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I. Of the Institutes of the Renunciants 

 

1. Of the training of those who renounce this world, and of the way in which those 

are taught among the monks of Tabenna and the Egyptians who are received into 

the monasteries. 

2. Of the way in which among them men remain in the monasteries even to 

extreme old age. 

3. Of the ordeal by which one who is to be received in the monastery is tested. 

4. The reason why those who are received in the monastery are not allowed to bring 

anything in with them. 

5. The reason why those who give up the world, when they are received in the 

monasteries, must lay aside their own clothes and be clothed in others by the 

Abbot. 

6. The reason why the clothes of the renunciants with which they joined the 

monastery are preserved by the steward. 

7. The reason why those who are admitted to a monastery are not permitted to mix 

at once with the congregation of the brethren, but are first committed to the 

guest house. 

8. Of the practices in which the juniors are first exercised that they may become 

proficient in overcoming all their desires. 

9. The reason why the juniors are enjoined not to keep back any of their thoughts 

from the seniors. 

10. How thorough is the obedience of the juniors even in those things which are 

matters of common necessity. 

11. The kind of food which is considered the greatest delicacy among them. 

12. How they leave off every kind of work at the sound of someone knocking at the 

door, in their eagerness to answer at once. 

13. How wrong it is considered for anyone to say that anything, however trifling, is 

his own. 

14. How, even if a large sum of money is amassed by the labor of each, still no one 

may venture to exceed the moderate limit of what is appointed as adequate. 
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15. Of the excessive desire of possession among us. 

16. Of the rules for various rebukes. 

17. Of those who introduced the plan that the holy Lessons should be read in the 

Coenobia while the brethren are eating, and of the strict silence which is kept 

among the Egyptians. 

18. How it is against the rule for anyone to take anything to eat or drink except at the 

common table. 

19. How throughout Palestine and Mesopotamia a daily service is undertaken by the 

brethren. 

20. Of the three lentil beans which the steward found. 

21. Of the spontaneous service of some of the brethren. 

22. Of the system of the Egyptians, which is appointed for the daily exercise of the 

brethren. 

23. Of the obedience of Abbot John by which he was exalted even to the grace of 

prophecy. 

24. Of the dry stick which, at the bidding of his senior, Abbot John kept on watering 

as if it would grow. 

25. Of the unique vase of oil thrown away by Abbot John at his senior's command. 

26. How Abbot John obeyed his senior by trying to roll a huge stone, which a large 

number of men were unable to move. 

27. Of the humility and obedience of Abbot Patermucius, which he did not hesitate to 

make perfect by throwing his little boy into the river at the command of his 

senior. 

28. How it was revealed to the Abbot concerning Patermucius, that he had done the 

deed of Abraham; and how when the same Abbot died, Patermucius succeeded to 

the charge of the monastery. 

29. Of the obedience of a brother who, at the Abbot's bidding, carried about in public 

ten baskets and sold them by retail. 

30. Of the humility of Abbot Pinufius, who left a very famous Coenobium over which 

he presided as Presbyter, and out of the love of subjection, sought a distant 

monastery where he could be received as a novice. 

31. How when Abbot Pinufius was brought back to his monastery he stayed there for 

a little while, and then fled again into the regions of Syrian Palestine. 

32. The charge which the same abbot Pinufius gave to a brother whom he admitted 

into his monastery in our presence. 
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33. How it is that, just as a great reward is due to the monk who labors according to 

the regulations of the fathers, so likewise punishment must be inflicted on an idle 

one; and therefore no one should be admitted into a monastery too easily. 

34. Of the way in which our renunciation is nothing but mortification and the image 

of the Crucified. 

35. How the fear of the Lord is our Cross. 

36. How our renunciation of the world is of no use if we are again entangled in those 

things which we have renounced. 

37. How the devil always lies in wait for our end, and how we ought continually to 

watch his head. 

38. Of the renunciant's preparation against temptation, and of the few who are 

worthy of imitation. 

39. Of the way in which we should mount towards perfection, whereby we may 

afterwards ascend from the fear of God up to love. 

40. That the monks should seek for examples of perfection not from many instances, 

but from one or a very few. 

41. The appearance of what infirmities one who lives in a Coenobium ought to 

exhibit. 

42. How a monk should not look for the blessing of patience in his own case as a 

result of the virtue of others, but rather as a consequence of his own long 

suffering. 

43. Recapitulation of the explanation how a monk can mount up towards perfection. 

 

II. Of the Spirit of Gluttony 

 

1. The transition from the Institutes of the monks to the struggle against the eight 

principal faults. 

2. How the occasions of these faults, being found in everybody, are ignored by 

everybody; and how we need the Lord's help to make them plain. 

3. How our first struggle must be against the spirit of gluttony; i.e., the pleasures of 

the palate. 

4. The testimony of Abbot Antony in which he teaches that each virtue ought to be 

sought for from him who possesses it in a special degree. 

5. How that one and the same rule of fasting cannot be observed by everybody. 

6. That the mind is not intoxicated by wine alone. 

7. How bodily weakness need not interfere with purity of heart. 
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8. How food should be taken with regard to the aim of perfect continence. 

9. Of the measure of the chastisement to be undertaken, and the remedy of fasting. 

10. That abstinence from food is not of itself sufficient for preservation of bodily and 

mental purity. 

11. That bodily lusts are not extinguished except by the entire rooting out of vices. 

12. That in our spiritual contest we ought to draw an example from the carnal 

contests. 

13. That we cannot enter the battle of the inner man unless we have been set free 

from the vice of gluttony. 

14. How gluttonous desires can be overcome. 

15. How a monk must always be eager to preserve his purity of heart. 

16. How, after the fashion of the Olympian games, a monk should not attempt 

spiritual conflicts unless he has won battles over the flesh. 

17. That the foundation and basis of the spiritual combat must be laid in the struggle 

against gluttony. 

18. Of the number of different conflicts and victories through which the blessed 

apostles ascended to the crown of the highest combat. 

19. That the athlete of Christ, so long as he is in the body, is never without a battle. 

20. How a monk should not overstep the proper hours for taking food, if he wants to 

proceed to the struggle of interior conflicts. 

21. Of the inward peace of a monk, and of spiritual abstinence. 

22. That we should for this reason practice bodily abstinence, that we may by this 

fasting attain to purity of heart. 

23. What should be the character of the monk's food. 

24. How in Egypt we saw that the daily fast was broken without scruple on an arrival. 

25. Of the abstinence of one old man, who took food six times so sparingly that he 

was still hungry. 

26. Of another old man, who never partook of food alone in his cell. 

27. What the two Abbots, Paesius and John, said of the fruits of their zeal. 

28. The Lessons and example which Abbot John when dying left to his disciples. 

29. Of Abbot Machetes, who never slept during the spiritual conferences, but always 

went to sleep during earthly tales. 

30. A saying of the same old man about not judging anyone. 

31. The same old man's rebuke when he saw how the brethren went to sleep during 

the spiritual conferences, and woke up when some idle story was told. 
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32. Of the letters which were burnt without being read. 

33. Of the solution of a question which Abbot Theodore obtained by prayer. 

34. Of the saying of the same old man through which he taught by what efforts a 

monk can acquire a knowledge of the Scriptures. 

35. A rebuke of the same old man, when he had come to my cell in the middle of the 

night. 

36. A description of the desert in Diolcos, where the Anchorites live. 

37. Of the cells which Abbot Archebius gave up to us with their furniture. 

38. The same Archebius paid a debt of his mother's by the labors of his own hands. 

39. Of the device of a certain old man by which some work was found for Abbot 

Simeon, when he had nothing to do. 

40. Of the boys, who, when bringing to a sick man some figs, died in the desert from 

hunger, without having tasted them. 

41. The saying of the Abbot Macarius of the behavior of a monk, as one who was to 

live for a long while, and as one who was daily at the point of death. 

 

III. On the Spirit of Fornication (Omitted) 

 

IV. On the Spirit of Covetousness 

 

1. How our warfare with covetousness is a foreign one, and how this fault is not a 

natural one in man, as the other faults are. 

2. How dangerous is the disease of covetousness. 

3. What is the usefulness of those vices which are natural to us. 

4. That we can say that there exist in us some natural faults without wronging the 

Creator. 

5. Of the faults which are contracted through our own fault, without natural 

impulses. 

6. How difficult the evil of covetousness is to drive away when once it has been 

admitted. 

7. Of the source from which covetousness springs, and of the evils of which it is 

itself the mother. 

8. How covetousness is a hindrance to all virtues. 

9. How a monk who has money cannot stay in the monastery. 

10. Of the toils which a deserter from a monastery must undergo through 

covetousness, though he used formerly to murmur at the very slightest tasks. 



7 

 

11. That, under pretense of keeping the purse, women have to be sought to dwell 

with them. 

12. An instance of a lukewarm monk caught in the snares of covetousness. 

13. What the elders relate to the juniors in the matter of stripping off sins. 

14. Instances to show that the disease of covetousness is threefold. 

15. Of the difference between one who renounces the world badly, and one who does 

not renounce it at all. 

16. Of the authority under which those shelter themselves, who object to stripping 

themselves of their goods. 

17. Of the renunciation of the Apostles and the primitive Church. 

18. That if we want to imitate the Apostles we ought not to live according to our own 

prescriptions, but to follow their examples. 

19. A saying of S. Basil, the Bishop, directed against Syncletius. 

20. How contemptible it is to be overcome by covetousness. 

21. How covetousness can be conquered. 

22. That one who actually has no money may still be deemed covetous. 

23. An example drawn from the case of Judas. 

24. That covetousness cannot be overcome except by stripping one's self of 

everything. 

25. Of the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira and of Judas, which they underwent, 

through the impulse of covetousness. 

