods were described in a fragmentary way,7 in the Phi-
lokalia translations among other places,8 but metanoia - repentance - is the 
essence. This one word is not understood until we realize that it distills the 
underlying principles, the practical objective, of a complete discipline, one that 
reaches its goal through a myriad of variations and alternative methods. 

Although today metanoia still forms the basis of the practical work of the 
monks of the Eastern Church, few even of the more important meth-
ods of approaching it are understood in the West, and the basic prin-
ciples, in the form of a complete Christian worldview - based on faith, 
but not on blind belief - seem to have been almost entirely forgotten. 

Once read, understood, and accepted, these basic principles, and the command-
ments or rules that accompany them, form the foundation of the whole process. 
They leadalthough normally not without a struggle, not without a strong resist-
ance from past habitsto a true reversal of direction in the reader, bringing the 
catechumen to the threshold, the point of entry, of the path of transformation, 
the path of metanoia. But to enter the path of metanoia is to seek to pass through 
the strait gate of the gospel, and “It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 
a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God” (Matthew 19:
24). Its import is so difficult, it demands such efforts, such struggles by those who 
try to apply it, that instead it is often rejected. If this principle were accepted by 
enough people, so that we could say that it was once again understood by the 
churches, especially at the present time, it could only lead to a true change of 
direction by those churches. If understood at the basic level, it could lead to the 
creation of methods suited to modern individuals and to the situation in which 
we live. If assimilated by Western civilization at large, which would only hap-
pen if many individuals came to understand it and its importance, it might even 
change the direction of that civilization. (But what kind of change that might 
be is the subject of my Postscript, and should rest for the moment.) 

The purpose of this book, then, is not simply to introduce valuable texts, but to 
explore the meanings that occur, often many times and expressed in many ways, 
not only in texts now being translated into English, but in early texts that have 
already been made available. I also hope to show, where possible, how these early 
meanings link with and very often answer our own questions about ourselves and 
our world, and how they relate to modern thought on this same subject. 
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In the time of growth from those early beginnings something changed, and 
the idea behind this book is that this change must concern us now. As our 
relation to Christianity has changed, our Christian worldview and our idea 
of Christianity have both also changed until we can no longer recognize 
their original forms in them. If we look at the great faiths of the world all 
the major faiths have an inner tradition exceptat first sightChristianity. 

But is this true? The thesis of this book is that Christianity too has or had such a 
tradition, but that in the development of reason, humanism, and then the physi-
cal sciences, that inner tradition has been effectively forgotten or lost. 9 I should 
expand too on the idea that this tradition has been effectively lost. The fact is that 
the Christian inner tradition is not entirely lost, but its significance has been lost 
to sight and, as a result, its actuality has been neglected or reduced to a curios-
ity. Its practical application has been restricted to a few hundred monks, most 
of them in Eastern Christendom; its texts are few of them translated with their 
original practical significance in mind; its exercises are mostly forgotten; even its 
usefulness is no longer understood; its importance to society as a moral restora-
tive is entirely unknown to the majority of thinking men and women. 

This, as we understand it, has been the fall of Christendom. This tradition that has 
fallen or been lost in fact forms the context of the personal fall and the personal res-
urrection to which we referred above, the background against which monastic writ-
ers of the Eastern Church speak continually of the monk’s many falls. As Saint John 
of the Ladder says, “He falls, and gets up again, falls and gets up again.” 

This book, then, is an attempt to rediscover that tradition of consciousness and 
make it generally known. As it refers to conciousness, it applies even to those who, 
unable to follow the way of the monk, walk the esoteric path by methods gener-
ally unknown to the monks: they will fall, and they must get up again, day after 
day and year after year. Those who regard a single rising of this kind as being born 
again must realize that to be Christian in the full sense of the word, to be Chris-
tian as the Fathers understood the word, they must reach the point where they 
are born again not once, nor even many times, but many, many times each day 
and then must pass this point. These many awakenings, many little rebirths, are 
part of the process by which we can eventually be “born from above.” 

With the Fall, man was cast out of the “garden” of the inner life to till the earth. As the 
higher faculties are lost, the higher vision, the higher consciousness, is lost to sight, as a 
recent commentator says about the Fall something that we should perhaps memorize, 
so clearly does it define our times: that today “The heavenly world has disappeared 
from man’s field of vision and has become an invisible world. There remains only the 
sensory, material, visible world, like an island in the ocean of the invisible world.”10
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A Method of Therapy 

What we can say, at this point, is that in studying the inner life of man, this material 
constitutes a true psychological science - and an effective system of therapy - that is 
older by many centuries than anything that passes today by that name. More to the 
point, as I hope I shall show in this book, once adapted to the different conditions 
of modern life, it is also a very precise and workable science, despite certain basic 
differences from modern psychology. All the great religions of the world have a tra-
dition that exists just to meet man’s need for inner renewal, for healing of the soul 
- what has been called a therapeutic tradition, a means of making saints. Hinduism 
has its Yoga. Islam has Sufism. Buddhism has a number of meditation traditions 
including Zen. Only Christianity, at first sight, lacks such an “organ.” 

But that is not so. Christianity has its ways, an almost forgotten mystical science, 
a science of metanoia sometimes called “the Royal Road,” that is akin to psycho-
logical means of therapy yet more than merely psychological in character, and 
this ancient and forgotten science not only parallels these Eastern traditions, but 
it is entirely Christian in character.     

This early Christian psychology reflected the gospel statement that: “They that are 
whole have no need of the physician, but they that are sick: I came not to call the 
righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Mark 2:17).   

The problem is that this therapeutic tradition has been suppressed as a re-
sult of the pietism and moralism that dominate modern Christianity. These 
tendencies to externalize the faith exist in all churches and all faiths. They 
are characteristic not of one religion but of a particular type of human im-
maturity: they belong to the lower stages of spiritual life, when people are 
using only one of the functions of their psychological lifethey are driven by 
the senses and by what has been formed within us through the senses. 

But this practical method creates a true or spiritual morality by developing 
conscience.        

The therapeutic interpretation is not any moralistic or legalistic doctrine, but a 
practical method aimed at specific results. This interpretation is exact and has 
its own scientific method.      

One Greek author wrote: “Sanctity does not have a moral meaning, but an on-
tological one.” 11 In this the truthfulness of what is believed is subject to the 
test of praxis, the test that asks: Does it work?    

This uses an essentially Christian definition of sickness, for Christ was 
concerned with the spiritually sick, with man in his fallen state. Di-
rectly because of this difference, it aimed not at manipulation but at 
liberation. This Christian psychology was very different, and its moral-
ity was not enforced but emerged naturally from within the individual,12
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whereas the modern equivalent frequently views ethical activity as having to be 
imposed on individuals from outside.     

It was P. D. Ouspensky who pointed out that modern psychology is primarily a tool 
of a medicine which studies pathologies, so that it sometimes calls itself “abnormal 
psychology,” or of the “social sciences” which have sprung from this stream. 

This ancient psychological method, then, was a form of traditional knowledge, 
having different rules for verification from those of modern psychological science, 
but they are genuine working rules. In its time, it had its own consensus, and this 
evolved over time as does any modern scientific consensus, but was very different 
from that of contemporary psychology because it had very different goals. The 
esoteric tradition necessarily used words with quite specific meanings different 
from their general usage. Divergence from this tradition led to these meanings 
being forgotten. Once this point is reached, and it was reached more than a mil-
lennium ago, a new process enters in: readers find themselves faced with words 
in a context in which these words appear meaningless. The result is that people 
regard such words as superstitions, in the sense that they seem to have no recog-
nizable meaning. Thus what is first forgotten is afterwards discredited. 

Words can be transmitted in writing, and this can be a dead process, but the 
meanings must also be transmitted, and this must be a living process. 

Without the transmission of meaning from the same source, the particu-
lar meaning of the words is lost, and then, in that context, the words them-
selves become meaningless.     

This was the reason for the researches that led to this book, and the pur-
pose of this book is to restore some of those lost meanings. 

This whole concept leads to a practical way of presenting these ideas. This can 
be put in modern terms by utilizing the word recognition. The goal of texts in 
this tradition, and the characteristic by which texts that genuinely belong to 
this tradition can be identified, is that they are written for recognition. The 
meaning of an idea must be understood and recognized (and the meaning of 
this particular idea too must be understood and recognized). We are not using 
the word recognition here in the sense of public recognition. Usually nothing was 
further from the minds of practitioners of this ancient science. They taught a tra-
ditional knowledge, and in it, their scientific method depended on the student’s 
accepting the truth of what they taught, by discovering for himself and then 
recognizing what it was they were describing. The fact that they had in general a 
consensus about what was true makes it clear that they all in factalthough step by
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this situation, carried out rigorously, eliminates all possibility of doubt. 

Saints are Always Somewhere Else 

For Westerners, the visible sign of the loss of the early kind of Christianity, of the 
loss of metanoia as a way of spiritual life, especially for those belonging to Protestant 
churches who today do not formally recognize new saints, is that saints always seem 
to live somewhere else or to have lived in some other time. Many of us, indeed, see 
this fact simply as a sign that we have outgrown such ideas as religion and sanctity. 
But this tells more about the person who believes it than about any wider reality. In 
this, young children often know better than their elders, for this mystery of the miss-
ing sanctity is really a most serious question for us all, and the sophistication, the 
cynicism that hides the question, is no more than a tissue of self-deception. 

But to go back to that question with which I began. If you answer no, you have 
never met a saint, my next question for you would be: Why not? If you honestly 
believe you can answer “yes”not “almost,” or “there’s someone I think is a saint,” 
but an unequivocal ‘’yes” to this questionmy next is instead to ask you: How many 
saints have you met? The point of all this is to take a serious look at this question. 
Many of us will already realize that, whatever their own answer, many people now 
believe that the time of saints is past, that they do not occur any more, and have 
not occurred for many centuries. This is almost but not entirely true. 

What did I know when I began my researches? I knew that some genuine saints have 
been recognized within the last century, more since 1800, particularly in Russia but 
also in Greece. But many of the list below were only canonized in 1988, with the 
millennium celebrations of the Russian Church. In fact, in this world the list of re-
cent saints is actually considerably longer than one might expect it is not the reality, 
but our view of it, that I am questioning. An incomplete list of recent saints includes:

 

Saint Theophan the Recluse, born 1815, died 1894, canonized 1988 
as part of the millennium celebrations of the Russian Church. As 
a young man he became a monk, then hieromonk (priest-monk), 
bishop, abbot, and finally anchorite. He guided thousands by mail 
and edited two of the world’s greatest books on the life of prayer, as
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well as writing several other important works. His teachings help to 
clarify the inner tradition in modern terms, and are referred to fre-
quently in this book.      
Saint Seraphim of Sarov, died 1833, whose teachings help to clarify one 
important factor of the inner tradition, so that they too are referred to in 
this book.       
Saint Therese of Lisieux, died 1897, who was called to the life of prayer 
as a child and became one of the great spiritual inspirations of the Ro-
man Church. Her writings are referred to in this book.  
Saint John of Kronstadt, died 1908, a priest in the Russian naval town of 
Kronstadt, whose ability to help people reached so many that a series of guest 
houses had to be built to accommodate those who came to him. 
Saint Nektarios, died 1920, whose shrine on the Greek island of Aegina 
has in the past few years been the scene of many miracles, including mi-
raculous conversions.      
Saint Arsenios of Cappadocia, died 1926, a saint who said very 
little, but who, over many years, worked a great number of 
miracles to assist those living around him.  
Saint Silouan of Athos, died 1933, a massive Russian peasant who 
nearly murdered someone in Russia, became desperate about his lack 
of self-control, and went to see Saint John of Kronstadt. From there he 
went to Athos on the advice of Saint John, and became a man of im-
pressive abilities and very great spirituality. His teachings are referred 
to in this book in order to clarify one inner aspect of Christian tradi-
tion that is difficult to understand by drawing only on earlier sources.
 

Several saints have also been canonized by the Roumanian Church, 
but we have listed enough examples of recent Eastern saints. 

In particular, you will notice that in this list there are no Protestant saints. It would 
be interesting to ask the Protestant churches whether, indeed, they believe that saints 
are created today or, more specifically, whether they have under consideration the 
canonization of any of their recent members. One might even ask what they imagine 
the significance of saints to be, beyond the obvious: that they are often very good role 
models, if only they weren’t so impossible to follow. Certainly the Protestant church-
es have some very splendid people, but in the early church, that was not quite what 
the word saint meant; to the early Christians, a saint was “something else.” 

In fact, all the individuals listed above were in some sense direct fol-
lowers of the early Fathers of the church. Nearly all of them (as well as
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certain others who will appear later) referred at some time to the 
Royal Road or Royal Way. The significance of both these facts 
will become increasingly apparent the further we read into this book. 

When I asked my original question, I turned the question toward the 
audience as individuals, asking them another question that every sin-
cere seeker should ask himself or herself. I asked them then, as I ask 
you now, which of you who think of yourselves as Christians has not 
asked the catch question: How can I be more Christian than I am now? 

Or to put it another way: 

How can I free myself from my own bad habits?
How can I learn to live to my own highest principles?
How might I feel growing in my own heart the qualities described in the Sermon 
on the Mount?
How can I learn to turn the other cheek?
How can I love my enemies?

Behind this is a basic answer given by my researches. If people understood what my 
researches have confirmedthat saints are made holy, not born holythen it would be 
possible at least to begin to answer these other questions, and that in such a way 
that we could understand how we ourselves might change if we wanted to. 

Saints are made: with the help of our Lord, certainly, but made, not born holy. Those of us 
who want to see a better world might be well advised never to forget this. 

From Investigation of the Past, a New Vision 

As the Abbot of an Athos monastery wrote recently: “When the monk possesses 
the grace of repentance he knows the true God, not some idea of God.” 13 In 
actual fact, the Christian esoteric or inner tradition is in every respect a true tra-
dition that is the equal of the great inner traditions of the East. Unfortunately, 
due to certain accidents of history, the texts of the tradition have been so long 
unknown in the West that although they are now becoming available, their spe-
cial meanings have failed to reach us. This has left them meaningless, which in 
turn has seemed to confirm the facile idea that they have now been disproved 
by science. Diluted to the point where it lost its power to produce results, and 
with its credibility weakened because its meaning has been lost, the inner tradi-
tion has proved an embarrassment to churches who wanted to appear “scientific,” 
wanted to be accepted in circles that also appeared scientific. Because of this, the
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very idea of an inner tradition has been swept under the carpet when no-
body was looking.      

Yet it was the strength of psyche this part of Christian tradition gave to many in-
dividuals that explains the way the early martyrs of the church 14 made such an 
impression on those who saw them, so that the Christian church in its early centu-
riesbefore it became dividedalmost entirely supplanted competing faiths. 

The initial growth of the early church was the direct result of its in-
ner power to transform the individual. As this ability has declined be-
low a certain point, the church itself has begun to lose membership. 

Whether we believe that, as I shall suggest later in the book, a spiritual re-
awakening is now taking place, or believe only that it should do so, with either 
of these viewpoints we will see the value of recovering a lost Christian tradi-
tion of knowledge about the inner experience that some of the most valued 
members of the churchamong them saints, bishops, abbots, monks, hermits, 
and “learned doctors”have accumulated over nearly twenty centuries, but par-
ticularly what they learned in the early days of the church, when the initial 
energy given by gospel and resurrection was still at its most intense. 

The background to the loss of this great reservoir of truth is that, in two thousand 
years, Christianity has built up an enormous corpus of knowledge and ideas. Nobody 
can know all of this, and so everybody has had to be selective. More than this, there 
are both historical and psychological reasons why this selective process has devel-
oped a particular bias over the centuries, so that some of the knowledge acquired by 
the church during its early years has for long been forgotteneither it has been totally 
forgotten, or in other cases the words are remembered, but part of their meaning, 
their significance, has been forgotten, so that they are effectively misunderstood. The 
criteria for interpretation have changed with the times, until what is believed now as 
a result of reading the gospel is entirely different from what was believed in the early 
days of Christianity. Now, if the early meanings are made available again, we find 
them difficult to understand, and if we do get close to them, we discover that it is 
even more difficult for us to see their value to us, their relevance to our personal ques-
tions and to the main questions of the civilization of which we are part. 

The connections have worn thin with time, although the problem of the 
misunderstanding of inner knowledge is not a new one. We no longer 
have the intellectual tools to recover that early knowledge; we have re-
placed them with a “newer model.” As long ago as the third century 
Origen, head of the Alexandrian catechetical school previously led by
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Clement of Alexandria, wrote that the Bible should be interpreted in ways other than 
historical, because in the historical interpretation, the inconsistencies of the text make 
it look foolish. Sixteen centuries later, vast numbers of scholars now study the Bible 
simply as a history text and, in the attempt to maintain “scientific objectivity,” re-
gard it is misleading to study it against criteria other than those of history. 

But nobody asks the question, If this is only history, why is it studied so 
much more than other historical texts?     

A commentator in the 1993 issue of Bible Review claims that to follow the his-
torical interpretation conscientiously it is necessary to disbelieve in basic tenets of 
Christianity, such as the Resurrection. One can only say of such people that they 
may believe something, but they have no Christian faith, for Christian faith is not 
blind belief in all and everything, but only in what Boris Mouravieff would call the 
objects of faith, objects outlined if not exhaustively defined in the Creed and, for 
inner Christianity, particularly in the Nicene Creed. “If you do not believe,” nor 
will you understand the writings of men of faith: this kind of modern interpreta-
tion ignores the intentions of the authors of works such as the books of the Bible, 
assuming that you can interpret a passage in the same way whatever the intentions 
of those who originally wrote it. It sometimes even assumes that you can interpret 
it idiosyncratically, from your own personal point of view, and still consider that 
you are passing on to others a valid view of the text that you are interpreting. Such 
an approach is only credible to those who are completely ignorant of the process of 
writing in a conscientious way, or who imagine that earlier authors were such fools 
that the content even of the great books of the Bible is accidental, and that no spe-
cific purpose existed for them other than the today fashionable objective of “self-
expression.” Those with experience of intentional writing, writing for a specific aim, 
will realize that in such work the aim determines the method of expression, and 
that only an awareness of that original aim can accurately reveal the intended mean-
ings of certain words whose interpretation is determined by their context. 

In particular, very great care is needed when interpreting even the most open text 
about inner teachings. As parables to illustrate inner truths the early Fathers of 
the church repeatedly used biblical texts that appear to have a purely outer mean-
ing. We must also realize that since the second century, when the inner teaching 
went underground, those texts which illustrate some spiritual lesson with examples 
from the lives of those who had passed through the relevant experience in the 
pastas in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Moses and other works on the same themeac-
tually were intended to be misinterpreted by anyone who had insufficient inner 
experience to understand their deeper meaning. The effects of taking such texts
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to have merely historical significance is just the confusion we observe in 
modern theology.       

One problem group of Greek words used throughout the history of the early churchin 
the Gospels (particularly Saint Mark), in the epistles of Paul, and in the writings of 
the early Fathers of the churchwas that whose common modern form is gnosis. We 
can find records of the use of this word not remotely linked to what is now popularly 
called Gnosticism, as gnosis was originally simply a term for a special kind of knowl-
edge, one of the properties of which is that it is not obtained through the senses.

This idea, which will be discussed further in chapter 11, was summarized by the 
translator of Clement’s Stromata thus: “By ‘gnosis,’ Clement understood the perfect 
knowledge of all that relates to God, His nature, and dispensations. He speaks of 
a twofold knowledge, one, common to all men, and born of sense; the other, the 
genuine ‘gnosis’. 15 This latter is not born with men, but must be gained and by 
practice formed into a habit. The initiated find its perfection in a loving mysticism, 
which this never-failing love makes lasting.”16 And Clement himself wrote: “And 
the gnosis itself is that which has descended by transmission to a few, having been 
imparted unwritten by the apostles. Hence, then, knowledge or wisdom ought to be 
exercised up to the eternal and unchangeable habit of contemplation.”17 

But then, this book exists to help us recreate those old interpretive tools and 
with them again to make connection with that ancient knowledge, through just 
those channels used by those holy men of old, through three processes: 

To draw on personal observation and direct experience, related to the 
comments of others, so as to discover certain current concerns, per-
sonal as well as those concerning our whole civilization; to take cogni-
zance of the experiences that give rise to them; to give an idea of why 
they have been forgotten or ignored for so many centuries; and finally 
to show how they are fundamental concerns that have lasted as long 
as Christendom, and are often rooted in inner and often mystical ex-
periences that have recurred since the earliest days of the Christian era

To illiminate this by study of the esoteric tradition, so as to show how the early 
Christian tradition of inner knowledge relates to both personal and social con-
cerns and experiences that have become important in our contemporary life

Finally, to comment as necessary on the relation of the two, in keep-
ing with the methods of that early tradition, and analyze them with 
tools of contemporary but not purely intellectual understanding
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It should be noted in this last that this kind of understanding must include 
a full intellectual content, and with this there is always a danger that, to 
the untrained mind, such a text will look as if it is pure intellectualism. 

As Saint Nilus of Sora once did, I must ask pardon of my reader if anything 
appears in this work that is “inconsistent with the sense of truth.” To me, this 
means that if you do not recognize something from my description, I would 
ask you to classify it as untested, until experience makes its accuracyor inac-
curacyclear to you. But this is a good point to introduce an ancient practice 
sometimes described in odd corners of the tradition, known today as ponder-
ing. To understand this book, certain parts of it - and there may be many 
of them - need to be pondered. Today we are so used to speed-reading and 
other methods of reading superficially, that we need to know a technique that 
most people perhaps once knew: what it means to ponder a statement. 

To ponder a passage of a book we should first read it with great care, making sure 
that we have clearly dealt with each of its statements separately. Then we should 
ponder each statement on its own, comparing it with our own experience, until we 
recognize what it describes. When we have recognized what is described in each state-
ment, we may reconsider the passage as a whole. At this point a characteristic sign 
is that it will seem less interesting. After all, it is not “news,” it is telling only things 
we already know. This sensation is a sign of success in our pondering. 

Without having learned to ponder, one should not read serious esoteric 
texts.         
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Chapter 1

The Royal Road of the Early Church 
The inner tradition is a Christian equivalent of Zen or Raja Yoga, both of which 
contain extensive psychological teachings, but the technicalities of this Christian 
equivalent, known in the gospel as the Way, 1 have never been known in the West. 
Now modern travel and scholarship have given us access to some of the most im-
portant of the forgotten psychological teachings of this Christian tradition, but it is 
almost too late. The very words have lost their meaning, so that new methods of re-
search are now needed to rediscover the inner sense of these texts, the ambitious aim 
that forms the subject matter of this book. In its full form, the psychological method 
to which I refer represents what was known in the early church as the Royal Road. 
This name was once given to certain therapeutic psychological and psycho-spiritual 
techniques developed by Christians who followed Christ’s narrow way.2 The Royal 
Road was  a  science  based  on  the  gospel  teaching about the cure of the soul - by 
curing the nous, sometimes known as the eye of the soul. This leads to what was then 
known as the illumination of the nous, and so develops the  hidden  potential  or 
talents of the individual, once described by Saint Paul as the Gifts of the Spirit. 

The first part of this book gives us glimpses of this Royal Road, as it was described by 
the church’s great masters of spirituality, from Clement of Alexandria in the second 
century, to Pierre Caussade in the eighteenth and, in our own time, to the enigmatic 
figure of Boris Mouravieff. Here we will discover that this ancient path is not simply 
a Christianized form of India’s Rajah Yoga, and that the early Fathers of the church 
regarded the name Royal Road as a direct synonym for the Narrow Way of the gospel.
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The similarities and differences between this way and Yoga are important. One is 
that this Christian Royal Way is entirely in keeping with Christian theology, at 
least on the level where it is justly said that, whatever their differences in doctrine, 
the churches are charismatically one. 3 Its most fundamental technique is very dif-
ferent from Yoga, being based on the gospel idea that what is impossible to man 
is possible to God. More important today, although its practical work is entirely 
dependent on holding a traditional prescientific Christian worldview, yet it con-
tains a detailed spiritual psychology as great and as precise as any belonging to the 
religions of the East. It is in truth an ancient science, and the great hesychast mas-
ter Saint Gregory Palamas wrote about it that “truly this seems to me to be a craft 
above all crafts, and a science above all sciences, to lead a man, the wiliest and most 
changeable creature.”4 This craft is said to introduce us to the kingdom of heaven, 
in the bliss of the uncreased light of God: in the Greek this is theoria. So, say the 
fathers, on this Way the vision of God becomes light, and not fire for us. 

The chapters that follow this describe certain practical aspects of 
this Royal Road and show how certain ideas in Christian doctrine 
have been misunderstood, a misunderstanding that has had seri-
ous consequences for what was once a Christian civilization. 

The Path of Heart 

In certain monasteries that are dead to the world yet infinitely alive within, an 
old kind of Christianity is still understood. It does not speak to us of how to get 
what we want. It does not offer us heaven in return for taking out membership. It 
is entirely deaf to our everyday desires. So, against a background of television and 
consumer goods and easy living, what it offers seems meaningless to most of us, just 
as it seemed when Jesus offered it in Palestine almost two thousand years ago. But 
in stillness, in the shade of the Tree of Life, when we begin that inner dialogue with 
God that is our birthright, but which exists in its pure form only in the garden of the 
heart-in openness of eye and mind, there we will find the meanings and the joyful-
ness of those old texts, those doctrines that involve the heart, so that what they con-
vey is not only thought, but felt. This reuniting of the thinking faculty to the heart 
might be described as the great secret of Inner Christianity, only it is not really a se-
cret so much as something unnoticed because of our lack of understanding. 

To read about these things and enjoy, to ponder them and understand, 
we have to declare a moratorium on analytical methods and avoid de-
bate, even with ourselves. As Socrates once discovered, only when we
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recognize that in a special sense ideas are not knowledge - and in what 
sense this is true - can we link the mind to the heart. It was just these mo-
tivations which led monasticism to emerge in the Christian world as 
a reaction to the establishment of the church. Metropolitan Antho-
ny of Sourozh once described this beginning of monasticism in a talk: 

the monastic movement began as a reaction of men and women of depth 
and spiritual intensity against the lukewarm Christian society that had 
evolved as a result of the imperial edict giving a right of existence and 
later predominance to the Christian Church. These people left the city, 
left the countries of their origin to go to places where Christianity was 
not watered down, and where they could create communities full of as-
cetic endeavor, of ruthless determination, of radicalism that allowed them 
to make of the gospel nothing else than the total of their lives. 

Some on the other hand left their place of origin, whether it was the great 
cities of the empire or small villages, because danger had come upon them, 
physical danger or moral danger, danger of personal corruption or danger 
of physical destruction. These people left in a state of frailty, but a frailty 
which, aware of itself, was not prepared to be used by the surrounding world 
of people who had authority or power over them to destroy them as human 
beings, as Christians. Others left their places of origin because, surrounded 
not only by lukewarm Christians but also by a largely pagan society, they fell 
into despair at the emptiness of life. This is something which we find now 
in all the countries where atheism predominates; people who are confronted 
with despair and therefore move onwards and try to find either an interior 
situation, the kingdom of God within them, or an outer situation, be it 
prison, concentration camp, or monastery, where they can find another kind 
of safetynot the safety of the body, not the comfort of the mind and their 
emotions, but the safety of knowing that they are anchored in God, and 
that life has a meaning and they went into the desertinto solitude, into the 
unknown into a desert still unknown or still unexplored by others. 5 

To this day, a gentle - and occasionally not so gentle - conflict between 
monasticism and the moralistic element in the church shows that 
the forces that led to monasticism as a reaction have not yet disap-
peared. In fact, they have grown stronger, and in this century of politics,
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communication, and tourism, 6 the inmost heart of monasticism may not survive this 
intensified pressure. P. D. Ouspensky, in his early lectures, wrote of this path: ‘’We 
shall now speak about the conditions necessary for development because it must be 
remembered that although development is possible, it is at the same time very rare 
and requires a great number of external and internal conditions. The first is that a man 
must understand his position, his difficulties, and his possibilities, and must have 
either a very strong desire to get out of his present state or a very strong inclination 
for the new, for the unknown state which must come with the change.”7 

Even today, in the monasticism of the Eastern Church, much is conveyed 
in unwritten ways. I was once talking to a monk about where they had 
learned the traditional methods. He listed a few books in Greek. I asked 
if any of these described the complete tradition. “No,” he replied. I asked 
again what book contained the basics of the tradition. “None,” he replied. 
“Where do you obtain these basics?” I asked him, somewhat frustrated. 
“It’s the tradition,” he replied, and would say no more on the subject. 

What is this tradition, and what does it tell those who follow it? Many things, but 
here is an example of great practical merit from Saint John Cassian, who came from 
the African deserts to found some of the earliest monasteries in Western Europe. He 
wrote that to remain on this Royal Road was possible only through persistent efforts 
to discriminate.8 He also wrote of many monks he knew who had lost the Way, ask-
ing: “What was it, then, that made them stray from the straight path? In my opinion 
it was simply that they did not possess the grace of discrimination; for it is this virtue 
that teaches a man to walk along the Royal Road, swerving neither to the right through 
immoderate self-control, nor to the left through indifference and laxity.”9 

Throughout the centuries, this path known as the Royal Way has been a com-
mon but barely recognized thread in Christianity. A typical example is how 
Clement of Alexandria linked this Royal Way to the classical narrow way of the 
gospel, writing: “And as, while there is one royal highway, there are many others, 
some leading to a precipice, some to a rushing river or to a deep sea, no one will 
shrink from traveling by reason of the diversity, but will make use of the safe, and 
royal, and frequented way.” And he also wrote elsewhere: “Whence, ‘Seek and ye 
shall find,’ holding on by the truly Royal Road, and not deviating.’”10 

When we look for it, we will discover that often the term Royal Way or 
Royal Road is not capitalized, nor treated as a proper noun by transla-
tors, suggesting that in a time of secrecy, some effort was made to put
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this term in such a way that only those familiar with it would recognize its significance. 
But what, in essence, is this Royal Way? Certainly there is “one way,” but there are 
many “ways” of walking it. Gurdjieff talked about what he called the “sly man’s pill.” To 
find salvation, he tells us, the fakir, the man who works with physical exercises, spends 
sixteen hours a day on them; the monk, taking the way of the heart, spends twelve; 
the sly man, the man of understanding, simply takes a pill each day. The pill is one of a 
selection of methods - described in a later chapter - referred to as noetic ascesis. 

Pray for Help 

A major element in the esoteric tradition takes the form of teachings of different 
kinds. Oral teachings help to eliminate error, and at one time these were con-
veyed by those called to be teachers of whom Saint Paul spoke. Sometimes they 
are embedded in the liturgies of the early church. And because language is lim-
ited in what it can convey, there is a whole unwritten doctrine, much of which 
is not even spoken. The nonverbal teaching is more difficult to find and to un-
derstand, but when found, it greatly reduces the possibilities of error. 

Similar methods are described in India in a parable in which a man with a thorn 
in his foot finds a second thorn with which to extract the first. Once successful in 
this, both thorns are thrown away. This parable can be understood on several levels, 
but is not normally presented with any indication that deeper levels of meaning 
exist, so it conveys only the idea that good ideas or doctrines remove bad ideas; 
this, although valuable for its breadth, does not have the depth of Macarius’s pres-
entation (see p. 95) and the Christian interpretation he gives. And of course the 
whole point of this Christian method is that it uses two new thorns, the Word 
and the Spirit, to extract the single unwanted thorn. The second thorn, the ac-
tion of the Spirit, is not to be thrown away; the whole aim is to make it perma-
nent. If it stays with us, it keeps us free from involvement in externals. 

But in the Christian tradition, there is also a quite different way of looking at  this 
question. At a certain point on the journey-as described in the parable of the prodigal 
son, where his father comes out to meet the returning prodigal-God will take us by 
the hand, as it were, and begin to show us the correct meaning of the teaching. In  the 
West, this is called “infused contemplation”: “It is He [Christ] who truly shows  how 
we are to know ourselves. It is He who reveals the Father of the universe to whom  He 
wills, and as far as human nature can comprehend. ‘For no man knoweth the Son  but 
the Father, nor the Father but the Son, and he to whom the Son shall reveal Him.’ ” 11
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When we talk about the Royal Way, then, we are talking about an oral tra-
dition based on a psychology of prayer; not prayer used simply as an exer-
cise for the mind, but practiced for transcending the mind through a true 
synergy, the core of which is a request for the help of an all-powerful God 
to change in ourselves what we cannot change by our own unaided efforts. 
Properly practiced, this expands into a two-way flow expressed in the classic 
formula in which “it is not I who prays, but Christ who prays in me.” 

This is well understood in the Eastern Church, where the interpretation and expres-
sion of the written teachings have always been shaped by an unwritten tradition 
coming down through the centuries. Although it is commonly believed that there 
is a divergence between these methods in Eastern and Western churches, this diver-
gence is more in terminology and contemporary practice than in basic principles. At 
least one of those who refers to the Royal Road is Roman Catholic in background, 
12 although I have not often seen it named in this way outside the Eastern Church. 
The teachings of Saint John of the Cross, of the Western authors in the tradition of 
Saint Denys, Thomas à Kempis and Jan van Ruysbroek, and the anonymous author 
of the Cloud of Unknowing, among others, basing their teachings on those of Diony-
sius the Areopagite,13 also clearly belong to this type of prayer teaching. 

Over the many centuries of its currency, different authors have associated the 
Royal Way specifically with different aspects of practical esotericism, and in 
Pierre Caussade’s marvelous book Abandonment to Divine Providence, it is 
abundantly clear that he understood this same Way, by name, where he writes: 
“O Love eternal, adorable, ever fruitful, and ever marvelous! May the divine 
operations of my God be my book, my doctrine, my science. In it are my 
thoughts, my words, my actions and my sufferings. Not by consulting your 
former works shall I become what You would have me to be; but by receiving 
You in everything. By that ancient road, the only Royal Road [emphasis added], 
the road of our fathers, shall I be enlightened, and shall speak as they spoke. It is 
thus that I would imitate them all, quote them all, copy them all.”14 

Others in this century have uncovered evidence of this Way: in 1973 a Har-
vard scholar named Morton Smith summarized certain ideas he said had 
been described by Clement of Alexandria, both in his Stromata and in a 
letter which Smith attributed to Clement partly on the basis of the ex-
tremely close coincidence of such elements. He tells us that this second-cen-
tury author claimed that, for prepared students, Christianity should: 

develop or improve certain psychological qualities of human individuals; 
         
include “development to perfection of gnosis,” which term is 
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used specifically by Clement and reported by Morton Smith: lead to what 
the Eastern Church calls theosis or deification. This result of gnosis can be 
obtained in this life.      

And finally, he added that this gnosis is “a result of instruction in three 
stages.” In all of this, Smith seems to have quite accurately defined the 
practical aims of esoteric teaching. It is worth noting that he also says 
in this book that “Progress in this ‘gnosis’ or inner knowledge is then 
said to be a condition for admission into the ‘greater mysteries.’ ” 15 

The General Resurrection 

Here we come back to the question of the Fall of Adam. In their inner meaning, 
the Fall and the Resurrection of the dead relate to consciousness. Genesis tells how 
Adam fell as a result of eating the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and 
evil. This makes it clear that knowledge played a part in the Fall of man. The idea of 
the Fall is exactly like the idea of the Resurrection in one way. To external religion 
it has only one meaning: the Fall happened once, the “General Resurrection” will 
come on one particular day in the future. But if this is so, then it is a purely exter-
nal event. Yet certain of the early Fathers of the church, giving an esoteric view of 
Christianity, have made it clear that, to them, the Resurrection exists in three ways: 
it does exist outside us, in the past as a single event, and in the future as a universal 
event, but it also exists now, in any moment, always accessible, always possible if 
rarely actual within us. The same is true of the Fall, which happens to us time after 
time. One of the Fathers in the Philokalia wrote of the life to come that: 

In saying this (that we must seek to enter the Kingdom while we are 
still alive), we are not forgetting the blessings of the life to come or 
limiting the universal reward to the present life. We are simply affirm-
ing that it is necessary in the first place to have the grace of the Holy 
Spirit energizing the heart and so, in proportion to this energizing, to 
enter into the kingdom of heaven. The Lord made this clear in saying: 
“The kingdom of heaven is within you” [Luke 17:21]. The Apostle too 
said the same: “Faith is the substance of things hoped for” [Hebrews 11:
1]. “Run, that you may reach your goal” [I Corinthians 9:26]. ‘’Exam-
ine yourselves whether you are in the faith. Do you not know that Jesus 
Christ is in you unless you are worthless [2 Corinthians 13:5].”16 

Experience is closely linked with consciousness. The Resurrection is also 
a   raising   of   consciousness,   and   the   inner   meaning   of  the  Fall   of   man 
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is a description of a universal fall in our state of consciousness. (But this idea of con-
sciousness is an idea that is easily misunderstood.) It is possible to experience these 
inner meanings in our own lives; resurrection in fire is an uncommon experience, 
but to fall again into inner darkness is common enough. Here is the Christian view 
of the transformation of consciousness, hidden in mythological language. 

This view is confirmed by the way Macarius the Great, whose works are of 
the highest importance to monastics of the Eastern Church, describes how, 
in the tradition, Moses is used as an example of a resurrection in life: 

In a double way, therefore, the blessed Moses shows us what glory 
true Christians will receive in the resurrection: namely, the glory of 
light and the spiritual delights of the Spirit which even now they are 
deemed worthy to possess interiorly. Because of this, these gifts of the 
Spirit will then redound also in their bodies. The saints even now pos-
sess this glory in their souls, as said above, but it will then cover and 
clothe their naked bodies. It will sweep them up into heaven and we will 
at last come to rest, both body and soul, with the Lord forever. 

When God created Adam, he did not furnish him with material wings as 
birds have, but he prepared for him the wings of the holy Spirit. The same he 
plans on giving him at the resurrection, to lift him and direct him wherever 
the Spirit wishes. These wings the saints already now are deemed worthy 
to possess to fly up mentally to the realm of heavenly thoughts. 

For Christians live in another world, eat from another table, are clothed dif-
ferently, prefer different enjoyment, different dialogue, and a different men-
tality. Therefore, also in the resurrection their bodies will be worthy to re-
ceive those eternal blessings of the Holy Spirit. They will be permeated with 
that glory which their souls in this life have already experienced. 17 

Unchanging Truth 

The idea of unchanging truth, encapsulated in the concept of the Peren-
nial Philosophy, has at least three different but related meanings. One 
reflects the insights of Plato that the truth of the spirit refers to that 
which is eternal and timeless and hence unchanging. This concept has
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gained a special meaning in the Christian Church, whose God - according 
to the Bible but more clearly in the words of the early Fathers - is eternal and 
unchanging yet loving and in a special sense personal. The second mean-
ing is that those facts about human life that have to do with the approach 
of that life to the eternal also tend to show very little change over the centu-
ries. Our spiritual potential changes little, if at all, reflecting the unchang-
ing center of the inner world, while our everyday, worldly nature changes 
through the years and reflects the changeability of the outside world. 

The third meaning is that the true teaching, the esoteric tradition,  changes   very 
little - and does so, when it changes, organically. Unlike modern scientific thought, 
esoteric truths are never replaced by new paradigms.  The occasional  new  discover-
ies that do occur in esotericism are added to those that have gone before. 

Those alive today whose experience confirms the conclusions of the inner or 
esoteric teaching will accept that, as Huxley suggested in the title to his Per-
ennial Philosophy, truth does not change, and that the original form of the 
inner teaching in the early days of the Church was little different from that 
which appears to be necessary today. The small changes that are needed are 
due almost entirely to changes in educational and other factors, perhaps evolu-
tionary, that modify human character in different historical epochs. 

At the risk of appearing Platonic, one can say that the goal of the spiritual 
life in the Eastern Church, theosis or deification, is the establishment of a liv-
ing relationship with the unchanging. But is is necessary to understand this 
in a way that is both experiential and Christian: not to attempt to define or 
limit the Lord by this term, nor to demand to see Him “face to face,” but 
simply to “locate” Him, to describe the ‘’direction” in which one can relate 
to Him - a direction more dependent on human limitations than on any illu-
sory possibility of restricting or “placing” the divine in some human scheme. 
And the New Testament tells us: “If ye fulfill the royal law according to the scrip-
ture, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself, ye do well” (James 2:8). 

Loss of Ancient Knowledge 

How did it happen that this psychological knowledge, 
which was a mature science in the Christian world long be-
fore the development of our modern physical sciences, 18 became lost? 

Often the inner changes of history have the simplest causes. In this 
case, for example, with the decline of the Roman Empire, book learning
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became the almost exclusive concern of the clergy. This had the effect of an 
unplanned but effective censorship. To this was added mistranslation and 
careless copying, and there is frequent evidence as well of deliberate distor-
tion. By the late medieval era these causes had led to an almost total loss of 
the psychological knowledge of the previous era. The fact of the matter is that 
most of these teachings never reached the West in usable form. The Christian-
ity of the Fathers has never been tried in the Western world. In summary: 

1. What is now known as Gnosticism - different from the Christian concept 
gnosis - survived only as a few short-lived sects  with  conflicting  teachings.

2. Much pre-Christian Greek thought was lost by accident  or by  monastic  cen-
sorship, although other elements were preserved to the  present day in  the  writ-
ings  of  the  early Fathers and those who have followed in their spiritual  footsteps.

What survived was understood only by a few. Psychology in those days was 
regarded as a form of philosophy, and this was so thoroughly lost in medieval 
times that one of the great scholars of this century, Etienne Gilson, speaking 
particularly of the Greek form of philosophical thought, wrote that: “there is 
no philosophy between the end of the 3rd century after Christ and the mid-
dle of the 13th century, with the appearance of the Summa Contra Gentiles.” 
19 (It was just then that the inner tradition went underground.) Thus: 

3. From the time of Clement, the outer church had become in-
creasingly closed to the inner tradition.    

4. From the time of the establishment of the church under Constantine, 
what survived of the inner tradition had mostly gone into seclusion, so 
that practice of the Christian inner tradition was almost entirely limited 
to a few monastic locations, most of them in the eastern marches of Chris-
tendom, and the tradition became virtually invisible to most individuals.

The division between Eastern and Western churches became wider, until the in-
ner tradition of the Royal Way barely survived except in the monasticism of the 
Eastern Church. There it survives today in certain special places and was restored 
by certain specific individuals. Saint Nilus of Sora, in thirteenth-century Rus-
sia, commented on monks of the time by quoting the earlier Philotheus of Sinai 
on the lack of experience of certain monks (quoted in chapter 9).20 

This could have been said today, particularly because the Western Church, 
in which the inner tradition has had less influence on the prevalent
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culture, took a different form. In the thirteenth century, it faced an influx of 
Arab translations from, and commentaries on, the works of Aristotle, and in 
this form Greek philosophy reentered the mainstream of Western thought 
in a different way. This faced the Western church with the need once again 
to resolve problems with conflicting ideas. Because, this time, the inner 
tradition was distant or hidden from sight, the solution was different. 

It was at this point that the debate between the hesychast Gregory Palamas and 
the Italian philosopher Barlaam, who proclaimed that intellect was the means for 
knowing God, 21 was resolved schismatically in a literal sense, by forming or rein-
forcing the rift between Eastern and Western churches. To this day, theologians of 
the Eastern Church believe that Palamas carried the day, while the Western church-
es believe that Barlaam proved the primacy of intellect as a basis for faith. 

Thus the schism between the two churches was at root a schism between head 
and heart.        

On Mount Athos today, considerably more than a thousand monks follow the 
Royal Way of the heart as practicing hesychasts. Before the First World War, there 
were many more. In earlier times, most monks joined in their teens. Now some 
come in their fifties and sixties, when the process known as “cutting off the will” 
(described later, chapter 10) - the basic form of obedience for the monk of the 
Royal Way - has become impossible for them: the way the mind of Western man 
normally develops with age makes it impossible. Today the modern world is begin-
ning to reach out to those distant monks, as a flood of tourists and pilgrims disrupts 
monastic life and even creates traffic problems on the tracks of the Holy Mountain. 
At certain times of the year, large groups of young Greek men visit the mountain 
with the encouragement of their families, but often with little real interest in what 
they find there. For monks, as for lay people, for all people in the world, the ques-
tion now is: How can the Way be found when it is impossible to isolate oneself for 
so many hours each day? Conditions change and, in the past, ways of seeking God 
have changed with them. Saint Nilus of Sora in his monastic rule wrote: 

In the past it was not only the holy fathers living as hermits in the soli-
tude of the desert who kept themselves under spiritual restraints and at-
tained grace and purity of soul: this discipline was likewise maintained 
by monks leading a community life, and even by those who had not 
removed from the world but lived in large cities, such as Symeon the 
New Theologian and his starets, Symeon the Studite, of the great Studion
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monastery in so vast and populous a city as Constantinople, 
whose spiritual gifts shone like stars.    

Blessed Hesychius of Jerusalem says: “Just as it is impossible to preserve life 
without eating and drinking, so it is impossible to achieve anything spiritual 
without that guarding of the mind which is called ‘sobering,’ 22 even for 
those who force themselves to avoid sin for fear of the pain of hell.” 

The technique of this exquisite, light-giving action, according to 
Symeon the New Theologian, is communicated to many souls 
through instruction; but there are some who are enabled by ar-
dent faith to receive it directly from God.23   

In the modern world, how many of us - even monks today, when many Western 
monks and nuns are forced to take jobs - can give sixteen hours a day to the 
quest? Yet the ordinary monk in community needs little special knowledge. 
He just does what he is told. But he must do it for long hours, and the ab-
bot, the confessor, the elder who leads the monk, does need knowledge. 

The Sources of My Investigation 

Much of the knowledge of this Way belongs to a time when theology and psy-
chology, philosophy and science, were all one discipline. This ancient unity of 
knowledge was one of the reasons why the modern individual cannot easily come 
to grips with older forms of the subject: we simply don’t approach it in the same 
way. With the specialization of modern thought have come differences in the clas-
sification and expression of knowledge. These form rifts deeper than those caused 
by the need to translate from different languages, so that we can only bridge them 
through appropriate experience, and not in merely conceptual ways. 

In this, the very types of knowledge are often named differently. Monastics 
in the Eastern Church today speak of anthropology, but to them this is a uni-
tary form of knowledge, fundamentally different in structure from modern 
knowledge, and containing what were clearly psychological and theological 
statements. For example, there was a way of seeing theology that was essen-
tial to that early Christian psychological understanding. Rooted in the Bible, 
these teachings used the terminology of their time - including a psychological 
terminology which they had in common with the Greek and Roman phi-
losophers of the Stoic school, a fact confirmed by a number of investigators.
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Many differences make those ancient teachings hard to  understand  today:  differ-
ent terminology, the differences in the questions they asked  then,  the  differences 
in texts over time and due to errors in copying and translation, and  the  shift  of 
meaning that occurs when such ideas are not put into practice.  Because  of  this, 
little of this early knowledge is understood today, and what is  still  understood  has 
been so totally absorbed into modern thought - and  so distorted  and fragmented 
by attempting to “correct” it to fit the scientific views of our time - that we do not 
recognize its origins. Yet much of this ancient knowledge has  survived  in  differ-
ent forms. Some of them remain within the mainstream of  the  churches,  often 
the Eastern. Some survive in the records of specific developments  in  the  history 
of the church, and for historical reasons which will become clear,  some  have  gone 
fully underground, so that when they emerged it was without the  form  and  often 
without the approval of the church. Nevertheless, if one is willing to  break  free  of 
the boundaries of specialization, there are a number of sources  from  which  this 
ancient knowledge can be recovered, and not always in fragmentary form. 

 

Figure 1.1
Sources in which the forgotten teachings can be found today.
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The Teachings of the Bible 

It was said in the New Testament that Christianity will be complete when the 
gospel is preached throughout the world (Matthew 24:13-14). The Bible has now 
been readily available throughout the world for some decades, yet in another way 
the time is not yet come. We have described why the inner tradition which, in the 
first years of the Christian era, produced a different kind of person, has not yet 
reached the part of the world in which we live today. That form of Christianity 
has not been tried and failed, but has never yet been tried. In the first centuries of 
the church, at the time when Christianity produced its greatest results, men and 
women such as the Martyr Polycarp were able to withstand torture and fire and 
continue singing or praising God throughout. The modern individual finds this 
example unbelievable. Reports in texts such as the second-century Ecclesiastical 
History of Eusebius are convincing in their detail. The fact is that the Christian-
ity of that time was tried, and it succeeded. But a second fact is that the form 
of Christianity that produced those results never reached us. It was the inner 
meaning of the gospel that worked those changes in people’s hearts. 

One effect of this situation is that if we admit that the Bible does have in-
ner teachings - a conclusion that is inescapable if we are honest with our-
selves - then, because the early inner interpretations have been forgotten, we 
often describe them as obscure, because narrow or purely invented modern 
interpretations have more and more become “common coinage.” In general, 
meanings that could previously be discovered with a little effort can now be discov-
ered in the Bible only after we have found clues in the early Fathers. 

The Apocrypha 

It has been suggested that the discovery of the so-called Dead Sea Scrolls, and partic-
ularly of the Gospel of Thomas, at this time of need is little short of a miracle. Indeed, 
there is little doubt of the value of some of the texts, particularly the Gospel According 
to Thomas, in filling in some of the gaps that remain in the record of early Christian 
teaching, nor of the fact that that gospel seems to be particularly comprehensible to 
the intellectual man of the modern era. Certain texts of the classical Apocrypha also 
repay investigation, but do not play any direct part in this particular study. 
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The Fathers of the Church 
Immediately following the era of persecution, when many devout Chris-
tians moved away from the centers of civilization into the deserts and 
hard places, a great inner tradition grew up in the church concerning 
ways of achieving the inner states that form part of Christian possibil-
ity. That was the Christianity of the early Fathers. It was a small movement, 
which probably reached and was understood by a very small population. 

To study the Fathers can provide us with a key that makes the Bible more ac-
cessible to us, and so invests it with greater meaning. The meanings assigned 
in this book to biblical texts are examples of this, and have been generated in 
the studies on which this book is based. The problem has been the enormous 
delay. At the time when they were written, these texts never reached the rest of 
the world at large, although they survived in three forms: in a great collection 
of texts of astonishing clarity and depth, in a feeble undercurrent that spread 
through Europe as a sometimes “secret” inner tradition; and in monastic form 
which preserved the experience better than either of the other two forms. 

The fate of the written knowledge is one story. For far more than a thousand years 
after it was written down, printing did not exist. For an even longer time, modern 
book distribution and other forms of communications did not exist. Until now, the 
texts of this tradition have remained little known in and wholly unassimilated by 
the West. Much of that knowledge was preserved in writing only in the Alexandrian 
and Syrian churches. Some but not all of this reached the Greeks through Clement 
of Alexandria, Origen, and the saints known as the Cappadocian Fathers. More 
written knowledge from these Middle Eastern sources reached Russia about a cen-
tury ago. Some reached the West from Russia and Greece in the first twenty years of 
this century, normally in obscure scholarly translations laden with Greek and Latin 
that made them wholly inaccessible to the majority of men and women. 

But this - which forms a true discipline in the widest sense of the term -
has never in two  thousand  years  been    generally available in com-
plete form. The unwritten teachings have been even more inaccessible. 

The written teachings of the early Fathers exist in two main forms: in the writings of 
the Fathers themselves, and in those of their successors, more recent teachers or au-
thors in the same tradition, including a very few members of the Western churches 
who have obviously followed in the same line of work, and including monks and nuns 
and occasionally other clergy of the Eastern Church right down to the present time. 
Figure 1.2 shows the relation of a few key figures in this tradition. Now, by modern
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Figure 1.2

Diagram of the history of the tradition. Names shown in italics are quoted or 
discussed in this book.
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ways of publishing translation and explanation, this unique knowledge - some nearly 
two thousand years old - is becoming  more readily accessible in its original form, 
but its assimilation to Western thought is only just beginning.  Some  texts  that are 
only just being translated into English  were  available in  French in the 1930s or the 
1950s. But in the English-speaking world this is still an unknown teaching. 

In view of the difficulties in reaching this knowledge today, what seems to 
be only an accident of history may be a greater miracle still. In this sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, more than seventeen hundred years 
after many of them were written, much larger numbers of the works 
of the early Fathers of the church, until now inaccessible to the ordi-
nary reader, are at last becoming available to us in English translation. 

But why are these texts significant, and to whom are they significant? Their sig-
nificance is that they give an unequivocal answer to an important question. They 
do not merely say, but clearly demonstrate, that a different quality was possessed 
by early Christianity. Because of this, they are significant to all Christians who 
have ever raised the question of Christian imperfection, have ever wondered 
whether Christianity was always flawed as it is now, who have ever asked the catch 
question: Why must Christian action so often differ from Christian intention?

These ancient texts are significant to every Christian who ever asked ques-
tions such as: How can I be more Christian? How can I free myself from my 
own bad habits? How can I learn to live the commandment; to feel grow-
ing in my own heart the qualities described in the Sermon on the Mount? 
How can I turn the other cheek? How can I love my enemies? 

The early Fathers of the church continually asked questions like  these;  they  gave 
their whole lives to them in a way we can hardly believe today, and  in  so  doing, 
they began to find answers - answers that help us when we face the same questions 
today. It is the discoveries of those ancient men and women,  answers  that  helped 
to shape our civilization, that have been forgotten and  effectively  missing  from 
the English-speaking world for so long - and that are now again available. What 
all this means is that, now becoming available to the ordinary  layperson  for  the 
first time is perhaps the greatest religious psychology in the world,  much  of  it 
more than fifteen hundred years old but unsurpassed even  today.  For  example, 
the texts of the Greek Philokalia, of which three of the five  volumes  are  now 
available in English, are already proving valuable source  material  to  professional 
psychologists. The studies of the Russian monastic  teachings  about  what they 
name provocation, 24 an idea derived from the earlier Greek  Fathers  and  described 
in recent books on the Russian Church, also have  considerable  significance  in
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this field. Many other examples could be found. But this is hardly enough! 

To help yourself be yourSelf - for Christianity this means to realize, not to dis-
tort human nature - you need to know what those words mean. But if ordi-
nary mechanical skills are learned  only by  apprenticeship, how  much more 
is  this  true  for  the  skills  of  healing  the  soul?    

We have rediscovered the instruction books, but we still need to know their 
meaning.       

In the past century and a half, certain individuals, particularly in the Russian 
Church, have studied these texts, and some of them have written about them in 
terms easier for the modern reader to understand: these include Saint Theophan 
the Recluse and Boris Mouravieff. There has also been Fedotov, who introduced 
the second volume of his work The Russian Religious Mind with the words: “My 
intention is to describe the subjective side of religion, as opposed to its objective 
side; that is, opposed to the complex of organized dogmas, sacraments, rites, liturgy, 
Canon Law, and so on. I am interested in man, religious man, and his attitude 
towards God, the world, and his fellow men; his attitude is not only emotion-
al, but also rational and volitional, the attitude of the whole man.” 25 

Eastern Monastic Practice 

In the Introduction I spoke of how so much time has passed since the early Fa-
thers of the church wrote that the special meanings of the words have long been 
forgotten. There is an exception to that fact, and it makes it possible that the West 
might discover those lost meanings. The exception is that a large part of the in-
ner tradition was preserved in unwritten but practical forms in Orthodox and 
Coptic monasteries and hermitages, particularly on Mount Athos and in other 
monasteries throughout the Orthodox world. This explains the wide knowledge 
of ancient Greek among the monks. Yet even this source is not perfect, as its his-
tory shows that it has periodically lost its inner meaning. Indeed several times 
it has had to be renewed over the centuries. Such a renewal is occurring now. 
These monasteries appear also to have been a major source of the highly practi-
cal teachings of Gurdjieff26 and Ouspensky, although the linguistic problem of 
loss of meaning explains why such a small number were unable to convey to those 
limited to Western language all the key elements of the teaching as a method. 
The Orthodox Church, as it comes into the West, is facing the same difficulty.
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Since the meaning of a text is found by linking the words  to  experience,  the 
meanings of many of these ancient texts are stored - but stored wordlessly - in the 
memories of those who practice the monastic life, and particularly  in  that  monasti-
cism which uses the texts of the early Fathers as its guide.  As  mentioned  earlier, 
the primary textbooks of Greek and Russian monasticism  include  the  Philokalia 
and the Gerontikon. Some of the stories in the Gerontikon  are  probably  true, oth-
ers are clearly parables, whether or not they have foundation in fact. 

But the important thing about this is that  monastic texts  relate to actual practice,  and 
it is found that the effort to  transmit to  someone an  actual practice eliminates many 
of the misunderstandings that occur in  purely  verbal  communication. This means 
that today, after two thousand years of Christianity,  the  meanings  of the Gospels 
and of all these later texts are more accurately preserved not simply in  words  but  in 
the practices of the monastics, in the ‘’life of the heart” lived in these monasteries - a 
life that can never be fully explained or intellectualized. These monks  and  nuns  have 
generally been guided in their practice by those who have  gone  before,  generation 
after generation, and such guidance means, more than anything else,  a  process  of 
correcting mistakes. So those whose practices follow those of  generations  that  have 
gone before them provide a unique resource by which the practical  meaning  of  cer-
tain ideas can be checked. Even today, it is sometimes possible for  the  devout  pilgrim 
to enter into these practices to the point of acquiring  understanding,  by  processes 
that require much time. But that is another story, perhaps to  be  told  later. 

Monastic Rules 

Some of these ideas survive in written form, too, in the great  monastic  rules  of 
the Western Christian world, in the Rule of Saint Benedict, in  the t eachings  of 
Saint Francis of Assisi, in the spiritual exercises of Saint Ignatius of Loyola - in 
their original form, not the later form shortened soon after  his  death.  Many 
have survived or reemerged in Russia, from the fifteenth century  on,  in  the 
teachings of Saint Nilus of Sora and others who created  specific  teachings  for 
the needs of a particular time and place, as in the  correspondence  of  Saint The-
ophan the Recluse or the instruction given by Saint John of Kronstadt. 

It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between this classification and 
the next, but the distinction is generally valid. More to the point, al-
though in written form they are not the equal of the unwritten teaching 
of a monastery, monastic rules are a compendium of practical instruction.
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Church Liturgies 

In certain parts of the Christian liturgy, and in the many other  services  of  the 
Christian year, certain of the Fathers enshrined great truths in words, in images - stat-
ues, frescoes or icons - and others choreographed these truths into what we call the 
“ritualized” action of priest and deacon when the liturgy  is  properly  performed. 
They were even built into the very architecture of some of  the great  churches.  27 
Not all of these “objective” truths are disguised: many great  truths are  plainly  stated 
in the words of the older liturgies, to be ignored by the modern  worshiper  who,  too 
often of course, doubts them, perhaps because of the  scientific  prejudgment  that 
“this is not real knowledge,’’ or more often as a result of inattention.28 

That “other Christianity,” then, is still alive. The esoteric tradition is  not  a  different 
form of Christianity, but an early strand in the tapestry of the Universal Church - a 
strand whose importance has long been forgotten, so that today it  needs  to  be 
“lifted up,” to draw an analogy from the weaver’s craft, until it can  once  again  be 
seen, be understood, and so be fitted back into its proper place in  the  fabric  of 
the church. This is the thread of common experience that  once  stitched  togeth-
er the many churches into the One Church from which they sprang. 

Once we learn to value it, much of this knowledge will be  revealed.   It can 
be obtained simply for the price of going to church  and  listening  care-
fully, or by careful reading - but this is so only as long as we remember to 
ask ourselves: What does that actually mean?    

But when we value something we learn, we come to understand it differently. 
         

Great Spiritual Texts 

Certain of these ideas survive sometimes in the great spiritual texts of the past 
few centuries: in The Imitation of Christ and in other books by those associated 
with the Society of the Common Lot in the “Low Countries” of Europe; in the 
English Cloud of Unknowing; in the teachings and poems of Saint John of the 
Cross; in Pierre Caussade’s Abandonment to Divine Providence. Occasionally one 
can trace in these texts mentions of teachings that go back to the first centuries 
of the church. But in all these great texts, which are for many Western Christians 
their sole source of knowledge of this tradition, surprisingly little has survived of 
the vast resources of knowledge available to the early Church, resources that are 
now slowly being rediscovered and made available to those who can see their value.
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Among these great texts are some that are certainly in line with the inner tradi-
tion known by the early Fathers, such as the teachings of Saint Theophan the 
Recluse, who from the depth of his spirituality and the richness of his scholar-
ship was able to put the same ideas in the Russian of the nineteenth century, 
language which at least contains modern concepts lacking to the authors of the 
early centuries. Sources of this kind are still few and far between in the English 
language, so that I have had to contribute to their publication, as well as drawing 
the attention of those who are interested to the value of their content. 

Alchemical and Mystery Teachings 

Some of the ideas spread across Europe in disguised form in medieval times, partic-
ularly after the occupation of Greece by the Turks, and mixed with other streams to 
form European esotericism of the time. The Christian esoteric tradition also appears 
to have gone underground at certain times, but here it has in general been mixed with 
material from other sources, so that it is more often than not confusing to all but the 
best trained scholars, and we will not go into further detail about it at this time ex-
cept to say that in alchemy were preserved certain items of Christian and pre-Chris-
tian psychological knowledge dealing with subjects so long ignored that today they 
would be regarded by the modern churches with considerable suspicion. 
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Chapter 2

The Burning Bush 
There are two important differences  about  Christianity  seen  from  the  esoteric 
view, and these are exactly the reasons why  the  inner  tradition  can  offer  new 
hope in a troubled world. The  first  is  the view  that  saints  are not born holy, 
they are made holy. The second is  that  the  process  that  produces  holiness  in-
volves - and has always involved - a kind of psychological science which provides 
help for just those  questions  that  neither  modern  psychology  nor  modern, 
moralistic religion know how to resolve.  And  the  inner  tradition  is  a  science 
in just the sense that it depends  on  experiential  confirmation,  that  is,  on  its 
own kind of experimental method. It says  that  specifically  in  the  idea  of  syn-
ergy, 1 which means that  although  it  is  impossible  without  Christ’s  redemp-
tion, salvation also depends on our own  inner  efforts.  In  this  view,  the  saints, 
the holiest Christians of all time, serve as  examples  of  the  basic  principle   that 
we are redeemed by Our  Lord,  but  that  this  redemption  becomes  effective 
only through the efforts of the  individual  concerned.  In  other  words,  I  cannot 
slander my neighbor, rob  my  employer,  deny  Christ,  ignore  God’s  require-
ments for me and still claim to be  saved  by  Christ’s  great  sacrifice;  by  behav-
ing in this way I make a mockery of  Christianity  itself,  and  it  is  directly  be-
cause of this great  gap  between  Christian  claims  and  Christian  performance 
that this great faith has fallen into disrepute in the modern world. 

How is it, then, that a God  who  loved  His  creature  created us  im-
perfect? The traditional answer is found in the  Book  of  Genesis;  it  is
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that man has fallen. Early tradition speaks about this; in the Canon of Saint Andrew of 
Crete (see p. 43) we are told about an inner, psychological fall as a result of an inner, psy-
chological temptation. We will perhaps come to discover that this was itself, in the long 
term, not so much a tragedy as a stage in our growth to racial maturity. 

This is no empty claim. The path of esotericism is marked by experiences, by glimps-
es of the different reality from which we once fell; glimpses that create certainty or 
at least restore hope as we pass through our uncertainties. They armor us against 
the greatest problem of modern religious thought, the tacit but entrenched ration-
alist definition of all inner experiences, including these visions which sometimes 
transform people’s lives, as “subjective and therefore meaningless,” a definition that 
resulted from the fundamental scientific redefinition 2 of the term truth. This self-
imposed blindness has led to the existence of questions which from this viewpoint 
appear to be unanswerable. Often these questions arise directly from the inner 
experience of individuals and are of crucial importance to those individuals, but 
today they are treated as trivial not only by science, but even by many religious au-
thorities. Yet these questions are unanswerable only because there has been a general 
turn away from inner experience, just as happened in the tenth century, when Saint 
Symeon the New Theologian (A.D. 9491022) made great efforts to demonstrate the 
experiential element in Christian spirituality. Abbot of a Turkish Christian monas-
tery, he was sent into exile for his pains, at the request of his own monks. 

Yet although we generally see inner reality as illusion and the outer illu-
sion as reality, inner experience is still with us, although often entirely for-
gotten. Indeed, although esoteric Christianity is seen in terms of inner 
experience, the experience of the esoteric path is not all inner for one spe-
cific reason, that at a certain point the boundaries between inner and outer 
dissolve in a new reality, a kingdom of which Jesus says, in the Gospel Accord-
ing to Thomas: “The kingdom is within you, and it is outside you.” 

Such teachings can only be understood if read in context, and the text given 
above hints, to those who know how to read it, that initially this kingdom, 
which is inside and outside us, can only be discovered within us, that is, 
through Self-knowledge. This is a basic tenet of inner knowledge, that we must 
first discover certain things within us, but once discovered within, they can 
also be recognized in other people. At a later stage the same applies to all the 
phenomena of the outside world. As I hope to show in this chapter, the mysti-
cal experiences at the peak of inner experience are often the point at which 
the inner breaks through into the outer, the subjective into the true objective.
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A Hermit Speaks 

One reason for the vagueness of modern Christianity about these points is 
the lack of examples. The scarcity of holiness in modern times has troubled 
me for a long time. It was already a persistent question when, on an early 
visit to Mount Athos in 1983, I spoke to a truly spiritual hermit, a pneuma-
ticos in the terms they use there, and was given a “message to the West” 
a message I was expressly told to pass on the English-speaking world. 

Put baldly, as it was given, this message has until now proved almost impossible to 
pass on, because as a message it only makes sense when we have the “meat” of it. 
So this book is the attempt to give the real meaning of that message and to expand 
on it as far as I am able, knowing that others will have to complete the task. The 
message is brief and simple, until one begins to ponder its implications. 

“You English,” said the hermit sitting in his simple cell, “have served 
man very well with your intellect, giving him many things he needs, the 
solutions of many problems that have made life easier for everyone.” 

He paused, to let the young Greek Australian serving as interpreter render 
his words to me, then continued, and as he did so I looked around the room. 
Benches made of simple planks lined two sides, an iron bedstead was on a 
third, and an iron stove on the fourth. The interpreter began again: “Now 
you should do another work: to understand and to tell the world of the in-
ner truth, the truth of the heart as well.” The conversation continued for 
some time, but everything else that was said was overshadowed by the 
enormity of the message, the impossibility of ever fulfilling this charge. 

Why is it so difficult to convey this message? The problem is that, to a greater 
degree even than was true of biblical man, and despite our belief in “progress,” 
modern man is fallen man. We are psychologically fallen, that is, we are no longer 
in full possession of our faculties. The text known as the Canon of Saint Andrew 
of Crete, one of the most important of the early documents still in use today in 
the services of the Orthodox Church, provides an unexpected glimpse of what is 
unequivocally an inner, psychological interpretation of the Fall of Adam. 

My mind’s Eve took the place of the bodily Eve
for me - the passionate thought that was in my flesh.
Showing me the sweets
and gorging me ever on the poisonous food.
Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me. 



44

Worthily from Eden of old, Adam was exiled,
When he failed to keep, O Saviour,
Thy one commandment.
What shall I suffer, who am always rejecting
Thy lifegiving teachings.
Have mercy on me, O God, have mercy on me. 3 

The inner, psychological view that is revealed in this text was understood by men 
of the early centuries. But this kind of thinking has long been forgotten. Because 
of this, the hermit’s message, as I understand it, is not so simple: before we can do 
what he has asked us to do, we must begin to remedy this inner blindness. 

This is the task that the hermit has set us, disguised as a simple  need  to  think 
about something different. The precision of this message is such  that  it  clearly 
defines esoteric Christianity. This is exactly how  esotericism  understands  the 
Fall of man: as a corruption of man’s inner potential and of  his  basic  good-
ness that depends on the full use of his faculties. The Fall  describes  a  partial 
loss of faculties that echoes the insight of physician  Hughlings  Jackson,  in 
the last century, who said that in any form of intoxication - by drugs, by drink 
(and of course by one’s own emotions)the higher faculties are lost first. 

Each of these verses ends with the repetitive refrain of the Canon, the Kyrie eleison, 
“Lord have mercy,” that sounds repeatedly in Orthodox services and is echoed 
time and again in all the texts of Christian esotericism. In this, esoteric Christian-
ity differs from what most people in the West know of other esoteric teachings. 
In the Christian esoteric tradition, salvation from our state depends primarily on 
the mercy of God. For man unaided, says the tradition, salvation is impossible, 
although according to the same tradition, individual effort does play a most im-
portant part in this salvation, and this need to make individual effort is one of the 
major distinctions between inner Christianity and its purely outer forms. 

Trial by Fire 

“By Thy light we shall see light,” says the Orthodox liturgy. If inner religion 
comes from inner experience,4 then religion in our times has almost forgot-
ten this key. The inner sense has been lost, or to be more exact, despite the 
fact that many people have glimpses of an inner life and of its great richness, 
these glimpses have not been understood, so they have not been put to use.
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This loss of the inner sense has gone on a very long time. Yet to return to my ex-
periences on Mount Athos, which so well illuminate this question, on one of my 
early visits there I glimpsed one of the less visible parts of the early tradition of 
the church, when I had a number of interesting and revealing conversations with 
my friend Father A. All of these talks touched on the question of what happens 
if the higher faculties are restored in full, even if briefly. One talk of particular 
importance was in the otherwise empty reception room of the monastery ar-
chontariki or guesthouse where, sitting on the cushioned seat running along the 
windows overhanging the blue-gray sea that Xerxes had once sailed his fleets over, 
he showed me an icon of the Virgin and child. Around the Virgin on this icon, 
he explained, the prophets 5 were shown, each so as to illustrate one aspect of 
their story in a way that helped to explain the “inner” meaning of the birth of 
Christ. There was Jacob with his ladder, Moses with the burning bush. 

Something about this burning bush analogy fell into place.  A  strange  experience 
was lit up for me, a brief awakening that happened to me on a  Christmas  Eve  many 
years before - a divine gift received at night, after I had tried to spend the whole day 
dedicated to Christ. As I drifted off to sleep a blow hit me in the  solar  plexus,  en-
ergy rushed up my spine and out of the crown of my head.  Immediately  the  world 
was different, on fire, the interior of objects around me suddenly  visible  in  ceaseless 
motion. It was then that I first understood Moses’ vision on  Mount  Sinai.  Now, 
more than a decade later, in an ancient monastery three  thousand  miles  further 
east, this icon enabled me to fit that experience into its biblical  context.  The  link 
it established between the Old Testament image of the burning bush  and  the  birth 
of Christ helped to explain this past experience. From this I  began  to  understand 
how the forces existing in our unpurified minds - our fears and wishes, delusions and 
compulsions - prevent the birth of Christ within our consciousness. Without the pu-
rity of heart that is one of the elements of the wedding garment referred  to  in  the 
Gospels, without being free from these compulsions, we are not invited  to  the  wed-
ding. The other gospel reference, in its inner sense, has to do  with  when the  “Bride-
groom” comes: “I indeed baptize you with water unto repentance:  but  he  that 
cometh after me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy to  bear:  he  shall 
baptize you with the Holy Ghost, and with fire” (Matthew 3:11).  And  one  sym-
bolic name for the Jewish inner tradition was derived from the chariot  of  fire  that 
took the prophets to heaven. Come now, Lord, for Your servant awaits You. 

But when this experience first happened to me, I was not ready for this 
coming: something in me, something that was present in me at least part-
ly because of my lack of preparation for this event, became very fearful
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at what was occurring. The fear caused inner tensions, and with those 
tensions, the experience, the state of consciousness, came to an end. 

Years later, seeing that icon in the guesthouse over the  windblown  Aegean,  I 
began to formulate questions about this event, and this, of  course,  caused  us 
to move on to the discussion of experiences. Stillness, the  emotional  stillness  of 
hesychia - the word used by Fathers such as St. Gregory Palamas fo the  emotional 
stillness found in prayer - seems a very important factor in all the more significant 
experiences. But something else was also necessary, an abundance  of  energy  of 
a certain kind that comes from such experiences: dynamis,  Palamas’  term  for 
energy, then defined by change, almost exactly as it is  in  Newtonian  physics, 
dynamis in potential, dynamis as change, dynamis come to rest again. 

The fear of the unfamiliar that ended that experience is a commonplace 
on the inner path. Much esoteric work takes the form of a struggle against 
that fear. Our reaction to such an experience illuminates the fact that to 
enter a different form of life we ourselves must become different. We in-
habit a fallen world, and we are trapped there because we ourselves are 
fallen. But who within us is it that is afraid to step out into the sunlight? We 
can learn to understand that this is not I. This is one route to humility. 

But this understanding must include a remembrance that to say that we 
are fallen is also to say that our proper place in life is higher. This relates di-
rectly to the following gospel passage on the importance of humility: 

But  when  thou  art  bidden,  go  and  sit  down  in  the  lowest  room;  that  when 
he that bade thee cometh, he may say unto thee, Friend, go up higher: then shalt
thou have worship in the presence of them that sit at meat with thee. 

For whosoever exalteth himself shall be abased; and he that humbleth him-
self shall be exalted (Luke 14:10-11).    

Why did I suggest that what ended that experience was fear? Observation 
shows that something in us fears any glimpse of higher realities, even the 
faintest, which would be much less powerful than the one I am describing. 
Is this not the same thing that fears the uncertainties of the night, that fears 
anything we cannot control; the fear that drives men to become ever richer, 
to try to dominate others, to hide from the world, to pretend, to lie? 

When we attempt to serve God, and attempt this realistically, realiz-
ing that to do so will bring to an end our partial or even purely imagi-
nary control over what happens to us, then something in us resists might-
ily. I continually meet this problem in myself. The unpredictable, the 
uncontrollable, anything that I do not understand, all of this threatens the
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pretense of control that I present to the  world, and all  of  this  is  to  be  avoided, 
if necessary violently. Observation of  the inconsistencies  in  our  nature,  of  the 
differences between our avowed  aims   and  the  moment-to-moment  purposes 
for which we strive, shows us that something that  has  developed  in  us  over  the 
years has developed a life - and a sense of identity - all its own, and fears to lose this 
“life.” Perhaps it sees the loss of its control  over  events  as  tantamount  to  loss 
of this identity: of this I am not sure, but I am very sure of the fear. 

Symeon the New Theologian on Inner Experience 

We have fallen from our proper state. Experiences of that state are now sometimes 
described as mystical. There are many kinds of mystical experience, and not all 
of them have the character of fire. In the Gospel of Saint John we read: “And the 
light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not” (John 1:5). This 
famous passage has an inner as well as an outer meaning. It refers to the fact that in 
our normal state we cannot remember or understand the events that occur in higher 
states. 6 Saint Symeon the New Theologian wrote: “At the summit of the spiritual 
ascent, I saw a light, and in the light another, clearer light, and again in the midst of 
this light there shone a splendour as of the sun. From the sun there beamed forth a 
ray which filled all things, but whose nature remained incomprehensible.”7 

On another occasion he describes - as if it happened to somebody else -
his first major experience of what is known as the uncreated light, an 
experience that supposedly happened when he was twenty years old: 

One day, as he stood and recited, “God have mercy upon me, a sinner,”8 
uttering it with his mind rather than with his mouth, suddenly a flood of di-
vine radiance appeared from above and filled all the room. As this happened 
the young man lost all awareness of his surroundings and forgot that he was 
in a house or that he was under a roof. He saw nothing but light all around 
him and did not know whether he was standing on the ground. He was not 
afraid of falling; he was not concerned with the world, nor did anything 
pertaining to men and corporeal beings enter into his mind. Instead, he 
was wholly in the presence of immaterial light and seemed himself to have 
turned into light. Oblivious of all the world he was filled with tears and with 
ineffable joy and gladness. His mind then ascended to heaven and beheld 
yet another light, which was clearer than that which was close at hand.9
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This light, and what precedes it, the “cleansing fire” of the Spirit, were not new with 
Symeon; they have had a long biblical history: “And now men see not the bright 
light which is in the clouds: but the wind passeth, and cleanseth them” (Job 37:21). 
This is the light that shines in the Darkness (John 1). It is the light of Christ, the 
joyful light at the heart of the universe, and it shines unseen, uncomprehended, in 
our own in-most heart. This is the Second Coming, its joyful advent the alchemical 
wedding itself. Saint Symeon also wrote: “The nous immersed in Your light becomes 
so bright that in the end it is light itself, in the likeness of Your glory. The nous of the 
man to whom this has been granted is called Your own: he is then deemed worthy 
to possess Your nous, and he is made one with You, never to be parted.” 10 

This is the final stage in what is known as the illumination of the nous. 
It is told that eventually - if only rarely - this state may become permanent, 
a possibility that makes a great deal of sense of reports by pupils of Boris 
Mouravieff that he continually advised them to “work for permanence.” 

Saint Maximos on the Fall 

These experiences tell us things we did not know about ourselves. Coming 
from the gospel tradition, the inner, psychological interpretation of the Fall 
is basically “good news” in a literal sense. It is news - confirmed by these expe-
riences - of man’s inherent goodness and the possibility of regaining it. 

How did the early Fathers of the church interpret this story of the Fall of man 
told in Genesis? Normally they write of it not as a historical event but as a “psy-
chological event,” and then, generally, as an event applying to each individual. In 
this drama, each one of us is Adam, and each one of us possesses the possibility 
of ceasing to make the mistake that Adam made. Saint Maximos the Confessor, 
for example, is quoted in the Greek Philokalia as writing about it. He says first 
that the two trees represent two different ways of viewing the world: 

The tree of life, when understood as symbolizing wisdom, likewise 
differs greatly from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, in that 
the latter neither symbolizes wisdom nor is said to do so. Wisdom 
is characterized by intellect and intelligence [nous], the state which 
is opposite to wisdom by lack of intelligence and by sensation. 

Since man came into being composed of noetic soul and sen-
tient body, one interpretation could be that the tree of 
life        
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is the soul’s intellect, which is the seat of wisdom. The tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil would then be the body’s power of sen-
sation, which is clearly the seat of mindless impulses. Man received 
the Lord’s commandment not to involve himself actively and ex-
perientially with these impulses; but he did not keep that com-
mandment. 11       

Maximos then speaks further of this relation of the two trees to our experi-
ence of life, suggesting that in some way we choose to experience through one 
or other of these processes.     

Both trees in scripture symbolize the intellect and the senses.12 Thus 
the intellect has the power to discriminate between the spiritual and 
the sensible, between the eternal and the transitory. Or rather, as the 
soul’s discriminatory power, the intellect persuades the soul to cleave 
to the first and to transcend the second. The senses have the power 
to discriminate between pleasure and pain in the body. Or rather, as 
a power existing in a body endowed with soul and sense perception, 
they persuade the body to embrace pleasure and reject pain.13 

Next he fits all this together as a complete explanation of the key points of the 
creation story in Genesis, and links this with a particular conception of obedi-
ence to the divine commandment, and from this he builds a detailed concep-
tion of good and bad in human behaviorall of this founded on simple but exact 
psychology. In practice, confirmation of this psychological doctrine is difficult 
to obtain through self-observation, but with serious efforts of investigation the 
truth and practical usefulness of it can be found. Here, in simple terms, is one 
statement of the Christian answer to the questions asked on page 13, which add 
up to the single question: How can I become truly Christian? In this book we 
will from time to time meet other ways of conveying the same truths. 

This is typical of the psychology of the early Fathers, making it en-
tirely amazing that this knowledge has been so thoroughly ignored. 
And here is what Maximos said next:    

If a man exercises only sensory discrimination between pain and pleas-
ure in the body, thus transgressing the divine commandment, he eats 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, that is to say, he suc-
cumbs to the mindless impulses that pertain to the senses; for he pos-
sesses only the body’s power of discrimination, which makes him 
embrace pleasure as something good and avoid pain as something 
evil. But if he exercises only that noetic discrimination which distin-
guishes between the eternal and the transitory, and so keeps the divine
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commandment, he eats from the tree of life, that is to say, from 
the wisdom that appertains to his intellect; for he exercises only 
the power of discrimination associated with the soul, which makes 
him cleave to the glory of what is eternal as something good, 
and avoid the corruption of the transitory as something evil. 14 

There are, then, different levels of judgment. True goodness and true evil are something 
more than what appear to the fallen mind to be good and evil on the basis of sensory 
perception alone. This whole idea will be developed in a later chapter on discrimina-
tion, where we will find another early Father, Saint John Cassian, giving still more 
details about this ability, known as the power of discrimination of spirits. 

Saint Maximos too had more to say, clearly defining the choice that faces 
us between the Spirit of God and the ‘’spirit” of the sensory world: “Good-
ness as far as the intellect is concerned is a dispassionate predilection for 
the spirit; evil is an impassioned attachment to the senses. Goodness as far 
as the senses are concerned is the impassioned activity of the body under 
the stimulus of pleasure; evil is the state destitute of such activity.”15 

The Fall is also the reason why it is so difficult to convey the hermit’s message, for it is a 
message containing a great deal of sense. A medieval book, a History of the Tree of Life, 
expresses elements of the esoteric teaching, telling how the wood of the cross on which 
Christ was crucified was taken from the dead trunk of the Tree of Life. 

The fact is that today we have a fallen view of what constitutes knowledge. This 
view is different from that held by the early church, and it is actually a narrower 
view, as well as a more external view, as we will discover later in this book. And 
this narrow view limits what we consider to be knowledge and at the same time, 
according to the Fathers, traps our thinking into a narrow part of the nous, the 
“true intellect” which is so much greater than the discursive mind, so that either we 
totally ignore the spiritual, or narrow that too down to what “makes sense”a reveal-
ing phrase, for the other characteristic of this limited idea of knowledge is that, as 
it is today, it is bound to the world revealed by the senses. Once understood and 
accepted, this difficult proposition suddenly seems easy. We wonder why we had 
so much difficulty with it. But in fact it can only be seen as a kind of falla further 
fall of already fallen man, a step further in the Fall of Adam, and, to overcome it, 
the original Fall must also be understood. Once the soul has fallen, it is difficult for 
it to return to that different world where is found the Tree of Life. A long search 
is required: this is normally an individual matter but, from time to time, a whole
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nation, even a whole civilization, has to perform that search in or-
der to restore the inner paths that have been lost to it. We live 
in such a time, but caught up in our personal concerns, even 
our personal spiritual concerns, nobody perceives the need of the time. 

Our Nature is Fundamentally Good, but Has Been Distorted 
         
Russia’s Saint Theophan the Recluse wrote in the last century that man is 
good by nature, but his natural goodness has been overlaid by something ar-
tificial that must be in some way changed before his natural goodness is ap-
parent. Among other things, this distorting overlay of artificiality limits 
what we can take in (or contain), and makes us slow to understand. 

There is a clue in this: whenever we act unconsciously, our nature is invaded, the 
vacuum left by our lack of consciousness is filled by “borrowed” activity, is control-
led from outside us. In simple form we can see this in the effects of indecision, in 
which events or the actions of others force us into incorrect decisions. This bor-
rowed activity then keeps us “asleep.” But, by combining memories of certain ex-
periences with the habit of certain actions that arise from our inner nature, we can 
build within us a different kind of structure that, instead of obscuring conscious-
ness, will awake the sleeping consciousness within. This was known by the early 
church as the illumination of the nous. It is hinted that this possibility, and what 
can happen in the enlightened nous, are what mankind was created for. 

Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be sober.

For they that sleep sleep in the night; and they that be drunken are drunken 
in the night.       

But let us, who are of the day, be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love; 
and for an helmet, the hope of salvation (1 Thessalonians 5:68). 