26. That covetousness brings upon the soul a spiritual leprosy. 

27. Scripture proofs by which one who is aiming at perfection is taught not to take 

back again what he has given up and renounced. 

28. That the victory over covetousness can only be gained by stripping one's self bare 

of everything. 

29. How a monk can retain his poverty. 

30. The remedies against the disease of covetousness. 

31. That no one can get the better of covetousness unless he stays in the Coenobium; 

and how one can remain there. 

 

V. On the Spirit of Anger 

 

1. How our fourth conflict is against the sin of anger, and how many evils this 

passion produces. 
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2. Of those who say that anger is not injurious, if we are angry with those who do 

wrong, since God Himself is said to be angry. 

3. Of those things which are spoken of God anthropomorphically. 

4. In what sense we should understand the Passion and human parts which are 

ascribed to the unchanging and incorporeal God. 

5. How calm a monk ought to be. 

6. Of the righteous and unrighteous passion of wrath. 

7. Of the only case in which anger is useful to us. 

8. Instances from the life of the blessed David in which anger was rightly felt. 

9. Of the anger which should be directed against ourselves. 

10. Of the sun, of which it is said that it should not go down upon your wrath. 

11. Of those, to whose wrath even the going down of the sun sets no limit. 

12. How this is one end of temper and anger when a man carries it into action as far 

as he can. 

13. That we should not retain our anger even for an instant. 

14. Of reconciliation with our brother. 

15. How the old Law would root out anger, not only from the actions, but from the 

thoughts. 

16. How useless is the retirement of those who do not give up their bad manners. 

17. That the peace of our heart does not depend on another's will, but lies in our own 

control. 

18. Of the zeal with which we should seek the desert, and of the things in which we 

make progress there. 

19. An illustration to help in forming an opinion on those who are only patient when 

they are not tried by anyone. 

20. How anger should be banished according to the Gospel. 

21. Whether we ought to admit the addition of "without a cause" in that which is 

written in the Gospel "whoever is angry with his brother," etc. 

22. The remedies by which we can root out anger from our hearts. 

 

VI. Of the Spirit of Dejection 

 

1. How our fifth combat is against the spirit of dejection, and of the harm which it 

inflicts upon the soul. 

2. Of the care with which the malady of dejection must be healed. 

3. To what the soul may be compared, which is a prey to the attacks of dejection. 
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4. Whence and in what way dejection arises. 

5. That disturbances are caused in us not by the faults of other people but by our 

own. 

6. That no one comes to grief by a sudden fall, but is destroyed by falling through a 

long course of carelessness. 

7. That we ought not to give up intercourse with our brethren in order to seek after 

perfection, but should rather constantly cultivate the virtue of patience. 

8. That if we have improved our character it is possible for us to get on with 

everybody. 

9. Of another sort of dejection which produces despair of salvation. 

10. Of the only thing in which dejection is useful to us. 

11. How we can decide what is useful, and the sorrow according to God, and what is 

devilish and deadly. 

12. That except that wholesome sorrow, which springs up in three ways, all sorrow 

and dejection should be rejected as hurtful. 

13. The means by which we can root out dejection from our hearts. 

 

VII. Of the Spirit of Accidie 

 

1. How our sixth combat is against the spirit of Accidie, and what its character is. 

2. A description of Accidie, and the way in which it creeps over the heart of a monk, 

and the injury it inflicts on the soul. 

3. Of the different ways in which Accidie overcomes a monk. 

4. How Accidie hinders the mind from all contemplation of the virtues. 

5. How the attack of Accidie is twofold. 

6. How injurious are the effects of Accidie. 

7. Testimonies from the apostle concerning the spirit of Accidie. 

8. That he is sure to be restless who will not be content with the work of his own 

hands. 

9. That not the Apostle only, but those too who were with him, labored with their 

own hands. 

10. That for this reason the Apostle labored with his own hands that he might set us 

an example of work. 

11. That he preached and taught men to work, not only by his example, but also by 

his words. 

12. Of his saying, "If any will not work neither shall he eat". 
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13. Of his saying, "We have heard that some among you walk disorderly". 

14. How manual labor prevents many faults. 

15. How kindness should be shown even to the idle and careless. 

16. How we ought to admonish those who go wrong, not out of hatred, but out of 

love. 

17. Different passages in which the Apostle declares that we ought to work, or in 

which it is shown that he himself worked. 

18. That the Apostle wrought what he thought would be sufficient for him and for 

others who were with him. 

19. How we should understand these words: "It is more blessed to give than to 

receive." 

20. Of a lazy brother who tried to persuade others to leave the monastery. 

21. Different passages from the writings of Solomon against Accidie. 

22. How the brethren in Egypt work with their hands, not only to supply their own 

needs, but also to minister to those who are in prison. 

23. That idleness is the reason why there are not monasteries for monks in the West. 

24. Of Abbot Paul, who every year burnt with fire all the works of his hands. 

25. The words of Abbot Moses which he said to me about the cure of Accidie. 

 

VIII. Of the Spirit of Vain-Glory 

 

1. How our seventh combat is against the spirit of vain-glory, and what its nature is. 

2. How vain-glory attacks a monk, not only on his carnal, but also on his spiritual 

side. 

3. How many forms and shapes vain-glory takes. 

4. How vain-glory attacks a monk on the right hand and on the left. 

5. A comparison which shows the nature of vain-glory. 

6. That vain-glory is not altogether got rid of by the advantages of solitude. 

7. How vain-glory, when it has been overcome, rises again keener than ever for the 

fight. 

8. How vain-glory is not allayed either in the desert or through advancing years. 

9. That vain-glory is the more dangerous through being mixed up with virtues. 

10. An instance showing how King Hezekiah was overtaken by the dart of vain-glory. 

11. The instance of King Uzziah, who was overcome by the taint of the same malady. 

12. Several testimonies against vain-glory. 

13. Of the ways in which vain-glory attacks a monk. 
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14. How it suggests that a man may wish to take holy orders. 

15. How vain-glory intoxicates the mind. 

16. Of one whom the superior came upon, and found in his cell deluded by idle vain-

glory. 

17. How faults cannot be cured unless their roots and causes have been discovered. 

18. How a monk ought to avoid women and bishops. 

19. Remedies by which we can overcome vain-glory. 

 

IX. Of the Spirit of Pride 

 

1. How our eighth combat is against the spirit of pride, and of its character. 

2. How there are two kinds of pride. 

3. How pride is equally destructive of all virtues. 

4. How by reason of pride Lucifer was turned from an archangel into a devil. 

5. That incentives to all sins spring from pride. 

6. That the sin of pride is last in the actual order of the combat, but first in time and 

origin. 

7. That the evil of pride is so great that it rightly has even God Himself as its 

adversary. 

8. How God has destroyed the pride of the devil by the virtue of humility, and 

various passages in proof of this. 

9. How we too may overcome pride. 

10. How no one can obtain perfect virtue and the promised bliss by his own strength 

alone. 

11. The case of the thief and of David and of our call in order to illustrate the grace 

of God. 

12. That no evil is worthy to be compared with the promised bliss. 

13. The teaching of the elders on the method of acquiring purity. 

14. That the help of God is given to those who labor. 

15. From whom we can learn the way of perfection. 

16. That we cannot even make the effort to obtain perfection without the mercy and 

inspiration of God. 

17. Various passages, which clearly show that we cannot do anything which belongs 

to our salvation without the aid of God. 

18. How we are protected by the grace of God, not only in our natural condition, but 

also by His Providence. 
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19. How this faith concerning the grace of God was delivered to us by the ancient 

Fathers. 

20. Of one who for his blasphemy was given over to a most unclean spirit. 

21. The instance of Joash King of Judah, showing what was the consequence of his 

pride. 

22. That every proud soul is subject to spiritual wickedness, to be deceived by it. 

23. How perfection can only be attained through the grace of humility. 

24. Who are attacked by spiritual and who by carnal pride. 

25. A description of carnal pride, and of the evils which it produces in the soul of a 

monk. 

26. That a man whose foundation is bad sinks daily from bad to worse. 

27. A description of the faults which spring from the evil of pride. 

28. Of the pride of a certain brother. 

29. The signs by which you can recognize the presence of carnal pride in a soul. 

30. How when a man has grown cold through pride, he wants to be put to rule over 

other people. 

31. How we can overcome pride and attain perfection. 

32. How pride which is so destructive of all virtues can itself be destroyed by true 

humility. 

33. Remedies against the evil of pride. 
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John Cassian1 

 

A monk and ascetic writer of Southern Gaul, and the first to introduce the rules of 

Eastern monasticism into the West, b. probably in Provence about 360; d. about 435, probably 

near Marseilles. Gennadius refers to him as a Scythian by birth, but this is regarded as an 

erroneous statement based on the fact that Cassian passed several years of his life in the desert 

of Scete in Egypt. The son of wealthy parents, he received a good education, and while yet a 

youth visited the holy places in Palestine, accompanied by a friend, Germanus, some years his 

senior. In Bethlehem Cassian and Germanus assumed the obligations of the monastic life, but, 

as in the case of many of their contemporaries, the desire of acquiring the science of sanctity 

from its most eminent teachers soon drew them from their cells in Bethlehem to the Egyptian 

deserts. Before leaving their first monastic home the friends promised to return as soon as 

possible, but this last clause they interpreted rather broadly, as they did not see Bethlehem 

again for seven years. During their absence they visited the solitaries most famous for holiness 

in Egypt, and so attracted were they by the great virtues of their hosts that after obtaining an 

extension of their leave of absence at Bethlehem, they returned to Egypt, where they remained 

several years longer. It was during this period of his life that Cassian collected the materials for 

his two principal works, the "Institutes" and "Conferences". From Egypt the companions came to 

Constantinople, where Cassian became a favorite disciple of St. John Chrysostom. The famous 

bishop of the Eastern capitol elevated Cassian to the diaconate, and placed in his charge the 

treasures of his cathedral. After the second expulsion of St. Chrysostom, Cassian was sent as an 

envoy to Rome by the clergy of Constantinople, for the purpose of interesting Pope Innocent I 

in behalf of their bishop. It was probably in Rome that Cassian was elevated to the priesthood, 

for it is certain that on his arrival in the Eternal City he was still a deacon. From this time 

Germanus is no more heard of, and of Cassian himself, for the next decade or more, nothing is 

known. About 415 he was at Marseilles where he founded two monasteries, one for men, over 

                                                 
1
 Source: Hassett, Maurice. "John Cassian." The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 3. New York: Robert Appleton Company, 

1908. 8 Oct. 2012 <http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/03404a.htm>. 
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the tomb of St. Victor, a martyr of the last Christian persecution under Maximian (286-305), 

and the other for women. The remainder of his days were passed at, or very near, Marseilles. 

His personal influence and his writings contributed greatly to the diffusion of monasticism in 

the West. Although never formally canonized, St. Gregory the Great regarded him as a saint, 

and it is related that Urban V (1362-1370), who had been an abbot of St. Victor, had the words 

Saint Cassian engraved on the silver casket that contained his head. At Marseilles his feast is 

celebrated, with an octave, 23 July, and his name is found among the saints of the Greek 

Calendar. 

 

The two principal works of Cassian deal with the cenobitic life and the principal or 

deadly sins. They are entitled: "De institutis coenobiorum et de octo principalium vitiorum 

remediis libri XII" and "Collationes XXIV". The former of these was written between 420 and 

429. The relation between the two works is described by Cassian himself (Instit., II, 9) as 

follows: "These books [the Institutes] . . . are mainly taken up with what belongs to the outer 

man and the customs of the coenobia [i.e. Institutes of monastic life in common]; the others 

[the "Collationes" or Conferences] deal rather with the training of the inner man and the 

perfection of the heart." The first four books of the "Institutes" treat of the rules governing the 

monastic life, illustrated by examples from the author's personal observation in Egypt and 

Palestine; the eight remaining books are devoted to the eight principal obstacles to perfection 

encountered by monks: gluttony, impurity, covetousness, anger, dejection, accidia (ennui), 

vainglory, and pride. The "Conferences" contain a record of the conversations of Cassian and 

Germanus with the Egyptian solitaries, the subject being the interior life. It was composed in 

three parts. The first installment (Books I-X) was dedicated to Bishop Leontius of Fréjus and a 

monk (afterwards bishop) named Helladius; the second (Books XI-XVII), to Honoratus of Arles 

and Eucherius of Lyons; the third (Books XVIII-XXIV), to the "holy brothers" Jovinian, 

Minervius, Leontius, and Theodore. These two works, especially the latter, were held in the 

highest esteem by his contemporaries and by several later founders of religious orders. St. 
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Benedict made use of Cassian in writing his Rule, and ordered selections from the 

"Conferences", which he called a mirror of monasticism (speculum monasticum), to be read 

daily in his monasteries. Cassiodorus also recommended the "Conferences" to his monks, with 

reservations, however, relative to their author's ideas on free will. On the other hand, the decree 

attributed to Pope Gelasius, "De recipiendis et non recipiendis libris" (early sixth century), 

censures this work as "apocryphal", i.e. containing erroneous doctrines. An abridgment of the 

"Conference" was made by Eucherius of Lyons which we still possess (P.L., L, 867 sqq.). A third 

work of Cassian, written at the request of the Roman Archdeacon Leo, afterwards Pope Leo the 

Great, about 430-431, was a defense of the orthodox doctrine against the errors of Nestorius: 

"De Incarnatione Domini contra Nestorium" (P.L., L, 9-272). It appears to have been written 

hurriedly, and is, consequently, not of equal value with the other works of its author. A large 

part consists of proofs, drawn from the Scriptures, of Our Lord's Divinity, and in support of the 

title of Mary to be regarded as the Mother of God; the author denounces Pelagianism as the 

source of the new heresy, which he regards as incompatible with the doctrine of the Trinity. 

 

Yet Cassian did not himself escape the suspicion of erroneous teaching; he is in fact 

regarded as the originator of what, since the Middle Ages, has been known as Semipelagianism. 

Views of this character attributed to him are found in his third and fifth, but especially in his 

thirteenth, "Conference". Preoccupied as he was with moral questions he exaggerated the rôle 

of free will by claiming that the initial steps to salvation were in the power of each individual, 

unaided by grace. The teaching of Cassian on this point was a reaction against what he 

regarded as the exaggerations of St. Augustine in his treatise "De correptione et gratia" as to the 

irresistible power of grace and predestination. Cassian saw in the doctrine of St. Augustine an 

element of fatalism, and while endeavoring to find a via media between the opinions of the 

great bishop of Hippo and Pelagius, he put forth views which were only less erroneous than 

those of the heresiarch himself. He did not deny the doctrine of the Fall; he even admitted the 

existence and the necessity of an interior grace, which supports the will in resisting temptations 
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and attaining sanctity. But he maintained that after the Fall there still remained in every soul 

"some seeds of goodness . . . implanted by the kindness of the Creator", which, however, must be 

"quickened by the assistance of God". Without this assistance "they will not be able to attain an 

increase of perfection" (Coll., XIII, 12). Therefore, "we must take care not to refer all the merits 

of the saints to the Lord in such a way as to ascribe nothing but what is perverse to human 

nature". We must not hold that "God made man such that he can never will or be capable of 

what is good, or else he has not granted him a free will, if he has suffered him only to will or be 

capable of what is evil" (ibid.). The three opposing views have been summed up briefly as 

follows: St. Augustine regarded man in his natural state as dead, Pelagius as quite sound, 

Cassian as sick. The error of Cassian was to regard a purely natural act, proceeding from the 

exercise of free will, as the first step to salvation. In the controversy which, shortly before his 

death, arose over his teaching, Cassian took no part. His earliest opponent, Prosper of 

Aquitaine, without naming him, alludes to him with great respect as a man of more than 

ordinary virtues. Semipelagianism was finally condemned by the Council of Orange in 529. 
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Book IV – Of the Institutes of the Renunciants 

Chapter 1 

Of the training of those who renounce this world, and of the way in which those are taught 

among the monks of Tabenna and the Egyptians who are received into the monasteries 

From the canonical system of Psalms and prayers which ought to be observed in the 

daily services throughout the monasteries, we pass, in the due course of our narrative, to the 

training of one who renounces this world; endeavoring first, as well as we can, to embrace, in a 

short account, the terms on which those who desire to turn to the Lord can be received in the 

monasteries; adding some things from the rule of the Egyptians, some from that of the monks 

of Tabenna, whose monastery in the Thebaid is better filled as regards numbers, as it is stricter 

in the rigor of its system, than all others, for there are in it more than five thousand brethren 

under the rule of one Abbot; and the obedience with which the whole number of monks is at 

all times subject to one Elder is what no one among us would render to another even for a 

short time, or would demand from him. 

Chapter 2 

Of the way in which among them men remain in the monasteries even to extreme old age 

And I think that before anything else we ought to touch on their untiring perseverance 

and humility and subjection—how it lasts for so long, and by what system it is formed, through 

which they remain in the monasteries till they are bent double with old age; for it is so great 

that we cannot recollect anyone who joined our monasteries keeping it up unbroken even for a 

year: so that when we have seen the beginning of their renunciation of the world, we shall 

understand how it came about that, starting from such a commencement, they reached such a 

height of perfection. 

Chapter 3 

Of the ordeal by which one who is to be received in the monastery is tested 

One, then, who seeks to be admitted to the discipline of the monastery is never received 

before he gives, by lying outside the doors for ten days or even longer, an evidence of his 
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perseverance and desire, as well as of humility and patience. And when, prostrate at the feet of 

all the brethren that pass by, and of set purpose repelled and scorned by all of them, as if he 

was wanting to enter the monastery not for the sake of religion but because he was obliged; 

and when, too, covered with many insults and affronts, he has given a practical proof of his 

steadfastness, and has shown what he will be like in temptations by the way he has borne the 

disgrace; and when, with the ardor of his soul thus ascertained, he is admitted, then they 

enquire with the utmost care whether he is contaminated by a single coin from his former 

possessions clinging to him. For they know that he cannot stay for long under the discipline of 

the monastery, nor ever learn the virtue of humility and obedience, nor be content with the 

poverty and difficult life of the monastery, if he knows that ever so small a sum of money has 

been kept hidden; but, as soon as ever a disturbance arises on some occasion or other, he will at 

once dart off from the monastery like a stone from a sling, impelled to this by trusting in that 

sum of money. 