Saint Theophan, “that mighty man of prayer,” as he was once called, learned about 
these possibilities of man from a starets 16 or “elder” near Kiev, and found the key 
concept of the innate goodness of man expressed more clearly in his researches into 
ancient Syriac Christian sourcesresearches he made in the middle of the last centu-
ry, during a seven-year sojourn in the Middle East on a mission to Jerusalem for the 
Russian Church. It was there that he discovered this idea, by then forgotten in the
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West and even in the Orthodox East, that man is naturally good, but is now in an 
unnatural state. He discovered this in texts that went back to the days when the 
Syriac Church played a major part in the formation of early Christianity. The evil 
in man, he said, summarizing this discovery, arises outside him but, like a weed or 
tare 17 has taken root in him: so that ancient accident makes us vulnerable to ac-
cident today. As Saint Theophan puts it, then, man’s nature is good. The evil arises, 
“by accident” in a quite technical sense, from outside him, but once it has taken 
root in him, it attracts his nous, his awareness, to further accidental forces. 

Saint Isaac the Syrian, another great master of the esoteric church, who was one 
of the early sources rediscovered for the Russian Church by Theophan, had put 
this slightly differently, with the idea that sickness comes after health: “Sickness 
is posterior to health, and it is impossible that one and the same nature be both 
good and evil. Therefore of necessity, one must precede the other; and the one 
that is prior is also the natural, because anything which is accidental is not said to 
belong to a nature, but to intrude from without. And change follows upon every 
accident and intrusion. Nature, however, does not change or alter itself.”18 

From the psychological viewpoint, it is more important still that according to the gos-
pel, these “weeds”the term refers of course to the unnatural element in uswere sowed 
“while man slept.” They occurred during that lowering of consciousness, that Fall of 
man, which caused Gurdjieff to teach that ordinary man is asleep, an idea that was 
developed by Ouspensky, who defined the normal state of consciousness of modern 
man as waking sleep.19 Properly understood, this idea of waking sleep can help cre-
ate the possibility of waking up again. The way it should be understood is that we are 
asleep to our full potential, and that during this partial sleep, accident, or chance, 
sows certain destructive tendencies in us which help to keep us asleep. 

A more recent Christian psychiatrist and teacher, Karlfried von Durkheim, 
in his studies of an element called hara, a key factor in Japanese culture, in 
both its worldly and spiritual aspects, discovered this same need to overcome 
some unnatural element in us. He wrote about this that: “Hara, it is true, is 
part of man’s original endowment, but, for that very reason, poses a task for 
himfor it is the task of man to become what he is. Man can fulfill his task of 
becoming a complete human being only if he overcomes again and again that 
within him which obstructs the way to this true becoming, and also if, at the 
same time, he apprehends and allows to grow within him that basic power 
which is always striving to carry him on to his fully human state.”20 

In esoteric Christianity, this knowledge is generally transmitted in un-
written form, but, because of the previous lack of a written expression
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for some part of this important concept, Durkheim’s formulation adds mean-
ing to the Orthodox interpretation of the biblical idea that we are made in the 
image and likeness of God. This links with the key idea that Christ Himself 
was the first and pure image of the Father. Origen, for example, calls Christ 
the Wisdom of God and describes this Wisdom as like a clean mirror that per-
fectly reflects the Father. This doctrine has widespread practical significance, 
the basic elements of which are developed by Origen in his de Principiis, which 
tells us how the Creator, being invisible to the eye, is manifested in the original 
and pure image or icon, Christ, who, as the Son, knows the Father: “no man 
knoweth the Son, but the Father; neither knoweth any man the Father, save the 
Son, and he to whomsoever the Son will reveal him” (Matthew 11:27). 

So, in His words and actions, outwardly, as they are described in the events of 
the gospel, or inwardly as they occur as the image within us, as described by 
Palamas as the energies of God, 21 in either manner, Christ shows us the Father, 
whom we cannot otherwise see, and in this way we can know the Father. 

George Capsanis, the hegoumen or abbot of the monastery of Osiou Grigoriou on 
Mount Athos, teaches today in the same tradition of the early Fathers. In what turns 
out to be an effective summary of the whole process of theosis or deification, he makes 
a series of points which, for convenience, we will separate out one by one: 

Man is made in the image of God, but in fallen man, “infected by sin,”22 
this image is obscured.       
As a result, the inmost man, made “according to the image,” is incapable 
of fulfilling itself by becoming a likeness of God of becoming Godlike. 
Christ, as an unchanged, uncorrupted icon of God, restores the image 
fallen in Adam to reveal the original beauty within us, at the same time 
teaching us and guiding us towards our divine archetype.   
Transfigured, Christ restored the radiance of a creation made dark by the 
Fall.      
Thus, when we become “conformed to the image of Christ” (Romans 8:
29), we regain our own inmost nature.     

He quotes the Orthodox Vespers of the Transfiguration, which says: “Transfigured, 
Thou hast made the nature which was darkened in Adam become radiant again, O 
Christ, transforming it into the glory and brilliance of the Godhead.” 

This summarizes the inner tradition of Christianity as followed by the 
Eastern Church. In the monastic form of this inner tradition, men 
even today seek by ascetic practices to redirect or transform their nature
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psychologically, so that the “latent divine image” appears in them, a proc-
ess that is superficially akin to the development and “fixing” of a photo-
graphic image. Until it is fixed, or made permanent; we get a situation that 
has been familiar in monasticism for centuries, and is equally familiar with 
those who “work on themselves” in other ways, in which everyone falls 
every dayand falls many times each day and, to start with, many times each 
hour: ‘’The monk falls and gets up again, falls and gets up again.” 23 

But in this intermediate state, it is not our nature but our state that changes. In 
the Greek Philokalia, this is said in the following way: “The moon as it waxes 
and wanes illustrates the condition of man. Sometimes he does what is right: 
sometimes he sins and then through repentance [metanoia] returns to a holy 
life. The nous24 of one who sins is not destroyed (as some of you think), just as 
the physical size of the moon does not diminish, but only its light.”25 

To understand this process requires a different way of looking at 
life and at ourselves; different, that is, from our modern, suppos-
edly scientific, view of the world. To carry it out requires a differ-
ent kind of effort from those efforts normal to our modern way of life. 

The remainder of this book attempts to describe these differences, which together 
form that process known in the Eastern Church as theosis: deification. 

Modern Man’s Inability to Remember Inner Experience 
A modern way of looking at the Fall is that of C. G. Jung, who described 
how the loss of contact with the inner life today has had very widespread ef-
fects on our outer life.26 It also acts like a self-fulfilling prophecy, creating 
situations and attitudes which prevent the investigations that would recover 
this kind of knowledge and the natural human capabilities that give rise to 
it. In simple terms, it seems that our lack of persistence on the esoteric path, 
like our apparent lack of knowledge of the inner world, comes from the in-
ability to register and remember inner experience. This is a direct result of what 
is known as the Fall, taken in its traditional psychological meaning. 

This becomes an explanation of how we have become almost inextricably caught in ex-
ternal life, so that we have neither time nor attention for anything inward. 

In this situation it is not our awareness of the inner life - the inner spirit 
- that is lost first. What goes first is our ability to register it and so remem-
ber it. But this leads to an external view of the inner teachings, and turns 
the morality of the inner tradition into the kind of external, legalistic
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code for which the Pharisees were famous. 27 But this loss of the inner sense has been 
developing for a very long time, and now our inner lives are not simply unnoticed or regard-
ed as “subjective and thus unreal,” but they have become largely unseen. 

Saint Symeon today is regarded as one of the source theologians of the 
Orthodox Church. It sometimes seems as if few really understand what 
he was trying to convey28 in this particular section of his writings, 
but those who have experienced this light will begin to understand. 

A Theory of Knowledge is a Barrier to Faith 
The theory of knowledge expressed by these early Fathers is “explained” 
nonintellectually in a traditional icon of Saint Elizabeth, mother of John 
the Baptist (shown overleaf ). It expresses the idea that intellectual knowl-
edge is more limited than that of the heart, and is often (but not nec-
essarily) limited to the sensoryan idea partially expressed by Socrates’ 
discovery that he did not know: which means that ordinary, discursive intel-
lect does not know God, nor can it ever know anything for certain.29 

Considerably later, in the life of Saint Nilus of Sora (14331508), the same re-
spect for a discriminatory form of intellectthe nous, in Greek termssurfaced 
again in the Russian Church. Unlike many of his predecessors, he advised care 
in evaluating so-called spiritual writings: not all were equally valid. He wrote 
of the care taken in his own approach to such texts: “Most of all, I scruti-
nize the divine writings, first, the precepts of the Lord and their commentar-
ies, and the traditions of the Apostles, also the doctrines of the Holy Fathers, 
and meditate on them. And what agrees with my reason I copy for myself 
and edify myself with it and hereon do I put my life and my breath.”30 

Nilus, says Fedotov after this quotation, used human reason as an instru-
ment for exploring the scriptures. Like Paisious Velitchkovsky three centuries 
later, he was faced with mistranslated and corrupted texts and had to make 
great efforts to find the correct meaning, a process in which the early Fathers’ 
respect for philosophical skills must have proved very helpful. “The concord 
between scripture and reason,” writes Fedotov, still about Nilus, “is for him a 
necessary condition for behaviour.” He quotes further: “’When I have some-
thing to do I first examine the divine scriptures, and if I do not find what 
agrees with my reason in beginning the matter, I delay until I find it.’”31 

People believe that reasoning and the whole question of knowl-
edge are unimportant on the spiritual path. This is true in one sense, 
the sense developed by early Fathers such as Gregory Palamas, who
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Figure 2.1
Icon of Saint Elizabeth
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argued that intellect is only a path to ideas about God, not to the formation of 
an experiential relationship with God. Thus Saint Maximos wrote: “When you 
intend to know God do not seek the reasons about his being, for the human 
mind and that of any other being below God cannot discover this.” 32 

But the idea of this specific limit of reason, of reason’s inability to know 
God, must be understood exactly, as to turn it into a generalization and to 
say that reason cannot help to prepare us for such knowledge can, for peo-
ple whose minds have formed in certain ways that are common today, 
be an effective and sometimes permanent obstacle to spiritual growth. 

Contrary to what most people expect, it is experience - experience that results 
from the action of the Word - that transforms the mind and prepares it for the 
coming of its Lord. But simply to have experience is not enough; we must retain 
it, and for this, a good memory is also not enough. Before we can perceive and 
then register sufficient inner experience, so that it is retained and accessible in our 
memory, two things are necessary: first, relevant inner experiences must become 
more common and of longer duration in our lives, and second, we must value and 
accept these experiences as real and meaningful sources of knowledge. 

In a monastic context, obedience to a rule and to an elder produces the experience 
necessary without the need to pass through a stage of theory or scholarship. For 
those without the support of rule and elder, additional knowledge, for instance of 
methods of extending our experience, is also necessary. Again there are problems 
here. Nothing we learn can directly show us God, and indeed knowledge of God 
is different from all other knowledge and cannot be reached intellectually, in the 
ordinary sense of intellect, but when this fact is understood, many people assume 
that to be given new knowledge of man is equally useless. This false attitude, 
based on a misunderstanding of a real truth, often becomes so entrenched that 
even commonsense perceptions of one’s own nature are shut out by it. 

Even for the monk, to retain and properly value the inner experience of his life - to 
accept and actually to value certain kinds of suffering,33 for example - it is necessary 
that he change his whole concept of knowledge, and this, in effect, means that his 
whole worldview must change. Even more is this true of the layperson who works 
alone under the pressures of everyday life. For such people, other types of knowledge 
are equally important. Their conception of knowledge must becomeand that in a 
significant sensewider and more all-embracing than is normal in our times. 

The problem is that before we can understand this theory of knowledge, we have to learn 
to perceive and register inner experience, and as we are we can do this only imperfectly.
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More important still, experience gained casually is of little use: even if it is not 
incomplete, it is gained too slowly for our needs. Only the experience gained 
in putting things into practice reveals the knowledge we need and opens the 
doors of the recognition that makes knowledge usable. Before we can under-
stand, we have to do, and so, as Saint Paul said, “renew our intelligence.” 

One of the things that emerges from this method, which I call “exegesis by 
practice,” is that practical experience provides different data from that revealed 
by pure analysis unaided by praxis. One of several problems in normal exegetic 
methods is that information is formulated differently depending on how it is 
to be used, and there is little reason to imagine that this was not always so. 
In studying information provided by others, therefore, it is necessary to study 
it under the conditions in which it was intended to be understood. Since, in 
studying this tradition, we are studying knowledge intended to be conveyed 
through the medium of practice, to study it merely theoretically is to misun-
derstand. The intention has determined the form of the knowledge. 

Among other things, this explains the method used in this book 
to study the doctrines of the Gospels and the early Fathers. 

Gregory of Nyssa’s View 

I learned more about the burning bush image when I discovered a book 
by one of the ancient Fathers that is little read, but fairly readily avail-
able: Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Moses. When he speaks about the experience of 
higher knowledge, he uses the analogy of the burning bush. He writes: 

It is upon us who continue in this quiet and peaceful course of life 
that the truth will shine, illuminating the eyes of our soul with 
its own rays. This truth, which was then manifested by the ineffa-
ble and mysterious illumination which came to Moses, is God. 

And if the flame by which the soul of the prophet was illuminated 
was kindled from a thorny bush, even this fact will not be useless for 
our inquiry. For if truth is God and truth is lightthe Gospel testifies 
by these sublime and divine names to the God who made himself vis-
ible to us in the fleshsuch guidance of virtue leads us to know that light 
which has reached down even to human nature. Lest one think that the
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radiance did not come from a material substance, this light did 
not shine from some luminary among the stars but came from an 
earthly bush and surpassed the heavenly luminaries in brilliance. 
  
The light teaches us what we must do to stand within the rays of the true light: 
Sandaled feet cannot ascend that height where the light of truth is seen, but 
the dead and earthly covering of skins, which was placed around our nature 
at the beginning when we were found naked because of disobedience to the 
divine will, must be removed from the feet of the soul. When we do this, the 
knowledge of the truth will result and manifest itself. The full knowledge of 
being comes about by purifying our opinion concerning nonbeing. 
  
In my view the definition of truth is this: not to have a mistaken apprehen-
sion of Being. Falsehood is a kind of impression which arises in the under-
standing about nonbeing: as though what does not exist does, in fact, exist. 
But truth is the sure apprehension of real Being. So, whoever applies himself 
in quietness to higher philosophical matters over a long period of time will 
barely apprehend what true Being is, and what nonbeing is, that is, what 
is existence only in appearance, with no self-subsisting nature. 
  
It seems to me that at the time the great Moses was instructed in the 
theophany he came to know that none of those things which are ap-
prehended by sense perception and contemplated by the under-
standing really subsists, but that the transcendent essence and cause 
of the universe, on which everything depends, alone subsists. 34
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Chapter 3

The Rediscovery of Spirit 
On the individual scale, the task of overcoming the massive inertia of a fallen 
civilization seems impossible. Yet around thirty years ago, studies that began in the 
Himalayas in the 1930s led to the introduction to the West of what is now known 
as transcendental meditation, a phrase that translates the Sanskrit word dhyana. The 
new practice was entirely different from anything previously known in the West as 
meditation. The effects of this have been quite remarkable. From this practice, as 
long ago as the early sixties, many people obtained valuable inner experiences. Some 
of them experienced the inner light, the light that shines in the darkness, the light 
of what is called in Sanskrit sat-chit-ananda: being-bliss-consciousness, the uncre-
ated light. In time these stimuli have helped reawaken dormant possibilities within 
our own Christian civilization; for example, the experiences obtained in meditation 
have reawakened interest in Christian methods of inner prayer, in the Jesus Prayer 
or prayer of the heart, and in the centering prayer introduced by Father Thomas 
Keating. At the same time, within the Christian world, another important influence 
has survived to the present day. Reading about Mount Athos, I was struck by the 
comment by a previous visitor that “several monks now living are known to have 
had the experience of the uncreated light.” Abbot George of Grigoriou expressed 
the priorities of such people when he said to me once that “the principle export of 
Athos is the Jesus Prayer.” The inner experience that results from this kind of prayer 
has awakened many to inner Christianity, “for the salvation of the world,” 1 as the 
Eastern Church puts it. This is the exact Christian equivalent of the Indian dhyana



62

meditation, although technically different in certain important ways. Practiced 
assiduously, both methods have many identical efforts, whose influence on the 
Christian faith is now substantial. People who have gained new understanding of 
their nature from using these methods are returning to the fold of a church they 
now understand more deeply. So large are the numbers now involved, that life in 
the West is beginning to take a new direction: new ways of thought are emerg-
ing, which are as yet immature, but which might be expected to lead in time to 
the development in our civilization of means to manage inner experience better, 
now that in this way Westerners are rediscovering their spiritual nature, previously 
hidden ever deeper by the Fall and its consequences. Ouspensky said, fifty years 
ago, that when talking of these things one should not speak of God. Already, 
virtually unnoticed, this civilization has become so different that today we can 
speak openly of things that not so long ago had to be spoken of in whispers. In 
a civilization that had for so long forgotten that man is spirit, spirit is now be-
ing remembered again. Because of this, to reveal these truths now may actually 
bring results. It may be that this is an evolutionary change in direction, a true 
metanoia of humanity turning toward the spiritual dimension of life. 

This turnabout already exists, but the words for it, the statements that explain it 
and make it articulate are as yet lacking. When Spirit speaks to those who will lis-
ten, reminding them that their own inmost self is spirit, one result is the beginning 
of a restoration of the esoteric tradition. Another is a developing dialogue between 
the churches. Both are signs of a single living force acting within our human world. 
This growing awareness of spirit as Selfa growing awareness that “I am a spiritual 
being, more than just a body,” is beginning to penetrate into the heart of our civi-
lization. But the experience of dhyana or even the experience of the uncreated light 
is not the full Christian transformation. For this to occur, there must have been 
an actual shift within the individual of the center of awarenessa redirection of the 
nous from thought, imagination, and physical sensations to the heart. 

In Western forms of the Christian esoteric tradition, we can as yet find few au-
thors who touch on this important aspect with sufficient precision, so far have we 
lost our way. For some decades we have been forced to draw on the great Eastern 
thinkers to grasp this special way of understanding spirit as Self: an understanding 
of the fact that our real nature can be experienced as that of a spirit inhabiting, 
interpenetrating, and manifesting as a body, not merely as a physical body. And 
once this knowledge has been assimilated by a sufficient number of people, new 
forms of understanding will give new life to these ancient experiences. 



63

What this all means is that a rekindling of religious experiencewhich is a form of 
direct knowledgeis actually occurring now not for hundreds but for millions of 
individuals who are now learning for themselves that they are spiritual beings. This 
knowledge, born of experience, contains in it the answers to many of our questions. 
It is the reason for this book, and for the studies that have led up to its writing. It 
is quite literally an immediate answer to the question of how we are again to open 
the doors of our Christian faith to consideration of those significant human expe-
riences which at present are generally ignored; those rejected not only by science, 
but by the churches under the influence of science, and by many Christians. So, 
in answer to the question as to how we Christians are to recover confidence in our 
own religious experiences, we can only say that the task is in hand, that, through 
an unprecedented and generally unacknowledged cooperation of world faiths, the 
Christian world is rediscovering the realities of religious experience. 

The Christian Overcomes the Fall 

Recently a priest from Mount Athos echoed the hermit’s instruction 
to me all those years ago, saying: “Mount Athos can help return to Eu-
rope an awareness of what its own, unique contribution among the 
great organizations of the world must be, that is, to comprehend the 
meaning of the human person and the idea of a personalist society.” 2 

This would be to begin the restoration of that which was lost in the Fall. There is 
no more doubt that we are inwardly fallen, but the true Christian, the perfected 
Christian in the sense understood by the masters of the early church, is someone 
who has inwardly risen again from that Fall, and not only from the Fall that hap-
pened once, when our present “captivity,” our exile from our own inner nature, 
began. The fully developed Christian,3 who is Christian in being as well as in 
intention, has also risen from the Fall as a psychological event, a personal resurrec-
tion from a personal, psychological fall that happens every day, whenever we wake 
from sleep yet remain partially asleep. If once we begin to wake from that captiv-
ity, then each time we fall back into captivity it is the same Fall of Adam. 

As certain of the early Fathers put it, in this inner sense, resurrection is the awakening 
of a new statewhich can only mean a new state of consciousnessand the General Res-
urrection is the overdue awakening of humanity as a whole to a new and less corrupt 
psychological state. Indeed, on the evidence available it is not too fanciful to suppose 
that each civilization is an experiment, an attempt at that general awakening, and that
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each civilization that fails to attain this eventually dies. In evolutionary terms, 
in human beings, nature is still experimenting, and even now, at this time, 
and even in this book, the current experimentwhich we know as Western 
civilizationcontinues, but we must recognize that right now the experiment, 
and with it the whole of the world we know, is, as Teilhard de Chardin, or 
more recently Boris Mouravieff, might have put it, at a crucial point. 

How do these different threads relate? There is a question that arises when we try to 
define this civilization. Is it a Christian civilization in which, as Mouravieff points 
out, “The Gospel is now known through all the world”? Should we speak only of 
Western civilization, and if so, what is the significance of the fact that we no longer 
think of our civilization as Christian? For is it not true that our present civilization 
did indeed spring from the marriage of minds from the Greek and Semitic civiliza-
tions, a union that took shape in the early church? And if this is true, is it not strange 
that we feel apologetic today when called to profess our Christian roots? 

The Life of Moses 

With the rediscovery of spirit, a rediscovery of the spiritual dimensions of 
scripture is becoming a reality. A clue to this is found in the work of Gre-
gory of Nyssa. Writing in his Life of Moses about his way of interpreting 
the events in the Book of Exodus, he once commented on the way histori-
cal passages of scripture should be read, and how we can draw a proper par-
allel between inner and outer realities in such an account. He wrote: 

If while trying to parallel completely the historical account to the sequence 
of such intellectual contemplation, someone should somehow discover 
something in the account which does not coincide with our understanding, 
he should not reject the whole enterprise. He should always keep in mind 
our discussion’s goal, to which we are looking while we relate these details. 
We have already said in our prologue that the lives of honoured men would 
be set forth as a pattern of virtue for those who come after them. 

Those who emulate their lives, however, cannot experience the identical literal 
events. For how could one again find the people multiplying during their so-
journ in Egypt? And how again find the tyrant who enslaves the people and bears
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hostility to male offspring and allows the feminine and weaker to grow 
in numbers? And how again find all the other things which Scripture 
includes? Because therefore it has been shown to be impossible to imi-
tate the marvels of these blessed men in these exact events, one might 
substitute a moral teaching for the literal sequence in those things 
which admit of such an approach. In this way those who have been 
striving toward virtue may find aid in living the virtuous life. 

If the events require dropping from the literal account anything written 
which is foreign to the sequence of elevated understanding, we pass over 
this on the grounds that it is useless and unprofitable to our purpose, 
so as not to interrupt the guidance to virtue at such a point. 4 

This passage is quite clear in suggesting that the events of an exceptional man’s life 
reflect the inner processes that made him exceptional, and so can be used to illustrate 
those inner processes in order to help others imitate him. The same principle was im-
plied in a conversation with a remarkable hermit on Mount Athos who suggested that 
I should study the lives of individuals of great achievements of this kind. 

In this way of using the text, Gregory seems to say, the reader must ig-
nore some things as being merely historical events of no inner significance 
or, on the other hand, such events, perhaps reported elsewhere, may have 
been left out of a specific account as unnecessary to the inner purpose. 

Philosophy in the Early Church 

For a long time two meanings of subjectivity have been confused. The scientific 
world has correctly warned us against taking subjective opinion for evidence, but 
many people have taken this as a restriction against subjective experience as evi-
dence, an entirely different thing. It has been widely assumed from this that noth-
ing we experience within ourselves is knowledge, although in our hearts we know 
that inner experience tells us some things of which we need then have no doubts. 
Our heads have been trained to accept these statements as blindly as the medieval 
world accepted the statements of a then bigoted church. Like those churchmen, 
but on the other side of the debate, when we are faced with a consensus of our peers 
and the massed weight of the educated, even if we do feel doubts of these modern 
dogmas, we rarely take these doubts into account, such is the power of educa-
tion. But it is these silenced doubts that give us one glimpse of the kind of theory
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of knowledge that might have developed if the inner 
tradition had remained unhidden.    

Underlying this is a clear distinction between two fundamental kinds of 
knowledge, a distinction that will run like a central thread throughout 
this book. Implied in this distinction between different kinds of knowl-
edge is the idea that there is a higher kind of knowledge which, until it is 
complete, lacks its full power. When it reaches a certain stage of complete-
ness, it stabilizes a change that gives us the strength to change our lives. 

In modern terms, such as those used by Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, these would 
be regarded as exoteric and esoteric. Between these two they placed a third 
category, mesoteric, but according to Greek Orthodox author Constantin Ca-
varnos, the original terminology used only the two terms. He wrote: 

Greek Church writers appropriated the word ‘’philosophy,” already 
in the early centuries, for denoting Christianity. In order to clarify 
and justify this appropriation, they drew a distinction between two 
kinds of philosophy: “External (exoterike, exothyraten) philosophy,” 
and “internal (esoterike, eso) philosophy.” The latter they also called 
“the true philosophy,” “heavenly philosophy,” “spiritual philosophy,” 
“divine philosophy,” “philosophy according to Christ,” “sacred philos-
ophy,” “philosophy from Above,” and “wisdom from Above.” 

The first kind of philosophy, external philosophy, comprises for them an-
cient Greek philosophy and the pagan philosophy of early Christian centu-
ries. The second kind, “internal philosophy,” is identical with the Christian 
religion. This term is used to denote Orthodox Christian teaching in its 
totality; lived Christian teaching in general; some interior practice, par-
ticularly inner attention and inner stillness and the monastic life. 5 

In fact, both the twofold and threefold divisions are valid in practice. The 
twofold division distinguishes between two kinds of knowledge described by 
Saint Paul. Both exoteric and esoteric philosophy in this early sense used the 
ordinary faculties of the human mind to their best, but the two forms differ 
greatly in the meaning they give to their teachings, in the way their statements 
are confirmed or verified, and in certain aspects of the training necessary to 
produce a competent philosopher. Finally, they differ in their overall outcome: 
exoteric philosophy generates ideas, esoteric philosophy brings ideas into be-
ing and changes being; the result at its best is sanctification, so that the phi-
losopher himself is the product and demonstration of his philosophy. 
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Exoteric philosophy is thus part of the Knowledge of the World, to use Saint Paul’s 
terminology. A product of individual human minds, it is by nature fragmentary, 
and the consensus it forms is subject to continual change. Because exoteric phi-
losophy obtains its verification empirically, by Kantian intuition, it is subject to 
the limitations of that form of thinking; each meaning is circular and resting on 
some previous idea, a situation that leads to fragmentation so that philosophy, 
psychology, theology, and the physical sciences form separate disciplines. 

Esoteric philosophy in this twofold sense is gnosis: it is Knowledge from God, 
although in those terms it also incorporates the fruits of human experience 
of how to live in alignment with that knowledge. A gift to the human mind 
from the Spirit, it is by nature unitive and hence coherent, and the consensus 
it forms is not subject to fundamental change, but evolves with time while re-
maining internally consistent. It is this fact, this coherence, this constancy, this 
unity of truth that reflects the truth of unity, which is the origin of the idea 
of the Perennial Philosophy. Esoteric philosophy is experiential in a mystical 
sense, not an everyday sense; it obtains its verification by direct intuition of the 
Spirit. This is how it presents a picture that is consistent and self-referential, 6 
so that its meaning is obtained in the act of verification, not by comparison. 
Within it, philosophy, psychology, theology, and the physical sciences at one time 
formed a single discipline, their divisions dissolved in a divine simplicity. 

The modern threefold terminology - exoteric, mesoteric, esoteric - dis-
tinguishes between different stages in the student’s progress from one 
of these two kinds of knowledge to the other. In other words, it re-
fers to his growth in understanding of the esotericso that the threefold 
terminology as used in this century is experientially correct. 

Clement of Alexandria, Saint Basil the Great, and many others made this dis-
tinction between exoteric and esoteric because they believed that, to overcome 
problems of knowledge that existed in the Hellenic and Jewish worlds even in 
the earliest days of the church, philosophy had a practical use in the Christian 
life. Clement of Alexandria wrote nearly two thousand years ago that pre-Chris-
tian philosophers were often inspired by God, but that one had to be careful 
what one took from them. Not all that the early philosophers had written was 
inspired. Even after selective reading, what he called “pagan” philosophy was 
not to be taken in or put to use in a haphazard way. According to men such 
as Clement and Origen, the study of external philosophy was to be employed 
mainly as a preliminary training for the mind before this was transcended. True 
philosophy they saw as one with theology, and with the practice known as ascesis: 
it was the entry into a different kind of thinking and behavior, which led not to



68

worldly success but to spiritual salvation. Yet the early Christian Fathers 
found uses for both the inner and external knowledge, reflected respec-
tively in esoteric and exoteric philosophy. We need external knowledge 
even to obtain the necessities of life. But all true Christian philosophy 
is esoteric, in the sense that its aims and its worldview are rooted in in-
ner experience, and in the actions dictated by that inner experience. 

Clement said, for example: “But if the Hellenic philosophy comprehends 
not the whole extent of the truth, and besides is destitute of strength to 
perform the commandments of the Lord, yet it prepares the way for the 
truly royal teaching; training in some way or other, and moulding the char-
acter, and fitting him who believes in Providence for the reception of the 
truth.” 7 This quotation contains important practical information. It distin-
guishes clearly the difference seen by many of the early Fathers in the effects 
of two teachings, and this view is confirmed in practical experience: 

1. The Greek philosophical teachings are incomplete in the sense that 
they leave their student “destitute of strength to perform the com-
mandments of the    Lord.”     

2. The Christian inner teaching, if comprehended in full, is com-
plete in the sense that once it has been fully assimilated or digested, it 
gives the student the strength to perform those commandments .

The student’s ability to fulfill the commandments or rules of the path therefore forms a 
test either of a teaching or of a student’s assimilation of that teaching. This is an impor-
tant factor in esotericism. In terms of modern esotericism, it is this that distinguishes 
the rare real “schools” from their imitations. It often manifests as humility. 

Gospel terms sometimes used for this kind of knowledge were gno-
sis and epignosis. We shall discuss later the distinction between this 
Christian gnosis and the teachings of the sects now known as the Gnos-
tics; suffice it for the moment to say that the difference is the same 
as between the two forms of teaching described immediately above. 

Gregory of Nyssa, his thinking descended from Clement and influenced by 
Saint Basil, distinguished these two kinds of knowledge with philosophical pre-
cision. Lacking the vocabulary of modern thought, he nevertheless managed to 
make himself clear by saying that one kind of knowledge was known by measure, 
and the other was associated with virtue. Gregory was one of the Cappadocian 
Fathers who did much to shape the Eastern Church, but whose works repeat-
edly touch on material more often restricted to the oral tradition. He managed 
to show clearly how a proper theory of knowledge expands upon our definition 
of knowledge and so finds a place for both kinds of knowledge, that which we
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meet in life and gnosis, when he wrote: “The perfection of everything which can be 
measured by the senses is marked off by certain definite boundaries. The person who 
looks at a cubit or at the number ten knows that its perfection consists in the fact that 
it has both a beginning and an end. But in the case of virtue we have learned from 
the Apostle that its one limit of perfection is the fact that it has no limit.” 8 

The same idea of the immeasurable, here expressed in terms of the nature of 
the gift of the Spirit to Christ, is found in the Gospel of Saint John: 

And what he hath seen and heard, that he testifieth; and no man receiveth 
his testimony. 

He that hath received his testimony hath set to his seal that God is true.

For he whom God hath sent speaketh the words of God; for God giveth 
not the spirit by measure unto him (John 3:3234). 

Saint Isaac’s Prayer for Gnosis 

The Fathers say that our nous, the nonverbal intelligence which perceives di-
rect experience and symbols as equally “real,” will be free to function properly 
and objectively only when it is released from wrong thoughts and feelings. To-
day this means that it must be liberated from the narrow intellectualism of 
the Western world, and this can occur fully only when this nous is “informed” 
with gnosis, with noetic knowledge, equated, by Saint Paul and by the Fa-
thers (including Clement, who quoted this passage by Paul in his Stromata or 
esoteric text), with knowledge given by God: “Which things also we speak, not 
in the words which man’s wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost tea-
cheth; comparing spiritual things with spiritual’’ (1 Corinthians 2:13). 

The problem is that this kind of knowledge is not acceptable to the mind that still has 
not discovered the limits of its capabilities, that continues to believe that scientific 
theory is able to plumb the depths of reality. Saint Isaac the Syrian had a prayer that 
makes it clear that he understood that, because unaided or externally aided reason is un-
able to be sure of the divine, all true knowledge of God comes from God. 

O Lord, make me worthy to know you and love you,
not in the knowledge arising from mental exercise
and the dispersion of the mind,
but make me worthy of that knowledge
whereby the mind, in beholding you, 
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glorifies your nature in this vision
which steals from the mind the awareness of the world. 

One of the practical implications of this is that the final stages of prayer are 
taught more by God than by man.    

Two Very Different Kinds of Knowledge 

In Saint Isaac’s prayer, written in the seventh century, we will perhaps recognize 
the way it looks at the idea of the knowledge of God, linking this to inner in-
stead of external experience, and to knowledge, revealed to us instead of deduced 
by us, that we are reading of the Tree of Life, instead of the Tree of Knowl-
edge. In this different kind of knowledge, there are certain basics that will have 
been found in the ideas we have already been consideringspecifically: 

This idea of two levels of knowledge: the worldly, based on observation and 
deduction, and the spiritual or esoteric, which is gnosis. 

The idea that everyday knowledge obscures higher knowledge. This was 
put succinctly by the Spanish Saint John of the Cross, who wrote: “We can 
only attain to God by stilling the faculties of understanding.” 

There is also a third fact about this: the idea that true gnosis, an awareness 
of spirit, steals from the mind our awareness of the world 

According to one scholar, Morton Smith, Clement appears to have viewed the form of 
knowledge known as gnosis as an external form of knowledge, knowledge in the sense 
used by Karl Popper to define what he described as objective knowledge. Smith says: 
“Both Clement and this letter 9 conceive the gift of gnosis as a process of instruction 
in the elements of the Christian tradition, including the Lord’s teachinginstruction 
given only to chosen candidates, and leading eventually to deification.”10 

However, for the written form of knowledge truly to possess the properties and 
have the effects defined above, it needs to be assimilated and linked to experi-
ence. As I understand it, there are in fact two forms of gnosis, related as are a 
human and his or her shadow: true gnosis is a truly spiritual form of knowledge 
that transforms those who experience it; the transmitted gnosis is an expres-
sion of that true gnosis, the divine word, Logos ton Theon, through the me-
dium of the human word, through human communication, a representation of 
gnosis that draws the recipient toward the experience of the true gnosis. 
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This latter idea, this approach of considering the divine qualities, exists in 
the inner tradition of other faiths, and can be practiced by those whose weak 
faith prevents them considering the divine as unmanifest, when they can in-
stead consider the important principles of life: love, truth, beauty, mercy, 
goodness, forbearanceand even principles that also seem to exist in the “in-
animate” world, like infinity, eternity, perfectionand they can contemplate God 
by contemplating these qualities taken to their furthest possibilities. 

The Inner World as a Window onto the Invisible World 

This clear description of the difference in quality between inner knowledge and 
external knowledge gives us another glimpse of the kind of theory of knowledge 
that might have existed today if intellectual growth had not been so closely tied 
to sensory knowledge. By clearly distinguishing these kinds of knowledge, but at 
the same time accepting the validity of both, it seems clear that we would have 
become able to apply each where it is appropriate. In such a situation, we could 
have combined the progress of technology with individual and social self-knowl-
edge, and this would have given us the ability to regulate that progress. 

In fact, a scientific way has been developed of saying virtually the same thing: 
this is physicist David Bohm’s criticism of the assumption that any scientific 
theory can be complete. His philosophically important criticism has been sum-
marized thus: “Bohm criticized this assumption by pointing out that nature may 
be infinite.” 11 This is exactly the same as saying, as did Gregory of Nyssa, that 
the limit of perfection has no limit. The summary continued: “Because it would 
not be possible for any theory to completely explain something that is infinite, 
Bohm suggested that open scientific enquiry might be better served if researchers 
refrained from making the assumption [of the completeness of an explanation].”12 
This is the same as saying that only measured or measurable dimensions can have 
measurable aggregates and hence only these can have definite limits. To make the 
parallel between Bohm’s and Saint Gregory’s ideas complete, we have to realize 
that Bohm is using the term nature to describe the totality described by Gregory’s 
term virtue, and that this term is virtually equivalent to Plato’s One. 

Bohm continued to develop his ideas, so that Talbot could add on the 
next page that: “Classical science had always viewed the state of a sys-
tem as a whole as merely the result of the interaction of its parts. How-
ever, the quantum potential stood this view on its ear and indicated that 
the behaviour of the parts was actually organized by the whole. This
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not only took Niels Bohr’s suggestion that subatomic particles are not independ-
ent ‘things,’ but are part of an indivisible system one step further, but even sug-
gested that wholeness was in some ways the more primary reality.” 13 

Bohm’s view of nature, seen in this light, if not derived from Plato’s concept 
of the One, as it may be, is clearly approaching it very closely. This means 
that it also approaches the Christian view of reality, although it does not 
reach it. Certainly this view breaks the bounds of the physical or material-
ist view of life and shows with precision the direction in which a rapproche-
ment between scientific and Christian worldviews is possible, a conclusion 
confirmed by the statement by 1973 Nobel physics laureate Brian Josephson, 
quoted in Talbot’s summary, “Bohm’s implicate order may someday even lead 
to the inclusion of God or Mind within the framework of science.”14 

This view is already adequate to define the philosophical boundaries of the 
physical sciences in Christian termsalthough not at the same time setting 
boundaries for the higher Christian knowledge.15 It also develops Whitehe-
ad’s work on assumptions, opening the door to an understanding of scientific 
method as based on the challenging of assumptions, and, most important, it 
provides a tool by which the modern individual can comprehend the limits 
of intellect and of the “unholy alliance” of intellect and perception that have 
distorted the worldview of our civilization and “blinded the eyes of faith.” To 
overcome this is a powerful act toward freeing oneself from the thrall of the 
fallen reasoning faculty, and one of the reasons why Clement of Alexandria could 
ask: ‘’How will you love your neighbour if you do not philosophize?” 

This question exactly defines the concept of philosophy as it was in the 
early days of the church. At first sight it looks quite different from the clas-
sical Greek philosophy that preceded the Christian era, but in fact Clement, 
a philosopher trained in Athens before he became Christian, said that it was 
a proper development and fulfillment of the same intention and inspira-
tion which had already existed in the teachings of Socrates and Plato. 

The invisible world, then, was visible before the Fall, either figuratively or ac-
tually. Yet for us today it is in an ordinary sense invisible, although it can be 
glimpsed in part within us, “through a glass darkly,” as Saint Paul put it.16 With 
the Fall, the inner reality became for us a hidden or secret inner world. 

The nature of human perception is such that, as we are, we can see only 
the surfaces of things. We cannot see inside things, with rare exceptions 
such as water, and of course the flames of a fire. We can “see” inside peo-
ple only as much as they are able to put into words. But when we still
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the surface noise and activity within us, we can see within ourselves. Then it is that we 
discover the truth of the often quoted words from Saint Isaac the Syrian, one of the 
great texts of the esoteric tradition, which says: “Enter eagerly into your inner treas-
ure-house and you will see the treasure-house of heaven: for the two are the same, 
and one and the same entry reveals them both. The ladder leading to the Kingdom 
is within you, hidden in your soul. Plunge into yourself, washing yourself from sin, 
and you will see the rungs of the ladder by which you can ascend.” 17 

In my experience, when we see in this way, then anything and everything 
can be seen in this way, as fire, even a humble thornbush. Christ prom-
ised just this: to bring fire in that cryptic saying: “I am come to send fire 
upon the earth, and what will I if it be already kindled” (Luke 12:49). 

But many people have experiences they cannot interpret, just as I could 
not originally interpret this that I suppose must be called a mysti-
cal experience, a view of the world as if transformed into fire. Even 
Saint Gregory’s explanation is not easy for us to understand to-
day, so, in modern terms, what is the meaning of this moment of fire? 

I think the answer to this is almost naively simple. To see a flame is to see inside 
matter while it is in a particularly active state. I think such experiences show that 
modern physics is accurate enough in its picture of matter to indicate that inside, 
beneath the surface our senses cannot penetrate, everything is like that, particles in 
ceaseless motion. I think the vision I experienced, as have so many before me, was 
simply that: seeing beneath the surface of life outside myself, when we ordinarily 
see beneath the surface only very incompletely, and only inside our minds. 

But the greater lesson, the valuable self-knowledge I gained from this, perhaps, 
was the fear that I found in the moment of the fire. This fear arises naturally 
when we face the great unknowns of life, simply from our unfinished nature: 
what we are, what we know of ourselves, is so limited that we cannot face the 
fullness of our nature nor the fullness of the world around us. There is in this fear 
a doubt of our ability to cope, and sometimes a fear that we will lose the things 
that are precious to us, but which we know, somewhere inside us, are not really 
so important. Did Saint Paul know this same fear when he wrote: “It is a fear-
ful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (Hebrews 10:31)? 

The senses, then, show a false or, to be more accurate, a pure-
ly external and thus incomplete reality. Reality is found within, but 
when we do begin to find it within, we discover, as the Gospel Ac-
cording to Thomas says: “The Kingdom is within you, and it is outside.” 

Esotericism, then, is about the inner world: that inner world which, 
when discovered, is also found to be outside us, that once was reality to
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our ancestors; the reality from which we have fallen and to which we seek a re-
turn: the reality of Being.      

This too is the world of true prayer. It was about this inner world, dark for most of us 
most of the time, that the gospel teaching says: “Go into your closet and close yourself 
in, and your Father Who sees in secret will reward you openly” (Matthew 6:6). In this 
verse, the link between inner or esoteric experience, experience of the hidden, and 
the Christian doctrine of inner or noetic prayer, is established irrevocably. 

So even in the story of the Fall itself, there is an outer and an inner interpreta-
tion. In the inner interpretation, both the garden and the earth outside the 
garden were part of what we now know through glimpses as the inner world. 
More than this, the description of the inner world that it gives us is part of a 
classical view of the inner world of the heart. In this classical view, the garden 
of the heart is a seedbed that can bring into being all kinds of plants. 

With the loss of man’s higher faculties comes a further change described in the story of 
the Fall. The world, now become simply an outer world, begins to produce “plants,” 
which seem at first beautiful but which, as they become full grown, are found to 
have thorns and impenetrable tangles: to become briars of suffering. 

What does the New Testament have to say about this? Unfortunately, the an-
swer to this question depends on which version - which translation - you are 
reading. Some translations reveal a great deal more of the inner teaching than 
others. For example, one recent translation renders a passage in Romans in 
agreement with what has been written on the last few pages. This was writ-
ten about the Jews by that once vehement Jew Paul; but it could as eas-
ily be written today about many people in all faiths. This version claims to 
be the most straightforward translation of the original Greek - and therefore 
closest to the version used by the early Fathers of the church. It says: 

There is not one innocent, not even one,
No one who understands,
No one seeking God.
All declined into uselessness together
With no one practicing kindness,
Not a single one. 18 

When we go to the King James Version, the language, at least today, is not quite 
so specific. It loses its bite, but it still says a great deal. 

There is none righteous, no, not one;
There is none that understandeth; 
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There is none that seeketh after God.
They are all gone out of the way,
They are together become unprofitable;
There is none that doeth good, no, not one
(Romans 3:1012). 

Other versions have even less authority. 

The Role of Knowledge in Spirituality 

The part played by knowledge in spiritual development is never based purely on 
discursive intellect, so that it can only exist, in the container of a life that is in some 
sense religious, when it is founded on that clear perception that leads to spiritual 
adulthood, but is easily interrupted not only by adolescent fantasy, but by theory 
and overuse of language. The myth of the tower of Babel refers to this. Knowledge 
became fragmented after the Fall; it becomes fragmented today as long as we con-
tinue to feed from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Such knowledge is 
fragmented by the way we take it in: we regard single views or simple descriptions of 
some thing or objecttaken from one point of view or based on a single ideaas being 
complete. Such knowledge has few connections with other objects, treating a single 
idea too narrowly and without its proper existential or contextual connectionsa 
fragmentation that results when this kind of knowledge is incomplete but people yet 
consider that the knowledge they have of something presents a “complete” picture. 
This means that people who genuinely know part of something tend to see that 
part as being the whole, and draw misleading conclusions as a result. 

With esoteric knowledge, because of this danger it is particularly important that we 
establish a view, of ourselves, and of the world, that is “complete” not in the finest 
detailwhich is of course impossiblebut in form and structure. Only esoteric doctrine 
that is “complete” in this way is effective in leading to inner change that is complepe 
and unifying. This is one of the reasons why, in Clement’s Stromata, a reverse proc-
ess of reuniting fragmentary knowledge is suggested: he claimed that it is possible to 
discover 19 Christ by reconstructing the fragments of the truth, including genuine 
truths from sources other than the gospel; for God, he said, can reveal truth even to 
pagans, and this too will help us to discover for ourselves the whole Word, the living 
presence of Christ. This whole idea is difficult to understand as a reality, and becomes 
comprehensible not with study alone, but only as a result of struggling with our own 
illusions. “So, then, the barbarian and Hellenic philosophy has torn off a fragment
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of eternal truth not from the mythology of Dionysius, but from 
the theology of the ever-living Word. And He who brings again to-
gether the separate fragments, and makes them one, will without per-
il, be assured, contemplate the perfect Word, the truth.” 20 

But how does one reunite the separated fragments? By theoria, the 
equivalent in the Greek Church of contemplation in Western Chris-
tianity: by studying the same thing from many angles, in its relation-
ship to many other objects, so that all its connections are known, 
as well as the thing itself. It is then that “The truth shall set you free.” 

With our knowledge reunified and linked to true gnosis, 
and this gnosis acquired in full experience, we are free indeed. 

And what must be reunified in this way? There is a phrase that recurs throughout 
the Bible, Old Testament and New; it is Logos ton Theon, the Word of God. To 
search through the Bible and read each occurrence of this phrase in its context 
gives a clear sense of something unique: some special communication first found 
in the prophets, later in the Apostles, and par excellence in Christ, who became 
directly identified with that Logos - with that form of communication, with the 
force that carried it, and with the power it possessed, under certain circumstances, 
to act within those who heard it. A power that it still possesses. “For the word of 
God is quick, and powerful, and sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing even 
to the dividing asunder of soul and spirit, and of the joints and marrow, and is 
a discerner of the thoughts and intents of the heart” (Hebrews 4:12). 

Discernment is the product of a particular kind of knowledge, referred to earlier 
as logos, when that knowledge has been properly understood and remembered. 
This special kind of knowledge was once called logos because it was carried by the 
word of God, small w, and represented by Christ as the Word, large W. 

This phrase, “the word of God,” occurs many times in Old and New Testa-
ments and always with the same significance. The knowledge it conveyed is 
also known in some Gospels and sometimes in Saint Paul as gnosis. This special 
knowledge has the power to create this special kind of discrimination. 

Having the right knowledge, we become able to make the right choice. “For this 
cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when ye received the word of God 
which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the 
word of God, which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 Thessalonians 
2:13). It is rather like taking a wisdom pill, although the medicine involves learning 
things about oneself that are often highly unpleasant in the learning. 

This gnosis lights the way by which the animal or exterior man can be-
come a spiritual or interior man, and the temporal can become eternal. 
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This is the meaning of one kind of discrimination, known as the discern-
ment of Spirits (Greek diakrisis), discussed in more detail in chapter 13. The 
Philokalia says about this: “the power of discrimination, scrutinizing all the 
thoughts and actions of a man, distinguishes and sets aside everything that is 
base and not pleasing to God, and keeps him free from delusion.” 21 

Saint Maximos on Contemplation 

When you think of contemplation as pure reason, when you imagine, as you 
sometimes will for many years yet, that you can think about God, and perhaps 
even understand Him, with pure reason, remember that the Fathers did not believe 
this, and take up next in your studies the following passage from Saint Maximos 
the Confessor, who gave a good idea of what the early Fathers thought about it 
when he wrote: “When you intend to know God do not seek the reasons about 
His being, for the human mind and that of any other being below God cannot 
discover this. Rather, consider as you can the things about Him, for example, His 
eternity, immensity, infinity, His goodness, wisdom, and power which creates, gov-
erns, and judges creatures. For that person among others is a good theologian if he 
searches out the principles of these things, however much or little.”22 

The proper meaning of theoria survives today in the West in part of 
the extended meaning of the concept of “infused contemplation.” 
In the Eastern Church this aspect is often ignored, and the practi-
cal elements implied in this term are broughtas they very well may be, as 
the concepts overlap - into descriptions of prayer of the heart.  

Gnosis, gained in this way, is regarded as the only way that we can be united in 
love to higher worlds and eventually to the Lord. Evagrius said of this: “The food 
of the soul is said to be contemplative knowledge,23 since it alone can unite 
us with the holy powers. This holds true since union between incorporeal be-
ings follows quite naturally from their sharing the same deep attitudes.”24 Here 
we have taken the Greek word, sometimes rendered bodiless, in the sense better 
indicated here by the context as incorporeal, taking this to refer to those who 
are not ruled by the body. Most translations seem to suggest that it refers to 
those who are physically without a body, but we can see from the last sentence 
of the verse that Evagrius believed that when false emotional attitudes were re-
moved, natural attitudes emergedand that those natural attitudes were common 
to all “incorporeal” beings; that is, that these natural attitudes ruled all beings 
except those ruled by “corporeal” forces coming from outside them. 

Before you claim for yourself that you are already free, that, at least, you 
already know the Way to God, that you already walk these paths and
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experience these realities, have a care, and carefully ponder the words of the Book 
of Job, where it says: 
  

Have the gates of death been opened unto thee? or has thou seen the doors 
of the shadow of death? 
  
Hast thou perceived the breadth of the earth? declare if thou knowest it all. 

Where is the way where light dwelleth? and as for darkness, where is the 
place thereof, 
  
That thou shouldest take it to the bound thereof, and that thou shouldest 
know the paths to the house thereof? (Job 38:1720). 
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Chapter 4

The Wise and Foolish Virgins 
The question of energy has been important to Christianity at least since the end of 
the twelfth century, when Saint Gregory Palamas, faced with the growth of what 
has since become known as rationalism, left his monastic life on Mount Athos to 
become a bishop in Thessalonika, where he entered the debate then raging with the 
philosopher Barlaam the Calabrian. In answer to Barlaam’s claims that God was to 
be known by the intellect, Palamas made the point that God could not be known 
by thought, nor by observation, but that He could be known in the stillness of 
hesychia: by the presence of His energies within the still heart of the knower a pres-
ence which could be known by “abstracting” the awareness from all the activities 
and images that normally fill the inner world and take all our attention, so that we 
become aware of activities that could be recognized as of divine origin by the fact 
that they had no earthly origin; that they did not act under our direct control or in 
response to anything directly perceivable. He wrote: “’Such a union of the divin-
ized with the light that comes from on high takes place by virtue of a cessation of 
all intellectual activity.’ It is not the product of a cause or a relationship, for these 
are dependent upon the activity of the intellect, but it comes to be as a result of a 
process leading to total abstraction, without itself being that abstraction.” 1 

When he was sure he had made the point, Saint Gregory resigned his bish-
opric and returned to the monastic life and to his fellow hesychasts. 

Translations of the Bible actually seem to confuse energy with virtue, 
so important is this question, and so closely are the ideas connected on 
the esoteric path. The same confusion occurs in translations of the early
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Fathers, if confusion it is. In fact, one of the great discoveries of this investigation has 
been the realization that virtue is the result of possessing specific energies. 

One of the great problems of modern spirituality is that spiritual experience today 
is generally infrequent and unpredictable. This is in fact a question of energies, and 
these energies are a matter of what might be called “spiritual metabolism.” Man, 
viewed merely as a body, metabolizes food (mixed in water) and air, and these are the 
fuels and combustive atmosphere that provide the energy, or in early Greek terms the 
dynamis, the force of movement, that gives movement and life to the body. 

But Christian doctrine says that man is a spirit. Spirit too acts “on energy received,” 
but normally the energy it receives is too little to sustain what we know as genu-
ine spirituality. Without the necessary energies, the nous remains dark, the “eye 
of the soul” remains blind. The result is that after glimpses of the truth that they 
are spirit, individuals are thrust into the struggle to obtain sufficient energy to 
reopen the door that once opened so briefly. This is the beginning of the “unseen 
warfare.” To succeed in this struggle we need special knowledge, knowledge that 
is only now reaching us and is as yet not generally accessible in our modern civi-
lization, although it exists in the gospel and ways of understanding it exist in the 
esoteric tradition. Together, these tell us that the activity of our spiritual metabo-
lism can be enhanced or augmented in certain ways. Certain keys to this process 
are encapsulated in the gospel parable of the wise and foolish virgins. 

The Quest for Energies 

Spiritual growth and practice require and develop certain subtle energies which tend 
to be in short supply in our normal ways of life. The importance of these higher en-
ergies is actually emphasized in the gospel, but in translation the connection is not 
obvious. One reference, which links with the idea of energies or actions in the Pala-
mas sense, uses the idea of a supersubstantial bread (see chapter 11 for details). An-
other familiar passage says: “But he answered and said, It is written, Man shall not 
live by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” 
(Matthew 4:4). This is not about our normal food but about a change in our food, an 
improved metabolism producing new energies. When this becomes stable, it leads to 
visible changes in us that are evidence of other less obvious results of our metanoia. 
Evagrius made one meaning of this doctrine clearer when he wrote: “Just as bread is
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nourishment for the body and virtue for the soul, so is noetic prayer nourish-
ment for the nous.” 2       

This doctrine clearly links with a diagram that shows the three main levels of the 
human organism which must be changed in order to achieve a total and permanent 
transformation (see figure 4.1). Each requires appropriate energy. Recently, in the 
terminology introduced by Gurdjieff to fit in with modern thought, the foods for 
the psyche and the nous have been described as energies. Saint Gregory Palamas said 
that we cannot know God’s essence, but we can know Him by His energies. 

 

Figure 4.1

Basic division of energies. 
In the quotation from Evagrius, the word translated virtue actually is the Greek 
word dynamis. In the Gospels, too, this word is also sometimes translated virtue. 
To understand what this means, how the same word can be translated as “activ-
ity,” as “energy,” or as “virtue,” we can start from the experience many of you will 
have had from attending church services, or even from certain spiritual meetings. 
You may have realized that some of these events give you a strange kind of energy. 
People sometimes look different - sometimes younger - when they leave such events 
from how they looked when they came in through the door. This difference is 
the direct result of different energiesa different balance of energies within us. Cer-
tainly, these energies are little understood today, but although nothing is ever said 
about them, we experience their effects on us, and if we are honest we must sense 
that they are important, especially for those with true spiritual aims. 

These energies connect directly with the following verse from 
the prayer of the Syrian Saint Joseph the Visionary, which spoke 
of what the tradition calls the “Glorification of the body.” This said: 

May my body be sanctified by You,
May my soul shine out for You,
May my body be purified by You,
of every image and form here on earth,
and may my thoughts be cleansed by You 
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and my limbs be sanctified by You;
and my understanding shine out,
and may my mind be illumined by You. 3 

This change is a normal result of bringing our spiritual energies to the high-
est pitch.        

The Wedding Garment 

Macarius the Great wrote at length about this question of 
change in our substance and our energies, again linking virtue to 
energy (dynamis), but also linking it to this glorification of the body: 

How, therefore, ought each of us to believe and strive and to be dedicated to 
live a full virtuous life? With much hope and endurance we should now desire 
the privilege of reviving that heavenly power and the glory of the Holy Spirit 
interiorly in the soul so that then, when our bodies will have been dissolved, we 
may receive what shall clothe and vivify us. It says: ‘’If so be that being clothed 
we shall not be found naked” (2 Corinthians 5:3), and “He shall bring to life 
our mortal bodies by the Spirit that dwells in us” (Romans 8:11). 

For blessed Moses provided us with a certain type through the glory of the spirit 
which covered his countenance upon which no one could look with steadfast 
gaze. This type anticipates how in the resurrection of the just the bodies of 
the saints will be glorified with a glory which even now the souls of the saint-
ly and faithful people are deemed worthy to possess within, in the indwelling 
of the inner man. It is written: “For we all with open face [that is to say, in 
the inward man], reflecting as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are changed 
into the same image from glory to glory” (2 Corinthians 3:18).4 

The Fathers intimated that we could experience the life to come in the future, 
but that we could also experience that same life to come at any moment in our 
liveswithin ourselves. This is also clearly linked with the idea that the human is the 
image of God, but in such a way that it also connects to the modern idea of trans-
parency, for a clear mirror is, in effect, transparent; in apatheia the nous does not 
distort the image it reflects. What is then reflected? Macarius, a little later than the 
paragraphs above, added the passage quoted earlier in this book: “the blessed Moses 
shows us what glory true Christians will receive in the resurrection: namely, the
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glory of light and the spiritual delights of the Spirit which even 
now they are deemed worthy to possess interiorly.” 5 

We will not now be surprised to learn that the gospel story of 
the wise and foolish virgins is a parable about higher energies. 

And when the king came in to see the guests, he saw there a man which 
had not on a wedding garment: 

And he saith unto him, Friend, how camest thou in hither not having a 
wedding garment? And he was speechless. 

Then said the king to the servants, Bind him hand and foot, and take him 
away, and cast him into outer darkness; there shall be weeping and gnash-
ing of teeth. 

For many are called, but few are chosen (Matthew 22:1114). 

We should also bear in mind that it is immediately after Christ taught this, according to 
the gospel, that “Then went the Pharisees, and took counsel how they might entangle 
Him in his talk” (Matthew 22:15). Divided minds cause human conflict once again! 
But on the other hand, Evagrius wrote: “For the true wedding garment is the dispas-
sion [apatheia] of the deiform soul which has renounced worldly desires.”6 

In the gospels, this combination of the “polished glass” of apatheia with the 
glorification that follows it is almost certainly one of the meanings of the “wed-
ding” and its wonderful garment (Matthew 22:11). In such texts, the idea of 
an internal form of the glorification that can exist while we are still alive in this 
world defines the term Christian as a level to be achieved. This is of course part of 
the whole concept that also includes the idea of the bridegroom, and of the wed-
ding feast to which came the wise and foolish virgins of the parable. 

It is from passages like this that key Christian concepts are given an inner 
meaning, and that inner meaning is clearly linked to the possibility of expe-
rience in this life. This image is an important part of the esoteric tradition, 
and demonstrates one of the ways in which such stories convey far more than 
merely intellectual information. But to understand what they convey, they must 
be studied with care and attention, and linked to personal experience. 

In the gospel imagery, the wedding garment represents the nous in its 
completed or purified and awakened form, the illuminated nous: the al-
chemical mirror prepared to reflect the truth. Recent commentaries, par-
ticularly of Theophan, opposing the Westernizing thought introduced 
into Russia by Peter the Great, are valuable for our attempts to understand



84

this question, but we must realize that where these ideas have been pre-
sented out of their Christian context, there are certain dangers; in particu-
lar when out of context, and particularly when in written form, they seem 
to tell us to do something. 7 In the best hands, the practices of Christian 
ascesis are not seen quite like this: synergy is necessary. Synergy may in-
clude effort, but it also requires grace. Self-centered effort is not enough. 

To reach full illumination of the nous is one of those things that is “im-
possible to man, but possible with God’s help.” Yet in the church, 
God’s help is invited and intensified by certain efforts made to as-
sist “Him who needs no assistance but values our intention.” 

Something else we must understand of what is implied in this image of the 
bridegroom: the awakening implied is, like a wedding, a change in our way of 
life; in this case it actually implies a change of being, a discontinuous change. 
It is fundamental that one cannot be in two states of being at the same time, so 
that to be in a Christian condition, one must have passed beyond the ordinary 
statethe being (or nonbeing) of fallen man. In the Jewish text of the Zohar, 
which has of course common roots to the Christian inner tradition, it is said 
that the path of knowledge has ten steps but the path of the heart has only one. 
What this means in practice is that change of being happens instantaneously, 
just as in the Zen doctrine of sudden illumination. One moment one is in one 
state of being, the next moment in another. There is no graduated scale. 

Change of being is instantaneous, but sometimes there is a gradual change in the 
degree of access we have to the higher state of being. To start with, we normally 
experience very occasional and very brief moments of real being. When one of 
these lasts long enough for us to notice it, we often think, after one or a few 
such moments, that we have been “born again.” But if this is so, then at one mo-
ment we were born, but the next moment we became again “unborn.” 

In the Greek, in the gospel sentence that is normally understood to read, “save a 
man be born again,” the Greek word is anothen, which means “from above,” and is 
linked with concepts of the descent of the Son and the Holy Spirit “from above,” 
with baptismal regeneration “from above,’’ and with the descent of divine gifts from 
above. The sentence therefore should read: “Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a 
man be born from above, he cannot see the kingdom of God” (John 3:3). 

Truly to be born “from above” is something much greater. In essence, the 
esoteric tradition seems to suggest that such awakenings not only var-
yin how often they happen, in how long they last, and in their inten-
sitybut the range of this variation is very great. Tradition suggests that 
eventually such moments should change from rare and exciting events
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to something so common that it becomes the “mainspring” of our lives, a true 
rebirth.         

But a permanent change of this kind is rare in modern times. 

The necessity, in fact, is to regard such moments, taken singly, not as being born 
again, but as a beginning of repentance, a moment in which we have a brief and 
partial glimpse of what might be possible; this becomes the motivating factor for 
metanoia. Just as to believe that we already know something will prevent our seek-
ing to learn, so to believe that because of a moment’s glimpse of something we are 
already reborn prevents our seeking to improve ourselves, and so effectively cuts us 
off from putting into practice the esoteric teachings of the early church. 

This is one reason why the Fathers taught the doctrine of ascesis, which says that 
to achieve these things we need to make great effort for who will make such efforts 
when they think they have no need for them? “If ye know these things, happy 
are ye if ye do them” (John 13:17): This is so because all the other elements of 
the wedding garment depend on energies that are only made available, are only 
stable or permanent, in the degree to which we have achieved apatheia and so 
closed the doors through which those energies are normally wasted. 

Here we have one definition of the difference that puzzles so many Chris-
tians and leads to so many false distinctions, that between the called and 
the chosen. Clement of Alexandria in his Stromata makes the relationship 
of this to apatheia even more clear: “For those who are the seed of Abra-
ham, and besides servants of God, are ‘the called’; and the sons of Jacob 
are the elect - those who have tripped up the energy of wickedness.” 8 

The chosen have developed apatheia. The energy they have saved by this 
change shines out in them.      

Shining Faces 

These higher energies and their effect on human beings have been known for mil-
lennia. Homer in his Argonauts speaks of how the crew of the Argos attended the 
Eleusian mysteries during their voyage. They returned to the ship with shining 
faces; after a few weeks, says Homer, the shine faded, but “they remained changed 
men.” The Zohar9 speaks of a rabbi who went into a tent in the desert: in it 
he met the “masters of the Aggadah,” and they all had shining faces. 

But what does all of this mean to us? As with earlier traditions, the un-
written stream of the Christian esoteric tradition touches on such mani-
festations, but the shine comes rarely and fades quickly. To transmit it to
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others is relatively easy, yet it is only made permanent after many years of ef-
fort. Energy transformation mechanisms within people can begin to work more 
efficiently as a result of induction from others in whom they function better. 
But, after those involved go their different ways, old habits of their minds reas-
sert themselves; the new energies, the new feelings, are replaced by the familiar. 
The old appearance returns to the face, the old posture to the body. 

It has been said that it is sometimes easy to bring people to still-
ness, but the difficulty is to go beyond this: to acquire this pow-
er in oneself and so take a step toward making this state permanent. 

Here is what the gospel says about this: 

Then shall the kingdom of heaven be likened unto ten virgins, which took 
their lamps, and went forth to meet the bridgegroom. 
And five of them were wise, and five were foolish. 
They that were foolish took their lamps, and took no oil with them, 
But the wise took oil in their vessels with their lamps. 
While the bridegroom tarried, they all slumbered and slept. 
And at midnight there was a cry made, Behold, the bridegroom cometh; 
go ye out to meet him. 
Then all those virgins arose, and trimmed their lamps. 
And the foolish said unto the wise, Give us of your oil; for our lamps are 
gone out. 
But the wise answered, saying, Not so; lest there be not enough for us and 
you; but go ye rather to them that sell, and buy for yourselves. 
And while they went to buy, the bridegroom came; and they that were 
ready went in with him to the marriage; and the door was shut. 
Afterward came also the other virgins, saying, Lord, Lord, open to us. 
But he answered and said, Verily I say unto you, I know you not. 
Watch therefore, for ye know neither the day nor the hour when the Son 
of man cometh (Matthew 25:113). 

Macarius the Great also explained this parable precisely in terms of a psy-
chology of energy, which I shall try to describe briefly 10 in the form of a 
commentary. First of all, he defines the aims of the study and outlines its 
form thus: “Take for example the five prudent and vigilant virgins. They
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enthusiastically had taken in the supernatural vessels of their heart 
the oil of the supernatural grace of the Spirita thing not conform-
able to 11 their nature. For this reason they were able to enter 
together with the Bridegroom into the heavenly bridal chamber.”12 

Clearly the “oil of supernatural grace” defines a specific energy in the sense that 
Saint Dionysius the Areopagite and Saint Gregory Palamas speak of it.13 It is 
more exactly defined by saying that this is not normal to their naturethe trans-
lator uses the term conformable, which is probably a more accurate translation, 
but less appropriate to the contextso that this “oil,” this fuel, clearly was obtained 
from outside them, and from outside their ordinary life experience. 

Why is this oil so important? Macarius makes the answer to this clear: translated 
in terms consistent to the Western model of causality, this “oil,” which he later 
defines as “oil of gladness,” was the “reason’’ why these virgins were able to enter 
the heavenly bridal chamber with the Bridegroom. This fits modern experience in 
the life of prayer, which confirms, time and again, that without this energy, experi-
ences of the Spirit are fleeting and distant: the experience of something touches 
us from that “other world” but we cannot follow back to its “home.” 

Next, Macarius defines in more detail why the five foolish virgins were unable to 
follow the Bridegroom into his home. It is because they had not obtained this oil 
of gladness, but instead had “fallen asleep.” And then he defines what he means by 
this term sleep. “The other foolish ones, however, content with their own nature, 
did not watch nor did they betake themselves to receive ‘the oil of gladness’ (Psalm 
45:7) in their vessels. But still in the flesh, they fell into a deep sleep through 
negligence, inattentiveness, laziness, and ignorance, or even through considering 
themselves justified. Because of this they were excluded from the bridal chamber of 
the kingdom because they were unable to please the heavenly Bridegroom.” 

Extending the analogy of bride and groom, to read into the word please an analogy to 
the worldly concept that an attraction should exist between bride and groom, we learn 
that when the oil of gladness acts as an attraction between bride and groom, then the 
bride can enter the home of the Bridegroom, the kingdom of God. But why then does 
such a bride not possess this oil of gladness? Macarius has more to say. It is because: 
“Bound by ties of the world and by earthly love, they did not offer all their love and 
devotion to the heavenly Spouse, nor did they carry the oil with them.”14 

So two things are needed before we enter the spiritual world or “home 
of the spirit”: the oil of gladness and the redirection of love. Macar-
ius then attempts to describe such individuals more fully, and in so doing
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defines the condition that must be met before such sanctification: “But the souls who 
seek the sanctification of the Spirit, which is a thing that lies beyond the power of na-
ture, 15 are completely bound with their whole love to the Lord. There they walk; there 
they pray; there they focus their thoughts, ignoring all other things.”16 

Clearly, one need described here is to be wholehearted. Sanc-
tification involves the heart as a whole, and cannot be “halfhearted.” 

For this reason they are considered worthy to receive the oil of divine grace 
and without any failure they succeed in passing to life, for they have been 
accepted by and found greatly pleasing to the spiritual Bridegroom. 

But other souls, who remain on the level of their own nature, crawl 
along the ground with their earthly thoughts. They think only in a hu-
man way. Their mind lives only on the earthly level. And still they 
are convinced in their own thoughts that they look to the Bride-
groom and that they are adorned with the perfections of a carnal jus-
tification. But in reality they have not been born of the Spirit from 
above (John 3:3) and have not accepted17 the oil of gladness.18 

To make this state permanent, our whole psychological nature must change. It 
must change in the right way, and it must change at every level. More than this, 
the parable of the lamp can be extended in a modern imageand unlike some 
other parables it can be updated in this way without becoming untrue. 

The classical lamp of the time of Christ was something like the Aladdin lamp 
of the fairy tales: a shallow teapot with a wick emerging from the spout. Typi-
cally, a modern oil lamp has the wick centrally above the oil reservoir, and the 
flame is sheltered from the wind by a glass chimney. This then becomes the 
perfect parable for the two main aspects of the esoteric path: the oil represents 
the energies that must already exist in us before new energies can be developed 
from them; the flame it feeds represents the production of the new and vis-
ible energies, which can occur only when another flame is touched to it to 
kindle it. The chimney protects the flame from the wind, so that it remains 
alight and burns steadily. But the chimney must also be kept clean, so that 
the light passes through it without being partially or wholly darkened. 

A final note about this: in churches and in a few study groups that main-
tain a living inner connection with the tradition, people obtain clearly ob-
servable inner energies when they come together. Most of them quickly 
dissipate the new energies in gossip or excitement. A few maintain the
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disciplines of the Way and retain the energy. Much of this book is about ways 
of achieving this.      

“Ask, and it shall be given you.” 

What does it mean to be wholehearted? The gospel teaching raises very differ-
ent and seemingly unrelated questions. For example, it has told us to: 

Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be 
opened unto you:       

For every one that asketh receiveth; and he that seeketh findeth; 
and to him that knocketh it shall be opened (Matthew 7:78). 

When we come to this question, all that we have already said, almost 
all commentary on the teachings of Christ, suddenly seems almost 
meaningless. The gospel also asks: “Or what man is there of you, whom 
if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone?” (Matthew 7:9). 

How then can we understand the teaching that we need but to ask in 
the same context with the idea that we need to repent? that we need to 
turn around in ourselves before coming into real contact with God? 

If all we have to do is to ask, what more could we need? Yet it is a fundamental 
principle of esotericism that the tradition is a coherent whole. A valuable test is 
that when we understand 19 the ideas of the esoteric tradition correctly, then 
the apparent disagreements between concepts will disappear. It is our misun-
derstandings that conflict, not our understandings, hence the idea, I think, ex-
pressed by P. D. Ouspensky that “you cannot understand and disagree.” 

An understanding that allows us to accept both these doctrines, the 
idea that we must repent and the idea that we have only to ask, is not 
far away from us as a possibility. The complexities of our nature com-
plicate the whole thing, but basically the problem, as with all the 
key elements of esotericism, is not of what to do, but of what we are. 

When the gospel tells us to ask and it will be given, too many people believe that this 
negates other instructions of Jesus. They imagine it means we need not repent nor 
seek the kingdom, that we can ignore the exacting requirements of Paul, and that the 
complex methods and instructions of the desert hermits that followed in later cen-
turies were mere embroideries based on misunderstanding. This is not true. There 
is a good reason for everything in the tradition. Asking for help may be the perfect 
shortcut, but if this is possible for everyone, it is easy only for the just, only for the
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truly righteous, those who have no sense of guilt about themselves 
when faced with the divine, nor any reason to feel guilty. Who is 
able to ask with a whole heart? Only the one who is “right with God.” 

The righteous one, the one who is in true relation to God, needs no re-
pentance; the corollary of this is that repentance produces righteous-
ness, as we find in the following passage: “I say unto you, that likewise 
joy shall be in heaven over one sinner that repenteth, more than over 
ninety and nine just persons, which need no repentance” (Luke 15:7). 

Christianity as a State of Being 

When Macarius the Great described the difference in “being” between the “foolish 
virgins,” which he regarded as a description of normal manmodern manand the 
“wise virgins,” he referred the latter term to those that elsewhere he described as “true 
Christians’’: those who had regained their divine birthright. He said of them: “they 
are greater and better than those of the world, because their intellect and thinking 
of the soul is permeated by the peace of Christ and the love of the Spirit, as the 
Lord had in mind when he said: ‘They had passed from death to life’” (John 5:24). 
He then describes the normal Christian, someone who is Christian in intention but 
not in being. One who thinks he is a Christian, but who does not act or perceive as a 
Christian does and this is a description that most of us, if we are honest, will recog-
nize as applying to ourselves. This is the Christian who forgets to ask the Lord, who 
is unable to look the universe “straight in the eye” as he asks, who turns away in 
his guilt. (And if you begin to observe yourself more clearly, you will recognize the 
feeling of this turning away unless you turn away from the observation.) 

It is, therefore, not in outward shape or form that the distinguishing char-
acteristic of Christians consists. Many Christians believe that the differ-
ence does lie in some external sign. They are in mind and thought similar 
to those of the world. They undergo the same disturbing restlessness and 
instability of thoughts, lack of faith, confusion, agitation, and fear as all 
other people do. They really do differ somewhat in some external form and 
way of acting in a limited area, but in heart and mind they are shackled 
by earthly bonds. They do not have the divine rest and heavenly peace 
of the Spirit in their hearts because they never begged it of God nor did 
they ever believe that He would deign to grant these to them. 20 
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The Startsi 
But there is a different kind of Christian in the world of the Eastern 
Church, and among them some with a different consciousness. 

In the monastic republic of Athos, for example, something of the quality of 
those early monks who shaped the church is reflected by today’s monks, and 
especially by the rare “elder members” of the Eastern churches, the true startsi 
or gerontes. These elders are the “professors” of this other kind of knowledge, 
the researchers in this other science, whose results are shared more in present 
help than in written description, more in description than explanation. 

These elders were the startsi of the Russian Church, their unique 
work in the church the practice of starchestvo, described here 
by émigré Russian and Oxford theologian Nicholas Zernov. 

Starchestvo was the practice of laymen appealing for spiritual coun-
sel to certain monks known for their piety and wisdom, called Startzi. 
The center of the movement was at Optina Pustyn, a monastery near 
Tula in Central Russia. The tradition of Starchestvo was started there by 
Father Leonid (d. 1841), a disciple of the famous monk Paissy Velitch-
kovsky, who introduced it into Russian Church life at the end of the 
eighteenth Century. The full glory of that way of holiness was, how-
ever, revealed by a monk of another monastery, Saint Seraphim of Sarov 
(17501833), one of the greatest saints of the Russian church. 21 

Those who practice this science have little or no equivalent in the West-
ern world, nor in Roman and Protestant churches, for the starets often has 
no outward status whatsoever, no rank, and instead may be totally wrapped 
in his humility. Yet he is the true theologian, and even those immediately 
around him would hesitate to claim such a high calling for themselves. 

“Theology is such a high thing,” said one of my friends on Athos re-
cently, “that most of us here hesitate to call ourselves theologians.” The 
starets it is who has what our modern Western world lacks, while the 
Western world hoards what the starets has rejected as trivial. 

The truth of the heart, the truth of the starets, is not divisible as our truths are, idea 
from action, theory from practice: you cannot approach the knowledge learned by 
the starets without approaching the values held by the starets. You cannot take the 
knowledge of the starets without taking the values of the starets. You cannot justify 
such sweeping statements to modern man, yet even today you cannot know what 
the starets knows without becoming the starets. It is all beyond reason. 
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And when the starets, the elder, asks, then it is just as it was when the gos-
pel said:       

Jesus answered and said unto them, Verily I say unto you, If ye 
have faith, and doubt not, ye shall not only do this which is done 
to the fig tree, but also if ye shall say unto this mountain, Be 
thou removed, and be thou cast into the sea; it shall be done. 

And all things, whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive 
(Matthew 21:2122).      

The problem is that, lacking purity of heart, we do not ask sincerely, or 
we forget to ask often enough, or we evade the issue from the sense of 
guilt that comes from our awareness of the gap between what we are and 
what we might bebetween fallen man and our natural qualities, the quali-
ties normal to the invisible, divine world to which we should belong. 

If we can learn to accept ourselves, to face our imperfections consciously, with-
out turning aside, then we can learn to ask consciously. When we ask “uncon-
sciously,” there is a question to ask. That question is: Who is it that asks? 

With faith, the answer to this question changes: “If ye have faith as a grain of mus-
tard seed, ye shall say unto this mountain, Remove hence to yonder place; and it 
shall remove; and nothing shall be impossible unto you” (Matthew 17:20). 

The Prayer of Joseph the Visionary 

Although the idea of the Royal Way has been attached to a number of differ-
ent things, including the prayer of the heart that is so important to the Eastern 
Church, all these things are esoteric in the special sense that not only do they refer 
to inner processes, but they describe the action of unobservable and autonomous 
forces in our lives in a very special way that is clearly expressed in the Syriac prayer 
of Joseph the Visionary (part of which we quoted earlier), which talks about 
prayerful ways of changing the quality of the memory or “hidden mind,” roughly 
equivalent to what we now call the unconscious. In the form given by Joseph this is 
an esoteric doctrine in the sense that it refers to processes within the person praying 
that cannot be observed externally, and it clearly describes the need to obtain help 
for this from a higher level. It is a good prayer for those who have reached a stage 
of dryness in their struggle with attention and with the overactive mind. 
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Cleanse my hidden mind
With the hyssop of Your grace,
for I draw near to the Holy of Holies
of your Mysteries. 

Wash from me all understanding
that belongs to the flesh,
and may an understanding
which belongs to your Spirit
be mingled within my soul. 

Cause to reside in me
a faith that perceives Your Mysteries,
so that I may perceive Your sacrifice
as You are, and not as I am. 

Create eyes in me,
that I may see with Your eyes,
for I cannot see with my own eyes. 

May every bodily image
be wiped away from my mind’s eye,
and may You alone
be recognized before the eye of my mind. 22 

The Control of the Senses 

On my first visit to Mount Athos, in 1982, I noticed that certain of the 
monks, particularly in public places away from their monasteries - on the 
boat, the jetty, in the little town of Karyes, the capital of their monas-
tic republic - seemed not to look at one directly, not in a shifty sort of way, 
but because they were contained within themselves, their eyes not seek-
ing contact nor their minds ranging round the world outside them. 

Later, when I was talking to Father D. of the Monastery of Simono-Petra about the 
Jesus Prayer, he suggested to me that I should turn my eyes down and away from 
the world when I was able. The two things were part of the same discipline. 

The rishis of Raja Yoga in India teach that the mind should be treated 
like a young bride, and kept isolated from corrupting impressions from 
the outside world. This principle can be applied to Christian ascesis. 

But there is more to it than this. Turning the eyes down both re-
minds us and assists us to control and minimize our reactions to the
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events outside us. These reactions consume in mental and physical energy, in 
physical tensions and suchlike, the energies that should be transformed through 
prayer into higher energies. Our difficulty is that our mindsas they arecan be 
easily provoked into reacting to events outside us. But what reacts is inside us. 
Our reactions to events cause disturbance within us. The prevention of this dis-
turbance is important in spiritual life, and observation shows that it can in fact 
be controlled in more than one way, although for various reasons certain indi-
viduals, and individuals in certain situations or at certain stages in their lives, 
may find one form of regulation easier or more possible than another. 

The Blessed Callistus had more to say about this, using the image of liv-
ing water. On the physical scale, water is the medium of life, and living 
water was the image that Jesus Himself had used to describe a certain “re-
newable inner resource” of energy which, he taught in John 4:1418, was avail-
able to those who learn to seek a more than purely physical medium of life. 

If we do not bar our bodily senses, the fountain of water which the 
Lord promised to the woman of Samaria will not gush forth in us. This 
woman, seeking physical water, found the water of life flowing within 
her. As the earth by nature contains water which it pours forth as soon 
as the outlet is opened, so the earth of the heart by nature contains this 
spiritual water which gushes forth as soon as this becomes possible, like 
the light which our forefather Adam lost through transgression. 

As physical water flows continually from its source, so the living water, gush-
ing forth from the soul as soon as it is opened, never ceases to flow. Flow-
ing in the soul of the holy man Ignatius, it urged him to say: “There is in 
me no matter-loving fire, but water acts and speaks in me.” 23 

The Five Virgins as the Senses 

What then are these five virgins? Macarius defines them exactly and so clarifies the 
whole passage, writing of the virgins as the “five rational senses of the soul.” The 
foolish virgins are the senses acting alone, when they are irrational, depending on 
their own nature. In that state, before we become aware of what is being perceived 
through those organs, other more subjective elements enter the process. The wise 
virgins perceive in simplicity, without subjective biasthe process described by 
Boris Mouravieff in his Gnosis as constatation - perception without prejudgment.



95

“The five rational senses of the soul, if they have received grace from above 
and the sanctification of the Spirit, truly are the prudent virgins. They have re-
ceived from above the wisdom of grace. But if they continue depending solely 
on their own nature, they class themselves with the foolish virgins and show 
themselves to be children of this world. They have not put off the spirit of the 
world, even though, in their false thinking by some exterior word, opinion, 
or form, they believe themselves to be brides of the Bridegroom.” 24 Here he 
shows clearly that he is speaking about the way in which we sense the world, 
and how this depends on whether we still remain self-centered,25 subjective, 
still driven by our own impulses and reactions to the world and attentive to the 
same external things, or whether we have transcended this state and become 
“dependent” on the Lord ‘’whose service is perfect freedom,” which means, in ef-
fect, whether we are God-centered, which is to say, attentive to the Lord. 

Then Macarius describes in more detail this state of de-
pendence, this centering on God, and how different this is 
from our normal involvement in the life of the world.  

Just as the souls who have completely given themselves to the Lord have 
their thoughts there, their prayers directed there, walk there, and are bound 
there by the desire of the love of God, so, on the contrary, the souls who 
have given themselves to the love of the world and wish to live completely 
on this earth walk there, have their thoughts there, and it is there where 
their minds live (Luke 12:34). For this reason they are unable to turn them-
selves over to the kind, prudential guidance of the Spirit. Something that is 
foreign to our basic nature, I mean heavenly grace, necessarily means being 
joined and drawn into our nature in order that we can enter the heaven-
ly bridal chamber of the kingdom and obtain eternal salvation. 

We have received into ourselves something that is foreign to our na-
ture,26 namely the corruption of our passions through the disobedi-
ence of the first man, which has strongly taken over in us, as though it 
were a certain part of our nature by custom and long habit.27 

This must be expelled again by that which is also foreign to our nature, 
namely the heavenly gift of the Spirit, and so the original purity must be re-
stored. And unless we will now receive the heavenly love of the Spirit through 
ardent petition and asking by faith and prayer and turning away from the
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world, and unless our nature will be joined to love, which is the Lord, and we are 
sanctified from the corrupting power of evil by means of that love of the Spirit, and 
unless we will persevere to the end unshaken, walking with diligence according to 
all of his commands, we will be unable to obtain the heavenly kingdom. 28 

We will note that Macarius’s ideas about this contain several crucial concepts 
which will be developed later in the book.    

1. In the first of the paragraphs above we learn that those who believe themselves 
to be “brides of the Bridegroom,” to be united to Christ, before they have put 
aside their dependence on their own abilities, are simply deluding themselves. 
And from the next paragraph we learn that those whose minds and thoughts live 
in the world and are wholly concerned with the world are unable to turn them-
selves over to the “prudential guidance of the spirit.”

2. On the other hand, those who correctly believe themselves to be united to 
Christ are united by the quite different direction taken by their own inner nature. 
Their thinking has completely changed, become more consistent and filled with 
higher thought: “souls who have completely given themselves to the Lord have 
their thoughts there, their prayers directed there, walk there, and are bound there 
by the desire of the love of God.”

3. With this we have distinguished two different kinds of human: not born differ-
ent, but in very different states that effectively make them different beings.

4. We learn that our habits are not natural to us, but have been learned from out-
side us, yet have come to seem so much a part of us that they now act as if they 
were part of our original nature.

5. We learn that these may be removed again through the active love of the Holy 
Spirit.

Koinonia as Communion 

What is it like when there is enough oil for one’s lamp? I got some 
kind of a glimpse of this on one of my visits to Mount Athos, where 
I had a unique experience of true emotion that began when Father A. 
took me to one of the tiny chapels in the main block of the monastery. 

When we entered the chapel I saw around me several familiar faces, al-
most the same small group of monks as those who had invited me to join 
the few of them in a small liturgy to Saint Christopher in the gardener’s
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cottage chapel at the end of my second visit to their monastery. I was aware 
of a great sense of love, of belonging, expressed by the Greek word koino-
nia, a sense that I had never experienced to the same degree in England, even 
among those with whom I have worked, studied, or served for years. 

The celebrant, Father M., had also officiated at that earlier service. The old Father 
S., another friend, sat quietly at the back of the chapel, his head bowed much 
of the time in prayer. In the gloom, the few small candles shone on the icons 
and the simple furnishings. The service began and ended in stillness. 

Early in the liturgy this sense of love and mystery overcame me, drove out my 
thoughts of self, and cleansing tears followed, what the early Fathers called “fire and 
tears.” I began then to understand the theological significance of koinonia. In mod-
ern Greek theology it is said to represent the love that unites the Trinity and whose 
expression between members of the church expresses the loving nature of the Trinity 
in a true, emotional union within the church: a kingdom of love on earth. 

Now, it was become real for me. It was hard to believe that only days before I 
had been playing my accustomed role in business meetings at which the whole 
thing would have been regarded as nonsense. It was not “sense,” perhaps, in any 
literal way, but it was effective. After the service, I had a great sense of what I can 
only call “cleanness,” of simplicity, and of sensitivity to things of which I am in 
my everyday life normally unaware. More even than on my previous visits I be-
gan to understand what was really possible for a human being, and began, just 
began, to rediscover the incentive to make that inner effort for myself. From 
the midst of those senseless tears had come equally “senseless” stillness. 

In this strange moment I had become emptied of myself for a while, some-
thing very necessary for me. This, more clearly than ever before, and after six 
visits to the Holy Mountain, was exactly what I had been looking for. 

This, the strange and practical significance of koinonia, explains why, in the Gos-
pels and often reiterated by the Fathers, there is this need to be reconciled to one’s 
brother, and why the whole idea of preceding communion with a reconciliation is 
so important to Orthodox thought even today. This idea is not only ethically valid, 
but is also important to real religious growth. The strength to pray comes from 
liturgy and love. The strength of the liturgical communion, as was later clearly 
demonstrated to me on Mount Athos, depends on one’s unity with all those com-
municating. Clearly, an environment of love is an environment of prayer. A Syr-
ian Father created a long prayer that included the following passages 
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At this moment
when the wine is changed
and becomes Your blood,
may my thoughts be inebriated
with the commixture of Your love. 

And a little later in the same prayer: 

stir up within me at this time, Lord,
the sense of wonder at Your cross,
fill me with fervour of faith at this moment,
so that my thoughts may be inflamed
with the fire of Your love,
and may my eyes become for You
rivulets of water to wash all my limbs.
May Your hidden love
be infused into my thoughts
so that my hidden thoughts may flow for you
with tears and groans. 

And again: 

May I receive You
not in the stomach that belongs to the body’s limbs,
but into the womb of my mind,
so that You may be conceived there,
as in the womb of the virgin. 29 

How can I describe my first communion on Mount Athos? I first began to 
draw conclusions some hours later that day. I was sitting beside the big pine 
tree overlooking the jetty, trying to sort out the many and fast-changing im-
pressions of my visit. I would alternate between periods of questioning and 
periods repeating the Jesus Prayer. The stillness of the water reflected the still-
ness within. Somewhere across the little cove a muleteer shouted at his charges 
as they began their journey into the forested center of Athos. Birds sang. The 
novices practiced their chanting in the music school that occupied the top floor 
of the nearby old building, outside the monastery walls, a rickety-balconied 
building built against the cliff, and which also housed the carpenter’s shop. Bees 
shopped lackadaisically at the broom on the cliff below me. A fishing boat moved 
slowly across the horizon. Behind all these sounds lay the stillness of Athos an 
inward stillness. Within that stillness emerged a presence I can never describe. I 
was not then even sure how to put a name to the presence. I am still not sure.
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Abbot Vasileios has words for the indescribable, for the event if not for that 
which gave it life:       

Thus the statement “For Thou art God ineffable, incomprehensible, invis-
ible, inconceivable “ rises before us like a very mountain, steep and hard to 
approach, from which the uncreated breeze descends and swells the lungs of 
man, bringing life to his innermost parts with the joy of freedom, of something 
unqualified, dangerous and wholly alive. How often we want to make God 
conceivable, expressible, visible, perceptible to worldly senses. How much we 
want to worship idols. The divine liturgy, however, does not allow us to do 
anything of the sort. It destroys our idols of God and raises up before us His 
saving Image, the Word “who is the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 
1:15), the archetype of our true, hidden and Godmade being. 30 

In words, nothing had changed. Yet at heart, something had changed. 

Something had touched me, and had left a memory of its passing a “memory 
without image,” which closed the eyes of the mind, gently upset all my pre-
conceptions, destroyed all my idols, and took my idea of Christ and Christian-
ity beyond the modern ideas that “He must have been a great teacher,” and that 
Christianity is a great teaching, to something greater still. “God,” said Evagrius 
of Pontus, “cannot be grasped by the mind. If He could be grasped, He would 
not be God.”31 Truly, I had ‘’fallen through the hole” once again, had discovered 
the “reality” behind or beyond the “reality” I had discovered before. 

In the Garden of Panaghia,32 a seed began to grow. 
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Chapter 5

Gnosis is Not Gnosticism 

There was once a Christian conception of gnosis that was very different from what 
has recently become known as Gnosticism. Certain Greek words, rendered today 
in Anglicized form by the single word gnosis, occur both in the New Testament 
- in the Gospel of Saint Mark and in certain of Saint Paul’s lettersand they are also 
found in the writings of many of the Fathers of the church, of whom Clement of 
Alexandria was most open, writing about the qualities of certain Christians who 
had become Gnostics, although simply in the Christian sense that they possessed 
certain inner knowledge. In the Christian psychology we are studying, the word 
gnosis and its derivatives are highly technical terms used with great precision, and 
this idea of gnosis was borrowed, 1 not originated, by the Gnostic sects. For this 
and other reasons, we are forced to say that the Christian form of gnosis is not 
in any sense Gnosticism, and that there is good reason for believing that it was 
not possessed by the Gnostic sects. The term refers to a specific form of inner 
knowledge - the roots of the word gnosis refer to knowledge by or through the 
nous - special knowledge that was sometimes given its special name in the ef-
fort to distinguish it from other, more common forms of knowledge. 

But we have also learned that the inner knowledge of what was then one 
Church, not divided as it is now, was available, as Clement says, only to 
those who had been properly prepared. It was effectively and possibly in-
tentionally hidden or hermetized around the time of Clement’s banish-
ment from Alexandria, some seventeen centuries ago. Certain forms of it 
then continued to be passed on through monasticism, where it could be
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relatively protected from church politics. The whole problem of evidence for 
inner truth is encapsulated in the continuing difficulties of proving that this 
Christian gnosis adheres closely to the original, inner form of Christ’s teach-
ing, and is therefore not simply another heretical sect claiming to be Christian. 
There is no “demonstrable” proof; the only convincing verification takes the 
form of experiences sometimes known as mystical, so is accessible only to those 
who are sensitized to this kind of experience. Inner truths thus depend for their 
survival on confirmation by the genuine spiritual experience of individuals, 
an experiential as opposed to a merely legalistic form of confirmation. 

An Experiential Gnosis 

In chapter 3 we described how today, after a long period in which spiritual experi-
ence was uncommon, or at least when few people were willing to speak about it and 
it occurred largely dissociated from earlier sources of knowledge about it, increas-
ing numbers of individuals are now again beginning to become aware of their in-
ner, spiritual nature. With new insight into the difference between inner and outer 
knowledge many people, rebuffed or confused when they seek inner knowledge 
from their churches, have turned to seek it elsewhere. Vast numbers have sought in 
the Eastern traditions whose inner knowledge has for a time been more accessible 
than that of our own tradition. A smaller but substantial number have been attract-
ed to exciting doctrines that appear to be the inner knowledge, doctrines that were 
first offered in the early Christian centuries by the sects that today have become 
known as the Gnostics. However, one basic fact about this situation which is not 
so generally known is that there is a key difference between Christian doctrine and 
that of all of the so-called Gnostic sects. Each of these sects has a different answer 
to what C. S. Lewis called The Problem of Pain, and none of these widely varied and 
often fantastic answers agrees with the Christian answer, which is so hard to under-
stand but which, in spite of this, when it is finally understood, has always been the 
same throughout two thousand years of Christian history. Thus, there appears to 
be one specific character to almost all Christian answers to this question, while the 
many and varied answers given to this same question in the teachings of the Gnos-
tics all appear to the eye of self-knowledge to take the form of intellectual specu-
lation, sometimes not falling very far short of modern science fiction, describing 
strange battles between strange beings with even more outlandish names. 

Strangely enough, this Christian answer survives to comparatively re-
cent times in Shakespeare’s plays, where it is skillfully hermetized, so
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that it appears as cryptic statements, such as that in the passage from 
As You Like It that begins:      

Sweet are the uses of adversity;
Which like a toad, ugly and venomous,
Wears yet a gracious jewel in his head:
And this our life, exempt from public haunt, 2
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks,
Sermons in stones, and good in everything (Act 2, scene 1). 

Christ taught that spiritual influences are known “by their fruits,” and in these 
terms another difference between Christian and Gnostic teachings is shown by 
the characteristic moral laxity reported of certain Gnostic sects by early Chris-
tians, as in Clement’s comments on the sect known as the Marcionites, whom 
he specifically referred to as “libertine Gnostics.” It will be seen at least that there 
was a wide difference between such sects and the Christians of the time, with 
their emphasis on continence and even virginity as a spiritual method, while 
Clement himself described his “Gnostic” in terms that make it very clear he 
was far from being “libertine,” writing that: “The Gnostic prays throughout his 
whole life, endeavouring by prayer to have fellowship with God. And, briefly, 
having reached to this, he leaves behind him all that is of no service, as having 
now received the perfection of the man that acts by love. But the distribution 
of the hours into a threefold division, honoured with as many prayers, those 
are acquainted with who know the blessed triad of the holy abodes.’’3 

It would be possible to support this statement in a detailed study, but not in 
the space of this book. In the meantime we will try to define in this chapter the 
Christian concept of gnosis as a particular form of inner knowledge, while cer-
tain other parts of the book will give enough idea of the Christian answer to pain 
and suffering to allow comparison with the often outlandish and infinitely var-
ied solutions to this same found in the teachings of the Gnostic sects. 

Different Worldviews 

For the modern individual, all this is very difficult. Most of the time, all we know as 
heart is changeable, appearing as excitements and sudden desires. Occasionally we 
may glimpse depths and richness that are mostly lacking from our lives, yet when we 
do, we have no “science of the heart” to help us get to know this other kind of emo-
tion, for has not the heart been labled subjective and hence, by implication, “unsci-
entific”? More than that, our very way of thought is based on circular definitions4
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that are convincing precisely because they are inescapable, so that they give no reason for 
listening to the heart. And how, without trusting in God, without confidence in a hid-
den benevolence in the universe, can we follow the teachings of Our Lord? 

How, without waking the inmost heart to the divine reality, can we find the cour-
age to “take no thought for the morrow”? To the eye attuned to an inner tradi-
tion, the circularity of contemporary reasoning, with its assumption of an identity 
between analyzed perception and knowledge, often seems to be closed against 
all ideas of the validity of nonsensory knowledge. Like a wagon train defended 
against Apaches, it guards us from the intuitions that reach us from a reality that 
is neither directly perceptible nor explainable in terms of the circular defini-
tions of our time. Faith alone will break this circle: “Now faith is the substance 
of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (Hebrews 11:1). 

Because of its importance, this quotation occurs again later in this book in a 
quotation from St. Mark the Ascetic. On page xiv and elsewhere I described 
how the proper relationship of faith to knowledge has been generally mis-
understood. To begin to understand what this meansthat faith can become 
knowledge and knowledge become lovewe must realize that this statement was 
never intended to speak of what can be seen, weighed, measured. Nor does it even 
hint toward something that can be inferred from sensory perception. 

It is for this reason, because the data of the heart cannot be verified deterministical-
ly, predictably, on demand, that the modern individual ignores it. We, our minds, 
our thoughts, are permeated with a determinism that is actually only apparent, 
only a form of self-delusion. Because of this captivity of the intellect, we are unable 
to understand religious things. This incomprehension is, in part at least, because we 
have not accepted or even tried to understand the true religious view, the forgotten 
Christian “theory of continuous creation,” in which God was Creator and is Creator 
still. Modern thought has made the world appear entirely constant instead of almost 
constant. It has worked this sleight of hand simply by this attitude of determinism, 
by describing repeating patterns as actual laws, which, by definition, are then bind-
ing in such a way that they effectively forbid the existence of any ultimate authority, 
any “supreme power” who can overrule his own laws. A small change in reasoning, 
but it takes away all hope. In this lies the difference between the deist views of think-
ers such as Thomas Paine and the true Christian worldview. For the deist of the 
eighteenth century, God formed the universe and then left it to run by itself, like a 
clock once wound. Such a view leaves no place for the mystery of continuous crea-
tion, for the hidden authority of God, a power that makes the world we understand
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and at the same time goes beyond understanding: the author-
ity that explains the gospel saying “With men this is impossible; but 
with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26).   

False Gnosis 

Because it is so often used simply to describe ancient texts, whatever their source, 
we need to be extremely clear about the traditional meaning of this word gnosis. 
Saint Irenaeus of Lyons (died 202), was a dedicated opponent of the Gnostic 
sects, writing his most famous book against them: Against Heresies: False Gnosis 
Unmasked and Refuted. This title, if read with care, seems to imply that there also 
existed a “true gnosis,” although on its own it cannot be taken as proof. 

The essential difference between the Christian gnosis and that of the Gnostics 
is in the quality of the knowledge itself. In Christian esotericism, the true faith 
taught by the gospel and the Fathers forms the basis, the seed of a special kind 
of inner knowledge; it describes an inner reality, known first in words, but fi-
nally at the level of experience, as the Word, which cannot be entirely put into 
spoken words, and all of which, when put into words, is liable to be misunder-
stood. It also includes a psychological teaching which relates to ways to obtain 
the meaning of the teaching and put it into practice. The reality expressed by 
these teachings is at core unchanging and thus undifferentiated in the Platonic 
sense. The theological disagreements that have accumulated over two millennia 
are caused by misunderstandings of language, by the Babel of tongues. 

Often it is possible to see that two sides in a disagreement of doctrine are both mo-
tivated by the desire to preserve the same inner truth. 5 It is to avoid such misun-
derstandings that esotericism took the form of an “unwritten tradition,” and it was 
almost certainly to avoid the political disagreements that go with these misunder-
standingseven todaythat it has also sometimes been kept secret, at least since the time 
of Clement’s exile from Alexandria as a result of such misunderstandings. 

It may already have become clear that the reason for this lack of written form, and 
often for actual secrecy, is itself quite straightforward and does not normally stem 
from a desire to preserve an advantage or a sense of superiority over those who 
are excluded from the secret. Rather, it arises from a concern for the recipients. 
An honest analysis of the normal methods by which humans obtain knowledge 
will reveal that there is in fact an essential problem in obtaining knowledge of the 
unchanging (it is essential to our grasp of these ideas that we understand that what 
does not change cannot be registered by the mind in the way we register things
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that change), yet we have already briefly referred to diakrisis between the spirit 
or influence of the changing world and that of the undifferentiated divine 
realitya subject dealt with in detail in chapter 13. In this situation, the dif-
ficulty of obtaining such knowledge on the one hand, and the difference be-
tween the two types of influence, lies both the question and its answer. This 
of course was the question around which developed the famous debate be-
tween Barlaam and Saint Gregory Palamas (p. 79). As mentioned earlier, the 
esoteric tradition says, in effect, that knowledge of the eternal can be obtained, 
but not by the normal human methods. God can be known as a different influ-
ence, a different spirit, in the sense used by Cassian: the Spirit of God. 

This is the same as saying that to know God requires a different kind of knowl-
edge. Almost all recent esoteric writers of substance have conveyed this idea by 
quoting the passage from Saint Paul that warns the student of manmade and 
hence changeable ideas: “Beware lest any man spoil you through philosophy 
and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, 
and not after Christ” (Colossians 2:8). In esotericism, this kind of knowledge 
is linked with the special knowledge called gnosis - which we described ear-
lier as noetic knowledge, known by the nous - a knowledge that is entirely in 
keeping with the teaching of the Gospels, and is thus, as already suggested, es-
sentially different from the teachings of the sects called the Gnostics. 

The problem with this Christian gnosis, which is a kind of knowledge, not a select 
group of people, is that in this form, people misunderstand it: the average reader 
seems to imagine, when thinking of a form of knowledge called gnosis, that al-
though this may consist of certain special ideas, those ideas will have the same 
form as what we ordinarily call knowledgeknowledge that can be fully expressed in 
words. We imagine that it can be understood and retained in memory in full - in 
the form of words and understood in relation to everyday experience. But this Chris-
tian gnosis, this knowledge of the nous, is something different from this. It can nei-
ther be fully expressed in words, nor can ordinary experience reveal its full depth, 
but, given to those who possess an inward stillness, it gives them access to certain 
kinds of nonsensory experience, and gives such experiences meaning. 

What then is the nous? This is experienced as that single organ of consciousness 
which contains all our knowledge in itself, not verbal or diagrammatic knowl-
edge, but direct knowledge, entirely different from the descriptions and defini-
tions that with most people pass for knowledge. 6 This distinction is essentially 
of the unwritten tradition, as it is one of those things that really cannot be ad-
equately conveyed in writing without the aid of inspiration or spiritual intuition.
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As used in the Bible, the idea of gnosis appears to describe the special kind of 
knowledge behind the Gospels and certain other great spiritual works, books in 
which the same passage at different times can reveal what seem to ordinary minds 
to be different meanings, all of them valid. In the Old Testament it also appears in 
the Hebrew term daath, which in the Cabala is the knowledge that connects man 
to what that philosophy calls the “higher sephiroth,” which appear to be identi-
cal with the sat-chit-ananda - the being-bliss-consciousness - of Indian thought. 
Eventually, true gnosis, the complete gnosis, has a specific quality: it seems as if, 
although gnosis as a type of knowledge is made up of different partial elements, 
when it becomes complete it becomes a unity, although not The Unity. 

As mentioned already, the Greek word from which this word gnosis was obtained 
is certainly used in certain parts of the New Testament. The early Fathers whose 
works were recorded in books like the Philokalia also used the word gnosis to 
describe a particular form of knowledge. Although the idea of Gnosticism was 
derived from this word gnosis, it is clear that the early Christian use of the word 
has or had a simple and direct meaning far from the complexities of many of 
the sectarian Gnostic teachings. As a simple example, consider the direct way in 
which experiential knowledge liberates us from uncertainty. The essence of the 
Christian knowledge tradition was the familiar gospel idea that “the truth shall 
set you free,” but even this most wonderful doctrine has to be understood before 
we can really benefit from it, although at the same time: “Through faith we un-
derstand that the worlds were framed by the word of God, so that things which 
are seen were not made of things which do appear” (Hebrews 11:3). 

To be freed by truth, we must learn that truth, or to be more pre-
cise, since the Christian Truth is, in a particular sense, a person, we 
must learn of that Truth, and the learning of this spiritual truth is more 
than simply learning the words for it. The truth can set us free only 
when it is understood. That itself is one of the truths that brings freedom. 

The Alexandrian Tradition 

A modern rendering of extracts from the books of Clement of Alex-
andria translates Gnostic as one who knows God. This translation is cor-
rect, but it is not a full and complete translation, and does not in-
clude the full meaning of the word. The same translator comments: 

In his Miscellanies, Clement attacked their claims by describ-
ing the lifestyle and prayer life of one who truly knows God 
(i.e., a true “Gnostic”). He argued that those who deny or twist



108

the scriptures are not really “Gnostics,” for they have not come to know 
God in truth. 7       

Clement wrote: 

And the gnosis itself is that which has descended by transmis-
sion to a few, having been imparted unwritten by the apos-
tles. Hence, then, knowledge or wisdom ought to be exercised 
up to the eternal and unchangeable habit of contemplation.8 

This confirms the existence of an unwritten Christian tradition, but why, in 
a time when literacy was expanding, should some of the knowledge be kept 
unwritten: what use is an unwritten or, to be more exact, partially written tra-
dition? Saint Isaac the Syrian wrote about this in a way that gives clear indi-
cations as to how such incomplete texts may be put to practical use: 

As to the method of that other prayer, and its continuance without compul-
sion, it seems to me that it is not becoming for us to treat such things in 
detail, by describing their nature in speech or writings, lest the reader, being 
unable to understand anything of it, should judge it to be something useless; 
or if he should be acquainted with these things, should despise him who is 
not able to see the order of the things. From the one censure, from the other 
mockery would be the consequence. But he who is desirous to know these 
things may combine works with thought, by the grace of our Lord. And what 
in practice happens in these states he may experience personally.9 

I most strongly recommend that the serious reader ponder this question at length 
before reading further in this book.     

This aspect of Christianity, the “stream” that concerned itself so much with in-
ner knowledge, existed and is sometimes supposed to have been developed 
in Alexandria,10 and, as suggested already, it seems to have been suppressed 
in the second century, at the time of Clement, so that it had to go under-
groundalong with the virtual disappearance of the methods of self-discipline 
with which it was associated. Yet really there is no secret about the continued 
existence of this unwritten tradition. But one will not be told things that one 
can as yet only distort, any more than a doctor will give you technical infor-
mation which you will misunderstand because of lack of knowledge. 

About thirty years ago evidence appeared, in fact, that strongly supports 
the idea that Clement himself was involved in a church that preserved 
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information which was not made generally available but was kept for an “inner cir-
cle” of accomplished students. A large fragment of a letter, believed to be by Clem-
ent, was discovered by Harvard scholar Morton Smith. A lengthy investigation ap-
pears to confirm that this remarkably preserved fragment (it survived copied onto 
the flyleaf of another old book) is genuine, and part of it is also so relevant that it 
is worth quoting here. This letter talks about the writing, by Saint Mark himself, 
of an expanded version of Saint Mark’s Gospel that was used in Clement’s church, 
and certain quotations from otherwise unknown “additions” confirm that they are 
not part of the generally available version of that Gospel. We will also note that the 
following text hints at Mark himself having spent time in Alexandria. 

Mark, then, during Peter’s stay in Rome, he wrote [an account of ] the 
Lord’s doings, not however, declaring all [of them], nor yet hinting at 
the secret [ones], but selecting those he thought most useful for increas-
ing the faith of those being instructed. But when Peter died as a martyr, 
Mark came over to Alexandria, bringing both his own notes and those 
of Peter, from which he transferred to his former book the things suit-
able to whatever makes for progress toward knowledge (gnosis). [Thus] 
he composed a more spiritual Gospel for the use of those who were being 
perfected. Nevertheless, he yet did not divulge the things not to be ut-
tered, nor did he write down the hierophantic teaching of the Lord, but 
to the stories already written he added yet others and, moreover, brought 
in certain ways of which he knew the interpretation would, as a mysta-
gogue, lead his hearers into the innermost sanctuary of that truth hidden 
by seven [veils]. Thus, in sum, he prearranged matters, neither grudgingly 
nor incautiously, in my opinion, and, dying, he left his composition to the 
church in Alexandria, where it even yet is most carefully guarded, being read 
only to those who are being initiated into the great mysteries. 11 

A little later, the same text refers to Christ’s giving teaching to an indi-
vidual, a young man he had just miraculously raised from the dead. 

And they came into Bethany, and a certain woman, whose brother had 
died, was there. And coming, she prostrated herself before Jesus and 
says to him, “Son of David, have mercy on me.” But the disciples re-
buked her. And Jesus, being angered, went off with her into the garden 
where the tomb was, and straightway a great cry was heard from the 
tomb. And going near Jesus rolled away the stone from the door of the
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tomb. And straightway, going in where the youth was, he stretched forward 
his hand and raised him, seizing his hand. But the youth, looking upon him, 
loved him and began to beseech him that he might be with him. And going 
out of the tomb they came into the house of the youth, for he was rich. And 
after six days Jesus told him what to do and in the evening the youth comes 
to him, wearing a linen cloth over [his] naked 12 [body]. And he remained 
with him that night, for Jesus taught him the mystery of the kingdom of god. 
And thence, arising, he returned to the other side of the Jordan.13 

Writings that appear to reveal some of the doctrines of this version of Saint 
Mark appear in Origenonly a small percentage of whose writings survive to 
the present time, and those apparently extensively altered, also in the writ-
ings of Clement of Alexandria, the man often supposed to have been Origen’s 
teacher14 and certainly his predecessor as head of the Alexandrian school, and 
in other passages such as those now attributed to Evagrius, a pupil of Origen. In 
fact, this connection between these authors and the “knowledge tradition” seems 
to have been the common factor that has led to a general suspicion of these au-
thors in Western and sometimes even in Eastern theology: what is ignored is of 
course not understood, and what is not understood is regarded as suspect. 

Clement of Alexandria himself confirms the existence and special character of 
this Christian gnosis in texts such as the following: “This cannot be described as 
in other branches of study. But as the result of great intimacy with this subject, 
and living with it, a sudden light, like that kindled by a coruscating fire, arising 
in the soul, feeds itself.”15 The words are the representation of gnosis, and the 
experience, the intuition, the light is the gnosis itself. The light of the nous is itself 
gnosis, and sometimes the words that represent it may become the light itself. Yet 
even such knowledge may first be learned, or at least “learned of,” from words, 
but it is understood, its meaning is known, only by direct if subtle intuition; so 
that the true gnosis is also that subtle, special intuition itselfbut those who know 
of it in modern times also warn us to beware of assuming that guesswork or the 
vague intimations once known as “feminine intuition” are gnosis. The intuition 
of Christian gnosis is closer to revelation16 than to either the “Kantian intuition” 
which everyone possesses, or the everyday forms of ‘’Jungian intuition”not sur-
prisingly, considering Clement’s Greek background, yet without departing from 
Christian experience or gospel teaching, where Christ says: “I am come to send fire 
on the earth; and what will I, if it be already kindled?” (Luke 12:49). 
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Clement’s words powerfully and exactly echo Plato’s statement in his seventh let-
ter about unwritten knowledge. More important, as we have already shown, this 
kind of knowledge, this gnosis, is easily forgotten by many people even after they 
have experienced it, so that it is important in this context that the Greek word 
for truth in the Gospels is alitheia (truth). There is also an element of remember-
ing, of course, where the Gospel of Saint John says: “We speak that we do know, 
and testify that we have seen; and ye receive not our witness” (John 3:11). We 
must of course be honest and admit that this is not intellectual proof of the valid-
ity of the esoteric tradition: but it does conform to inner experience. 

Knowledge of God’s Omnipotence 

The source of all hope, of all possibilities that are beyond us unaided, is 
the hidden power of God as manifest in the incarnation of Christ. To 
know of this, to be convinced of it without possibility of that convic-
tion being overturned, this is something that can entirely change our lives. 
This and the ability of the Lord to meet every need were the subject of 
one of the sermons of Macarius the Great, in this remarkable passage: 

How could the infinite and ineffable ability “of the manifold wisdom of God” 
(Ephesians 3:10) create out of those things that did not exist bodies that are 
grosser and more subtle and more simple which subsist by His will? And 
how much more can He who is as He Himself wishes, through His ineffable 
compassion and incomprehensible goodness, not change and diminish and 
assimilate to Himself holy, worthy, and faithful souls by means of an assumed 
body? By such a body He, the invisible, is able to be seen by such souls, He, 
the untouchable one, may thus be felt according to the subtlety of the soul’s 
nature. In this way also such souls may taste His sweetness and enjoy in 
actual experience the goodness of the light of inexpressible pleasure. 

When God wishes, He becomes fire, burning up every coarse passion 
that has taken root in the soul. “For our God is a consuming fire” (He-
brews 12:29). When He wishes, He becomes an inexpressible and mys-
terious rest so that the soul may find rest in God’s rest. When He wishes 
He becomes joy and peace, cherishing and protecting the soul. 

If God also should wish to make Himself similar to one 
of His creatures for the exultation and happiness of his
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intelligent creatures, as, for example, Jerusalem, the city, or the heavenly 
Mount Sion, He can do all things as He wishes, as it is said: “You come to 
Mount Sion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem” (He-
brews 12:22). All things are easy and possible for Him who can transform 
himself into any form that He wishes for the benefit of those souls who are 
worthy of and faithful to Him. Should anyone only strive to be pleasing to 
him and be acceptable, He certainly will see the heavenly good things in ac-
tual experience. He will have an experience of the unspeakable delights and 
truly immense riches of God which “eye has not seen nor ear heard nor has 
it entered into the mind of man to conceive” (1 Corinthians 2:9). 

The Spirit of the Lord also becomes the rest of worthy souls and their joy and 
delight and eternal life. For the Lord transforms Himself into bread and drink 
as it is written in the Gospel: “whoever eats of this bread will live forever” 
(John 6:58). In this ineffable way He recreates the soul and fills it with spirit-
ual happiness. For He says: “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35). Similarly He 
transforms himself into the drink of a heavenly fountain as He says: “Whoev-
er will drink of the water which I shall give him, it shall be in him a fountain 
of water ‘springing up to eternal life’’’ (John 4:14). And it is also said: “And 
we have all drunk of the same drink” (1 Corinthians 12:13, 10:4). 

Thus He appeared to each of the holy fathers, exact-
ly as He wished and as it seemed helpful to them. 17 

Our God, the God of the Christians, is a living God. An understanding of the 
authority and autonomy of God, described for example in the gospel story of 
the centurion, is important for its implications in our own lives. As we come 
to understand the hidden power and providence of God in our lives, we begin 
to change our attitude and to understand more of what is possible. To under-
stand the power of God is important, because it can free us from the feeling 
that we are able to and must be able to solve the problems of our own lives, 
when: “Which of you by taking thought can add one cubit unto his stature?” 
(Matthew 6:27). But to understand this is problematical. As Saint Isaac the Syr-
ian said, it is often only possible to perceive the providence of God when we 
possess no other support: when we have “no safety net” in our lives. 

P. D. Ouspensky, the Russian philosopher who taught in England in 
the 1930s, told a story illustrating the way in which God might be
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limited: A seminarian is supposed to have answered this question by saying that 
God “Cannot take the ace of trumps with the deuce.” The problem with this 
story is that although it contains a truth, or at least something that would be a 
problem for a God made in man’s image, when this idea is used as a blunt tool, 
it attacks true faith: it is rightly understood as showing how, by creating time, 
God can maintain the fabric of a universe without capricious change, but this 
can then be wrongly taken as showing that God is Himself absolutely subject 
to or determined by the laws discovered by science. Thus does modern educa-
tion and the scientific view of life weaken the understanding of people of faith, 
reinforcing our belief in a mechanical determinism and so, in showing a world 
with no escape from a predetermined future, creating fear. Theirs is a dead world, 
a blind machine that ennobles or ruins good or bad equally, with a blind lack of 
discrimination. Practicing Christians of the “old school,” such as the monks on 
Athos, live instead in a living world, a world of miracles that are never predict-
able, never law conformingand so do not allow the dependence, either on God 
or on the law, which is the panacea, the placebo, the false confidence that pro-
tects ‘’sleeping man” from being awoken by the abrasive facts of his life. 

Saint Therese of Lisieux describes in her autobiography how a letter of her 
mother tells how, while still a small child, she was able to answer this theo-
logical problem: “Celine asked the other day how God could be there in a 
tiny Host like that, and Baby [the child who was to become Saint Therese] 
said: ‘There’s nothing surprising about it. God is Almighty.’ ‘Almighty, 
what does that mean?’ ‘It means he can do anything he wants to.’” 18 

Breaking free of the view of the universe as a dead machine, seeing it as the creation 
of a God, of an omnipotent God, a God who is Lovewarm, caring, responsive, ulti-
mately conscious (or beyond even consciousness as we know it, but certainly not less 
than that), although entirely inexplicablethis is Christian life. Learning to live with 
and love that living universe, not of a God limited to law, but of laws subservient 
to a living God, this is awakening to Christianity as Christianity was once. But to 
ascribe to the living God of the Christian the determinism experienced or imagined 
by man is to make God in man’s image: to limit Him by law as we imagine our-
selves to be limited, and thus to make Him powerless to help us, so that to conceive 
of a God limited by law is to eliminate the hope of divine help in our lives. 

In a West without Christian spirituality, there is not even a Christianity that has 
been tried and failed, but only a Christianity that has not been tried. 
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A World Without Gnosis 

What is clearly true is that modern man lacks esoteric knowledge, and one of the 
reasons for this is the very great difficulty of learning enough about the unwrit-
ten tradition when it is so well hidden from us. The significance of this loss to 
us is twofold. It is important to the individual. It is equally important to society 
as a whole. It is important to the individual because of the proliferation of ex-
ternal concerns both in modern society and modern Christianity. Most people, 
including many clergy, have become almost willfully blind to certain human 
experiencesincluding certain religious experiencesand this because these experi-
ences are classified according to our scientific worldview, our scientific mind-set, 
as unreal or unscientific. In effect, this means that, as it has been put, “Christianity 
has been the victim of a general cultural attack on the possibility of spirituality.” 
19 Today, spiritual experience is said to be “subjective,” with the unfounded but 
generally accepted implication that what is subjective is unreal or illusory. What 
this means is that the Fall in consciousness has been followed by a second fall in 
our way of thinking, so that we are now influenced by fashionable ideas, of which 
the “unreality of the subjective” is one, an error in methods of thought that is 
a direct result of the limitations of the first Fall. As well as the initial limitation 
in our consciousness, therefore, we now have to correct a second limitation, the 
limitation created by defined thought, and that defined one-sidedly only from im-
pressions obtained from the material world and confirmed by circular definition; 
so that there is now a belief almost universally accepted in our cultural milieu that 
anything not included in that circular definition is “unreal.’’20 This leads to the 
conclusion that our experiences of the inner world, which are all that remains of 
the consciousness that preceded the Fall, are in fact delusions. The possibility of 
recovering that original consciousness depends on our increasing our awareness 
of this real world that is only supposedly a merely inner world, and this possibil-
ity is almost entirely blocked if we cling to any kind of materialist belief. 

It is important to society because a world that ignores the inner life is a world 
without gnosis. To recover this gnosis is now extremely important to our civi-
lization as a whole, for there is little doubt today thateven by earlier standards, 
albeit of “fallen” manour Western civilization is now seriously out of balance; 
in fact, it has become increasingly obvious that although we are the most tech-
nically advanced civilization in recorded history, today’s Westernized world is 
morally backward, if only in the specific sense that it is unable to cope with the 
human problems caused by its own technical achievements. This was confirmed 
early in 1992, when a joint report by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences and



115

the British Royal Society stated: “If current predictions of population growth 
prove accurate and patterns of human activity on the planet remain unchanged, 
science and technology may not be able to prevent either irreversible degradation 
of the environment or continued poverty for much of the world.” 21 

What is true but much more difficult to prove is that this imbalance is partially or 
wholly due to the imbalance in our knowledge. What is lacking today is self-control 
on a cultural scale: we cannot control ourselves, and as a result we cannot control 
the technology we use nor govern its social consequences. Prolonged reflection will 
show us that, just as control of the environment requires external or worldly knowl-
edge, self-control, morality, and social stability require internal or esoteric knowl-
edge. Another element of our present situation, then, is that humanity finds itself in 
an entirely new situation, requiring entirely new solutions. The problem with this 
is that nobody is any longer generating new solutions: there is no longer the deep 
knowledge that the early church called gnosis to act as a source for new solutionsor 
at least a medium not just of new phrasings, but of entirely new meanings. 

And as man thinks, so he is: this is true for the individual and for a whole civi-
lization.        

The Question of Education 

There is clear evidence22 that the way the mind is formed when young 
predisposes it one way or another in its attitude toward religion and to-
ward inner growth. The Hebrews appear to have been aware of this, and 
the Greeks, if not fully aware of this spiritual question, as well they may 
have been, were certainly aware of the social importance of education. 

With their combined Hebrew and Greek heritage, for many centuries both Eastern 
and Western churches played a similar educational role in their societies; specifically, 
they helped to train behavior in certain ways and to introduce certain sensibilities 
and inculcate certain attitudes, some of which form the basis of modern morality and 
ethics. These attitudes and sensibilities were essential for those who wished to enter 
a life of prayer, but were also valuable for their effect on everyday life, in which they 
improved people’s ability to live together in meaningful ways. Thus the religious life 
of the time placed its stamp on that society in a way similar to that in which certain 
branches of Greek monasticism today shape the behavior and attitudes of lay people 
who maintain contact with the monasteries. Seen objectively, this reveals the benefits 
possible to any society which shapes the minds of its members in this way. 
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Today, we live in a society in which one of the main problems is the number 
of people requiring treatment or hospitalization for what are called neuro-
ses or mental illness. It is easy and probably correct to conclude that the al-
most epidemic growth of problems of this kind is directly traceable to the 
decline in what might be called “emotional education” in our society. 

In our contemporary society, as the authority of the church has declined, the ques-
tion of training the emotions has sometimes been taken over in part by schools 
originally formed by the church, among which the English so-called public schools, 
at least, were remarkably monastic in their character. As the form of education now 
becomes more and more career oriented, emotional education is more and more 
obviously left to the family, which often either neglects this role or is ignorant of 
how to perform it. The result in many cases is failure, often catastrophic. 

It is certainly arguable in this case that to restore the emotional element of 
early educational methods would be highly beneficial both for individuals 
and for society as a whole.      

Paideia and Catechism 

To understand the way the early Fathers thought about this question, and 
how they tilled the soil that brought forth such “fruit unto repentance,” such 
a crop of individuals of a spiritual power almost unimaginable in this time 
without saints, it is helpful to know that, even before their time, the Greece 
of Pericles, Plato, and Socrates possessed an established educational tradi-
tion. This was a program of character formation, and it seems to have been 
the idea of developing this further that inspired large parts of Plato’s Republic. 
Werner Jaeger, a leading Harvard theologian of the 1960s, wrote about Greek 
philosophers of the slightly later time when Christianity began, that: 

They led their pupils to that spirituality which was the common link of all 
higher religion in late antiquity. They began to remember that it had been 
Plato who made the world of the soul visible for the first time to the inner 
eye of man, and they realized how radically that discovery had changed hu-
man life. On their way upward, Plato became the guide who turned their 
eyes from material and sensual reality to the immaterial world in which 
the nobler-minded of the human race were to make their home. 

In this situation, Clement of Alexandria, the head of the Christian 
school of the Catechetes, and Origen became the founders of Chris-
tian philosophy. 23      
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To prepare people by making them more sensitive to subtleties that include 24 spiritual 
feelings and intuitions, general aesthetic education is often recommended, especially 
under modern conditions, when aesthetics are largely ignored in education. 

Greek paideia (the word originally meant and still means “children” in Greek, but is 
classically used as a general term for education) - specifically the paideia of Athens 
at the time of Plato and Pericles - included aesthetic elements as well as physical 
culture and intellectual concerns. The Stoic philosophy, which was a major force in 
Greece and Italy at the time that Clement taught in Alexandria, could be regarded 
as a specific form or an adult extension to paideia, and it is notable that it taught 
self-control. So, at the time of Christ, Greek education included elements that 
contributed to the formation of emotional sensibility and self-control. Plato, for 
instance, advocated teaching certain specific poetic and musical forms. Byzantine 
Christian society many centuries later taught a series of rules for music that defined 
precisely the way in which some combinations of sounds had a beneficial effect on 
the hearer while others were harmful. Those rules can still be studied. 

In the early centuries of the church the aim not only of the education of children but 
of the training of Christian adults possessed a strong emphasis on emotional educa-
tion: the proper preparation of the heart. Traces of this emphasis survive throughout 
the Western world. For instance, a Greek taxi driver, faced with impatient passen-
gers, will counsel hypomonie, patience, and the word he uses is the same as that used 
by the Fathers of the Greek Church fifteen hundred years ago, when those who 
sought God were counseled to practice hypomonie, to endure with patience. 

Today the training of the heart has almost disappeared from our educational 
system and is left to individuals to resolve as best they can through therapy, 
counseling, self-knowledge, or the substitutesalcohol and drugsadopted 
when no help seems to be available. The Western world is “reaping the whirl-
wind” as a result. A therapeutic expression of religious thought that took 
inner factors into account would quickly reverse this trend.  
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Chapter 6

The Work of God 
Some people believe that inner growth and “working on oneself ” are some-
thing we do of ourselves. Nothing much comes of it all until we learn that 
despite the great efforts we must make, this view is not wholly true. Oth-
ers believe that spiritual change happens in an instant, as if by magic. Both 
these views are based on a lack of self-knowledge, on inadequate informa-
tion about what actually happens. The inner change that matters is a work of 
God in synergy with man. This is a process, and a process “takes time.” 

The interpretation given earlier of John 3:3 as “born from above” 1 instead of the 
more usual phrasing of “born again” has a great significance for a proper under-
standing of the gospel message. Why is it important? This is partly because the idea 
of being born from above makes it clear that we do not “conceive ourselves,” partly 
because it shows that a process is involved. Also, the idea of being ‘’born from 
above” is analogous to physical birth, and the inner tradition makes it clear that 
this describes a long process of conception, gestation, and finally birth. 

Look at the question in another way: if such a birth were instantaneous, then 
monks would be working for many, many years to attain what can be achieved in a 
second or two. The truth is that the working of God in the transformation of man 
does what is impossible for man to do unaided. But in this process or working not 
only does our Lord require man’s cooperation, but, like all processes, it takes time. 
Saint Macarius the Great, a fourth-century associate of Gregory of Nyssa, once 
wrote: “Those who hear the word should give witness to the working of the Word in
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their own souls. The word of God is not an idle word, but it has its own 
work upon the soul. For this reason it is called a work, so that the work may 
be found in those who hear it. May the Lord therefore grant the work of 
truth in the hearers so that the Word may be found fruitful in us” 2 

Thus God works a transformation in man, often appearing to be-
gin this process through knowledgethe good news that we can change. 

For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war after the flesh: 

(For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal, but mighty through God 
to the pulling down of strong holds;) 

Casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself 
against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought 
to the obedience of Christ; 

Do ye look on things after the outward appearance? If any man trust to 
himself that he is Christ’s, let him of himself think this again, that, as he is 
Christ’s, even so are we Christ’s” (2 Corinthians 10:35 & 7). 

The Working of the Word 

“Salvation belongeth unto the Lord, thy blessing is upon thy people.”3 So says the 
Orthodox vigil service. This expresses the fact that as esoteric psychology works a 
transformation in someone who makes appropriate efforts, then, in service, man 
brings God’s workinward and outwardto his particular place in the world. So 
that God’s work is done by man, and also on man, in alliance with man’s work 
upon himself. How can this happen, we might ask? Macarius the Great gives 
us part of the picturebut human language is incapable of giving it all! 

His very grace writes in their hearts the laws of the Spirit. They should 
not put all their trusting hopes solely in the scriptures written in ink. 
For divine grace writes on the “tables of the heart” (2 Corintians 3:3) 
the laws of the spirit and the heavenly mysteries. For the heart directs 
and governs all the other organs of the body. And when grace pastures 
the heart, it rules over all the members and the thoughts. For there, in 
the heart, the mind abides, as well as the thoughts of the soul and all its 
hopes. This is how grace penetrates through all parts of the body.4 

The process is a living one, a process that can occur in any one of us. I 
first began to understand this from a conversation with one of the monks
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of the monastery of Simono-Petra. “There are some places in this world,” he told me 
as we sat on the balcony overlooking the sea far below, “where eternity has touched 
the earth, where things of eternal significance have happened, and some sense of 
this remains today. Athos is one of these places. By coming here, some people are 
able to reestablish contact with the eternal element within themselves.” This mem-
ory of the living presence is both personal and communal, and is most important to 
the practice of religion in the Athonite sense: “For where two or three are gathered 
together in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Matthew 18:20). 

When they talk about the fact that in some places it is easier to reestablish contact with 
the eternal in us, however we understand it, it is on this eternal factor within us that 
the mind can rest and become still. Here, at the center of one’s being, one finds Christ. 
Here lies truth, and here open the doors of that love that cannot betray. 

This “place” is perhaps the least known and least understood key to Christian psy-
chology. It seems to reflect the gospel image of the “strait gate,” the eye of the needle, 
yet it also explains the parable of the talents. Understand this, and one understands 
so much else. Find this, and one finds how to put into practice so many ideas that 
otherwise remain mere theory. Carry out the instructions of the geronte or elder 
with sufficient care and persistence, and it is this “place” one comes to. 

One becomes what one is, becomes for the first time not an imitation of someone 
else, but oneself one becomes whole, for a moment, or for the rest of one’s lifeby 
becoming wholehearted; becomes complete by refusing to compromise one’s best. 
One becomes whole by not compromising truth, becomes whole by not escaping 
from the sorrow of emptiness into continual distraction. Becomes whole by giving, 
not asking; by perceiving with care instead of jumping to conclusions; above all, one 
becomes whole by acting from the heart, by overcoming division in oneself, by act-
ing from the real facts and not from one’s illusions: by making superefforts. 

But who is it that makes these superefforts? 

Surrender into the Hands of God 

Let me talk about my own experience again for a moment. I once faced a problem 
getting to Mount Athos. I had little time, since I must be off Athos again by the fol-
lowing Thursday, while the offices from which I had to obtain the documents need-
ed to get into Athos would not open again to the public until 11 A.M. on Monday, 
and those offices were in bustling Thessalonika, still 140 kilometers from the Oura-
nopolis pierhead, from which the Athos ferry sails at 9:45 every morning. 
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Here was the real test of nearly thirty years of prayer and meditation. In spite of 
the uncertainties, it seemed important that I go. So I decided just that: to go any-
way. If it was right that I should go to Athos, then something would resolve the 
difficulties, though I could not imagine what. I must leave myself in the hands of 
God, and by this must test my intention to place my well-being in God’s hands. 
On my way, I met the abbot of the monastery to which I retreat, and he ar-
ranged for my brief visit, so that I traveled on to the mountain with him. 

On our arrival he said to me that it was good that I had taken this course, 
had trusted in God and acted accordingly. From then on, his attitude 
toward me changed and he became willing to give more time to me. 

It is now clear to me, from many similar events, that the monks recog-
nize certain efforts and act to reinforce them. Here, then, superefforts are 
of many kinds, and are recognized not in terminology but in action. 

This is important to understand: it is oneself, one’s intentions, one’s emo-
tional condition, one’s constancy which such situations test. They do not 
“test for truth,” or discover for us whether God is real; they test us and our 
ability to live with the reality of a living God. Such a test is a question of at-
titude, of intention. If we are unwilling to see it as a test of ourselves, then it 
becomes, in intention at least, a challenge to God and, as the gospel puts it: 
“thou shalt not test the Lord thy God.” (The word tempt in our English version 
translates the Greek peirasmos: the temptation that tries and tests us.) 

True tests of our faith or lack of it exist, however, in all situations of uncertainty, and some-
times the test is to depend not on ourselves and our everyday methods of making sure, 
but, like Saint Paul as he sailed those coasts in much more difficult days, to do what we 
can but then leave the rest to God and His synergia to send what He will. 

It is this, a true change of intent, a reversal in the direction of our will, 
that demonstrates true change of heart. I suspect also that this is not 
something that happens without effort, but something that happens 
only as long as we have in mind mneme Theou, remembrance of God. 

Temptations test us at many stages on the journey to truth. Saint Maxi-
mos the Confessor wrote: “God searches the intention of everything that we 
do, [to discover] whether we do it for him or for any other motive.” 5 A few 
paragraphs later he added: “The onslaughts or temptations are brought on 
sometimes to take away sins already committed, or those being commit-
ted in the present, or else to cut off those which could be committed. And 
this is apart from those which come upon one as a trial, as with Job.”6 

The Book of Job acquires an importance on the esoteric path once we re-
ally become aware of these trials or tests, since it represents what is prob-
ably the most complete description of the whole process in existence.
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Doing the Will of God 

More than to study the esoteric doctrine, to participate in any real way in the eso-
teric practice of Athos brings one face to face with a different world. In that world 
one discovers a more relaxed, more forgiving attitude to sin. A different attitude to 
life begins to surface within you in response, so that one begins to see this different 
world everywhere: around you; in the attitudes and actions of the monks; in the 
theology of their church; even in the behavior of nearby villagers. The big difference 
lies in the difference of the monk’s attitude to things like authority and responsibil-
ity. Underlying this is a different way of understanding the concept of the “will of 
God,” a difference which is perhaps crucial to the Orthodox view of life. 

We tend to view the will of God legalistically, as something we should 
learn to obey as we learn to obey ordinary instructions from employ-
ers and others; that is, we regard it almost as a communication. The view 
on Athos is different, and links instead with the idea of the icon, with the 
idea of man made in God’s image, the image made perfectly manifest by 
Christ. God’s will according to this view is already existing within us. 

This idea of Christ as the icon of the Father was long ago expressed in 
the following passage from the homilies of Saint Macarius the Great. 

And how much more can he who is as he himself wishes and is what he 
wishes, through his ineffable compassion and incomprehensible good-
ness, not change and diminish and assimilate to himself holy, worthy, 
and faithful souls by means of an assumed body? By such a body he, 
the invisible, is able to be seen by such souls, He, the untouchable 
one, may thus be felt according to the subtlety of the soul’s nature. In 
this way also such souls may taste his sweetness and enjoy in actual ex-
perience the goodness of the light of inexpressible pleasure. 7 

This also links in some way with the gospel parable of the talents. God’s will is 
within us, waiting to be discovered and expressed. It is not something to be learned 
or acquired. This inner image has to be “dug up.” It must be “put to work,” so 
that it becomes our real working idea of ourselves instead of the false view held by 
the Personality. It must not be left buried in our inmost hearts. Thus, to fulfill the 
will of God is not to go against one’s real nature but to uncover one’s real nature. 
“To be true to the Spirit” is to be true both to God and to oneself, something 
close to the Western idea of finding and expressing one’s ‘’real self.” It is also close-
ly related to the best meanings of our modern concept of conscience. 
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This is a big thing, and contains overtones of responsibility. Through my experi-
ences on Athos I have come to see this as giving a wholly different view of virtue. 
This is a view based on observation, but on observation that is obtained only 
with difficulty. It is consistent with the idea, expanded elsewhere in this book, 
that if we are the icon, the image of God, this means that there is an innate good-
ness in the human being that, once uncovered, needs no outward enforcement. 
All we have to do is to become what we are: to be ourselves as God made us; to 
do what we see to be right according to our inherent sense of what is right and 
our best abilities. This view was clearly expressed by Theophan the Recluse (see 
p. 51). The full breadth of this idea that by being true to ourselves we are true 
to God, because we are then being true to something God-given within us, was 
made clearer to me in a conversation with the hermit Father J. on my sixth visit 
to Mount Athos. This visit to the hermit began one day when, after making the 
journey from Ouranopolis, outside Athos, to Karyes, the town at the center of 
the peninsula that is the capital of the monastic republic, and having obtained 
my diamonitirion, 8 I walked, already tired, to the Grigoriou konachi.9 

“Kali spera,”10 said Father T. as he answered the bell of the konachi and invited me 
in, ushering me through the wide hall with its great log chest and its glass doors into 
the chapel. He led me into the little living room with its icons, its iron stove, its long 
window, its long wide benches and hard cushions, just as I remembered it. 

“Katse.”11 He invited me to sit. But Father V. soon appeared with a full plate of 
a delicious soup with artichokes from the konachi’s fertile garden. Then, among 
friends, we settled down to the serious business of trying to communicate. What 
did I need? Did I want to see Father J., the hermit in the forest, as they had 
heard I would? I think that was the gist of it. But the communication did not 
go well. Soon I was shown to a room to rest. I opened the windows as wide as 
I could for the air, and lay down gratefully for siesta. I was wakened two hours 
later by voices in the hall outside the guest room. As I emerged from my room 
I was introduced to a young man in a khaki sweatshirt: Andreas, a Canadian of 
Greek ancestry, who was staying with the monks at a nearby kelli.12 

The coffee duly appeared, and we continued our conversation on the veranda with 
its magnificent view of the distant peak of Athos itself. Andreas briefly told me he 
was visiting the Holy Mountain for the second time, staying some two months in 
the summer before returning to Canada and college. He lived in the kelli with the 
monks, and while he was there, like a monk, he came under obedience to the geronte 
or elder monk who led that small community. Did I want to see Father J.? he asked. 
The best time would be the next morning. He would be happy to translate for me,
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but would need the permission of the father of his kelli first. He would tel-
ephone later if the geronte agreed. We arranged a time in the morning when 
he would come, and which would hopefully allow me to return to Karyes in 
time for my bus. Later, a telephone call confirmed that the trip was on. 

Next morning I woke around six, and quickly made my way to the chapel 
to join Father V., who was saying matins on his own. He had just finished 
when Andreas arrived and began talking high-speed Greek to him. There fol-
lowed the embarrassment of piled food, of which I could eat little since my 
stomach had not yet adapted either to Athos times nor Athos cooking. Finally, 
somewhat later than intended, we left, Father V. showing us the unmarked 
trail that cut straight from the konachi, through the thickly overgrown for-
est, to the mule track where the path to Father J.’s cell branched off. The 
journey was very much shorter than if we had gone through Karyes. 

When we got to his kelli, Father J. was under the veranda splitting logs. “Who 
is it?” he called in Greek. My interpreter told him it was the Englishman who 
had been to see him twice before. “Wait!” came the reply. We waited. The gentle 
blows of the axe splitting wood merged into the silence of the forest. Big log-
ging machines grumbled far away in the background without spoiling the still-
ness. A quarter of an hour passed. “Should I try again?” asked my companion. 
“No,” I said, “he knows we are here. He will come when he is ready.’’ 

Two or three minutes later the old man emerged from the bushes near the 
gate and passed us the key. We followed him up the path, round the cot-
tage, to the clearing on the far side where under a tree were some half 
dozen logs upended beside a larger one that served as a table. The old man 
greeted us, filled mugs with crystal clear water, left the loukoumi open 
beside them in traditional Athos hospitality, and disappeared into his 
home, saying that we had arrived so early that he still had chores to finish. 

Ten minutes later he joined us again, and we began to talk. Again, as had hap-
pened on a previous visit I had made without an interpreter, I learned more 
from his manner than simply by his words. In essence, I discovered that it 
would be better if I had come to him better prepared, after my visit to the 
monasteries and not before, when my mind was still full of the world I had 
so recently left. I still regret that I did not think clearly enough at this time 
to follow up what he said as well as I might. I also regretted very much that I 
had not learned to speak Greek; the limitations of translation cause real prob-
lems when dealing with things both subtle and spiritual. Nevertheless, it was a 
conversation of great value to me and, I suspect, to others living in the West.
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“Jesus tells us,” I said at the beginning, “that we should not simply call on God 
but should do the will of God. If I wished to carry out this commandment, 
what should I be doing in my everyday life?” I think my young interpreter put 
it slightly differently, because the old man seemed slightly disappointed that 
this was all I was asking, and I remembered then that he had expected me to 
return at some future time and ask him one special question. That question 
was still unasked. However, he answered my current question very well, and in 
my eyes very much simplified the whole idea of doing the will of God. 

It seems to me that Father J. does not talk theory. There is a quality in his advice that 
eliminates the distance and imprecision that normally come between us and impor-
tant ideas. His words, as always, had seemed to directly link to experience. 

He showed me quite precisely what was meant by the idea that we should be open to 
the best impulses that reach us, and dead to the temptations of our own weaknesses 
and of people’s attempts to force us into different directions in our ordinary lives. 
There seems to be an element of “conscience” in this: of “saying what we feel and do-
ing what we say.” At the same time, it linked with the idea that to do the will of God 
we should “be ourselves,” should learn to express ourselves not in a modern sense, 
but to express that Self which God had made of us “in the beginning.’’ 

To be true to our divine self-image, we need to be renewed in the way de-
scribed by Saint Paul when he wrote: “be ye transformed by the renewing of 
your mind, 13 that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect 
will of God” (Romans 12:2).      

Gregory of Nyssa and the Chariot Parable 

One of the threads in Jewish thought that clearly appear in inner Christianity is found 
in the Merkabah tradition, the tradition of the chariot of fire by which certain of the 
prophets were taken up to heaven: a tradition that gives the chariot analogy its full 
emotional meaning, previously not revealed to us. The same basic elements are also 
found further east, and this whole structure appears not only to contain certain of 
the basic concepts of Christian thought, but to help to provide a formal framework 
for these doctrines. This framework fits experience with a high degree of accuracy, 
and forms a useful basis for practical working in a Christian Fourth Way. 

In fact, this is still the subject of investigation. Although I already have 
experiential evidence for what is said, at this point it is the practical ap-
plication that is important, and as it concerns unwritten tradition, this



127

preliminary presentation cannot be fully documented but depends, 
in the traditional way, on the transmission of understanding. 

For who does not know that the Egyptian armythose horses, chariots and 
their drivers, archers, slingers, and the rest of the crowd in the enemies’ line 
of battleare the various passions of the soul by which man is enslaved? For 
the undisciplined intellectual drives and the sensual impulses to pleasure, 
sorrow, and covetousness are indistinguishable from the aforementioned 
army. Criticism is a stone straight from the sling, and the spirited rejoin-
der is a quivering spearpoint. The passion for pleasures is to be seen in the 
horses who themselves with irresistible drive pull the chariot. 

In the chariot there are three drivers whom the history calls “vi-
ziers.” you will perceive these three, who are completely car-
ried along by the chariot, as the tripartite division of the soul, 
meaning the rational, the appetitive, and the spirited. 14 

In the story of the charioteer, the chariot of course represents the human body. 
When a single driver is described, this represents the Greek nous. The three viziers 
“who are completely carried along by the chariot” refers to what Gregory called “the 
tripartite division of the soul, meaning the rational, the appetitive, and the spirited,” 
and this of course is the equivalent of the modern formulation of three lower centers. 
The horses represent the lower emotions, the reins the higher faculties of self-con-
trol that have to be formed or strengthened. The master or owner of the coach, the 
Lord himself, will not enter it until the driver is firmly in control. This is a particu-
lar state that is described in another work of Gregory of Nyssa, who wrote: 

if reason [Greek dianoia], which is the distinctive property of our na-
ture, should gain dominion over those traits which are added to us from 
outside (the word of Scripture has revealed this as if in a riddle, bidding 
mankind to rule over the irrational creatures15), none of these impulses 
would work in us for servitude to evil, but fear would produce obedi-
ence in us, anger, courage, cowardice, caution, and the desiring impulse 
[eros] would16 mediate to us the divine and immortal pleasure.17 

This will not happen until the synergetic action of the Spirit acts, like the 
turning of the river through the Augean Stables in the mythical labors of 
Hercules, to clean out all the debris of the past, deposited within us by the 
action of the outside world. In the meantime, we are trapped in our past ac-
tions so that the horses we should command are instead able to drag us
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this way and that at whim, a process again described by 
Saint Gregory immediately after the previous passage: 

But if reason should let go of the reins and like some charioteer entangled in 
the chariot 18 should be dragged behind it, wherever the irrational motion of 
the yoke-animals carries it, then the impulses are turned into passions, as in-
deed we can see also in irrational animals. For when reason does not control 
the impulse which naturally lies in them, the fierce animals are destroyed by 
anger because they fight among themselves. In these animals the energy of 
desire and pleasure is not occupied with anything higher, nor does any other 
of the faculties which appear in them lead in any way to a beneficial result. So 
also in us, if these faculties are not directed by reason towards what is right, 
but if instead the passions rule over the power of the mind, our humanity 
is changed from intelligence and godlikeness to irrationality and mindless-
ness. We are turned into beasts by the force of these passions.19 

The process of cleaning out the past is described, again by Gregory of 
Nyssa, but going back to his Life of Moses, in paragraphs immediately fol-
lowing those quoted earlier from that work.    

So all such things rush into the water with the Israelite who leads 
the way in the baleful passage. Then as the staff of faith leads on and 
the cloud provides light, the water gives life to those who find ref-
uge in it but destroys their pursuers.    

Moreover, the history teaches us by this what kind of peo-
ple they should be who come through the water. For if the en-
emy came up out of the water with them they would continue in slav-
ery even after the water since they would have brought up with them 
the tyrant, still alive, whom they did not drown in the deep.20 

It is with the emotional flow that begins with water, with the tears of compunc-
tion, that this cleaning out begins to be effective. These tears, according to 
Theophan, are the smoke from the newly lit wood, still “wet” with passions. In 
time, the smoke becomes the flame of the spiritual fire in the heart.21 

This process - which leads to apatheia, since the enemies described are 
the passions - is developed in progressively more detail as we go through 
the book. Experience will show you how if the dianoiathe discursive min-
dresponds to provocation (see chapter 14), so that it becomes subor-
dinate to the passions, we lose control of our minds, and also how the
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alternative, described as gaining dominion over external forces, stabi-
lizes this to form an element in that magnetization which provides us 
with a basis for inner prayer that brings something new to our lives. 

Verily, verily, I say unto you, He that believeth on me hath everlasting life.

I am that bread of life. 

Your fathers did eat manna in the wilderness, and are dead. 

This is the bread which cometh down from heaven, that a man may eat 
thereof, and not die. 

I am the living bread which came down from heaven: if any man eat of this 
bread, he shall live for ever: and the bread that I will give is my flesh, which 
I will give for the life of the world (John 6:4751). 

Then, the gospel tells us, the Jews around him misunderstood what he was say-
ing, and took it literally and on a materialist level, asking a question that many of 
us have asked: “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” (John 6:52). Christ at 
first explains to the Jews what can happenbut does so in a way that almost fits in 
with their literal view, but paradoxically creating even stronger conflict. 

Then Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except ye eat the 
flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you. 

Whoso eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life; and I will 
raise him up at the last day. 

For my flesh is meat indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. 

He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in 
him. 

As the living Father hath sent me, and I live by the Father: so he that eateth 
me, even he shall live by me. 

This is that bread which came down from heaven: not as your fathers did 
eat manna, and are dead: he that eateth of this bread shall live for ever.

These things said he in the synagogue, as he taught in Capernaum (John 6:
5359). 

But afterwards, alone with his disciples, he gives one of the great keys 
to Christian mystery, explaining the inner truth, the doctrine of His in-
ner tradition, that what He calls His flesh is in fact Spirit, not the substance 
of the physical body: “It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth
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nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” 
(John 6:63).        

Work on Oneself 

Outside monasticism, what we might call the path of repentance (metanoia) 
commonly begins with a search, the pursuit of answers to our deepest ques-
tions about the world and about ourselves. At a certain point, if we obtain 
good enough answers to our questionsnormally these would be gospel answers-
something begins to act in us: whether it is the power of the Word expressed 
in the gospel, or the guidance of specific individuals, we will, if we are sincere, 
become less concerned with the world outside us, and more with question-
ing ourselves with looking into our inner world. It is at this point that the 
following quotation from Saint John - first quoted earlier - begins to ap-
ply: “If ye know these things, happy are ye if ye do them” (John 13:17). 

Questioning ourselves leads to an awareness of the need for certain new 
knowledge, something that is perhaps the original concept behind the idea 
of the Good News or gospel. This is effective only to the degree that we un-
derstand it in its original meaning, or its multiplicity of meanings, instead of 
viewing it through the distorting glass of modern specialized thought. 

This in turn can bring us into certain conditions of contact with others, koinonia in 
the Greek, a term which is more commonly used now for the communion service 
itself, but also means community. As our understanding deepens, the process then 
begins to follow a logical sequence, essentially Christian in character, yet in many 
ways similar to that known in the East as the method of cause and effect, or Karma 
Yoga. This process occurs unseen, although the results will be apparent. 

And he said, So is the kingdom of God, as if a man should cast seed into 
the ground; 

And should sleep, and rise night and day, and the seed should spring and 
grow up, he knoweth not how. 

For the earth bringeth forth fruit of herself; first the blade, then the ear, 
after that the full corn in the ear (Mark 4:2628). 

Since the spirit is unpredictable, the efforts we make will not produce re-
sults that are clearly a result of that effort, yet, say the Fathers in many 
places, including the passage by Macarius the Great near the end of chap-
ter 5, without effort, there is no grace, and without grace, no growth. Yet
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if we persist in exposure to both these forces, then we will begin to recognize certain 
temporary changes in us; changes that occur when we are exposed to these forces but 
which run down between whiles. After a time, we become aware that the ideas and the 
teachings, however true they may be, are not making these needed changes perma-
nent. The first outcome is usually a kind of addiction, in which we simply seek great-
er and greater exposure to the good influence that has begun to act on us. 

In simple terms, a cult is something that imitates this spiritual process closely enough 
to have this initial addicting effect on some people, but which, because it does not 
convey the complete message, generates a form of reasoning which does not after-
wards free them from their addiction and so cannot lead to genuine spiritual results. 
But with instruction that is sufficiently complete, with proper exposure to the gos-
pel, we will quickly come to realize that it is up to us: that for those who know these 
things, “happy are ye if ye do them.” That is, we may realize that some effort by our-
selves is necessary if we are to become changed as we wish to be changed. This neces-
sary effort is what many people in esoteric work describe as work on oneself. 

Work on oneself is the effort of repentance, it is work for permanence of 
our spiritual states.       

Modern Solutions 

The monastic life is, or used to be, dedicated to this practice of purifying the 
heart by metanoia. Outside the special conditions of monasteries and hermit-
ages, this particular form of metanoia may not always be possible. At different 
times in history, and for people in different situations in life, a different approach 
may be needed, so that nonmonastic metanoia differs from other forms of the 
religious life, in that not only is continual practice demanded of the student, but 
continual research is demanded of any community of such students and their 
leaders to adapt to changing needs as the circumstances of life change. This is less 
so of monasticism, but because of the time it demands - up to sixteen hours of 
daily prayer and liturgical life at the extremes - Boris Mouravieff said about this 
monastic way: “It is obvious that this method cannot operate in modern condi-
tions of life and work. It would be useless and even stupid to attempt it for, if the 
searcher has the greatest will in the world, it cannot be applied the whole time, 
and, practiced for part of the time it can only lead to self-deception.” 22 

In many people’s everyday lives, to give sufficient time to the monas-
tic forms of this practice is difficult, if not impossible. Other answers,
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other ways of working on oneself, are required. And to-
day at least, and where they have received a modern ed-
ucation, even monks have been known to become too busy! 

For these reasons, some mention of alternative methods by which laypeople can 
work on themselves under modern conditions will be made in the following chap-
ters, but in practical terms this book is intended among other things to draw atten-
tion to the need for ongoing practical research in this field, as part of a program of 
restoration of the inner tradition to the full effectiveness it now lacks. As Livingstone 
said about the amount that must be done to rediscover darkest Africa, we must re-
alize that to rediscover the Christian tradition much work has to be done. 

But we must also realize something else, that a waking heart is a change 
of being.       

Morton Smith, who was referred to earlier (pp. 1089) as describing quite ac-
curately the qualities of the Christian gnosis, in his book The Secret Gospel, 
23 an attempt to simplify the complex thesis of his original book, describes 
the great difficulties he experienced attempting to understand what it was 
that Jesus had taught secretly. His atheistic conclusion is that Jesus transmit-
ted to others a kind of possession by some spirit, that this was a kind of 
psychological process, and that, after Jesus’ death, it could be transmitted 
from person to person by what he actually calls at one point infection. 

If the atheistic preconception is removed from Smith’s conclusions, they are funda-
mentally correct, although incomplete in detail to the point of distortion. But the 
addition of the atheistic viewpoint compounds this distortion or perhaps caused 
it. It seems an easy evasion, if time-honored, to say that this idea can only be 
understood from a position of faith, but this happens to be the fact. 

It is in fact possible to identify in meaningful modern terms the greatest element 
missing from this whole view, an element that differentiates the processes described 
from any clinically pathological event. Symptomatic of schizophrenia and certain 
other psychoses is the generally recognized effect they have of creating an incoher-
ence24 of speech, reason, and behavior. It is possible to say, with Smith, that the char-
acteristic of Christian experience, and a test of the truth in inner Christianity, since 
we are speaking of inner experience, is coherence: the tradition forms a coherent or 
internally consistent whole. It is worth remembering here that the classical medical 
test of awakening from anaesthesia is one of coherence. This should be understood 
in the sense that people often speak incoherently when emerging from anaesthesia, 
and they are not considered to have become conscious until they speak coherently.
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I am not qualified to define the Holy Spirit, but it is clear from my own experience, as 
well as from my researches, that the great difference between pathological possession 
and the union of the Christian with Christ is that the pathological leads away from 
the conscious into the fragmented, whereas any true spiritual union leads in the op-
posite direction - away from the fragmented toward unity of consciousness. 

This also links with our reference, on page 44, to Hughlings-Jackson’s definition of 
intoxication as a state in which the higher faculties are lost first. Fallen humanity is 
thus in a kind of intoxication from which we have yet to emerge as a race. The para-
ble of the tares (Matthew 13:2730) refers to a psychological intoxication, an intoxica-
tion of ideas or sensations, entered in a state of partial sleep. “While men slept,” an 
enemy sowed weeds among someone’s wheat, so that the weeds grew up amongst 
the grain. The farmer refused to pull out the weeds, being afraid to damage the 
wheat. He then said that it would be easier to separate them at harvest time. Psy-
chologically, this speaks of a state, not of physical sleep, but of absence (an opposite 
of presence of mind): an inattentive or distracted state, in which we take in ideas 
and sensations indiscriminately. What we take in in this state then influences our 
future thoughts and behavior, and can even reduce our future awareness. 

In the parable, the solution is not to try to remove these unwanted memo-
ries immediately but to wait for the harvest and then “bind them into 
bundles.” “Harvest,” in this sense, is the time when we see what happens 
when our various thoughts and memories emerge and shape the events of 
our life. Then we should classify the harmful thoughts and memories in 
‘’bundles,” and so we will learn to burn them in the fire of compunction. 

As long as our minds are dominated by these images indiscriminately taken in 
in the past, people will be able to say of us that: “ these people have arrived at 
a certain concept of God, but not a conception truly worthy of Him and ap-
propriate to His blessed nature. For their ‘disordered heart was darkened by the 
machinations of the wicked demons who were instructing them.’” 25 

Most people believe that there is a great gulf between Eastern and Western 
thought. This fallacy is due to the Victorian idea that Indian philosophy regarded 
the world as unreal. This was a naive and quite incorrect interpretation: the doc-
trine in question actually claimed that the view of the world held by those who 
lacked a properly formulated conceptual system was inaccurate, that is, incorrect 
or illusory. In Indian thought, illusion (maya) arises through ignorance (avidya). 
We can see the action of this principle in ordinary thought, where we will dis-
cover that ignorance leads to opinion: it is our nature to form theories and opinions
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whenever we lack clear knowledge. Imperception in our perceptions, sim-
ple unawareness, lack of registering what we perceive, leave us open to im-
agination; that is, the same principle operates in our perceptions: we imagine 
(or dream) wherever we lack meaningful input, a fact clearly confirmed by 
sensory deprivation experiments. Where do these dreams and imagin-
ings come from? Here is one of the great secrets of human psychology. 

The essence of the Christian idea that “the truth shall set you free” is the same: 
that there is a kind of knowledge - the Fathers called it gnosis, the Indian vidya 
or jnana - which ends ignorance (Sanskrit avidya), and so overcomes illusion. 
The Christian insight that that truth is personal, is in fact a “person,” does not 
change the way in which that truth acts. Theologically, at least, a “person” is much 
greater than a principle: Christ was “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.” 

According to the tradition, as we will have already understood, passions and desires 
are the tares that disturb or “intoxicate” the mind, and we will discover that they in 
fact make us blind to the more subtle actions of the spirit. A simple parable for this 
is the open sea. The rougher the waves, the more the depths of the ocean are hid-
den. With strong winds even the shallowest bottom is difficult to see. The early Fa-
thers not only commented on this obscurity, but also wrote at different times about 
other things that disturb the mind or reveal it to be already disturbed. 

One major problem of this kind was worldly concern or anxiety. 

The Biblical Paradox of the Knowledge of God 

What has the power to awaken us to a higher reality is the clear recognition that there 
is a higher reality. But Christian doctrine faces up squarely to the difficulty of rec-
ognizing this reality while we remain “asleep” to certain aspects of reality. 

Evagrius speaks about gnosis as theoria or contemplation, but it must be under-
stood that this concept is one whose meaning differs between Eastern and Western 
churches. The difference at root depends on the difference in the concepts of spirit-
uality that crystallized at the great watershed of the debate in Thessalonika between 
Barlaam and Palamas (see p. 79); between the Western intellectual model, in the Pla-
tonic sense of intellectual, of a God inferred as if an ideal, and the hesychast model, 
established then on Mount Athoswhere it survives to the present day. 

The Orthodox liturgy refers to a God who cannot be known in es-
sence, but whose actions on us can be known when we are sensitized 
so that we are able to register and retain them, in the phrase: “For with 
thee is the fountain of life: in thy light shall we see light” (Psalms 36:9).  
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In practice, His communications to us can then also be known; this knowledge 
is not from the senses and so is easily discounted. Saint Gregory Palamas put 
this by saying that God cannot be known in essence, but He can be known 
in His energies - the Greek word is dynamis, translated “energy,” but known, 
as energy is known in physics, by the actions to which it gives rise, by the way 
God acts in us. Theophan, a master of this tradition in the last century, says 
the same: the Holy Spirit is known by its activity in the personality. 

Constant frictions have arisen in theology because the Bible can be made 
to support two ideas that appear to be mutually exclusive: the idea that we 
cannot know God (“You cannot look on the face of God and live”) and 
the idea reflected, for instance, in the theology of Athonite abbots such as 
George Capsanis of Grigoriou, who assumes the possibility of a form of 
knowledge, of knowing God through His transforming power, in saying 
that “a God who does not deify man can have no interest to man.” 26 

In volume 1 of his book Gnosis, Boris Mouravieff wrote: “The affirmation: ‘No man 
hath seen God at any time’ seems a flagrant contradiction of the words of Jesus, 
quoted elsewhere by the same evangelist: ‘If a man love Me, he will keep My word: 
and My Father will love him. And We will establish a dwelling in him.’”27 This is 
one of the great problems of theology, going back to the earliest centuries of the 
church. Literal interpretation and imprecision have both frequently led to confu-
sion. In this particular case we are considering, it is imprecise translation of these 
and other texts that leads to the idea that the Bible makes contradictory statements 
on this subject. Normal translations make it seem as if God both can be known and 
cannot be known, depending on which page you read! It was this that led to the 
controversy between Palamas and Barlaam. Philosophical training, such as that pro-
posed by Clement and Origen, equips people to handle this kind of question. The 
conflict is resolved as soon as we recognize the different natures of the two kinds of 
knowledge. But the modern churches tend to turn away from intellectual training, 
so that the modern Christian is left face-to-face with this paradox with no means 
of resolving it. In everyday experience this exists in the persistent difficulty, now 
endemic in our society, in which people misinterpret this whole situation. 

What was created in the early church as a means of resolving a problem has today 
become a source of confusion. As originally understood, these two paradoxical state-
ments about the knowability of God deal with a Christian experience that is still 
common today. This is the experience that we cannot perceive God in the way in 
which we perceive the “things of the world.” The idea that “no man hath seen God 
at any time” is simply a statement of this fact that God cannot be known in this way,
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that He cannot be seen. Eugraph Kovalevsky around 1970 put it like this, but he is 
describing the same situation: “Love for God is acquired in prayer, and it is prayer 
which provides the motive for loving God. 28 For it is almost impossible to love God. 
Let us be frank! Without grace we would see no reason to love God.”29 

This teaching is of great practical importance. A Christian who properly under-
stands this statement will no longer be worried by the fact that he or she cannot 
see God, nor in any way know Him as we know things that fall in the field of 
the senses. The teaching thus reinforces our confidence in our own faculties in 
a situation where such reinforcement is necessary. Our attention and efforts can 
then be correctly focused on the realities of the situation, instead of pursuing the 
impossible or being hindered by attempts to resolve unanswerable questions. (A 
more detailed study of this idea is found early in Origen’s de Principiis.) 

The statement by Palamas, like others, shows how God can be known and de-
fines the way in which we can begin to relate to Him, opening up to the inner 
life found in contemplative prayer and the prayer of the heart. A proper under-
standing of this changes the quality of the prayer life and makes its objectives 
clear, so that the individual finds his or her way more quickly into the subtle-
ties of inner religion. This is why it is sometimes said that the way to knowl-
edge of God is not direct, but is through knowledge of our own “real I.” 

Once this is clearly understood it becomes abundantly clear that the shift of 
interpretation of this biblical teaching shows that by the time of the debate 
in Thessalonika, this paradoxical doctrine of two ways of knowing God had 
declined from being a practical teaching to a question for philosophical de-
bate. This division was the very essence of the schism in the church since, 
in those communities that had lost the use of this idea as an effective guide 
to prayer, the inner meaning of Christianity has gradually declined. 

The link of this to the inner light, recognized as late as Saint Thomas à 
Kempis and Jan van Ruysbroeck as the light of Christ, confirms the inner 
meaning of the idea of Christ as the image or icon of the Father. Accord-
ing to the Fathers, the life and teachings of Christ, as expressed in the New 
Testament, are the icon that shows use the God we cannot see directly. 

It is a common experience that we experience Jesus’ words as having ever new mean-
ings, so that in this sense their depth is infinite, just as the divine Himself is infinite. 
Yet this knowledge may and indeed must be interpreted with great precision. It is only 
then that it will exert its infinite power as the Word, its capacity to create the faculty 
of discrimination of spirits in us, and it is this that changes us, opens us to the Spirit 
of the Lord. This is the method of cause and effect, the method in which certain
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processes lead to certain results, implied by the Sufi philosopher Ibn Arabi, when 
he wrote:        

If the devil himself learned this knowledge,
he would be transformed. 30 

The cause, the seed of this growth, is discrimination (Greek diakrisis), which ger-
minates when it becomes strong enough to change our attitude to ourselves to the 
point where we do what is right instead of what we want to do. Only a special 
kind of knowledge, gnosis, has the power to create this kind of discrimination. It 
is this that works rather like taking a pill (see p. 76), which seems easy, although, 
like an unpalatable medicine, it is this that usually involves learning things about 
oneself that are highly unpleasant in the learning. Born beyond law, from the 
source of law, the effect of this medicine is lawful in the sense that it is predictable; 
as the cause is assimilated, the effect is produced by due process. The infinite and 
eternal acts “from above” on the finite, and makes that, in its turn, infinite and 
eternal. Thus this gnosis lights the way by which the animal or exterior man can 
become a spiritual or interior man, and the temporal become eternal. 

At this point we face the question: What is this Spirit of God? Here theo-
logians tremble, and rightly, for “he that shall blaspheme against the Holy 
Ghost hath never forgiveness, but is in danger of eternal damnation” 
(Mark 3:29). Yet great misunderstandings have arisen here, and great fol-
lies been made public, and it is time that something was said, if not about 
what this Spirit is, at least, about how it manifests in inner experience. 

Ascesis as Work on Oneself 

Ascesis is work on oneself in order to overcome the effects of the past and so 
heal the soul, restoring our potential to the full. Ascesis is not taken seriously in 
modern times. This is partly due to a lack of understanding of the whole idea, 
and partly to the fact that so many monastic authors in the past have spoken 
of forms of ascesis too difficult for laypeople and even for many monastics. 
Today we have the idea that asceticism means to deny oneself pleasure, that 
it means “mortification of the body.” Yet true ascesis is something very differ-
ent from blind obedience to rules or from mechanical self-denial. The early 
Christian meaning of ascesis can be traced to Saint Paul’s statement: 

I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air: 
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But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest by any means, 
when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway (1 Corinthi-
ans 9:2627). 

The early church, following Saint Paul, used the idea of ascesis to describe 
the exercise necessary to become a different kind of being. Saint Anthony 
the Great, in his First Letter, describes the different kinds of ascesis in a pas-
sage that distinguishes three different motivating currents in human life. In 
simple terms there can be three kinds of ascetic exercise. There can be exercise 
of the body. Physical exercises practiced on their own tend to lead to pride, 
and those in the past who have practiced this without knowledge of the other 
forms of ascesis have led to the idea that asceticism is simply senseless punish-
ment of the body. But there can also be ascetic exercise of the mind and, on all 
paths, too, there can be ascetic “exercise” of the nous (see figure 6.1). 

Physical ascesis is physical training with some emphasis on retention of en-
ergy. It strengthens the body while keeping it controlled in order to purify it. 
We can easily understand this physical ascesis, because it is like ordinary physi-
cal training carried out by athletes before a contest: it consists of practices 
that will strengthen their performance and improve its quality, and of accept-
ing restrictions to deny themselves indulgences that will weaken their per-
formance. Working out like this benefits the body. But in esoteric terms it is 
not valuable in itself, and practiced without the higher forms it can indeed 
be a danger, as, taken alone, it feeds our egotism. But it is valuable as a way 
to obtain enough strength and energy for the higher forms of ascesis. 

Psychological ascesis has the qualities of exercising the personal-
ity, and of keeping it controlled in order to purify it. When it comes to 
psychological ascesis, we have less experience, so we are less clear about 
this idea. In a modern sense it means “to work on ourselves.” 

Noetic ascesis has the qualities of exercising the nous in such a way as to il-
luminate and purify it. Thus it becomes the awakening of the nous. When it 
comes to noetic ascesis, the closest we come to understanding this idea today 
is the modern concern with meditation. Modern usage of the word medita-
tion changed in the early 1960s. Its meaning was extended when it began to 
be used to translate the Sanskrit term dhyana. 31 Dhyana comes very close 
to noetic ascesis. But most meditation practices are simply ascesis of the 
mind. They are not noetic ascesis, nor are they genuine dhyana practice. 

Yet certain forms of prayer, as well as some practices described as 
meditation, are actually forms of noetic ascesis. These are the forms 
where the two terms, prayer and meditation, seem to be interchange-
able. It is equally true that many practices now known as meditation and many
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Figure 6.1
Kinds of ascesis relate to the diferent energies.

specific prayer practices are merely psychological in na-
ture, and that many of these do not even yield the slowing 
of mental activity necessary before noetic practice can begin. 

True noetic ascests is the “cure of the soul” taught by the early Fathers of the 
church. It leads to the wakening of consciousness as described in the teachings 
of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky. This noetic ascesis can be approached in two ways. 
One is through noetic prayer or meditationa form of prayer that in time helps 
to lay the foundations of a different way of life. The other is a more generalized 
form that begins with learning to discern between worldly and spiritual influ-
ences and leads to the same transformed way of life. This generalized form is a 
primary process in Gurdjieff’s Fourth Way, the way of understanding. 