Chapter 4 

The reason why those who are received in the monastery are not allowed to bring anything in 

with them 

And for these reasons they do not agree to take from him money to be used even for the 

good of the monastery: First, in case he may be puffed up with arrogance, owing to this 

offering, and so not deign to put himself on a level with the poorer brethren; and next, lest he 

fail through this pride of his to stoop to the humility of Christ, and so, when he cannot hold out 

under the discipline of the monastery, leave it, and afterwards, when he has cooled down, want 

in a bad spirit to receive and get back— not without loss to the monastery— what he had 

contributed in the early days of his renunciation, when he was aglow with spiritual fervor. And 

that this rule should always be kept they have been frequently taught by many instances. For in 

some monasteries where they are not so careful some who have been received unreservedly 

have afterwards tried most sacrilegiously to demand a return of that which they had 

contributed and which had been spent on God's work. 
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Chapter 5 

The reason why those who give up the world, when they are received in the monasteries, must 

lay aside their own clothes and be clothed in others by the Abbot 

Wherefore each one on his admission is stripped of all his former possessions, so that he 

is not allowed any longer to keep even the clothes which he has on his back: but in the council 

of the brethren he is brought forward into the midst and stripped of his own clothes, and clad 

by the Abbot's hands in the dress of the monastery, so that by this he may know not only that 

he has been despoiled of all his old things, but also that he has laid aside all worldly pride, and 

come down to the want and poverty of Christ, and that he is now to be supported not by wealth 

sought for by the world's arts, nor by anything reserved from his former state of unbelief, but 

that he is to receive out of the holy and sacred funds of the monastery his rations for his 

service; and that, as he knows that he is thence to be clothed and fed and that he has nothing of 

his own, he may learn, nevertheless, not to be anxious about the morrow, according to the 

saying of the Gospel, and may not be ashamed to be on a level with the poor, that is with the 

body of the brethren, with whom Christ was not ashamed to be numbered, and to call himself 

their brother, but that rather he may glory that he has been made to share the lot of his own 

servants. 

Chapter 6 

The reason why the clothes of the renunciants with which they joined the monastery are 

preserved by the steward 

But those clothes, which he laid aside, are consigned to the care of the steward and kept 

until by different sorts of temptations and trials they can recognize the excellence of his 

progress and life and endurance. And if they see that he can continue therein as time goes on, 

and remain in that fervor with which he began, they give them away to the poor. But if they 

find that he has been guilty of any fault of murmuring, or of even the smallest piece of 

disobedience, then they strip off from him the dress of the monastery in which he had been 

clad, and re-clothe him in his old garments which had been confiscated, and send him away. 
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For it is not right for him to go away with those which he had received, nor do they allow 

anyone to be any longer dressed in them if they have seen him once grow cold in regard to the 

rule of their institution. Wherefore, also, the opportunity of going out openly is not given to 

anyone, unless he escapes like a runaway slave by taking advantage of the thickest shades of 

night, or is judged unworthy of this order and profession and lays aside the dress of the 

monastery and is expelled with shame and disgrace before all the brethren. 

Chapter 7 

The reason why those who are admitted to a monastery are not permitted to mix at once with 

the congregation of the brethren, but are first committed to the guest house 

When, then, anyone has been received and proved by that persistence of which we have 

spoken, and, laying aside his own garments, has been clad in those of the monastery, he is not 

allowed to mix at once with the congregation of the brethren, but is given into the charge of an 

Elder, who lodges apart not far from the entrance of the monastery, and is entrusted with the 

care of strangers and guests, and bestows all his diligence in receiving them kindly. And when 

he has served there for a whole year without any complaint, and has given evidence of service 

towards strangers, being thus initiated in the first rudiments of humility and patience, and by 

long practice in it acknowledged, when he is to be admitted from this into the congregation of 

the brethren he is handed over to another Elder, who is placed over ten of the juniors, who are 

entrusted to him by the Abbot, and whom he both teaches and governs in accordance with the 

arrangement which we read of in Exodus as made by Moses. 

Chapter 8 

Of the practices in which the juniors are first exercised that they may become proficient in 

overcoming all their desires 

And his anxiety and the chief part of his instruction— through which the juniors 

brought to him may be able in due course to mount to the greatest heights of perfection— will 

be to teach him first to conquer his own wishes; and, anxiously and diligently practicing him in 

this, he will of set purpose contrive to give him such orders as he knows to be contrary to his 



21 

 

liking; for, taught by many examples, they say that a monk, and especially the younger ones, 

cannot bridle the desire of his concupiscence unless he has first learned by obedience to 

mortify his wishes. And so they lay it down that the man who has not first learned to overcome 

his desires cannot possibly stamp out anger or sulkiness, or the spirit of fornication; nor can he 

preserve true humility of heart, or lasting unity with the brethren, or a stable and continuous 

concord; nor remain for any length of time in the monastery. 

Chapter 9 

The reason why the juniors are enjoined not to keep back any of their thoughts from the senior 

By these practices, then, they hasten to impress and instruct those whom they are 

training with the alphabet, as it were, and first syllables in the direction of perfection, as they 

can clearly see by these whether they are grounded in a false and imaginary or in a true 

humility. And, that they may easily arrive at this, they are next taught not to conceal by a false 

shame any itching thoughts in their hearts, but, as soon as ever such arise, to lay them bare to 

the senior, and, in forming a judgment about them, not to trust anything to their own 

discretion, but to take it on trust that that is good or bad which is considered and pronounced 

so by the examination of the senior. Thus it results that our cunning adversary cannot in any 

way circumvent a young and inexperienced monk, or get the better of his ignorance, or by any 

craft deceive one whom he sees to be protected not by his own discretion but by that of his 

senior, and who cannot be persuaded to hide from his senior those suggestions of his which like 

fiery darts he has shot into his heart; since the devil, subtle as he is, cannot ruin or destroy a 

junior unless he has enticed him either through pride or through shame to conceal his 

thoughts. For they lay it down as an universal and clear proof that a thought is from the devil if 

we are ashamed to disclose it to the senior. 
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Chapter 10 

How thorough is the obedience of the juniors even in those things which are matters of 

common necessity 

Next, the rule is kept with such strict obedience that, without the knowledge and 

permission of their superior, the juniors not only do not dare to leave their cell but on their 

own authority do not venture to satisfy their common and natural needs. And so they are quick 

to fulfill without any discussion all those things that are ordered by him, as if they were 

commanded by God from heaven; so that sometimes, when impossibilities are commanded 

them, they undertake them with such faith and devotion as to strive with all their powers and 

without the slightest hesitation to fulfill them and carry them out; and out of reverence for 

their senior they do not even consider whether a command is an impossibility. But of their 

obedience I omit at present to speak more particularly, for we propose to speak of it in the 

proper place a little later on, with instances of it, if through your prayers the Lord carry us 

safely through. We now proceed to the other regulations, passing over all account of those 

which cannot be imposed on or kept in the monasteries in this country, as we promised to do in 

our Preface; for instance, how they never use woolen garments, but only cotton, and these not 

double, changes of which each superior gives out to the ten monks under his care when he sees 

that those which they are wearing are dirty. 

Chapter 11 

The kind of food which is considered the greater delicacy by them 

I pass over, too, that difficult and sublime sort of self-control, through which it is 

considered the greatest luxury if the plant called charlock, prepared with salt and steeped in 

water, is set on the table for the repast of the brethren; and many other things like this, which 

in this country neither the climate nor the weakness of our constitution would permit. And I 

shall only follow up those matters which cannot be interfered with by any weakness of the flesh 

or local situation, if only no weakness of mind or coldness of spirit gets rid of them. 
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Chapter 12. 

How they leave off every kind of work at the sound of someone knocking at the door, in their 

eagerness to answer at once. 

And so, sitting in their cells and devoting their energies equally to work and to 

meditation, when they hear the sound of someone knocking at the door and striking on the 

cells of each, summoning them to prayer or some work, every one eagerly dashes out from his 

cell, so that one who is practicing the writer's art, although he may have just begun to form a 

letter, does not venture to finish it, but runs out with the utmost speed, at the very moment 

when the sound of the knocking reaches his ears, without even waiting to finish the letter he 

has begun; but, leaving the lines of the letter incomplete, he aims not at abridging and saving 

his labor, but rather hastens with the utmost earnestness and zeal to attain the virtue of 

obedience, which they put not merely before manual labor and reading and silence and 

quietness in the cell, but even before all virtues, so that they consider that everything should be 

postponed to it, and are content to undergo any amount of inconvenience if only it may be seen 

that they have in no way neglected this virtue. 

Chapter 13 

How wrong it is considered for anyone to say that anything, however trifling, is his own 

Among their other practices I fancy that it is unnecessary even to mention this virtue, 

viz., that no one is allowed to possess a box or basket as his special property, nor any such thing 

which he could keep as his own and secure with his own seal, as we are well aware that they are 

in all respects stripped so bare that they have nothing whatever except their shirt, cloak, shoes, 

sheepskin, and rush mat; for in other monasteries as well, where some indulgence and 

relaxation is granted, we see that this rule is still most strictly kept, so that no one ventures to 

say even in word that anything is his own: and it is a great offense if there drops from the 

mouth of a monk such an expression as my book, my tablets, my pen, my coat, or my shoes; 

and for this he would have to make satisfaction by a proper penance, if by accident some such 

expression escaped his lips through thoughtlessness or ignorance. 
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Chapter 14 

How, even if a large sum of money is amassed by the labor of each, still no one may venture to 

exceed the moderate limit of what is appointed as adequate 

And although each one of them may bring in daily by his work and labor so great a 

return to the monastery that he could out of it not only satisfy his own moderate demands but 

could also abundantly supply the wants of many, yet he is no way puffed up, nor does he flatter 

himself on account of his toil and this large gain from his labor, but, except two biscuits, which 

are sold there for scarcely three pence, no one thinks that he has a right to anything further. 

And among them there is nothing (and I am ashamed to say this, and heartily wish it was 

unknown in our own monasteries) which is claimed by any of them, I will not say in deed but 

even in thought, as his special property. And though he believes that the whole granary of the 

monastery forms his substance, and, as lord of all, devotes his whole care and energy to it all, 

yet nevertheless, in order to maintain that excellent state of want and poverty which he has 

secured and which he strives to preserve to the very last in unbroken perfection, he regards 

himself as a foreigner and an alien to them all, so that he conducts himself as a stranger and a 

sojourner in this world, and considers himself a pupil of the monastery and a servant instead of 

imagining that he is lord and master of anything. 

Chapter 15 

Of the excessive desire of possession among us 

To this what shall we wretched creatures say, who though living in Cœnobia and 

established under the government and care of an Abbot yet carry about our own keys, and 

trampling under foot all feeling of shame and disgrace which should spring from our 

profession, are not ashamed actually to wear openly upon our fingers rings with which to seal 

what we have stored up; and in whose case not merely boxes and baskets, but not even chests 

and closets are sufficient for those things which we collect or which we reserved when we 

forsook the world; and who sometimes get so angry over trifles and mere nothings (to which 

however we lay claim as if they were our own) that if anyone dares to lay a finger on any of 
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them, we are so filled with rage against him that we cannot keep the wrath of our heart from 

being expressed on our lips and in bodily excitement. But, passing by our faults and treating 

with silence those things of which it is a shame even to speak, according to this saying: My 

mouth shall not speak the deeds of men, let us in accordance with the method of our narration 

which we have begun proceed to those virtues which are practiced among them, and which we 

ought to aim at with all earnestness; and let us briefly and hastily set down the actual rules and 

systems that afterwards, coming to some of the deeds and acts of the elders which we propose 

carefully to preserve for recollection, we may support by the strongest testimonies what we 

have set forth in our treatise, and still further confirm everything that we have said by 

examples and instances from life. 

Chapter 16 

On the rules for various rebukes 

If then anyone by accident breaks an earthenware jar (which they call baucalis), he can 

only expiate his carelessness by public penance; and when all the brethren are assembled for 

service he must lie on the ground and ask for absolution until the service of the prayers is 

finished; and will obtain it when by the Abbot's command he is bidden to rise from the ground. 

The same satisfaction must be given by one who when summoned to some work or to the usual 

service comes rather late, or who when singing a Psalm hesitates ever so little. Similarly if he 

answers unnecessarily or roughly or impertinently, if he is careless in carrying out the services 

enjoined to him, if he makes a slight complaint, if preferring reading to work or obedience he 

is slow in performing his appointed duties, if when service is over he does not make haste to go 

back at once to his cell, if he stops for ever so short a time with someone else, if he goes 

anywhere else even for a moment, if he takes anyone else by the hand, if he ventures to discuss 

anything however small with one who is not the joint-occupant of his cell, if he prays with one 

who is suspended from prayer, if he sees any of his relations or friends in the world and talks 

with them without his senior, if he tries to receive a letter from anyone or to write back without 

his Abbot's leave. To such an extent does spiritual censure proceed and in such matters and 
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faults like these. But as for other things which when indiscriminately committed among us are 

treated by us too as blameworthy, viz.: open wrangling, manifest contempt, arrogant 

contradictions, going out from the monastery freely and without check, familiarity with 

women, wrath, quarrelling, jealousies, disputes, claiming something as one's own property, the 

infection of covetousness, the desire and acquisition of unnecessary things which are not 

possessed by the rest of the brethren, taking food between meals and by stealth, and things like 

these— they are dealt with not by that spiritual censure of which we spoke, but by stripes; or 

are atoned for by expulsion. 

Chapter 17 

Of those who introduced the plan that the holy Lessons should be read in the Cœnobia while 

the brethren are eating, and of the strict silence which is kept among the Egyptians 

But we have been informed that the plan that, while the brethren are eating, the holy 

lessons should be read in the Cœnobia did not originate in the Egyptian system but in the 

Cappadocian. And there is no doubt that they meant to establish it not so much for the sake of 

the spiritual exercise as for the sake of putting a stop to unnecessary and idle conversation, and 

especially discussions, which so often arise at meals; since they saw that these could not be 

prevented among them in any other way. For among the Egyptians and especially those of 

Tabenna so strict a silence is observed by all that when so large a number of the brethren has 

sat down together to a meal, no one ventures to talk even in a low tone except the dean, who 

however if he sees that anything is wanted to be put on or taken off the table, signifies it by a 

sign rather than a word. And while they are eating, the rule of this silence is so strictly kept that 

with their hoods drawn down over their eyelids (to prevent their roving looks having the 

opportunity of wandering inquisitively) they can see nothing except the table, and the food that 

is put on it, and which they take from it; so that no one notices what another is eating. 
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Chapter 18 

How it is against the rule for anyone to take anything to eat or drink except at the common 

table 

In between their regular meals in common they are especially careful that no one 

should presume to gratify his palate with any food: so that when they are walking casually 

through gardens or orchards, when the fruit hanging enticingly on the trees not only knocks 

against their breasts as they pass through, but is also lying on the ground and offering itself to 

be trampled underfoot, and (as it is all ready to be gathered) would easily be able to entice 

those who see it to gratify their appetite, and by the chance offered to them and the quantity of 

the fruit, to excite even the most severe and abstemious to long for it; still they consider it 

wrong not merely to taste a single fruit, but even to touch one with the hand, except what is put 

on the table openly for the common meal of all, and supplied publicly by the steward's catering 

through the service of the brethren, for their enjoyment. 

Chapter 19 

How throughout Palestine and Mesopotamia a daily service is undertaken by the brethren 

In order that we may not appear to omit any of the Institutes of the Cœnobia I think that 

it should be briefly mentioned that in other countries as well there is a daily service undertaken 

by the brethren. For throughout the whole of Mesopotamia, Palestine, and Cappadocia and all 

the East the brethren succeed one another in turn every week for the performance of certain 

duties, so that the number serving is told off according to the whole number of monks in the 

Cœnobium. And they hasten to fulfill these duties with a zeal and humility such as no slave 

bestows on his service even to a most harsh and powerful master; so that not satisfied only with 

these services which are rendered by canonical rule, they actually rise by night in their zeal and 

relieve those whose special duty this is; and secretly anticipating them try to finish those duties 

which these others would have to do. But each one who undertakes these weeks is on duty and 

has to serve until supper on Sunday, and when this is done, his duty for the whole week is 

finished, so that, when all the brethren come together to chant the Psalms (which according to 
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custom they sing before going to bed) those whose turn is over wash the feet of all in turn, 

seeking faithfully from them the reward of this blessing for their work during the whole week, 

that the prayers offered up by all the brethren together may accompany them as they fulfill 

the command of Christ, the prayer, to wit, that intercedes for their ignorance and for their sins 

committed through human frailty, and may commend to God the complete service of their 

devotion like some rich offering. And so on Monday after the Matin hymns they hand over to 

others who take their place the vessels and utensils with which they have ministered, which 

these receive and keep with the utmost care and anxiety, that none of them may be injured or 

destroyed, as they believe that even for the smallest vessels they must give an account, as 

sacred things, not only to a present steward, but to the Lord, if by chance any of them is injured 

through their carelessness. And what limit there is to this discipline, and what fidelity and care 

there is in keeping it up, you may see from one instance which I will give as an example. For 

while we are anxious to satisfy that fervor of yours through which you ask for a full account of 

everything, and want even what you know perfectly well to be repeated to you in this treatise, 

we are also afraid of exceeding the limits of brevity. 

Chapter 20 

Of the three lentil beans which the Steward found 

During the week of a certain brother the steward passing by saw lying on the ground 

three lentil beans which had slipped out of the hand of the monk on duty for the week as he 

was hastily preparing them for cooking, together with the water in which he was washing 

them; and immediately he consulted the Abbot on the subject; and by him the monk was 

adjudged a pilferer and careless about sacred property, and so was suspended from prayer. And 

the offense of his negligence was only pardoned when he had atoned for it by public penance. 

For they believe not only that they themselves are not their own, but also that everything that 

they possess is consecrated to the Lord. Wherefore if anything whatever has once been brought 

into the monastery they hold that it ought to be treated with the utmost reverence as an holy 

thing. And they attend to and arrange everything with great fidelity, even in the case of things 
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which are considered unimportant or regarded as common and paltry, so that if they change 

their position and put them in a better place, or if they fill a bottle with water, or give anybody 

something to drink out of it, or if they remove a little dust from the oratory or from their cell 

they believe with implicit faith that they will receive a reward from the Lord. 

Chapter 21 

Of the spontaneous service of some of the brethren 

We have been told of brethren in whose week there was such a scarcity of wood that they 

had not enough to prepare the usual food for the brethren; and when it had been ordered by 

the Abbot's authority that until more could be brought and fetched, they should content 

themselves with dried food, though this was agreed to by all and no one could expect any 

cooked food; still these men as if they were cheated of the fruit and reward of their labor and 

service, if they did not prepare the food for their brethren according to custom in the order of 

their turn— imposed upon themselves such uncalled-for labor and care that in those dry and 

sterile regions where wood cannot possibly be procured unless it is cut from the fruit trees (for 

there are no wild shrubs found there as with us), they wander about through the wide deserts, 

and traversing the wilderness which stretches towards the Dead Sea, collect in their lap and the 

folds of their dress the scanty stubble and brambles which the wind carries hither and there, 

and so by their voluntary service prepare all their usual food for the brethren, so that they 

suffer nothing to be diminished of the ordinary supply; discharging these duties of theirs 

towards their brethren with such fidelity that though the scarcity of wood and the Abbot's order 

would be a fair excuse for them, yet still out of regard for their profit and reward they will not 

take advantage of this liberty. 

Chapter 22 

The system of the Egyptians, which is appointed for the daily service of the brethren 

These things have been told in accordance with the system, as we remarked before, of 

the whole East, which also we say should be observed as a matter of course in our own country. 