To absorb B influences, that is, the influences by which spirit is first recognized 
(called influences B in the Gurdjieff terminology, but see chapter 13), and to 
link them to our own inner experience increases our ability to discern or dis-
criminate and absorb further such influences. This we must do with greater 
precision than we yet know. This precision is indicated in the idea of recogni-
tion. Recognition leads to effective discrimination: to diakrisis. In practice, bet-
ter and more definite results are obtained when these two forms, prayer and 
more generalized work on oneself, are used in tandem. Then, with true spiritual 
experience throwing new light on our experience of the world, and the conse-
quent awakening of the second stage of faith, noetic ascesis goes deeper. 

But today even spiritual seekers do not understand ascesis. I myself searched for 
real spirituality for many years with only a fragmentary understanding of the need 
for ascesis. Father George, on Mount Athos, once remarked to me tentatively that 
I should think about the question of ascesis. At the time, I did not take the idea 
very seriously. I could not. Although in the Christian view of life, in the esoteric 
view, I came close to the views of the monks, in terms of practice we were still 
worlds apart. For me, the most I could possibly do was to give two half-hours 
to prayer or meditation each day, mental asceticism with little physical “cost.” 
As life grew more difficult for me, even this became impossible. I could neither
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give time to ascetic exercises, nor did I see the need to overcome what seemed to 
me to be “normally human” appetites and comforts that since childhood had ap-
peared to be the goals of human life and the normal standards of civilization. So I 
continued to live as I had lived, and nothing could really change in me. 

The monastic idea of ascetism, when I first saw it, was very far from what I would 
have considered, before my visits to Mount Athos, to be a normal way of living. 
This is the real problem today: we cannot understand the value and purpose of 
ascesis. For ascesis has a purpose, but its real purpose is not physical, it is not 
simply psychological. The real goals even of physical asceticism are noetic. In 
esotericism, ascesis is practiced only with the aim of purifying and enlightening 
the nous, and it will only be successful if it is practiced from an understanding 
of that fact; if it emerges from the heart by assentand that because, as a result of 
our seeing it to be necessary, we care enough to make the effort easy. True assent 
can be taken as a test: as evidence that our ascesis comes from the heart. Ascesis 
that does not come from the heart is false ascesis; it comes from pride, or it is a 
discipline imposed on us by others, and either of these leads to destruction. An-
other unknown thing about ascesis is that it is used as a means of testing oneself. 
For this, above all, it must be used intelligently and not destructively. If this is 
done, it will serve to help us to discover 32 the intentions of our hearts. 
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Chapter 7

Three Renunciations 
One great problem is that our civilization is almost blind to true emotion, 
which is unselfish love. This is a fact that we rarely notice, even in our-
selves and those closest to us. But occasionally people admit that they do 
not really even know what love is.     

To fill this gap, the early Fathers can offer real answers and usableif not easypracti-
cal solutions that confirm and expand on modern knowledge. Brought up to date, 
their psychological teachings tell us that the reason for this blindness to emotion 
is that modern thought has excessively tilted toward an intellectual complexity 
that leaves little time for emotion, while the level of intellectual activity and in-
tellectually generated physical activity obscures the true roots of emotional prob-
lems. It is in describing these distortions of normal human nature that Freud’s 
work rings true, although this gives it a major difference from the early psychol-
ogy of the Fathers, which was concerned with normal and with higher states, 
not with the abnormal. To study the side effects of the third component that 
is present in such situations, which consists of distorted emotions, or love gone 
sour, and doing so while love itself is masked by the activity, leads to the mislead-
ing conclusion that emotion is merely another form of mental activity. 

In fact, because the roots of the emotional component are more subtle 
than the ordinary activity of thought, the psychological tradition of early 
Christianity, as well as many contemporary eastern forms, long ago devel-
oped methods of resolving conflicts by separating out the emotional ele-
ment, and those methods, although not intended to deal with modern
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pathologies, go deeper and produce more lasting results, confirming Jung’s overall 
approach to psychotherapy. One example of how this emotional component was 
distinguished in a practical way was where Evagrius of Pontus wrote, well over 
a thousand years ago in his Kephalia Gnostica, 1 about three successive levels of 
what he called renunciation. These three renunciations are also described by Saint 
John Cassian, whose Conferences2 give many valuable clues to their nature. He 
comments, on how he first heard of these three renunciations, that: 

We had believed that in giving ourselves wholeheartedly to the first renuncia-
tion we had come within sight of the summit of perfection. And here we were 
now with the beginnings of an awareness that even in our dreams we had not 
glimpsed the heights of monastic life. In the coenobitic communities we had 
heard something about the second renunciation. But as for the third, in which 
all perfection is gathered, and which surpasses the other two in every possi-
ble way, we know that until now we had never even heard tell of it.3 

Cassian, who in the sixth century brought the tradition to the West from the 
desert communities of Sketis to found two monasteries in the South of France, 
says that we should “strive for these renunciations with the utmost zeal.” But in 
fact, in studying what he writes about them it becomes clear that his text, said 
to be a record of a talk by Paphnutius (a Father under whom Cassian appears 
to have studied), is far from verbatim. It seems that the sources available to us 
suffer from the copyists’ and/or translators’ errors so common in surviving writ-
ings of the early Fathers. As a result, when Cassian explains them more fully, 
the character of the second and third renunciations is far from entirely clear, al-
though the basic differences are defined by him fairly precisely, thus: “The first 
renunciation has to do with the body. We come to despise all the riches and all 
goods of the world. With the second renunciation we repel our past, our vices, 
the passions governing spirit and flesh. And in the third renunciation, we draw 
our spirit away from the here and the visible and we do so in order solely to con-
template the things to come. Our passion is solely for the unseen.”4 

We must understand that these successive renunciations are needed on the esoteric 
path, because to recover our true”God-given”nature, or essence,5 it is necessary to 
clarify and sensitize our minds at successively more subtle levels. Two of these levels 
are fairly generally understood today, but the third, of very subtle emotional distur-
bances, is almost unknown in our modern world, and it is its effects which manifest 
in the form of emotional abreaction in psychiatric treatment. It was in uncovering
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this that psychoanalysis has been such a formative force 
in modern thought, particularly in the work of C. G. Jung. 

The problem is in part the existence of remembered feelings, known in this termi-
nology as passions, which masquerade as true emotions but are in fact coarser. To 
eliminate disturbance only on the physical or mental levels will not correct dishar-
monies at the third or true emotional level, for which the psychology of the early 
Fathers provided specific and effective if often uncomfortable solutions. 

Three Renunciations Defined 

The classic parables of the treasure hid in the field and of the pearl of great price 
are parables of renunciation. They describe the need to give up something of 
less importance in order to obtain something of greater importance. 

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the 
which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and 
selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field (Matthew 13:44). 

In fact, this same parable can be taken on more than one level. The first is the physi-
cal or exoteric level, where it implies the need to give up one way of lifefor instance, 
the worldlyfor another, for example the monastic. But according to Evagrius of 
Pontus there are, on the road to theosis or God-realization, three progressive renun-
ciations. The text of the three paragraphs with which Evagrius introduces these three 
renunciations is so dense with meaning that it is difficult to understand without 
pondering it paragraph by paragraph, giving considerable time to each. The serious 
reader is advised to attempt this, but in the meantime we will try to give some idea 
of what it says, and link this to Cassian’s descriptions and to experience. 

The three renunciations can be related to the three kinds of ascesis (see figure 
7.1).         

The first renunciation is turning away from the body and from the ‘’world.” 
Evagrius wrote: “The first renunciation is the abandonment of the things of 
the world, which is produced by assenting to the science of God.” 6 

The second renunciation is in fact a renunciation by the personal-
ity of its claim that the active content of mind is our true inner nature, the 
whole person. Evagrius says: “The second renunciation is the abandon-
ment of evil, achieved by the grace of God combined with the effort of
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Figure 7.1 
Three renunciations related to three forms of ascesis.

man.” 7 “So then the first renunciation is the giving up of goods that do not belong to 
us,” says Cassian. “Hence it is not enough in itself for the achievement of perfection. 
One must pass on to the second renunciation, by which we give up what is really ours.” 
And at another place in the same conference, he says: ‘’With the second renuncia-
tion we repel our past, our vices, the passions governing spirit and flesh.”8 

The third renunciation lies beyond what we normally recognize as the activity of 
mind. Evagrius writes: “The third renunciation is the separation from ignorance, 
which is naturally made to appear to men according to the degree of their state.”9 
In Cassian’s version: “having driven out all sin, we will climb up to the high point of 
the third by which we come to despise, in heart and mind, not only all that is done 
in this world or possessed individually by men but the very superabundance of all 
the elements which are deemed everywhere so magnificent. and as the apostle says, 
‘We look not at the things which are seen but at the unseen, for the things that are 
seen belong to time and the things that are unseen are forever’ (2 Corinthians 4:18).” 
Cassian had further defined this third renunciation: “And in the third renunciation, 
we draw our spirit away from the here and the visible, and we do so in order solely 
to contemplate the things to come. Our passion is solely for the unseen.”10 

A fourth and final step: after the three renunciations, according to Cassian, one is 
able to take a fourth step. “We do this,” he says, “so that we may earn the right to 
hear what was said to Abraham: ‘Come into the land which I shall show you’ (Gen-
esis 12:1). And what this clearly means is that unless the three renunciations are 
achieved with all the fervour of the mind it will not be possible to reach this fourth, 
the return and reward for perfect renunciation. A land gained in this life when 
all passion is ousted and the heart is pure, a land which neither the virtue nor the
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effort of a toiling man will open up, but which the Lord himself promised to re-
veal.” 11        

The First Renunciation: “Dying to the World” 

The first renunciation is the abandonment of the things of the 
world, which is produced by assenting to the science of God.12 

The householder and the monk approach this first renunciation in differ-
ent ways, but the underlying meaning of both approaches is the same. 

This first renunciation, said to be “produced by assenting to13 the science of 
God,” is generally symbolized by the monk who “leaves the world” or by the 
Israelite who “comes out of Egypt.” But this assent to the divine science really 
describes the first step on the inner, psychological path, the first step in attempt-
ing to follow this inner ‘’science of God.” This is essentially an intellectual as-
sent, an intellectual commitmenta resolution to transcend all the expectations 
and all the imitation of the past that form the outermost level of our mind, our 
personality. The popular picture of the monastic life is of a peaceful escape from 
the world, but in fact the formation of this resolve signals the beginning of an 
inner struggle, and in many cases the monk is not permitted to return physi-
cally to the “outside world” until the worst of this interior warfare is over. 

The monk assents to the science of God by following the instructions of that science in 
his whole way of life by following a rule based on obedience to the word of God, Logos 
ton Theon. Thus he turns away from the world as he sees it. He begins this by assenting 
in immediate, physical form to the gospel teaching: “So therefore none of you can be-
come My disciple if you do not give up all your possessions” (Luke 14:33). 

As the next chapter makes clear, this idea of possessions has an inner meaning as 
well as the outer meaning that applies to the monk who renounces the world. The 
student of understanding renounces the world spiritually and in slow stages, as the 
result of a growing natural attraction for the events of the inner life. 

The Turn Toward Reality 

The difference between the householder and the monk is in one sense 
purely conceptual. The point that becomes clear in studying the first
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renunciation is that, in his turn away from life, the monk, like the householder, 
actually turns toward realitytoward the essential. In thought the turnabout ap-
pears different, but inwardly, essentially, the actual experience is almost identical 
in both cases. The New Testament, its teachings formulated before the begin-
ning of monasticism, deals with this in a sense that is common to both these 
views. As expressed by Saint Paul, it seems clear and factual enough, if difficult 
for some people to accept. To paraphrase from one of his epistles (1 Timothy 6:
710): For as we brought nothing into the world, so we can take nothing out of 
it; but if we have food and clothing we should be content with these. But those 
who want to be rich fall into temptation, and they are trapped by many sense-
less and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 

The problem lies in the desires, which lead to ruinous activity, but the solution 
lies in understanding the fact that the desires themselves come only from believ-
ing in the “world” as we see it. A further clue to what this means is the teaching of 
Karma Yoga about discrimination. This is arrived at, according to that tradition, by 
distinguishing between the unreal and the real. This is little different from Cassian’s 
diakrisis between the spirit of the world and the Spirit of God (see chapter 13). But 
it does offer an alternative, that instead of renouncing the world externally, we can 
renounce the “influences” of the world that exist within us. But first the nature of 
this kind of renunciation must be exactly understood. The need to be exact about 
this is due to the danger of error: the result of any “act” of discrimination depends 
on the exact form of that discrimination, as described in chapter 13. The danger is 
to take some inner activity, some inner change, as the reality. The result then is not 
liberation but obsession. Thus we were warned by the Apostles: ‘’Forasmuch then 
as we are the offspring of God, we ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto 
gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man’s device” (Acts 17:29). 

The phrase at the end of the quotation includes the Greek word enthemysios, a word 
of varying translations that might be rendered here as “graven by art and man’s 
meditation,” or perhaps “by man’s conceptualizing.” Knowing that the authors al-
most certainly will have been familiar with the wax tablet image of memory used 
by Plato, 14 we can see that this passage can be taken in an inner sense, first as 
referring to different levels of inner substance, since in the language of the inner 
tradition gold, silver, and stone are often used to distinguish these levels, but also 
to refer to impressions graven in memory. The outer meaning is also true. Neither 
man-made statues nor man-made concepts and memories should be regarded as 
the godhead, which is something else entirely from all reflections or images. 
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The Two Nights 

After renunciation of the outside world, or its purely inner equivalent of diakrisis, 
come two further stages of internal renunciation. As these seem to have been beyond 
the experience of Saint John Cassian, so they are beyond almost all modern experi-
ence, so that all we can do is to outline a plan for study of the second and third 
renunciations, without claiming to give an exhaustive explanation. But we will cer-
tainly find some clues in the writings of Saint John of the Cross, the Spanish mys-
tic, who spoke of these as two nights or stages in the purgation of the soul. 

In order to reach perfection, the soul has to pass, ordinarily, through two 
kinds of night, which spiritual writers call purgations, or purifications, of 
the soul, and which I have called night because in the one as in the other 
the soul travels, as it were, by night, in darkness. 

The first night is the night or purgation of the sensual part of the soul, 
which is the privation of all desire, wrought by God the second night is the 
night of the spiritual part, which is for those who are more advanced, when 
God wishes to bring them into union with Himself. 

The soul cannot enter into the night of itself, because nobody is able of his 
own strength to empty his heart of all desires, so as to draw near unto God.

The night is divided into three parts. The first may be likened to the 
commencement of night when material objects begin to be invisible. The 
second may be compared to midnight, which is utter darkness. The third 
resembles the close of night, which is God, when the dawn of day is at 
hand. 

There is no detachment if desire remains. Detachment consists in sup-
pressing desire and avoiding pleasure; it is this that sets the soul free, even 
though possession may still be retained. It is not the things of the world 
that occupy or injure the soul, for they do not enter within, but rather the 
wish for and desire of them, which abide within it. 15 

This whole analogy can be looked at, from an inner or esoteric point of 
view, in terms of the way the world is experienced when our normal “de-
fenses,” the protective illusions behind which we hide, are missing. 

But it is here that we meet one of the strangest properties common to all religions: 
the fact that religion can serve either to help us relate to life, to connect to life, 
or to cut us off from life.      
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This is the character of true faith, that, properly understood, it gives us an enhanced 
relationship to nature: to the nature of life and to our own nature. Improperly un-
derstood, it forms an additional illusion that comes between us and our perception 
of life: it is this misunderstanding that forms the opium of the people. 

This is one of the reasons why the Indian tradition has been so revealing 
to a Western world that had lost touch with its own inner tradition. 

In India the seeker after God passes through four stages of life. First he is stu-
dent brahmachari (a young student who lives with his teacher for a while), 
then householder, then, when he has played his part in the world, he becomes 
forest dweller (“dweller in the garden”), then sannyasi, “renunciate.” Here 
again we have progressive stages of renunciation. These stages represent the 
transformation of religion from delusion to true faith: the progressive removal 
of protection from the soul as it gains the strength to face life as it is. 

The same removal of protection occurs in the earlier forms of monas-
tic life. It can be discovered experimentally in pilgrimage - if that pilgrim-
age involves renunciation for a time of habitual forms of livingand it is 
for this reason that pilgrimage is very important in the Islamic faith. 

For a moment, to look at the meaning of what I am describing, we will turn 
aside onto the path of pilgrimage. It is on pilgrimage that the layperson can ex-
perience the outer form of renunciation that forms the basis of monasticism, in 
order to better comprehend its inner nature. We think of Christianity as quite 
different from Islam with its hajj, 16 but in fact the same idea of pilgrimage ex-
ists in places like Lourdes, Rome, Jerusalem, and Athos. As we remarked earlier, 
Mount Athos is known by its monks as the Garden of Panaghia (see chapter 4 
note 32), of Mary, “the All Holy One.” This idea of the garden reveals in ideaand 
in experiencea strangely primitive world: on the one hand the natural world as 
it is, the most beautiful of all. It is unspoiled, and so it is beautiful. Because it 
is unspoiled it is also “unimproved”; this means that it is without protection for 
us, without the comforts, the entertainments, the distractions we desire, without 
the benefits of that human societythe Culture of Contentment again17of human 
mutual support in the great art of distraction. It is a place of exile, of enforced 
independence, a bleak and empty place in which man finds himself whenever he 
is separated from all the distractions and protections of modern life. 

Once one has experienced this garden in its fullness the world will never be 
quite the same. This is like the coldly beautiful world described by early ex-
iles to the Russian labor camps: a world where a day is eighteen hours long, 
a day without distractions, without discussions, without entertainments,
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without comforts, a day face-to-face with simple real-
ity. With the first renunciation, the lay seeker turns actively to-
ward this reality; with the second, it becomes the ground of his life. 

But today we have to learn even how to go on pilgrimage in this way instead of 
with all the accoutrements of the tourist, all the aids designed to help us keep to 
our accustomed way of life even when we are “exploring” other cultures. 

It sounds fanciful, yet we are separated from such a world all the time, not only 
by thin cotton, by an eight-ounce glass pane, but by a much thicker wall of ideas 
and prejudices, attitudes and habits. Yet it is possible to find a doorway through 
this wall, and those who have been there will know of what I speak. 

Through this doorway is the true pardes (Hebrew word for park or garden, one of 
the precursors of the English word paradise): not our contemporary garden of con-
tentment, but the garden East of Eden in which human nature grows to the full, a 
true child of organic life. And all this imagery has very precise meaning. 

Again, all this imagery and the ideas it expresses would appear fanciful if there were 
no support for it in fact. The fact is Mount Athos itself, a way of lifebased on this 
idea and embodying in outer form this image of the garden. Here this image has 
sustained itself for more than a thousand years, and it is only now that it is under real 
threat for almost the first time since the Turkish conquest of Greece seven hundred 
years ago. Here, as a last relic of the forgotten Byzantine Empire, an earlier Christi-
anity follows today the rules and precepts of the desert Fathers who began the mo-
nastic life more than fifteen hundred years ago. That beginning of monasticism was 
itself the attempt to protect and preserve the even earlier form of Christianity that 
began to decay from the time Constantine adopted Christianity as the established 
religion of the eastern Roman Empire, when the mixture of politics and religion 
began that continues to plague the Christian world up to the present time. 

Inwardly, pilgrimage is a question of heart, not just of head nor simply of physical 
effort. It is, as Father I. of Simono-Petra once told me, a journey to a holy place, 
a place that can help one to discover the eternal within oneself. Pilgrimage is a 
journey to oneself. It is also willing devotion, and it is change enforced by circum-
stance, but by invited circumstance, and willingly accepted. On the one hand, 
one intensifies devotion by giving it expression in physical effort, so expressing 
the unity of spirit and body. On the other, by leaving behind all that is familiar 
and easy in one’s life, one leaves behind too all that is habitual and repetitive. It is 
as if the pilgrim is able, in spirit, and for the duration of his pilgrimage, to obey 
Christ’s injunction to “sell all that thou hast, and distribute unto the poor, and 
thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come, follow me” (Luke 18:22). 
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This, of course, is a simple way of thinking about metanoia, of redirecting the heart: 
“For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also” (Matthew 6:21). 

A modern way of looking at it is that on pilgrimage we sacrifice time. Time, the most 
precious commodity of modern life. When we lack it, we bemoan the fact. When it 
is “on our hands,” we try to fill it. But on pilgrimage, by leaving behind all the things 
one uses to “fill the time,” we find time within us for things that have for long been 
missing from our lives. By making the gift of time, we become free of the bonds of 
time and so learn to regain control of time. By doing things we find difficult, we 
break free of the habit of choosing the “easy way” in everything. Once free of this, 
we discover that it is this habit of taking the easy way out that binds us to repeat 
the events of our lives with little change. So we overcome the imagined limitations 
that have too often become habitual boundaries to our lives. And so we discover 
that difficulties, far from limiting our freedom, can actually increase it. 

By sacrificing time, we can gain freedom from ourselves. 

But to discover this, we have to step outside the surprisingly narrow bounds of 
modern thought and modern action, to step without hesitation onto the pilgrim’s 
road, accepting the difficulties of unfamiliar conditions as well as accepting new 
ideas. The essence of pilgrimage, then, is giving up. We give up the ordinary for the 
extraordinary, the everyday for God, and not as a “bargain” from which one expects 
return. God, reported the early Fathers, makes no bargains of this kind. 

So one gives up “oneself ” simply in order to know a better self, or simply in 
order to prove, in one’s own flesh, to one’s own self, the reality of one’s com-
mitment to something higher than oneself. For example, habits are difficult 
to overcome. They are easily begun, but once they are begun it becomes dif-
ficult for us even to see them, and so they become almost impossible to rem-
edy. So one idea of pilgrimage is the “friction struggle” against one’s habits, 
begun by placing oneself in a position where one’s habits do not provide 
solutions, are not acceptable, not appropriate. It is in such circumstanc-
es, I found, that these habits and attitudes become suddenly visible! 

Bitter Waters 

Let me digress a little to fill in some background. On Mount Athos is 
a bleak, exposed hillside known as Karoulia which in a book was once, 
I believe, called The Holy Planet Purgatory. 18 More often it is known
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as The Desert. This place on earth is named for a place in the human 
heart, and it might seem that it was so named because of its topogra-
phy. It consists of steep rocky slopes at the storm-blasted tip of Mount 
Athos. Before the time of Alexander and Aristotle, it was at the foot of 
these cliffs that Xerxes’ fleet was wrecked. He lost twenty thousand men. 

Here is a place dedicated to the theological exile of monasticism. Now a dozen her-
mits live here, in strange houses that cling like swallows’ nests to the inhospitable 
cliffs, while in summer tourists in motor boats lie off the inhospitable shore and 
attempt to understand the inexplicable at a distance with cameras and binoculars. 
There too an occasional pilgrim braves the steep paths, hauling himself up on 
chains to ask his question of those who have fled his importunate company and 
have not learned well enough the lessons of the Gerontikon, where stories of the 
early Fathers repeatedly tell of the tricks they used to avoid talking to worldly visi-
tors, tricks sometimes still played in this inaccessible corner of the world. 

This is the “desert” of Athos. Here the hermits go to be alone with themselves 
and their Creator - and specifically to “overcome the past,” to purge their hearts 
of the final traces of their earlier selves, because this is the way in which they can 
be alone with God. One might believe this to be a fine, dramatic gesture, but one 
would be wrong. Here, nobody given to making such gestures would be permitted 
to remain. For a monk to live in Karoulia requires permission that traditionally is 
difficult to obtain. Even to live here, a man must already be much changed. 

Sometimes, in the Fathers, and in the eremetic tradition of the Eastern 
Church up until the present time, the monk is advised to go into exile 
in this way, in order to purify the heart of the personal and the trivial. 

A report on one of my visits to Mount Athos describes how I first came to under-
stand this in more everyday terms: “I myself only began really to understand the 
reality that has come to flower on Athos on this second visit, when the strains of 
being thrust into an unfamiliar world ‘came to a head’ for me, and I first ‘passed 
through’ what Saint Gregory of Nyssa called the ‘Red Sea’ by escaping from my 
everyday ‘Egypt’ of concern for my own comfort and my need for continuous 
distraction. First, in terms of Saint Gregory’s analogy, I meet that sensation of 
emptiness for which he uses the analogy of ‘bitter waters,’ but later I will emerge 
into what I have since learned to regard as an advanced stage of pilgrimage. It is 
here that real communication with the monks became possible. This happened 
because, by chance or by grace, I was now free to spend more time in one monas-
tery. In these conditions I was able slowly to ‘pass through’ right into that different 
world of Byzantium preserved. I had time to attend all the day’s services. Time 
for prayer. Time to learn from the monks their own way of viewing their life.
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The experience began not in a monastery but in Mount Athos’s one primi-
tive hotel. Four iron beds, four rickety chairs, pillow, blanket, a small table, 
an oil lamp and several tacked-up postcards of icons made up the furnish-
ings. “Like monastery,” said the owner optimistically. I lay down, drew 
the blanket over my head, and attempted to take my siesta. It was around 
three in the afternoon, and the day stretched interminably before me. 

It was during this long day, with no monastic spirituality to compensate for the 
barren environment, that I met in full strength Saint Gregory’s “bitter waters” of 
separation from the outside world, and so learned something about how, in our 
Western world, we use our comforts and our distractions to hide from ourselves 
and our own emptiness. (These are what the monk leaves behind him when he is 
said to leave the “world.”) At the same time I learned to value more fully the unique 
riches of the monastic world that had been so kindly opened to me. 

At times like this, no matter what the external circumstance, the pattern is always 
the same. I would first face the freewheeling thoughts of my own mind and then, 
when I managed to step back from these thoughts that continued to run through 
my head, I would meet this emptiness, this bitterness that emerges when one faces 
an immediate future that is not only without pleasures and without distractions, 
but also offers no certainty of something to replace those distractions. 

Then, if I would persist too long, would come anger. 

The actual experience of this renunciation is described in different ways by differ-
ent Fathers. One valuable description is given in Gregory of Nyssa’s book The Life 
of Moses, where he speaks of the bitter waters found by the Israelites in the desert 
- described in Exodus 15:22-25 - as being sweetened by wood, “the wood of the 
cross.” This wood is symbolic of a higher form of love: a higher emotional love 
which combines with itself a special kind of knowledge that is gnosis. 

On the monastic path, the monk must die to the world. 

The monk promisesthroughout his lifeto follow the narrow and hard way of 
repentance. He breaks away from the things of the world in order to achieve 
the one thing which he desires. He dies in relation to the old life, that he may 
live the new one which Christ offers him in the Church. The monk pursues 
perfect repentance by means of continual asceticism: vigils; fasting; prayer; 
the cutting away of his will, and unquestioning obedience to his elder. In the 
practice of these he forces himself to deny his private and selfish will, and to 
love God’s will. A monk is “a perpetual forcing of nature.” The word of the
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Lord is thus fulfilled: “The kingdom of heaven is taken by violence, and the vi-
olent take it by force” (Matthew 11:12). 19    

It is in this tilled ground, in this heart naked to the inner world, that the sweetness 
of God’s grace can be felt more often, more fully, and can finally take root. 

The problem is that if this method fails, as it usually does when transplanted 
into the very different conditions of Western life today, with all its distraction-
sand sadly this appears to be generally true even for Westerners if they become 
monks on Athos but bring Western civilization with them in their mindsthere 
is great disappointment, making it difficult for them to prolong the effort. 
This, and the need, for all but those who begin very young, to solve this in a 
different way, is the primary spiritual question of our age. The problem is that 
with this failure the mind becomes restless, so that persistent practice then be-
comes difficult: although we now know the ways of the past, for those who 
have been many years on the Way, a new answernew hopeis needed. 

In his Life of Moses, Saint Gregory writes about this nakedness of heart in these 
words:         

after crossing the day’s march, and during this time they en-
camped in a place where they found water which they could not at 
first drink because of its bitter taste. But the wood that Moses cast 
into the water made it a pleasant drink for them in their thirst. 

The text corresponds to what actually happens; when a man has given 
up the Egyptian pleasures to which he had been enslaved before crossing 
the water, his life seems at first bitter and disagreeable now his pleasures 
have been taken away. But once the wood is cast into the waters, that 
is, once he unites himself to the mystery of the resurrection, which had 
its beginning in the wood (and by the wood here you surely understand 
the Cross), then the life of virtue becomes sweeter and more refresh-
ing than all the sweetness that makes the sense tingle with pleasure, be-
cause it has been seasoned by our hope in the things to come.20 

On every visit to Athos, I have at some time rediscovered this “well of bitter waters” 
that was first described by a Father of the church so long ago. In the monasteries, I 
have also discovered the palliative for this unease. There, as Saint Gregory of Nyssa 
put it, they possess the wood of the cross, symbolic of the living liturgy, of the 
Resurrection itself, to sweeten the bitterness. Here, I am now convinced, is an elixir,
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a medicine for this bitterness. This was why the early Fathers could recommend 
exile, could recommend the solitary life. But we cannot easily retain this state in 
our ordinary lives, and so when I go there again it is only after withstanding this 
inner desert, this sense of emptiness, for a day, sometimes for several days, that I 
discover once again the inner well of peace and happiness that makes it possible 
for the monk to live his hard and outwardly unrewarding life. So much does the 
effect of our ordinary life cling to usor to be more exact, so much do we cling to 
our ordinary lifethat this benefit has often emerged only toward the end of my 
visits. This is why the Gospel According to Thomas says: “The fox has his lair, 
the bird has his nest, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.” 

The Second Renunciation 

The second renunciation is the abandonment of evil, achieved by 
the grace of God combined with the effort of man. 21 

Monastic or nonmonastic, the inner meaning is essentially the same. But the sec-
ond and third renunciations seem to be the same for every seeker of God, since 
they are entirely internal. Seen in mesoteric terms the second renunciation could be 
described by taking the same parable of the treasure in the field to describe a par-
ticular psychological process, in which we discover the power of the transcendent 
to renew the mind and subsequently renounce those contents of the active mind 
or personality absorbed from the outside world. In particular, the second renun-
ciation is to renounce those desires and dislikes that disturb the emotions. 

The outer meaning of the passage in Luke, quoted earlier in this chapter, where 
Christ speaks of his disciples “giving up possessions,” is, of course, one of the 
origins of coenobitic or common-life monasticism. But the original Greek 
of this passage contrasts the self-centered disciple’s need to surrender his in-
ner possessions with Christ’s reference to his becoming a disciple of myself, 
and this emphasis reveals more clearly the inner meaning that is partially hid-
den in English translation. It must be remembered that the word disciple re-
fers to someone following a discipline. The passage therefore refers to the need 
to move from a self-centered life to what Eastern monastics call a theocentric 
life: in modern terms, to replace a false self with a true Self or “real I.” 

This is supported by the fact that in the early days of Christian-
ity, for instance in the Egyptian desert at the time of Saint Anthony the
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Great, the ideas of monasticism and of the common life had broader mean-
ings than those now set by contemporary usage, so that it is difficult not to 
assume that it was because monks, nuns, and hermits were the only ones to 
have time to write about these subjects that these ideas eventually narrowed 
to interpretations which essentially reflect the monastic methodology. 

So strong is the hold of life over us that students of this work who begin to 
achieve diakrisis discover that they still want certain things, even though they 
are no longer convinced of the reality of those things. Thus, monk or house-
holder, after a much longer time, every student on this Way will come to face 
the second renunciation. The external renunciation of the world must be fol-
lowed by an inner renunciation of our desire for the world, a renunciation 
whose nature must be exactly understood and achieved. In Fr. George Maloney’s 
introduction to his translation of Saint Macarius the Great, he said: 

One chief emphasis throughout the writings of Macarius is the call not only 
to serve God absolutely by renouncing through spiritual and actual poverty 
all attachments to persons and things, but also to enter into the depths of 
one’s soul and do the inner spiritual battleto renounce even one’s false self. 
He explains in his Great Letter what renouncing oneself means: 

“What does it mean to renounce one’s own self except to give oneself 
completely to the fraternity and never to accomplish absolutely one’s 
own desires, but to be totally available to the Word of God.” 22 

In the Christian gospel, what is perhaps the most important test, 
the test of the second renunciation, is precisely defined and set 
up in advance for us in the famous passage about the lilies of the field. 

Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field, which today is, and 
tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe you, O ye 
of little faith?    

Therefore take no thought, saying, What shall we eat? or, What shall we 
drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed?  

(For after all these things do the Gentiles seek:) for your heavenly Father 
knoweth that ye have need of all these things. 

But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these 
things shall be added unto you.  
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Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take 
thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof 
(Matthew 6:3034). 

Can we see how important this is? Can we see how it applies to us, personally? 
No! Then we have not yet understood the nature of the second renunciation. Can 
we actually believe this doctrine? Can we accept it and base our lives upon it? No! 
Then, even if we have understood it, we have not yet passed the test of the second 
renunciation. If the nature of this renunciation is understood, it will seem to go so 
counter to modern thought, and will seem so restrictive and so difficult to those 
accustomed to a life of comfort and distraction, that modern man has become 
almost incapable of accepting the necessity for this second renunciation. 

The same is true of the passage from Saint Matthew. It makes little sense 
to modern mind and modern ways of life, for it defines a major blind 
spot in modern man, a blind spot or buffer 23 that, above all others, is re-
sponsible for the injustices and suffering occurring in our society today. 

At the same time, this renunciation is not limited to Christian tradition. 
In a practical sense, it is identical with the ‘’second qualification,” vairy-
agya, or emotional discrimination, in Shankara’s Vivekachudamani, or Crest 
Jewel of Discrimination, which is one of the keys to the Yoga of the Bhagavad 
Gita. It is through this faculty of emotional discrimination that we recog-
nize, somewhere inside us, that Christ, in his actions and in his words, shows 
us something unworldly in a literal sense, something coming from beyond 
the world we know, so that it was perfectly consistent that he taught us 

Love not the world, neither the things that are in the world. If any man 
love the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 

For all that is in the worldthe lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and 
the pride of lifeis not of the Father, but is of the world. 

And the world passeth away, and the lust thereof: but he that doeth the 
will of God abideth forever (1 John 2:1517). 

But Evagrius perhaps most precisely defined the second renunciation 
when he wrote: “For the true wedding garment is the dispassion [ap-
atheia] of the deiform soul which has renounced worldly desires.”24 

What does all this mean in practice? 
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“Transcending Knowledge with My Thought” 

Saint John of the Cross introduced the second renunciation in his well-known 
poem:         

I entered in, I know not where,
And I remained, though knowing naught,
Transcending knowledge 25 with my thought. 

This clearly refers to those moments when we go beyond discursive thought 
and all the activity of the mind to that still place that the early Fathers called 
the heartnot the physical heart but the psychological heart which is associ-
ated with the “closet” to which Christ said we should retire in order to pray. 
The next verse of the poem describes a further stage associated with the 
“third renunciation,” which will be described a few pages further on. 

The early English text of the Cloud of Unknowing - written in 
the medieval Saint Denys tradition - recommends a certain prac-
tice intended to assist the mind in transcending discursive thought: 

Lift up thine heart unto God with a meek stirring of love; and mean 
himself and none of his goods. And therefore look you that thou loathe 
to think on aught but himself, so that naught work in thy mind nor in 
thy will but only himself. And do that in thee is to forget all the crea-
tures that ever God made and the works of them, so that thy thought 
or thy desire be not directed or stretched to any of them, neither in gen-
eral nor in special. But let them be, and take no heed of them. 

This is the work of the soul that most pleaseth God. All saints and angels have 
joy of this work and hasten them to help it with all their might. All fiends be 
mad when thou dost thus, and try for to defeat it in all that they can. All men 
living on earth be wonderfully helped by this work, thou knowest not how. 
Yea, the souls in purgatory are eased of their pains by virtue of this work. 
Thou thyself are cleansed and made virtuous by no work so much. And yet 
it is the lightest work of all, when a soul is helped by grace in a sensible list; 
and soonest done. But else it is hard and wonderful for thee to do. 

Cease not, therefore, but travail therein till thou feel list. For at the first 
time when thou dost it, thou findest but a darkness, and as it were a cloud 
of unknowing, thou knowest not what, saving that thou feelest in thy will 
a naked intent unto God. This darkness and this cloud, however thou dost,
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is betwixt thee and thy God, and hindereth thee, so that thou mayest nei-
ther see him clearly by light of understanding in thy reason, nor feel him 
in sweetness of love in thine affection. And therefore shape thee to bide in 
this darkness as long as thou mayest, evermore crying after him whom thou 
lovest. For if ever thou shalt see him or feel him, as it may be here, it must 
always be in this cloud and in this darkness. And if thou wilt busily travail as 
I bid thee, I trust in his mercy that thou shalt come thereto. 26 

The Third Renunciation 

Evagrius wrote of this: 

The third renunciation is the separation from ignorance, which is natu-
rally made to appear to men according to the degree of their state.27 

This third renunciation is also the subject of the verse of the poem by Saint John of 
the Cross immediately following the verse quoted on the previous page: 

Of when I entered I know naught,
But when I saw that I was there
(Though where it was I did not care)
Strange things I learned, with greatness fraught.
Yet what I heard I’ll not declare.
But there I stayed, though knowing naught,
Transcending knowledge with my thought.28 

Paradoxically, Evagrius’s separation from ignorance is the re-
sult of “transcending knowledge” with our thought. The knowledge 
gained in this state - sometimes today known as contemplative knowl-
edge - is such that all previous knowledge appears as ignorance. 

By renunciation of one form of knowledge we obtain another - knowledge 
that is more than knowledge:      

Again, the kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which 
when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth 
all that he hath, and buyeth that field (Matthew 13:44). 

The third and deepest interpretation of this parable describes noetic 
prayer, in which we sacrifice or sell all our mental possessions, leaving the
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field of our nous clear and without image, and in this empty field we then dis-
cover the joy of the Lord, the bliss that is the food of the Spirit. When we discover 
this bliss, all other pleasures pale by comparison, so that from this moment we 
will begin to set aside every other desire until only one desire remains to us. At 
this point we will understand the idea of the one thing needful not only with 
the head, but with the heart. More to the point, as this process continues and 
we have further glimpses of this treasure, we will perhaps find that at its most 
intense it becomes a light like an inner sun, the light described by the monks 
of Athos, in the words of certain early Fathers, as the uncreated light. 

At this moment we will understand why another, similar parable uses the image 
of the pearl of great price (Matthew 13:46).    

Cassian also has something to say about this step: 

All this happens when [we are] dead with Christ to all that is in this world, 
our gaze, as the apostle proclaims, is “not upon those things which are 
seen but on the unseen; for the things which are seen belong to time and 
the things which are not seen are everlasting” 29 (2 Corinthians 4:18). 
In our hearts we leave this time-ridden, visible house and we firmly turn 
our eyes and mind to where we will remain forever. And we will achieve 
this when, still in the flesh, we begin to soldier in the Lord, not as flesh 
would have it, but when our deeds and our virtues join the apostle in 
crying out, “Our homeland is in heaven” (Philippians 3:20).30 

For most of us, including many monastics, this is not an instant renuncia-
tion, but a great struggle with our parochial nature; not self-centered thought 
but the narrow personal self itself, our obstacle in the struggle to do the 
Lord’s will: “Not every one that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into 
the kingdom of heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in 
heaven” (Matthew 7:21). And again: “For I came down from heaven, not 
to do mine own will, but the will of him that sent me” (John 6:38). 

Saint Cyprien of Carthage said of this: 

The will of God is what Christ did and taught. Humility in conduct; 
firmness in faith; modesty in speech; justice in judgments; kindness 
in almsgiving; discipline in human morality; acting without preju-
dice and [showing] dignity and understanding when we are its vic-
tims; keeping the peace with our brothers; loving God with all our 
heart; to love Him because He is Father and to fear Him because He is 
God; to prefer nothing above Christ, as He has preferred us above all; 
to bind ourselves unconditionally to His spirit of charity, but to take 
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up our cross with courage and confidence; when the time comes to enter 
the battle in His name or in His honour; to demonstrate confidence in dif-
ficulties so as to remain strong in the struggle; patience in death in order 
to earn our crown. All of this is a clear sign of our will to be co-heirs of 
Christ, to act according to the law of God, to do the will of God. 31 

It has been said that before we can be born from above, we must first die. Until we 
have walked in the “light” of diakrisis, and by this light have struggled on the way 
of metanoia for many years, most of us find that it is difficult to perceive and distin-
guish real from unreal, what is self from what is not-self, eternal self from what is to 
die by death dividing self from Self. One day we will discover that it was at least in 
part for this reason, to make this perception possible and so give us the saving power 
of diakrisis, that our Lord came into the world. What is to die in us is false self: and 
it is to this, I believe, that the third renunciation refers. This is the true and final 
meaning of the strait gate through which we can carry no excess baggage. 

Now we shall be worthy of the true perfection of this third renun-
ciation when the mind is no longer dulled by fleshly contagion, when 
every worldly wish and character has been expertly polished away, when 
unfaltering meditation on the things of God and the practice of con-
templation has so passed over to the unseen that there the surrounding 
frailty and domain of the flesh are felt no longer and there is rapture 
amongst the bodiless realms above. The mind is so caught up in this 
way that the hearing no longer takes in the voices of outside and im-
ages of passers-by no longer come to sight and the eye no longer sees the 
mounds confronting it or the gigantic objects rising up against it. 

No one will possess the truth and power of all this unless he has direct 
experience to teach him.32     

The narrow way, the way of diakrisis and metanoia, leads to this. It leads 
to the emergence of a different self whose steward is this change of heart 
that turns our wanting in the opposite direction. What exactly must be 
discriminated within us in order to become a different self? To answer 
this, we must ask ourselves an apparently simple question: Who am I? 

You will discover first of all that you have different answers to this ques-
tion at different times, and in different circumstances. We identify our-
selves differently from moment to moment. But through compassion 
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with our fellow humans, we may experience an “I” that 
is greater than all others. It is this that transcends our little local self. 

Saint John of the Cross wrote about this third renunciation: 

Few there are that find the narrow gate. Mark here the reason for this 
saying, which is that there are but few who understand how, and desire, 
to enter into this supreme detachment and emptiness of spirit. 

To follow Christ is to deny self, this is not that other course which 
is nothing but to seek oneself in God, which is the very opposite of 
love. For to seek self in God is to seek for comfort and refreshment 
in God. But to seek God in Himself is not only to be willingly de-
prived of this thing and of that for God, but to incline ourselves to 
will and choose for Christ’s sake whatever is most disagreeable, whether 
proceeding from God or from the world; this is to love God. 33 

The question of why so few find salvation can be taken at many different levels; the 
mildest echoes what Ouspensky said when, asked why everyone could not be changed, 
he said that not everybody wants to change. In simple terms, this is why the self-seek-
ing person normally takes the path of “self-seeking into God,” of seeking satisfac-
tions from God, in preference to the Royal Road of self-denial which is the path of 
metanoia and of the true service of God. In modern times, for those who have some 
sense of the latter path, a long and painful purgation is normally necessary. 

But this also explains many sayings of Gurdjieff about the whole ques-
tion of doing what is difficult: why we should “do what it does not 
like,”34 as he put it, along with his idea of intentional suffering. 

Saint Theophan the Recluse writes about the same thing in his commen-
tary on Psalm 118: “the word ‘undefiled’ in the original is the same as that 
used to describe lambs made ready for the Easter sacrifice. This points to 
the fact that those entering the road of the commandments in order to 
achieve the undefiled state must doom themselves as if for immolation. Only 
one who considers himself dead shall be able to withstand all temptations 
and difficulties; for what can be unbearable to one already dead?”35 

As we are, we cannot live as Theophan suggests. Only a different “I” can 
live in this way. As some of the stories from the Russian labor camps make 
clear, to face life in this way withers the everyday ego, and the only sal-
vation then is to wake the different and authentic “I” that sleeps in our 
“inmost heart.” There is a story of the early Fathers about how, in order 
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to explain the nature of detachment, one of them took two pupils to con-
template a corpse: “That is how you should be,” he told them, “praise him 
or criticize him, he does not react.” Maurice Nicoll once used the Chi-
nese parable of the fighting cock to illustrate this idea. This story goes: 

Chisengtse used to raise fighting cocks for the king. After ten days 
had passed, the king asked if his cock was ready for a fight. “Not 
yet,” he replied. “The cock is still very impulsive and haughty.” 

After another ten days, the king asked again, and he replied: “Not yet, his eyes still 
have an angry look and he is full of fight.”    

Another ten days passed and he said, “He is about ready. 
When he hears other cocks crow, he does not even react. You 
look at him, and he appears like a wooden cock. No other 
cock will dare to fight him, but will run away at first sight.” 36 

We do not yet possess constancy like this. Our changeable nature is re-
vealed by our changing moods, by the way our wishes are different and 
often conflicting, and by the fact that we believe things that conflict. 

This describes the emergence of that inner autonomy of spirit that is the 
goal of esotericism.       

The most obvious answer to the question of freeing ourselves from outside distur-
bances simply increases our sensitivity to the disturbances in our minds. For the 
layperson, without benefit of monastic enclosure from the world, this opens the 
door to all kinds of anxiety. But, more surprisingly, it opens the door of the monk’s 
or hermit’s cell to demons, in the sense that Evagrius used this term: persistent and 
autonomous activities arising from the active contents of his own mind. These 
demons, says Saint Maximos, act on us directly from within, or indirectly through 
their effect on other people, that is: “Either the demons tempt us themselves, or 
they equip those who do not fear the Lord against us: themselves, when we are 
alone, away from others, just as they tempted the Lord in the desert; through oth-
ers, when we associate with them, as they tempted the Lord through the Pharisees. 
It is for us to look to our model and beat them back on both fronts.”37 

Monk or lay, we need a way of dealing with one or other of these and sometimes with 
both; with outside and inside disturbance. Sometimes, of course, but not always, the 
answers the layperson obtains will be different from those obtained by the monk. But 
there is one additional clue, one reason why the answers are not different as often as 
we would expect, and it is this: externals can only disturb us by acting on something
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in the contents of our psyche. This means that if we work against the inner, psy-
chological causes of these disturbances, we will also be working to neutralize distur-
bances that originate outside us. Again there is a clue in Maximos’s text: we are to 
learn from the methods taught and used by our Lord, the method taught by Him 
in beating back the inner demons by learning the love of the Lord, while dealing 
with the outer demons by answering them as He answered the Pharisees. 

Then went the Pharisees, and took counsel how they might entangle him 
in his talk. 

And they sent out unto him their disciples with the Herodians, saying, 
Master, we know that thou art true, and teachest the way of God in truth, 
neither carest thou for any man: for thou regardest not the person of men.

Tell us therefore, What thinkest thou? Is it lawful to give tribute unto Cae-
sar, or not? 

But Jesus perceived their wickedness, and said, Why tempt ye me, ye hypo-
crites? 

Show me the tribute money. And they brought unto him a penny. 

And he saith unto them, Whose is this image and superscription? 

They say unto him, Caesar’s. Then saith he unto them, Render therefore 
unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that 
are God’s (Matthew 22:1521). 

In psychological terms, to render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and 
unto God the things that are God’s is to act appropriately: to deal with inner 
and outer, spiritual and worldly, each in their own terms. In medieval times, 
special disciplines were created for the few laypeople who were so financially 
well off that they were able to use their wealth to insulate themselves from the 
world. 38 But now few people can take such a path. For those who cannot af-
ford to insulate themselves from the world, and whose character or responsibili-
ties prevent their becoming monks or setting aside very long periods each day for 
prayer and contemplation, the only alternative is to eliminate the inner element 
of each disturbance, so eliminating all reaction or response to that cause. But 
in the end, persistence in prayer only succeeds after a long struggle. One way 
or another, everyone must work against those elements in their character which 
disturb them directly or allow the external elements to disturb them. 

One who, without leaving the world, roots out the inner elements that tie him 
to the world, has entered the path.     
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In a traditional phrase, the result of this is that he acts as if he were in the 
world but not of it: he no longer assents to the influence of the world. 

The Parting of the Ways 

This is the point where the disciples of Jesus left him, as described in chapter 6 of 
the Gospel of Saint John:      

Many therefore of his disciples, when they had heard this, said, This is an 
hard saying; who can hear it? 

When Jesus knew in himself that his disciples murmured at it, he said unto 
them, Doth this offend you? 

What and if ye shall see the Son of man ascend up where he was before?

It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life. 

But there are some of you that believe not. For Jesus knew from the begin-
ning who they were that believed not, and who should betray him. 

And he said, Therefore said I unto you, that no man can come unto me, 
except it were given unto him of my Father. 

From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked no more with 
him (John 6:60-66). 

Gospel teachings about the strait gate and the narrow way refer in their simplest 
sense to the difficult choice that must be taken at this point, where we must 
go beyond the point which we can see; beyond what we can control. 

The ambiguity of the description used here is normal. These choices are so dif-
ficult to define directly that, on the Christian path, they are normally defined 
indirectly; for instance, they may describe the choice that must be made in 
terms of indicators or signs whose presence will tell us when we have made the 
right decision. Some of these signs serve as analogies for what we must observe, 
but first we must learn to interpret such analogies. Others are simply indica-
tors, but when we observe them this tells us that we are making the right choice. 
One method is that of negative definition, when we are advised what not to do: 
not to take the line of least resistance, for example, or not to choose the com-
fortable or the easy in preference to what we see to be necessary. This method 
is linked to what is called apophatic theology, which defines God by speaking
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of what He is not. As a method it can leave us intentionally exposed to 
circumstances beyond our control, forced to live out in reality the situa-
tion described in the gospel passage about the lilies of the field. The inner 
anxiety that results is one of the meanings of the monastic term exile. 

A Fourth Stage 

Cassian wrote, as quoted on page 161, about our need to come out of this 
“time-ridden, visible house, and firmly turn our minds to where we will remain 
forever.” This is clearly a parable similar to that sometimes used in India by one 
Yoga teacher, 39 who describes this by saying that man has two homes. One is 
a mean, dark, uncomfortable house, where man ordinarily lives. The other is a 
magnificent house full of good things and magnificent impressions. By prayer or 
meditation one comes out of the old house but then, for a long time, one finds 
oneself between the two houses. Eventually one comes to the great house. 

The three renunciations refer to the need to come out of the small, 
mean house.       

But in Yoga the final stage of consciousness possible to man is called tu-
riya, which simply means fourth. Cassian also wrote about a fourth stage, 
“the return and reward for perfect renunciation.” This is where we move into 
the great house that has everything we need. But Cassian calls it a land, as 
the gospel called it a kingdom: “a land gained in this life when all passion is 
ousted and the heart is pure, a land which neither the virtue nor the effort of 
a toiling man will open up, but which the Lord himself promised to reveal. 
‘Come,’ He said, ‘into the land which I shall show you’ (Genesis 12:1).”40 

It is at that moment that one has becomefinally, and for all timea differ-
ent Self.        

This is to become one with that which one has glimpsed afar throughout one’s 
life, with that which has been calling one.    

Theosis: Deification 

Why do I not accept with equanimity that we do not meet saints in our lives? 
Why do I not simply accept that the very idea of saints is an empty one? Inves-
tigating this question, I have become increasingly aware that beyond the detailed 
differences between Eastern and Western churches, and between people of faith 
and the atheists and humanists who have become so universal in a scientifically 
oriented world, there is another great difference that singles out certain of those
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who approach the inner interpretation of faith. Most of the time little different from 
their peers, they occasionally touch on something different, something transforming 
that changes their behavior, their appearance everything. Each time, talking to them 
soon after this has happened, you discover that they have touched on something deep 
within themselves, deep in the silence, and as powerful as it is deep within. 

Do I expect you to take my word for this? Certainly not. But one of my aims 
in writing this book has been that, here and there throughout its pages, I 
hope to give you a small glimpse of some of these men and women as I have 
seen them, a glimpse of them in the only way one can ever see them, liv-
ing in their own world, a different world for people who are different. 

The interesting thing is that the inner wellspring of this difference is some-
thing almost impersonal, which yet transcends the personal, just as, theologi-
cally, the Lord transcends all human attempts to define or describe Him. He is 
not accessible to us as long as we remain personal people, defined by the chance 
eventsthe weeds or tares of the gospelthat have taken root in us. Yet He is per-
sonal, in the quite different sense in which a human person is too deep, too 
rich, too complete and complex ever to be described in every detail. 

We can only be known in the composite ways in which we are recognized. As a 
human is not known in detail, so the Lord cannot be thought of, and certainly 
not known, in detail, but we can learn to recognize Him by His presence in our 
lives, His actions (in Greek, dynamis, ‘’energies” again). He is “less than a person” 
only in the sense that He is less obvious, that He does not appear directly to the 
senses or even the inner sense, but He remains infinitely more than a person in 
the breadth of His presence as normally hidden in but eventually discovered in 
our lives. But words fail me here, even conceptualizing fails here, so that what-
ever I write will be imperfect. Yet, to put ancient conceptions in simple, modern 
terms, it is true that, although not bound as personal people are bound, He pos-
sesses all the possibilities that might lead to our definition of a person as more 
than a thing and more than this, more than anyone can conceive of. 

But my words are not enough. We can perhaps come close by pondering this 
prayer by Saint Symeon the New Theologian: in this way, by slow examination, 
you may learn to pray in this way and mean it. Then you will understand. 

Come, my breath and my life,
Come, the consolation of my soul. 
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Come, my joy, my glory, my endless delight.
I give thanks,
For you have become one spirit with me,
in a union without confusion.
Unchanging and unaltered,
God over all,
You have yet become all in all to me:
Food inexplicable, freely bestowed,
Ever nourishing my soul;
a fountain springing up within my heart,
a garment of light consuming the demons,
purification that washes me clean
through the immortal and holy tears. 41 

A Modern Understanding of the Three Renunciations 

It is possible that we may begin to understand this in modern terms, beginning 
with Cassian who, to show how they related together, linked the three renuncia-
tions to the three books of Solomon: “The three books of Solomon accord with 
these three renunciations. Corresponding to the first renunciation is Proverbs, 
in which the desire for the things of the flesh and for earthly sin are excoriated. 
Corresponding to the second renunciation is Ecclesiasticus, where the vanity of 
everything under the sun is proclaimed. And applicable to the third is the Song 
of Songs, in which the mind, rising beyond all things visible, contemplates all 
that is of heaven and is brought into union with the Word of God.”42 

In modern esoteric science, these three renunciations and the step that fol-
lows them could be named      

1. Discrimination - change of minda renunciation of belief in ordinary 
worldly goals

2. Detachment - change of hearta loss of conviction in our view of the 
world

3. Awakening - renewal of intelligence (nous)a new kind of knowledge

4. Union - complete absorption in the divine.
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By long persistence in the effort to discriminate between the transient and the 
permanent, the worldly and the divine, in Christian terms, based on our own 
glimpses of a different way of being and experiencing, when that experience is 
supported by knowledge coming from those with deeper experience of the same 
thing “We come to despise all the riches and all goods of the world.” 43 

It must be understood that this is not a sudden discovery; that single experiences 
of this seem to transform us, but after a short while other memories assert them-
selves, and we revert to what we were. The first renunciation, for those who must 
live in the world, consists of a slow process of repeated “dipping,” like dipping 
cloth to dye it, leading to cumulative small changes. The result is a change not of 
our color but of the aim or direction in our lives, a change in our wanting. This 
change in our wanting forms a track that in time leads us to the beginning of the 
second stage, what Boris Mouravieff calls the ladder or the staircase. 

This complete change of aim leads to the possibility of the second renunciation. 
Now we begin to lose our automatic and indiscriminate belief in the contents 
of our own minds and memories. With growing self-knowledge, we recognize 
these for what they are, recognizing that they are not our own, are not true to 
our real nature, and so on, and by this recognition “we repel our past, our vices, 
the passions governing spirit and flesh.”44 This is the staircase that leads us up to 
the Way itself, regarded as beginning above the level of ordinary life. 

From this change, our hearts begin to become pure. With this, 
we begin more often and more fully to glimpse the different real-
ity. Our memory slowly filled by these glimpses, we become able to “draw our 
spirit away from the here and the visible, and we do so in order solely to con-
template the things to come. Our passion is solely for the unseen.”45 

When this process becomes cumulative rather than occasion-
al, we are on the Way. So, by three steps of renunciation, we en-
ter into a different experience of the world. But is it as simple as this? 

Of course not. This is the journey, but on that journey, there are many adventures 
that are not shown on the simple map I have just given you. With the awakening of 
a different reality within us, what we do and what we say begins to change. 

Nor do men light a lamp and put it under a bushel, but on a stand, and it 
gives light to all in the house.     

Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and 
give glory to your Father who is in heaven (Matthew 5:1516). 

After we have acquired some control over the passions, and have discov-
ered that our apatheia, our dispassion, is still only temporary, we can 
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discover the root of the problem, which lies in the fact that passions are reawakened as 
long as our hearts are still turned toward the perceptible world, believing in its reality. 
This is an emotional delusion, and it is this which leads to ruinous activity. 

To free ourselves from these emotional delusions, we must first rec-
ognize that to think of the world as transient is not enough. 
We must be totally convinced of this fact, and continually aware of it. 

Saint Silouan of Mount Athos 

Saint Silouan was one man in whom this process became visible in the early 
part of the present century. Miracles do happen in association with this man, 
or are supposed to, and I am sure of this for personal reasons. Silouan was a 
recent saint, canonized in 1988. At least two of his pupils died only recently in 
England, both I think in their nineties, and one of them, the devout Father So-
phrony, founded a monastery on the Athonite style in England, in Essex, that is 
still running. Silouan himself died in the 1930s on Mount Athos. But even more 
important, he said one thing that is of great interest to people who study other 
forms of the traditionparticularly to those who study the work of Gurdjieff and 
the idea of “intentional suffering,” which Gurdjieff brought forward but did not 
originate. 46 Earlier, we referred to a statement which Silouan says was dictated 
to him at one time, during his long years of work on himself, a statement that 
came “from the Spirit”: “Keep your soul in hell, but do not despair.’’ 

This phrase, which I found memorable but puzzling when I first read 
it, is now used as the basis of a discipline by monks who describe it spe-
cifically as a means of gaining humility, something confirmed by Saint 
Therese’s example given earlier. It was spoken of as a method, not sim-
ply as an idea, and it was also described as a specific antidote to pride. 

Of course, it is not normally necessary to create suffering for ourselves, simply 
not to avoid it when it comes in other words, not to indulge in what Gurd-
jieff called “self-calming.”      

Gregory of Nyssa wrote, about self-calming, that “we must surely think that man 
pathetic who allows himself to sink into the pleasures of this world.”47 

Allied in this way, this discipline is an exact continuation of the traditional doctrine 
of “intentional suffering,” but we should take into account that I was specifically told 
by one of the monks of that monastery founded by Silouan’s pupil Sophrony,48 that 
this must be carried out within measure, as it can otherwise be dangerous, so that one 
should be very careful when following this instruction not to take it too farit can in fact
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keep your soul in hell for so long that you haven’t got the strength to do 
anything about it anymore. Now this is something that touches on very 
deep questions indeed. It is without meaning until you have begun to have 
an interaction between yourself and the divine within your heart - be-
tween what is “external” although inside you and what is really “you.” 

Until that interaction has begun, this statement can never be more than 
a theory to you. As we quoted Cassian earlier, “No one will possess the 
truth and power of all this unless he has direct experience to teach him.” 

First it must become real to you. Then it must be-
come a struggle. After the struggle comes the stillness of hesychia. 
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Chapter 8

Faith and Assent 
Assent is the choice by the nous that, from moment to moment, determines how 
we act, how we think, and which sensations and feelings we attend to and which 
we ignore. Christian obedience to the Commandments depends on our assent to 
those Commandments. “Thy will be done,” says the Lord’s Prayer. To succumb to 
temptation is a matter of assenting to temptations or provocations. 1 “Lead us not 
into temptation,” says the prayer. Well understood by people such as Clement of 
Alexandria, this concept is strange to most modern religious thought. Although 
its relation to faith is sometimes partially understood,2 the important psychologi-
cal implications of assent are now almost totally ignored, since they do not agree 
with our modern ideas of free will. Today, what was once generally knownthat 
faith in some way links with assent, and that through that assent, our belief may 
shape our actionis generally forgotten. More important, an extension of this idea 
is totally unknown. Our idea of faith has changed from that held in the early 
church, and is now based on Aquinas’s differentiation of knowledge from blind 
belief.3 Valid as this is, in esoteric terms it is also necessary to perceive that faith 
can become knowledge. By leaving out that factor, Aquinas helped shape our so-
ciety’s devaluing of inner knowledge. Much earlier, Maximos the Confessor con-
firmed the esoteric idea of faith as leading to knowledge and then to love. 

This is best understood by seeing that certain actions must result from our 
assenting to the Word. A completely different set of actions result if, in-
stead, we assent to “worldly” ideas. The experience these actions give 
rise to gives certain knowledge about the meaning of the Word, and this
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knowledge, being experiential, cannot then be lost. Equally unknown is the corol-
lary of this, that to believe something that cannot be confirmed in practice will 
increase our uncertainty. A weak attitude of assent to Christian (or any other) 
doctrine has the effect of changing our ideas without changing our actions. Be-
cause a strong and confirmed faith leads us to assent to actions supported by that 
belief as we understand it, and to avoid actions which appear to us to conflict 
with that belief, it can lead to a transformation of our nature. It is entirely up to 
us, says Clement: “to free ourselves from ignorance, and from evil and voluptu-
ous choice, and above all, to withhold our assent from those delusive phantasies, 
depends on ourselves.” 4 Assent is an act of free will and involved in the mysteri-
ous process by which free will aligns itself with the Will of God: “Not every one 
that saith unto me, Lord, Lord, shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he 
that doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). 

The Philosophy of Assent 

The idea of assent has two aspects, which could be called philosophical and psy-
chological.        

Philosophical assent is the need to assent to the World of God. This is the assent of faith as 
understood today. It links with what the early Fathers recognized as a first stage of faith.

Psychological assent is the moment-to-moment assent we make to the possibilities 
of our lives. Either we assent to what we understand as coming from God, or we 
assent to what we chose for personal motives. This was the assent referred to by 
the early Fathers and described in certain parts of the previous chapters. Assent to 
the divine links with what the early Fathers recognized as the second stage of faith.

To what we give assent, that determines our lives. To give assent to some view or 
action based on Christian teaching is not only assent to faith: it has then become 
obedience to the Word. It is this which leads to a real, positive change in us and 
in our lives. Without some kind of philosophical assent, without adopting some 
definite belief about ourselves and about life, we will assent in a random manner to 
the actions “suggested” by our minds. In this situation, our lives will be shaped by 
constant reaction to outside or inside events. But eventually we may rebel against 
this situation. Theophan the Recluse describes this moment in a way that shows 
the part played by the Word of God in the process: “There will come a moment
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when the mental student of the word of God will be overcome by a de-
sire to turn to its instructions, and will decide to follow them unswerv-
ingly. Then all the previously accumulated information from God’s word 
will serve as ready material for the formation of the inner man, just 
as the seed is fed by the elements surrounding that seed.” 5 

In our investigation we are discovering that there are definite reasons why 
today it is difficult to assent to these doctrines. The most important of 
these reasons is because in recent centuries these rules and doctrines have 
too often diverged from the early teachings, so that we forget that the early 
teachings kept the faith, that they remained consistent not only to inner ex-
perience but both to the Word of God and to the intuitions of faith. 

This, properly understood, gives us a different definition of knowledge from the 
ordinary scientific view; it is almost an “engineering” definition: If it works, build 
it! This test of Clement’s was not to ask, Does it make sense? nor to ask, Does one 
idea agree with other ideas? but to ask, Does it work? This hints at a principle that 
recurs in esoteric Christianity. The acceptance of this principleor the understanding 
of and assent to itturns many contemporary ideas of Christianity on their heads 
and opens the door to a rapid transition to that earlier Christianity described in 
this book. The roots of this principle lie in everyday life, in what we called engi-
neering knowledgeknowledge tested against the criterion of practicality instead 
of against intellectual criteria. This is the idea that practical experience is not 
only more certain but also more complete and detailed than theory. 

In esotericism something else is added to this, the idea that we can experience the 
acquisition of a kind of knowledge - gnosis - not based on sensory experience nor 
purely on intellectual apprehension. To summarize, the principle is that: 

Faith leads through assent to practice,
and through practice confirms its object,
leading to noetic knowledge (gnosis),
and this noetic knowledge, founded on experience,
and completed by inspiration,
cannot be overthrown by reasoned argument. 

This principle not only provides a major tool in Christian spir-
ituality, but it also forms the basis of a Christian epistemology dif-
ferent in a small but significant way from that promoted by Aquinas. 

It was French scholar Etienne Gilson who drew attention to the im-
portance of a distinction made by Aquinas in the face of the conflict-
ing ideas raised in medieval thought, said to be in response to the sudden
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discovery of the almost forgotten works of Aristotle in Arabic transla-
tion, when these powerful writings were thrown into an almost purely re-
ligious intellectual world.      

Despite his definition of revelation in terms of the inner light, a definition entirely 
in keeping with the inner tradition, the exact form of Aquinas’s distinction of belief 
and knowledge is crucial to the shaping of our modern world, and has contributed 
to the relegation of inner knowledge to what Michael Polanyi would have called 
“the tacit dimension,” in which it is either forgotten or “taken for granted.” There 
is little doubt, then, that Aquinas clarified for centuries to comeuntil the present 
timethe difference between belief and knowledge, and so shaped our age. 

And it is clear that the way in which he did so was in part conceived in purely outer 
terms. Aquinas had correctly differentiated knowledge from blind belief. Pieper 
summarizes the classical consensus on this point thus: “The Great theologians, too, 
attest to the same thing. Credentur absentia, Augustine says. That means that the 
formal subject of belief is what is not apparent to the eye, what is not obvious of its 
own accord, what is not attainable either by direct perception or logical inference. 
Thomas Aquinas formulates the same idea as follows: ‘Belief cannot refer to some-
thing that one sees and what can be proved likewise does not pertain to belief.’” 
6 But, he adds at this pointand the addition is important: “Naturally, this cannot 
mean that in the act of belief the believer simply takes leave of his own percep-
tions naturally it would not make sense to talk about belief if the subject for belief 
could be proved. Nevertheless the believer must, for example, know enough about 
the matter to understand ‘what it is all about.’ An altogether incomprehensible 
communication is no communication at all. For belief to be possible at all, it is 
assumed that the communication has in some way been understood.”7 

Although Etienne Gilson again drew attention to the distinction by Aquinas of 
knowledge from blind belief, he does not mention that Aquinas did not take into 
account the two stages of faith known by the Fathers, nor distinguish between 
both kinds of faith and blind belief. Missing these factors, Aquinas did not percei-
veor at least did not include in his conceptualizationthe possibility that faith can 
become knowledge: the fact, affirmed by the Fathers, that faith in a truth can be 
confirmed, and that in so doing it can blossom into a special kind of knowledge. 
By ignoring this possibility Aquinas helped shape the West as it is today, in a way 
that has released the full force of greed and ignorance into our society. 

Saint Maximos the Confessor put it: “The reward of self-mastery is de-
tachment, and that of faith is knowledge. And detachment gives 
rise to discernment, while knowledge gives rise to love for God.”8
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In fact, if the small seed of real faith can grow into the great tree of real knowledge, 
it is equally easy to see that blind and misconceived belief is not real faith, and 
that it is not real faith precisely because it cannot blossom into knowledge that is 
consistent. Among other things, real faith has a real power of transformation, and 
this power is lacking in blind belief. It was because of this power that Saint Paul 
could write: “and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by the faith of the 
Son of God, who loved me, and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20). 

The Psychology of Assent 

But although our assent is freely given, it depends at any moment on what we 
think just then about the world, about ourselves, and about God. Thus we will 
not free ourselves from assenting to delusion unless we make the effort intention-
ally to assent to something. In the past, in the Christian church, including the 
esoteric tradition, what had the power to liberate us first from misconception 
and then from erroneous action was seen as assent to the rules and doctrines of 
the church, or to a specific rule or code within that church. If we lacked some 
form of this assent of faith, then, as described earlier, for lack of any definite 
intention we would find ourselves assenting to provocations, as described in a 
passage from Kontzevitch (quoted in full in chapter 14), “which is a declara-
tion of agreement with the passion whispered by the thought (Saint Ephraim 
the Syrian), or consent [assent] of the soul to what has been presented to 
it by the thought, accompanied by delight (Saint John Climacus).” 9 

Kontzevitch later wrote about assent to faith as assenting to what is useful. Clement 
of Alexandria suggested a “test” in which practice leads to understanding: “Volun-
tarily to follow what is useful is the first principle of understanding. Unswerving 
choice, then, gives considerable momentum in the direction of knowledge. The exer-
cise of faith directly becomes knowledge, reposing on a sure foundation.”10 

Our idea of faith has changed from that held in the early church, perhaps 
because the narrowness of Aquinas’s definition suited the tenor of his times, 
but left us without an answer to modern empiricism. I remarked earlier that 
faith can become confirmed, in esoteric terms can become knowledge. 

In the esoteric view, only when the glimpses of truth that every seeker has experienced 
are followed by some kind of effort toward purification will these brief moments 
form the seed and foundation of a permanently changed state. (See chapter 10 on the 
true meaning of metanoia and the paths of the heart and of knowledge.) 
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Two Stages of Faith 

But what then of the question of real faith? We said earlier (chapter 3) that a new belief 
in our spiritual nature is now being attained by many people, for millions of whom 
this now takes the form of knowledge gained by experience. We also wrote of the 
two stages of faith discovered in the Bible by the early Fathers. In fact, the new belief 
in our spiritual nature that is now arising is a beginning of the second kind of faith. 
The first kind is a natural faith, innate and present in the child, and it is important to 
understand that this innate faith precedes doctrine and is common to all faiths. 

It is this universal kind of faith, not an exclusive belief, that was taught 
by Christ. Unfortunately, this innate faith is generally masked in the 
adult, often by doubts or by what Boris Mouravieff called errors of con-
ception: by a belief in ideas which so often masquerade as faith. When 
innate faith does survive into adulthood, it is generally regarded as 
identical with blind belief, that is, with belief that is unsupportable. 

But what is this innate faith? Jacob Needleman, in his book The Heart of Phi-
losophy, suggests that in its true, inner sense, the term faith refers to something 
that begins in the human being’s natural tendency to self-enquiry. This is the 
often suppressed inclination, when enquiring beyond the boundaries of the vis-
ible and the measurable, to do so within oneself: to respond to the lack of an 
external and visible explanation for things by seeking an internal and thusin 
conventional termsan invisible explanation. Taken in Christian context, it 
clothes its discoveries in Christian doctrine, but gives that an inner, experien-
tial meaning and a moral value lacking in external interpretations of the Gos-
pel. Thus, experience confirms doctrine, and the church is freed from the need 
to continually revise its teachings to respond to purely outer change. 

But this is different from the kind of faith that changes our character. The enquiry 
of faith, pursued energetically and self-critically, leads in time to the confirma-
tion of faith: the stage where faith becomes certain, and it is this certainty that 
transforms the human heart. To assent to faith is to agree with or consent to those 
ideas or actions, which present themselves to us and which appear to be consistent 
with our faith whether we turn our enquiry inward in response to innate faith, 
or transform our whole way of life as a natural response to the new certainty of 
confirmed faith. It was Clement again who wrote: “’Except ye believe, neither shall 
ye understand.’” 11 But faith, which the Greeks disparage, deeming it futile and 
barbarous, is a voluntary preconception, the assent of piety’the subject of things 
hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.’ ‘But without faith it is impossible to 
please God.’ Others have defined faith to be a uniting assent to an unseen ob-
ject, as certainly the proof of an unknown thing is an evident assent.”12 
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Thus even the idea that faith can become knowledge is an incomplete expression 
of the truth understood by the early Fathers, for we have already seen how they 
believed that the expression of faith in life has two stages, which seem so different 
that they have given rise to two quite different ideas of what faith is. 

More often than not, people know only about one of these two kinds of faith. 
The first is in the head, where faith becomes knowledge, and the second in the 
heart. Taken on its own, the first stage, faith that becomes knowledge, can con-
ceivably be seen as the same as Aquinas’s idea of faith as mutually exclusive from 
knowledge. It was about this kind of faith that James, the brother of Jesus, wrote: 
“Exhort you that ye should earnestly contend for the faith which was once de-
livered to the saints” (Jude 1:3). This kind of faith works through the law, not 
by ignoring it. Many confusions arise from statements, in the Bible and in the 
Fathers, speaking of the expression of faith through works of service and purifica-
tion, with the doctrine of Saint Paul known as justification by faith. 

But in the early centuries of the church the word faith had already acquired 
two different meanings, and these represent these two different stages in its 
growth in the individual. The first of these, the faith that can become knowl-
edge, is more than purely intellectual conviction. The Fathers said that this first 
form of faith was gained by hearing, which could support the idea that faith of 
conviction is very little different from blind belief. But experience shows that 
it is gained not by hearing unsupported doctrine but by the recognition that oc-
curs when a clear statement evokes a particular kind of memory that we were 
previously unable to articulate adequately. The memories that give rise to this 
first faith are recollections based on one or more glimpses that were not long 
enough or not intense enough that we can clearly describe them, even to our-
selves. When the nous recognizes that about which it is hearing, engagement of 
the heart occurs, and at this exact moment the character of belief changes and 
faith of conviction comes into being. Since this conviction comes not from any 
argument but from a memory that is often subconscious, 13 this faith is not 
blind, yet, as Saint Paul puts it, it still sees as if “through a glass, darkly.” 

The process begins to take this form whenonce and for allwe put this pursuit, and 
our own inner transformation, above everything else. “Now, as regards those who 
have entered with all their heart,” wrote Saint Anthony, “and have made themselves 
despise all afflictions of the flesh, valiantly resisting all the warfare that rises against 
them, until they conquered, think that, first of all, the Spirit calls them, and makes 
the warfare light for them, and sweetens for them the works of repentance, showing
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them how they ought to repent in body and soul, until He has taught 
them how to be converted to God who created them. And He deliv-
ers to them works whereby they may constrain their soul and their body, 
that both may be purified and enter together into their inheritance.” 14 

But before this, we have had to reach this point. The first kind of faith leads to 
purification. Purification leads to the second stage of faith. Saint Anthony de-
scribes the form this takes in the monastic method as understood by the early 
monks of the desert: “First the body is purified by much fasting, by many vigils 
and prayers, and by the service which makes a man to be straitened in body, cut-
ting off from himself all the lusts of the flesh. And the Spirit of Repentance is 
made his guide in these things, and tests him by means of them, lest the enemy 
should turn him back again.”15 This purification occurs while our faith is still 
the first kind of faith, the combination of verbal teaching whose truth is con-
firmed to us by memories: memories of a higher state, but memories that are 
themselves as yet unclear. At this stage these memories are difficult to remember. 
They are incomplete, and do not convey as much to us as they might. 

But with the reinforcement of good teaching from those whose memo-
ries are clear, they can take us to the point of richer experience which, in 
its turn, as described earlier, leads to the second stage of faith. This sec-
ond kind of faith leads to illumination, so that the faith that justifies with-
out further effort is the second form of faith, faith of consciousness. 

Faith Without Works 

There appears to be a contradiction in this title. How do we reconcile this idea of faith with-
out works with the paradoxical fact that the same Bible also tells us that: 

Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down 
from the Father of lights, with whom is no variableness, neither shadow or 
turning. 

Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth, that we should be a 
kind of firstfruits of his creatures. 

But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving your own 
selves. 

For if any be a hearer of the word, and not a doer, he is like unto a man 
beholding his natural face in a glass: 

For he beholdeth himself, and goeth his way, and straightway forgetteth 
what manner of man he was. 
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But whoso looketh into the perfect law of liberty, and continueth therein, 
he being not a forgetful hearer, but a doer of the work, this man shall be 
blessed in his deed. 

If any man among you seem to be religious, and bridleth not his tongue, 
but deceiveth his own heart, this man’s religion is vain. 

So speak ye, and so do, as they that shall be judged by the law of liberty.

For he shall have judgment without mercy, that hath showed no mercy; 
and mercy rejoiceth against judgment. 

What doth it profit, my brethren, though a man say he hath faith, and 
have not works? can faith save him? 

If a brother or sister be naked, and destitute of daily food, 

And one of you say unto them, Depart in peace, be ye warmed and filled; 
notwithstanding ye give them not those things which are needful to the 
body; what doth it profit? 

Even so faith, if it hath not works, is dead, being alone. 

Yea, a man may say, Thou hast faith, and I have works: show me thy faith 
without thy works, and I will show thee my faith by my works. 

Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well: the devils also be-
lieve, and tremble. 

But wilt thou know, O vain man, that faith without works is dead? (James 
1:17-18, 22-26; 2:12-20). 

This doctrine in the Epistle of James appears so legalistic, and seems so con-
tradictory to Saint Paul’s teaching of justification by faith, not by works, that 
thought alone cannot easily reconcile this disagreement. Understood in ex-
ternal terms, it is often taken as evidence of a political change in the ‘’con-
trol” of the church. Yet to the inner tradition, to the understanding of the 
heart, it loses its legalistic appearance, and when this happens, no conflict ex-
ists: instead, both doctrines are true. 16 Faith does not demand works, but 
is demonstrated by works done spontaneously by the person who has faith. 
Works are not an obligation but simply an occurrence with such a person. 

Faith of Consciousness 

The relation of watchfulness to change of heart is reflected by the exist-
ence of these two very different phases of faith. The higher becomes ap-
parent when the cure of the soul leads to greater intensity of faith. 
When this has grown until it is clear and readily accessible in the
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memory, it becomes the second stage of faith. It is this which, accord-
ing to Saint Paul, is “the certainty of things unseen” (Hebrews 1:11). 

As a “steady state” experience, this direct revelation of the spiritual reality lies 
beyond the first faith, yet the first brief glimpse of this, like a grain of mustard 
seed buried in the memory, causes that first faith, which, when brought into 
consciousness and kept in mind, is the faith that moves mountains. 

This is the faith that redeems. It is the cure of the soul as the permanent estab-
lishment of a major change in the levels of being and consciousness, a change 
of the same degree as the change we experience every morning between sleep 
and waking, a true rebirth. It wakes us, after purification, to the experiential 
knowledge known as divine vision or theoria - which means “vision” in this sense 
defined by Saint Denys 17 as epistemi, science, or certain knowledge. 

Spiritual vision is a gift from God, although usually given in re-
sponse to prayer, or in some form of obedience to therapeutic in-
terpretation of the gospel. It is this that justifies, for only this high-
er faith surpasses the works of the law (Romans 3:28). It is this that 

1. changes the heart
2. leads to substantial changes in being
3. “moves mountains”
4. leads to salvation

This vision is sometimes called “theology,” but in this sense this word theol-
ogy has a different meaning from that usually given it today. Saint Gregory 
Palamas says that the Fathers of the church did not theologize like Aristotle, 
but like the Apostles.18 The theology of the Fathers is like the light of the sun 
compared against the ordinary modern meaning of theology, which is that 
given to it by Aristotle; to him it was an intellectual study. But in its therapeutic 
meaning, theology is a verbal description of experiential knowledge. 

All this means that although Aquinas’s formulation is correct so far as it goes, it 
is not possible to learn from it that real faith has a real power of transformation 
that is entirely lacking in blind belief. Aquinas’s words appear to lead people to 
the opposite conclusion. Yet even then it is one thing to believeon the evidence 
of experiencethat we are spiritual beings. It is quite another thing to believe in 
the spiritual roots of everything, and to form a relationship in faith with Being19 
itself, the Being that forms that living, spiritual universe. Blind belief is easily 
come by. Faith in one’s inner self and the knowledge that comes from this requires 
certain efforts on our part. Faith in the Word is confirmed by realization: by the
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fact that what is revealed by Scripture is understood when we observe that 
what it describes is actually happening in our lives. Then teaching in words be-
comes the teaching of the Word, and so becomes a part of our very being. 

But real faith in the power of the living God goes deep and is less than com-
mon in the modern world.      

Also, Saint Isaac the Syrian suggests that there is another reason why people choose 
knowledge over faith, even though in this way they choose knowledge which does 
not accord with faith: “When lack of grace dominates a man then for him, knowl-
edge is greater than faith, for he relies on investigation; trust in God is not present in 
everything he does, and divine providence for man is understood differently. Such a 
man is continually waylaid in these matters by those who ‘in a moonless night lie in 
ambush to shoot down a man with their arrows.’” 20 The complexity of this relation 
between faith and knowledge needs to be pondered at considerable length. 

What is the significance of choosing knowledge that does not accord with 
faith? Is the nature of knowledge, thus chosen, the same as the nature of knowl-
edge learned as a product of faith? If not, is it not fragmentary knowledge 
that will remain forever incomplete? And does not this explain the paradox 
of science, where something can be regarded as proved, and then a new dis-
covery can be made which is not included in the original description? 

The Common Ground of Faith 

This directly answers what was to have been our third question: How are we to re-
store to Christianity that ground that is common to all great faiths without simply 
“borrowing” from other faiths? First we must remember that faith itself is a com-
mon ground, a common experience to mankind, that different faiths have faith 
in common: that although that faith takes different forms in different faiths, faith 
itself, underlying all its forms, has at root a single nature and a common strength 
and is itself the common experience of the “faithful” of all faiths. More than this, 
my own observations show that those who possess a clear faith can recognize and 
respect this in others, even if those others belong to a different “true faith.” It is 
those who have no faith, but only blind belief, who become blind and bigoted 
against any form of faith that does not fit the outer form of their belief. 

But words are second to the fact itself, even to the fact of faith, and the 
thing is happening, the miracle is taking place. The common ground
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of faith is being rebuilt before our eyes. As once the wave of intellectualization 
blinded first a few people, then many, to their own spiritual reality, limiting their 
abilities by making them ignorant of their possibilities, so now a new wave travels 
through the West, and this wave is made up of millions who are already discov-
ering the fact that they are spirit. But so young, so unformed is this renewal of 
intelligence that we do not yet see it in others, but only in ourselves. 

It is when we begin to see this in others that we may have our own part to 
play in the miracle.       
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Chapter 9

The Eye of the Soul 
The Fathers made it clear in many passages that the part of mind which discrimi-
nates was the nous, described by them as “the eye of the soul,” which may at one 
time be filled with thoughts and images but at another time may be free from all 
this, or separated from it all. “When there are no fantasies or mental images in the 
heart, the nous is established in its true nature, ready to contemplate whatever is 
full of delight, spiritual and close to God.” 1 More than this, masters of the inner 
tradition such as Saint Hesychius equate the nous with the inner self or, in modern 
terms, the “real I.” Saint Hesychius wrote: “Only he who has renounced the impas-
sioned thoughts of his inner self, which is the nous, is a true monk. It is easy to be a 
monk in one’s outer self if one wants to be; but no small struggle is required to be a 
monk in one’s inner self.”2 Thus the nous is the true self, the cognitive power at the 
center of our being, the unitive power of knowing that brings together awareness 
of every form of perception, thought, memory and all other sensations. 

Before we can know God, this “inner eye” must be transformed or enlightened 
by directing it to God, and not to Mammon. “The body sees by means of the 
eyes, and the soul by means of the nous. A body without eyes is blind, and can-
not see the sun shining on earth and ocean or enjoy its light. Likewise the soul 
without a pure intellect and a holy way of life is blind: it does not apprehend 
God.”3 The English words commonly used to translate the Greek word nous 
- words like “mind” or “intellect”are so misleading. They can easily be taken as 
referring to verbal thought. If we understand this correctly, we can understand 
the idea in the Gospel According to Thomas, that we should ‘’Be passers by.”4
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This describes the proper state of the “eye of the soul,” as well as describing how 
we can act from a different center of gravity, one that can form a new foundation 
for life. This is different from the self-centered life, the ordinary life in the world. 
Most people’s lives gravitate around their reactions to, thoughts about, and feelings 
resulting from the events of one’s life, while the theocentric life, whose center of 
gravity is the presence, the subtle but real action of Christ within one, is actually 
centered in our organism in a different way, in the nous. In this state, we no longer 
react to life, and it is only then that we can become a channel for the Lord. 