But among the Egyptians whose chief care is for work there is not the mutual change of weekly 
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service, for fear lest owing to the requirements of office they might all be hindered from 

keeping the rule of work. But one of the most approved brethren is given the care of the larder 

and kitchen, and he takes charge of that office for good and all as long as his strength and 

years permit. For he is exhausted by no great bodily labor, because no great care is expended 

among them in preparing food or in cooking, as they so largely make use of dried and 

uncooked food, and among them the leaves of leeks cut each month, and charlock, table salt, 

olives, tiny little salt fish which they call sardines, form the greatest delicacy. 

Chapter 23 

The obedience of Abbot John by which he was exalted even to the grace of prophecy 

And since this book is about the training of one who renounces this world, whereby, 

making a beginning of true humility and perfect obedience, he may be enabled to ascend the 

heights of the other virtues as well, I think it well to set down just by way of specimen, as we 

promised, some of the deeds of the elders whereby they excelled in this virtue, selecting a few 

only out of many instances, that, if any are anxious to aim at still greater heights, they may not 

only receive from these an incitement towards the perfect life, but may also be furnished with a 

model of what they purpose. Wherefore, to make this book as short as possible we will produce 

and set down two or three out of the whole number of the Fathers; and first of all Abbot John 

who lived near Lycon which is a town in the Thebaid; and who was exalted even to the grace of 

prophecy for his admirable obedience, and was so celebrated all the world over that he was by 

his merits rendered famous even among kings of this world. For though, as we said, he lived in 

the most remote parts of the Thebaid, still the Emperor Theodosius did not venture to declare 

war against the most powerful tyrants before he was encouraged by his utterances and replies: 

trusting in which as if they had been brought to him from heaven he gained victories over his 

foes in battles which seemed hopeless. 
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Chapter 24 

Of the dry stick which, at the bidding of his senior, Abbot John kept on watering as if it would 

grow 

And so this blessed John from his youth up even to a full and ripe age of manhood was 

subject to his senior as long as he continued living in this world, and carried out his commands 

with such humility that his senior himself was utterly astounded at his obedience; and as he 

wanted to make sure whether this virtue came from genuine faith and profound simplicity of 

heart, or whether it was put on and as it were constrained and only shown in the presence of the 

bidder, he often laid upon him many superfluous and almost unnecessary or even impossible 

commands. From which I will select three to show to those who wish to know how perfect was 

his disposition and subjection. For the old man took from his woodstack a stick which had 

previously been cut and got ready to make the fire with, and which, as no opportunity for 

cooking had come, was lying not merely dry but even moldy from the lapse of time. And when 

he had stuck it into the ground before his very eyes, he ordered him to fetch water and to water 

it twice a day that by this daily watering it might strike roots and be restored to life as a tree, as 

it was before, and spread out its branches and afford a pleasant sight to the eyes as well as a 

shade for those who sat under it in the heat of summer. And this order the lad received with his 

customary veneration, never considering its impossibility, and day by day carried it out so that 

he constantly carried water for nearly two miles and never ceased to water the stick; and for a 

whole year no bodily infirmity, no festival services, no necessary business (which might fairly 

have excused him from carrying out the command), and lastly no severity of winter could 

interfere and hinder him from obeying this order. And when the old man had watched this zeal 

of his on the sly without saying anything for several days and had seen that he kept this 

command of his with simple willingness of heart, as if it had come from heaven, without any 

change of countenance or consideration of its reasonableness— approving the unfeigned 

obedience of his humility and at the same time commiserating his tedious labor which in the 

zeal of his devotion he had continued for a whole year— he came to the dry stick, and John, 
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said he, has this tree put forth roots or no? And when the other said that he did not know, then 

the old man as if seeking the truth of the matter and trying whether it was yet depending on its 

roots, pulled up the stick before him with a slight disturbance of the earth, and throwing it 

away told him that for the future he might stop watering it. 

Chapter 25 

Of the unique vase of oil thrown away by Abbot John at his senior's command 

Thus the youth, trained up by exercises of this sort, daily increased in this virtue of 

obedience, and shone forth more and more with the grace of humility; and when the sweet 

odor of his obedience spread throughout all the monasteries, some of the brethren, coming to 

the elder for the sake of testing him or rather of being edified by him, marveled at his 

obedience of which they had heard; and so the older called him suddenly, and said, Go up and 

take this cruse of oil (which was the only one in the desert and which furnished a very scanty 

supply of the rich liquid for their own use and for that of strangers) and throw it down out of 

window. And he flew up stairs when summoned and threw it out of window and cast it down to 

the ground and broke it in pieces without any thought or consideration of the folly of the 

command, or their daily wants, and bodily infirmity, or of their poverty, and the trials and 

difficulties of the wretched desert in which, even if they had got the money for it, oil of that 

quality, once lost, could not be procured or replaced. 

Chapter 26 

How Abbot John obeyed his senior by trying to roll a huge stone, which a large number of men 

were unable to move 

Again, when some others were anxious to be edified by the example of his obedience, 

the elder called him and said: John, run and roll that stone hither as quickly as possible; and he 

immediately, applying now his neck, and now his whole body, tried with all his might and main 

to roll an enormous stone which a great crowd of men would not be able to move, so that not 

only were his clothes saturated with sweat from his limbs, but the stone itself was wetted by his 

neck; in this too never weighing the impossibility of the command and deed, out of reverence 
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for the old man and the unfeigned simplicity of his service, as he believed implicitly that the 

old man could not command him to do anything vain or without reason. 

Chapter 27 

Of the humility and obedience of Abbot Patermucius, which he did not hesitate to make perfect 

by throwing his little boy into the river at the command of his senior 

So far let it suffice for me to have told a few things out of many concerning Abbot John: 

now I will relate a memorable deed of Abbot Patermucius. For he, when anxious to renounce 

the world, remained lying before the doors of the monastery for a long time until by his 

dogged persistence he induced them— contrary to all the rules of the Cœnobia— to receive 

him together with his little boy who was about eight years old. And when they were at last 

admitted they were at once not only committed to the care of different superiors, but also put 

to live in separate cells that the father might not be reminded by the constant sight of the little 

one that out of all his possessions and carnal treasures, which he had cast off and renounced, at 

least his son remained to him; and that as he was already taught that he was no longer a rich 

man, so he might also forget the fact that he was a father. And that it might be more 

thoroughly tested whether he would make affection and love for his own flesh and blood of 

more account than obedience and Christian mortification (which all who renounce the world 

ought out of love to Christ to prefer), the child was on purpose neglected and dressed in rags 

instead of proper clothes; and so covered and disfigured with dirt that he would rather disgust 

than delight the eyes of his father whenever he saw him. And further, he was exposed to blows 

and slaps from different people, which the father often saw inflicted without the slightest 

reason on his innocent child under his very eyes, so that he never saw his cheeks without their 

being stained with the dirty marks of tears. And though the child was treated thus day after day 

before his eyes, yet still out of love for Christ and the virtue of obedience the father's heart 

stood firm and unmoved. For he no longer regarded him as his own son, as he had offered him 

equally with himself to Christ; nor was he concerned about his present injuries, but rather 

rejoiced because he saw that they were endured, not without profit; thinking little of his son's 
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tears, but anxious about his own humility and perfection. And when the Superior of the 

Cœnobium saw his steadfastness of mind and immovable inflexibility, in order thoroughly to 

prove the constancy of his purpose, one day when he had seen the child crying, he pretended 

that he was annoyed with him and told the father to throw him into the river. Then he, as if this 

had been commanded him by the Lord, at once snatched up the child as quickly as possible, 

and carried him in his arms to the river's bank to throw him in. And straightway in the fervor 

of his faith and obedience this would have been carried out in act, had not some of the brethren 

been purposely set to watch the banks of the river very carefully, and when the child was 

thrown in, had somehow snatched him from the bed of the stream, and prevented the 

command, which was really fulfilled by the obedience and devotion of the father, from being 

consummated in act and result. 

Chapter 28 

How it was revealed to the Abbot concerning Patermucius that he had done the deed of 

Abraham; and how when the same Abbot died, Patermucius succeeded to the charge of the 

monastery 

And this man's faith and devotion was so acceptable to God that it was immediately 

approved by a divine testimony. For it was immediately revealed to the Superior that by this 

obedience of his he had copied the deed of the patriarch Abraham. And when shortly 

afterwards the same Abbot of the monastery departed out of this life to Christ, he preferred 

him to all the brethren, and left him as his successor and as Abbot to the monastery. 

Chapter 29 

Of the obedience of a brother who at the Abbot's bidding carried about in public ten baskets 

and sold them by retail 

We will also not be silent about a brother whom we knew, who belonged to a high 

family according to the rank of this world, for he was sprung from a father who was a count 

and extremely wealthy, and had been well brought up with a liberal education. This man, when 

he had left his parents and fled to the monastery, in order to prove the humility of his 
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disposition and the ardor of his faith was at once ordered by his superior to load his shoulders 

with ten baskets (which there was no need to sell publicly), and to hawk them about through 

the streets for sale: this condition being attached, so that he might be kept longer at the work, 

viz.: that if anyone should chance to want to buy them all together, he was not to allow it, but 

was to sell them to purchasers separately. And this he carried out with the utmost zeal, and 

trampling under foot all shame and confusion, out of love for Christ, and for His Name's sake, 

he put the baskets on his shoulders and sold them by retail at the price fixed and brought back 

the money to the monastery; not in the least upset by the novelty of so mean and unusual a 

duty, and paying no attention to the indignity of the thing and the splendor of his birth, and the 

disgrace of the sale, as he was aiming at gaining through the grace of obedience that humility 

of Christ which is the true nobility. 

Chapter 30 

Of the humility of Abbot Pinufius, who left a very famous Cœnobium over which he presided 

as Presbyter, and out of the love of subjection sought a distant monastery where he could be 

received as a novice 

The limits of the book compel us to draw to a close; but the virtue of obedience, which 

holds the first place among other good qualities, will not allow us altogether to pass over in 

silence the deeds of those who have excelled by it. Wherefore aptly combining these two 

together, I mean, consulting brevity as well as the wishes and profit of those who are in earnest, 

we will only add one example of humility, which, as it was shown by no novice but one already 

perfect and an Abbot, may not only instruct the younger, but also incite the elders to the 

perfect virtue of humility, as they read it. Thus we saw Abbot Pinufius who when he was 

presbyter of a huge Cœnobium which is in Egypt not far from the city of Panephysis, was held 

in honor and respect by all men out of reverence either for his life or for his age or for his 

priesthood; and when he saw that for this reason he could not practice that humility which he 

longed for with all the ardor of his disposition, and had no opportunity of exercising the virtue 

of subjection which he desired, he fled secretly from the Cœnobium and withdrew alone into 
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the furthest parts of the Thebaid, and there laid aside the habit of the monks and assumed a 

secular dress, and thus sought the Cœnobium of Tabenna, which he knew to be the strictest of 

all, and in which he fancied that he would not be known owing to the distance of the spot, or 

else that he could easily lie hidden there in consequence of the size of the monastery and the 

number of brethren. There he remained for a long time at the entrance, and as a suppliant at 

the knees of the brethren sought with most earnest prayers to gain admission. And when he 

was at last with much scorn admitted as a feeble old man who had lived all his life in the world, 

and had asked in his old age to be allowed to enter a Cœnobium when he could no longer 

gratify his passions—as they said that he was seeking this not for the sake of religion but 

because he was compelled by hunger and want, they gave him the care and management of 

the garden, as he seemed an old man and not specially fitted for any particular work. And this 

he performed under another and a younger brother who kept him by him as entrusted to him, 

and he was so subordinate to him, and cultivated the desired virtue of humility so obediently 

that he daily performed with the utmost diligence not only everything that had to do with the 

care and management of the garden, but also all those duties which were looked on by the 

other as hard and degrading, and disagreeable. Rising also by night he did many things 

secretly, without anyone looking on or knowing it, when darkness concealed him so that no 

one could discover the author of the deed. And when he had hidden himself there for three 

years and had been sought for high and low by the brethren all through Egypt, he was at last 

seen by one who had come from the parts of Egypt, but could scarcely be recognized owing to 

the meanness of his dress and the humble character of the duty he was performing. For he was 

stooping down and hoeing the ground for vegetables and bringing dung on his shoulders and 

laying it about their roots. And seeing this the brother for a long time hesitated about 

recognizing him, but at last he came nearer, and taking careful note not only of his looks but 

also of the tone of his voice, straightway fell at his feet: and at first all who saw it were struck 

with the greatest astonishment why he should do this to one who was looked upon by them as 

the lowest of all, as being a novice and one who had but lately forsaken the world: but 
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afterwards they were struck with still greater wonder when he immediately announced his 

name, which was one that had been well known among them also by repute. And all the 

brethren asking his pardon for their former ignorance because they had for so long classed 

him with the juniors and children, brought him back to his own Cœnobium, against his will 

and in tears because by the envy of the devil he had been cheated out of a worthy mode of life 

and the humility which he was rejoicing in having discovered after his long search, and 

because he had not succeeded in ending his life in that state of subjection which he had 

secured. And so they guarded him with the utmost care lest he should slip away again in the 

same sort of way and escape from them also. 

Chapter 31 

How when Abbot Pinufius was brought back to his monastery he stayed there for a little while 

and then fled again into the regions of Syrian Palestine 

And when he had stopped there for a little while, again he was seized with a longing and 

desire for humility, and, taking advantage of the silence of night, made his escape in such a 

way that this time he sought no neighboring district, but regions which were unknown and 

strange and separated by a wide distance. For embarking in a ship he managed to travel to 

Palestine, believing that he would more securely lie hidden if he betook himself to those places 

in which his name had never been heard. And when he had come there, at once he sought out 

our own monastery which was at no great distance from the cave in which our Lord vouchsafed 

to be born of a virgin. And though he concealed himself here for some time, yet like a city set 

on an hill2 (to use our Lord's expression) he could not long be hid. For presently some of the 

brethren who had come to the holy places from Egypt to pray there recognized him and 

recalled him with most fervent prayers to his own Cœnobium. 
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Chapter 32 

The charge which the same Abbot Pinufius gave to a brother whom he admitted into his 

monastery in our presence 

This old man, then, we afterwards diligently sought out in Egypt because we had been 

intimate with him in our own monastery; and I propose to insert in this work of mine an 

exhortation which he gave in our presence to a brother whom he admitted into the monastery, 

because I think that it may be useful. You know, said he, that after lying for so many days at 

the entrance you are today to be admitted. And to begin with you ought to know the reason of 

the difficulty put in your way. For it may be of great service to you in this road on which you 

are desirous to enter, if you understand the method of it and approach the service of Christ 

accordingly, and as you ought. 

Chapter 33 

How it is that, just as a great reward is due to the monk who labors according to the regulations 

of the fathers, so likewise punishment must he inflicted on an idle one; and therefore no one 

should be admitted into a monastery too easily 

For as unbounded glory hereafter is promised to those who faithfully serve God and 

cleave to Him according to the rule of this system; so the severest penalties are in store for 

those who have carried it out carelessly and coldly, and have failed to show to Him fruits of 

holiness corresponding to what they professed or what they were believed by men to be. For it 

is better, as Scripture says, that a man should not vow rather than that he should vow and not 

pay; and Cursed is he that does the work of the Lord carelessly. Therefore you were for a long 

while declined by us, not as if we did not desire with all our hearts to secure your salvation and 

the salvation of all, nor as if we did not care to go to meet even afar off those who are longing 

to be converted to Christ; but for fear lest if we received you rashly we might make ourselves 

guilty in the sight of God of levity, and make you incur a yet heavier punishment, if, when you 

had been too easily admitted by us without realizing the responsibility of this profession, you 

had afterwards turned out a deserter or lukewarm. Wherefore you ought in the first instance to 
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learn the actual reason for the renunciation of the world, and when you have seen this, you can 

be taught more plainly what you ought to do, from the reason for it. 

Chapter 34 

Of the way in which our renunciation is nothing but mortification and the image of the 

Crucified 

Renunciation is nothing but the evidence of the cross and of mortification. And so you 

must know that today you are dead to this world and its deeds and desires, and that, as the 

Apostle says, you are crucified to this world and this world to you.3 Consider therefore the 

demands of the cross under the sign of which you ought henceforward to live in this life; 

because you no longer live but He lives in you who was crucified for you.4 We must therefore 

pass our time in this life in that fashion and form in which He was crucified for us on the cross 

so that (as David says) piercing our flesh with the fear of the Lord, we may have all our wishes 

and desires not subservient to our own lusts but fastened to His mortification. For so shall we 

fulfill the command of the Lord which says: He that takes not up his cross and follows me is 

not worthy of me.5 But perhaps you will say: How can a man carry his cross continually? Or 

how can anyone who is alive be crucified? Hear briefly how this is. 

Chapter 35 

How the fear of the Lord is our cross 

The fear of the Lord is our cross. As then one who is crucified no longer has the power 

of moving or turning his limbs in any direction as he pleases, so we also ought to affix our 

wishes and desires— not in accordance with what is pleasant and delightful to us now, but in 

accordance with the law of the Lord, where it constrains us. And as he who is fastened to the 

wood of the cross no longer considers things present, nor thinks about his likings, nor is 

perplexed by anxiety and care for the morrow, nor disturbed by any desire of possession, nor 

inflamed by any pride or strife or rivalry, grieves not at present injuries, remembers not past 
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ones, and while he is still breathing in the body considers that he is dead to all earthly things, 

sending the thoughts of his heart on before to that place whither he doubts not that he is 

shortly to come: so we also, when crucified by the fear of the Lord ought to be dead indeed to 

all these things, i.e. not only to carnal vices but also to all earthly things, having the eye of our 

minds fixed there whither we hope at each moment that we are soon to pass. For in this way we 

can have all our desires and carnal affections mortified. 

Chapter 36 

How our renunciation of the world is of no use if we are again entangled in those things which 

we have renounced 

Beware therefore lest at any time you take again any of those things which you 

renounced and forsook, and, contrary to the Lord's command, return from the field of 

evangelical work, and be found to have clothed yourself again in your coat which you had 

stripped off6; neither sink back to the low and earthly lusts and desires of this world, and in 

defiance of Christ's word come down from the rod of perfection and dare to take up again any 

of those things which you have renounced and forsaken. Beware that you remember nothing of 

your kinsfolk or of your former affections, and that you are not called back to the cares and 

anxieties of this world, and (as our Lord says) putting your hand to the plough and looking 

back be found unfit for the kingdom of heaven.7 Beware lest at any time, when you have begun 

to dip into the knowledge of the Psalms and of this life, you be little by little puffed up and 

think of reviving that pride which now at your beginning you have trampled underfoot in the 

ardor of faith and in fullest humility; and thus (as the Apostle says) building again those things 

which you had destroyed, you make yourself a backslider.8 But rather take heed to continue 

even to the end in that state of nakedness of which you made profession in the sight of God and 

of his angels. In this humility too and patience, with which you persevered for ten days before 

the doors and entreated with many tears to be admitted into the monastery, you should not 
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only continue but also increase and go forward. For it is too bad that when you ought to be 

carried on from the rudiments and beginnings, and go forward to perfection, you should begin 

to fall back from these to worse things. For not he who begins these things, but he who endures 

in them to the end, shall be saved.9  

Chapter 37 

How the devil always lies in wait for our end, and how we ought continually to watch his head 

For the subtle serpent is ever watching our heel, that is, is lying in wait for the close, and 

endeavoring to trip us up right to the end of our life. And therefore it will not be of any use to 

have made a good beginning and to have eagerly taken the first step towards renouncing the 

world with all fervor, if a corresponding end does not likewise set it off and conclude it, and if 

the humility and poverty of Christ, of which you have now made profession in His sight, are 

not preserved by you even to the close of your life, as they were first secured. And that you may 

succeed in doing this, do you ever watch his head, i.e. the first rise of thoughts, by bringing 

them at once to your superior. For thus you will learn to bruise his dangerous beginnings, if 

you are not ashamed to disclose any of them to your superior. 