Saint Anthony the Great described a process of purifying the nous by eliminat-
ing the disturbances aroused in it by thoughts, feelings, images, imitative move-
mentsall the things that have been unconsciously taken in and remembered by 
the personality. This must be understood as a withdrawal from the normal wak-
ing state with its images and activities. In the early stages, this leaves the nous 
in darkness. With time this darkness is “enlightened,” and when this occurs it is 
possible to withdraw from the images without their being removed: this is the 
true inner separation, a key point on the Way, referred to many times in this book, 
at which one begins inwardly to choose, instead of reacting to events. 

To achieve this illumination and separation requires a special kind of effort, and 
this is the real nature of ascesis, noetic ascesis for the enlightening of the nous. This 
ascetic effort often begins with external methods or exercises, as in the preliminary 
steps of the Eightfold Yoga of Patanjali. In the Christian esoteric tradition, monasti-
cism begins with similar external processes, although in a later chapter (chapter 12) 
we will show how lay forms generally begin with a psychological ascesis. 

Saint Nilus of Sora, in thirteenth-century Russia, commented on monks of the 
time by quoting the earlier Philotheus of Sinai as having described “certain monks 
who, owing to their lack of experience, are content with performing good works, 
but know nothing of spiritual contests, victories and defeats, and who therefore 
neglect the mind; and he counsels us to pray for these monks and to teach them, 
while they guard themselves against evil actions, to purify the mind, 5 which is the 
eye of the soul.”6 The conclusion from this is that monastics, too, need not only 
physical and noetic ascesis but also psychological ascesis, and indeed the teach-
ings of early monastics given in the Philokalia confirm this conclusion. 

Transformation of the Heart 

It is fundamental to the esoteric tradition, as to all Orthodox teachings 
today, that grace and effort are both almost equally necessary to salva-
tion or, in inner terms, to the inner transformation of man, and although
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what we do cannot determine what God will do, unless we have real faith in 
His existence the likelihood of grace is considerably diminished for us. Equally 
important, it is our assent to faith that works those repeated small changes in us 
whose cumulative effect transforms our whole psychology. In Saint John, in the 
Gauss translation, it says of those who do really believe, not just in their own in-
ner depths, but in the invisible Kingdom and its King, that: “whoever accepts 
his [Christ’s] testimony has signed his name to the reality of God. Because the 
one whom God sent tells what God said: there’s no limit to the spirit he gives 
forth. The Father loves the son and has put everything in his hands. Who-
ever believes in the son has everlasting life, but whoever is not convinced by 
the son will never see Life; no, the wrath of God rests upon him.” 7 

At first sight this seems different from the teachings of the Fathers, who often 
looked at the transformation of the heart as a hard struggle with the passions. For 
much of the monk’s life - as for everyone who really sets out on the esoteric path 
- this struggle is a major factor. But despite the significance of this and the need 
to give guidance about it, many of the Fathers - and their spiritual descendants 
today - have also looked at the same question in a quite different and positive 
way, saying that it is the way in which love itself is transformed and redirected 
into a higher eroticism that leads and binds the heart in a two-way relationship to 
the Lord. This process is in some ways analogous to modern concepts of psycho-
logical transformation, yet contains an element of mystery and true mysticism 
that goes beyond modern thought. The same was said by Bishop Kallistos Ware 
in a 1992 issue of Sobornost, where he wrote of prayer something that applies 
to all forms of the ascetic struggle, of which prayer is the chief but not the only 
form: “Techniques are subsidiary; it is our encounter face to face, through the 
prayer, with the living person of Jesus that alone has a primary value.”8 

There is an ancient Syrian prayer that brings to life this idea of the synergetic 
link between grace and effort in the verse: “Cause to reside in me a faith that 
perceives Your Mysteries, so that I may perceive Your sacrifice as You are, and 
not as I am.”9 This prayer echoes the sense of the familiar line in the Lord’s 
Prayer, “Thy Kingdom come.” This whole idea of a kingdom of God, of a dif-
ferent world that can be known in a different way, is not trivial. To accept and 
understand this is crucial: without it, one’s faith is not faith, it is “belief tai-
lored to modern thought,’’ and tailored faith bears fruit not in spirituality but 
in hypocrisy. The same idea seems to have existed in the teachings of Gurdjieff 
and Ouspensky, for example in Ouspensky’s idea that “man cannot do,” but 
because, in deference to the prejudices of their times and their mission to speak 
to the agnostic, they would not speak of God, neither the meaning of this nor 
the crucial importance of understanding it correctly was ever clear to anyone.
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In simple terms, until we begin to understand that God does what He wish-
es, we cannot understand how He can overcome the so-called deterministic 
laws which our modern picture of the world shows as shaping our lives. 

Thus the scientific views of the absolute determinism of “natural law” is at variance 
with Christian faith and that not only in its inner forms but in all its early forms. 
And that early theocentric view of reality offers the only escape from “the world,” 
that is, from the contemporary form of the illusion that binds our lives. This is an 
expression of the fact that, because only God really does, man can do only by unit-
ing his will with the will of God. But this means much more than we might first 
understand of it, something described in the old idea that you should “Confess your 
faults one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed. The effectual 
fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much’’ (James 5:16). We cannot have 
two centers to our lives. We become spiritual only when we become, in the words 
of the Athonite Father George Capsanis, theocentric instead of being self-centered. 
This is the same as saying: “But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his right-
eousness; and all these things shall be added unto you” (Matthew 6:33). 

The New Man as the Prodigal Son 

Metanoia is both temporary and, in its final stage, permanent. Tem-
porarily, it can happen at any moment of the day or night, when 
we correctly discriminate in that moment between the back-to-
front truth of the world, which sees us as being and doing, and the 
gospel truth, which recognizes that Being and Doing belong to God. 

But the point is that metanoia signifies a return to the source: a turning back, and the 
journey of return. In the Orthodox Church it is symbolized most often by the parable 
of the prodigal son. This view is entirely appropriate to the inner tradition. 

And he said, A certain man had two sons: 

And the younger of them said to his father, Father, give me the portion of 
goods that falleth to me. And he divided unto them his living. 

And not many days after the younger son gathered all together, and took 
his journey into a far country, and there wasted his substance with riotous 
living. 

And when he had spent all, there arose a mighty famine in that land; and 
he began to be in want. 
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And he went and joined himself to a citizen of that country; and he sent 
him into his fields to feed swine. 
And he would fain have filled his belly with the husks that the swine did 
eat: and no man gave unto him. 
And when he came to himself, he said, How many hired servants of my 
father’s have bread enough and to spare, and I perish with hunger! (Luke 
15:11-17). 

The phrase when he came to himself is clearly a reference to an ear-
ly stage of Self-remembering and the result of this metanoia, a 
change in direction in life, leading to complete transformation. 

I will arise and go to my father, and will say unto him, Father, I have 
sinned against heaven, and before thee, 

And am no more worthy to be called thy son: make me as one of thy hired 
servants. 
And he arose, and came to his father. But when he was yet a great way off, 
his father saw him, and had compassion, and ran, and fell on his neck, and 
kissed him. 
And the son said unto him, Father, I have sinned against heaven, and in 
thy sight, and am no more worthy to be called thy son. 
But the father said to his servants, Bring forth the best robe, and put it on 
him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet: 
And bring hither the fatted calf, and kill it; and let us eat, and be merry
For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found. And 
they began to be merry (Luke 15:1824). 

We will recognize in this parable certain stages, briefly and inadequate-
ly summarized as follows:      

1. A fall: The son loses his birthright in self-indulgence in a “far 
country”our world.
2. The result of the fall: In time, he feels a lack, and so takes employment 
with a citizen of that country, wanting even the coarsest food of that coun-
try, but nobody gives it to him.
3. An awakening: He comes to himself, recognizes his situation, and remem-
bers the alternative of his father’s household.
4. A decision: He then forms a resolution to return “home,” accepting his 
humiliation, and begins the return journey.
5. A confirmation: His father comes out to meet him.
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6. A new attitude: He confesses his fault to the father.

7. A new life: The father does not punish him, but instead immediately 
gives him the “good things” he has been lacking. The errant son has come 
back to life.

Yet in fact metanoia, repentance, except in a few exceptional cases, does not be-
gin in a single moment of conversion, a flash of insight that immediately and 
forever transforms our lives; nor is it no more than an occasional impulse, an 
occasional change of direction; nor is it change of thought without a change in 
feelings and impulses that also form our minds. Instead it is a continualand al-
most impossiblestruggle to perceive the truth about ourselves and, in response, 
to turn away from the past and so keep ourselves turned toward God. 

“The whole life of the monk becomes a study of repentance, his way of life a way of 
repentance,” 10 writes Abbot George Capsanis of the Athos Monastery of Grigo-
riou. He too is familiar with the idea of the new man, but he speaks of a more 
difficult birth, not an easy metanoia but a metanoia of impossible effort: “In the 
midst of the birth pangs of repentance, the new man according to God is slowly 
begotten. Belonging to the struggle for repentance is the effort of continually 
guarding one’s thoughts: it is by putting away from oneself all the evil and demonic 
temptations that act to soil the mind that one is able to keep the heart pure, and 
it is such a heart that reflects God.”11 Then he refers to the familiar beatitude: 
“Blessed are the pure in heart: for they shall see God” (Matthew 5:8). 

The struggle is a struggle for purity of heart, for apatheia, in the words of the 
early Fathers such as Evagrius. Consider the meaning, the significance of this 
idea of a struggle. It occurs when we believe that, having seen the emptiness of 
everyday life, we have chosen the “better part,” like Mary in the famous gospel 
story of Martha and Mary. (Described at the beginning of chapter 11.) 

But many of us have yet to learn that it is not enough to choose once, nor 
even once a day, nor even enough to practice the efforts of the Royal Way 
as we know it: that the struggle is one that will eventually demand of us 
continual choices, repeated choices of the “better part” of ourselves. 

Those who have even begun to do this will recognize this description, rec-
ognize the constant failures that erode our confidence and at the same 
time attack our pride, and understand not only why Saint Silouan re-
ported that the Spirit had told him to “Keep your soul in hell, but do 
not despair,” but also why monks guided by a pupil of Silouan say that 
the point of this instruction is a means of working toward humility. 

This is a connection that will only be believable to those who have made prolonged 
efforts of this kind.       
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This humility comes about as a result of self-knowledge, and indeed it is a test of true 
self-knowledge. No effortand no teachingis true and transformative that does not 
lead to humility, that does not turn us around and, closing us off from the pressures of 
the world, begin to open us to the constant pressure of the Love of God, about which 
the gospel says: “Behold, I stand at the door and knock” (Revelation 3:20). 

This is the true form of metanoia, complete metanoia, which normally comes after 
this struggle has become part of our being, when the change of heart becomes 
permanent. When this happens, this is where, in the life of prayer, we become 
aware that it is not we who are praying, but the Lord is praying in us. 

At this stage, in the effort to choose the divine against the personal in 
each of the little decisions that precede every action of our lives, we dis-
cover that we are working not for a different idea of life, but for a differ-
ent consciousness of life: it is then that I discover that I am working not 
for some idea, but for the emergence of a different “I,” a different self. 

Mneme Theou 

We have said that in the present time many people are rediscovering their spir-
itual nature. But to know that one is a spiritual being is not enough. For this 
to transform us wholly, it must not only be an article of faith; it must be more 
even than certain knowledge: to transform us at every moment, it must be re-
membered at every moment. This is what it means to choose the divine. 

The monasticism of the Eastern church is famed for its hesychastic methods 
of inner prayer and the stillness this brings. But on Athos some monks instead 
work on the path of philoxenia 12 (love of strangers or hospitality), attempting 
to make their actions revolve about the Spirit of God as they see this in other 
human beings. Both of these paths, of hesychia and of philoxenia, are monastic 
forms of repentance, based on remembering. In practice, like most other elements 
of spiritual practice, both these forms develop as the sometimes formalized out-
ward element of persistent attempts to keep alive inner efforts that are too easily 
forgotten without some mnemonic aid. There are other versions, at least in their 
external form: I have seen a monk on Mount Athos prostrating himself to everyone 
who leaves the katholikon, seeking forgiveness from one after another. 

On Athos the exercise of turning the heart to God is called by the name 
mneme Theou, which is both an exercise in its own right and some-
thing that occurs almost spontaneously whenever prayer goes into 
the heart. Prayer is still incomplete as long as it lacks this element of



190

remembrance of God. Mneme Theou is thus an essential element in a life of meta-
noia, and an essential part of the fullest experience of metanoia itself. The heart 
turned fully to God wishes to think of nothing else. It turns for the solution of its 
problems not to the world but to God. This is what Theophan called “magnetiza-
tion to God.” It was also Theophan who wrote about this in a letter: “Inner disorder 
you know from experience. You have decided to destroy it, so get busy at once to 
remove the cause. The spirit has lost its natural support, which is God. The spirit 
recovers this through remembrance of God. Always be with the Lord whatever you 
are doing; always turn your mind to Him. Try to behave as one would before a 
King. You will quickly acquire the habit, but do not let it slip or interrupt it. If you 
carry out this small rule conscientiously, then as long as this reverent attention to 
God is maintained, the inner confusion will be removed from within.” 13 

This, and no intellectual conception of reality, is why Father George Capsanis of 
Grigoriou said that when a monk’s repentance is real, his idea of God is real. This 
is why the idea that we must remember God is central to Athonite Christianity. 
More intellectually, to paraphrase what one writer said about this some years back, 
remembering means re-membering: re-connecting oneself inside. But more than 
this, in some strange way what I obtain for myself in moments of remembering 
becomes the spring, the source of all my unselfish actions. When we are able to see 
ourselves without the normal pride, the normal conceit in our own superiority, we 
will understand that without the “Mary” of metanoia, the “Martha” of our charity 
retains a taint of selfishness that spoils the whole. All my charity, ultimately all char-
ity, is founded on or inspired by this remembering; but, whenever we “forget,” we 
forget also the importance of remembering. Then, as Saint Paul said: “And even as 
they did not like to retain God in their knowledge, God gave them over to a repro-
bate mind, to do those things which are not convenient” (Romans 1:28). 

On Athos, then, mneme Theou, remembering God, means something that is 
more than merely a “subjective” recollection. “Objectively,” if one can say that, 
it means reconnecting oneself to God and His grace. The effort, the process in-
volved, is very like that needed to remember a forgotten fact. It too sometimes 
succeeds and sometimes fails. It succeeds, paradoxically, when we “forget our-
selves,” forget our ordinary thoughts, our ordinary motives, our insistent but 
very personal hopes and fears. Then, when it fully succeeds, it connects us not 
only to something past, to some memory of something that once happened, but 
connects us to something, to someone existing now. As described in the par-
able of the prodigal son, this remembering is all that God asks of us. We must 
“Seek first God’s kingdom,” and if we do this, He will do everything else that we 
need. What is involved, to put it another way, is ‘’to remember with the heart.”
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But for most of us, remembering with the heart is not as easy as it should be. It 
depends on recognition, and for a busy modern mind we first have to learn to rec-
ognize that something is missing, to perceive an absence of Spirit. Yet the benefit it 
produces can be progressive. When we remember this, something very important 
changes within us. When we remember, then we no longer act out of habit, out 
of our prolipsis (our predispositions built up over a lifetime and, according to the 
Fathers, some of them from before this life). When we remember, we act from a 
different will, but until we experience this strongly enough to begin to recognize it, 
we will not understand this statement nor value the fact as we should. The prob-
lem is that where we wish more often, we remember more often; and usually our 
wishing, shaped by our past experience and fed and bounded by the content of our 
memories, is based on what the monk would call “wordly pleasures,” for we think 
most of what we love most, and, to begin with, we love ourselves most. So to help 
us overcome our own past, the inner tradition provides tools to help us to remem-
ber God in ourselves, in the universe, in other people tools to help us love. 

The Struggle for Metanoia 

When Jesus was baptized in Jordan: “From that time Jesus began to preach, and 
to say, Repent: for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Matthew 4:17). Translated 
“repentance,” according to its roots, the Greek word metanoia means a transforma-
tion of the nous. What this means is described in the following passage by Saint 
John of Karpathos, part of which was quoted in chapter 2, in which, as commonly 
used by the early Fathers, the word metanoia was referred to the most important 
esoteric concept of illumination of the nous. “The moon as it waxes and wanes il-
lustrates the condition of man. Sometimes he does what is right: sometimes he sins 
and then through metanoia returns to a holy life. The nous 14 of one who sins is 
not destroyed, (as some of you think), just as the physical size of the moon does not 
diminish, but only its light. Through metanoia a man regains his true splendour, 
just as the moon after a period of waning clothes itself once more in its full light. If 
a man believes in Christ, ‘even though he dies, he shall live’ (John 11:25), he shall 
know that ‘I the Lord have spoken and will do it’ (Ezekiel 17:24).”15 

In most English translations of the Bible, metanoia is translated “re-
pentance.” Whatever it meant when the King James translation was 
originally produced, today the English word has acquired moralistic 
overtones that have obscured and confused the early meaning. It is not gener-
ally understood that the word metanoia (meta-noia) actually refers to the re-
newal of the nous described by Saint Paul in Romans: “And be not conformed
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to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your nous, 16 that ye may prove 
what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God” (Romans 12:2). Of course, 
in most translations of this passage the word nous is translated “mind” or “intelligence,” 
the latter coming closest to the Greek meaning but not close enough. 

This need for inner healing or renewal of the nous, and the cleans-
ing of the psyche that is necessary before this nous can be illu-
minated, is described in the following passage of the gospel: 

Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye make clean the 
outside of the cup and of the platter, but within they are full of extortion 
and excess. 

Thou blind Pharisee, cleanse first that which is within the cup and platter, 
that the outside of them may be clean also. 

Woe unto you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for ye are like unto 
whited sepulchers, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are within 
full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness (Matthew 23:2527). 

This renewal of the nous, the healing of the soul, is the precise goal of the thera-
peutic interpretation of Orthodox Christian methods - described earlier - that is 
now reemerging in the Greek Church. Complete renewal requires true or complete 
metanoia, and this in turn depends on complete diakrisis which must be under-
stood as a true discrimination of spirits. This may appear simple but goes very deep, 
so that this chapter will only be able to begin an explanation of what it means. But 
nothing else will go deep enough into the heart. Proper discrimination between 
spirits or influences will renew the mind, and this will intensify our yearning for the 
higher spiritual levels. This yearning or zeal will then work widespread changes in 
our psyche. The process is equivalent to that described in the Sanskrit word vairy-
agya. To the degree that we repent, or to the degree that we achieve the lesser libera-
tion of vairyagya, we will “close the taps” through which we normally waste our in-
ner energies, and as we do this, the “cup” of our heart begins to be “filled.” 

This chapter therefore introduces a psychological way of understanding how the 
key concept described by metanoia can be linked spiritually with the sacrament of 
confessionbut from a psychological viewpoint this should be regarded as a sacra-
ment of self-knowledge. In esoteric terms, this is probably the most important 
sacrament, and, with a true pneumaticos or spirit-bearing elder, can become a re-
markable tool for development, intensifying the approach to metanoia. 

This means that metanoia is not possible without an intense struggle, a 
struggle with old attitudes and habits of mind that can lead, if successful,
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to a change first, transiently, in the state and finally in the content of the heart - a 
change demonstrated by the condition known as apatheia, dispassion. When ap-
atheia is established in us, what we want will change, and then the form of awareness 
called diakrisis begins to become a normal element in our consciousness. 

The problem is that as the esoteric meaning of the Christian tradition has been 
progressively forgotten, this idea of repentance has also been misunderstood. 
Today, it is believed that to repent is something we are supposed to do. In this 
case we are so unsure of what it is that we are supposed to do that nobody, of 
course, does anything. Let us be grateful for this small mercy, for metanoia is not 
something you are supposed to be able to do. It is a change of heart that comes 
about as a result of your becoming aware of the dangers in continuing to want 
what you have always wanted; it occurs in that moment when we realize that 
we actually want God more than we want our ordinary satisfactions. 

In changing the way we perceive the world, diakrisis changes the way we per-
ceive ourselves. It is this change, when it becomes absolute, that is described as 
renewal of the mind. Thus, diakrisis, if it goes into the heart, which is rare these 
days for a number of reasons, and if it is sustained, will automatically 17 lead to 
a changed attitude to ourselves. When this change in our attitude to ourselves 
reaches “critical mass,” there begins what is normally a long and difficult strug-
gle with the attitudes and habits of mind that have ruled us until now. 

“The love of the soul is its salvation” 

Outside monasticism, the forms of repentance and of transformation of eros are 
even more varied - although all must pass through the same final constriction. 
Mouravieff’s concept of the polar being18 is a teaching of repentance. It con-
tains, among other meanings, the idea of a path of repentance in the marriage 
relationship, and also in the family, a form that is extensible to a form of repent-
ance in society at large. It expresses in modern form the idea of virginity that ex-
isted in the very early church, when couples would occasionally marry and then 
avoid any physical relationship, instead devoting their lives to God. 

Why was this done? What reason could there be for doing it today? Consider the psy-
chological power of love. Individuals, when they fall in love, act in flagrant disregard 
of their own previous character; their priorities are changed, their values transformed, 
their ability to make effort increased and at the same time narrowed, so that only one 
aim exists for them, and activities into which they had put years of effort are forgotten
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overnight. It is clear that these powerful if purely natural energies are able to redi-
rect the heart.        

Yet in the Fathers and before them, in Plato, there is a higher, divine eros and 
a lower, physical eros. Boris Mouravieff repeats a text of the esoteric tradition 
called The Golden Book, from which he quotes several times, and from which 
Gurdjieff’s aphorisms are supposed to have been obtained, a text whichnot surpris-
ingly if it is secretI have not so far managed to locate, and which said: 

Our Lord is great and glorious,
He fills the Universe with His Love!
Thy love belongs to him;
The love of the soul is its salvation. 19 

The transformation of the eros turns this powerful force into a new direction, into the 
search for God. Then the successful seekers will act in flagrant disregard of their own 
previous character; their priorities will become spiritual priorities, their values be trans-
formed to Christian values, their ability to make effort increased and at the same time 
narrowed, so that the only aim that exists for them is to serve the Lord. 

The real meaning of the transformation of eros, then, is not a negation of sex, some-
thing that is in itself God-given, but the need - at a certain point in the growth of the 
individual - to redirect emotions that have become subordinated to sex; to narrow 
down to that one desire which is love itself as a single thing: that love which, being a love 
for the source of love, does not immolate itself in its success. So the difficult question 
is not whether this should be done, but how to achieve this sublimation. 

This question is further modified by the nature of the eros itself. To the inner 
tradition, eros is not simply physical love, but the love of the soul for its lost 
belovedthe spirit: in this form the divine eros is actually natural to the human 
being. It manifests early in life as an innate curiosity that as we mature turns 
inward and in doing so must entrain the lower eroticism and attract it toward a 
different reality. This however is a high stage and for most people the divine eros 
is seen in the pursuit of self-knowledge. The seeking of truth within us, how-
ever feeble it is in its beginning, is the first small shoot of the divine eros. 

The whole point seems to be that we should change the direction as well as 
the intensity of our love, should turn self-love into love of our Lord, and 
should magnetize ourselves through and through with this higher form of 
love so that we do not again turn back to the demands of the world. 

To describe these methods in detail is beyond the range of this gen-
eralized book, and indeed little detailed information exists in writing
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in this line, beyond hints comprehensible only to those qualified to put them to 
practical use.        

Mouravieff, however, gives certain clues: some specif-
ic, which I will not reproduce, some more general. For ex-
ample, immediately after the passage from The Golden Book he wrote: 

Unfortunately, man does not know how to distinguish Love from pas-
sion, so he often takes the reflection for its source. One definition, not 
of Love, which is indefinable, but of its attributes, 20 has been given by 
Saint Paul in terms which are as precise as they are meaningful. 

“Love suffereth long, and is kind; Love envieth not; Love vaunteth not 
itself, is not puffed up, doth not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not her 
own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil: Rejoiceth not in iniquity, but 
rejoiceth in the truth; Beareth all things, believeth all things; hopeth all 
things; endureth all things. Love never faileth; but whether there be proph-
ecies, they shall fail; whether there be tongues they shall cease; whether 
there be knowledge, it shall vanish away” (1 Corinthians 13:48). 

If we meditate on this text, we will understand that a true abyss separates 
love from a “loving” passion, yet we so often take the latter for love! 

But passion’s motivation is to possess, and this produces effects diametri-
cally opposed to those described in Saint Paul’s text. The spirit of Love is to 
give with no return.21      

Once again we are speaking of seeing through illusion, but this time it 
is entirely clear that the illusions we must overcome are emotional delu-
sions. Gifted with the Spirit of repentance, we must see through these 
passions, must see them for what they areas “second-hand emotions,” 
memories of past emotionin order to become free of them. 

In the resulting freedom from distraction by emotional delusion, we have again 
found the apatheia of Evangrius and other Fathers. Here too we find something 
else. Intellectual discrimination leads to what might be called a “change of mind.” 
This is often regarded as being genuine metanoia; the true inner change of repent-
ance. But the nous is the knowing power of the inmost heart, known, as said earlier, 
as the eye of the soul; and metanoia, the change of nous, is a change of heart. It is 
this that is demonstrated by apatheia, by lack of passionate delusion. 

The Spirit of repentance brings emotional discrimination, and this emo-
tional discrimination is the secret of the transformation of the sex force, as 
well as of the transformation of the negative emotions of anger and despair.



196

We have to know real emotions from unreal. To remember the real. 
To ponder the passage from Saint Paul given above is perhaps the 
most effective way of taking to heart the difference between the two. 

This sensitivity to the difference between true and false emotions takes the pow-
er from the false emotions.      

It is at this point that a change occurs; now the God-given natu-
ral goodness within us, to which Saint Theophan referred, emerges 
naturally as our real character. The image becomes a likeness: the image 
of the divine within us emerges as we become “like unto our Lord.” 

This is sanctification. Saint Maximos had this to say about what might be called 
the sanctification of Love: “The one who is perfect in love and has reached the 
summit of detachment knows no distinction between his own and another’s, 
between faithful and unfaithful, between slave and freeman, or indeed between 
male and female. But having risen above the tyranny of the passions and look-
ing to the one nature of men, he regards all equally and is equally disposed 
toward all. For in him there is neither Greek nor Jew, neither male nor female, 
neither slave nor freeman, but Christ is everything and in everything.” 22 This 
describes a state of being which may be experienced, a place in the universe 
that may be reached by us. Far greater than this, it describes a permanent state 
of being which, it has been said, may be accomplished, may be reached in this 
life. “And from the days of John the Baptist until now the kingdom of heaven 
suffereth violence, and the violent take it by force” (Matthew 11:12). 

I wrote earlier that prayer is a form of asceticism and involves a struggle. 
For many years, true prayer becomes a continual struggle with oneself. 

At the same time, for those who are not free either to be monastics or to live 
like monastics, for those who are not free to give the same amount of time to 
the ascetic exercises described above, this list can be varied in detail, as long 
as the basic principle is followed. Here those who are not monastic meet the 
question of what forms of ascesis are possible to them. This is a real ques-
tion and requires more exact guidance than can be given in this or any book. 
In actuality it requires the guidance of what the Eastern Church calls an elder 
(geronte or starets), an experienced guide who is inspired by the Spirit. 

But even with such guidance, this question turns into two separate questions: one 
is the question of what forms of ascesis can be practiced in everyday life, a question 
developed in the next chapter. The other is the question of the false choices that we 
continually make: of overcoming the illusion of difficulty that makes us give up. The 
nature of this delusion is such that any kind of ascesis can appear to us to be impos-
sible. This is exactly where the gospel teaching is relevant that describes the Royal
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Road thus: “Narrow is the gate and hard is the way that leads to life” (Mat-
thew 7:14).        

The problem is that, when first the struggle becomes wholly real, 
it becomes much more difficult, and when one first meets this de-
gree of difficulty, the whole thing appears totally impossible. 

Yet this is where the Royal Road begins. 

To walk on this road, to make the step to different being, demands a dif-
ferent level of exertion, or to be more exact, exertion of a different 
kind, originating from what we today might call “a different place in us.” 

This kind of effort is one of the characteristics of passing through the change 
of state signified by the image of the “strait gate.” It is at this point that one 
can first truly begin to say with Saint Paul: “I am crucified with Christ: 
nevertheless I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me” (Galatians 2:20). 

It is at this point that many people give up, surrender the struggle, seek 
easier ways even if those easier ways mean reaching lesser goals. But this 
difficulty is itself an illusion: an illusion with which we must struggle. 

Vigils require what might be called superefforts. But those superefforts are ef-
forts against illusion. For some people, fasting requires superefforts. But again, 
those superefforts are efforts against illusion efforts to transcend the imaginary 
limits on our capacities we have habitually accepted. For others with their busy 
lives, prayer requires superefforts. But those superefforts toolike all the superef-
forts of ascesisare in large part efforts against illusion. Superefforts are a strug-
gle with expectations, the effort to do what we are really capable of, instead 
of that to which we have habitually believed ourselves to be limited. 

With these superefforts (although they have been given many different names), 
we first enter the ascetic path that is the narrow way of Christ. As part of the 
unwritten tradition, the monks of Athos recognize and even reward super-
efforts, although I have never heard them speak directly about them. 

In the smaller communities in places like Athos, monks make superefforts of 
self-denial, but such efforts cannot be made simply by telling people to make 
them. An example exists in a recent book about Mount Athos, which describes a 
certain Father Gregory: “He wouldn’t permit himself even one sip of water more 
than was necessary. During the periods of fast he ate once a day from the time 
he came to our group, and as long as I remember him, he never put sweets in 
his mouth. He slept, like Father Joachim, seated down on the ground in a cor-
ner of his cell covered with blankets without removing any of his clothing.” 23 
Not surprisingly, even to the fellow monks of his kalyvia or community house,
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Father Gregory was a remarkable man. But simi-
lar individuals exist in the same communities today. 

Why do they make such efforts? Boris Mouravieff, for example, spoke 
of the awakening of a “real I” within us whose authority was differ-
ent from the capricious authority of the ordinary content of the psyche. 
People attempt to awaken this “I” by means of superefforts. 

Recognition 

Talking about discrimination, Evagrius wrote of the need to rec-
ognize the different kinds of being within us. This idea of recogni-
tion, as well as the relation of the idea of beings to being, needs 
to be expanded in order to understand these ideas in modern terms. 

Noetic ascesis, the awakening of the nous, begins with learning to dis-
cern between worldly and spiritual influences, influences that come from 
the perception of the spirit, and increase our ability to discern or discrimi-
nate. This we must do with greater precision than we yet know. This preci-
sion is indicated in the idea of recognition. Recognition leads to effective 
discrimination: to diakrisis. With this precision we will begin to recognize 
the “beings” that act within us. Recognizing them, we can become free of 
them, just as a thief, once recognized, becomes unable to steal from us. 

Evagrius describes the many fragmented beings or partial “I”s as demons in the 
following passage:       

We must take care to recognize the different types of demons and take 
note of the circumstances of their coming. We shall know these from our 
thoughtswhich we shall know from the objectswe ought to consider which 
of the demons are less frequent in their assaults, which are the more vexa-
tious, which are the ones which yield the field more readily and which the 
more resistant. Finally, we should note which are the ones which make 
sudden raids and snatch off the spirit to blasphemy. Now it is essential to 
understand these matters so that when these various evil thoughts set their 
own proper forces to work we are in a position to address effective words 
against them, that is to say, those words which correctly characterize the one 
present. And we must do this before they drive us out of our own state of 
mind. In this manner we shall make ready progress by the grace of God. We 
shall pack them off chafing with chagrin and marveling at our perspicacity.
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When the demons achieve nothing in their struggles against a 
monk they withdraw a bit and observe to see which of the vir-
tues he neglects in the meantime. Then all of a sudden they at-
tack him from this point and ravage the poor fellow. 24 

To recognize types of demons comes from having seen - constated 25 them 
many times before. Recognition is not formed from a single glimpse, nor 
does theory become recognition until we experience what it describes on a 
number of different occasions. When we begin to recognize the demons we 
can see why they are called demons: the name must have been given original-
ly much as pilots in aerial warfare refer to hostile planes as “bandits.” 

In practice, demons are recognizable, recurrent forms of influence that have become 
embodied in our thoughts. They are familiar and too often welcome faces. 

In other sources they are said to possess a person, but can be dealt with by ap-
propriate words. It is easy from this to view them, in an external way, as hostile 
beings having their own body, whether visible or not. But this is misleading; in 
fact everything about demons that is recorded by reliable sourcessuch as Eva-
griusdefines them in purely psychological terms, and this is the inner tradition. 
There is another factor about demons: they are “psychological” in character, be-
ing part of our inner experience, and there is nothing in passages like this from 
Evagrius to suggest that they have any existence external to the person who 
experiences them. We speak of people being possessed or obsessed by a demon, 
who “can drive them out of their own state of mind.” We also speak of being 
possessed or obsessed by an idea, by a belief, by an emotion. Finally, Evagrius 
makes it clear that the words that can be used to deal with them are no magical 
incantation, but “words which correctly characterize the one present.” 

In modern terms we see our inner life in such a different way that it is dif-
ficultto be exact, it is emotionally difficult, touching on and threatening our 
wants, our desiresto recognize modern descriptions of certain of these demons 
as being the same thing that Evagrius and others wrote about so long ago. 
Yet Allan Bloom, an American political philosopher, described them clearly 
and even referred to the fact that they can be known by recognition. 

Yet if a student can - and this is most difficult and unusual - draw back, get 
a critical distance on what he clings to, come to doubt the ultimate value of 
what he loves, he has taken the first and most difficult step toward the philo-
sophic conversion. Indignation is the soul’s defence against the wound of
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doubt about its own; it reorders the cosmos to support the justice of its 
cause. It justifies putting Socrates to death. Recognizing indignation for 
what it is constitutes knowledge of the soul, and is thus an experience 
more philosophic than the study of mathematics. It is Plato’s teaching 
that music, by its nature, encompasses all that is today most resistant to 
philosophy. So it may well be that through the thicket of our greatest 
corruption runs the path to awareness of the oldest truths. 26 

It is easy to see how this links with the provocations described by Evagrius (see 
chapter 14), and from this, if we study it in depth, we will begin to see how these 
‘’demons” provoke the mind in ways that change its character and make it behave 
unnaturally. In spite of the fact that occasional insights of this kind still occur, it is 
easy to see how people assume that these demons were once regarded as some kind 
of creature. In one sense, indeed, this view is correct. As Allan Bloom indicates, the 
whole picture forms part of the structure that sustains our intentional self-delu-
sions, the lies we tell to ourselves to avoid the need to change ourselves. On one 
visit to Mount Athos, a few years after the troubles in Cyprus, I was disturbed on 
two successive nights by the great howling noises that came from the next-door 
guest room. On Athos, where the first services begin at 2:30 A.M., sleep is valuable, 
so the next day, I asked one of the monks, my friend Father A., what was happen-
ing: “It is a man from Cyprus,” he told me. “He is troubled with demons, and is 
here for us to help him.” My friend paused, looked me straight in the eye, and 
added: “But you need not worry, it will never happen to an Englishman.” 

Despite the ambiguity of the translation of Evagrius, we can see that this 
passage tells us that they are driven off by correctly recognizing or in other 
words identifying the demon, or the person for whom they are present. 
So we can list certain characteristics shared by these demons. 

1. They are psychological, not physical, in their nature, having no external 
existence.

2. But their coming is explained or linked to specific kinds of outside 
circumstance.

3. They are recurrent; each has a different character, but we can recognize 
them by their characteristics.

4. They can possess or obsess us.

5. But they can be overcome by correctly identifying them; that is, by 
recognition.

Recognition as such is not mentioned by the early Fathers, although like 
Evagrius they sometimes write about recognizing something. It is just
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beginning to be distinguished by modern thought. Neurophysiologist Sir John 
Eccles, in his interesting studies of memory and knowledge, speaks of a recogni-
tion memory. In our own studies we will find that recognition and discrimina-
tion are inextricably linked, but we also have to realize that we recognize some-
thing only through experience of that thing. We can clearly differentiate one 
thing from others only where we have experience. Knowing the names of things 
does not in itself give us the ability to recognize and discriminate among them. 
Thus the idea of recognition provides a way for people in normal contemporary 
states of mind to approach the higher kinds of discrimination. On the horizon-
tal level, you cannot discriminate between two things without recognizing them 
both, cannot recognize them without being able to distinguish them exact-
ly, without knowing clearly what belongs to them and what does not. 

In terms of inner practice, recognition of B influences, of the truly spiritu-
al presence in our livesbut only a complete recognition, that recognizes the in-
fluence and its effectswill give us the strength to turn away from the harmful 
A influences. Then we can become free of them by inviting God’s help. This 
form of discrimination (diakrisis) is described in detail in chapter 13. 

Remember that Evagrius wrote: “we shall make ready progress by the grace of 
God.”         

But here is a key: if recognition is an element in discrimination, then it is an ele-
ment in the discernment of spirits, and this poses the question of how we are to 
recognize the different kinds of spirit. Here those involved in the unwritten tradi-
tion today sometimes repeat the term used in early written texts, in which these 
influences are recognized by a sense normally named “taste,” but which is certainly 
not the ordinary physical sense of taste, although it is analogous to it. 

Here it is helpful to know that the esoteric path is seen as divided into three 
or sometimes four stages. The division of the esoteric path into three stag-
es goes back at least as far as Clement of Alexandria, head of the great cat-
echetical school in that city in the second century, when he wrote of three 
stages on the Way, summarized by Morton Smith as: “protreptic, for com-
plete ‘outsiders,’ pedagogic (paraenetic), for catechumens and ordinary 
Christians; the didascalic, for the advanced students, the gnostics.” 27 

Smith also quotes another commentator, Méhat, as saying: “the distinction between the 
neophytes, still subject to elementary instruction, and the more advanced Christians 
who are initiated into the true doctrine, ought to be given more attention than it has 
hitherto received. For my part, I think the origin of this distinction lies in a common 
practice of the Church, established long before Clement’s time, and going much further
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back than is generally supposed.” 28 Supporting this statement, Clement 
himself wrote three major works at different “levels,” that is, intended to be 
understood at three different levels of understanding and experience: the first 
of these works was an “exoteric’’ text, the second a “mesoteric” text, known 
as the Pedagogue or Instructor, and the third an “esoteric” text, presum-
ably dealing with the “greater mysteries,” the Stromata or Miscellanies. 
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Chapter 10

Metanoia and Ascesis 
Metanoia is two things: a slow transformation of the nous and a sudden re-
versal. The first is an inner healing process by which we lengthen and deepen 
the stillness of the nous until it begins to become enlightened, and so begins 
to overcome the effects of the Fall. But the final change is discontinuous: in 
this context a partial reversal of direction is a meaningless concept, so that 
we will discover that metanoia can be instantaneous and in some sense is al-
ways instantaneous, yet to those who work at it, metanoia is a slow and dif-
ficult process; only when we face and work against this difficulty does the 
Christian religion pass for us from being an idea to being a reality. Only then 
can we behave as Christians, as well as thinking that we are Christians. 

But although metanoia is the result of a gradual preparation, it cannot be half-
hearted or partial: if it is not complete it is not true metanoia. It is Saint Neilos the 
Ascetic, in the Philokalia again, who expresses this difficulty, and in doing so intro-
duces the parable of the headless axe. Among other things, this passage is a splendid 
example of the way the Fathers understood the language of parable. 

Remember how one of Elisha’s followers was cutting wood by the Jordan, 
and the head of the axe flew off and fell into the river. Realizing that he 
was in troublefor the axe had been borrowedhe cried out to his teacher: 
“Alas, master!” (2 Kings 6:5). The same thing happens to those who try 
to teach on the basis of what they have wrongly understood from oth-
ers, and who cannot complete the task because they do not speak from
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personal experience. Half way through, they are discovered to be con-
tradicting themselves; and then they admit their ignorance, finding 
themselves in trouble because their teaching is merely borrowed. 

In the Biblical story Elisha then threw the stick into the Jordan and brought 
to the surface the axe-head his disciple had lost (cf. 2 Kings 6:6); that is to 
say, he revealed a thought which his disciple believed to be hidden deep 
within him and he exposed it to the view of those present. Here the Jor-
dan signifies speaking about repentance, for it was in the Jordan that John 
performed the baptism of repentance. Now if someone does not speak ac-
curately about repentance, but makes his listeners despise it by failing to 
communicate its hidden power, he lets the axe-head fall into the Jordan. 
But then a stickand this signifies the crossbrings the axe-head up from the 
depths to the surface. For prior to the cross the full meaning of repentance 
was hidden, and anyone who tried to say something about it could easily 
be convicted of speaking rashly and inadequately. After the Crucifixion, 
however, the meaning of repentance became clear to all, for it had been 
revealed at the appointed time through the wood of the cross.” 1 

To me, one reason why all this is so important on the esoteric path is reason-
ably clear: it is only when I remember in the right way, with the heart, and 
not simply with the head, that something important and very desirable hap-
pens to me. Then, all that is personal and trivial falls away. Then, I am all too 
briefly drawn toward a new clarity, a new breadth, a new peace. This shift of 
our awareness from being head-centered to being heart-centered is one factor 
in metanoia. But it is always so difficult to explain this difference, or even to re-
member it. This is why the idea of repentance loses its power. At the same time, 
true repentance depends on grace: on the Spirit of Repentance, as Saint An-
thony named it right back at the beginning of Christian monasticism. 

Modern Views of Metanoia 

Psychological methods of working toward metanoia survive today in the Eastern 
Church, and particularly in its monasteries these methods are little changed over nearly 
two thousand years. But how is repentance understood on the Royal Road? 

One key to both these questions also defines the Christian concep-
tion of psychological development, which is ontological, a concept of
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development of being. The characteristic of this view is that both the cause and 
the result of metanoia is a living awareness of the Spirit of God. This key can 
be found in the famous passage in which Saint Seraphim of Sarov is reported 
to have answered an unspoken question of N. A. Motilov as follows: 

“The Lord has revealed to me,” said Saint Seraphim, “that in your childhood you 
had a great desire to know the aim of our Christian life. But no-one has given 
you a precise answer. They have said to you: ‘Go to church, pray to God, do the 
commandments of God, do goodthat is the aim of the Christian life do not seek 
things which are beyond you. But they did not speak as they should. 

“ Prayer, fasting, vigil and all other Christian practices, however good they 
may be in themselves, do not constitute the aim of our Christian life, although 
they serve as the indispensable means of reaching this end. The true aim of the 
Christian life consists in the acquisition of the holy Spirit of God.” 2 

In the last chapter, we began to define what it means to acquire the Holy Spirit. 
It begins with diakrisis, with discrimination of spirits. This leads to a shift from a 
self-centered, anthropocentric life, driven by the spirit of the world, to a God-
centered, theocentric life, focused upon the Spirit of God: a life in which the living 
presence, the “influence from outside ordinary life,” has become the core and goal 
of our being. A more recent Russian author in the esoteric tradition summarized 
the situation, writing about “Westernized” man that his present state is so unnatu-
ral that he is spiritually starved until he learns to return to his natural condition. 
This idea links with the description given by Maurice Nicoll (see p. 210 below), 
but takes the idea of turning the mind around out of a purely intellectual context, 
and gives it greater depth. This commentator, the émigré founder of the French 
Orthodox Church, wrote: “The tragedy of original sin is that the world is turned 
upside-down. The spirit should be nourished by God and breathe Him. The soul 
should be nourished by the spirit and breathe it. The body should be nourished by 
the soul and breathe it. And the world should be nourished by the human body 
and breathe it. Having turned away from God, having reversed the values, cut off 
the contact between him and the Creatorwhich is the first deaththe human spirit 
lost its true nourishment and breathing. I said nourishment and breathing, and you 
have already guessed that it is because Christ said ‘I am your food,’3 and the Holy 
Spirit is called by that name: Spirit, Breath, Air, Wind.’’4 This accurately describes
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the problem resolved by apatheia, the end result of the sec-
ond of the three renunciations (see chapter 7). The second renunci-
ation is to renounce those desires that disturb the emotions. 

Theophan the Recluse also said about this, referring to what he described as the 
final result of the Fall: “The spiritual self had power over the soul and body while 
it was in living communion with God. Then it received divine power from Him. 
When living communion with God was cut off, so was the flow of divine power. 
Left to itself, the spirit could no longer master the soul or body, but was tak-
en captive by them. Then the souland through it the bodyassumed control over 
man, so that his life revolved around them. The spirit remained in him but no 
longer had any power. It still made its presence felt, sometimes through fear of 
God, sometimes through remorse from the conscience.” 5 It is clear that to re-
verse or overcome this Fall and so reconnect us to the divine Spirit, a radical 
change of direction in our psyche, a total metanoia, is required and that it is this 
that demands a complete change in our being and our consciousness. 

Saint Gregory of Sinai, another early Father, here describes the inner mecha-
nism by which grace leads to inner clarity and sows the seed of a differ-
ent consciousness: “The Holy Spirit attracts the nous to itself, drawing it 
into the depth of the heart and preventing its usual wandering about.”6 
This condition stabilizes the mind and gives it authority. In practical 
terms, however, the necessity is to reach this state, to achieve metanoia. 

Metanoia as Change of Being 

This whole book is about metanoia, about the whole process of psychological change 
that forms the main subject of the esoteric tradition. Yet if metanoia is understood 
at all today, it is not sufficiently understood. Psychologically, metanoia is now seen 
mainly on an intellectual level. This is a result of our loss of understanding of how 
the old psychology of the Fathers viewed things. Attempted without this under-
standing, the idea of metanoia almost always becomes, as it has been said, like a 
“headless axe”; it turns what should be an intense psychological struggle into a 
feeble complacency. Metanoia, in its classical sense, is the result of the very difficult 
struggle needed to achieve a true change of heart. Taken merely as an intellectual 
change, it fails in this aim. And, as I have already suggested, in the gospel metanoia 
forms one of the key definitions of the Christian message: “I am not come to call 
the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Matthew 9:13). Thus says the gospel. 
But to find the full meaning of this word metanoia, and to learn why it is offered



207

not to the righteous, but to sinners, we must come at an answer to 
this question slowly.       

First we must understand the nature of the change in our being that is pos-
sible on the inner path. This transformation depends on the liberation of the 
nous from the personal, the trivial, and the transient. Full change of being re-
quires complete metanoia: total transformation of the nous. Western theology 
does not see how this experience fits into everyday life, although momentary 
changes of being are described in researches such as those of Alister Hardy 7 and 
were called peak experiences by Abram Maslow.8 In fact, since charge of being 
is sudden, the experience of metanoia is the moment of truth, the moment of 
real being, a transparency of the soul. We will remember such moments in our 
lives, and careful investigation suggests that serious seekers are driven by such 
memories and the desire to recapture them. But reality is now: to be is to be in 
the moment, and any pursuit of it in past or future is doomed to fail. 

Diakrisis is only true if it leads toward this true change of the noetic heart. This 
has to be understood quite precisely. Any imprecision and there is no result, and 
then the statement appears untrue. Only one state has this effect on us. But at first 
thought it does not seem as if the process is entirely mysterious: very much the 
opposite. Effective diakrisis is nothing more than clear psychological perception, 
a perception of ourselves in the “light”9 of the Spirit of repentance, and given 
form by real knowledge of our human nature. This perception may show us how 
we are obtaining and using spiritual energies; for example, it may show us that 
by using them in a selfish way we are wasting them and limiting our real pos-
sibilities. We may be using them to “top up” our energies, going to church or 
to some group meeting simply so that we will feel better, for example. And af-
terwards, in the next two or three days, we may lose everything again by using 
whatever energies we have gained simply to enjoy ordinary life. The discovery of 
this fact, if properly understood, and if we fully understand the alternative we 
are losing by this, will lead to our seeking ways of retaining and even increasing 
these energies every day. This search, if serious, will lead us to some form of psy-
chological metanoia: some inner effort to free ourselves from these distortions. 
These may be removed through the active love of the Holy Spirit, but before 
this can act in us in this way, two conditions must normally10 be met. 

In his book The New Man, written in the late 1930s, psychologist Maurice Nicolla 
pupil of Jung, at one time named to succeed him, and then the only one of his stu-
dents regarded by P. D. Ouspensky as able to teach in his own rightintroduced the 
idea of repentance as a massive change in the psychology of the individual, first quot-
ing the gospel saying that: “Except your righteousness shall exceed the righteous-
ness of the scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no wise enter the kingdom of heaven”
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(Matthew 5:20). A few pages later in his book he de-
scribed in some detail the kind of change necessary: 

no one can continue to justify himself in the way he has always done 
and except to become another and a New Man a man must come 
to realize that he is almost nothing as he is, and that all his van-
ity, merit, conceit, self-esteem, self-liking, self-satisfaction and self-
love, and all his imagination of himself, is practically an illusion. 

It is indeed only possible to understand that harsh teaching of Christ 11 
in view of its aim, which is to break up a man’s whole psychology, the man 
as life has made him, the man he regards himself as, and make him think 
and feel and act in a new way, so that he begins to move towards a higher 
level, towards another state of himself that exists within himself as a pos-
sibility. For to pass from one level to another, from the state of an acorn to 
the state of a tree, everything must be rearranged and altered. All a man’s 
ordinary relations with different sides of himself must alter. The whole set-
ting of his being must change. The whole man must change.12 

He then went on to write specifically about the Greek word metanoia. 

Meeting this higher order of truth a man can no longer be at peace with 
himself as he is. He must think in a new wayand no one can think in a 
new way by merely adding some extra knowledge to what he already 
thinks. The whole man must changethat is, his whole mind must change, 
first of all. This parable (Matthew 10:3446) refers to the starting point of 
Christ’s teaching, to metanoia (meta-nous)to a man beginning to think 
beyond how he always thought, to think in an entirely new way about 
himself and his meaning and his aim. It is not repentance, as translated, 
but new thinking, over and above all that he thought before. In the same 
way, the righteousness that Christ speaks of is over and above and beyond 
all that man has justified himself by and regarded as being his righteous-
ness, his idea of being right. It is, indeed, meta-righteousness.13 

Here we have a problem. All that Nicoll says is correct, but it is eas-
ily misunderstood by modern man, specially by those who head quickly 
and skim over the text, taking in only what they can grasp immediately. 

The fact of the matter is that he is correct in saying that a complete remaking of the mind is 
necessary. But we must understand by that the need for a complete change in the nous. 
Unless this happens, “ye shall in no wise enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:20).
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The problem is that, although literally accurate, the meaning has been given a 
kind of English coloration by taking the idea of metanoia intellectually, applying 
it to the activity of the mind, not to the still nous. This mistake can easily hap-
pen, as everyday English language draws little distinction between different kinds 
of knowledge. Where the Greek used by the Fathers has several entirely different 
words, all of them are normally translated in English by the one word knowledge. 
Some of these words refer to verbal knowledge, some to direct perception, others 
to the cognition of the heart that is little understood today in the English-speaking 
world, but is essential understanding for those who would understand the inner 
meaning of the Gospels. The “new thinking” implied in the word metanoia in-
cludes a radical change in the content of our thoughts. But this is not all it implies; 
it also involves a change in the quality of consciousness itself. This aspect has been 
at least partially ignored as the result of difficulties of translating from Greek to 
modern Englishwhich has no word for the change of consciousness implied. 

Even more difficult than the problem of translating words relating to knowl-
edge into English is the translation of those concepts that we speak of as rea-
son, intellect, intelligence, and so on. Here, the Greek not only seems to 
have more words, but sometimes, even today, and almost always in the 
Greek of the first centuries of Christianity, there is a difference in mean-
ing between these Greek words that is quite clear-cut, while the English 
equivalents are not clearly distinguished, at least in modern thought. 

One word in particular that has caused much difficulty is the Greek word nous, which 
is sometimes translated as “reason,” sometimes as “intellect,” but is not equivalent to 
the everyday meanings of either of these words. Because this word with its derivatives 
is clearly one of the keys to understanding certain gospel ideas, long, vituperative 
arguments go on among scholars to this day over how this word is to be translated. 
In fact, taking into account modern usage of the words, it makes more sense to 
translate nous by the word “intelligence” than by either “reason’’ or “intellect,” since 
intellect and reason are forms or aspects of our intelligence, while the latter word has 
overtones of understanding and of grasping or responding to meaning. The meaning 
given this word in biological science, where it implies a broad ability to adapt, not 
on a purely intellectual level, is also appropriate to certain levels of the nous. 

So what is perhaps implied in his words, but has certainly not been completely under-
stood by the readers of Nicoll’s book, is that this metanoia involves a very great deal more 
than a change of mind, much more than a change in our thinking. It does not simply 
mean taking our thoughts beyond normal limits - although it begins in that way. It in-
volves going beyond normal thought and normal knowledge, as in the poetic phrase of
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Saint John of the Cross: “transcending reason with my thought.” Metanoia is a total 
transformation of the nous, an actual change in the “center of gravity” of the intel-
ligence, and it is by studying the nature of this transformation that we can in fact 
obtain a more complete understanding of both words, nous and metanoia. 

Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his 
deeds;

And have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the 
image of him that created him (Colossians 3:910). 

To the extent in our metanoia that we achieve apatheia, in either a transient or per-
manent way, we become able to discover the special spiritual stillness (hesychia) of the 
Eastern monks: hesychia is to still the nous in God. But there is another paradox here. In 
the awakening that should follow apatheia comes what Theophan calls zeal. 

This is what Kovalevsky meant when he said, as quoted a little 
earlier, that “The spirit must be nourished by God and breathe Him.” 

And when the men of that place had knowledge of him, they sent out into 
all that country round about, and brought unto him all that were diseased;

And besought him that they might only touch the hem of his garment: 
and as many as touched were made perfectly whole (Matthew 14:3536).

As one Athos monk said, the hem of the robe of Christ is within us. If 
we are humble, then we will see that to touch it is to be made whole. 
By touching on God within ourselves we are emotionally fed. Emo-
tionally fed, we become inwardly still. This is hesychia: one aspect of 
what Saint Seraphim means when he speaks of acquiring the Holy Spirit. 

What is involved was well described by Archimandrite George Capsanis, Ab-
bot of Osiou Grigoriou on Mount Athos. Like many of the twenty Athos ab-
bots, Father George still teaches repentance today in ways that go back to the 
tradition of the early Fathers. To put this view of metanoia, we must first look 
at the wider, more emotional context within which the Athonite monk ap-
proaches these questions, to the idea in Orthodox theology that man, “made 
in the image of God” (Genesis 1:27), must learn to manifest that image in 
a “likeness” to God. “In Spirit you shall see the Son, in the Son you shall rec-
ognize the Father. In the light of the Spirit you shall see the effulgence of My 
glory; in the image, the archetype; from your own selves, the superessential.” 14
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A few years back, in an address, Father George said: “In order to live authen-
tically, we must live every moment theocentrically.” He then added: “If we 
deny God, we deny and destroy ourselves.” Before this in the same address he 
had said that the idea that we were “’made in the image of God,’ signifies 
both the origin and the goal of our existence.” 15 And a paragraph or so later 
he added: “Human existence owes its dynamism and its greatness to its ‘icon-
ic’ character. So far as we ‘image forth’ the wise and creative God, so far do 
we discover in ourselves the charism of knowledge and creativity.”16 

It is a question of discovering God within ourselves, of manifesting faculties previ-
ously only manifested at a higher level. By this, humanity evolves and what is truly 
humanbecause it is “in the image of God”emerges in human life. But most of us are 
not like this: most of us still live in a self-centered way; as it is sometimes put today, 
“we live in our heads.” More than anything else, it is to change this that repentance 
is necessary. And if it is true, as often said, that the strongest force in the ordinary 
human life is sexuality, then to repent, to turn life around, we have to transform 
our natural eros into a divine eros. Thenand only thenthis energy that lends its 
strength to our everyday desires instead will strengthen our desire for the Lord. It 
is at this point that the Christian life develops its additional emotional power, the 
force that Theophan the Recluse calls zeal. This, according to Father George, is the 
discovery of the fact that “the sexual urge is an expression of that natural yearning 
which is implanted within us by our creator, and leads us towards him.”17 

Theophan the Recluse spoke of the same thing, directly linking the motivating force of 
our lives, the will, with this eros as its source of energy. This process of transformation 
of the eros relates to the Freudian model in a way that explains and radically chang-
es this model, leading to quite different practical conclusions whose implications, 
in a society now driven by the “Freudian ethic,” could be quite enormous. 

The Freudian view would appear to be based on a limited view of the classical 
Greek use of the term eros, a use that has been reinforced by the fact that most 
Christian material on the subject, which was almost all of monastic (or hermet-
ic) origin, was concerned with suppression of the generative forms of eros, and 
said little about any alternative or “higher” forms. There is a strong possibility 
that Puritan streams of thought, themselves an aberration to the Christian main-
stream, had contributed to this narrowing of translations and interpretations, 
but that requires further investigation. The Puritan model would appear to rep-
resent a shift from the transformative to the repressive view a shift that is consist-
ent with the Puritan emphasis on penance, rather than on forgiveness. 
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The early Christians borrowed the classical Greek term eros as they did other key psycho-
logical terms, with a subtle but significant change that emphasized the higher of its pre-
Christian meanings, the ontological meaning implied in its use as the name of a god. This 
difference in meaning leads to two fundamental differences in practical use: 

1. A difference in meaning, which sees eros as a divine force, a force of the 
divine love debased by the Fall of man, but a force than can be redeemed 
and used to lift man to the highest states of spirituality. 

2. Implied in this, a difference in practice, which sees the need to trans-
form or redeem the eros, not destroy or suppress it.

This is in part to say, as Boris Mouravieff has said, that the only true emotion is 
love, but that this love must be purified, for “blessed are the pure in heart.” 

And the love that draws us to God does not at the same time at-
tract us to selfish interest or advantage. If we realize this, we 
can be sure that there are different levels or qualities of love. 

Everybody knows that the Bible tells us “God is love.” 18 But at this point Abbot 
George takes this idea further by quoting Saint Maximos, who wrote: 

“At times scripture refers to God as desire (eros), and at other times as love 
(agape), and at still other times as the desirable and the beloved. Being Himself 
desire and love, He moves towards us while, as desirable and beloved, He moves 
all those creatures toward Himself who are capable of desiring and loving. It is 
thus that the great apostle, Saint Paul, having come into possession of divine 
desire, and become a participant of the ecstatic power, cries out inspired: ‘I 
live, yet not I but Christ lives in me.’ He speaks as a lover andas he says him-
selfas one caught up in the ecstasy of God. No longer living his own life, but 
instead that of the beloved, which alone is beauty surpassing speech.” 

Therefore [adds Abbott George in his own words], we understand 
the erotic power of the soul, at its deepest level, to be our thirst for 
the depths of our own being. That thirst can only be slaked when 
we achieve the goal for which we were made: union with our Arche-
type, with Godwhat the Orthodox tradition calls “deification.” 

He then quotes Saint Nicholas Cabasilas as saying: 
“The thirst of human souls requires infinite waters.”19 

It is the discovery of these infinite waters that is called theosis. 
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But in most cases we have yet to recognize our “thirst for the depths 
of our own being.” And until it is recognized by frequently expe-
riencing it, we will continue to lose sight of it and so forget ourselves. 

One of the key passages underlying the ascetic methods of the Eastern Church 
is found in a letter written by Saint Anthony the Great. This explains that the 
real work of repentance is done by what Saint Anthony calls the Spirit of Re-
pentance, 20 a spiritual influence that plays different parts at different stag-
es. This first drives us to act in ways that lay the foundations of inner life. 
With the reinforcement of good teaching from those whose memories of 
spiritual experience are clear, this can take us on to the point of richer experi-
ence, which in its turn leads to the second stage of faith. To understand what 
happens at this point, we must see that the published translation of this letter, 
which speaks of mind, is in fact speaking of the discriminating faculty. 

Saint Paul and the Ascetic Struggle 

In its Christian form, the possibility of making efforts for repentance, 
for metanoia, was emphasized by Saint Paul when he said that in or-
der to become good Christians we must try our best. He also empha-
sized that to “win the race” required temperance; we must not waste ener-
gy, but retain it until we have enough to allow a change in our nature. 

Know ye not that they which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the 
prize? So run, that ye may obtain.21 

And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in all things. Now 
they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible (1 Corin-
thians 9:24-25). 

This is the origin of ascesis: ascesis, in the inner, psychological sense, is ac-
tion that leads to improved ability. Macarius added to this a little: “Christians 
ought to run the race in the arena of this world with alertness and exacti-
tude, so as to receive the heavenly reward from God and the angels.”22 

The words of Saint Paul confirm the connection of ascesis and repentance. To my 
mind, the basis of this connection is that true love, the love that originates from 
Christ, is simple and totally unselfish. But if we are honest with ourselves, if we 
struggle with and observe ourselves, we will admit that we have the habit of desiring 
what we love. This habitual egotism, which forms a major element in the human 
personality,23 is formed early in our lives but continues (and becomes more exag-
gerated) into old age unless we learn to prevent it. As it takes form it obscures our
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consciousness, and this in turn makes us more and more rigid and narrow. The 
process of its formation appears to be complex, 24 and Freud’s links of this to in-
fantile and later to erotic reactions obviously contain more than a germ of truth, as 
it consists of associative memory links between the psyche and the body. This rein-
forces the power of particular memories or makes them too easily available. 

Observation of this whole process is developed below in chapter 14 which discusses 
the Orthodox monastic view of the process of provocation, a practical analysis of 
the arousing and developing of these egotistic distortions. This is followed by a 
study of ways of overcoming them, originally given in Evagrius’s Praktikos, which 
thus forms one of the most helpful psychological guides for those beginning to 
engage in the inner struggle. Clement of Alexandria speaks of this: “repentance is 
high intelligence. For he that repents of what he did, no longer does or says as he 
did. But by torturing himself for his sins, he benefits his soul. Forgiveness of sins is 
therefore different from repentance; but both show what is in our power.”25 

Evagrius was most specific. He saw the primary objective of ascesis as being to purify 
the emotions: “The ascetic life is the spiritual method for cleansing the affective part 
of the soul.”26 In Evagrius’s own terms, this is the pursuit of apatheia: of the purity of 
heart necessary to those who would know God. In the Gospel of Saint Matthew the 
same idea is expressed in the famous story of the mote and the beam. But most peo-
ple have wondered at some time how it might be possible to get a great wooden beam 
in one’s eye. The answer is that this is in the language of parable, using inexact and 
exaggerated termsa “beam”to show us that it is analogy for an inner reality. 

And why beholdest thou the mote that is in thy brother’s eye, but consider-
est not the beam that is in thine own eye? 

Or how wilt thou say to thy brother, Let me pull out the mote out of thine 
eye; and, behold, a beam is in thine own eye? 

Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then 
shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye (Mat-
thew 7:35). 

Monastic Forms of Ascesis 

What habits do we have that must change? We can get some idea from this list of ascetic 
methods of repentance, again provided by Father George and found in the same source. 
In it he lists methods of repentance, used in Eastern monasticism today, that include:
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1. All-night vigil
2. Fasting
3. Prayer
4. Cutting off the will
5. Obedience (to an “elder” as to Commandments)

And of course we must add one he describes but does not include in his list:

6. The struggle with eroticism

“In the practice of these,” says our Abbot, “he (the monk) forces himself to 
deny his private and selfish will, and to love God’s will. A monk is ‘a per-
petual forcing of nature.’ The word of the Lord is thus fulfilled: ‘The king-
dom of heaven is taken by violence, and the violent take it by force.’” 27 

A similar list that differs in detail but not in principle was given by Nice-
tas Stethatos, a pupil of Saint Symeon the New Theologian, who linked 
the senses with different forms of asceticism. The comments are mine. 

1.  Ascesis of the eyes is linked with vigil, perhaps since the eyes are the 
normal source of distraction by the outside world, and vigil separates us 
from the normal activities of the world.
2. Ascesis of the hearing is found in many forms of meditation, and this 
links with the fact that the flood of thoughts “competes” with the hearing 
of the ear. We cannot listen attentively to sound without becoming deaf to 
thoughts, and vice versa. (Although we can take in both together in a half-
hearted way.)
3. Ascesis of the sense of smell is linked with prayer, which is more difficult 
to understand.
4. Ascesis of taste is associated with self-control, and I imagine that this is 
because the pursuit of taste makes fasting impossible.
5. Ascesis of touch links to stillness, and perhaps you can feel why this is so?

In this view, then, prayer is a form of ascesis. For those who cannot live a monas-
tic life, it is one of very few major forms of ascesis possible to them. The other 
is service: intentional persistence in and completion of difficult tasks. 

A. Posoff, a Russian who wrote extensively on the subject in German, but has not 
yet been published in English, wrote:     

Prayer is the universal form of asceticism, since it 
unites the external and interior forms of ascetic practice. 

Prayer includes the necessary elements of interior asceti-
cism: attentiveness, concentration and meditation. In the
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Mysticism of Reason (speculative mysticism) prayer is regarded as a 
form of external asceticism since it is often connected with rites, has a 
verbal form (logos prophorikos) and is directed from the Self to the Not-
Self, 28 whereas interior asceticism is thought to consist of concentra-
tion on the Self. But individual prayer does exist apart from ritual, and 
there is such a thing as the inner word (logos endiathetos), which indeed 
plays a very important part in noetic prayer. The directing of the Self to 
the Not-Self benefits the Self, uniting it with the source of life, with fire 
and light, with the divine Not-Self. In prayer the mind goes beyond the 
limits of the human into the realm of the divine, and the great power of 
prayer is in this freeing of the Self from the abyss of subjectivism. 

According to Saint Isaac the Syrian, the heart is a spiritual “altar of the Lord,” on 
which the intellect (nous) offers to God the sacrifice of pure prayer. 

Along with the intellect, the soul too prays in the heart, and the body is 
attentive to the prayer. In the Jesus Prayer of the mind and heart, or noetic 
meditation, all three parts of the human triad are most fully and perfectly 
unified in one common activity of their powers. This integrating and syn-
thesizing role of prayer is one of its great secrets. In prayer the human triad 
forms a hierarchical harmony, each member with its parts finding its place 
and its own voice in the symphony of the whole. Herein lies the great sig-
nificance of the practice of ascetic prayer; herein lies the great healing role 
of the true religion of Christ the Logos. There is no other practice in which 
the powers and functions are so ideally interrelated as in prayer. Disharmo-
nious prayer is not pure, and God, who sees into the heart of man, will not 
accept such prayer. Temporary at first, the harmony of the heart becomes 
lasting and stable with practice, until in ascetic perfection it becomes con-
tinuous, unending and inviolable, making the perfected man a member of 
the kingdom of the Logos-Christ while still in this earthly life. 

This is why the concentration of the mind in the heart in the noetic Jesus Medi-
tation, the prayer of the mind in the heart which is connected with repetition of 
the name of Jesus, was regarded by all the eastern church ascetics as the highest 
form of asceticism. It is a joint activity of the inner and outer man and, as such, 
is a great unifying force. Noetic prayer, most of all, intimately unites the two, 
completely overcoming the dyad, the duality of the outer and inner man.29
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Agrypnia: The All-Night Vigil Service 
Monastic methods of asceticism include the agrypnia service or all-night vigil. Vig-
ils are for physical and psychological ascesis, since they demand superefforts of 
remembrance, for keeping watch over oneself, and for remembrance of God, hence 
their long but varying duration. A typical monastic joke is what one of the Athos 
hermits was supposed to have said about an unusually long service: “Fifteen hours is 
too long. Twelve or thirteen is reasonable, but fifteen hours is just too long!” 

Now let me talk about my own experience of these vigils, beginning with 
the first I ever experienced.      

I was not aware of this monastic joke when I emerged from the guest dormitory 
of the monastery of Simonas Petra within a minute or so of the bell, and hov-
ered, with the evening sunlight streaming into the window, at the top of the stair-
case down to the katholikon. I was simply wondering when the vigil would begin. 
Had I known this old story, I might have been less eager. It is now clear to me 
that vigils are composite superefforts: many superefforts in one service. 

“Not yet,” said the archontarion, the guest-house master, just then re-
turned to duty. “Ten minutes, then it rings again. Then you can go in.” 

We returned to our benches. A tide of activity built up in the monastery, 
and then the bell rang again: three slow strokes, then a repetition of three 
fast, three more fast, seven fast, a 3-3-7 pattern repeated several times. 

As we walked into the narthex of the church, past the big modern frescoes in the 
covered court beside the door, the tapping of the semantron (a wooden sounding-
board used to call people to services, first introduced when the occupying Turks 
prohibited the use of bells) approached down the corridor. Monks ducked through 
the iron door of the katholikon in ones and twos, closing it gently with a solid clunk, 
and kissed the icons either side of the archway opening into the litei (the nave, or 
second room of the church). Most of them went on into that next room. The serv-
ice began softly with single voices in the background. The church at this stage was 
almost entirely dark, with no more than four or five tiny flames to light it. 

After a while, the singing began again. Figures came and went. The Royal Doors of the 
iconostasis (the icon screen in front of the sanctuary) were opened and the priestsstill in 
their black monastic robescould be seen dimly by the light of many candles. 

Between the speaking and the singing, it seemed as if they were enact-
ing tableaux, many of them with striking similarities to some of the more 
common icon designs. “No,” said one of the monks recently, “it is the 
icons that are derived from the liturgy.” As I watched, strongly aware
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at that early stage in my search that I had no chance to discuss what I saw, I 
remembered what I had once heard and understood about the language of 
symbolism the language that conveys more than words, and particularly con-
veys more to the heart. Surely this was an example, but if so, there was no 
quick way of comprehending; only repeated exposure would do it, especially 
from the restricted vantage point available to the “unorthodox” that night. One 
thing that was noticeable was what seemed a degree of precision, of care in 
posture and positioning, and in getting the tableaux visually correct. 

What was very clear was that too much explanation, too much informa-
tion given in simplified form for tourists, would not help but would pre-
vent any real understanding of whatever “message” was borne in this 
drama. The heart comes to knowledge without benefit of explanation. 

As the hours passed, and the service grew more complex, I noticed that the yel-
low light was becoming brighter. In the domed katholikon church a monk with 
a long pole was lighting the candles of the great polyelios chandelier, one by one. 
The Greek word polyelios is the name given to the great twenty-foot-diameter chan-
delier that hangs below the central dome of each Athonite katholikon. The word 
means many suns, giving a clue to the symbolism of these chandeliers. Watching 
it swing at key moments during the long vigil one is somehow brought to mind 
that the uncreated light arises at many points within that darkness of the cave 
that occurs in so many icons, which symbolizes the true “poverty of spirit,” that 
consciousness without content which can by grace be found within us. This light 
is also within everyone, “but the darkness comprehendeth it not.” 30 

It is met sometimes in prayer, or when we are very close to death. Within 
the darkness the uncreated light may be found. Meeting it changes us. 

Next the monk, with his smoking taper at the top of a long pole, lit the can-
dles of a smaller central chandelier. Then he set both chandeliers swinging, 
a great symbol showing the emergence of the light within and without: to the 
stars, to the communicant, as an “infusion” that brings joy and health to every 
cell in the body. The great brass chandelier, twisted some thirty degrees on its 
long chains dropped down from the darkness of the dome. Then it checked and 
swung back. It continually repeated this movement, while within it the smaller 
chandelier rotated in close circular orbit. Below, the monks passed in their black 
robes. The chanting continued in the background. The whole pattern conjured 
up images of the Mevlivi mukhabile, that strange ceremony of J’al addin Rumi’s 
whirling dervishes that celebrates the turning of the planets. They make their pil-
grim’s escape from self-concern by this strange circling ceremony. In the same
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way, the great swaying chandelier symbolizes the creation by its ‘’explication” of danc-
ing shadows in a way that echoes Plato’s story of the shadows in his parable of the cave, 
and yet so modern that it would have delighted David Bohm had he seen it. 

It is difficult to clearly arrange the memories of that night in proper time se-
quence. I remember the arrival of the abbot. Some time after the start 
of the service two monks came in by the door near where I sat. I heard a 
staff tap the floor once. The new arrivals kissed the icons and passed on, 
into the nave and then into the sanctuary* Again the staff tapped once. 

In instant obedience, the pattern of activity in the church changed. The geronte stood 
there, and dark figures came to him one by one, each helping to transform him, 
clothing him with rich vestments of gold, a surplice covered with black crosses such 
as those shown on Athos on the icons of Saint Nicholas and other bishops. The staff, 
when I saw it later, was black with a Y-shaped head of two leaping golden fish, aston-
ishingly impressive. Now the abbot took charge of the ceremony. His voice sounded 
loud and sonorous in the intervals between the singing. The priests began to appear 
in rich vestments instead of their black robes. Another door was opened into a fur-
ther sanctuary, ablaze with candles. On this first visit to the Holy Mountain, I did 
not understand much of what was going on, but was struck by the close coordina-
tion of the priests at a time when monks were still coming and going to the church, 
as they did throughout this extremely long ceremony. The whole service became an 
icon of Orthodoxy, of authority without automatism, of true spiritual unity. 

There were recognizably different stages to the ritual, making the 
whole long vigil into an icon of theosis (deification), the entry of man 
into God through the entry of God into man. At one stage, the priests 
were kissed on both cheeks by the abbot, one by one, again reminiscent. 

There was a great deal of movement between the two sanctuaries. Later I saw one of 
the monks lighting the candles on the smaller single chandelier in the litei (the nave) 
of the church. The candles in the katholikon (choir) had been extinguished, the veil 
drawn, and the activity and the light moved into the open church. An elaborate stand 
was placed in the doorway, and an icon placed on it with great reverence. Around 
this icon, priests circumambulated. For some time just one priest, my friend Father 
I. Father I., walked with book and candle. Then the age ended, as it were the light 
in the nave was extinguished, the veil opened, and the great chandeliers were ablaze 
and swinging yet again. It was about this time that, lulled by the chanting and the 
penetrating stillness of the service, I fell asleep in my seat leaving all as mystery.
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Waking briefly, I crept off softly to bed, to be woken again by bell 
and semantron for the continuation of the service in the early morning. 

Vigils surely are a formalized example of what Gurdjieff called superefforts. The 
monks clearly approve the effort one makes to complete the service; indeed, on one 
occasion, when I had made the effort to walk to Grigorioufor me almost six hours of 
walking the mountain paths, extended over two days, only to find that the next night 
was the night of the vigilthe abbot signified his approval when I completed the vigil 
on my feet. The sign: when I had to move on to another monastery the next day, as 
I waited for the little caïque that calls at the coastal monasteries every morning, one 
of the monks came up to me. “Don’t take the boat,” he said. “The monastery will 
provide.” Sure enough, I was conveyed to my destination in solitary splendor in 
the small monastery boat, steered by the barefoot Father Nectarios, the monastery’s 
fishermanan unheard-of privilege, but a typical example of the reinforcing gestures 
that on Athos make up an unexplained part of the unwritten tradition. 

As I have returned to Athos and experienced many of these vigils, I have begun 
to discover why that reinforcement was so important, and why the monks wel-
come these at first sight exhausting services. I cannot find any reference to it in 
the texts, but experience speaks louder than words. The effect is cumulative, and 
through the effort to conquer sleep and sustain attention, vigil combines multiple 
forms of ascesisphysical, psychological, and noeticto form the foundations of a life 
of prayer. In this process it clearly reconstructs the solar plexus and counteracts 
many of the effects of our modern way of life, providing an effective method of 
restoring what von Durkheim described by the Japanese word hara. 31 

Fasting 

The truest level of fasting demands the authority of that “other I.” For me, fasting 
has always been a problem. Although there are medical reasons for this problem, 
and fasting was never intended to become a destructive process, judging by the way 
I take to the medical excuse to avoid fasting it might just as well have been created 
by the devil himself. Yet it is clear that intelligent fasting helps people break away 
from the domineering authority of the body, with its preemptory demands. And I 
do not mean by “intelligent” fasting that we should give up the fast as soon as it be-
comes difficult. That is stupid fasting: to go to all that trouble for no result. 

Today most churches have standard formulae for fasting, but in fact fast-
ing has a long history; from the Book of Isaiah, for example, it is
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possible to obtain a much broader view of fasting, one in which the individual chose or 
formed a resolution on his or her own initiative. Fasting was then intentional, but not 
necessarily always the same; it was an expression of individual intention and individual 
intelligence. Fasting according to our understanding, instead of according to rule, helps 
to make sure that the intention comes from the understanding of the heart. 

There is another clue about the nature of intelligent fasting. As you attempt to fast, 
whether successful or not, you will observe that there are two forces that drive you 
to eat. One is the simple force of genuine hunger. The other is the desire for pleas-
ure from your food. A Yoga text advises the pupil not to eat for enjoyment. Many 
of the early Fathers of the church distinguished between two kinds of desire; we 
today put it slightly different: we distinguish between wants and needs. 

Needs are physical. If the body is deprived of its needs beyond a certain point, func-
tional harmwhat medicine calls functional illnesscan be the result. To fast beyond 
this point, and thus damage the body given us by God, would be stupid fasting, but 
as individuals we can explore to find out what our limits are in reality. 

On the other hand, say the Fathers, wants are psychological: when we want to enjoy 
food, this belongs to the psyche.      

The solution in the more serious monasteries is on fast days to eat 
food that is not appetizing. Some of the Eastern monasteries make this 
a general rule except on feast days.    

Saint Anthony the Great has this to say about it: “And to those who seek pu-
rity in this, the Spirit assigns rules of purification, to eat in moderation sufficient 
for the strength of the body, but in so doing not to have the taste of concupis-
cence: and in this way the saying of Paul is fulfilled, ‘Whether ye eat or drink, 
or whatever ye do, do all to the glory of God’” (1 Corinthians 10.31). 

For those who must live in the busy world, with neither monastic rule nor the 
presence of a spiritual guide, to distinguish between wants and needs can form 
a practical solution: to try on fast days to eat food that is wholesome but not 
appetizing and, on other days, or for those who are not subject to a fast-
ing rule, to eat only for hunger and to stop eating whenever you realize that 
you have had all you need, that you are now eating only for pleasure. 

But to do this you have to learn to discriminate, to recognize the differ-
ence between these two ways of eating, and to catch yourself as soon as 
possible after you stop eating for need and begin to eat only for flavor. 

Such an intelligent fast is quite different in quality from an enforced fast. 

One way in which it is different is that it is more precisely targeted against 
bitterness and anger. Observation will show us that the most common 
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thing that makes us angry is to be deprived of some pleasure. Even the fear of 
being deprived is sufficient. At the end of his great work on prayer, The Prak-
tikos, Evagrius of Pontus quoted a story about a monk near Alexandria who 
once said about the fast he made from his own understanding: “’I have this 
reason for putting aside pleasure - that I might cut off the pretext for grow-
ing angry. For I know that anger constantly fights for pleasures and clouds 
the mind with passion that drives away contemplative knowledge.’” 32 

Here are the mainsprings of our culture of contentment33 laid bare for those who 
can see. In our continuous pursuit of pleasure lie sleeping the seeds of the bitter-
ness and anger that fuel our politics. But to overcome this by fasting from the un-
derstanding of the heart, we must first understand the possible reasons for fasting. 
There is more than one such reason. The Gospel of Saint Matthew says: 

Then came to him the disciples of John, saying, Why do we and the Phari-
sees fast oft, but thy disciples fast not? 

And Jesus said unto them, Can the children of the bridechamber mourn, 
as long as the bridegroom is with them? but the days will come, when the 
bridegroom shall be taken from them, and then shall they fast (Matthew 
9:14-15). 

Bishop Germain, successor of Eugraph Kovalevsky, Bishop Jean 
of Saint Denys, interprets this text in a way that confirms the idea 
that fastingfrom food or from “mental self-indulgence”is a way 
of transforming what are now sometimes known as negative emotions. 

This passage of the Gospel is at the center of the justification for fasting. It links 
the absence of fasting to the presence of the Bridegroom, and the fact of fasting to 
the absence of the Bridegroom. It thus appears that fasting, in general, is linked 
to a lack, not only to the lack of food, but to a “lack of someone.” 

As elsewhere, man, taken individually or collectively, is often irritated 
with himself. It is then that religious and cultural tradition in some parts 
of the world may suggest to him that he fast; for fasting is not only a re-
ligious phenomenon, it goes back to the origins of humanity. One fasts, 
and the irritation is removed. In retaining these two modes of fasting, fast-
ing in the absence of someone, and fasting to reduce irritation, we trace 
this act back to the prehistoric cradle of humanity, to discover that Tradi-
tion provides it with an unshakable foundation. We will open the book of 
Genesis: II: 1617. “You may eat of all the trees of the garden, but of the
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tree of Knowledge of good and evil you may not eat, 
for the day that you eat of that you will surely die.” 34 

If all this is true, and it makes more sense the more you consider it, then fast-
ing also relates to the Fall, and in the beginning of the Book of Genesis the 
connection is made clear. Fasting is a test. Remember that Saint Anthony 
said that the Spirit of Repentance tests us in this way to ensure that we cannot 
be “turned back.” Here, Bishop Germain speaks about the same thing: 

What does this signify, if not a fast of abstinence? It is a demand to abstain 
from something, a test, not a total fast, and not in a negative sense. No 
sin here. It is a test whose meaning is that of perfection. God tests man 
by a passive test because of his perfection. He demands an effort of absti-
nence from him, a fast: and He expects to be obeyed. Why? Is it to weaken 
the man? To see how he reacts? That would be a psychological test, not 
a spiritual test. God wishes to test the inmost heart, to verify the confi-
dence, the faithfulness, the friendship, the love of the creature for his Cre-
ator. He faces him with two alternatives: with two influences, the influ-
ence of the world, involving a duality of good and evil, of antinomies, and 
the influence of the Lord, the Tree of Life itself. This is the test. 

This fast could be named the test of the love of God. “Man, are you able to 
love Me without reason, freely?” Do not forget that, in eating its fruit, the 
tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil symbolizes union with the world. It 
is about this union with the world that God says to man: “are you capable of 
uniting with Me before uniting with the world?” The first question for man 
is the union with God. After that comes union with the world.35 

So the first basis of fasting is that it is a test relating to the union of man with 
his Creator. The second basis is a test of man’s ability to rise above the de-
mands of the body, a means of acquiring power over desires and negative emo-
tions. This is exactly described in certain instructions given by Jesus: “But 
I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath 
committed adultery with her already in his heart” (Matthew 5:28) and 

Then came Peter to him, and said, Lord, how oft shall my brother sin 
against me, and I forgive him? till seven times? 

Jesus saith unto him, I say not unto thee, Until seven times: but, Until 
seventy times seven (Matthew 18:21-22). 
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Both of these relate to the Fall: the Fall is signified by disobedience to the Creator, 
and also by captivity to what the Fathers called passions; to remembered pleasures 
that cause us to act “against our better nature,” to put it over-simply. 

This makes sense of the text from Isaiah that makes something more gen-
eral of fasting when it says:      

Is it such a fast that I have chosen? a day for a man to afflict his soul? is 
it to bow down his head as a bulrush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes 
under him? wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to the LORD?

Is not this the fast that I have chosen? to loose the bands of wickedness, to 
undo the heavy burdens, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break 
every yoke? 

Is it not to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that 
are cast out to thy house? when thou seest the naked, that thou cover him; 
and that thou hide not thyself from thine own flesh? 

Then shall thy light break forth as the morning, and thine health shall 
spring forth speedily: and thy righteousness shall go before thee; the glory 
of the LORD shall be thy rereward 36 (Isaiah 58:58). 

Obedience and Cutting Off the Will 

What does fasting really test: our obedience? What is this obedience that 
must be tested? Clearly it is not obedience to some man or organization, 
whatever has been claimed in the long and troubled history of the church. 
In the inner tradition, the obedience that is needed, the obedience that is 
tested, is the obedience of the mind, of the soul, to the divine Spirit. 

In Russia there was a monk now known as Nils Sorski or Saint Nilus of Sora 
(14331588). He introduced the idea of the skete to Russia. And in his skete meth-
od, because of the shortage of enlightened elders, Nilus of Sora introduced a special 
method of cutting off the will. But the idea is far older than that. In the Philokalia we 
find: “We who live in coenobitic monasteries should of our own free choice gladly 
cut off our whole will through obedience to the abbot. In this way, with God’s help, 
we shall to some extent become tractable and free from self-will. If we do not cut 
off our self-will it will become enraged at those who try to compel us to cut it off; 
and then our incensive power will become abusively aggressive and so destroy that 
knowledge of the warfare which we have gained only after great effort.”37 
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Today, in the monasteries on Athos, the cutting off of the will is done in obe-
dience to the abbot or to some other “Spiritual Father.” In the sketes, where 
there is not always a starets on hand, Sorski’s alternative method of cutting 
off the will is that every participant becomes obedient to every other. You can 
see, then, that admission to such a community has a very high initial thresh-
old. To say the least, the chance of making such a skete work in the English-
speaking world at the moment would be very small. Certainly, you couldn’t 
take people straight into it; they would need several years of preparation. 

Think about this as a real question, one that, if answered in a par-
ticular way, would mean a complete change in your own way of 
life. Who would you trust to obey without reservation?   

But this method has another application, valuable to nonmonas-
tics because it can be applied to marriage, for instance, where both part-
ners are seriously and sincerely participating on the esoteric path, and 
that is one interpretation of Boris Mouravieff’s doctrine of polar beings. 

Obedience to the Commandments 

In its early days, Christianity had answers to the inner questions that to-
day lead people to search in other lands, study other times, and go to oth-
er faiths for their answers. Our studies have shown that most of those an-
swers still exist in the annals of Christianity. These answers can act in 
two ways, based on the two “limbs” on which inner Christianity stands. 

1. They can change our ideas, our worldview, so that we think 
in a Christian way and see the world through Christian eyes.

2. They can then influence our actions, either by describing methods of 
prayer, of charity, and other forms of ascesis, by defining rules or com-
mandments by which we might live in a Christian way, or by strengthening 
our force for this work, our motivation for carrying out those practices.

Commandments and rules provide one form of the obedience that 
is a key tool of esoteric psychology: they may be the Ten Command-
ments of Moses, the New Commandment of Christ, or the spe-
cial rules and exercises of a monastic or another kind of esoteric school. 

In practice, our ability to keep the commandments is closely depend-
ent on a change in our worldview. Christian action, in prayer, in char-
ity, or in obedience to Christian commandments, can only occur where 
we see the world through Christian eyes. This principle of assent exists in 
this Christian psychology at two related levels. Strongly held, an attitude of
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assent to Christian doctrine has the effect of leading us to assent to actions sup-
ported by that belief as we understand it, and prevents our carrying out actions 
which appear to us to conflict with that belief. Equally, we will not free our-
selves from assenting to errors or delusions unless we make the effort intention-
ally to assent to the rules and doctrines of the church, or to a specific rule or 
code within that church. In our investigation we are discovering why this is so 
difficult to do today. One reason is a general lack of faith. Another is because 
today’s religious rules and doctrines have often diverged from the early teach-
ings that kept the faith, that remained consistent not only to inner experience 
but specifically to the intuitions of faith. If we lack this assent of faith, we will 
find ourselves assenting to anything that takes our fancy: “Blessed is the per-
son who has consented to become the close friend of faith and of prayer: he 
lives in single-mindedness and makes prayer and faith stay with him.” 38 

This hints at a principle the roots of which lie in everyday life, in engineering knowledge, 
as suggested, and in all practical knowledge founded on personal experience. It tells us 
that we can experience the fact that we can acquire knowledge not based on sensory 
experience, nor purely on intellectual apprehension. The principle is this: Through 
faith we assent to the commandment, and keeping the commandment confirms the 
object of faith, producing the knowledge (gnosis) that is the object of faith. 

Commandments act to test us: they test the intentions of our hearts and reveal them 
to us, making us conscious of our state. If we fail to keep a commandment, this will tell 
us that we do not really believe in our hearts that the commandment is important. If 
we are weak, then we will learn the importance of commandments and rules only by 
observing for ourselves the harm done by the actions forbidden by each rule. Observ-
ing this helps us rid ourselves of illusions about ourselves and our beliefs. 

Certain rules can also serve to test our consciousness, in the sense once de-
scribed by P. D. Ouspensky. Then they act as alarm clocks, to use Ous-
pensky’s term: when we find ourselves breaking such a command-
ment, we realize that our watchfulness, our nepsis, has vanished. 

Nepsis is another psychological key to repentance. If you seek metanoia, 
ponder at length this passage written by the Blessed Callistus: 

This blessed or rather thrice-blessed water, I mean mental sobriety [Greek 
nepsis] of the soul, is like water gushing forth from the bowels of the earth. 
Water flowing from the source of the stream fills the stream; the water which 
gushes forth in the heart and is always, as it were, moved by the Spirit, fills 
the whole of the inner man with Divine dew and renders the outer man fiery.
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Purified of everything external and having entirely mastered the sens-
es by active virtue, the mind rests unmoving within the heart, its vision 
established in the center. There it receives mental illuminations, like 
flashes of lightning, and thus collects Divine understandings. 39 

There is a more important meaning yet to assent: as Benedictine Abbot Thomas Keating 
says (using the word consent in almost the sense that we use assent), we can consent to 
the presence of God within us. This is the basis of his method of centering prayer, which 
is very close to the method described in the medieval Cloud of Unknowing. 

At this point, the psychology of assent and the assent to faith become one and the same 
thing. And it is in this assent to faith that, as Boris Mouravieff put it in his Gnosis, faith 
through hope can become knowledge, and then knowledge can become love.40 

This is confirmed by St. Maximos in a passage alluded to earlier. “The reward 
of self-mastery is detachment, and that of faith is knowledge. And detachment 
gives rise to discernment, while knowledge gives rise to love for God.”41 

The Struggle with Eroticism 

To change our mind in the ordinary sense of the term is simply to change 
how we think. Metanoia means much more than this: to change the mind 
in unity with the heart. That is, the aim of metanoia is theosis. How does the-
osis come about? By the continual struggle to want God before all else. 

Father George says of this: “All the saints live the saying of Saint Ignatius the God 
bearer: ‘My eros has been crucified.’”42 Then he clarifies this in its relation to ordi-
nary man, emphasizing that the relation of the saints to God is erotic only in the 
sense that it is a yearning, not simply an ethical transformation. It is this which be-
comes visible, this which finally transforms even the bones of the saints.43 

This deification, he says, is brought about by God and “suffered”44 by 
man. “Deified man is purified from the passions. Attending to the prayers 
of the heart, he receives an experience of divine grace which refreshes and 
comforts him. The most exalted experience of deification is the vision 
of the light of Mount Tabor (Matthew 17:19), the uncreated light. Dei-
fied people not only see this supernaturally, but indeed they are themselves 
beheld within itas has been witnessed to in the lives of many saints.”45 

To make our metanoia real requires a redirection of eros. Boris Mour-
avieff’s teaching, in his book Gnosis, that we each have a “polar



228

being,” is in effect a modernor very ancientanswer to the question of transformation 
of eroticism. Fully developed in volume 3 of his Gnosis, but in a form that is almost 
incomprehensible except to those who have read and understood the first two volumes 
of the work, this touches on ways of transforming erotic love to the higher, theocentric 
or spiritual form of love sometimes known in the East as undemanding love. 

Gregory of Nyssa clearly distinguishes the two directions of the eros, 
as well as confirming the doctrine about diakrisis and the esoter-
ic interpretation of the Fall, when he writes:    

When the patriarch says to the rich man, “You received your share of good 
things by your life in the flesh,” and concerning the beggar he says similarly, 
“This man fulfilled his duty by his life in suffering evils.” Then he goes on to 
mention the gulf by which they are separated from each other. These words 
of his seem to indicate a great doctrine here. In my opinion, the doctrine is 
this: human life was originally uniform. This opinion is attested by God’s 
first law, which gave to mankind unstinting participation in every one of the 
good things of paradise, excluding only that which had as its nature a mix-
ture of opposites, evil combined with good (Genesis 2.17). Death was set as 
penalty for the violator of this law. But man by the impulse of his free will 
voluntarily abandoned the portion unmixed with evil and took for himself 
the life compounded from opposites. Nevertheless the divine Providence did 
not leave our misguided will without the possibility of rectification. When 
those who had transgressed the law inevitably received the death which had 
been decreed for their transgression, that death divided human life into two 
parts, this part in the body and the part hereafter outside the body. The two 
parts do not have an equal measure of duration; one is circumscribed by a 
very short limit of time, while the other extends into eternity. 46 

Then he continues, a few lines later, describing the two ways in which man can 
respond to this situation and, in so doing, defines the Christian path of service in 
ways that again make it clear that this is very similar to Karma Yoga. 

Those who have not trained their reasoning and have not examined what is 
better spend gluttonously in the fleshly life the share of good which is owed 
to their nature, saving up nothing for the life hereafter. But those who man-
age their life with critical reasoning and self control, although in this short
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life they are distressed by those misfortunes which trouble the senses, yet store 
up good for the subsequent age, so that the better portion is extended for 
them throughout their eternal life. So this is the gulf, in my opinion, which 
does not come from the opening of the earth, but is made by the decisions 
of human lives divided towards opposite choices. He who has persistently 47 
pursued pleasure for this life and has not cured his misguided choice by re-
pentance makes the land of the good inaccessible to him hereafter.48 

By seeing what this teaching and the Athonite form have in common, we can 
perhaps learn the basic principles of this process. We have already seen (ix) that 
the monastic method is a ‘’perpetual forcing of nature,” in which the monk de-
nies his will to self-satisfaction and attempts to make his whole life revolve 
around God in order to transform the heart which, no longer receiving sat-
isfaction from any outward source, begins to love only the source of the in-
ner satisfaction that is the grace of God. This is the hesychastic “crucifixion of 
the eros.” It draws its full force from the successful arousing of prayer of the 
heart. And this intensity is important: a certain formula of the esoteric tradi-
tion says that to succeed, this desire should have the strength of thirst. 

The Passions 

For those who carry on this struggle in ordinary life, away from the monasteries 
and hermitages, the form of the struggle changes very slightly: it must continue 
even though the external situations of the world in which we find ourselves seem 
as wordly as they ever were. The struggle is still primarily the effort of guarding 
the thoughts, the effort of preventing uncontrolled response to provocation, in the 
terms used by the Russian Church, for example. It is the struggle with the passions, 
with remembered feelings that make us succumb to provocations for the pleasure 
they remind us of. Saint Maximos the Confessor defines passion in this way: “Pas-
sion is a movement of the soul contrary to nature either toward irrational love or 
senseless hate of something or on account of something material. For example, 
toward irrational love of food, or a woman, or wealth, or passing glory or any other 
material thing or on their account. Or else it can be toward a senseless hate of 
any of the preceding things we spoke of, or on account of any one.”49 

All these little efforts of which we become aware, all of them are “count-
ed,” even those that seem to fail. When I attempt to do something nec-
essary instead of something merely distracting, this is counted for
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progress; for even to perceive what is happening is a success. When I attempt to 
do what somebody needs, instead of what I want, this too is counted, as also those 
events when I exert myself, do what I have to do in and for my own life, instead 
of letting the minutesor the dayspass in a maze of daydreams. Whenever I do what 
before I could not do, then I have taken a step on the way of metanoia. 

But we have to understand that there are two sources of passions in us, those 
which arise from the body and those which occur in the psyche for purely psy-
chological reasons. Saint Maximos continues: “But I have said that the soul has 
also other passions apart from the body; and this we will now demonstrate. Pride 
is a sickness of the soul apart from the body; so also are boastfulness, envy, ha-
tred, impatience, sloth and the rest. But if the soul gives itself to God wholeheart-
edly, God has mercy upon it and gives it the Spirit of Repentance, which testi-
fies to it about each sin, that it may not again draw near to them; and shows 
it those who rise up against it and seek to prevent it separating itself from 
them, contending with it greatly that it may not abide in repentance.” 50 

The term passion includes what recent teachings have described as negative emotions. 
To be more exact, negative emotions follow the frustration of our wishes, which are 
the positive side of the passions. They occur, says Gregory of Nyssa,51 both as a form 
of “bodily” passion and as forms of purely psychogenic passions, so that, for exam-
ple, as Fathers such as Evagrius describe, we can feel anger as a result of disappoint-
ment of the desire for fine foods, or when our avarice or lust is disappointed. 

But the Christian esoteric tradition is concerned not to punish these passionsin-
cluding negative emotionsbut to transform them. An analysis will show that the 
passions are a memory, a reflection of love in one or other of its forms. They derive 
their force from love, although often from remembered love. Their transformation, 
their redemption made possible by Christ’s presence, is again found in purifying 
that love in feeling it purged of the coloring normally added to it in memory. This 
begins when we no longer assent to the mere memory of love, but will have the 
thing itself and no imitation. It is about this that Saint Maximos the Confessor 
says: “Once the body is moved by the senses to its own lusts and pleasures, the 
careless mind52 follows along and assents to its imaginings and impulses. The vir-
tuous mind, in contrast, is in firm control and holds itself back from the passionate 
imaginings and impulses and instead concentrates on improving its emotions of 
this type.”53 This occurs when we respond to the impulse to repent. Saint Anthony 
wrote: “But if it endures and obeys the Spirit which counsels it to repentance, sud-
denly the Creator has mercy on the weariness of its repentance, and seeing its bod-
ily toils, in much prayer and fasting and supplication and learning of the words of



231

God, in renunciation of the world, in humility and tears 
and perseverance in contrition, then the merciful God, see-
ing its toil and submission, has pity upon it and delivers it.” 54 

Even partial success in this has an effect similar to that described by Father 
George when he defined the New Man by speaking of the change that oc-
curs in the monk whose inner work progresses: “Victory over egoism and 
the passions makes the monk calm, meek, and humble, in a word’poor in 
spirit’and a participant in all the virtues of the Beatitudes.”55 

A reminder: metanoia is change of heart. Without effort, without struggle, it is incom-
plete metanoia, the “headless axe” that cuts nothing, changes nothing! When it cuts, it 
produces “the virtues of the Beatitudes.” Those who wish to walk the path of salvation, 
as seen by the esoteric tradition, must learn to make their metanoia real. 

A Transformed Eros 

Before one gets into the “fine detail” of the struggle, it is helpful to have a 
broad view of repentance and the transformation of love, and here the present-
day view of the monks of Mount Athos, contemporary successors to the ear-
ly Fathers, is extremely useful, having survived since early times in a stream 
where continual attempts to apply it in practice have meant that the origi-
nal meaning has been preserved. The basic principle of this is stated by Father 
George Capsanis: “Only if the heart of a man is continually being purified of 
egoism, of selfishness, and of the passions, is it capable through repentance 
of truly loving God and man. Egotism and love are incompatible.”56 

How is this to be done? Father George wrote a little earlier: “In order for the be-
liever to be joined to Christ and to be made alive, he must first die to the old man 
by means of repentance. One must crucify and bury the old man (that is, egoism, 
the passions, and the selfish will) at the cross and tomb of Christ in order to rise 
with Him and walk in ‘newness of life’” (Romans 6:4). This is the work of repent-
ance and the carrying of the cross of Christ. Without repentance, the continual 
crucifying of the old man, the believer is incapable of believing evangelically.57 
He cannot give himself entirely to God and: ‘Love the Lord with all his heart, 
and all his soul, and all his mind, and all his strength’ (Mark 12:30).”58 

The “redirection of eros” has a subtle effect described 
by one of the Fathers quoted in full in chapter 4, which ends: 

As physical water flows continually from its source, so the liv-
ing water, gushing forth from the soul as soon as it is
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opened, never ceases to flow. Flowing in the soul of the holy man Ig-
natius, it urged him to say: “There is in me no matter-loving fire, 
but water acts and speaks in me.” 59     

Of course, this is not as easy as it seems. In this book we do not say too much 
about physical ascesis, because this is less a concern of the house-holder, and par-
ticularly because most lay seekers, and all those, including many monastics, who 
do not have the strength, the tremendous dedication to begin with physical as-
cesis, or who have been too much exposed to life to have the heart for it, can, 
in general, find it in them to begin only with psychological and noetic forms of 
ascesis. Although this is more difficult to understand, noetic ascesis at its best in-
troduces energiesthe living water - which assist in the purification of the body, 
allowing the struggle with the body to develop more slowly, so that it only “comes 
to a head” at the very late stage when the student has developed in himself or 
herself the emotional motivation needed to overcome the body’s demands. This 
approach must begin with self-observation, and with a psychological strug-
gle that results from observation, and must continue with some form of noetic 
prayer; but the observation itself may be fueled by and centered about some prac-
tice such as the Jesus Prayer, or by some other form of centering prayer. 

If we are normal Western men and women, it will take us some time to understand 
this science of repentance. One reason is because of the subtlety of the noetic proc-
ess. The other is because most of the time we do not wish to know. There is a quite 
definite reason for this, and it is because whenever that which we must struggle 
against is ruling us, it makes us blind to inner truth. If completed, the “end” of 
either method is the same, but physical ascesis fails if it does not in time lead us to 
an awareness of the psychological causes of our physical indulgence and, through 
this, to a psychological transformation of mind and heart, while what begins as 
psychological ascesis fails if it does not eventually lead to such love of the Lord as to 
result in almost automatic mastery of the body. Physical ascesis that does not lead 
on to self-awareness leads to an inflated ego, while psychological ascesis that does 
not lead to self-control has remained theoretical and therefore ineffectual. 

The Hospitality of Abba Moses 

Hospitality is not included in Father George’s list of forms of ascesis, yet it is 
a major part of the discipline of his monastery. In fact, one of the great prob-
lems of Christian spirituality has been the constant presence of two op-
posing and entirely valid demands: unwordliness, the demand that one
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turn away from the world, and responsibility, the equally valid demand 
that to love one’s neighbor means to attend to and care for him or her. 

On Mount Athos, these two demands have led to the existence of two differ-
ent types of monastery. The two types are defined by the following story from 
The Gerontikon 60 about the black Father Moses. According to The Geron-
tikon, I was told, the Fathers consider that there are two ways for the monk: 
the way of withdrawal, of hesychia, and the way of hospitality, philoxenia, 
which was the great Greek virtue until the tourists came. The difference be-
tween these ways is described in a parable from one of the early Fathers, who 
spoke of a dream in which he saw two famous monks who had died. 

They tell the story of a certain brother who came to Scete to see Abba Ar-
senius, and who went into the church and entreated the clergy to take him 
to see him, and the clergy said unto him, “Refresh thyself a little, and thou 
shalt see him.” And the brother said unto them, “I will eat nothing before I 
meet him and see him”; and when the clergy heard this they sent a brother 
with him to shew him Abba Arsenius, because his cell was some distance 
away. And when they had arrived there, they knocked at the door and went 
inside, and having saluted him, and prayed, they sat down and held their 
peace; and the brother who was from the church answered and said, ‘’I will 
depart, pray ye for me.” But when the other brother saw that he possessed 
not freedom of speech with the old man, he said unto the brother from the 
church, “I also will go with thee,” and they departed together. 

Then he entreated him, saying, “Take me also to Abba Moses who was a thief,” 
and when they went to him, the old man received them with joy, and having 
refreshed them greatly he dismissed them in peace. And the brother who had 
brought the visitor to Abba Moses said unto him, “Behold, I brought thee 
to a man from a foreign land, and to an Egyptian, which of the two pleaseth 
thee?” And he answered and said unto him, “The Egyptian who hath just re-
ceived me and refreshed me.” And when one of the old men heard what had 
happened, he prayed to God, and said, “O Lord, shew me this matter; one 
fleeth from the world for Thy Name’s sake, and the other receiveth and is gra-
cious for Thy Name’s sake.” And behold, suddenly there appeared unto him 
on the river two great boats, and lo, Abba Arsenius and the Spirit of God were 
traveling in silence in the one, and Abba Moses and the angels of God were 
in the other, and they were feeding the monk with honey from the comb.61
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To the monk, the black Father Moses is the symbol of hospitality, Abba Ar-
senius the symbol of the hesychast who takes the way of the hermit and keeps 
himself apart from the world. Both ways have equal value, are of equal impor-
tance. On Athos, I was told, many of the monasteries are dedicated to the way 
of hospitality. Father George’s monastery of Osiou Grigoriou, for example, 
where I first heard this story, is dedicated to hospitality, but it actually seems 
to contain monks of both “types.” Certainly they are no foreigners to stillness 
of heart, although sometimes they seem beset with too many visitors. 

There are remote cells and hermitages, particularly on the rocky “deserts” and cliff 
sides at the foot of Mount Athos itself, at the end of the peninsula, and these re-
mote caves and cottages, once I think described as “The Holy Planet Purgatory,” are 
where many of the hesychast hermits live who keep far from the world. 



235

Chapter 11

Prayer 
In a circular relationship, true inner prayer depends on inner separation, and 
makes it possible, so that both are interdependent. But we should perhaps be-
gin by asking: What is inner prayer? Until you ask this question seriously, eve-
ryone knows what prayer is. When you ask, few people know even what is ordi-
nary prayer, and nobody even knows of the existence of inner prayer. 

There is good reason for this situation. To a child, prayer is simple petition. 
To the serious student there are several kinds of prayer. I remember my friend 
on Athos, Father A., on one occasion, when we were talking about prayer. He 
mentioned an English book that talked about five different stages of prayer. 
On Athos, he told me, they only recognize four of these stages; the add-
ed stage, that of asking God for things, is not considered to be prayer. 

In terms of esoteric Christianity, it is clear that the child’s prayer asking for a new toy 
has no place in the scheme of things, yet other authorities do see a place for petition in 
the context of handing over command of our lives to the Lord. Eugraph Kovalevsky, 
for example, as Bishop Jean of Saint Denys, recommends presenting to God our 
weaknesses, our needs, but as problems, not as desires, not expecting to get what we 
ask for, but to be helped with the situation in whatever way God knows would help 
us best in the long run. And we will discover this to be so. This kind of petition be-
comes more important, not less, as we proceed on the path of Christian esotericism. 
Indeed, for modern man, it becomes a primary characteristic of this path. 

Prayer was well described in an unpublished book by émigré Russian scientist-phi-
losopher Posoff, quoted previously, who wrote about the tradition of noetic prayer:
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“Ask and it will be given you; seek and you will find; knock and it will be 
opened to you” (Matthew 7:7). Seek what? Ask for what? Knock where?

We have a clear answer to these questions: “Seek first his kingdom and his 
righteousness” (Matthew 6:33). 

Where are we to seek the kingdom? This question too is clearly answered: 
“The kingdom of God is within you” (Luke 17:21). 

How can this kingdom be attained? “From the days of John the Baptist until 
now the kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and men of violence take it 
by force” (Matthew 11:12). It is the activity of the spirit in meditative prayer; 
it is the effort of the intellect in concentrated prayer; it is the power and effort 
of the soul which thirsts for the peace and bliss of the inner kingdom. 

The search for the kingdom in solitary prayer is the “noetic practice” (noera 
ascesis) which is the prototype of all genuine religious asceticism. Noetic 
Christ-ascesis consists in contemplation of the Godhead with the aim of pass-
ing from the contranatural through the natural to the supranatural. 1 

Noetic ascesis is said to include four elements: 

1. attentiveness,
2. concentration,
3. meditation, and
4. prayer.

Ascetics differ as to which position to give to these separate elements. In East-
ern Christian ascetic practice, collectedness and concentration of attention lead 
to prayer in the heart where the nous begins to pray. Pasoff links this with in-
troversion which means “the turning of the eyes inwards,” according to Gregory 
Palamasand that this refers to the eye or eyes of the soul, not of the body only? 
Understood in this way, it means that the nous is also drawn inwards. 

The One Thing Needful 

What role does prayer play in esoteric psychology? 

Here we can turn to Evagrius for an answer, when he tells us that “Prayer is the 
highest action of the nous,” and that it is “the rising of the nous to God.”2 
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The importance of this noetic prayer or noetic ascesis is described in the gospel 
story of Martha and Mary, which describes the turning of the nous to God as 
the “one thing necessary.” This early story answers an argument that continues 
to this day. In the mid-1980s, just before one of my visits to the Holy Moun-
tain, two Englishmen, a clergyman and a social worker, were able to visit the 
Athos monastery of SimonoPetra. After seeing the demanding regime, they be-
gan to ask some very familiar questions, questions that are now being asked of 
those on the spiritual path by so-called theologians, in Greece as everywhere 
else in the world. “Why do you bother?” they asked. “How does all this help 
our fellow man?” they demanded. Then they wanted to know: “Why are you 
not more concerned with all the sickness and injustice in the world?’’ 

“They did not understand us,” a novice told me in quiet simplicity. For these 
are old questions, although understandable. In medieval times, they were 
traditionally answered by using the gospel story of Martha and Mary. 

This story deals with the same question, but resolves the conflicting pulls 
by introducing this idea of the “one thing needful or necessary”a gospel 
phrase which has become one of the keystones of the inner tradition, and 
was used by many of the early Fathers in their explanations. This phrase in it-
self is used repeatedly and has been used in the same way during the past two 
or three centuries by both Caussade and Theophan in their teachings. 

Martha is the well-known symbol of Christian labor in the world, Mary 
of the monk and the mystic, whose work is essential for mankind yet is 
necessarily different from that of the world, and for many people diffi-
cult to understand. I suspect that this is yet another reason why Mt. Athos 
is known as Panaghia’s Garden: because it is here that Mary’s work is 
done, not that of Martha - a different Mary but the same significance. 

But what is the work of Mary: what is the point of all the effort made by 
the monks? It is the work of remembering God: mneme Theou. 

In the story, Martha is working in the house and complains that Mary is doing nothing, 
but simply sitting at the feet of Jesus, which is inwardly an image of prayer: 

And Jesus answered and said unto her, Martha, Martha, thou art careful 
and troubled about many things: 

But one thing is needful: and Mary hath chosen that good part, which 
shall not be taken away from her (Luke 10:4142). 

The simple form of this is that both Martha and Mary exist in each 
one of us. Martha is the busy, active circling of our thoughts, Mary the 
still center that must never be “lost,” never forgotten in the hurry of
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housekeeping, the busy-ness of business. We meet them all the time: Martha the of-
ten excitable voice in our heads that never seems to stop talking, Mary the still point 
from which gentle prayers and simple reminders issue. In the reality of this, Mary 
is only heard to speak after something changes in us, when the heart is filled and lit 
within so that the mind turns naturally back to it. A cold heart, like a cold hearth, 
lacks the attraction-to-the-center which exists when the fire is full and warm. The 
struggle we all face is to give this Mary who lives within us the opportunity to tend 
the fire of the heart, while Martha serves in so many other ways. This, the guard-
ing of the heart by keeping it turned to God, is “the one thing needful.” 

To understand, to accept, to live entirely by this one thing needful, is very difficult. 
This state may be the result of successful attempts at mneme Theou, and ultimately a 
permanent state, a change in our center of gravity, is a complete change in the center 
of our consciousness, a state of ecstasy. You can experience it for odd moments: for 
odd moments you are separate from your feelings, from your body, but especially 
from your thoughts, from all the activity spinning around in your mind. 

Saint John Cassian describes the three renunciations (see chapter 7) as a process of com-
ing out of one life, after which we enter another. The Fathers of the church said that the 
nous, the human intelligence, could be in three different states, described as: 

1. against nature
2. its natural state
3. above nature or supernatural

The natural state is that of inner separation, in which life passes before us but 
does not automatically move us. But as we are, we have fallen from that state. 
When we return to itby whatever methodwe find ourselves in a great stillness, 
the stillness known by the early church as hesychia. In that stillness we can choose 
what to express. Thoughts arise and fall away. Feelings attract us but no longer 
insist. Images present themselves but we are not forced to respond to them. 

To make this state stable is the first major goal of esoteric Christianity, of this an-
cient therapy.        

It is in those moments of separation that the intelligence is in its natural state. 
Fallen man, man as he is, is in an unnatural state. So before we can attain 
the “supranatural,” we have to return to and pass through the natural. 
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Theocentric Selflessness 

The only way to give one’s whole life to the one thing needful is to become theocentric: 
God-centered and not self-centered. But how can one become theocentric, how put 
all one’s trust in God, all one’s thought toward God? The gospel parable of the lilies of 
the field gains much of its power from the fact that this question is of such great impor-
tance to the Christian life. In understanding the Bible, it is important to see everything 
in its original context. This particular parable is preceded by the verses: 

But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If there-
fore the light that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness! 

No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the 
other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve 
God and Mammon (Matthew 6:23-24). 

These verses describe the great inner difference that exists between the two states, in the 
first of which we serve “Mammon,” the power of the world as we normally know it, while 
in the second we serve God. What they describe here concerns the nous. 

The nous, the cognitive power of the heart, described by the Fa-
thers as “the eye of the soul,” must be transformed or enlightened by 
“holding” to God and not to Mammon. This is the key to the idea, 
in the Gospel According to Thomas, that we should “Be passers by.’’ 3 

To meditate on this passage in the old way of meditating: turn it over in your mind 
and try to sense what it really means to you, what it would mean to your life if you 
should do this: if you no longer thought about your own life, but left to God all your 
daily concerns about food, about clothing, about your job, your relationships, your 
home imagine, could it even be possible? If you reflect on these words in this way, 
you will become aware, if you are honest with yourself, of a strange reaction within 
you. You will find yourself feeling uncomfortable. The deeper you reflect on this pas-
sage, the more uncomfortable you will become, until you may well feel driven to set 
it aside. Instead of this, choose, intentionally continue your reflections on the same 
point. The fact is that something in you is unwilling to face the implications of this 
doctrine, the idea that should you actually leave the details of your life to God, any-
thing might happen to you. You would lose control, and with that loss you would 
also lose the illusion that your control is strong enough to make you safe. 

To face reality in this way is a terrifying situation. 
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Yet this is what it means to live theocentrically. This renunciation is just as pos-
siblejust as difficultto the layperson who lives outwardly the same as before as it is 
to those who become monks or nuns. This is the renunciation of self, of one’s self-
concern, self-love, self-centeredness. Just the thought of it causes great fear. 

The Just 

To be theocentric is to be “justified in the sight of God.” The theocentric state of mind 
is precisely the righteousness described in chapter 6 of the Gospel of Saint Matthew. 
Without this, there is no righteousness. The passage about the fowls of the air describes 
the attitude that is not only appropriate to but is normal to one who has fully accept-
ed the reality of God. It describes the ending of what Gurdjieff called inner consider-
ing: an end of our continually thinking about ourselves, which is the normal state of 
man today. The righteous man does not spend his life thinking of himself. 

Therefore I say unto you, Take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat, 
or what ye shall drink; nor yet for your body, what ye shall put on. Is not 
the life more than meat, and the body than raiment? 

Behold the fowls of the air: for they sow not, neither do they reap, nor 
gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feedeth them. Are ye not much 
better than they? 

Which of you by taking thought can add one cubit unto his stature? 

And why take ye thought for raiment? Consider the lilies of the field, how 
they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: 

And yet I say unto you, That even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed 
like one of these. 

Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field, which to day is, and 
tomorrow is cast into the oven, shall he not much more clothe you, O ye 
of little faith? 

Therefore take no thought, saying, What shall we eat? or, What shall we 
drink? or, Wherewithal shall we be clothed? 

(For after all these things do the Gentiles seek:) for your heavenly Father 
knoweth that ye have need of all these things. 

But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these 
things shall be added unto you. 

Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take 
thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof 
(Matthew 6:25-34).
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This end to continually thinking about ourselves of continual inner considering, is 
of greater practical importance, since it touches on worship and the life of prayer. 
It depends on real faith, and real faith naturally opens into a relationship with our 
Lord. We quoted earlier something that Abbot George Capsanis of Grigoriou said a 
few years back: “When the monk possesses the grace of repentance he knows the true 
God, not some idea of God.” But for most of us, this grace, this living relationship, 
is continually lost, continually forgotten by us in the activity of our lives, to be re-
stored periodically in moments of recollection that are all too few, in moments aided 
by sincere participation in the liturgical cycle of the church, in moments of prayer 
but those “dry” periods in our prayer life; they too reflect the times when that living 
relationship is absent: when we have lost the sense of the reality of God. 

The living relationship is too deep, it exists only in the secret world of the heart, 
the “closet” 4 into which we must go to pray. When we become superficial, when 
we exist only in the superficial concerns of our mind, we have lost contact with 
God: when we have lost contact with God, and cannot restore it, we have limited 
ourselves tolost ourselves inthe surface layers of mind. Then we have forgotten 
ourselves. Elsewhere we quote Father George’s comment on the gospel phrase “The 
truth shall set you free”; the Greek word translated “truth” is alitheia. The root is 
the same as that in Lethe, the name of the river of forgetfulness in Greek mythol-
ogy, so that alitheia is a kind of negative or opposite of forgetting, and truth is an 
antinomy not of falsehood but of forgetfulness. So the practical need is to discover 
a way of restoring to life that faith that has become dead, cold, superficial. Expe-
rience will give us the key here; faith remains dead as long as it remains superfi-
cial, that is, until we make the effort to remember the whole depth of its mean-
ing, even simply by remembering that its dead form is not the real form. 

We will know we have found the real form when we have found an ef-
fective form. This is a key.     

Without in general remembering what they are for, the church has its meth-
ods of achieving this remembering. They are called “mysteries,” mysterion in the 
Greek, a word now translated as “sacraments.” The primary mysteries form the 
whole cycle of confession and communion. With the necessary preparation, 
the necessary forgiveness, these by grace can reawaken the inmost heart. 

The problem is that the human mind is so fickle, so easily overlaid by outside events, that 
even the reality of the mysteries can be forgotten and then: “Ye are the salt of the earth: 
but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? it is thenceforth good 
for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men” (Matthew 5:13).
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Epiousion 

Ponder the meaning of the Lord’s Prayer. “After this manner therefore pray ye”: 

Our Father which art in heaven, Hallowed be thy name. 

Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our supersubstantial bread. 

And forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil: For thine is the kingdom, 
and the power, and the glory, for ever. Amen (Matthew 6:9-13). 

The Greek Bible has epiousion, but the meaning of this word, once translated 
as “supersubstantial” has been given as “daily” in all or almost all recent trans-
lations of this prayer. Even the well-known Strong’s Dictionary of Greek has 
linked it with the need for subsistence, and hence justifies the term daily. Some 
early versions have it as “supersubstantial,” but translations of this word as 
‘’daily” began several centuries ago, 5 so that the original word is today al-
most entirely unknown. This is just another of those little mysteries that ac-
company the loss of the inner meaning of the Bible, but at least the fact that 
something has changed is relatively visible once the facts are known. 

Let us make a meditation of this question. What are the possible ways in which 
prayer could be linked to our need for bread? And what are the roots of the word 
epiousion? Epi refers to something being present; ousia means substance. 

To consider the first question, our bodies need regular food, and if we are ex-
pected not to concern ourselves all the time with the needs of our bod-
ies, then it makes sense if we ask this regular or “daily” food of God. 

So ponder the meaning of this inner version of the Lord’s Prayer. Then ask 
yourself another difficult one: How can so many people pray Thy will be 
done, if they do not believe it can be done?    

Prayer as Relation to God 

In the inner tradition we pray not from thought of what we want to obtain for our-
selves, but in order to follow Christ’s teaching that our lives should become more theo-
centric, in order to learn to leave the solution of our everyday problems in His hands, so 
as to “Take no thought for your life, what ye shall eat, or what ye shall drink.” 
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The more we understand about prayer, the more difficulty we have speaking about 
it. But whatever other uses there are for work in our ordinary life, on this Way 
prayer, worship, and even our everyday work are all forms of ascesis; they are all 
important for their inner effect. They possess an added value when they help us to 
turn away from our self-centeredness, help us turn to God; when they help to re-
veal the intentions of our hearts and help us live by those intentions. If I remember 
correctly, it was as Athonite monk, speaking to a comiittee at the European parlia-
ment about the nature of Mount Athos, who said “We need prayer and worship 
to help us remember God. The world is too strong, it takes us away, distracts us, 
makes us forget.” The committee was then told: “The nations today live an an-
thropocentric life, a life of lethe (forgetting), everyone centered on themselves. We 
need a ‘theanthropocentric’ life, a life of ‘alitheia’ [the word for “truth” in the New 
Testament]. Living in the world causes the human personality to become fragment-
ed. These anthropocentric, man-centered ideas, attitudes and actions are ‘amartia’: 
sinThey divide us internally, and they also divide us one from another.” 6 

The point is not that there is no need to care for people in the world. There is much need, 
but the visibly good work of Martha depends on the secret labors of Mary; to draw a 
very simplistic analogy, Martha has the car, Mary the petrol. Only spiritual strength 
can resolve the causes of the problems whose symptoms are so ably and necessarily re-
solved by the social worker. The priest and the social worker must always serve togeth-
er, but they should not serve, as they so often do today, in identical ways. 

We will discover later that there are two main methods of reaching this 
“one thing needful.” One is to create friction, to bring into being an in-
terior struggle with the associative mechanism of the mind; the oth-
er is prayer. They both become effective when they lead to inner separation. 

In fact there is little difference between them. In the text of the book Unseen Warfare 
and elsewhereif not in our own experiencewe discover that effort in prayer is an in-
ner struggle, and elsewhere, for example in Theophan, we can discover that all inner 
struggle with a correct aim is close to prayer; that any kind of struggle with habits of 
mind, if it is combined with an emotional remembrance of God, is indeed prayer. 
The latter is the basis of the path of service, which involves what Gurdjieff called 
“voluntary suffering.” A. R. Orage, one of his students, described this once: “This 
is duty in three languages: it is conscious labour and voluntary suffering. From one 
aspect it is an intellectual duty to strive to understand the meaning and aim of exist-
ence, an emotional duty to feel the weight of the maintenance of everything existing, 
and a physical duty to make the planetary body the servant of your aim.”7 
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This process can be seen in experience but a warning is necessary: seen too simply, 
the ideas and the experiences to which they refer are easily attached to the wrong 
things. The explanation that follows is there to help us understand, but to avoid 
the danger of mistaking our objects, our thought about such experience needs to 
be “clothed” in precise language. In simple form, without that precision needed to 
use this knowledge in practice, it says that the awakening of new and higher ener-
gies within our psyche brings joy. At its best, joy brings love and love then brings 
greater joy. This, so briefly described, so powerful when tasted, so hard to find when 
we seek itbut oh when it seeks usthis is the shortest and fastest path of the heart, 
the center lane of the Royal Road of the monks of the Eastern Church. 

But as long as the world still pulls us, our fallen past and the circum-
stances of our lives usually intervene, the joy fades as our attention is tak-
en by externals. The love fades or turns into disappointment and is finally 
forgotten. Then, once again, the Royal Road is a forgotten byway; a moment in par-
adise becomes no more than one snapshot among all our other memories. 

Pilgrims leave Athos with tears in their eyes. But what is it 
they are crying for?      

Seeking to recover this state, the simple view is that monasticism deals with 
this situation in one way, by minimizing the external distractions that re-
mind the monk of the worldly interests that still pull on him. Those who can-
not or will not become monks or nuns may not find this possible if they have 
already been “spoiled by the world.” If so, they must go about it a different 
way a way that is more difficult to understand, so that it is also harder to find. 
And when they find this way they discover that the monk has been there be-
fore them: that he too has his psychological needs, and that in actual fact the 
more secluded from life we are, the more we become directly aware of the inter-
nal problems and pressures that reside in the contents of our psyche. 

Evagrius, one of the Fathers who knew most about these processes, also concerned 
himself with another psychological question. He wrote about the nous in a way 
that explains many of humanity’s psychological weaknesses andproperly under-
stoodshows the reason for much of the ascetic practice of the early church: “The 
nous wanders when it becomes passionate, and it is uncontrollable when it obtains 
the objects of its desires. But it abstains from wandering when it becomes dispas-
sionate and has arrived in the company of those who are free of the body.” 8 

The problem is to understand this early teaching in a way that fits in 
with other doctrines. This is one reason why Evagrius tends to remain
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unknown today. In fact, his teachings give valuable clues to the ways in which certain 
doctrines should be understoodparticularly those from gospel sources such as the 
Beatitudes. When its links to inner experience are registered and the psychological 
meaning made clear, the meaning of the gospel teaching often seems very different. 
The Beatitudes - for example: “Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be com-
forted” (Matthew 5:4) - can be understood with a whole added dimension when they 
are linked with the experiences to which they actually refer. These inner experiences 
come to people particularly on the Path of Service, the path of intentional action. 
There we must live for a long time with the loss of our personal desires before we 
begin to awaken to a different sense of emotional interest, so that Gregory of Nyssa 
taught: “Thus when our Lord says that those who mourn are blessed, the hidden 
lesson I think He is teaching is this: that the soul should fix its eye on its true good 
and not be immersed in the illusion of the present life. For it is impossible for a man 
to live without tears who looks sharply at realities; and we must surely think that 
man pathetic who allows himself to sink into the pleasures of this world.” 9 

Like many such passages, it is easy to read this quickly while registering only part 
of the meaning. In fact this, like all Gregory of Nyssa’s writings, is a statement 
of great precision, and we need to read it in full to register and then understand 
everything it is able to tell us. He is speaking not generally, nor morally in a kind 
of nineteenth-century sense, but here he is giving precise instructions about the 
use of attention. First, he tells us to give our attention to, to keep in the eye of 
the mind what he calls “the true good,” and not be immersed in the present life-
which he defines precisely by calling it “the illusion of the present life,” there-
fore telling us that the difficulty with it is precisely that it is illusory. Then be 
distinguishes precisely between the two ways in which the heart responds to the 
world, saying first that “it is impossible for a man to live without tears who looks 
sharply at the realities,” which defines the proper perception of the heart, and then 
defines the different state of the “passion-filled’’ heart (from the root of which 
idea the English word pathetic is derived), saying: “we must surely think that man 
pathetic who allows himself to sink into the pleasures of this world.” 

From this we can learn that by directing the attention toward, turning our mind to, 
or filling our mind with, that realitythe inner reality that is also the invisible world, 
once again, that moves us to tears, instead of the illusions that lead to transitory 
pleasurewe can discover the different state of heart referred to as “magnetic center.” 
There is on the one hand passion, the pathetic, and on the other apatheia, dispas-
sion, which is at the same time independence, freedom from the world, the spiritual
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awakening of the heart, the full awakening of the love which began to wake 
with this God-given mourning that comes when we begin to realize the reali-
ties of our world as it is today or become aware of our own imperfections, our 
own shortfall against what, in that awakening heart, we intuit 10 we were cre-
ated to become. Because of this, Evagrius said: “Pray with tears and all you ask 
will be heard. For the Lord rejoices greatly when you pray with tears.”11 

Degrees of Prayer 

Prayer varies in character: there are many ways to pray, so that the common ele-
ment in different forms of prayer is often difficult to recognize until the practice 
goes deep into the heart. As suggested earlier, there are also progressive stages in 
prayer, and proper passage through those stages, leading to awakening of the heart, 
is governed by the state of that artificial psychological organ known, by modern 
forms of the tradition, as magnetic center.12 If one makes real efforts to pray, it soon 
becomes clear that piety is not the only thing needed in this kind of prayer. The 
development of magnetic center also involves growth in nepsis, watchfulness. 

This is difficult to achieve. Theophan the Recluse admitted in a letter that to 
obey the gospel instruction to go into our “inner room” to pray, taken in an in-
ner sense, was too difficult for many people in his time. Because nepsis is usu-
ally lacking in modern man, many people find it impossible today. Theophan 
gave a solution in terms of the classical idea of three stages of prayer, describ-
ing the entry into the inner chamber as the third stage of prayer, although previ-
ously he had written about two stages. With this additional stage, he introduced 
the esoteric idea that the inner room of the gospel was in the heart: that to enter 
this inner room was the stage of mature inner prayertrue prayer of the heartto 
which the earlier stages might lead. He began by saying: “Prayer is the devo-
tion of the mind and heart to God, in praise, in thanksgiving, and in petition 
for the spiritual and material goods we need. The Savior commanded us to en-
ter into our inner room and there pray to God the Father in secret.”13 

In another letter, Theophan had written about this: 

You can define three degrees of prayer, beginning with reading, prostra-
tions, vigilance, etc. Some people work for quite a long time on them-
selves before the beginning of prayer: before the gentle movement of 
the spirit in prayer even starts. Being the highest of gifts, prayer is sent 
as it were in droplets, in order to teach a man to value it deeply. 
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In the second degree the bodily and the spiritual are of equal 
strength. Here every word of prayer is accompanied by correspond-
ing feelings. Inner impulses to prayer arise from within and are ex-
pressed in their own words. This is everyday prayer. It is com-
mon to almost all people in whom the spirit of devotion is alive. 

In the third degree the inner or spiritual prevails andwithout words 
or movements, without bows, without even thoughtsthe action of 
prayer takes place in silence in the depths of the spirit. This kind of 
prayer is not limited by time or place or any other external thing, and 
may never cease. That is why it is called the “action” of prayer, some-
thing that is constantly present. This is the essence of inner prayer. 

Only in this, the third stage of prayer, it is truly possible to obey 
Saint Paul’s instruction that all Christians should “pray without ceas-
ing,” so that this instruction is an objective to be achieved, not some-
thing to be carried out by repeating words. It is something we cannot 
“do” with the head, for when we reach this state it is as if it is not we 
that pray with the mind, but instead Christ prays in our heart. 

He (Paul) commands mental or spiritual prayer for all Christians without 
exception. He also tells all Christians to pray unceasingly. To pray unceas-
ingly is possible only in the heart. Therefore it is impossible to contest the 
fact that mental prayer is compulsory for all Christians, and if it is obliga-
tory it is also possibleGod does not command the impossible. 

It is true that this kind of prayer is difficult. Generally speaking, every good 
is difficult but is not impossible. Prayer is necessarily more difficult, be-
cause it is the source of all good, and its surest mainstay. If someone should 
ask: how am I to pray? The answer is very simple. Fear God. 14 

It is the fear of God that brings the heart into our prayer, and this brings 
the prayer into the heart, arousing the heart to a state in which we be-
come deeply attentive to our prayer. In this, Theophan gives another prac-
tical key: “Experience of the fear of God arouses attention and conscious-
ness in the heart. It forces it to stand with devotion before God.”15 Or 
as Clement put it: “For the fear of God trains and restores to love.”16 

In his introduction to the book The Art of Prayer, Bishop Kallistos Ware, 
an English theologian, a monk of the Greek monastery of Saint John
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on Patmos, and a bishop of the Greek Church in England, describes these three 
stages of prayer in contemporary terms: “Just as there are three elements in man, 
so there are three main degrees of prayer.” (A footnote adds a telling note here: 
“Prayer is a living reality, a personal encounter with the living God, and as such 
it is not to be confined within the limits of any rigid analysis.”) He continues by 
listing the three degrees of prayer as “(1) Oral or bodily prayer (2) Prayer of the 
mind (3) Prayer of the heart or (‘of the mind in the heart’): spiritual prayer.” In 
this he quotes Theophan as saying: ‘’You must pray not only with the words but 
with the mind, and not only with the mind but with the heart, so that the mind 
understands and sees all that is said in words, and the heart feels what the mind 
is thinking. 17 All these combined together constitute real prayer, and if any of 
them are absent your prayer is either not perfect or is not prayer at all.”18 

This is probably the most accurate description of prayer with the mind in the heart 
available, although not an easy one to understandand this is important because, on this 
subject, most written descriptions are more confusing than enlightening. This descrip-
tion also makes it possible, with mature consideration, to seek the link between the idea 
of prayer with the mind in the heart, and modern views of magnetic center. 

And although the beginner in prayer must be taught by man, 
since his communications to God are not yet opened up, 
the final stages of prayer are taught by God Himself. 

Saint Therese of Lisieux wrote about how she began in mental prayer while 
still a child, and without having yet had any instruction in the “art”: 

Up to this time, nobody had taught me the art of mental prayer; I should 
have liked to know about it, but Marie was satisfied with my spiritual 
progress as it was, and kept me to vocal prayer instead. One day, one of 
my mistresses at the Abbey asked what I did with myself on holidays, when 
I was left to my own devices. I told her that I got behind my bed, where 
there was an empty space in which you could shut yourself away with the 
curtains, and there well, I used to think. “Think about what?” She asked. 
“Oh,” I said, “about God, and about life, and eternity; you know, I just 
think.” The dear nun made a great joke of this, and later on she used to re-
mind me of my thinking days, and ask me whether I still thought. I can see 
now that I was practicing mental prayer without realizing what I was doing; 
God was teaching me the art in some secret way of His own.19 
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The Inner Room 

This “invisible 20 communication” is an essential characteristic of true 
prayer. But we cannot expect to begin with this or, if we are given a taste 
of it at the beginning, we cannot expect to be given such rich fare al-
ways. However prayer begins in us, we must begin in prayer simply, with-
out expecting too much, but with proper preparation. Theophan put it: 

One must not enter prayer without special preparation. First, a special place 
is necessary, if possible a solitary place dedicated to this one thingin front 
of an icon, with a lighted candle or icon-lamp. Then one should set aside 
special times morning and evening, and other times too. One should con-
form to the times of church services. The body should be in a special posi-
tionstanding or kneeling, with decorum and attentive tension. 

On first coming to prayer, one should rein in the mind from its distrac-
tions and gather it within. One should shake off all cares or quiet them 
so far as possible, and bring oneself to the most vivid awareness of 
the omniscient, omnipresent and all-seeing God. This creates the in-
ner “closet” or prayer room. It was this which the Lord commanded us 
to enter in order to pray (Matthew 6:6); a temporary sanctuary. 

This is the beginning. But then we move on to the gospel definition of 
the proper conditions for prayer: we must be in the inner room or “clos-
et.” Where is this room? It is in our heart. How then can we learn to 
pray there: if we go there, as well as we are able, God will help us. 

According to Saint Demetrius of Rostov, the inner room means the heart. The 
commandment of the Lord obliges us to pray mentally in our heart to God. 
This commandment extends to all Christians. The Apostle Paul commands 
the same, saying that we must pray continually in our spirit.21 

Theophan repeatedly links the spirit and the heart. There is little doubt that 
for him the place of the spirit is the inmost heart. But this place in the heart 
is not so easy to find. Even the meaning of the term is not easy to discover: it 
took me seven years to discover this answer after I first asked about it. 

I learned that it is found in prayer, frequently near death, before the equal-
ly often reported meeting with the lightit is an ignorance, a forgetful-
ness, a total darkness of the nous, darkness of mind and beyond mind. 
This is the Lethe of mythology: it is a quality of the nous; it is The Cloud
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of Unknowing of the medieval English mystics; the darkness of chapter 1 of Saint 
John, which exists like a backdrop to the active contents of our minds, the Cave of the 
Nativity in the icons of the birth of Christ, the inner room or “closet” of the gospel 
and of prayer of the heart. If we persist in practices such as that recommended in 
The Cloud of Unknowing, we will at some point find ourselves apparently losing con-
sciousness for blank moments, moments where we are aware of nothing (no-thing) 
and from which we can remember nothing. Such moments, although producing no 
detectable effect in our memory, nevertheless leave in us a variety of different kinds 
of change. Within this inner room the light shines, often unrecognized by us even 
when we enter within, and always hidden from the outside world. The light comes 
to birth in it just as the haloes of the holy shine in the cave icons. Indeed, the caves in 
Orthodox icons are consistently shown black inside, with a darkness of mind, not of 
the senses; a darkness of ignorance, an occlusion of consciousness. Indian teachings 
call it dhyana: Thomas à Kempis speaks of it in the Imitation of Christ. Saint John 
spoke of that which is hidden in the darkness. Reports of near-death experiences de-
scribe it. You can experience both in noetic prayer: the darkness first, then the light. 
“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness cannot contain it.” 22 

This darkness in the heart is one factor of what has been called the magnetic center, the Ark 
of the Covenant within us. More will be said about this in the next chapter. 

Although it showsto those who know the signsas a major change in the charac-
ter of the individual, the idea of magnetic center is primarily a description of the 
psychological “inner room” or “closet” which makes it possible for the layperson 
to practice prayer of the heart. Linked with this concept are teachings concern-
ing the slow process, often a struggle, by which we create this protective organ 
within our psyche. One form of this inner struggle was described by Saint He-
sychius in a way that underlies the link between prayer and nepsis; the approach 
as described here means we must give assent to the Jesus Prayer, instead of re-
sponding to tempting thoughts and memories, the provocations. This means of 
beginning prayer of the heart is very similar to contemporary methods of what 
is known as centering prayer. This kind of prayer can only be performed prop-
erly if we establish the capacity for great care or watchfulness, as otherwise the 
distractions of the world take over. But this watchfulness can be built, when it 
takes the form of magnetic center. Saint Hesychius wrote about the link between 
prayer and watchfulness: “Watchfulness23 and the Jesus prayer mutually reinforce 
one another; for extreme watchfulness follows24 the content of constant prayer, 
while prayer follows extreme sobriety and watchfulness of intellect.”25 
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The same applies for other forms of centering prayer, since the Jesus Prayer could be 
regarded as one such. Watchfulness is essential in bringing all such methods to frui-
tion. Magnetic center is eventually made stable by the intensity of the combination 
of prayer and watchfulness, a stage reached very late on the staircase 26 by those who 
are working in the world. The reason for this is that such methods of prayer either 
depend on stilling the mind or on separating the awareness from the uncontrolled 
activities of the mind. This is in fact a description of magnetic center, and watchful-
ness is a fundamental component of this, for without it, magnetic center cannot ex-
ist. Saint Hesychius addressed this: “Many of our thoughts come from demonic sug-
gestions, and from these derive our evil outward actions. If with the help of Jesus we 
instantly quell the thought, we will avoid its corresponding outward action. We will 
enrich ourselves with the sweetness of divine knowledge, and so will find God, who 
is everywhere. Holding the mirror of the intellect firmly toward God, we will be illu-
mined constantly as pure glass is by the sun. Then finally the intellect, having reached 
the limit of its desires, will in Him cease all other contemplation.”27 

Assent to prayer is closely related to two things: one is the idea of as-
sent to faith introduced by Clement of Alexandria. The two forms of as-
sent are mutually dependent, the attitude of assent to faith (described in chap-
ter 8) forms a precondition in which assent to prayer becomes effective. 

Assent must be made in the right way, by the right part of the mind. It is then 
that it links closely with the idea of consent used in Thomas Keating’s method of 
centering prayer. Assent is possible only to the free: and that freedom, that inde-
pendence of decision, is possible only to those who habitually break the captiv-
ity of the mind and achieve a state of nepsis. The minor liberation of watchful-
ness is essential; it puts us in control. Only when we have this degree of control 
are we able to assent in the moment-to-moment way needed. Otherwise, in 
the state of captivity of the mind normal to most individuals today, the move-
ments of our attention are limited to the movements of those thoughts and ac-
tivities that “happen” to be present in us, and that is purely accidental. 

The depth of our prayer, according to Saint Theophan, depends on the degree to 
which we can live our life at other times in awareness of God. As Theophan put it, 
between us and the world we must wear God’s armor, formed by our knowledge of 
the gospel, by making of God’s word the content of our memories. “But if this is 
so, what is a Christian to do? We must: ‘Be strong in the Lord and in the strength 
of His might.’ And [he quotes]: ‘Take the whole armour of God, that you may 
be able to withstand in the evil day’ (Ephesians 6:11).” This requires intelligent 
action to change our own surface nature, and the reference to the “whole armour
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of God” refers to the need for a complete teaching, a teaching that gives full pro-
tection. This describes exactly how the acquisition of a complete teaching forms 
a magnetic center in us that can draw us to God. Elsewhere, Theophan writes: 
“The farmer not only clears the field of weeds, but sows good seed and vigilantly 
watches over the seedlings in their growth. It is the same in the spiritual life; in 
joining battle with passions and bad habits a man must at the same timewith the 
grace of Godnourish the germ of the higher spiritual life in himself.” 28 

With great difficulty our normal condition, the normal condition of modern man, 
that has been likened to a form of “waking sleep” and in which watchfulness is al-
most impossible, can be brought to an end. The following passage from Theophan, 
describing a method of waking up in the morning, may help make clear what is 
involved: “In the first moment after awakening,” he wrote, “as soon as you come to 
yourself, descend into the heart, and then call, appeal, press into it all the forces of 
the body and the soul. Do this by attention in the mind, by turning the eyes to it, 
by a readiness of the will with a certain tensing of the muscles and by watchfulness 
over the feelings. Repress feelings of pleasure, especially of the flesh, and do this until 
consciousness has firmly established itself in the heart as on a throne. Remain there 
all the time you are conscious. Repeat this exercise often in the day, because this 
ingathering of oneself needs to be continuously renewed and reinforced.”29 

Von Durkheim’s studies30 describe the vivification of the solar plexus, something 
that happens in the monastic agrypnia vigil and is an essential element in a mature life 
of prayer. Only this state makes possible the prolonged nepsis, watchfulness, that is 
an essential element in the development of prayer towards the state known as prayer 
of the heart. It was said earlier that nepsis is one of the keys to repentance. Without 
it, we have not the strength to follow through our intention to repent. 

In Eastern traditions, this involves special techniques, the exercises of yoga, 
or a whole range of practices that include the more specific and more wide-
spread practice of development of what is known as hara in Japan. The proc-
ess is described by von Durkheim in the same book we quoted earlier: 

The task of gaining the right basic center can be fulfilled only by one who, 
with perseverance and sincerity, without fear of pain and with great pa-
tience, overcomes whatever hinders Hara, and furthers that which the devel-
oped Hara expresses. To become a complete human being without acquiring 
the body-soul “center” is not possible. But to acquire Hara through practice 
means also opening the gate to the way by which Man can become whole.
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Only that individual is truly “whole” whose self manifests the Being embod-
ied within him. A man is not “whole” as long as he fails to accomplish his 
integration with Being, as long as, for example, he lives only in the I that is 
not conformable with Being, but activated always from without. For West-
ern Man the realization of Being within the self is inevitably connected with 
the unfolding of the perceiving and creative mind. But this unfolding also 
presupposes his re-rooting in the primal center, which is Hara. 31 

We will perhaps recognize that, apart from specific mentions of Hara, and apart 
from specific reference to what von Durkheim calls a primal center, this whole proc-
ess has the same properties as what we have described, in the course of this book, as 
the Christian inner path and the same quality of leading to results in the individual 
human being which appear to be almost lacking in the Christian world. 

In fact, the Eastern Church not only has certain physical exercises, including ex-
ercises of the breath,32 reported as being known and used only in certain places, 
and has its involvement of the body in prayer, particularly in prostations so com-
mon in Eastern monasticism, but it has its own, typically Christian methods of 
developing this inner center. The problem is that these methods are among that 
part of the tradition transmitted wordlessly, and so it seems difficult to find any 
clear reference to them in the literature. The development of this primal center 
is in fact a normal part of the Christian life of prayer but, where somebody is 
resistant, is too much inclined to get trapped in the head or in excitement and 
so onsituations typical of modern lifethe process needs to be “jump-started,” to 
use a modern image, and for this the primary tool is the monastic vigil service 
or agrypnia, described in chapter 10. In fact, the efforts necessary to complete an 
agrypnia are remarkably like those described by von Durkheim, when he speaks of 
how one who wants to develop hara must work “with perseverance and sincerity, 
without fear of pain and with great patience, [until one] overcomes whatever hin-
ders Hara, and furthers that which the developed Hara expresses.”33 

It is just these qualities that are evoked and, as I now know, developed by 
the agrypnia service. At my first agrypnia service (see p. 219) I was forced 
to creep off to bed early on. But by the third time I had attended one of 
these services, somehow, by that fact alone, I had developed enough stami-
na to stay awake throughout the service, although during the previous two 
days I had walked great distances on the paths between the monasteries. 

The effect on me was quite remarkable. I can only assume it was the du-
ration of the effort made that produced a significant change in my state 
of mind and body, a change I can only describe as a “firming up” of the
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solar plexus paralleled to a change in the focus of energy and activity within me. 
Strangely, this firming up was both physical and psychological in its implications, 
the latter being of greater significance. It seemed to me that it served in some 
way as an antidote to stress and to the effects of the laxity of modern life. More 
than this, it gave me some control over the disorder of my busy mind. 

I cannot really explain this effect. But I can thoroughly recommend it to those who 
find themselves becoming soft in a self-centered world. As a difficult and there-
fore effective beginning to true asceticism, I suspect it is unmatched. 

We have no modern theories that are nearly large enough to contain or ex-
plain the power of the agrypnia, not even in the work of von Durkheim re-
ferred to earlier. Because of this, I suspect it will never enter the life of 
an intellectually driven West in its complete form, or in its full power. 

But if Western members of the Orthodox Church were to perform their very occa-
sional monastic vigils in full, and over the full time normal in the monasteries of Athos, 
they might discover something that has for far too long been lost to us. 

Any serious study of the life of prayer as it is described by the early Fathers - as well as 
more recently - will reveal the presence of not one but two latter stages in the “firming 
up” of the inner life, in passing through which the rigor of self-discipline in time be-
comes the first stage in the “higher” freedom of the rule of the love of God. 

But why is this watchfulness not always discussed when we come to the question of 
a life of prayer? Partially because some books are written for people who have already 
passed this point in their lives before they get seriously involved in interior prayer, as 
is true of most monks and nuns of the Eastern Church. At this point, on the monas-
tic form of the Royal Road as it has been described by Boris Mouravieff, 34 the same 
things can be obtained more easily with little need for special knowledge,35 but with 
the emotional force behind them. But for those who must follow the path alone and 
in everyday life, knowledge of these things helps to protect against falls. 

The Jesus Prayer 

To see the importance of the two elements in prayer that are my main concern in this 
chapter, it is first helpful to look again at the overall question of prayer. On my first visit 
to the monastery of SimonoPetra, on Mount Athos, I mentioned to one of the monks, a 
Father I., my interest in Iisus evchi, the Jesus Prayer, that repetitive prayer of the heart, one
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element of which is the invocation of the name of Jesus in various longer for-
mats. This seems to form the basis of individual practice on the mountainand 
it is this which was called by Father George of Grigoriou the “principle export 
of Mount Athos.” In our discussions I used the word method. I said that I had 
in the past tried to use the Jesus Prayer as a method. My memory of his words 
is imperfect, but I shall try to recapture as much of the sense as possible. “It is 
not quite that,” he told me, “the Jesus Prayer is not a method. Properly, it is a 
relationship, something personal, emotional. If one treats it as a method, intel-
lectually, then you are missing the whole point, the main point of it, which is 
a slowly developing relationship with the person of Jesus. Just like speaking to 
someone in the ordinary way. Only then will it grow, will it change, will it lead to 
something new. Then everything else will grow from that relationship.” 

Like many true things, this approach in which things “grow” at their 
own pace doesn’t entirely “make sense” to the Western reason, with its 
view that the whole significance of human life lies in “doing.” 

It takes time before we realize that the spiritual life has no methods, that it is not 
something we do, nor do we achieve anything by it, but instead it is a form of inner 
growth. The problem is that we have lived in a world in which the normal response 
to any situation is to “do something,” and on Athos one has to learn not to rely on 
this kind of response. It proves to be a poor guide in this strange country of the 
spirit. Indeed, the whole idea of using a “method” belongs to what modern thought 
calls the “left brain” or “dominant hemisphere”: the doing brain that governs vol-
untary actions, and whose thinking is shaped accordingly. This part of the mind 
is in some strange way incompetent in the world of prayer. Prayer as it progresses 
depends more on a relinquishing of control than on its intensification. Prayer, I 
have discovered on Athos, requires attentiveness and even purpose, but even so it 
is not something we do. Prosevchi, directed or attentive prayer, the word often used 
in the passages of the Philokalia that talk about prayer, involves a certain directing 
of attention. But this is difficult to understand because it is not an active control; 
instead, it involves what one can only call a kind of ‘’effortless effort.” 

One thing Father S., a monk I met later in the monastery of Grigoriou, was quite 
definite about. It was the prayer, and especially the Jesus Prayer, was the key. If one 
was praying in the heart, then everything would be all right, as I have since discovered 
for myself. The monks also say the same for the liturgy; that it puts things right, and 
then there is less need to think about one’s life and one’s work and what should one 
do, as I had been doing at that time. If one prayed and developed the personal links 
to Jesus, all this would change in ways one could not predict, and all would be well.
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He made no attempt to talk me into joining the Ortho-
dox Church. (“When the apple is ripe!” he said on another occasion.) 

The definition of prayer given on one occasion by Theophan the Rec-
luse may prove helpful here. “What is prayer?” asked Saint Theophan. 

It is the listening of our mind and heart to God. As soon as any pious feel-
ing starts to move, prayer is there too. To pray seems to bring pious feel-
ings and attitudes into action, leading to a quickening or kindling of life 
and forming a spirit of devotion. If a person has no devotion, how can he 
pray? And if devotion is the life of our spirit, we can understand that only 
a person who knows how to pray can be said to possess spirit. Prayer has 
been defined as the breath of our spiritand that is just what it is. 

When we breathe, the lungs expand and draw in the life-giving elements of 
the air, and in prayer the depths of the heart are thrown open, and the spirit 
ascends to God to commune with Him and receive the gifts this brings. 
And just as in breathing the oxygen is received into the blood and then dis-
tributed to bring life to the body, so, in prayer, what is received from God 
enters our innermost being and gives new life to everything there. 

Prayer is the quickening of the spirit, in a sense its deification. As 
someone in a myrrh distillery becomes saturated with myrrh, so any-
one ascending to God becomes interpenetrated by Divinity. 36 

The Jesus Prayer is essentially hesychast in nature, and hesychia, the deep stillness of the 
heart, is not compatible with the active, Western idea of control. Overactivity destroys 
or, to use a modern psychological concept, “masks” it. Watchfulness - nepsis - protects it. 
More to the point, overactivity is a symptom of the absence of true prayer of the heart. 
And because great care is necessary, the Philokalia has a lot to say about this: 

If you wish to pray as you ought, imitate the dulcimer player; bending his 
head a little and inclining his ear to the strings, he strikes the strings skill-
fully, and enjoys the melody he draws from their harmonious notes. 

Is this example clear to you? The dulcimer is the heart; the stringsthe feelings; the 
hammer, mneme Theou: remembrance of God; the player, mind. By mneme 
Theou and by remembering Divine things the mind draws holy feelings from
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the God-fearing heart, then ineffable sweetness fills the soul 
and the mind, which is pure, is lit up by Divine illuminations. 

The dulcimer player perceives and hears nothing but the melo-
dy he enjoys. So the mind, during active prayer, descends into the 
depths of the heart with sobriety and can no longer listen to any-
thing but God. All his inner being speaks to God with the voice 
of David: “My soul followeth hard after thee” (Psalms 63:8). 37 

Noetic Prayer 

In the esoteric tradition, prayer is not a child’s method of asking for what we want. 
It is a tool for inner transformation, although the churches often underplay this 
angle, perhaps because people will be attracted to it for selfish motives. Unlike 
many other aspects of esoteric practice, most of the classical aspects of prayer are 
well explained already,38 but I will deal here with certain things which are of great 
importance in the practice of prayer, yet about which little or nothing seems to be 
generally known. One is that stages of prayer which seem, at the beginning of the 
life of prayer, to be so difficult as to be out of reach, can later become relatively 
familiar and easily reached. This of course requires some kind of progressive and 
permanent change, and it was for this that Theophan, the man whose researches 
in the libraries of Middle Eastern monasteries were directly responsible for the 
extension of Paisious Velitchkovsky’s Dobrotolubyie (the first Russian version of the 
Philokalia), used the idea of magnetization to God to express the higher stages of 
hesychastic prayer in which, when the soul reaches a certain point on the path, it is 
then rapt in God, being drawn away from the attraction of the world by the glory 
given by God within. We also know39 that Theophan took a great interest in the 
science of his times, and particularly in magnetic methods then fashionable as a cure 
for physical ailments; it would not be surprising to find that he himself originated 
the term. But it would be consistent with his methods to have based it on some 
earlier idea; and in fact, this is so. Theophan’s image of magnetization describes 
one important aspect of metanoia, explaining it by borrowing from the familiar 
schoolchild’s image of the magnetization of iron filings, a graphic image that was in 
its turn used by Boris Mouravieff. He made it clear that one element of magnetiza-
tion, in Theophan’s sense, is that all the iron filings, representing the desires, have 
been magnetized so that they all point in the same direction to God. The “magnetic 
field” which achieves this change: what is this but the state known in the Eastern
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Church as noetic prayer or prayer of the heart, the in-
most and least “intentional” stage of mental prayer? 

The second of these almost unknown psychological elements of the life 
of prayer, an element that actually forms one of the steps in the for-
mation of magnetic center, is the need for a form of what the early 
Fathers called nepsis or watchfulness 40 before prayer can turn inward. 

“Watch and pray,” says Jesus in the gospel.41 

Many of the early Fathers spoke or wrote about nepsis, but few made it clear that this 
has a physical element or at least requires some kind of definite change in the move-
ment of energy in the organism. Again we find here a familiar pattern: change of 
thought leads more slowly to change of heart; magnetic center is shown by a life of 
nepsis. Later, unselfish love, the caritas of Saint Paul, is added to this nepsis. 

The third important factor about the life of prayer is the need for ceaseless 
prayer, the need for which was introduced by Saint Paul. On the esoteric path 
it is necessary to understand the various forms that this can take, depending on 
the character and lifestyle of the individual. There are in fact two main forms 
of unceasing prayer which might be described as spoken and unspoken. 

Evagrius made one meaning of this doctrine clearer when he wrote: “Just as 
bread is nourishment for the body and virtue for the soul, so is noetic prayer 
nourishment for the nous.”42 Recently, in the terminology introduced by 
Gurdjieff to fit in with modern thought, the foods for the psyche and the 
nous have been described as energies, in the sense that Palamas said that 
we cannot know God’s essence, but we can know Him by His energies. 

Non-Doing 

Paradoxically, this question of control without “doing” is linked with another similar 
difficulty; with the crucial question of how to bring suitable emotions to the point of 
prayer. A “doing” attitude, an “atomist’’ or anthropocentric attitude that “I am doing 
it,” “I am praying,” prevents this. It has been suggested that it does so by importing 
inappropriate “active” energies. Unlike these, the correct hesychastic energies, to coin 
a portmanteau term for a concept lacking from the English dictionary, make us sen-
sitive to the personal, the emotional. They make us want to pray, and only when we 
want to pray can we give attention to our prayer throughout the time of prayer, thus 
fulfilling one meaning of the biblical idea that we should “pray without ceasing.”
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Yet these energies, unlike the active energies, convey a certain still-
ness, and this paradoxical link of stillness and the will is an essen-
tial ingredient of prayer. This comes always with a sense of something 
greater than ourselves, of dependence on God and on His Holy Spirit. 

In simpler terms, one common result of our Western idea that we can “do” almost 
anything is that normally we confuse control and attention. These are often seen as 
one and the same, but in fact they are different things, only linked by the fact that 
attention is needful before we can control something. In prayer, these two are no 
longer mutually supportive. Prayer requires attention without control. 

The idea of prayer with the mind in the heart has more than one meaning. It be-
gins, say the Fathers, by concentrating the activity of prayer in the physical heart. 
It ends in that place to which Saint John of the Cross referred when speaking 
of “transcending reason with my thought.” This itself has two forms: 

1. the imageless or in Indian terms the dhyana stage of prayer or medita-
tion

2. the state of inner separation, a major element of magnetic center, in which 
we are detached from and objective to the activities and images of the 
mind.

This place in the heart is described in the gospels in the imag-
es of the pearl of great price and the treasure hid in the field. 
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Chapter 12

A Nonmonastic Path 
For many centuries, almost all the practical work directly linked to the Royal Road 
has been carried out by monks and nuns, or by laypeople with enough money to 
live something very close to the monastic life. Seen in this way, this path seems im-
possible for seekers who are unable to become monks: those who can make little or 
no change in their external lives. They, like everyone who tries seriously to pray or 
“meditate”in either the contemporary or classical sense of this wordwill quite early 
on reach the same problem. The telephone rings. Noises get loud. Somebody needs 
to talk to you. Worries from everyday life begin to crowd in. The immediate and in 
a sense correct conclusionthe “obvious” conclusionis that the two things are mutu-
ally exclusive. Attempted solutions vary from soundproof rooms to cottages in the 
country to booking for month-long retreats. People renounce work for prayer, only 
to find themselves beset with anxieties caused by lack of income. Yet it seems to 
them that what they are doing is just what those other men and women did eight-
een hundred years ago, when they went off into the desert to seek God. 

Some take it further: they approach monasteries simply seeking a refuge from the world, 
and are surprised when they are not greeted with open arms. They do not understand 
that monasticism is something more than keeping the world at arm’s length. 

In fact, renunciation can take outer forms other than monasticism. Oth-
er forms have long existed in the church to symbolize the same inner in-
tention and growth in different ways, the most obvious being that of tak-
ing holy orders. 1 Historically, the great growth of monasticism and the
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hermetic life, following the establishment of the church under Constantine, 
suggests that the monastic commitment, with or without formal monastic 
vows, replaced the taking of holy orders for many people about eighteen hun-
dred years ago, when ordination first became a means to find a career in the 
world, and the element of renunciation necessary became less important. 

Today, certainly, those who are unable, because of responsibilities or temperament 
or because of the times, to leave the world in the monastic way, need an alternative 
way of approaching this first renunciation. Although this renunciation need not have 
any external form, it must in this case be approached directly, taking the form of the 
internal and psychological process known as dying to oneself or to one’s old self or 
false self. The known alternative path by which this is achieved was once described as 
the Way of the Householder, a way in which our responsibilities become part of the 
rule or working discipline, and which is based on a particular psychological method 
that is able to develop inner separation in students with worldly responsibilities. It 
is this method that is similar to what is sometimes called Karma Yoga. 

The householder begins by breaking the illusion of the world, by learning no longer 
to believe that the world shown by his perceptions and analyses is real. For this to oc-
cur, he, like the monk, needs to follow exactly the instruction given by Evagrius that 
“the abandonment of the things of the world is produced by assenting to the science 
of God.” But this assent must take a purely inward form different from that of the 
monk. This has also been described as a way of living in the world without believing in 
it. Cassian was perhaps speaking of this when he reminded us that David once wrote: 
“I am a stranger with thee, and a sojourner, as all my fathers were” (Psalms. 39:12). 
Thus the Greek word xenos, stranger, has great significance in the esoteric tradition, as 
referring to that little-known part of us which is not at home in the world. 

As the gospel says: 

I have given them thy word; and the world hath hated them, because they 
are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. 

I pray not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but that thou 
shouldest keep them from the evil. 

They are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. 

Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth. 

As thou hast sent me into the world, even so have I also sent them into the 
world (John 17:14-18). 
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Monastic and Nonmonastic Ways 

Saint Anthony the Great, one of the founders of monasticism and one of the 
great masters of monastic psychology, wrote that he had discovered that a doc-
tor in a nearby town was more devout than he himself. In a letter he described 
three types of person: those who seek God out of love, out of fear, or to escape 
affliction (Greek monks and nuns speak of affliction as thlipsis, a word that sig-
nifies difficulty, suffering, and constriction). 2 The first type progresses rapidly 
and simply by what has been called, at least in modern terms, “the way of the 
heart.” Taught by certain monasteries, it is sometimes claimed that only this 
way is known as the Royal Road. But at other times the term seems to have 
been used to apply to any method that uses the faculty of diakrisis, discrimina-
tion of spirits, to prevent deviation from the narrow way of the gospel. 

The most significant division between the different ways is of course the divi-
sion between monastic and nonmonastic ways. The difference in the circum-
stances of individuals between these different ways is such that very different 
methods are normally used, and the classic descriptions of the Royal Road are 
certainly based on the monastic life, as are almost all the books on this sub-
ject. This is because periods when the nonmonastic way was no longer under-
stood have alternated with periods when it had to “go underground” to avoid 
persecution, while the outer form of the monastic way has survived intact 
down to the present time, although its inner content has been lost and restored 
several times, and indeed, the latest restoration is just now occurring. 

The problem is that although at one time many laypeople were able to fol-
low a protected path, giving rise in medieval times to disciplines such as 
that given in the book The Sacred Magic of Abramelin the Mage, which 
claimed to be possible as a practice only to individuals who could with-
draw completely from worldly activity, today the monastic way appears to be 
unsuitable for those who do not form a firm commitment early in life. 

Another ancient statement is that the Royal Road as a term re-
fers to noetic prayer or prayer of the heart, a form of noetic as-
cesis. One Russian émigré thinker wrote about this: 

Although there are other ways and modes of life, and if you like, oth-
er practices which have been and are traditionally regarded as righteous, 
leading to salvation and giving peace to those who follow them this one is 
preeminently the royal way, surpassing all other practices as soul surpass-
es body, since it renews the man completely and leads him to sonship of 
God, miraculously defining in the spirit him who follows it as he should.
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Kallistos and Ignatius Tilikoudis call this prayer “prayer of 
the heart” and “continuous remembrance of Jesus.” 3 

Monastic or nonmonastic, the relation between the Royal Road and prayer of the 
heart clearly makes sense, even if there is not complete identity between them. Prayer 
of the heart generally has played an important role on the Way for the larger part of 
two thousand years, and probably has roots in apostolic times. But the Royal Road 
always entails the assistance of the living God, and this is in general available only to 
those who correctly discriminate between “spirits.” This discrimination of spirits is 
one of the primary characteristics of the esoteric way, since, for someone of normal 
human weaknesses, the only way to overcome his own weaknesses is to accept that 
what is impossible for man is possible for God, and to ask for and qualify for help. 
This appears to be the common characteristic of the methods taught by all those who 
have written about the Royal Way. Thus the monks of Athos4 speak about the “grace” 
of repentance, and the Athonite tradition advises us to pray for this grace. Saint 
Isaac the Syrian, in a prayer, exactly describes the operation of this medicine. 

O Lord, make me worthy to know you and love you,
not in the knowledge arising from mental exercise
and the dispersion of the mind,
but make me worthy of that knowledge
whereby the mind, in beholding you,
glorifies your nature in this vision
which steals from the mind the awareness of the world.5 

The Difficulty of Monastic Methods 

In the pursuit of the invisible, the visible world at first appears to be at least equally 
important to the inner, so little do we at first know about the latter. This can be a great 
hindrance. It is because of this that monasticismturning away from distractionoften 
appears to be the most obvious form of esoteric path. But the fact is that in modern 
man the number of psychological ties to the world is normally very large. This is why 
Boris Mouravieff and others have claimed that the time of monasticism is over. But 
at the same time, more knowledge is available about the monastic form than about 
other forms of the path, although the latter does exist. Unpublished writings of 
Mouravieff speak of the Royal Road in a monastic form that is simple and direct and 
requires little special knowledge of those who would follow it. He has also described 
the methods used in the monasteries, helping us to understand why such methods
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demand monastic conditions, that this is not because monastic meth-
ods are easy but because they make such demands on the individual 
that except in protected conditions they are almost impossible to follow: 

In the working conditions of a monastery, in the kellia and for even 
stronger reasons in the desert, in solitude, their method proved 
practical and just. Beyond attendance at services, the rules of this 
method, called royal, can be summarized in a few lines as follows: 

a. Total surrender of the will in favour of that of the master; 

b. Absolute silence; 

c. Youth; 

d. Mastery of sexual energy; 

e. The mastery of the body: struggling against sleep and hunger, genuflec-
tions, prostrations, control of the breath. 

By these practicesgraced overall by silenceone closes the taps through 
which otherwise, the psychic energy of the monk is lost. From this comes 
the accumulation in the physical and mental organism of great reserves of 
fine hydrogens 6 thus saved. Strengthened by this, the disciple practices the 
prayer of Jesus just as described in the previous chapter. 

If the monk, through effective training, came to follow the numbered 
prescriptions strictly, his prayer acquired an unsuspected strength and, like 
a flaming arrow, would pierce the veil which separates the I of the Personal-
ity from the Real I. 

This method is called royal because it is direct, powerful and spontane-
ous. It does not demand any previous erudition, which in these conditions 
would serve no purpose.7 

I can add to this that, on Mount Athos at least, these methods are not simply picked 
up from books. In addition to the monasteries and the occasional hermitage, the 
Eastern monastic tradition has this intermediate “circle” of kellia - cells or small 
houses - in each of which a small number of monks work intensively under the di-
rection of an experienced elder. Sometimes these kellia exist in villages called sketes 
(see p. 226), but sometimes larger houses with a number of monks are also known 
as sketes, and I suspect, based on very limited meetings with individuals from these 
houses, that this is because a more demanding discipline is practiced there as in the 
smaller sketes. What kind of discipline? In certain cases, the methods of the tradition 
are taught to those who later become abbots while they live with specialist masters 
in sketes and kellia. Others study in these houses who have no public position.
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Each house has a leader, a “spiritual father,” and it may 
have one student or it may have up to eight or nine.   

These form the “graduate schools” of the monastic tradition. Their regime is hard. 
A monk in one of these communities wrote: “According to monastic regulations, 
the monk sleeps with his cassock, belt, skoufo, and socks onlike a soldier. Just as he 
must always be found in readiness, where they notify him from the guardhouse for 
his watch, so the monk also, when called to prayer, he must be ready: he throws off 
the covers and with one leap finds himself standing. This is repeated every night of 
his life, because that’s when he gets up to fulfill his personal prayer rule.” 8 An early 
reference that gives the background to this situation is fairly readily available in 
the English language. Saint Anthony’s famous First Letter, an important document 
for monasticism, divided seekers of God into three classes, which we might name  

1. the just: those who already love God 

2. the simple: those who sought God out of fear 

3. the rest of us: those who seek God to escape affliction. 

Saint Anthony defined these types, and showed that 
they were quite different from one another:   

I think, brethren, that the souls which draw near to the 
love of God are of three sorts, be they male or female   

 There are those who are called by the law of love which is in their nature, 
and which original good implanted in them at their first creation. The word 
of God came to them, and they doubted not at all but followed it readily, like 
Abraham the Patriarch: for when God saw that it was not from the teaching 
of men that he had learnt to love God, but from the law implanted in the 
nature of his first compacting, God appeared to him and said, “Get thee out 
from thy country and from thy kindred and from thy father’s house, unto a 
land that I will show thee” (Genesis 12:1).9 And he went nothing doubting, 
but was ready for his calling. He is the pattern of this approach, which still per-
sists in those who follow in his footsteps. Toiling and seeking the fear of God 
in patience and quiet, they achieve the true manner of life, because their souls 
are ready to follow the love of God. This is the first kind of calling.   

The second calling is this. There are men who hear the written Law testifying of 
pains and torments prepared for the wicked, and of the promises prepared for 
those who walk worthily in the fear of God; and by the testimony of the written 
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Law their thoughts are roused up to seek to enter into the calling, as 
David testifies when he says: “The law of the Lord is undefiled, convert-
ing the soul: the testimony of the Lord is sure, and giveth wisdom unto 
the simple” (Psalms 19:7). And in another place he says, “The opening 
of thy words giveth light and understanding unto the simple” (Psalms 
119:130); and much else, all of which we cannot mention now. 

The third calling is this. There are souls which at first were hard of heart 
and persisted in the works of sin; and somehow the good God in his mercy 
sends upon such souls the chastisement of affliction, till they grow weary, 
and come to their senses, and are converted, and draw near, and enter into 
knowledge, and repent with all their heart, and they also attain the true 
manner of life, like those others of whom we have already spoken. 

These are the three approaches by which souls come to repent-
ance, till they attain to the grace and calling of the Son of God. 10 

But the world is changing, and mankind’s state of mind has changed with the world 
in which we must live. In this world now, the proportions of these types of men that 
we meet appear to be different from their proportions among those that Saint An-
thony knew. Hence my earlier question asking which of us has met a saint. If there 
are saints somewhere in the world, there are few in the world we know. Those whom 
Anthony knew for their innate love of God are now few and far between. Even in spe-
cial places like Athos, such people are now rare. One, perhaps, is my young friend 
Father P., whose face perennially softened by his love of God, and who cannot bear 
too much of the company of worldly individuals like myself; another the saintly Fa-
ther D., who has been so kind to me, and to whom Christ speaks in simple words, 
but who has since been troubled by forced contact with our modern world, and has 
yet to reach the end of the Way. Our world has no place for such men. 

About Saint Anthony’s second category: at one time, even as late as the end of 
World War II, such simple souls were apprenticed to the monasticism of the East-
ern Church in considerable numbers, often coming as young men from peasant 
backgrounds. Now, with the increasing commercialism of life, there are few such 
recruits left to come to the monasteries, but I have been privileged to meet some of 
the last of that earlier generation on Athos, to become friends with one or two of 
them, and to see that their simplicity hid not an emptiness, but a warmth and full-
ness that any modern man or woman would envy. Young monks of this kind still do
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arrive at the mountain, but in their early years there they do not often speak to 
Western pilgrims, and I think this is because, in their youth, they are kept long 
hours in the pressure cooker of the Way.     

But today there are other kinds of monk in the monasteries of the Eastern 
Church, and for them the task is not so easy. Most of them are graduates. They 
include at least one man who was once a pop musician, and several doctors. 
Some of them, too, are Westerners, and until I read this passage from Anthony, 
I used to wonder why it was that so many English and American monks that 
I met on Athos seemed to have failed to reach the peak of that holy mountain 
which they did so genuinely love. Also, I have met many people who began and 
sometimes persisted on a path of great difficulty without going off apart from 
the world; those who have borne affliction or thlipsis. This thlipsis is something 
possessed in common by monks who find their monastic life most difficult, 
and by those laypeople who would perhaps be monks if they were able. 

It is thus true that the esoteric path for the layperson is no easier option than 
that for the monk.       

Renunciation of Inner Possessions 

Now perhaps we have a clue. Is there not something in our lives in the West that makes 
us less suitable today for true spiritual working? And what could it be? 

One answer to this is that in the Western world our thinking has be-
come different from what might be called a traditional Christian world-
view. To understand this, we need to look with new, more detached eyes 
at the relation between science and religion as it exists today. 

At this point we are suddenly limited in what we can learn from the ear-
ly Fathers. This is first because most of them were monastic in the broad-
er sense of the term. If they were not monks they were hermits or occu-
pants of small houses that maintained the same monastic isolation from the 
world. Second, the conditions of modern life are different from any that 
have gone before in the Christian era. For both these reasons the remainder of 
this chapter will have to draw more on experience and less on tradition. 

At the same time, the Transvolgan Hermits, who for a long time formed the main-
stream of Russian spirituality, were once known as the “Non-Possessors.” The frugal 
life of these men (and women) distracts attention from the fact that this name also 
has an inner meaning: that to give place to God in one’s life, one has to be without 
inner possessions. But inner possessions lead to outer possessions. So the second an-
swer to my question is that we have become dependentoften emotionally dependent
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on many things and conditions that people of other times and other places have man-
aged without. Perhaps the best description of this dependency is given by John Kenneth 
Galbraith in his book The Culture of Contentment, 11 a book that suggests, I believe 
correctly, that the limited worldview that ‘’goes with the territory” of scientific and hu-
manist thought is not the cause but the result of this dependency situation. 

But the third thing that makes us less suitable for spiritual working is one that can 
most certainly be answered by the psychological teachings of the early Fathers. 
It is that our minds are overactive and disobey us, their “owners.” Even if we wish 
to fulfill the Commandments, our minds will not comply. As modern men and 
women, shaped by Western civilization, this is the place from which we must start 
our ascesis, the sickness for which we need the medicine that brings repentance. 
What then can this first renunciation, this denial of the world, mean for those out-
side monasticism? We said earlier that it refers to dying to oneself, and at the first 
renunciation the self we must die to is the false self that clings to the past and be-
comes overly concerned with the future. Cassian writes that the first renunciation 
was described in the biblical call to Abraham, which instructed him to: “Come 
away from your native land and from your family and from the house of your 
father. He said first ‘from your native land,’ that is, from the riches of this world 
and from the goods of the earth. Second, ‘from your family,’ that is, from one’s 
past way of life, character and faults, which cling to us from birth and are linked 
to us by a sort of close relationship and blood. He said, thirdly, ‘from the house of 
your father,’ that is, from all worldly memory arising before our eyes.”12 

This is often taken in an external way, so that people leave home and go into 
“exile” as monks, nuns, or hermits. But it can be understood in an inward way 
as describing the main sources of our inner possessions: community, family, and 
ancestors. For the householder, the first renunciation means giving up inner 
possessions. This is the inner meaning of Christ’s dialogue with the rich young 
man. Paradoxically, Christ here says that obedience to the Commandments is not 
enough. This appears to conflict with the idea that faith replaces the law but a 
correct understanding of both ideas will remove this apparent conflict. 

Higher, timeless knowledge is knowledge that reveals and evokes the memory of 
authentic experience and guards against false memory, as when I imagine I am what 
I merely possess; as when I imagine I am body, when I merely possess a body; as when 
I imagine I am thought, when I merely possess thought; as when I amagine I am 
feeling, when I merely possess feeling; as when I imagine I am imagination, when I 
merely possess imagination; as when I imagine I am knowledge, when I merely pos-
sess knowledge. The problem is that when I imagine I am what in fact I only possess,
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this leads me to imagine limits to myself, to imagine I am hurt where I 
am in reality untouched, to imagine I know something which I have only 
read in a book somewhere, to imagine I cannot do something, when in fact 
I can do it, and that I can do things of which I am entirely incapable. 

In the terms of the gospel, to imagine I am what I only possess is to be rich. 
Rich in illusion. 

The young man saith unto him, All these things have I kept from my youth 
up: what lack I yet? 

Jesus said unto him, If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and 
give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and fol-
low me. 

But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful: for he 
had great possessions. 

Then said Jesus unto his disciples, Verily I say unto you, That a rich man 
shall hardly enter into the kingdom of heaven. 

And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of 
a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God (Matthew 
19:20-24). 

For the householder, the inner meaning of this gospel passage refers to inner pos-
sessions, the whole passage to those who are inwardly rich. In its inner sense, this 
term possession 13 refers to our possessive attitude toward our thoughts and ideas: 
they are possessions, and therefore we are rich, if we believe that they belong to 
us, for this leads us to assent to them, giving them a kind of authority over us the 
authority of false personality that makes us believe our thoughts without check-
ing them adequately; makes us want what our desires want without questioning 
their origin; makes us assent to anger without understanding its causes. 

Thus we lose any freedom of choice in our lives.
And this is a clue to the meaning of this word assent. 

The way of understanding, in the Gurdjieff terminology the Fourth Way, dif-
ferent from what Ouspensky called the ways of the monk, the yogi and the fa-
kir, begins when conscious influences, first understood as influences not com-
ing from the past, lead to two successive inner actions. First, they lead us to 
begin discriminating between these timeless influences and the influence of the 
world. This is the preliminary stage of the Way described by Mouravieff as the 
Track. Saint Anthony says of this stage: “Then the Spirit that is his guide be-
gins to open the eyes of his soul, to give to it also repentance, that it may be 
purified.”14 Second, they lead us to begin to choose between them. Anthony says: 
“The nous then starts to discriminate between the body and the soul, as it begins
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to learn from the Spirit how to purify both by repentance. And, taught through 
this conscious influence, the nous becomes our guide to the labours of body 
and soul, showing us how to purify them. And it separates us from all the fruits 
of the flesh which have been mingled with all the members of the body since 
the first transgression, and brings back each of the members of the body to its 
original condition, having nothing in it from the spirit of Satan.” 15 

Yoga and Discrimination 

In the classical teachings of Karma Yoga, which include the same renunciations 
under quite different terms, this renunciation is traditionally obtained by discrimi-
nation between the transient, the changing picture of the world, and the eternal, an 
unchanging and therefore unperceived reality, a discrimination arrived at in Chris-
tian terms by diakrisis: by clearly distinguishing between the spirit of the world and 
the Spirit of God. This is a “first step” or first qualification in an ancient system of 
what have been described as “four qualifications for perceiving reality.”16 

The householder, because he or she cannot follow the path of the monk by out-
wardly turning away from the world, requires special knowledge, knowledge which 
will not only inform but convince; which will cause us to recognize that the world 
we perceive and infer is only an incomplete reflection of an inner spiritual reality, 
and which will reveal to us the uncomfortable truth that our thoughts and beliefs 
are not our personal property. To know this is to possess esoteric knowledge, and 
practical work on the esoteric path will show that this is identical to the science re-
ferred to by Evagrius as the science of God, although the same term can also be used 
to describe the monastic path as an application of that science. Living in the world, 
but not being of the worldas this idea has also been put in the pastmore normally 
takes the form described of Saint Anthony’s third and most common type of seeker, 
those who seek God to escape affliction. Yet this too depends on our clearly differen-
tiating inner and outer worlds, inner and outer values, and then learning, under the 
goad of affliction, to assent to the inner, to the Spirit that comes from God. 

The inner process is now clear; psychologically, the first renunciation is approached 
by means of something similar to the discernment of spirits, spoken of earlier. In this 
case, it consists of discriminating between what students of Eastern traditions would 
call the real and the unreal - did not Blavatsky’s Voice of the Silence17 have the phrase: 
“Lead me from the unreal to the real”? We must choose between the ever-changing 
and the eternal, whose most important characteristic is that it does not change. For
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the Christian, this eternal is a “personal God,” in the sense that He plays an actual 
part in our lives, so that we must learn to see as real not only the unchanging, eternal 
reality that was well known by the Greeks before Saint Paul, but also the changing 
providence of God: the action of the unchanging in the world of change. 

This inner renunciation is possible even for those who cannot or will not be monks 
or nuns. For the householder the first renunciation begins with assent to some-
thing inner, in practice with assent to some good impulse. 18 But as with mo-
nastic renunciation, repentance is always a “headless axe” if assent is given indis-
criminately, “without diakrisis.” Experience on pilgrimage shows that in fact the 
two paths, that of the monk and that of the householder, are virtually the same 
except in their outward formswhich are of course very different. For the house-
holder, as with the monk or nun, as long as his diakrisis turns away from life 
only into illusion it is feeble, and does not cut the bonds of life, so that it can be 
said, paradoxically, that while the monk turns away from life, the student on the 
Way of the Householder must turn towards life, towards real life, facing or being 
forced to face up to those parts of life that we all habitually try to avoid. 

Thus, monk or householder, every student on this Way must come face-to-
face with the first renunciation. But, for the householder, the first renuncia-
tion is a purely inner process, yet inner or esoteric science is as aware as “outer 
science” of the dangers of subjectivism and all forms of self-delusion. 

For this reason, even the householder’s inner renunciation must be proved in the 
outside world. For the layperson on the path of the householder, the equivalent of 
physically leaving the world is that our understanding is tested in life. Testing, in 
this sense, is an apparently spontaneous process whereby circumstances in which 
we find ourselves will reveal to us howin simple termsour actions differ from our 
ideas. This requires explanation, some of which cannot be given in theory, but only 
by showing to us the specifically personal meaning of events in our lives. 

But some “tests” are triggered by specific ideas within esoteric science, sometimes 
ideas found in sources such as the gospel. One such idea, which continually reveals 
us to ourselves, is the idea that on this Way we must pay for what we get: that 
real progress only comes by giving up something that at the time seems impor-
tant to us. If we are unwilling to make any real return for something we claim 
to value, this only reveals the shallowness of our valuation. And so important is 
money to modern man that it is particularly in our unwillingness to make financial 
payment for “intangibles” (like esoteric knowledge) that the shallowness of our 
roots is revealed. As Cassian said: “the appearance of renunciation will be useless
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for us. It will be merely the body coming out of Egypt. More ex-
alted and more valuable will be renunciation by the heart.” 19 

Changing the mind is not enough. There must be a change of heart. 

The Two “Legs” of the Tradition 

For those on the Way of the Householder as well as for monks, watchfulness in the 
head and prayer in the heart both play important roles in esoteric development. 
The nature of the psychological method is that before we can practice these key ele-
ments in the Way, both head and heart must be subject to major changes in the way 
they perform. These changes are much greater than those who have not experienced 
them can understand. Saint Maximos the Confessor said that watchfulness keeps 
the nous pure of provocations while prayer brings grace into one’s heart. 

In certain modern experiments to find ways of traveling the Royal Road under con-
temporary conditions, methods are being developed which combine noetic ascesis 
as a form of prayer with the watchfulness and self-remembering introduced in the 
psychological method of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky, and these methods are now pro-
ducing results. We mentioned earlier how it was Maximos the Confessor again who 
described these two sides as follows: “The reward of self-mastery is detachment, and 
that of faith is knowledge. And detachment gives rise to discernment [diakrisis, dis-
cernment of spirits], while knowledge gives rise to love for God. The mind that has 
succeeded in the active life advances in prudence, the one in the contemplative life, 
in knowledge.”20 And a little later: “The reward for the labours of virtue is detach-
ment and knowledge, for these become our patrons in the kingdom of heaven just 
as the passions and ignorance are the patrons of eternal punishment.”21 

There are different degrees of discrimination that are difficult to put into words, and which 
in most cases can only be distinguished by their psychological effect on us. 

Discrimination has to possess a certain depth before it can even begin to lead to 
the struggle for metanoia and so pass on to inner separation and so to apatheia. 
What defines this depth? Discrimination between the body and the world is not 
enough; it is not enough, for example, to conclude that “I am my body.” Discrimi-
nation of the ordinary mind from the body and from the world is still not enough. 
Clement of Alexandria writes: “To stones, then, belongs a permanent state. Plants 
have a nature; and the irrational animals possess impulse and perception, and like-
wise the two characteristics already specified. But the reasoning faculty (nous), 
being peculiar to the human soul, ought not to be impelled similarly with the
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irrational animals, but ought to discriminate appearances, and not to be carried 
away by them.” 22       

The stage that Western man in general is now entering would seem to demand discrim-
ination of the knowing mind (nous) from the activity of mind and from the body. But this 
is not enough. Discrimination of the unchanging element in oneself from everything 
that changes is still insufficient, for it leaves one powerless in the world. 

Clement describes the qualities that belong to such a person, to the gnostic, in his 
terminology, a Christian man or woman following the inner tradition. This true 
gnostic has an inner separation which is recognizable by a quality of apatheia, while 
the false gnostic is ruled by the passions so that many of them are what Clement, 
living at the same time as many of the Gnostic sects, described elsewhere as libertine 
gnostics. Here Clement describes the apatheia of the fully accomplished Christian 
gnostic: “This is the really good man, who is dispassionate; having, through the habit 
or disposition of the soul endued with virtue, transcended the whole life of passion. 
He has everything dependent on himself for the attainment of the end.”23 

Mouravieff’s Method 

Over two thousand or so years, what was a major factor in early Christendom, 
an esoteric or inner understanding of Christian tradition, has been progres-
sively forgotten, so that today’s Christianityand today’s Christiansare very dif-
ferent from those of two thousand years ago. Yet from time to time, when the 
need arises, this forgotten tradition has developed a broad form for nonmonas-
tic use, as well as its narrower monastic form. I remember an American monk 
on Mount Athos complaining to me, on one of my visits to the Holy Moun-
tain, that “the problem with this place is that we [the monks] cannot change an-
ything.” One significance of this statement is that even with its variants of kel-
lia, sketes, and the hermetic life as found on Athos, the monastic environment 
is more or less standard from century to century. As a result, monastic meth-
ods are more easily standardized, and knowledge is not so easily lost. 

But knowledge is also needed that is not easily obtainable from monastic sources. Boris 
Mouravieff, in unpublished texts, has perhaps most clearly described what must be 
done to obtain results from the nonmonastic psychological method, in which both 
head and heart must be subject to major changes in the way they perform. 

But for those who are not monastics, we must come back to the ques-
tion of how to achieve this change of heart, and what it could mean
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to do so. Saint Maximos the Confessor says elsewhere that watchfulness 
keeps the nous pure of provocations, and prayer brings grace into man’s 
heart, while obedience to the will of God cures the activities of the psyche, 
and constant watchfulness combined with attentive prayer cures the nous. 
In his unpublished writings Boris Mouravieff wrote about similar methods, 
speaking specifically of a formula suited to the needs of householders: 

The method of Gnosis is a psychological method, the only method which for 
active esoteric work does not demand a change in our way of life. This meth-
od allows one to progress, and that more quickly compared with in the mon-
asteries. The essential elements of this method are three in number: 

a. Prayer; 

b. Doubled attention and thus presence; 24 

c. Constatation. 

The simultaneous practice of these three elements involves 
the whole Personality. This obliges the three centers to as-
sist each other. This is the essential. All the other exercises are 
certainly useful but are no more than auxiliary to this method. 

The psychological method in its fullness has many elements in common 
with Raja Yoga, and moreover with the Orthodox tradition called “the Royal 
Road.” The characteristic as it is presented in Gnosis is that it can be ap-
plied while we are fully active in the everyday world, and does not demand 
any change in the way of life demanded of us in that world.25 

More interesting, inner experience shows that these elements link to-
gether in a particular way, and also that they link with both the 
Fourth Way teachings and the teachings of the early Fathers. 

Head and heart, watchfulness and prayer, are both known to play im-
portant roles in esoteric development. Mouravieff’s term con-
statation refers to a third element, diakrisis or discrimination. 

In the terms used by Gurdjieff and others the idea of doubled attention, of at-
tention in and out at the same time, the “two-headed arrow,” is clearly as-
sociated with the second of these three elements. The relevance of constata-
tion - defined by Mouravieff as perception without judgment - is equally clear. 
Prayer in this context - prayer of the heart, a form of prayer which begins as 
a practice but ends as a state - links with these two as a missing method whose 
probable characteristics were described by Ouspensky before his death. 
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Together these three fulfill the instruction of Boris Mouravieff, given in Gnosis, 26 
that the student of this path should act as if he or she possessed a complete mag-
netic center. That is, they represent the statesthe two “conscious shocks”27needed 
before the active psyche, what Mouravieff called “the Personality,” is able to serve 
as a vehicle for higher consciousness: for what the Fourth Way teachers would 
simply describe as Consciousness. Equally, these states exist in the teaching 
of the Fathers, where we can best understand them by terms such as: 

Watchfulness 
Noetic Prayer 

Watchfulness (Greek nepsis) is in fact a union or combination of the two states 
that form the complete stages of presence and constatation. A typical refer-
ence in the early Fathers confirms their belief in the interdependence of watch-
fulness and prayer, as well as showing how these qualities combine to as-
sist in the struggle with pride, leading to the humility that opens the heart 
to higher powers: “The life of attentiveness, brought to fruition in Christ Je-
sus, is the father of contemplation and spiritual knowledge. Linked to humili-
ty, it engenders divine exaltation and thoughts of the wisest kind.”28 

The therapeutic interpretation of patristic psychology now being developed in 
Greece emphasizes the doctrine of the early Fathers that again tells us that the cure of 
the nous requires watchfulness and prayer, mainly the so-called noetic prayer of the 
heart. It is by these means, it teaches, that the grace of God comes and illumines the 
nous: “According to the fathers, watchfulness is the restraint or guarding of the reason 
within the heart so that no thought enters to provoke sin.” Saint Paul wrote to Timo-
thy that he should: “Remain watchful through everything” (2 Timothy 4:5). 

Watchfulness (Nepsis) 

Noetic prayer was discussed in the previous chapter. Watchfulness is both a state and a 
practice, the practice necessarily preceding and preparing the way for the state. The term 
originates in a famous gospel quotation: “Watch and pray, that ye enter not into temp-
tation: the spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41). 

The meaning of this idea can be found in modern spiritual methods that 
combine noetic ascesis as a form of prayer with the self-remembering in-
troduced in Fourth Way teachings. These methods parallel certain methods 
described by Saint Hesychius the Priest, who wrote,   

The great lawgiver Moses - or rather, the Holy Spiritindicates 
the pure, comprehensive and ennobling character of this virtue
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[watchfulness], and teaches us how to acquire and perfect it, 
when he says: “Be attentive to yourself, lest there arise in your 
heart a secret thing which is an iniquity” (Deuteronomy 15:9). 29 

According to this, watchfulness is both a state and a practice, the practice necessarily 
preceding and preparing the way for the state. The complete development of nepsis 
is a necessary psychological stage in the Royal Way, an element of the psychologi-
cal method. During this stage, the primary efforts required are that of constata-
tion and the effort to be present, sometimes known as self-remembering. 

Since nepsis represents an essential stage on the Way, it is not surprising to find it as 
one of the steps of the Indian system known as the Eightfold Yoga, put into writing 
in Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras. There, this step is called dharana, one of a series of words 
in Sanskrit that belong to the ancient psychological teachings. Dharana is generally 
translated as concentration and is often understood to mean concentration on some-
thing, such as a symbol or mantra, but Boris Mouravieff makes it clear that the idea 
of concentration has another meaning involving a concentrated remembering or at-
tending to ourselves, done in a certain way that extends what Gurdjieff described as 
self-remembering to the point where it incorporates an inner-separation. In unpub-
lished writings of Mouravieff recently translated, it is described in this way: 

Now the natural state of the intellect [the nous], concentrated, as 
we said, is concentrated on the whole of the being of the man, to 
put it a different way, he concentrates on his presence in himself. 

Observation suggests that, in all inner traditions, wherever this stage known as dha-
rana or nepsis is absent, spiritual efforts lead to wrong results. This important con-
cept has no real equivalent in contemporary English thought and language, apart 
from Fourth Way terminology, where it seems to be referred to, in works such as the 
commentaries of Maurice Nicoll, as inner separation. The lack of a similar term in 
ordinary English is significant, since such concepts must be understood before they 
have any practical value. Like the Sanskrit terms viveka and vairyagya, pratyahara has 
been misunderstood because these words are based on experiences so uncommon in 
our society that we have no words for them in English. In fact, the words listed here 
refer to certain changes possible in the relation between awareness and the activity of 
the mind, normally under specific conditions of reduced mental activity. Only in this 
conditiononly when we are free from distractionis true nepsis possible. In Christian 
tradition, this is hinted at in the Gospel According to Thomas, in the passage that
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says: “The fox has his lair, the bird has his nest, but the son of man has no place to 
lay his head.” 30        

In the terms of the Fathers, nepsis prevents continued accumulation of intoxicating 
contents into the psyche, therefore defining the meaning of the term sleep in that 
passage of Saint Matthew. It is clear, too, that it also prevents the waste of subtle 
energies necessary for our further development. It was Saint Hesychius, again, who 
said: “Watchfulness is a spiritual method which, if sedulously practised over a long 
period, completely frees us with God’s help from impassioned thoughts, impassioned 
words, and evil actions. It is, in the true sense, purity of heart, a state blessed by Christ 
when he says: ‘Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.’”31 

In fact, nepsis demands a dual inner effort that could be regarded as an effort to 
awake. One aspect is an effort to inhibit our automatic reaction to both internal 
and external activities. This could be called “breaking identification,” or breaking 
from the associative state in which we spend most of our lives. This change be-
ginsat first brieflyonly after we are able to stop “taking the line of least resistance” 
in our lives. This inner stop must be repeatedly begun, and is begun each time 
by a definite decision or resolution. This is more difficult than we might assume. 
The second effort is to be inwardly attentive or present, in a form that also in-
volves the need to remain “in the present moment.” The results of these processes 
over a period of time is the accumulation of hesychastic energies in the nous, so 
that we can perceive in a state of nepsis, noetically, that is, in stillness. 

Certain methods of prayer, and certain methods of meditation, develop this nepsis 
as a stage in the development of “prayer of the heart,” but these are by no means 
the whole of this practice. In true prayer of the heart, nepsis continues automati-
cally so that at a very late stage all the practices are merged into one. 

Nepsis also plays a part in the effort of attention necessary for mastery of cer-
tain skills, in working at a professional level, and in certain movements and ac-
tions that never become easy or automatic. It links with the Ora et Labora cy-
cle of periods of work interspersed with periods of prayer. It will be found that 
these practices can only be carried out to full effect in a state of nepsis. 

Why is nepsis so important? It may be helpful to look at it in a quite different way. There 
is a shift in us, as we wake up in the morning, where we move out of early morning day-
dreaming and obtain (relatively) more objectivity and more control over our mind. One 
of the points of growth in adolescence involves the development of ways to deal with 
this change by acquiring some freedom from adolescent fantasywhich is an obstacle
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to clear perception. The same obstacle to perception does not exist in young 
children, but begins in adolescence, and is therefore connected with mis-
use of sex energies.      1 

What is learned following this change has an emotional quality that could 
be described in terms of ‘’learning by heart.” This question of learning by 
heart is absolutely crucial. It is the question of faith.   

Faith is never blind belief, it is not learned from words alone, but rests on “the evidence 
of things unseen” (Hebrews 11:1). “This inner struggle,” writes I. M. Kontzevitch, 32 
“is vividly portrayed to us by Saint Hesychius of Jerusalem (5th Century), a disciple 
of Saint Gregory the Theologian.” In this quotation, Saint Hesychius wrote: 

Our mind, being something of light appearance and innocent, easily gives 
itself over to daydreaming and is unrestrainedly subject to evil thoughts, 
if it does not have in itself such a concept which, like a monarch over 
the passions, holds itself constantly under control and bridles it. 

A ship does not move without water: and there is no 
progress whatsoever in guarding of the mind with-
out sobriety with humility and prayer to Jesus Christ. 

Stones are used for the foundation of a house; but for this virtue (the guard-
ing of the mind), both the foundation and the root are the holy and vener-
able name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Quickly and easily can a foolish captain 
wreck his ship during a storm, dismissing the sailors, throwing the sails and 
oars into the sea, and going to sleep himself; but much more quickly can the 
soul be drowned by the demons if, when the thoughts begin to emerge, it 
does not guard sobriety, and invoke the name of Jesus Christ.33 

And in another place he writes: “Watchfulness is continual fixing and halting of 
thought at the entrance to the heart. In this way predatory and murderous thoughts are 
marked down as they approach and what they say and do is registered.”34 

This is a real key. When it is fully matured, the state of watchfulness is quite clearly rec-
ognizable. It gives control of the thoughts which, when fast and confused, disturb its 
stillness. This control, briefly described in the Philokalia, is a practical key to the whole 
psychological method. The first step towards it is to realize that we cannot stop think-
ing. When we speak of control of thoughts, we do not mean stopping the associative 
mind from thinking, for thought is its nature; to be more precise, association is the 
active content of the mind. Without this activity, that layer of the mind does not exist.
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But control of thought is possible through a process of developing choice or con-
trolling assent, a process that leads a long way: “When the soul endowed with 
intelligence firmly exercises her freedom of choice in the right way, and reins in 
like a charioteer the incensive and appetitive aspects of her nature, restraining and 
controlling her passionate impulses, she receives a crown of victory; and as a reward 
for her labours, she is granted life in heaven by God her Creator.” 35 

Choice is acquired with the neptic state which arises through the awakening of 
the noetic consciousness or noetic sense, at which point we become capable of 
refusing to react or respond to the provoking thoughts. This might be regarded 
as an inner meaning of freedom of choice. Conversely, as long as the nous identi-
fies with the associative processesas long as its attitude is that the associative ac-
tivities are personal possessionsthe associative movement is communicated to the 
nous, and disturbs it. The nous then retransmits the disturbing movement to the 
thoughts, to the feelings, even to the body, as waves on the sea move every ship. 
Through the medium of the captive or identified nous, movement in one faculty 
acts associatively on the others, so that disturbance of one part disturbs all. When 
the identification of the nous ends, these motions are stilled, and so the process 
of association ceases to act between the different “centers” of the psyche. Then, 
as one of the Fathers put it, “the heart is delivered from all thoughts.” 

And here is another key, something that seems difficult before it is passed, but on 
looking back seems easy, a place which must be found by overcoming certain illusions 
about ourselves and our lives. Everyone who seeks God will at some time come to this 
place in themselves: “Although it lacks a few comforts, a life of watchfulness is not an 
empty life. On the contrary, this life of remembrance of God while following con-
science contains an inexhaustible source of spiritual joys, against which earthly joys 
are wormwood compared to honey.”36 This is noetic hesychia, stillness of the nous. 
It is, sometimes at least, regarded as synonymous with “dwelling in God.” 

It is also a major element in the self-consciousness of the Fourth Way teach-
ings.         

Presence 

Most of the time, people find it impossible to “jump”37 straight into the neptic 
state. It is at this point that we may have to work at one time on only one or an-
other of the components of this state. One of these components is defined by the 
fact that unless we are present, a state of watchfulness does not exist. 
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But what does it mean to be present, and who is it who must be present? In prayer 
we must relax our control but at certain stages must intensify attention so that 
prosevchi, attentive prayer, links with that other Greek word, prosochi, which 
means care and attentiveness in general. The distinction between care and doing 
is well described by the difference between the different roles played by our two 
hands during activities like writing or drawing. For a normal right-handed person, 
the right hand carries out the action, while the left hand fulfills a less active but 
equally essential role. Prosochi and prosevchi are “left hand” activities. 

Indian teachings continually refer to the atman or self, and in Christian doc-
trine there are certain mentions of an “inner self ” in the early Fathers. For in-
stance, at the beginning of chapter 9, we quoted a passage from Saint Hesychius 
which included the phrase: “the impassioned thoughts of his inner self, which 
is the nous.” Other passages, particularly from Hesychius, also speak of this in-
ner self. Historically, there are several sources that reveal these ideas as a symboli-
zation of the inner relationships more fully expressed in Christianity. 

One experiences the necessity for this kind of care in any personal relationship. If 
one person takes too firm a “right hand” control of a conversation, the other per-
son normally feels shut out of proper communication. Communication requires a 
certain attentive flexibility which comes when one recognizes someone as a person. 
It requires a degree of humility. It requires “left handed” attentiveness. 

In particular, there is the idea that God cannot be known by the person-
ality, but can be known through the “real Self.” God becomes real to me only 
when I am real or, to put it another way, I can sense the presence of a person 
only when I am at least partially present, only when I am in the “present mo-
ment”: “There be many that say, Who will show us any good? LORD, lift 
thou up the light of thy countenance upon us” (Psalms 4:6). 

This presence is an essential element in esotericism. Most esoter-
ic teachings can be put into practice only when we are present. At oth-
er times, when we come under the rule of the past, giving our thoughts 
to past and future, we have little possibility of any change in ourselves. 

This presence is the “image” that, when fully developed, makes us a “real person.” 
Cabalistic texts 38 use the term Microprosopus, related to the Hebrew letter vau, as 
symbol of the Son or Messiah. Modern Greek theology uses the word prosopon, the 
equivalent of the Latin persona, as a specialized concept of the person, referring to 
the divine image within each human being which must be realized before we can 
be what God would have us be, and so before we can know God. In Saint The-
ophan’s terms, this is our original good nature which has been overlaid.39 This is 
renewed in baptism but is fully revealed only in theosis, when we ourselves become
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godlike. But it begins to be revealed when we are freed, even briefly, from psy-
chological captivity.       

Another factor in the same Hebrew system is the “vast countenance,” Macroprosopus, 
by which we understand the “world”the universeas our glimpse of the countenance 
of the creator God, the countenance being the manifest, the “small” part we can rec-
ognize. These terms may not go back to pre-Christian Judaism, but the idea behind 
them most certainly does. As we fully understand what we are able to glimpse of Mac-
roprosopus, we can come to recognize Him, even though we still will not know “all” 
about Him. By Microprosopus, then, we recognize God by his image reflected in action 
within ourselves, and the Christ of the gospel not only taught that divine image and 
spoke as that divine image, but lived it out visibly in His life, making the Father visi-
ble to those who had not yet learned to see Him imaged out in the universe. 

This recognition is a key step in spiritual growth. 

As we are now, if we try to do the will of God, problems arise from our inabil-
ity to recognize this divine image. The nature of this conflict is expressed, and 
some solutions suggested, in the parable of the coach or chariot that is found in 
many spiritual traditions. This image is important in the Bhagavad Gita. But it 
is no less important in the early Christian argot 40 or “language of parable.” In 
Gregory of Nyssa (see chapter 6), the idea of the chariot was linked with cer-
tain important facts about the inner life in ways that support the claim of early 
Christian origin of teachings that came out of Russia with the revolution. 

This state of presence is also implied in the following well-known verse 
from the Psalms: “Be still, and know that I am God: I will be exalt-
ed among the heathen, I will be exalted in the earth” (Psalms 46:10). 

The Ark as Separation from the World 

The human mind, seen broadly, is vastly complex, and as a result the actual process 
of transforming the mind is if anything more complex than the simplified descrip-
tion given in the previous pages. It is to deal with this complexity and describe 
the progressive development of this process that the tradition uses an image that 
in its modern form is known as a magnetic center. Boris Mouravieff’s Gnosis de-
scribes this magnetic center as a cage. This image seems at first sight unneces-
sary, because it seems obvious that a valid image would be the formation of a 
psychological or inner equivalent of the monk or hermit’s cell, into which he with-
draws from distraction. This latter image is valid, but there are two good reasons
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for using the idea of the cage. First, in a cage, nothing can enter or leave, yet you can 
see out quite clearly. The second reason is that this is, in fact, an ancient image. Saint 
Neilos the Ascetic (died ca. A.D. 430) writes: “Now the food of the passions, as we 
have already stated many times, consists of sense-impressions. They nourish the pas-
sions by attacking the soul with a succession of mental fantasies or idols. That is why 
Moses put screens of lattice-work around the altar in the tabernacle (cf. Exodus 27:4), 
signifying that if we wish to keep our mind pure like a tabernacle we should do the 
same. Just as the lattices around the altar prevented anything unclean from entering, 
so we should weave a mental barrier against the senses by reflecting on the terrors 
of the coming judgement, and so bar the entry to unclean impressions.” 41 

The ark is another image of exactly the same thing. I wrote earlier of how the 
monasteries of the Eastern Church call worshipers to church not only with bells 
but by the hammering of a wooden sounding board they call the semantron. They 
have a myth in which this semantron represents Noah hammering the last planks in 
the arka hidden way of saying that the monastery is an ark. This refers to the tradi-
tional doctrine that the inner teaching serves as an ark to preserve all that is good 
when mankind is threatened with disaster. But the nonmonastic tradition, as we 
said, builds its ark in a different way, although the outcome is the same. 

What does this image of the ark represent? The story of Moses and of the es-
cape of the Israelites from the Egyptians has been seen since the earliest days of 
the church as a parable for the escape of the soul from the “Egypt” of world-
ly life. When Gregory of Nyssa, in his Life of Moses, writes about that oth-
er ark, in which the infant Moses was set adrift, he does so in terms that 
clearly express the need to establish certain inner disciplines that take the 
form of an artificial mental center or divinely created center in the mind. 

In this passage from the Life of Moses, Saint Gregory wrote about what is 
called the “second birth,” using the image of Moses being saved from the 
river by Pharaoh’s daughter:      

We can most certainly enter upon a better birth into the realm of light, however 
much the unwilling tyrant is distressed, and we can be seen with pleasure and 
be given life by the parents of this goodly offspring, even though it is contrary 
to the design of the tyrant. It is the function of free will both to beget this virtu-
ous male offspring and to nourish it with proper food and to take forethought 
how to save it unharmed from the water. For there are those who present their 
children to the tyrant, delivering them naked and without forethought to the
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stream. I am speaking of life as a stream made turbulent by the succes-
sive waves of passion, which plunge what is in the stream under the 
water and drown it.      

Whenever life demands that the sober and provident rational thoughts 
that are the parents of the male child launch their good child on the 
billows of this life, they make him safe in an ark so that when he 
is given to the stream he will not be drowned. The ark, construct-
ed out of various boards, would be education in the different dis-
ciplines, which holds what it carries above the waves of life. 42 

This was spoken of as a discipline, not simply as an idea, and it has also been de-
scribed as a specific antidote to pride. Saint Therese of Lisieux speaks of the same 
thing in a quite distinctive way when she tells of how, in preparing for her first 
communion, she spontaneously formed something similar. She had been given a 
devotional passage written for her, and wrote about her response to it: “Of course, 
I’d been preparing my mind for a long time beforehand, but it needed a fresh impe-
tus - it had to be garnished, as it were, with fresh flowers, to make our Lord feel at 
home. The flowers were the many pious practices which I adopted at the time, only 
the buds from which they sprang were the aspirations and acts of love, even more 
numerous, which you’d written down for daily use in my little book.”43 

For ordinary people like you and me, the formation of our own ark is much 
slower and more elaborate, involving all kinds of intellectualism and mis-
taken efforts, and one of the mistakes which it should prevent as it be-
gins to be formed would be the mistake of expecting things to go for us 
just as quickly and easily as they went for the remarkable Saint Theresa. 

In his work Gnosis, Boris Mouravieff says of this ark: “This is the 
first key and the effective beginning of esoteric evolution.”44 

Gregory of Nyssa’s view is probably slightly one-sided. The other side of the same 
question is put by Clement of Alexandria, who was a major formative element in 
the line from which Gregory emerged. Certainly he was the principal spokesman 
for a premonastic inner interpretation of the Christian doctrine, a psychological 
teaching that might well be suitable for people who do not have enough time for 
monastic methods. He wrote: “Before we believed in God, the dwelling-place of 
our heart was unstable, truly a temple built with hands. For it was full of idolatry, 
and was a house of demons through doing what was opposed to God.”45 

Applying this to Nyssa’s explanation suggests that the new ark or tem-
ple reflects the Jewish idea of the Ark of the Covenant, which traveled 
with the Israelites through the desert; when the temple in Jerusalem was
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built, the Ark resided in the Holy of Holies, which ordinary men and wom-
en were not permitted to enter. Taken personally, such an idea seems no 
more than a form of elitism, but understood as a parable for an inner proc-
ess, it has great meaning. In its inner sense, this artificial center, this tem-
ple not made with hands, must be a divine influence, a divine presence act-
ing within the human mind, a presence that becomes at the same time a shift 
of the center of gravity of that life to revolve not around itself but around God: 
instead of being self-centered, the individual becomes God-centered. 

Of course the same distinction, between the instability of a mind 
founded on knowledge gained by purely human means and the sta-
bility of the nous that relies on knowledge gained from God, ap-
plies to us right to the present day. Higher knowledge stills the mind. 

Magnetic Center 

In this penetration and transformation of the human soul by higher influences, 
certain students will recognize an early reference to the magnetic center, which 
the nonmonastic inner tradition teaches us to construct so as to protect our inner 
spiritual growth from the external threats of the tyrant, the power that “forces the 
world to labor for empty gains.” The basic idea of the magnetic center, the idea 
of an artificial “center” in the psyche formed of special disciplines as described 
in Gregory of Nyssa’s ark analogy, applies as much to true monasticism as it does 
to nonmonastic processes; its later stages described by Theophan the Recluse in 
the middle of the last century, which link it with noetic prayer, were clearly as 
relevant to monastics as to anyone else. Yet during the past century the idea of 
magnetic center has been specifically developed in relation to the psychological 
method, which is of much greater importance in nonmonastic esotericism. 

P. D. Ouspensky in the 1930s described how it first appears as a small artificial 
center within our psychology, whose effects at this stage are to draw us to sources 
by which it may itself develop further. This development to the point of awaken-
ing of the heart is described by Boris Mouravieff. From this, a natural sequence 
of events leads to the awakening of noetic prayer: “Continuity of attention pro-
duces inner stability; inner stability produces a natural intensification of watch-
fulness; and this intensification gradually and in due measure gives contempla-
tive insight into spiritual warfare. This in its turn is succeeded by persistence in 
the Jesus Prayer and by the state that Jesus confers, in which the intellect, free 
from all images, enjoys complete quietude.” 46 In this condition, a new life
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of the emotions grows within us, which new life, Theophan re-
marks, must be treated with care until it grows and becomes strong-
er. From this point on, the student has left behind the “old man,” while 
in this ecstasy the new man is transported into the life of God. 

Modern interpretations of this idea of the magnetic center appear somewhat 
different. They fall into two classes. We have seen how P. D. Ouspensky wrote 
about the magnetic center as a slowly developing “complex” of ideas”formed from 
above”that draw the individual to the esoteric path. Boris Mouravieff a little later 
extended the idea in a way that shows how the same thing fits Gregory of Nyssa’s 
image of the ark in which Moses was placed by his mother, described earlier. At 
this stage, the involuntary attraction of the first stage has become an active struggle 
to overcome past habits of thought, feeling, and action that still rule the student’s 
life. Saint Theophan then describes a third stage, magnetization or gravitation to 
God, which is presumably the source of the name magnetic center which in its 
character is close to the infused contemplation of Western spirituality. 

Passive Unconscious Stage: Attraction to the Way 

P. D. Ouspensky wrote clearly about this stage, which is primarily of in-
terest to nonmonastics in whom magnetic center is formed in the way we 
would today describe as the formation of a “complex,” by diakrisis or dis-
crimination of certain spiritual influences. This process involves a search 
for the truth, which is in fact a search for influences that will feed the soul at 
this stage in its growth; it is clear that Ouspensky was speaking of an earli-
er stage in the same process described by Theophan, when he writes: 

The results of the influences whose source lies outside life collect together 
within him, he remembers them together, feels them together. They begin 
to form within him a certain whole. He does not give a clear account to 
himself as to what, how, and why, or if he does give an account to himself, 
then he explains it wrongly. But the point is not in this, but in the fact that 
the results of these influences collect together within him, and after a time 
they form within him a kind of Magnetic Center, which begins to attract 
to itself kindred influences and in this manner it grows. If the Magnetic 
Center receives sufficient nourishment, and if there is no strong resistance 
on the part of the other sides of a man’s personality which are the results 
of influences created in life, the Magnetic Center begins to influence the 
man’s orientation, obliging him to turn round and even to move in a certain
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direction. When the Magnetic Center attains sufficient force and development, a man al-
ready understands the idea of the way and he begins to look for the way. 47 

Although neither this description nor the stage it describes has in the past formed 
part of the ordinary Christian inner tradition (probably because at one time teach-
ing began beyond this point), there is no reason why it should not do so. There is 
otherwise little need to explain this clear statement, but it does need to be put into 
context. The same structure, formed in the human mind by words coming from 
“higher levels,” not only makes us aware of the possibility of growth and shows us 
how to connect with others who know more about it and have gone further on 
the Way, but it then forms the foundation of future growth. It does so because 
to have brought us to the stage of finding a “way” it has in particular demon-
strated that it not only possesses but combines two qualities in harmony: 

1. It has had to bring us knowledge of a particular kind; and

2.  it has had to increase our sensitivity to certain subtle forces in life, especially 
emotions.

By continuing to develop these two, thought and feel-
ing, in a harmonious way, the infant magnetic center plays an on-
going role in our progress on the way to which it has led us. 

Active Stage: The Struggle 

This is the stage that forms the substance of Boris Mouravieff’s teaching on the 
subject. Providing an invaluable aid to those seriously attempting inner growth 
while in the world, he tells us how, as the magnetic center grows stronger, it 
serves first as a reminding factor, leading to increasing individual efforts to con-
trol our inner and outer activities in order to enter into cooperation with this 
process. This is the stage of the struggle between old and new lives, and it be-
gins when we accept and assent to the need to struggle with ourselves, and when 
this forms into a lasting resolve. Even then, the struggle still remains in doubt: 
we can at any time choose the easier path, temporarily or permanently giving 
up the struggle and losing ourselves in outside influences. But if we do not fi-
nally dedicate ourselves to this alternative, says Mouravieff, our magnetic cent-
er slowly grows in strength until it forms the foundation stone of our temple, 
an artificial center or man-made psychological organ through which, to the ex-
tent that it is formed and balanced, we become able to connect to the divine.
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With the first actions that connect us to others on the Way, the magnet-
ic center has begun a new phase in its existence, for at this point it no longer 
concerns only thought and feeling. It now begins also to govern our ac-
tions and even, although to varying degrees depending on what has influ-
enced us, to modify the way we relate to our bodies, as described earlier. 

This stage is largely a struggle with the associative mind, in which we learn not to iden-
tify with the various impressions in that mind, and by overcoming these provocations  - 
described in chapter 14slowly begin to create the inner separation within us. 

Through Knowledge to Detachment 

The mature form of nepsis that grows slowly during the second stage of the for-
mation of magnetic centera stage sometimes known as the staircase - is a state 
in which we remain uninvolved while the mind presents various things to us. 
While in this state, we remain free to choose which of those things we will act 
upon. The other element of complete nepsis is clear and nonreactive recognition 
of all that is presented to the nous: of thoughts, of perceptions, of physical sen-
sations. This links with Mouravieff’s descriptions of what he calls by the French 
word - also used in English, although rarely - constatation. This process of per-
ceiving without reaction or judgment is described in the Philokalia: “If we truly 
wish to please God and to enjoy the grace of His friendship, we should present 
to Him an intellect [nous] that is stripped barenot weighed down with anything 
that belongs to this present life, with any skill or notion or argument or excuse, 
however highly educated we may be in the wisdom of this world.” 48 

It is clear that this is different from our normal way of perceiving either outer sensa-
tions or inner contents. Normally we respond to events, real or imagined, by some 
kind of reaction, and our own reactions bind us, limiting our choice of response and 
also limiting our awareness. In nepsis, this nonreaction is a characteristic of an entirely 
different state of awareness from that which is normal to us, but this is only devel-
oped through practice, and this practice is of perceiving while not reacting. 

Underlying this is the fact that how we react to things depends on how we un-
derstand them and their relationship to ourselves. Modern psychology has dis-
covered or at least suggested that the way we perceive life has been learned, and 
that the way we have learned to perceive depends on our worldview: on the way 
we think about life, about the world, and about ourselves. So deeply is this view 
ingrained in us over the years that to change it is a slow process and requires special 
knowledge and special discipline. In the early years of the church it was this special
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knowledge and special discipline that formed the subject of Christian teach-
ings: an alternative worldview. Today, so far has the mainstream interpretation 
of Christian doctrine changed that this can best be seen in what we would now 
call esoteric knowledge. If this is expressed in words, but then assimilated to and 
its mystical content reinforced by direct, mystical experience of that realm, the 
resulting combination of word and direct experience forms a link between that 
mind and our higher, spiritual faculties: it begins to cause the emergence of the 
image or icon of God within the soul; this is not just a reflection of, but an active 
connection to, the Christ within. Such an ‘’inner icon” only acquires its trans-
forming power when both elementsword and experiential memoryare present to-
gether. Boris Mouravieff wrote about this process that: “When this linkage (the 
linkage of esoteric knowledge, see earlier) is present, the real ‘I’ then becomes 
active. Then the Personality, as well as the ‘I’ of the body, submit themselves 
entirely to the real ‘I,’ who becomes undoubted and absolute master.” 

To form or develop this link of esoteric knowledge we begin by study, by reading 
the word of God, by studying texts from the inner tradition. These texts contain a 
different kind of knowledge, not obtained from the world revealed by the senses, 
but described in the following passage from the New Testament, part of which was 
quoted previously in chapter 5, but which is now carefully retranslated into terminol-
ogy which will make clearer how it relates to what we have been studying: 

Take care that nobody corrupts you through philosophy and vain deceit 
taken from the tradition of men which is derived from elements of the 
outside world, and not from Christ. For only in Him the fullness of the 
Divinity lives in the body. Only in Him is all complete, since He is the 
source and the power of it all (paraphrased from Colossians 2:810). 

The method of using this inner knowledge takes different forms at different times. One 
of those forms was described by Theophan the Recluse in a way suited to those born in the 
Orthodox community of Russia a little more than a century ago. “You must reinterpret 
in a spiritual way all that you see around you,” he wrote to a correspondent, 

then fight with all your forces to imprint that new interpretation on your 
mind so that when you look at something, while your eyes see a visib-
lea tangible objectyour mind is contemplating a spiritual one. 

This is a tedious and complicated discipline. It aims eventually at a complete 
re-education of oneself; at a regeneration and a radical transformation of one’s 
materiality. For example, when you look at an immaculate white dress soiled by
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black stains, you cannot prevent yourself feeling ill at ease from imagin-
ing that dress white and clean as before. The soiled dress is such an un-
pleasant sight to you. So reinterpret the whole thing and transpose it onto 
a higher plane. Try to feel how unpleasant it is for the Lord, the angels, 
and the saints to look at our soiled and crippled souls. We were given 
immaculately white souls made in the image of their Creator; we have 
been regenerated and renewed by the vivifying baptismal waters: then 
we spoiled it all. Sometimes we wash them clean again with the tears of 
true repentance, only to splash them once again with the mud of dark-
ness. Look at children left alone by their parents and listen to the terrible 
racket they raise. See how wildly they run, how savagely and carelessly they 
play, breaking furniture and shouting at the tops of their voices. 

This is exactly the chaotic and anarchistic hubbub in the human soul when its 
attention is wholly turned away from God and from truth; when it has eliminat-
ed the fear of God and has forgotten even the taste of His presence. 

We enjoy the fragrance of flowers or the delicate aroma of fine perfumes but 
pinch our nose and turn away quickly when some rotten smell assails us. All 
of this can be reinterpreted as follows: every soul emanates a specific odour 
of its own that cannot be likened to any other soul’s odour. It was Saint Paul 
who said, writing to the Corinthians in his second epistle, 49 “You are the 
aroma of Christ.” So purity of soul has its own subtle fragrance.50 

Theophan described this as a “tedious and complex discipline.” In fact, although 
we need this result just as much today, this form of the practice is now virtually 
impossible to us as we are. Preliminary or different methods are needed. 

Why is Theophan’s form now almost impossible? Because we do not think in such 
a way that we are able to carry out this exercise. Our minds do not contain the 
correct raw materials for such an exercise. We think in a different way from the 
people for whom Theophan wrote, and as a result we see the world differently. 
So, although the objective of the transformation of sensations is the same for us 
today, we must begin this transformation from a different place, using different 
materials. Fortunately, a form more suited to contemporary man was described 
by Maurice Nicoll a few decades ago: “In ancient myths many esoteric ideas were 
introduced in the form of allegories which if taken literally seem nonsense, but 
if taken psychologically have meaning. You remember when Odysseus landed 
on the island of Circe he was given by Hermes a magic herb which protected



291

him against her enchantment although his companions were turned 
into swine by her spells. Do you think this was an actual herb? May-
beperhaps aconite? But I fancy that this Work, 51 if it were really tak-
en into oneself, would begin to have the same effectnamely, to protect you 
from the enchantments of life, from its illusions, from its mirrors.”52 

As we are today, we can only learn to see the world in a different way by first learning 
to think of it in a different way, and for this we need to recognize first that in general 
we do not spontaneously discover our ways of seeing the world. We learn them from 
other people. But in this process there is a possible difference between “thinking 
fashionably,” thinking what everyone around us thinks, and thinking intelligently; 
we can begin to choose what kind of thinking we will allow to take root in us. We 
cannot choose what we think, but to a considerable degree we can choose what in-
fluences the way we think. To do this, we have to discover suitably accurate sources of 
the different worldview an ortho docis or correct doctrine. We cannot at first find any 
substantial proof of the validity of this doctrine, since only by assimilating it will we 
become able to confirm it. So today, in this time of lack of belief, we face the inherent 
difficulty that such sources will at first seem untrue, since they do not confirm what 
everyone believes, nor agree with all that we imagine to be our own belief. 

Yet this is a method. We must learn the doctrine of the inner tradition, and 
“make it our own.” That is, we must learn to recognize its truth and, in so do-
ing, begin to see the world, and to see ourselves, as described by this doctrine. 
This is more than an intellectual learning process. Also, the previous view 
will turn out to be more than an idea. It involves every part of our organ-
ism, and every erroneous thought and feeling in a considerable struggle. 

The only saving grace, to guard us against error, is that no-
body can recognize something that is untrue.   

Second Passive Stage: Magnetization to God 

The stage of true magnetization to God, as the attraction becomes conscious, a stage 
most clearly described by Saint Theophan, could be called the pull of the spirit. It is here 
that the relevance of the term magnetic center becomes clear in two ways: 

1. metanoia or change of direction takes form, and thus

2. the individual becomes wholehearted.

It is here, of course, when the “iron filings” all point in the same direc-
tion, that the gospel teaching that no man can serve two masters53 actu-
ally becomes meaningful. This magnetization is the change as seen in the
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individual. This change applies equally on the monastic way. It becomes an inner 
realignment that changes the strength and quality of everything that comes from 
that person. Saint Maximos the Confessor exactly describes this in a way that makes 
it clear that this is also the “transformation of the eros” which we wrote about ear-
lier: “For the mind of the one who is continually with God, even his concupiscence 
abounds beyond measure into a divine desire and whose entire irascible element is 
transformed into divine love. For by an enduring participation in the divine illumi-
nation it has become altogether shining bright, and having bound its passible ele-
ment to itself it, as I said, turned it around 54 to a never ending divine desire and an 
unceasing love, completely changing over from earthly things to divine.”55 

Seen from the point of view of our way of life, Theophan some-
times used the term gravitation instead of magnetization to God. 
This refers more exactly to the point at which the center of gravity of 
the life changes, and the individual’s life begins to revolve around God. 

Clearly there is a connection between this and apatheia, so that at first a sensible 
question seems to be: Which comes first, apatheia or magnetization to God? But 
later, it becomes apparent that the relation of the two is more complex. Magneti-
zation begins weak, long before apatheia is achieved. It grows slowly, and remains 
weak until we begin to approach close to the state of complete apatheia. The im-
age of magnetization to God is important for the practical implications it conveys 
about the way man’s relationship to God is formed and depth in prayer obtained. 
Because of this importance, this section of the book considers the question of mag-
netization to God from the early stages in which something draws us under new 
and different influences, to the point where the tension between prayer and meta-
noia becomes so intense that it leads to a real change of consciousness. 

In the Russian terminology, the definition of prayer is multilevel: it is sometimesas 
nowmade to extend to what results from prayer. Saint Isaac the Syrian wrote about 
this: “when men are visited by this ineffable joy, it cuts the very prayer from their 
lips; the mouth and tongue are stilled; silenced the heart, guardian of imagin-
ings, and the mind, guide of the senses, and the thoughts, swift as boldly soaring 
birds.”56 Prayer, then, is a “graduated scale” leading from wholly verbal prayer 
with no real emotion, at one end of the “rule,” to wholly emotional prayeroften 
without wordsat the other. Thus one commentator summarized what Isaac the 
Syrian said next: ‘’Prayer is abandoned, a superior good having been obtained. 
The mind is in ecstasy, and knows not whether it is in the body or out of the 
body, as the Apostle says. Saint Isaac also says that prayer is the seed and this is the 
harvest. The fathers call such a condition prayer because this great gift has its well-
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spring in prayer, and is bestowed on saints during prayer, but no man 
knows the real name for it.” 57      

Theophan, well versed in the teachings of Syrian Fathers previously un-
known in his church, also utilizes this multilevel definition of prayer. 
The depth of our prayer, according to Theophan,58 depends on the de-
gree to which we can live our life at other times in awareness of God. 

The aim is to strive towards God; but at first this is done only in intention. It 
must be made into our actual lifea natural gravitation that is sweet, voluntary 
and permanent. This is the kind of attitude that shows us when we are on 
the right track; that God accepts us and that we are moving towards Him. 
When iron clings to a magnet it is because the power of the magnet draws it. 
In spiritual matters the same thing is true; it is only clear that God is touch-
ing us when we experience this living aspiration; when our spirit turns its 
back on everything else and is fixed on Him and carried away. 

At first this will not happen; the zealous person is still turned wholly to 
himself. Even though he has “decided” for God this is only in his mind. 
The Lord does not yet let Himself be tasted, nor is the man yet capable 
of it, being impure. All he can do is to serve God without tasting Him, 
so to speak. Then as his heart begins to be purified and set right, he be-
gins to feel the sweetness of a life pleasing to God, so that he begins to 
walk in His ways gladly and with love. It becomes his natural element, in 
which he delights. Then the soul starts to withdraw from everything else 
as from the cold, and to gravitate towards God, Who warms it. 

This principle of gravitation is implanted in the fervent soul by divine 
grace. By its inspiration and guidance the attraction grows in natural pro-
gression, inwardly nourished even without the knowledge of the person 
concerned. The sign of this birth is that where the spirit in someone pre-
viously acted compulsively, it now begins to abide in God’s presence will-
ingly and quietly without strain, with feelings of reverence, fear and joy. 
Once the spirit was cramped within him, but now it is settled and stays 
there permanently. Now it is bliss for him to be alone with God, away from 
others and oblivious of external things. He acquires the kingdom of God 
within himself, which is peace and joy in the Holy Spirit. This immer-
sion in God is called “silence of the mind” or “rapture in God.” 

It may be very fleeting at first, but the ultimate aim is that in time it 
should become constant.59     
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Saint Macarius the Great, a favorite saint of the hesychast monastics, wrote much 
about this process, for example this description of the fully developed magnetic 
center: “A conclusion, therefore, is that the soul is united in will with whatever it 
is joined and bound to as its master. Either it has, therefore, the light of God in it 
and lives in that light with all of his powers, abounding with a restful light, or it is 
permeated by the darkness of sin, becoming a sharer in condemnation.” 60 

Theophan put it that: “God is in us when our spirit is truly in God. This is 
not a mental communion, but a living, silent immersion in God in which 
we are dispossessed of everything else. As a ray of sunlight takes away 
a drop of dew, so the Lord carries the spirit away as He touches it.”61 

As the doxology of the Eastern Church says: “For with 
thee is the foundation of life, in Thy light we shall see light.” 

There are, then, three clear stages that can be recognized in the formation of magnet-
ic center: discovering the reality of the spiritual impulse within us; forming a center 
of inner separation and control; and the flowering of that fully formed center into 
a life of spontaneous prayer of the heart. Prayer as a practice can begin from early in 
the first stage but only enters fully into the noetic phase during the second stage. 

Together, these stages provide a considerable part of the complete map of the path 
for nonmonastics. See figure 12.1.     

 

Figure 12.1
Stages in the formation of magnetic center and related methods of work. The

psychological method may also be regarded as incorporating the whole.
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Chapter 13

Memory and Discrimination 
An early word that has lost its exact meaning is the Greek word diakrisis, nor-
mally translated “discrimination,” one of the most important ideas in all 
the great traditions of spirituality. But discrimination is a word that has more 
than one meaning, and its inner, psychological meaning is easily lost. This 
loss is crucial. If a psychological technique is not exactly understood, it is 
no more than a quaint idea that has lost its practical effectiveness. In its early 
stages, the effects of this diakrisis are more clearly understandable the bet-
ter we understand memory. Later they can be more directly understood 
in relation to metanoia, the renewal of mind described by Saint Paul. 

Diakrisis and its effect on the content of memory are key factors in the Royal 
Road as described by the early Fathers. “Without diakrisis,” says Saint John Cas-
sian, “the road is easily lost.” 1 In terms of the Royal Road, we have to realize 
that even if diakrisis, in its general Greek use, translates as ‘’discrimination,” it 
is one of a number of Greek terms the early Fathers constantly used in special-
ized ways, in meanings that were both changed and narrowed from the general 
usage of their time:2 in modern terms at least, discrimination is a general term 
for any kind of differentiation, while we will show that diakrisis was used, at least 
by certain of the Fathers, for one specific kind of discrimination that is an es-
sential elementalmost a means of locomotionon the Royal Road. Discrimina-
tion is a power of the nous. Saint Maximos the Confessor speaks of this when 
he says in the Philokalia, in the quotation at the beginning of this book: “as the 
soul’s discriminatory power, the nous3 persuades the soul to cleave to the first
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and to transcend the second” (see p. 49), meaning by these two kinds 
of influence, one the influence of the world, the other a spiritu-
al influence that draws us out of the ordinary concerns of the world. 

This section of our book, then, attempts to describe and restore the correct in-
ner meaning of diakrisis, which the early Fathers used in their psychology to 
describe this discrimination between the two entirely different kinds of influ-
ence that shape our lives. We will also hope to show how this process of sepa-
ration can be put into practice in our lives today; how this practice, done cor-
rectly, will produce quite definite changes, not only in the way we think of and 
perceive the world, but in the way we think of and perceive ourselves. 

Discrimination, in this special sense, is the means by which the esoter-
ic Christian finds the narrow way of the gospel and, each time he loses it, 
finds his way back. Without diakrisis, no esoteric development is possi-
ble to us as Christians, or as members of any of the world’s great faiths. 

It is by the action of nonverbal discrimination that you can recognize 
a true conscious influence.     

What We Think Determines What We See 

Forgotten truths can have little effect on our lives as long as they remain forgot-
ten. For this and other reasons, the content and use of memory play an important 
part in the development of spirituality, and we must understand this to fully un-
derstand the importance of right discrimination. In the Gospels, most references 
to memory are by allusion, or are expressed in parables whose meaning is often 
unclear. In the teachings of the Fathers, as in the modern monasticism that fol-
lows their tradition, the question of memory recurs frequently, often using images 
that, although pictorially different, contain similar elements, 4 supporting the idea 
that a science of memory existed from very ancient times, although today that 
early science is almost lost. Before we move on to more familiar aspects of spir-
ituality, it is helpful to consider this question of memory in some depth. 

Before real spiritual growth occurs, the struggle for metanoia (see chapter 9) must be-
come a reality in our lives. When this has occurred, the effects are slow but cumula-
tive. One of the reasons why the process is slow is the need to make massive changes 
in the content of our memory. It should be clear to most people that perceptions alone 
do not determine what we remember. Instead, what we remember to a considerable 
extent determines what we perceive, or at least, it determines what we attend to,



297

what we register, and which of our perceptions are meaningful to us. We normally 
think associatively, and this means that what we think depends on the content of 
our memory, and on how this has been laid down. Memories become associated 
because they were laid down at the same moment in time. In our ordinary state, 
association governs what we can remember, so that to the degree that we remain 
dependent on associative memory, we live in the shadow of our past, almost totally 
unable to think for ourselves about things we have not previously thought about. 
This also means that not only what we think, but whatever new we take in and 
register, will be registered in relation to what we have already taken in. 

Because our thoughts depend on the content of our memo-
ry, laid down over a lifetime, to make a real change in our thinking 
simply by replacing this content takes a very long time indeed. 

According to G. I. Gurdjieff and others, the traditional model for how this is to be 
done is the parable of man as a household 5 in which control is taken first by a Deputy 
Steward, then by a Steward, then by the Owner or his Son. It will be noticed here that 
these “beings” inhabiting the house are similar in having no physical form, although 
not in character, to the “demons” described by certain of the early Fathers. 

The Deputy Steward had the task of bringing some order to the house and its 
rebellious servants. When he succeeded in doing so, the Owner would send his 
Steward, who would have the authority to finish the task of bringing the house to 
order ready for the Owner. Finally, when this stage of the task was finished, it was 
said, the Owner would arrive, and would take up residence in the house. 

The Garden, a Model of Memory 

Much of the psychology of the esoteric tradition is based on a simple but clear 
model of memory. At least twice, this model appears in different forms in major 
works of the ancient world, so that, on this information alone, this formulation 
is probably a major classical element in the traditional psychology that was long 
ago lost to our modern world. To my knowledge, this model appears in the gospel 
in the parable of the soweras well as in a comment on that parable in Gregory of 
Nyssa, quoted a few pages further onand it is also found in a slightly different form 
where Plato uses as his model for memory the image of a wax tablet. 

The parable of the sower links this image with the psychological myth of 
the garden, a garden that appears all over the world, and always seems 
to have the same underlying meaning. In the Genesis version referred to 
in chapter 7, man is described as having been expelled from a garden. In
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Jewish mystical mythology, he was also often described as 
trying to return to this garden, this pardes, paradise. 

Primitive in feeling, this whole myth can yet evoke in us a strange sense that it is 
meaningful and significant to us today. It can be interpreted in many ways that 
are not only surprising in their depth, but fascinating in the way they fit together 
to present a complete picture. Yet there is one interpretation that would have to 
be regarded as fanciful but for a few well-hidden clues, and this is the interpre-
tation that regards the pardes as a garden in which grow Christian flowers, the 
“good soil” in which the seed of Christian myth that is more than myththe seed 
of that sower who “went forth to sow”takes root, and may grow, as mentioned 
earlier and as said in the gospel: ‘’For the earth bringeth forth fruit of herself; first 
the blade, then the ear, after that the full corn in the ear” (Mark 4:28). 

One cannot so much say that this interpretation is the original meaning. Psycho-
logical myths can rarely be taken in such a narrow way. But we can, I think, say that 
this myth of the garden expresses things which cannot be said easily in any other 
way: things beyond the range of logic and yet more true than any theory. 

In one sense, this garden exists within us, in the heart, in the soul perhaps. Indian 
thought uses this image, speaking of the antakharana or “inner organ,” wherein grow 
all kinds of seeds, seeds whose results we must reap as they grow to fruition in our 
lives. Many of them, says this myth, are harmless when small, yet they grow to become 
thornbushes that fill our lives and restrict our movement: seeds of suffering. 

One important aspect of this story is this question of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and 
Evil, and its relation to the Tree of Life mentioned earlier in the same story. According 
to Jewish mythology, what grew in pardes was Otz Chyym, the Tree of Life. 

To put it simplistically, knowledge obscures life. 

In some way, just as many people suggest, though knowledge helps us in life, in 
some ways the two things can find themselves in competition, so the great virtue 
of this myth is that it does in fact put the record straight. It is not, as so many 
people suggest, that knowledge is itself harmful: it is the kind of knowledge, and 
the way we react to that knowledge, that can obscure or interrupt life; this pre-
vents the growth of emotional strength proper to man “in the garden.” 

The mistake we make is to act as if ideas and representations of things 
were the things themselves. It is then that we no longer see the reality. 

Thinking we know, we no longer search. 
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The garden is the nous as heart, the wordless unifying part of the mind: mind 
beyond thought, the cave in the icon, the dark water. Here is found “the peace 
that passeth understanding”: “And the peace of God, which passeth all understand-
ing, shall keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:7). It 
was of this that Saint John of the Cross could write: “Transcending reason with 
my thought “ Of this, too, Jacob Boehme said: ‘’He that can throw himself into 
this, even for a moment, shall hear the unspeakable words of God.” 6 

This is symbolized in the gospel by the pool of Siloam. When these wa-
ters are troubled by God, something new emerges. But using the im-
age in this way we could say that this does not happen when they 
are disturbed by desires. Then what emerges is a wish, a want. 

These wants lie dormant in the garden of the heart as long as we are busy. The first 
moment we become still, they stimulate thought. If we let these thoughts grow, 
then the thoughts born of desire will fill our minds and rule our actions. You can 
observe this happening only when you have actually begun to overcome it. Then, 
when you have found what you wanted, and the mind falls briefly silent, you will 
observe in the stillness a brief flicker. Momentarily you will feel that you want 
something you will begin to imagine what you want, and then mind will be off 
again on this new pursuit, chasing after your newly discovered want. 

Here is a new plant in the garden. If you decide your actions as 
a result of this growth, then the plant continues to grow. This 
is the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.    

To eat the fruit feels like freedom. But it is the cause of bondage. 

The process of eating this fruit and limiting ourselves is described in chap-
ter 14 as a process known by the early Fathers as provocation: “By considering 
the body, attending to that which causes corruption, and so developing self-
love, man is exposed continually to the action of pleasure and pain. He eats al-
ways from the tree of disobedience - The Tree of Knowledge of Good and 
Evil - and so in experiencing through the senses takes in knowledge in which 
good and evil are mixed together. It would not be a lie to say that The Tree of 
Knowledge of Good and Evil is the visible created world, for this world by its 
nature is subject to the contradictions that cause pleasure and pain.”7 

There is another fruit that grows in this garden. It is what some call conscience. This 
fruit grows only in a special soil, in a deeper stillness, when our wants too are stilled: 
“the space between desires.” It is of this that it was said: “Be still, and know that I am 
God: I will be exalted among the heathen, I will be exalted in the earth” (Psalms 46:10).
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We eat this other fruit not by doing what we wish, but by doing what we 
know to be right. This too is a Royal Way, because once we learn the taste 
of this fruit, once we learn to “know what we know,” this path can be 
followed whatever our way of life.     

Plato’s Wax Tablet Model 

The facts behind this view are confirmed by Plato, and it is worth remembering that be-
fore the time of Christ he had echoed many aspects of the Christian teaching, although 
without that completeness 8 that led to practical results. The esoteric model of memory, 
properly understood, will tell us that we must transform our memory by increasing 
its sensitivity so that it registers things, other than the merely sensory, by becoming 
more discriminating, that is, by registering the subtle and meaningful, not the coarse 
and purely external, and in this way purifying the memory of illusions. 

The parable of the sower, written in the time of Christ to describe memory in terms 
understandable to a population predominantly of farmers, is in fact a model of 
memory very similar to that used by Plato. Plato conveyed the same basic principles 
as the gospel parable, but did so by describing the memory as being like one of the 
wax tablets used for writing. In that Greek analogy, what happens to the “impres-
sions” that fall on the memory depends on the condition or “temperature” of the 
wax. The similarities of the two models make one suspect that they are different ver-
sions of a standard model of memory once used in classical esoteric teaching. Like the 
parable of the sower, Plato’s model described three conditions of memory. 

1. If it is too hard, nothing is retained; this is like the seed that falls on 
the edge of the road, where the earth is too hard-packed and the seeds 
cannot root. This leads to forgetting of all but the strongest impressions, 
and so the gentle impressions of spiritual experience are not retained.

2. If it is too soft, too much is retained; the memory is not sufficiently se-
lective, but instead retains irrelevancies and untested delusions, which 
blanket the memories we wish to retain. In this case the impressions 
of spiritual experience are usually obscured; a few may survive, but they 
will not be remembered often enough to lead to any change in our lives.

3. If the wax is in perfect condition, at a perfect temperature, we retain 
what we wish to retain.      
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The Parable of the Sower 

In this language of parable, another very valuable image is that of 
Adam in the Garden, and perhaps, paradoxically, the garden as 
the seedbed in man, the very soil in which “a sower went forth to sow.” 

Gregory of Nyssa wrote, linking the parable of the sower and that of the tares, 
and saying that the field in which the tares grow is the heart. Christian tradition 
retains this not only as an idea, but as experience that extends the idea of the gar-
den beyond that of mere memory to what might be described as states of memory. 
As the abbot of one of the Athos monasteries once said: “To be in the liturgy is to 
experience paradise.” 9 This is based on doctrine, but it is confirmed in experience, 
for in an Athonite liturgy one captures again the tears and the joys of that Garden 
long lost to us, which yet lies all around us: the paradise of the heart which the 
head can never see unaided. This paradise is approached through tears, through 
self-doubt, through the penetrating experience of repentance never merely through 
doctrinal ideas or simple theory. Always, it involves emotional, felt experience, 
sharp, embarrassing, remorseful, self-revealing, suddenly joyful, often painful, 
bearing strange undercurrents of sorrow perhaps, but real above all, real: the tears 
of real people. “Out of the strong came forth sweetness” (Judges 14:14). 

And it is in this garden that the sower went forth to sow: 

And he spake many things unto them in parables, saying, 

Behold, a sower went forth to sow; 

And when he sowed, some seeds fell by the way side, and the fowls came 
and devoured them up: 

Some fell upon stony places, where they had not much earth: and forth-
with they sprung up, because they had no deepness of earth 

And some fell among thorns; and the thorns sprung up, and choked them:

But other fell into good ground, and brought forth fruit, some an hun-
dredfold, some sixtyfold, some thirtyfold. 

Who hath ears to hear, let him hear (Matthew 13:39). 

The place where the sower spread his seed, the field where the enemy planted the tares, 
the wax tablet of Plato’s analogyin the esoteric tradition these are in the spiritual or 
noetic heart a heart that can be found by beginning from the physical heart, but is in 
fact something much deeper, the darkness beyond the mind, Saint John of the Cross’ 
thought that transcends reason. This is the field tended by the householder of God.
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That is why Gregory of Nyssa, quoting his sister Saint Mac-
rina as his teacher, wrote about the parable of the tares that: 

In that story, the householder planted good seed; we are undoubtedly his 
household. When the enemy had observed the men sleeping, he sowed the 
useless weeds amongst the nourishing crops, putting the tares in the midst 
of the grain. And the seeds sprouted alongside each other, for it was inevita-
ble that the seed planted along with the grain would also sprout along with 
it. We suppose that the Scripture is representing those impulses of the soul 
by the healthful seeds. If only each of them had been cultivated for good it 
would undoubtedly have produced the fruit of virtue for us. But since error 
in the judgement of the good has been sown along with these impulses, that 
which alone is truly good by nature has also been overshadowed by the plant 
of deceit growing up with it. This is where the impulse of desire has been led 
by misjudgment concerning the good. The other emotions in the same way 
have produced worse plants instead of better. For this reason the wise farmer 
allows the weed which has grown amongst the seed to remain there, taking 
care that we do not remove the better part as we might if desire was altogether 
uprooted as well as the useless growth. For it this should happen to our hu-
man nature, what is there which would raise us towards union with the heav-
enly. So you see that the farmer leaves the bastard seeds in us, not intending 
that they should permanently dominate the more honourable sowing, but 
that the field itself, for this is his figurative name for the heartthrough the 
natural power residing in it (which is nous, reason)should dry up the one 
part of the plants, but render the other part fruitful and thriving. 10 

Illusory Memories 

When this ancient model is used to describe memory, it tells of three states of 
memory, two of which lead to forgetting of the more subtle experiences of life. 
We forget these things because the matter of memory is “too hard”not receptive 
enoughas with the seed that fell by the roadside, so that the impressions left by 
spiritual experiences begin to grow, but they cannot take root, with the result that 
the experiences that happen are forgotten, because the memories do not form as
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a clear impression. Or it is too soft, too receptive, so that too many different 
kinds of memory are taken in, and the more subtle memories are obscured or 
overlaid by the coarser and stronger memories or simply by those that come lat-
er. Finally, there is memory that is like good soil: cleared or purified, tilled so 
that it receives a clear impression of the subtle memories and retains them 
without their being covered over, and kept from excessive “growth” of world-
ly impressions that would otherwise cover over the spiritual memories. 

Psalm 118 (119 in modern Bibles) is recognized by monks of both Eastern and West-
ern churches, and is said by some to be a key to the esoteric tradition. It is an impor-
tant text for monks in orders such as the Benedictines. The first verse says: “Blessed 
are the undefiled in the way, who walk in the law of the LORD” (Psalms 119:1; 
Psalms 118 in the Orthodox version). For this reason, monks in the Eastern Church 
take care, even today, to quite literally lower their eyes from the world, so as not to 
take in too many worldly impressions. The conclusions of this can be summarized 
by saying that, to prevent our forgetting the spiritual, a certain preparation is neces-
sary: we need to eliminate certain impediments to spiritual consciousness. But what 
are these “impediments”? And how do they link with the diakrisis mentioned at the 
beginning of this chapter? In part, the answer to this question is obvious. 

It was Evagrius (again) who wrote about our memories that: “Both virtues and 
vices make the mind blind, the one so that it may not see the vices; the other 
so that it might not see the virtues.” 11 If our thought determines to what we 
attend, then one type of obstruction to consciousness exists simply in wrong or 
incomplete patterns of thought. This is exactly what happens today, since the 
dominant thought held in our times, the misconception which claims that in-
ner experience is unimportant, means that we form the habit of attending 
only briefly or incompletely to inner sensations. Thus, in self-fulfilling prophe-
cy, we do not find what we expect not to find: giving no attention to the inner 
world, we find there nothing of importanceif we find anything at all. 

Thus, Clement of Alexandria was correct when he put it that what we believe 
ourselves to know makes us blind to what we might truly know: “’If any man 
thinketh that he knoweth anything, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to 
know.’ For the truth is never mere opinion. But the ‘supposition of knowledge 
inflates’ and fills with pride; ‘but charity edifieth,’ which deals not in supposi-
tion, but in truth. Whence it is said ‘if any man loves, he is known.’”12 

Careful self-observation confirms the statement, made by modern com-
mentators on this tradition, that in the normal, unpurified human 
mind, illusions are as much part of the content of memory as is genuine
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knowledgeperhaps more, since the only knowledge we normally possess is par-
tial knowledge or “knowledge of the world,” shaped by man’s mind with 
all the distortions this is prone to. This idea agrees with the Indian tradi-
tion of the Vedas, in which maya, illusion, prevents vidya, knowledge. 

Cassian, when we quote his comments on diakrisis a few pages further 
on, refers to this form of discrimination as a means of preventing illusion, 
and elsewhere it is said that without this the student falls from grace. 

But separate from this, in the last quotation from Clement, 
we can find certain statements about love (as charity): 

love does not deal in supposition, but
love deals in truth, and
if any man loves, he is known.

This supports the observation that the higher planes of love possess a cognitive 
capacity which relates directly to the higher planes of memory, and in this we may 
find a clue to the nature of that seed that I was earlier unable to define. 

The Nature of Diakrisis 

The stage that Western man in general is now entering would seem to involve the 
need to learn how to separate the nous from the distractions of the world. 13 This 
inner separation requires that we distinguish or discriminate between the knowledge 
possessed by the nous and the sensations reaching us from the outside world. To 
most people who are aware of it, the idea of discrimination seems to be a simple thing 
with one meaning. In fact, there are a number of different forms, and to find out 
which of these forms is important, we must look at the whole concept of discrimina-
tion in theory, and then, in a very different way, we will look at the practice. 

In time, full discrimination leads to apatheia. “This is the really good man, who is 
without passions,” says Clement in the passage quoted below in full. This apatheia 
is the test by which effective discrimination can be recognized. The higher knowl-
edge, the gnosis, when first tasted, creates the inner struggle that leads to apatheia, 
but when it is known and assimilated in full it actually ends one’s dependence. 
This is the ultimate unwritten secret, secret precisely and only because it cannot 
be written, because even when experienced it cannot be immediately assimilated 
to the mind, but can be assimilated only against appropriate experience: this I 
consider to be the true Christian meaning of gnosis. This kind of dispassion has a
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certain effect, described here by Clement in terms of the char-
acter it produces in the individual:    

For he is prudent in human affairs, in judging what ought to be done by the 
just man; having obtained the principles from God from above, and having 
acquired, in order to the divine resemblance, moderation in bodily pains and 
pleasures. And he struggles against fears boldly, trusting in God. Certainly, 
then, the gnostic 14 soul, adorned with perfect virtue, is the earthly image of 
the divine power; its development being the joint result of nature, of train-
ing, of reason, all together. This beauty of the soul becomes a temple of the 
Holy Spirit, when it acquires a disposition in the whole of life correspond-
ing to the Gospel. Such a one consequently withstands all fear of everything 
terrible, not only of death, but also poverty and disease, and ignominy, and 
things akin to these; being unconquered by pleasure, and lord over irrational 
desires. For he well knows what is and what is not to be done; being perfectly 
aware what things are really to be dreaded, and what not. Whence he bears 
intelligently what the Word intimates to him to be requisite and necessary; 
intelligently discriminating what is really safe (that is, good), from what 
appears so; and things to be dreaded from what seems so, such as death, 
disease, and poverty; which are rather so in opinion than in truth.15 

Here Clement again describes the gnostic in his terminology, not a student of one of 
those doctrines known today as the Gnostics, but the Christian man or woman fol-
lowing the inner tradition and so transformed by the kind of knowledge once known 
as gnosis. This knowledge, coming from real being, produces in men and women a dif-
ferent stature, first in knowledge, and eventually in a total transformation of charac-
ter revealing itself in an inner separation recognizable by a growing apatheia. 

In theoretical terms, to discriminate is to distinguish one thing from an-
other, but we are speaking here about discrimination between different kinds 
of truthfor instance, between scientific truth and inwardly certain, other-
wise ambiguous, experienced or understood truths that cannot be dem-
onstrated. It is to distinguish between something that is true in practical 
terms for a particular time and situation, and the deeper, more important 
truths understood by religion when it is in full possession of its abilities. 

For our Western civilization, as for the Greek civilization at its peak, Soc-
rates forms the model of this form of discrimination. His example is spe-
cifically relevant to the present time in the United States, where vast



306

numbers of individuals are repeating his experience and facing the 
emptiness of what is ordinarily considered to be knowledge. 

Socrates, summarizes Francis Cornford, probably the best trans-
lator of Plato, reached the conclusion that the so-called knowl-
edge of the philosophers that had preceded him was faulty in three ways. 

1. It was uncertain, and this being so, it was not true knowledge.

2. It was useless to him as a human being.

3. It did not tell why things were, only how and where they were.

So he began to search for and then to teach a different kind of knowl-
edge. An understanding of the ideas of Plato and his times, as de-
veloped by Cornford, gives this passage far greater meaning: 

It was not only the man Socrates, but philosophy itself that turned, in his person, 
from the outer to the inner world. Up to that moment, the eyes of philosophy 
had been turned outward to seek a reasonable explanation of the shifting spec-
tacle of surrounding Nature. Now their vision is directed to another fieldthe 
order and purposes of human lifeand, at the center of that field, to the nature 
of the individual soul. Pre-Socratic philosophy begins with the discovery of 
Nature; Socratic philosophy begins with the discovery of man’s soul. 

The life of Socrates found its appropriate motto in the Delphic inscription, 
“Know Thyself.” 16      

We now know that other civilizations possessed that knowledge before Soc-
rates. Other evidence suggests that in human history this kind of knowledge 
may have preceded the narrower form which we now call knowledge. 

Esoteric science is inner science, and according to Cornford again,17 Socra-
tes first turned the attention of Athenian civilization to that inner knowledge 
which they were ignoring at the time, leaving it to Saint Paul some three cen-
turies later to turn their attention to the fact that their then unknown god could 
in fact be known: that not only could they possess inner knowledge, but in this 
way it could become complete. “For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, 
I found an altar with this inscription, TO THE UNKNOWN GOD. Whom 
therefore ye ignorantly worship, him declare I unto you” (Acts 17:23). 

It was this inner knowledge, described by Origen and more ful-
ly by Saint Gregory Palamas, as discussed toward the end of chap-
ter 6, which marked the significant difference between pre-Christian 
Greek thought and Greek Christian thought such as that of the Fathers.
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Whatever its origin, personal or from some invisible source, it is clear that this 
insight attributed to Socrates helped pave the way for the coming of Christianity 
as understood by the Fathers. It is equally clear that it did so because, although 
the books which tell us about Socrates, especially those of Plato, have helped 
to shape the intellect of modern man, the “new” kind of knowledge, taught by 
and represented by Socrates, was in fact an emotional knowledge, a knowledge 
of the heart or of the nous, a feeling of being. The Fathers, said Werner Jaeger, 
“led their pupils to that spirituality which was the common link of all higher 
religion in late antiquity. They began to remember that it had been Plato who 
made the world of the soul visible for the first time to the inner eye of man, and 
they realized how radically that discovery had changed human life.” 18 

This gives us clues to early church tradition for the simple reason that the ear-
ly church faced the need to explain itself to a Hellenized world that was already 
highly sophisticated in just the areas that concerned the church, a world dom-
inated by the classical Greek influence which had by then been shaped or pre-
pared by the Socratic insight. As a result, it explained itself by adopting Greek 
terms and concepts19 but, as begun by Saint Paul, gave them a distinctly Chris-
tian flavor, for instance referring to this emotional knowledge specifically in 
terms of the part it played in the ascesis by which the early Christians struggled 
for metanoia: struggled to transform their nature so as to become more whol-
ly Christian. “For they that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; 
but they that are after the Spirit the things of the Spirit” (Romans 8:5). 

Cassian on Diakrisis 

It was Saint Paul, one of the Jews of that time who had been heav-
ily influenced by Greek culture, who linked the study of man with 
the study of God. Diakrisis is one of the Gifts of the Spirit that are 
described by Saint Paul, which are still sought in monasticism today. 

In the next few centuries, the Fathers of the church defined diakri-
sis more precisely. In particular, certain of the early Fathers, includ-
ing Saint John Cassian quoting Saint Anthony the Great, defined this 
as a specific form of discrimination - discrimination of spirits - which 
fulfills a special and very important role in spiritual growth and life. 

This definition touches on questions developed at the beginning of this 
book, where, for example, we quoted Maximos the Confessor on the signifi-
cance of the two trees in Genesis - the Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of Life.
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Discernment of spirits draws one toward the Tree of Life. 

This is the beginning of an entirely different way of living, which begins with an en-
tirely different way of looking at and thinking about life. Without this different view, 
all spirituality is mere hypocrisy. The different ways of life were described by Gurd-
jieff not as two trees but as “two rivers,” and in these terms, the beginning of true 
spirituality is a true response to the “influence” of the second river, to what people 
studying those ideas know as B influences. And we should understand that what in 
that terminology are called A influences and C influences arise from different worlds, 
worlds experienced in entirely different ways, and that B influences also come from 
and draw us to the world of the C influences. We will begin to look at this question, 
as does chapter 6 of Boris Mouravieff’s Gnosis, by trying to define those worlds ac-
cording to the different kinds of knowledge by which they may be known. 

To define the picture at the risk of overcomplexity, Ouspensky divided and then 
Mouravieff further subdivided the original classifications, so that he described a 
chain of influences, A, B, C, D and E. Influence A represents the ordinary influ-
ences of life in the world, that are in no sense esoteric. Esotericism comes from 
outside time, which he described as the esoteric influence E. Influences B, C, 
and D are successive stages toward clarification of the pure influence E. Influ-
ences D and C are human beings influenced to different degrees by the direct 
spiritual influence E. Influences B are influences sown in the world by such people: 
words, images, music and dance that convey to the person who perceives them 
an intimation that there exists something beyond the world we know. 

The true spiritual influences C and D etc. become effective only when 
they act on this nous, on the eye of the soul. As ideas they have no ef-
fect as long as they are only stored as verbal memories in the Personality. 

Cassian wrote about diakrisis: about discrimination between 
the A influences and the C, D and E influences regarded as one thing: 

Discrimination, then, is no small virtue, but one of the most important 
gifts of the Holy Spirit. Concerning these gifts the Apostle says: “To one 
is given by the Spirit the principle of wisdom; to another the principle of 
spiritual knowledge by the same Spirit; to another faith by the same Spir-
it; to another the gifts of healing to another discrimination of spirits” (1 
Corinthians 12:810). Then, having completed his catalogue of spiritual 
gifts, he adds: “But all these are energized by the one and selfsame Spir-
it” (1 Corinthians 12:11). You can see, therefore, that the gift of discrim-
ination is nothing wordly or insignificant. It is the greatest gift of God’s
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grace. A monk must seek this gift with all his strength and dili-
gence, and acquire the ability to discriminate between the spirits 
that enter him and to assess them accurately. Otherwise he will not 
only fall into the foulest pits of wickedness as he wanders about in 
the dark, but even stumble when his path is smooth and straight. 

I remember how in my youth, when I was in the Thebaid, where the blessed 
Anthony used to live, some elders came to see him, to enquire with him 
into the question of perfection in virtue. They asked him: ‘’Which is the 
greatest of all virtueswe mean the virtue capable of keeping a monk from 
being harmed by the nets of the devil and his deceit?” Each one then gave 
his opinion according to his understanding. Some said that fasting and the 
keeping of vigils make it easier to come near to God, because these refine 
and purify the mind. Others said that voluntary poverty and detachment 
from personal possessions make it easier, since through these the mind is re-
leased from the intricate threads of worldly care. Others judged acts of com-
passion to be most important, since in the Gospel the Lord says: “Come, 
you whom my father has blessed, inherit the kingdom prepared for you 
from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and you gave Me food” 
and so on (Matthew 25:3436). The best part of the night was passed in this 
manner, taken up with a discussion in which each expressed his opinion as 
to which virtue makes it easiest for a man to come near to God. 

Last of all the blessed Anthony gave his reply: “All that you have said is 
both necessary and helpful for those who are searching for God and wish to 
come to Him. But we cannot award the first place to any of these virtues; 
for there are many among us who have endured fasting and vigils, or have 
withdrawn into the desert, or have practiced poverty to such an extent that 
they have not left themselves enough for their daily sustenance, or have 
performed acts of compassion so generously that they no longer have any-
thing to give; and yet these same monks, having done all this, have never-
theless fallen away miserably from virtue and slipped into vice. 

What was it, then, that made them stray from the straight path? In my opin-
ion it was simply that they did not possess the grace of discrimination; for 
it is this virtue that teaches a man to walk along the Royal Road, swerving 
neither to the right through immoderate self-control, nor to the left through
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indifference and laxity. Discrimination is a kind of eye and lantern of the 
soul, as is said in the Gospel passage: “The light of the body is the eye; if 
therefore your eye is pure, your whole body will be full of light. But if your 
eye is evil, your whole body will be full of darkness” (Matthew 6:22-23). And 
this is just what we find; for the power of discrimination, scrutinizing all the 
thoughts and actions of a man, distinguishes and sets aside everything that is 
base and not pleasing to God, and keeps him free from delusion. 20 

But the important thing is that we can discriminate between different things either 
“horizontally,” between things of almost the same importance, but which differ in 
some way,21 or “vertically,” between things of different value or different subtlety. 
When Cassian and other early Fathers used the Greek word diakrisis, normally 
translated “discrimination,” to describe the process of distinguishing between differ-
ent influences that act on our mind, this is a specific form of discrimination, which 
is impossible or at least dangerous to define too narrowly, but which we can learn to 
recognize, and that best, perhaps, from Cassian’s description quoted above. 

The same idea is found many centuries later, in a little text writ-
ten in England and actually titled The Discernment of Spirits. This 
small book speaks about different kinds of spirits that can mislead us, 
and clearly draws exactly the same distinction as that drawn by Cassian. 

One way to approach this is to understand, to remem-
ber, to think, in the paraphrased words of an ancient teaching, 
that: All that I have is from God. I have nothing of my own. 

But you must feel this to be true. To begin with you may dis-
cover that the idea feels unreal to you, that it does not 
move you because the idea of God is not sufficiently real to you. 

Unless we have reached the second stage of faith (chapter 8), God will re-
main for us an abstract, intellectual idea. Words alone cannot give us this feel-
ing unless we have already experienced the things to which they refer. With-
out this feeling of their reality, our diakrisis will not be sufficiently real. “This 
same distinction between different kinds of knowledge was made by Plato-
between the ‘sensible realm’ (aistheton genos) and the ‘intelligible or noet-
ic realm’ (noeton22 genos). The first is in constant process of change, the 
second unchanging. The one consists of phenomena, appearances, destruct-
ible things; the other of truly real (ontos onta), indestructible things.”23 

True unity of being is the necessary source of unified knowl-
edge. Without unity of being, there is no unity of knowledge. With 
each moment of unified being, unified knowledge increases. 
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He must increase, but I must decrease. 

He that cometh from above is above all: he that is of the earth is earthly, 
and speaketh of the earth: he that cometh from heaven is above all. 

And what he hath seen and heard, that he testifieth; and no man receiveth 
his testimony.     

He that hath received his testimony hath set to his seal that God is true.

For he whom God hath sent speaketh the words of God; for God giveth 
not the spirit by measure unto him (John 3: 30-34). 

When the early Fathers describe discrimination between the two kinds 
of knowledge as the “differentiation of spirits,” 24 it becomes clear that 
the word spirits refers not to individual beings, in the modern material-
ist or spiritualist sense, but to the influences that shape our lives: to forces 
or energies that influence our thoughts and all that comes from them. 

This word spirit, which is sometimes capitalized as referring to the Spirit of 
God, represents the one thing in two ways:    

1. as an influence in our lives

2. as an energy that “informs” our awareness.

This idea, then, is virtually the same as that introduced in simplified form by Gurd-
jieff, Ouspensky, and later Mouravieff, presumably in its modern Russian formu-
lation, as “Influences A” and “Influences B.” The importance of this is that: “No 
man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love the other, 
or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye cannot serve God and 
mammon” (Matthew 6:24). This idea of two spirits or influences is also found 
in slightly different form in Saint Paul: “For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ 
Jesus hath made me free from the law of sin and death” (Romans 8:2). 

To see that we have nothing of our own is to be free: “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit.”      

The early Fathersand sometimes the New Testament - called the tendencies that 
influence us spirits: they talked about choice between two kinds of spirit: the spirit 
of the world, and the Holy Spirit. An English text in the same line as these Fathers 
wrote about this: “Moreover, that there is a carnal spirit (and not a good one), the 
Apostle Paul shows when he talks of some men ‘vainly puffed up with their fleshly 
spirit’ (Colossians 2:18). And he also makes it plain that there is a spirit of the world, 
in the passage where he rejoices in God, not only for himself but for his disciples
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as well, that they had not received the spirit of the world, but that which 
was sent from God, the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:12).” 25 This ref-
erence to the Holy Spirit will prove of great value to those on the Way. 
And within this idea of influences, another idea is also implied, that of 
a different kind of knowledge, of emotionally meaningful knowledge. 

All other knowledge is fragmentary. And if we search for knowl-
edge in a fragmentary way, the knowledge we will find is fragmentary. 

The true higher knowledge, the heart of knowledge, is the emotion-
al knowledge that is born of direct experience rooted in love. 

In modern terms, as we choose to receive the Spirit that was sent from 
God, this will form in our mind a clear space - initially small. We will 
sense this as a stillness, and it was this stillness, known as hesychia, that 
was taught by the early Fathers, including Saint Augustine, as a sign or 
test by which we will know when we are touched by the Spirit of God. 

The spirit of the world, on the other hand, generates either excitement or apathy, depres-
sion, and thoughtlessness. We can recognize the difference, and we can train ourselves 
to recognize it consistently. This begins a clearing away of debris which in time makes 
us more sensitive to the divine influences, and then the clear space grows. 

The Spirit itself is said to exist outside the circle of life.26 

This process that was called by the early Fathers discrimination of spirits (Greek 
diakrisis) is different from the normal division of things into opposites described 
earlier. In diakrisis, exposure to a higher spirit brings us under a higher law. 

This occurs because “you cannot love God and Mammon.” Marcarius the Great, 
in his comments on the parable of the wise and foolish virgins, wrote that the 
foreign or corrupting element in our souls “must be expelled again by that 
which is also foreign to our nature, namely the heavenly gift of the Spirit.”27 
An essential element of this doctrine is that from verbal description alone 
we can only occasionally recognize the spirits between which we must dis-
criminate. We recognize them only by learning from experience the different 
tastes of the different influences - and this depends on our perceiving the dif-
ferent effects exerted upon us by influences that have different “tastes.” 

The essential factor is that the way in which we discriminate depends 
on what part of our whole organism forms the basis of that discrimina-
tion. The intellect, when it is tied to the body through the senses, discrimi-
nates in one way. The pure nous, when it is free of these ties, discrimi-
nates in a quite different way. Saint Maximos the Confessor wrote of this: 

as the soul’s discriminatory power, the nous, persuades the 
soul to cleave to the first [a unity of the eternal and spiritual], 
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and to transcend the second [the sensible, transitory and fragmentary]. The 
senses have the power to discriminate between pleasure and pain in the body. 
Or rather, as a power existing in a body endowed with soul and sense-per-
ception, they persuade the body to embrace pleasure and reject pain. 

If a man exercises only sensory discrimination between pain and pleasure in 
the body, so transgressing the divine commandment, he eats from the tree 
of knowledge of good and evil, that is to say, he succumbs to the mindless 
impulses that pertain to the senses; for he possesses only the body’s power 
of discrimination, which makes him embrace pleasure as something good 
and avoid pain as something evil. But if he exercises only that noetic dis-
crimination which distinguishes between the eternal and the transitory, and 
so keeps the divine commandment, he eats from the tree of life, that is 
to say, from the wisdom that appertains to his nous, for (then) he exer-
cises only the power of discrimination that belongs to the soul. 28 

To make this distinction that forms the basis of the discrimination of spir-
its, we have to discover the limits of reason: the limits to what intellect can 
discover with the aid of the body and its senses. These limits are real. Intel-
lect, in our modern sense of this term, can tell us some things, but there are 
things it cannot tell us. This point is that at which Socrates discovered that he 
did not know, and because he discovered this he was said to know more than 
anyone else. In this, the Platonic philosophy comes close to the esoteric tra-
dition; Clement of Alexandria called Plato “Moses talking in Greek.” 

But when in this we speak of intellect, we do not simply speak of ideas. In this, 
intellect as dianoia must not only learn words, but as nous must understand their 
meaning through experience. Without diakrisis, experience is incomplete - it is 
without the sharp edge of diakrisis that the “axe” of metanoia is “headless.” To 
obtain sufficient experience is a slow matter, even with great persistence in di-
akrisis. The Royal Road of the Fathers is the narrow way of the gospel. It can be 
walked only with continual and intense efforts to discriminate. Discrimination 
then becomes the motivating force for metanoia. Repentance leads to purity of 
heart, and purity of heart is the real basis of Christian psychological development. 
In an alchemical process in some ways analogous to the process of photography, 
the film must first be sensitized,29 and after exposure it must be developed so 
that the divine image perceived in the purified heart of man emerges spontane-
ously into the open. The final stage is that it must be fixed,30 or made permanent.
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Meat Diet and Milk Diet 

As mentioned briefly earlier in the book, Saint Anthony the 
Great in a letter classified students according to their poten-
tial, describing the different characters of three types of seeker. 

In terms of their ability to learn, students are sometimes described as falling into 
two distinct categories. True knowledge, true gnosis, is only of use to and only ac-
ceptable to the prepared, to those who know how to study it and who can carry 
out the practices necessary to understand it. Because of this, Saint Paul, and later 
certain of the Fathers, distinguished between meat and milk diets for instruction of 
Christians. Saint Anthony the Great was one who used this classification. 

Clement of Alexandria used the same classification and elaborated on it rather 
more fully. “Yet, even in the Church, they fed babes with milk, and the more 
intelligent with the meat of God’s word. What the meat was, we discover in 
the Stromata, when our author defines the true Gnostic, who follows whither-
soever God leads him in the divinely inspired Scriptures. He recognizes many 
who merely taste the Scriptures as believers; 31 but the true Gnostic is a gno-
mon of truth, an index to others of the whole knowledge of Christ.”32 

The monks of a century or two ago had a considerable sense of humor. 
Today on Mount Athos there exists what used to be a house for train-
ing novices: the dome over the chapel takes the form of a perfect breast. 

Unwritten knowledge in the true sense is different for each individual. In this I am 
referring not to a concept but to a phenomenon that is almost unknown in the West, 
where in general everything is mass-produced, even spiritual instruction. Ordinary 
knowledge is not enough: the mind must be constantly awakened by all kinds of 
shocks and impulses. One source of these is the precise form of esoteric knowledge 
known as meat diet. This friction must continue until the student learns to make the 
continuous effort that is needed if he or she is to remain awake, and which is one true 
meaning of the passage in Saint Paul which tells us to pray without ceasing. 

Higher influences come from “outside life as we know it,” but when we have changed, 
we will be able to understand this idea differently from how we now see it. 

The “milk diet” of Saint Paul and Saint Anthony the Greatsometimes to-
day known as influence B - acts on the purely exterior mind, sensitiz-
ing it to the true esoteric teachings, sometimes called influence C. Once
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we are able to receive and recognize the C influences of those quali-
fied to convey the tradition, these begin to waken the mind and strength-
en it, making it serviceable to the Lord and giving it the capacity to as-
similate and digest the “meat diet,” for instance by preparing it to help the 
heart withstand the struggle that is the outward sign of inner metanoia. 

The sensitization that occurs in this way is the sensitization of 
the nous, the discriminating faculty of the mind, making it 
able to discern and cling to higher and spiritual influences. 
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Chapter 14

Provocation 
It is necessary to understand more fully the inner struggle that leads to the forma-
tion of the inner separation, since this is the slow restoration of our power of choice 
which has been lost to us since early childhood. One of several very different ways 
of understanding this is in terms of the idea of provocation: the idea that the active 
mind, with its associations, is constantly presenting stimuli to the nous to which 
the undiscriminating nous habitually responds indiscriminately. Many of the early 
Fathers, and their Russian successors, have described the process of provocation as 
proceeding through six or more stages of progressive loss of control of one’s mind, 
while Evagrius, in his Praktikos, describes eight specific types of provocation. 

It might be asked: how does this differ from insanity? A simplistic answer is 
that the sixth and final stage of provocation, which the Russian hermits called 
plenenie (captivity), describes a condition of constant self-gratification and seek-
ing for distraction that today is not only common-place but is now actively 
promoted in modern teachings of self-expression and assertiveness. This fre-
quently disturbs the body, leading to compulsions, and these can dominate the 
life of the individual to the point where the individual fails to maintain his or 
her relation with society, at which point he or she is classifiably insane. 

In studying provocation, we must note that modern man differs from 
those for whom these descriptions were originally written. Almost all West-
ern men and women are subservient to their provocations, simply be-
cause they regard those provocations as their possessions, as if they had
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originated them, which is entirely untrueas if they were their own ideas, their own 
feelings, their own beliefs. In fact, these stimuli that drive us are merely “recordings” 
of the past. Whenever we touch the state of inner separationwhich we normally do 
so briefly that we do not recognize itwe habitually respond to the first energetic (or 
“exciting”) provocation, with the result that we immediately pass out of the state of 
inner separation again. We then forget ourselves, passing into what Mouravieff calls 
“confluence,” the normal state of modern man. Among other things, this is the rea-
son why we are unable to control our thoughts, and understanding this process of 
provocation can show us how it is possible to establish control of thought. 

Evagrius of Pontus wrote about these provocations: “There are eight general and 
basic categories of provoking thoughts in which are included every provoking 
thought. First is that of gluttony, then impurity, avarice, sadness, anger, accidie, 
vainglory, and last of all pride. It is not in our power to determine whether we 
are disturbed by these thoughts, but we are able to decide if they are to linger 
within us or not, and whether or not they are to stir up our passions.” 1 

Unstated in this passage of Evagrius is the fact that the “command center,” the 
magnetic center at or beyond the stage of inner separation, is the result of spe-
cial training. It is in effect an artificial or man-made organ in the mind. Until it 
has been built, we are submerged under continuous provocation, emerging from 
this state, for short periods only, in intentional action. To develop intentional ac-
tivities new to our lives is not an easy thing: it will first involve us in a struggle 
with these useless and often harmful thoughts, which tend to accumulate as we 
grow olderand simple pride, if it leads to our assuming that our thoughts, our 
feelings, our attitudes to the provoking stimuli are our own, as it normally does, 
will lead to failure in this struggle. This struggle, however, is far from useless. 
Not only does it lead to our completing some task previously beyond our capac-
ity, but it increases our capacity for future intentional action and slowly frees us 
from our recurrent provocations, and so plays a major part in the formation of 
the magnetic center that makes us serviceable to higher consciousness. 

Stages of Provocation 

A Russian émigré, I. M. Kontzevitch, wrote about the process of provoca-
tion within the content of the mind, putting in modern terms ideas first im-
ported to Russia by Saint Nilus of Sora at the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury. He said first that: “The Holy Fathers, ascetics, discern as many as 
(six or) seven moments in the development and growth of passions.”2
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These stages, he says, are described by later Russian authorities. Provoking thoughts, 
the feelings that make us respond to them, and the habitual activities that repeat 
every time the same provocations occurall these are predispositions. But as already 
hinted, there are difficulties in describing the exact way in which these elements 
act. In observed fact the phases occur differently at different ‘levels of being”and in-
deed, such differences are among the chief means of distinguishing levels of being. 
Kontzevitch summarizes the way these are described by the later Russian teachers; 
but the Greek descriptions are not quite the same, probably because of the difference 
in understanding of those using the ideas. We have said more than once already that 
provocation is necessary in order to test our character so as to make us aware of what 
we are like. It tests us by discovering to what we assent at a particular moment and 
this testing sometimes will continue until we have gained control over our moments 
of assent. Evagrius said about this peirasmos, testing or temptation, that: 

Temptation is the lot of the monk, for thoughts which darken his mind will 
inevitably rise from the part of his soul that is the seat of passion. 

The sin that a monk has particularly to watch out for is that of giving 
mental consent to some forbidden pleasure. 3   

This is captivity: the state of modern man, of fallen man. In the Old Testament, and in 
authors such as Saint Gregory of Nyssa, this is symbolized by the captivity of Israel un-
der the Egyptians.4 But as Boris Mouravieff wrote in Gnosis: “the passage from Hope 
to Love is marked by the renewal of the mind, that is, by new Knowledge.”5 

To renew our mind or intelligence - nous - we must remove from within us the 
impediments that hinder spiritual consciousness. That is, our psyche must be pu-
rified. One important part of this process is the purification of the memory. The 
outcome of this is described by Saint Macarius: “It is through the renewing of 
the mind and the tranquillity experienced in our thoughts and the love of the 
Lord and the love for heavenly things that every new creation of Christians dis-
tinguishes them from the men of this world. For this reason did the Lord come 
in order that he might deign to give these spiritual gifts to those who truly believe 
in him. Christians possess a glory and beauty and an indescribable heavenly rich-
ness that come to them with hard work and sweat, acquired in times of temp-
tations and many trials. All of this must be ascribed to divine grace.”6 

Whether they are monks or householders, testing is the lot of all fall-
en men when they take the path to overcoming the Fall. One form of
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this testing occurs quite automatically as we begin to become aware of the 
constant bombardment of provocations, a bombardment that continu-
ally tests our emerging consciousness until we become fully conscious of the 
secondary nature of the provoking stimuli and so separate from them. 

This is a major element in what is sometimes known as the 
‘’lesser liberation.”     

Provocation passes through several stages, at each of which it becomes more dif-
ficult to “escape” without help. We shall now draw on Kontzevitch’s descrip-
tion of these stages, with a little commentary where it can be helpful. 

1. Provocation (Russian prilog) 

Kontzevitch’s description of the initial provocation is: 

The first impetus to the emergence of the psychological phenomenon which 
may end as passion is known as “provocation” or “suggestion” (prilog). It is 
a conception of an object or an action corresponding to one of the stained 
inclinations within a person. Under the influence of external impressions, or 
in connection with the psychological working of the memory or imagination 
according to the laws of association, this provocation enters the sphere of 
man’s consciousness. This first moment takes place independently of man’s 
free will, against his wish, without his participation, in accordance with 
the laws of psychological inevitability”spontaneity”and is therefore consid-
ered “innocent” or dispassionate. It does not incriminate man in sin if it 
is not caused by his “wandering” thoughts, if it is not invited consciously 
and voluntarily, and if a person is not negligent about it. This is the touch-
stone for testing our will to see whether it will be inclined towards virtue or 
vice. It is in this choice that the free will of man manifests itself. 7 

The “stained inclinations” he refers to are of course memories of pleas-
ures and dislikes: the term makes it clear that to our natural tenden-
cy to enjoy certain things we normally add remembered feeling-impres-
sions, which are evoked from memory by association, for example, by 
association with events or with the memories aroused in daydreaming. 

In experience, the process of provocation is continual. One af-
ter another thoughts and other impressions enter our awareness, 
and each as it does so arouses feelings, and these provoke us to react.
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If we are able to resist this process even for a moment, then a number of al-
ternative provocations appear before us as alternative actions. 

Unless we have been through prolonged spe-
cial training, this state of choice does not occur often. 

2. Conjunction (Russian sochetanie) 

The second stage is a response from our feelings which deter-
mines our attitude to the provoking stimulus. Unless the heart is 
trained, this response will normally be “uninformed,” and in this sit-
uation many of our responses will lead to two things we do not wish: 

1.  continuation of the state of confluence

2. mistaken and often self-destructive or self-limiting actions, with the at-
tendant problems these cause in our lives.

In general this second stage occurs too fast for us to stop it. It is colored by 
past events, and when it occurs unseen, this means that those past events shape 
our reaction in that moment. The process is described by Kontzevitch: 

Provocation evokes the response of the feeling, which reacts to the impres-
sion or image intruding upon the consciousness by either “love” or “hate” 
(sympathy or antipathy). This is the most important moment, for it de-
cides the fate of the provoking thought: will it stay or will it flee? It is only 
the emergence of this thought in the consciousness that occurs regardless 
of the will of the man. If it is not immediately rejected and lingers on, 
this means that in the nature of a given person it finds compatible ground, 
which is expressed in his sympathetic reaction to the provocation. Sym-
pathetic inclination attracts attention, allowing the suggested thought 
to grow and turn into an image of fantasy pervading the entire sphere of 
consciousness and ousting all other impressions and thoughts. Atten-
tion lingers at the thought because man delights in it. This second mo-
ment is called conversation or conjunction (sochetanie). Saint Ephraim the 
Syrian defines it as a “free acceptance of the thought, its entertainment, 
as it were, and a conversation with it accompanied by delight.’’ 

In order to cut off the sequence of notions, to remove it from 
his consciousness, and to terminate the feeling of delight, man 
needs to distract his attention by the effort of his will. He
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must actively and firmly resolve to rebut 
the images of sin assailing him and not return to them again. 8 

3. Joining (Russian slozhenie) 

In the personality which lacks a fully formed magnetic center or perma-
nent center, the equilibrium that is destroyed at a moment of provocation is 
purely transient and depends on momentary efforts which have first had to 
be learned. When the learned effort ends, the control disappears and is re-
placed by what Mouravieff calls a state of “confluence,” that is, of identifi-
cation with the content of the mind. When not controlled, that content is 
purely associative in its nature. About this third stage, Kontzevitch says: 

Otherwise, with the absence of willful rejection of the introducing im-
ages, the third moment is induced when the will itself becomes increas-
ingly attracted to the thought, and as a result man becomes inclined to act 
upon what the thought tells him and to get the satisfaction of partaking 
of it. At this time the equilibrium of his spiritual life is totally destroyed, 
the soul wholly surrenders itself to the thought and strives to realize it 
with the purpose of experiencing an even more intense delight.9 

In modern Western man the breakdown of this control is continual or endemicin-
deed, it makes more sense to say that magnetic center as a stable form of control exists 
only in a very few rare individualsso that before awakening the magnetic center, the 
teaching in its contemporary form begins by training aimed at the formation of that 
center, which is artificial in its nature and is based on disciplines which are in part a re-
sult of understanding the factors described in this passage from Kontzevitch. 

The formation of some kind of artificial center like the magnetic center was the 
objective of classical Greek education or paideia, and it appears probable that other 
civilizations, what we would call theocentric, actually formed at their full flowering, 
and that they may sometimes still form, as in the best of Islam, something similar as 
part of the higher stages of normal education. Almost certainly this also happened 
in the early church before the third century, and has happened since then very occa-
sionally in certain very localized Christian communities,10 so that, in those civili-
zations, “to be civilized” would imply the possession of magnetic center; but further 
study is needed before we can be entirely certain of this. Christian communities of 
this kind probably include some communities in Cappadocia (in Turkey) between 
the fourth and twentieth centuries, and certain locations in Russiasuch as the vil-
lage where Theophan was bornfrom the fourteenth to nineteenth centuries. 



323

4 & 5. The Struggle Against Habit 

But let us continue with the previous quotation from Kontzevitch: 

Thus, the third moment is characterized by the inclination of will towards 
the object of the thought, by its agreement to resolve and realize pleasurable 
fantasies. Consequently, in the third moment the whole will surrenders to 
the thought and now acts according to its directives in order to realize its 
fantastic plans. This moment, called joining (slozhenie), is the cooperation 
of the will, which is a declaration of agreement with the passion whispered 
by the thought (Saint Ephraim the Syrian), or consent [assent] of the soul 
to what has been presented to it by the thought, accompanied by delight 
(Saint John Climacus). This state is already “approaching the act of sin and 
is akin to it” (Saint Ephraim the Syrian). There comes the willful resolve to 
attain the realization of the object of the passionate thought by all means 
available to man. In principle, the decision has already been made to sat-
isfy the passion. Sin has already been committed in intention. It now re-
mains to satisfy the sinful desire, turning it into a concrete act. 

Sometimes, however, before man’s final decision to proceed to this last 
moment, or even after such a decision, he experiences a struggle between 
the sinful desire and the opposite inclination of his nature. 11 

Later he quotes Saint Nilus of Sara as writing: 

The best and most successful struggle takes place when the thought is cut off 
by means of unceasing prayer at the very start. For, as the Fathers have said, 
whoever opposes the initial thought, i.e. the provocation, will stop its subse-
quent disposition at once. A wise ascetic destroys the mother of wicked fiends, 
i.e. the cunning provocation (first thoughts.) At the time of prayer, above all 
else, one’s intellect should be rendered deaf and mute (Saint Nilus of Sinai), 
and one’s heart emptied of any thoughts, even a seemingly good thought 
(Saint Hesychius of Jerusalem). Experience has shown that the admission of a 
dispassionate thought, i.e. a distraction, is followed by an impassioned (wick-
ed) one, and that entry of the first opens the door to the latter.12 

This unceasing prayer can have more than one meaning; it can take the 
form of constant repetition of a formula such as the Jesus Prayer, or
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of a simple emotional state of openness to higher levels or higher centers with 
no specific activity, but all of these become unceasing only when they are 
stronger than the temptations. This, the action of unceasing prayer giving con-
trol over the aimless behavior of the mind, is very close to a fully formed mag-
netic center. But we must first aim at earlier stages of partial stability, which 
can only be actively maintained under sheltered conditions, and we must come 
to understand that when those sheltered conditions are not available, the same 
stage in the formation of magnetic center becomes instead a continual strug-
gle against loss of control due to outside conditions. This long and difficult 
struggle with habits is characteristic of this work outside monasticism. 

The struggle against habit depends on how deeply the habit is established. Some 
effort, and particularly long persistence, is needed to struggle against all habits: 
“However, the last psychological moment of an unstable vacillation of the will 
between opposing inclinations takes place only when the habit has not yet been 
formed within the soul, namely, the ‘bad habit’ of responding to the evil thought. 
It takes place when a sinful inclination has not yet deeply penetrated man’s nature 
and become a constant feature of his character, a familiar element in his disposi-
tion, when his mind is constantly preoccupied with the object of the passionate 
urge, when the passion itself has not yet been completely formed.” 13 

6. Captivity (Russian plenenie) 

In Kontzevitch’s account of the stages of provocation, he writes about 
stage 6, “captivity”:      

When in the power of passion, man gladly and violently rushes to satisfy 
this passion, either without any struggle at all, or almost without a strug-
gle, he is losing the dominant, guiding and controlling power of his vo-
litional faculty over individual inclinations and the demands of volitional 
nature. It is no longer the will that rules over sinful inclinations, but the 
latter rule over the will, forcibly and wholly enticing the soul, compel-
ling its entire rational and active energy to concentrate on the object of 
passion. This state is called captivity (plenenie). This is the moment of 
the complete development of a passion, of the fully established state of 
the soul, which now manifests all of its energy to the utmost.14 

This picture implies that man possesses a degree of control and then loses 
it. At one time, almost everybody learned control over their own responses
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in specific situations that varied depending on their early life. Even today, almost all 
of us 15 have learned not to respond to some temptations. But with modern ideas 
of freedom, even this occasional self-control becomes less and less common or oper-
ates only in specialized and very limited situations, in our profession and elsewhere. 
This is why the power of the passions grows stronger year by year, something that 
accounts for the epidemic in the use of drugs and other distractions by which peo-
ple hide from life. For mankind as a whole this leads to social problems. For the in-
dividual, this simply means that the difficulty of overcoming the passions becomes 
greater so that sanctity seems further and further out of our reach. The fact is that 
when the process of formation of a passion is complete, the struggle against habit is 
possible only through intentional suffering; this is not “stupid suffering,” taking on 
suffering pointlessly, but the “useful suffering” of voluntarily refusing to satisfy these 
passions. This struggle is much more difficult without prayer, although in certain 
stages it can make prayer itself seem difficult or even for a while fruitless. 

Observation of Provocations 

In this study I will first repeat Evagrius’s description of the particular provoca-
tion, then describe my own attempts to observe the same thing under non-
monastic conditions. I must also add that for a layperson committed to a way 
other than the monastic, someone who has to live in everyday life among peo-
ple for whom any form of self-denial is often a sign of “weakness” or even stu-
pidity, this kind of struggle often has to be unmentioned and invisible. 

When the experiences described by Evagrius and quoted earlier (chapter 9) are inter-
preted in inner terms, it becomes clear that the demons referred to are no more than 
complexes or “inner beings”: uncontrolled and thus semiautonomous contents of 
our fallen souls. However, it is easy to understand that those who see everything as 
outside themselves will also see these demons and similar beings as existing outside 
themselves.16 In simple terms, we not only have to recognize the nature of something 
when it arises, but we need also to remember two other things with the strength of 
recognition. First, that what we have observed has been seen to exist within ourselves, 
and second, the harmful results we observe coming from what we have observed 
within us. Saint John Cassian wrote of this: “Abba Moses replied: ‘It is impossible 
for the mind not to be troubled by these thoughts. But if we exert ourselves, it is 
within our power either to accept them17 and give them our attention, or to expel
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them. Their coming is not with our power to control, but their expulsion is. The 
amending of our mind is also within the power of our choice and effort.” 18 

There is a close relationship between the idea of guarding the thoughts, referred to by 
Father George of Grigoriou, and the idea of self-observation. Before we can guard 
our thoughts, we must have worked for a long time to form the habit of observing 
them, and often the only way we will find we are able to observe them is by trying 
to keep guard over them. At first, this watchfulness is possible only while we struggle 
to prevent certain types of thought: in the early stages there is no clear observation 
without this struggle. Evagrius gave some idea of the level or intensity of observa-
tion necessary on both the lay and the monastic paths, when he wrote: 

If there is any monk who wishes to take the measure of some of the more 
fierce demons, so as to gain experience in his monastic art, let him keep 
careful watch over his thoughts. Let him observe their intensity, their peri-
ods of decline and follow them as they rise and fall. Let him note well the 
complexity of his thoughts, their periodicity, the demons which cause them, 
with the order of their success and the nature of their associations. Then let 
him ask from Christ the explanation of the data he has observed. 

The kingdom of Heaven is apatheia of the soul along with true 
knowledge of existing things.19     

Based on the Sermon of the Mount, apatheia, passionlessness or purity of heart, is seen 
as the necessary qualification for any awareness of God and therefore, for Evagrius 
and many other Fathers, to achieve apatheia is the same as to attain true spiritual love: 
“Agape is the progeny of apatheia. Apatheia is the very flower of ascesis.”20 

In verse 39 of The Praktikos, Evagrius adds what turns out to be an important 
clue to practical methods of dealing with the passions, although for modern 
Western man what he describes is no longer commonplace but can only be de-
veloped slowly. He wrote: “The psyche will usually flare up against the passion-
ate thoughts at the evil smell of the demons, who are perceived as they draw 
near and affect the soul with the passion of its assailants.”21 Observation shows 
that Evagrius uses the term smell here, not literally but in the same sense that 
other esoteric authors use the term taste. When we go beyond verbal thought 
to think in terms of inner experience, we will discover that there is a recogniz-
able quality by which the nous can distinguish the source of different elements 
in its experience. This is the proper working of the mind of the heart, giving us 
what has been called the “discernment of spirits,” that is, the ability to recognize
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and so distinguish what comes from a reliable source from what comes 
from an unreliable or harmful origin. Observation, however, suggests that 
before the soul can be sensitized against harmful stimuli in this way it 
must first recognize that the particular type of stimulus is harmful to it. 

Evagrius wrote about recognition in a passage quoted earlier: “We must take 
care to recognize the different types of demons and take note of the circum-
stances of their coming.” 22 Recognition is a property of the nous and one 
of the qualities of noetic knowledge. Recognition plays a part in the discern-
ment of spirits. We know the influences that act on us by what in the tradi-
tion has been called “taste” and by what Evagrius calls their “smell,” in the 
sense that we say about a situation that “something smells funny here.’’ 

Resisting Provocation 

Saint Nilus’s rule also discusses in detail specific forms of provocation, and although 
it does not actually refer to him, in one part it seems to come very close to the words 
of Evagrius. Certainly, resisting provocation is one of the most important planks 
making up Evagrius’s psychological ark, as well as the rule of Saint Nilus; that is to 
say, it is one of the most important disciplines to be learned in building this mag-
netic center. When we are ready to get down to detail in our inner lives, it is impor-
tant to learn exactly how this discipline is to be formed, on what we can act. This 
was made clear at the end of paragraph 6 of The Praktikos, which was quoted a few 
paragraphs earlier. Here, Evagrius clearly defines what we can control and what we 
cannothe tells us that we can decide if these provocations will be kept in our minds 
for a while, and we can decide whether or not they will be free to stir up our pas-
sionsand this power of decision is a crucial key to all practical inner work. 

But it must be understood that in the state of confluence or identification, this 
power of decision is lacking, so that we do not then have this control. One re-
sult of this is that today many intellectually devised teachings fail because they 
are taught to those who cannot carry them out: sometimes “invented” teachings 
demand that the student control his or her mind in ways that are not in practice 
possible. At other times ancient teachings which are possible for prepared indi-
viduals are given to people who are insufficiently prepared; for example, teach-
ings intended for those who have established magnetic centers may be given to 
those whose magnetic center is weak or nonexistent. In other words, many at-
tempts to control the mind go wrong through attempting to actively control 
processes that are not under our immediate or direct control. The teaching
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about provocation is a case in point. In its classic form as given by Evagrius it can 
be put into practice only by those who have already built their “ark.” In fact, one 
of the primary uses of the traditional teachingwhen properly understoodis to help 
us distinguish between what we can control directly and what we can only con-
trol indirectly as a result of direct control at some other point of action. 

The first point is that, once we struggle in the correct way, we will discover that 
each time we lose the battle by reacting to these provocations we create new impu-
ritiescalled “passions”that are formed from our past experiences of the things most 
attractive to us. It is these powerful images that distract us from reaching the final 
stages of prayer of the heart. The struggle with provocations aims at preventing the 
formation of these additional images, and it is therefore crucial to the development 
of what certain early Fathers, including Evagrius, called apatheia, the opening of 
the heart that occurs in the final stages of development of a mature magnetic center 
in us. Posoff says here: “The activity of the intellect in the heart begins at the mo-
ment when the intellect is strong enough to remain in the heart and not leave it too 
soon. If the intellect remains in the heart, it means that the passions are overcome 
and the Holy Spirit is beginning to work in the heart.” He also uses the saying Gre-
gory of Sinai quoted earlier: “The Holy Spirit attracts the nous to itself, drawing it 
into the depth of the heart and preventing its usual wandering about.’’ 23 

This is indeed a key explanation for practical inner work. 

What this all means is that after the early experiences we are granted by grace, this ac-
tivity does not finally go into the heart, and the Holy Spirit does not become active in 
the heart, until we have become strong enough to resist the provocations that beset us. 
In fact we will, in the beginning of our inner work, be allowed to taste certain states as 
a result of our resisting specific provocations. About this the tradition says: “More is 
asked of those to whom more has been given,” so that at a later stage the door in the 
heart will more often be closed to us until we learn to resist all provocation. 

This of course links with the dark nights described by Saint John of the 
Cross.         

At this point it is necessary to remember that we can observe these provocations 
only when we struggle with ourselves. Our experience of these same provocations 
is therefore shaped by the kind of struggle we have undertaken, and because we 
face different struggles from those faced by a monk, our experience of provocations 
will also be different in character from those of a monk. Yet any effort to struggle 
against the automaticity of our organism will sooner or later bring us up against 
one or more of these eight provoking thoughts, and then we will discover exactly
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how they manifest in our specific way of life. Struggles of this kind are involved 
in the formation of a magnetic center as an inner and purely psychological “cell” 
into which our consciousness can withdraw to separate itself from provoca-
tion, and a final victory over provocation is a final victory in the formation of 
this magnetic center. This demands grace, but before this can happen we must 
build as much as possible for ourselves. This is the rule, as I understand it. 

First Provocation: Gluttony 

Evagrius describes how the monk experiences this basic form of provocation, be-
cause his specific self-imposed effort is to struggle with the demands of the body by 
limiting what he eats, and his efforts define the character taken by this provocation. 
At the same time Evagrius’s description is recognizable to anybody who has begun 
to struggle with himself, when it says: “The thought that provokes gluttony suggests 
to the monk that he give up his ascetic efforts in short order. It brings to his mind 
concern for his stomach, for his liver and spleen, the thought of a long illness, scar-
city of the commodities of life, and finally of his edematous body and of lack of care 
by physicians. These things are depicted vividly before his eyes. It frequently brings 
him to recall certain ones among the brethren who have fallen on such sufferings. 
There even comes a time when it persuades those who suffer from such maladies 
to visit those who are practicing a life of abstinence and to expose their misfor-
tune and relate how these came about as a result of the ascetic life.” 24 

My own observations here link to another paragraph of Eva-
grius’s text, which adds: “For satiety desires a variety of dishes but 
hunger thinks itself happy to get its fill of nothing more than bread.”25 

Let’s be honest: with my age and my long individual and family history of self-
indulgence, it is very difficult to struggle against the wish for variety, and even 
enforced lack of variety forces on me exactly the reactions described by Evagrius as 
arising from gluttony. This struggle, therefore, leads to exact observation. I must 
then link that observation to the effects of this demand for variety: that it makes 
work for others, it limits what I can do and where and when I can do it, it af-
fects me physically. The conclusion of these observations is that I must contin-
ue to struggle against this gluttony if I am not to be dominated by it. 

Then we must remember, must understand that these provok-
ing thoughts lead to “impurities” of heart, specifically to the desires and 
negative emotions that are associated with the experiences described 
above. These impurities of physical feeling are one of the things that
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close the door in the heart and so prevent the final stages of 
prayer of the heart.      

Second Provocation: Lust 

The second observation is described by Evagrius in the following passage: 

The demon of impurity impels one to lust after bodies. It attacks more 
strenuously those who practice continence, in the hope that they 
will give up their practice of this virtue, feeling that they gain noth-
ing by it. This demon has a way of bowing the soul down to practices 
of an impure kind, defiling it, and causing it to speak and hear certain 
words almost as if the reality were actually present to be seen. 26 

Here again, our experience differs from that of the monk. We are more likely to be 
stimulated from outside than from the practice of continence. The householder’s 
struggle on this way is not against sex but against trivialization of sex, against the 
debasing of sex to a purely physical practice. When sex becomes so strong that we 
forget love, this is the defilement; the struggle is to cleave to love, not to pleasure. 
When one does so, the quality of one’s perceptions will change and one will begin to 
understand the inner meaning of what Mouravieff writes about the idea of the polar 
being. The slow transformation of sex to Christian love leads to great changes with-
in us, giving us the zeal without which the spiritual is forever out of reach. 

Third Provocation: Avarice 

Avarice is the desire not only for money but for property and posses-
sions in general. As we grow older, and as we grow more accustomed to 
our comforts, the power of this provocation grows stronger: 

Avarice suggests to the mind a lengthy old age, inability to per-
form manual labour (at some future date), famines that are sure to 
come, sickness that will visit us, the pinch of poverty, the great shame 
that comes from accepting the necessities of life from others.27 

Unlike the monk, we are not expected to give up our possessions. The de-
mand we face is to give up our lives in service to a higher will, at first sim-
ply taking the form of the need to work for something other than personal
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gain, to think of something other than our personal needs. But what 
we will already have discovered is that this desire for possessions is end-
less. The more possessions we have, the more we feel threatened by their 
lack. And this is without any intense struggle. With the attempt to serve 
comes the struggle and the provoking hints that we could do better, that 
we should take better care of ourselves and those around us, and so on. 

Fourth Provocation: Sadness 

When the attempt to serve reaches a certain stage of reality, then, as in military 
service in time of emergency, there come periods when the needs of our serv-
ice do not allow us time or resources to obtain what we want. At this time we 
meet the same sadness described by Evagrius in paragraph 10 of his text: 

Sadness tends to come up at times because of the deprivation of one’s de-
sires. On other occasions it accompanies anger. When it arises from the dep-
rivation of desires it takes place in the following manner. Certain thoughts 
first drive the soul to the memory of home and parents, or else to that of 
one’s former life. Now when these thoughts find that the soul offers no 
resistance but rather follows after them and pours itself out in pleasures 
that are still only mental in nature, then they seize her and drench her in 
sadness, with the result that these ideas she was just indulging no longer 
remain. In fact they cannot be had in reality, because of her present way 
of life. So the miserable soul is now shriveled up in her humiliation to the 
degree that she poured herself out upon these thoughts of hers. 28 

This struggle comes to all those who go out of their way to serve, or 
even to prepare themselves for service.     

The method is to learn to recognize the character of these thoughts and be alerted to 
the effects they will quickly arouse in us. Once this awareness is sufficiently strong, we 
will begin to be able to turn away from the provocation. But until we are able to con-
trol the provoking thoughts, this sadness can simply be borne as long as we are able; 
then if it is too much, we should not rest in pride, but should take a break from the 
restrictionshould do something we enjoyin order to recuperate our energies. 

This is described by Gregory of Nyssa in his Life of Moses as the “bit-
ter water” sweetened by throwing into it a piece of wood, described by 
Nyssa - with precision but in the language of parableas a piece of the
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true cross. On the monastic path, prayer and liturgy fill this place and 
drive out the sadness with the sweetness of the Spirit. Here, theory is 
not enough: in the formation of the magnetic center we must discov-
er our own ways of transforming this bitterness, first by turning it posi-
tive and so releasing the energy trapped in it, and finally by mneme Theou: 
by finding our own inner communion in remembrance of God, and then by 
bringing it to a strength sufficient to transmute the negative feelings. 

Fifth Provocation: Anger 

Perhaps the easiest of the provoking thoughts to recognize is that which gives rise to 
anger. Always in my experience it is based on thought of oneself, the insistent I and 
me: he owes me this or that; she did so and so to me; they ignored me; nobody is going 
to get away with doing that to me. We judge others in relation to ourselves, forget-
ting that Christ said “Judge not, that ye be not judged.” In my experience this stems 
directly from pride, from our sense of our own great worth. Evagrius put it: 

The most fierce passion is anger. In fact it is defined as a boiling and stirring 
up of wrath against one who has given injuryor is thought to have done so. It 
constantly irritates the soul and above all at the time of prayer it seizes the mind 
and flashes the picture of the offensive person before one’s eyes. Then there 
comes a time when it persists longer, is transformed into indignation, stirs up 
alarming experiences by night. This is succeeded by a general debility of the 
body, malnutrition with its attendant pallor, and the illusion of being attacked 
by poisonous wild beasts. These four last mentioned consequences following 
upon indignation may be found to accompany many thoughts. 29 

There can be little difference here between the experience of the monk and that of the 
layperson, except that the pressures of life are likely to be stronger in the life of the lay-
person and nonmonastic, so that once we fall, our anger is likely to be more energetic, 
although more quickly prevented by interruptions, for which we may thank God. 
We will discover that the anger which comes alongside the sadnessas described under 
the previous provocationis particularly persistent because in such experiences there is 
always a measure in which we value ourselves and so believe ourselves to be entitled.
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Sixth Provocation: Accidie 

Evagrius in his description of accidie is directing it so exactly at the 
monk that it is difficult to see how it can apply to anyone else. He writes: 

The demon of accidie - also called the noonday demon - is the one that 
causes the most serious trouble of all. He presses his attack on the monk 
about the fourth hour and besieges the soul until the eighth hour. First of all 
he makes it seem that the sun barely moves, if at all, and that the day is fifty 
hours long. Then he constrains the monk to look constantly out of the win-
dows, to walk outside the cell, to gaze carefully at the sun to determine how 
far it stands from the ninth hour, to look now this way and now that to see 
if perhaps Then too he instills in the heart of the monk a hatred of the place, 
a hatred for his very life itself, a hatred for manual labour etc. 30 

How then can this apply to someone who is no monk, whose busy, busy life takes 
him or her constantly out and about? Some of us will recognize the flavor of this con-
stant provocation that acts in the same way in our very different lives. I sit to study, 
and immediately I want to be somewhere else, doing something else. I set aside time 
for prayer, and immediately I remember something else I wish to be doing. It is as if 
my whole organism resists change, so that the more active I have been in the recent 
past, the more active I wish to remain. The common view of this is boredom or en-
nui, but in fact it is the power of habit in the personality, a power whose “wheels” 
keep spinning long after we have reason for acting. So much is this persistence of 
activity a characteristic of the personality that Evagrius was able to end his para-
graph 12 like this: “No other demon follows close upon the heels of this one, but 
only a state of deep peace and inexpressible joy arise out of this struggle.”31 

Seventh Provocation: Vanity 

Vanity is another provocation that most of us will recognize, although we are not 
monastics, a provocation that speaks to me again and again. Once it used to tell me 
that I was someone special and that it was only bad luck or some unfair situation that 
had prevented my demonstrating this to everyone; then it tells me that I am someone 
special whenever I have achieved some small thing. This provocation takes so many 
forms that I am sure you will be able to discover new onesand that such a discovery
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too can become a cause for vainglory. Those involved in what we currently 
call the New Age will particularly recognize Evagrius’s description here: 

The spirit of vainglory is most subtle and it readily grows up in the souls 
of those who practice virtue. It leads them to desire to make their strug-
gles known publicly, to hunt after the praise of men. This in turn leads 
to their illusory healing of women, or to their hearing fancied sounds as 
the cries of the demonscrowds of people who touch their clothes. This de-
mon predicts besides that they will attain to the priesthood. It has men 
knocking at the door, seeking audience with them. If the monk does not 
willingly yield to their request, he is bound and led away. When in this 
way he is carried aloft by vain hope, the demon vanishes and the monk is 
left to be tempted by the demon of pride or of sadness who brings upon 
him thoughts opposed to his hopes. It also happens at times that a man 
who a short while before was a holy priest is led off bound and is hand-
ed over to the demon of impurity to be winnowed by him. 32 

Of course, this is not the only form vainglory takes. Think of how it has acted on 
you in your profession. You cannot think how: all your status has been well-earned? 
That is one form! Think of yourself as a student of this work who is sure you would 
yourself know what to teach. Think of yourself as a family man, as a good mother, as a 
person of substance in the community, and so forth, and become aware how you wish 
people to see you as such! Similar flaws are in us all. Vanity rules: then, when nobody 
wants to hear what I have to say, it hands me over to the demon of sadness. 

Have I given this demon authority in my own mind? 

Eighth Provocation: The Demon of Pride 

Some say that pride is the greatest provocation, that it is the deluded belief of the unre-
deemed personality in its own absolute reality, its own selfhood, its own ability to do, to 
be cause in every situation. This is supported by Evagrius’s description: 

The demon of pride is the cause of the most damaging fall for 
the soul, for it induces the monk to deny that God is his help-
er and to consider that he himself is the cause of virtuous ac-
tions. Further, he gets a big head in regard to the brethren,
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considering them stupid because they don’t all have this same opinion of him. 
Anger and sadness follow on the heels of this demon, and last of all there comes in 
its train the greatest of maladiesderangement of mind, associated with wild rav-
ings and hallucinations of whole multitudes of demons in the sky. 33 

Pride as a provocation is of course a thought or a series of thoughts. We may rec-
ognize some of them: under the influence of pride we habitually claim that eve-
rything we do successfully is the result of our own ability, our own action. Subtle 
indeed are the ways of this type of falsehood, as modern man generally consid-
ers it normal and even accurate to make these claims; until we recognize them 
to be unconscious lies, they will continue to have power over us. As we recognize 
the delusory nature of these claims, our willingness to accept praise will slowly 
reduce, but oh how slowly for these claims are the litany that forms the charac-
ter of our whole civilization: of you and me and of all those around us. 

The Fear of Opening Ourselves to God 

Many of the early Fathers include fear in their list of passions. Although it is not 
included in Evagrius’s list of provocations, fear can be seen to be the “attendant 
passion” that emerges in response to many provoking thoughts. In my experience, 
for those who follow the psychological method, this fear generally takes a par-
ticular form. This is another way of understanding the fear that resists the sur-
render of our own autonomy in subordination to God in the final stages of re-
pentance (see chapter 10). As we become increasingly aware that to serve God we 
must take little and sometimes no thought for ourselves, we begin to think of 
what we would like for ourselves, and then we feel the sadness described above. 
Or the thought of gluttony raises all its fears and concerns about the threat to 
health, or impurity raises its head with the thought “just once more” (a variation 
of Saint Augustine’s passage paraphrased “Lord make me good, but not yet”). And 
these thoughts build up a feeling of fear, a passion of fear in us, and that feeling 
in turn draws our mind back to these same thoughts time after time. 

So not only do these provoking thoughts give rise to the feel-
ings known as passions, but the passionate feelings give strength to the 
provoking thoughts and keep them uppermost in our minds. 

But, as I hinted, the cause of this is simple but it is fundamental to the 
Christian life: we wish to put the Lord first in our lives, but to give 
over control we must first relinquish our own control. As quoted ear-
lier: “It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.” And this is
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the fearful thing, to put ourselves in “hands” that may put us into a situation 
in life which we would never allow ourselves to get into. It demands great trust 
or great freedom from concern for ourselves, and neither of these is easily come 
by. And the decision is made worse by our awareness that this is the path of the 
cross, the path of sacrifice, on which we must take up our own cross of sacri-
fice in order to partake in the life of our Lord. At this point, self-observation 
has grown far beyond the range of the self-seeking with which it began. 
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Postcript

Healing the Soul:

Some Conclusions from Matthew 13 
The task of the inner tradition is the healing of the human nous, sometimes de-
scribed by the early Fathers as the eye of the soul. The nous is the garden in which 
the sower went to sow (Matthew 13:3), the field in which an enemy sowed tares 
(Matthew 13:24)as Gregory of Nyssa made clear in the quote found, quite coin-
cidentally, in chapter 13 of this bookthe field in which the man planted the grain 
of mustard seed that became the kingdom of heaven (Matthew 13:31)and also the 
field in which the treasure is hid (Matthew 13:44). This nous is the background to 
the whole drama of inner Christianity. The whole struggle between truth and illu-
sion occurs in this hidden place but is imaged out on the visible world. When we 
believe the illusions of our mind, truth lies bleeding. When we remember a truth 
so that illusion is put to flight, trumpets sound in heavenfor even heaven is found 
through the nous. When we share our illusions with others the Devil has found 
allies on the field of battle, and when we accept the invented concept as a divine 
truth the angels are put to flight and the field is left to dishonor. When nous is made 
pure and empty of the debris of battle, there is “a new heaven and a new earth” 
(Revelation 21:1). Then we have begun to “put on the new man, which is renewed 
in knowledge after the image of him that created him” (Colossians 3:10). 

This is the great myth of our civilization, the struggle between good and evil. 
Here lies our difficulty, and here is our hope. Against this backdrop we must 
understand the whole inner tradition, and only by interpreting them against 
this backdrop will we understand the myths and parables of inner reality. Only 
through this kind of understanding will we become able to unlock the doors 
of the heart. And only when this is done will everything change, be made 
new; only then will the kingdoms of man become the Kingdom of God. 

But if you will undertake this struggle on your own shoulders, not leav-
ing it to others, this is something that can happen to you at any time. 
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The Barbarians Within 

In the logic of history the outward appearance of this struggle has changed over 
the centuries. The scenario now is that something historically new is happening 
to Western civilization. All previous great civilizations in the world have been ge-
ographically limited. Even Rome, by then rotten to the core and become ‘’easy 
meat,” was several times brought to its knees by so-called barbarians from outside 
its boundaries. The lesson of history to us is unclear: perhaps that sick giant might 
have recovered had the vultures not grown impatient. Now this once-Christian 
civilization is fast becoming equally sick with a sickness that perhaps first appeared 
with the Weimar Republic in the 1930s but is now becoming universal. The symp-
toms are the same, and people’s unwillingness to recognize them as symptoms is 
also the same. All around us we see increasing poverty and homelessness; the de-
cay of skills and the inability today to create the things we use today; the disrup-
tion of family life; the cult of ugliness and the desire to shock; an interest in ex-
citement and even violence as a way of forgetting what lies around us. 

Today, “the gospel of the kingdom has been preached in all the world for a witness 
unto all nations” (Matthew 24:14) and today Western civilization is molding the 
world with its technology, its obsession with trade, its gigantic organizations, and the 
millions of specialists that sustain them, crippled and made dependent by their spe-
cialization. Today the barbarians abroad have been turned into customers, but we are 
threatened instead by a new demon, the barbarian within the barbarian within our 
own alienated selves. It is because of this inner enemy that so many doors are double-
locked, cars are electronically protected, and people hurry home early for fear of the 
barbarian who lives within our civilization; drugs, crime, street violence, sexual abuse, 
abuse of authority and wealth, and a tendency to turn our backs on those in trou-
ble, are the most obvious but not, perhaps, the worst forms of this decay. 

Corporations, authorities, associations: all the enormous organizations of which 
our society is composed are formed of specialists. The narrower their specialization, 
the more it makes them psychologically dependent, not only for abilities not devel-
oped in themselves but for satisfactions so often lacking in their lives. It is this mis-
match between their lives and their inner needs that frequently leads to alienation. 
It is not surprising, then, that this specialization, having exactly the qualities that 
have led to this phenomenon of alienation, has failed to find an answer to it. 

No form of discursive thought can reflect clearly upon itself without the aid of 
the still and undivided nous, and specialization is founded on division. 
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Specialization silences that potential Socrates which sleeps within each 
one of us, who, wakened, would first question then rectify the patterns 
of our thought, and so prevent them crystallizing with age as now oc-
curs. Socrate’s thought represented - some 1 say originated - the trend in 
Greek philosophy that began to question inner meanings providing an al-
ternative viewpoint to the embryonic empiricism of the Presocratics. 

Now our only hope is to find ways of analyzing what is happening that do not stem 
from the kind of thinking that creates the problem. The way I have chosen in years 
of study and begun to outline in this book is based on the conclusion that every great 
civilization is the product of its great religion, and that the sicknesses of a culture 
reveals the failures of the capacity once, I believe, possessed by every true religion 
to heal the community around it (a belief counter to the immediate evidence of the 
Christian world today, but still evidenced in its most forgotten corners). 

It is also my thesis that the place where one can best investigate these weaknesses 
is where Christ turned his searching gaze; in the human heart. Just as a forest can 
only be restored to health by ensuring the health of the individual trees, said the 
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, so the health of a society can be assured by assuring the 
health of individual members of that society. This is logically inescapable, and if 
so, then the investigation must begin with the individual: with oneself; with me, 
and now with you, the reader, if you will take these thoughts to heart. 

Of course, the formation of the individual does depend to a large extent on the 
society in which he lives. In our society the provision of knowledge depends on 
the educational system; the transmission of skills on industry and the professions. 
In ancient Greece the formation of the heart depended on the family and on pai-
deia (see chapter 5), on special forms of education that trained the heart as well 
as head and hand, forms whose still-contentious nature was made visible in the 
trial and death of Socrates. But it was then transformed and modified in the light 
of the gospel of love, by those now known as the Fathers of the church. Christian 
societies grew around this institution of what might be called emotional education 
that was for far more than a thousand years the civilizing influence whose dis-
semination was a task of the church. This role still survives in a few inner-oriented 
monasteries, mostly on those fringes of Christendom near where it was originally 
formulated, but teaching requires teachers, and the churches no longer have such 
teachers as a function separate from the priesthood, although Saint Paul wrote, 
about what he called the Gifts of the Spirit: “And God hath set some in the church, 
first apostles, secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers” (1 Corinthians 12:28). 

The big question we can ask is: where today are the teachers of the heart? 
what teaching was lost when the teachers were lost? The answer this
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question appears to reveal is surprising. In the introduction to my book, narrowing my 
study down to a problem that is as much outer as inner, I came in the end to ask of my-
self one particular question that I felt to be capable of answering the outer need as well 
as the inner hope. That question: How might I come to feel growing in my own heart 
the qualities described in the Sermon on the Mount? This is not a new question. For ex-
ample, in an earlier church, Saint Symeon the New Theologian once wrote. 

He who does not have attention in himself
cannot be poor in spirit,
cannot weep and be contrite,
not be gentle and meek,
nor hunger and thirst after righteousness,
nor be merciful, nor a peacemaker,
nor suffer persecution for righteousness sake. 2 

Saint Symeon asked this question some time around the end of the last millen-
nium, and despite his importance as one of the major formative influences of the 
Orthodox Church, this is one of a number of “hard questions” he raised that for a 
long time have been generally forgotten outside monasticism, even in the Eastern 
Church. Today, attitudes to this question are divided into two main groups. 

Some people claim that Christianity does not work, because 
few Christians today possess the qualities described in the Beatitudes. 

Others, who often regard themselves as Christians, re-
gard this kind of interpretation of scripture, interpretation clearly 
based on the human situation, as improper and even unchristian. 

Today when, in countries like England, so many people have left the churches 
for the first of these reasons, and when so many Christians and so many whole 
churches all over the world fall into the second type, all or almost all of which 
move further and further from the teachings of Christ in their attempts to respond 
to what they imagine to be popular demand, it seems important to emphasize 
that there does exist another alternative that gives a different kind of hope: a hope 
that Christians might again learn to live according to the Sermon on the Mount 
and that, doing so, they might begin to stem the tide of ethical collapse. 

Need for Christian Teaching 

To sum up my conclusions from the researches described throughout 
this book, it has become clear that the loss of emotional training has 
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been crucial to our civilization. Let me put it this way: if it is true that a civilization 
is formed of civilized beings, to overcome the decay within that civilization demands 
that we overcome the decay within its individual members. To stem the tide of to-
day’s moral collapse requires a new strength within individuals. In our present situa-
tion, this demands the restoration of civilized emotions within individuals, and this 
in turn depends on the restoration of a lost part of the original element of emotional 
education within our civilization. To attain that today would first require a resolution 
of the weakness of today’s church and a return to the empowering capability of the 
early churches, a task that has long ago been abandoned by most Christian denom-
inations in the progressive breakdown that began with what I called (in the preface 
to this book) a balkanization of the mind. This was itself one of the decay products 
stemming from the slow disintegration of the Roman Empire under the onslaught 
of repeated barbarian invasions, including the Crusades. It is now apparent that 
the schism that has developed between the Eastern and Western churches has been 
no more than a staging post in the spread of that balkanizing tendency. 

If paideia was the emotionally civilizing element that gave Western civilization 
its strength, as I believe, then the restoration of the necessary elements of this 
lost emotional education would depend on restoring to active use the main ele-
ments of the long-lost Christian paideia, with the addition of corrective elements 
appropriate to our times. To do so would require teachers who were themselves 
emotionally educated, something that would require inner knowledge, and 
when we think what kind of esoteric knowledge this might require, we should 
remember that Evagrius wrote, “The ascetic life is the spiritual method for cleans-
ing the feeling part of the soul.” 3 It can be said that emotional education al-
ways requires some kind of practice. Both these statements link with what we 
have said earlier about the survival of esotericism in certain monasteries. At the 
same time it is clear that on an informal level some survival of this emotional 
education exists in certain churches in the idea of “taking up one’s cross.” 

Taking Up the Cross 

So Christian paideia has survived to this day, but primarily among 
the more ascetic members of the monastic movement, the rig-
ors of whose methods (asceticism did not always imply hardship in 
the way it does now) have helped to discredit it with the general public. 

Gospel teachings about the strait gate and the narrow way refer in their 
simplest sense to the difficult choice that must be taken at this point, 
where we must go beyond the point which we can see; beyond what we
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can control. This choice is well described in the gospel verse that says: “And he went a little 
farther, and fell on his face, and prayed, saying, O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup 
pass from me: nevertheless not as I will, but as thou wilt” (Matthew 26:39). 

This is the point where we “take up our cross.” This leaves us intentionally exposed 
to circumstances beyond our control, forced to live out in reality the situation 
described in the Gospel passage about the “lilies of the field” (Luke 12:2231). The 
inner anxiety that results is one of the meanings of the monastic term exile. At this 
point in the Christian life, something in us begins to exert a resistance. 

The ambiguity of the description used here is normal. These choices are so difficult 
to define directly that, on the Christian path, they are normally defined indirectly; 
for instance they may describe the choice that must be made in terms of indicators 
or signs whose presence will tell us when we have made the right decision. Some 
of these signs serve as analogies for what we must observe, but first we must learn 
to interpret such analogies. Others are simply indicators, but when we observe 
them this tells us that we are making the right choice. One method is that of 
negative definition, 4 when we are advised what not to do: not to take the line 
of least resistance, for example, or not to choose the comfortable or the easy in 
preference to what we see to be necessary. This method is linked to what is called 
apophatic theology, which defines God by speaking of what He is not. 

Reports of a Lost Esotericism 

It is clear that even today lay communities which are directly influenced by what 
I have called esoteric monasteries - communities that include to my knowledge 
devout populations within one small seaside town, and in an industrial suburb of 
a cityshow clear evidence of an improved level of emotional education that frees 
them from many of the problems common to Western populations. It is equally 
clear that most Westerners who enter esoteric monasteries find the whole thing 
too difficult. As described in chapter 7, the emotional “luggage” they carry is 
too much and they, among others, fail to achieve their spiritual goals. 

To put it bluntly, you cannot be in two states of consciousness at the same time, and 
so a general principle of spirituality is that the emergence of a higher state requires the 
renunciation of the lower. To renounce the lower state requires that we give up all that 
belongs to it: all the related interests and outer and inner possessions. Many people are 
unwilling to take up their cross and make this sacrifice. This is the same point which
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the disciples of Jesus reached and where, as described in 
chapter 6 of the Gospel of Saint John, many of them left him: 

Many therefore of his disciples, when they had heard this, said, This is an 
hard saying; who can hear it? 

When Jesus knew in himself that his disciples murmured at it, he said unto 
them, Doth this offend you? 

What and if ye shall see the Son of man ascend up where he was before?

It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life. 

But there are some of you that believe not. For Jesus knew from the begin-
ning who they were that believed not, and who should betray him. 

And he said, Therefore said I unto you, that no man can come unto me, 
except it were given unto him of my Father. 

From that time many of his disciples went back, and walked no more with 
him (John 6:60-66). 

The modern individual carries a large burden of inner possessions. This burden makes 
conventional monasticism impossible to most of us. It is because of this that chapter 12 of 
this book addresses the question of an alternative to the monastic method. 

It is all very well to write of solutions available at some time in 
the past. But what do we know today about emotional educa-
tion? More to the point, what can we do today?    

In searching for an answer to this question, my book investigated the forgotten al-
ternatives implied in the psychological teachings of the early Fathers of the church 
and of their direct successors, with particular reference to teachings such as those 
of Clement of Alexandria and Origenand of Origen’s pupil Evagrius of Pontus. 
Clement and Origen were teachers in Saint Paul’s sense of the wordthey were both 
successively heads of the school of Christian knowledge in Alexandria in the second 
and third centuries. This fact may have underlain a certain lack of compromise in 
their writings which led to both of them, and even their pupil Evagrius, being often 
discredited in later centuries. Whether or not this is true, as described in chapter 3, 
there is little doubt that as early as the second century Clement was teaching a more 
psychological form of Christian ascesis, which ran through the teachings of the ear-
ly Fathers like a basic pattern, which has been more and more ignored over the cen-
turies, but which has repeatedly surfaced for brief periods in the historical record.
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My investigation of these early psychological teachings, detailed in this book, 
shows that although they appear monastic, in fact they offer a science so com-
plete that it can also provide effective alternatives to the classical monastic meth-
od. Their methods aim at the same objectives as do Eastern practices such as 
Yoga, but after detailed study it seems to me that they do so in a way that, once 
properly understood, is more suited to modern Western man, in practical forms 
of Christianity that differ widely from that taught in the West today. 

Here, with their origins in the second century but draw-
ing for descriptive data on other older and younger sources, may be 
the solutions, the hope, so urgently needed by modern man. 

The Psychological Method 

Underlying my belief in the availability of a solution is another basic fact that be-
comes apparent only after long study of these ideas: this is the fact that the psycho-
logical ideas of the early Fathers form a genuine science, not simply a single system 
or doctrine, but something much larger. One of the characteristics of a science, in 
this sense, is that it provides a resource, a seed-bed of techniques from which differ-
ing solutions can be drawn for different needs. Thus there are certain key concepts 
on which what I call the psychological method is based. Many of these are held in 
common by Christianity and the great Eastern faiths. One fundamental resource of 
this inner science is described in volume 1 of his Gnosis, where Boris Mouravieff lists 
eight methods or forms of ascesis or spiritual exercise. These categories are based on a 
division of our experience of ourselves into eight categories which are in agreement 
with those in the Indian system known as the Eightfold Yoga, described by Patanja-
li in his Yoga Sutras. These categories are precise, and observably apply to all normal 
human beings (or at least all those who possess the potential for inner development), 
and they therefore appear to form a suitable framework for the study of any kind of 
development method in any human culture. Following this, it can be said that all 
exercises, if their purpose is the transformation of the human organism, act in one 
or other of these eight categories, apart from certain methods such as Prayer of the 
Heart which have the capacity, when performed to the full, of embracing or acting 
within two or more of the classes either sequentially or at the same time. Mour-
avieff describes these categories, in complete agreement with doctrines of Yoga, as:
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8. Ecstasy 
7. Contemplation 
6. Concentration 
5. Constatation 
4. Breathing 
3. Correct Posture 
2. Inner Cleanliness 
1. Outer Cleanliness 

In classical Raja Yoga, the student utilizes these methods sequentially, giv-
ing the idea that the eight classes can be regarded as eight steps taken from the 
bottom up, that is, beginning with the coarsest and most external, and ending 
with the innermost and most subtle. As a science, however, the same frame-
work is used even in India in other ways. It also serves very well to describe the 
monastic method of the Eastern Church, as described by Boris Mouravieff, al-
though superficially there seems to be a difference between this and Yoga in that 
the Christian monastic tradition seems to deal with the earlier categories all 
together, while Indian methods take them more strictly in sequence. 

For lay people with little time to spare on exercises, however, the classic bottom up 
sequence of approach to these steps may be impossible. Their time for prayer and 
special exercises is normally far too little, and their only possibility is to turn their 
whole way of life into a continuous exercise. This is a form of psychological method 
very different from the monastic method: in reality it operates from the top down, but 
it appears to begin at steps five and six. The reason for this difference between the ap-
pearance and the reality is that the efforts made by the student that is to say by his or 
her Personality, by what Jung would have called the conscious mind, are psychologi-
cal efforts initiated from these intermediate steps, while the actions of the real cause 
of the process - the real I itself - are for many years invisible to the student. 
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We have said earlier that the term psychological method comes from P. D. Ouspen-
sky, who, between the two world wars, taught the highly simplified psychological 
form, developed by G. I. Gurdjieff, of what we have now identified as one stream of 
traditional Orthodox thought. (Although almost certainly with additions borrowe-
din ways themselves traditional with the inner teachingfrom other forms of inner 
tradition.) Between them, these two men from an Orthodox Christian world be-
gan to define something that my investigations have proved fairly conclusively was 
based on or identical toat least in large partthe forgotten psychological teachings 4 
of the early church. These teachings form part of the tradition I referred to earlier 
in the book, a means of healing human beings and restoring them to psychic and 
spiritual health. This method was one of the two practical supports of early Chris-
tianity which together made the early church so different from that of today. 

This form of the path, which begins not with external life, nor with the body, 
but with the psyche, is the true psychological method. It achieves similar or identi-
cal preliminary and final goals to those attained in Yoga, although its methods 
are very different. The essence of the psychological method is that it acts psycho-
logically, as has been said “from the top down,” changing the action of the psy-
che before needing to make massive changes in the student’s lifestyle. The way 
of life of the student then becomes a matter not of obedience to rules but of per-
sonal choice, but that choice has to originate from a certain state of mindsome-
times called consciencebased on a change in the way of viewing the world which 
is attained only as a result of an inner change in the student’s psyche, a change of 
consciousness which is the goal of what has been described by certain sources as 
waking up. Such a method requires knowledge, and that knowledge must be un-
derstood through direct experience. It was this that led Evagrius to write: 

Knowing, the great possession of man. It is a fel-
low-worker with prayer, acting to awaken the pow-
er of thought to contemplate the divine knowledge.5 

From the ordinary state of mind, this new way of view-
ing the world is so different in its goals and concerns that it appears 
remarkably impersonal, so that it has also been called objective reason. 

A Method for Today 

To consider the psychological method today, we must take into ac-
count the actions of the recent teachers to whom we have referred,
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although, while the results of these modern teachers were sometimes remarkable, 
they did not equal those produced by the early church. Why do I say this? Because 
someone who grew up in his household reports that when Ouspensky returned to 
England in 1946 after six years of war, looked at his English students, and, after a 
few meetings at which nobody had the kind of real questions that arise when peo-
ple practice such ideas, said that his teaching had failed, and that it was time to start 
again from the beginning. The enigmatic and highly capable Gurdjieff, who ap-
peared to be an eccentric teacher of the disciples of an eccentric age, died later than 
his pupil Ouspensky, but also admitted failure. He did not leave visible behind him 
anyone of comparable knowledge or ability. “Je vous laissez dans les beaux draps,” 
he said to his students on his deathbed. “I leave you in a fine old mess.” 

The parallels between these two endings are too strong to be ignored. But so was the 
work of these men too significant to be ignored. Because of Gurdjieff’s novel way of 
explaining things, because of his flamboyant and apparently egotistical style of teach-
ing that made it too easy to judge him a charlatan and so avoid the searching questions 
raised by his very existence, and because he disguised or left out certain Christian dog-
mas whose origin, if admitted, would have been unacceptable to his students, nearly 
every committed Christian has ignored him. But he is a historical fact, and his influ-
ence is indirect as well as direct. The lesson of these teachers, indeed, is not that they 
were in any way inadequate; far from it, they were the best of their times. 

A Christian Origin 

Indeed, one of the things that triggered the investigation that led to this book was 
this almost ignored claim of Gurdjieff to a Christian origin for his system. Further 
confirmation of the relation (not identity) between the teachings lay in the fact 
that the Philokalia, the great compendium of teachings of the early Fathers that 
has driven Eastern monasticism since the sixteenth century, and which has waited 
until now to be proven, was translated into English as a direct result of Ouspensky’s 
friendly contact with a hermit on Mount Athos, Father Nikon. After Ouspensky’s 
death, certain of his students made contact with that hermit, and this contact with 
the mainstream had considerable effect on Western spirituality, since it was this that 
led directly to Gerald Palmer’s translation into English of parts of The Philokalia. 7 
The idea came from Father Nikon in conversation with Palmer, once a student of 
Ouspensky. Palmer’s co-translator in this, also co-translator of the Art of Prayer and
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Unseen Warfare, was Madam Kadloubovsky, who for many years was Ouspensky’s 
secretary.        

It was after several years of investigation into sources on Mount Athos that I finally 
discovered, much closer to home, that only a short time before his death Gurdjieff had 
arranged for a party to go to Athos in hopes of ‘’reestablishing contact with the tradi-
tion” whose doctrines he had taught in such a novel manner. (The search was unsuc-
cessful at that time.) This finally convinced me that this statement that his teachings 
were esoteric Christianity was correct not just loosely, but in many important details, 
previously unproved because of the difficulties in carrying out an adequate study. 
The simplest confirmation of this, indeed, has been the gradually growing awareness 
that to make this connection has taken us a long way toward the completion of those 
then still incomplete teachings, so that they lead to results of a new kind. 

The new results come from a new understanding of the psychological meth-
od, and from five conclusions in particular.    

1. That the spiritual transformation of man requires as a preliminary 
condition the temporary and eventually the permanent liberation of 
the individual nous from the activities that normally obscure it. 

2. That certain psychological methods described by the ear-
ly Fathers have the capacity to liberate the nous without requir-
ing massive initial changes in our way of life. These chang-
es then follow instead of preceding the change in the nous. 

3. That effective use of the psychological method involves the 
therapeutic use of the specialist knowledge on which the meth-
od is based, enabling us to face reality and so overcome emotion-
al delusions and the disturbances of the nous which they cause. 

4. That the missing noetic method referred to by Ous-
pensky actually exists in the form of the noetic prayer 
used in the inner tradition of the Eastern Church .

5. That noetic prayer and the form of psychological method referred to com-
bine and augment one another to form an effective discipline of inner growth.

If Thine Eye Be Single 

But before we can become true Christians, another thing is necessary. 
If we have read and assimilated the chapters that have gone before, we 
will by now have understood that a true Christian, in the inward sense, 
is not someone who lives life according to doctrine, but someone who
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as said by Saint Theophan the Recluse and others (see chapter 2)
lives from an innate, natural goodness.     

But even before we can act according to our natural goodness, we have to see not 
in a fragmented, unnatural way but in a unified and natural way. “The light of the 
body is the eye: if therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of light. 
But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If therefore the light 
that is in thee be darkness, how great is that darkness!” (Matthew 6:23). 

In practice, this means that any belief obtained from exter-
nal sources, which is different from true faith (see chapters 2 
and 8), fragments and obscures the natural state of the nous. 

Delusion and fragmentation leave us vulnerable to specialization by giving our 
specialist knowledge, harmless in itself, illusory importance when we treat it as 
absolute truth, and this leaves us open to dependency on others and on large 
organizations. In turn this means that we can act as Christians only to the de-
gree that we are able to remain aware that our beliefs, beliefs that, as we will 
have observed, are drawn from the concensus beliefs of our time, are in a tech-
nical sense prejudices 8pre-judgments about the nature of things. We can-
not avoid this kind of prejudice, but whether we hold anti-religious prejudice 
or religious prejudice we must remain aware of their imperfection before we 
can see the world as a Christian should see the world, for it is literally true that 
in this sense: “For with what judgment ye judge, ye shall be judged: and with 
what measure ye mete, it shall be measured to you again” (Matthew 7:2). 

As long as we believe our preconceptions, we will not understand. But to re-
tain these preconceptions pro-tem while consciously aware of their imperfec-
tion, is to render them harmless. A truly Christian view is to accept that only 
by grace can we finally know, so that in this life prejudgement is necessary. “For 
now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part; 
but then shall I know even as also I am known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). But 
Christians understand in some often unstated way that only when we begin to 
take a detached view of our necessary prejudices; when we begin to be aware 
that this is all our conceptions are; only then may we begin to select our pre-
conceptions, and from this we may come to see through the unified eye of true 
faith, the eye of the soul (chapter 9), that becomes in time the eye of love, be-
cause this is one of the things it means to be Christian in the inner sense. 

To see what this means, we need to look at the question of faith and its relation to observed 
fact in an inward way, not comparing external evidence, but taking into account the fact 
that the choice of world view is not based on observation but on assent, and that assent
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is a decision. To predetermine criteria for truth is always a decision, but that de-
cision may be more or less conscious, and we can learn to make it more con-
scious. To do so, we must recognize just how it is that we originally decided what 
is true. If we are honest with ourselves, we will have to admit that whether we 
interpret our perceptions of the world in a way that agrees with the teachings of 
the Bible and of Christ, or in a way that is said to be discovered by science, our 
decision is never finally verified either for ourselves or from our own experience. 
When we were young we had to accept some kind of consensus view. 

What this means is that as we grow older we have never had certain knowledge, but 
instead we have at some time in the past made a decision. On this decision, on this pre-
judgement, we have come to Christianity or turned against Christianity. But either way 
is flawed by dualism, either Cartesian dualism or the legalistic dualism that long ago 
turned science against the churches, while Christianity is a religion of unity. 

Thus to renew our Christianity, to begin again free of the flaw of prejudgement, 
the answer is sometimes simple. We simply need to decide again; to make the 
decision, at first sight more Socratic than Christian, that we accept the recogni-
tion of our own ignorance; that we acknowledge that we know that we do not 
know, and so open ourselves to be taught by God in the school of life. 

It is in this recognition comes what Boris Mouravieff called constatation. 

A Different Kind of Concentration 

The form of perception without prejudice called constatation makes possible a special 
form of concentration. It is at this point that the action of prayer intensifies, and at 
this point, too, the psychological method becomes more deeply involved in exercises 
similar to those of certain kinds of Yoga. This is another practical key to the whole proc-
ess that was given new meaning by Boris Mouravieff in recently translated papers that 
describe the specific process of concentration referred to earlier (chapter 14). 

The reader will perhaps be astonished if we tell him that the normal state 
of the intellect [the nous] is the state of concentration. Habitually, man 
must make an effort in order to concentrate, and he does not know that 
concentration is possible other than on selected objects. Now the natural 
state of the intellect, concentrated, as we said, is concentrated on the whole



351

of the being of the man, to put it a different way, he concen-
trates on his presence in himself.     

Normally, a man should only make his intellect leave 
this state, as a Knight draws his sword, for a specific end. 

Afterwards, the intellect must return to this state of concentra-
tion like a sword returned to its scabbard. And just as a Knight will 
not hold his sword by the blade, the student must not use his in-
tellect in the wrong way, losing the initiative, but he must dedi-
cate it to the service of the I, that is to say, to the whole man. 9 

An understanding of this possibility of this differend kind of concentra-
tion is essential to the success of the psychological method. If this is made 
the cornerstone of the magnetic center, the culmination of our diakrisis, 
which is then far from being a headless axe, prayer and contemplation take to 
wing and the student finds himself or herself on the Royal Road itself. 

Then we will be able to say with Saint Paul: 

Lie not one to another, seeing that ye have put off the old man with his 
deeds; 

And have put on the new man, which is renewed in knowledge after the im-
age of him that created him: 

Where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision, 
Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all, and in all. 

Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, 
kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering; 

Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if any man have a quar-
rel against any: even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye. 

And above all these things put on charity, which is the bond of perfectness 
(Colossians 3:9-14). 

This book, then, is a detailed study of a single Christian inner tradition in several differ-
ent forms: in its written forms, some of them nearly two millennia old, and including 
the Gospels themselves; in its direct modern form that survives in the monasticism 
of the Eastern Church; and in perhaps less complete modern forms, as a lay teaching 
that in the recent past has taken on different terminology at different times. 

Accepting that these modern forms are incomplete, the book has also ex-
plored what elements in early texts or monastic practice would be need-
ed to restore something like the original form of this tradition, and
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what there was in the psychology of the Fourth Way forms not otherwise available 
to the West, which might serve as essential replacements for knowledge that has 
been lost, if ever there is to be a reawakening of spirituality in the Western world.
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1. Such as F. M. Cornford, Before and After Socrates. 
  
2. St. Symeon the New Theologian, Three Methods of Attention and Prayer, in Writings from the 
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9. Boris Mouravieff, from unpublished material. 
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