Chapter 38 

Of the renunciant's preparation against temptation, and of the few who are worthy of imitation 

Wherefore, as Scripture says, when you go forth to serve the Lord stand in the fear of the 

Lord, and prepare your mind10 not for repose or carelessness or delights, but for temptations 

and troubles. For through much tribulation we must enter into the kingdom of God. For strait 

is the gate and narrow is the way which leads unto life, and few there be which find it. Consider 

therefore that you belong to the few and elect; and do not grow cold after the examples of the 

lukewarmness of many: but live as the few, that with the few you may be worthy of a place in 

the kingdom of God: for many are called, but few chosen, and it is a little flock to which it is 

the Father's good pleasure to give an inheritance. You should therefore realize that it is no light 
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sin for one who has made profession of perfection to follow after what is imperfect. And to this 

state of perfection you may attain by the following steps and in the following way. 

Chapter 39 

Of the way in which we shall mount towards perfection, whereby we may afterwards ascend 

from the fear of God up to love 

The beginning of our salvation and the safeguard of it is, as I said, the fear of the Lord.11 

For through this those who are trained in the way of perfection can gain a start in conversion as 

well as purification from vices and security in virtue. And when this has gained an entrance 

into a man's heart it produces contempt of all things, and begets a forgetfulness of kinsfolk and 

an horror of the world itself. But by the contempt for the loss of all possessions humility is 

gained. And humility is attested by these signs: First of all if a man has all his desires mortified; 

secondly, if he conceals none of his actions or even of his thoughts from his superior; thirdly, if 

he puts no trust in his own opinion, but all in the judgment of his superior, and listens eagerly 

and willingly to his directions; fourthly, if he maintains in everything obedience and gentleness 

and constant patience; fifthly, if he not only hurts nobody else, but also is not annoyed or vexed 

at wrongs done to himself; sixthly, if he does nothing and ventures on nothing to which he is 

not urged by the Common Rule or by the example of our elders; seventhly, if he is contented 

with the lowest possible position, and considers himself as a bad workman and unworthy in the 

case of everything enjoined to him; eighthly, if he does not only outwardly profess with his lips 

that he is inferior to all, but really believes it in the inmost thoughts of his heart; ninthly, if he 

governs his tongue, and is not over talkative; tenthly, if he is not easily moved or too ready to 

laugh. For by such signs and the like is true humility recognized. And when this has once been 

genuinely secured, then at once it leads you on by a still higher step to love which knows no 

fear;12 and through this you begin, without any effort and as it were naturally, to keep up 

everything that you formerly observed not without fear of punishment; no longer now from 

regard of punishment or fear of it but from love of goodness itself, and delight in virtue. 
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Chapter 40 

That the monk should seek for examples of perfection not from many instances but from one 

or a very few 

And that you may the more easily arrive at this, the examples of the perfect life of one 

dwelling in the congregation, which you may imitate, should be sought from a very few or 

indeed from one or two only and not from too many. For apart from the fact that a life which is 

tested and refined and purified is only to be found in a few, there is this also to be gained, viz.: 

that a man is more thoroughly instructed and formed by the example of someone, towards the 

perfection which he sets before him, viz.: that of the Cenobite life. 

Chapter 41 

The appearance of what infirmities one who lives in a Cœnobium ought to exhibit 

And that you may be able to attain all this, and continually remain subject to this 

spiritual rule, you must observe these three things in the congregation: viz.: that as the Psalmist 

says: I was like a deaf man and heard not and as one that is dumb who does not open his 

mouth; and I became as a man that hears not, and in whose mouth there are no reproofs, so 

you also should walk as one that is deaf and dumb and blind, so that— putting aside the 

contemplation of him who has been rightly chosen by you as your model of perfection— you 

should be like a blind man and not see any of those things which you find to be unedifying, nor 

be influenced by the authority or fashion of those who do these things, and give yourself up to 

what is worse and what you formerly condemned. If you hear anyone disobedient or 

insubordinate or disparaging another or doing anything different from what was taught to you, 

you should not go wrong and be led astray by such an example to imitate him; but, like a deaf 

man, as if you had never heard it, you should pass it all by. If insults are offered to you or to 

anyone else, or wrongs done, be immovable, and as far as an answer in retaliation is concerned 

be silent as one that is dumb, always singing in your heart this verse of the Psalmist: I said I 

will take heed to my ways that I offend not with my tongue. I set a guard to my mouth when 

the sinner stood before me. I was dumb and was humbled and kept silence from good things. 
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But cultivate above everything this fourth thing which adorns and graces those three of which 

we have spoken above; viz.: make yourself, as the Apostle directs,13 a fool in this world that you 

may become wise, exercising no discrimination and judgment of your own on any of those 

matters which are commanded to you, but always showing obedience with all simplicity and 

faith, judging that alone to be holy, useful, and wise which God's law or the decision of your 

superior declares to you to be such. For built up on such a system of instruction you may 

continue forever under this discipline, and not fall away from the monastery in consequence of 

any temptations or devices of the enemy. 

Chapter 42 

How a monk should not look for the blessing of patience in his own case as a result of the 

virtue of others, but rather as a consequence of his own longsuffering 

You should therefore not look for patience in your own case from the virtue of others, 

thinking that then only can you secure it when you are not irritated by any (for it is not in your 

own power to prevent this from happening); but rather you should look for it as the 

consequence of your own humility and long-suffering which does depend on your own will. 

Chapter 43 

Recapitulation of the explanation how a monk can mount up towards perfection 

And in order that all these things which have been set forth in a somewhat lengthy 

discourse may be more easily stamped on your heart and may stick in your thoughts with all 

tenacity, I will make a summary of them so that you may be able to learn all the changes by 

heart by reason of their brevity and conciseness. Hear then in few words how you can mount 

up to the heights of perfection without an effort or difficulty. The beginning of our salvation 

and of wisdom is, according to Scripture, the fear of the Lord. From the fear of the Lord arises 

salutary compunction. From compunction of heart springs renunciation, i.e. nakedness and 

contempt of all possessions. From nakedness is begotten humility; from humility the 

mortification of desires. Through mortification of desires all faults are extirpated and decay. By 
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driving out faults virtues shoot up and increase. By the budding of virtues purity of heart is 

gained. By purity of heart the perfection of apostolic love is acquired. 
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Book V – Of the Spirit of Gluttony 

Chapter 1 

The transition from the Institutes of the monks to the struggle against the eight principal 

faults. 

This fifth book of ours is now by the help of God to be produced. For after the four books 

which have been composed on the customs of the monasteries, we now propose, being 

strengthened by God through your prayers, to approach the struggle against the eight 

principal faults, i.e. first, Gluttony or the pleasures of the palate; secondly, Fornication; thirdly, 

Covetousness, which means Avarice, or, as it may more properly be called, the love of money, 

fourthly, Anger; fifthly, Dejection; sixthly, Accidie, which is heaviness or weariness of heart; 

seventhly, κενοδοξία which means foolish or vain glory; eighthly, pride. And on entering upon 

this difficult task we need your prayers, O most blessed Pope Castor, more than ever; that we 

may be enabled in the first place worthily to investigate the nature of these in all points 

however trifling or hidden or obscure: and next to explain with sufficient clearness the causes 

of them and thirdly to bring forward fitly the cures and remedies for them. 

Chapter 2 

How the occasions of these faults, being found in everybody, are ignored by everybody; and 

how we need the Lord's help to make them plain 

And of these passions as the occasions are recognized by everybody as soon as they are 

laid open by the teaching of the elders, so before they are revealed, although we are all 

overcome by them, and they exist in every one, yet nobody knows of them. But we trust that we 

shall be able in some measure to explain them, if by your prayers that word of the Lord, which 

was announced by Isaiah, may apply to us also— I will go before you, and bring low the 

mighty ones of the land, I will break the gates of brass, and cut asunder the iron bars, and I will 

open to you concealed treasures and hidden secrets14 — so that the word of the Lord may go 

before us also, and first may bring low the mighty ones of our land, i.e. these same evil passions 
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which we are desirous to overcome, and which claim for themselves dominion and a most 

horrible tyranny in our mortal body; and may make them yield to our investigation and 

explanation, and thus breaking the gates of our ignorance, and cutting asunder the bars of 

vices which shut us out from true knowledge, may lead to the hidden things of our secrets, and 

reveal to us who have been illuminated, according to the Apostle's word, the hidden things of 

darkness, and may make manifest the counsels of the hearts,15 that thus penetrating with pure 

eyes of the mind to the foul darkness of vices, we may be able to disclose them and drag them 

forth to light; and may succeed in explaining their occasions and natures to those who are 

either free from them, or are still tied and bound by them, and so passing as the prophet says, 

through the fire of vices which terribly inflame our minds, we may be able immediately to pass 

also through the water of virtues which extinguish them unharmed, and being bedewed (as it 

were) with spiritual remedies may be found worthy to be brought in purity of heart to the 

consolations of perfection. 

Chapter 3 

How our first struggle must be against the spirit of gluttony, i.e. the pleasures of the palate 

And so the first conflict we must enter upon is that against gluttony, which we have 

explained as the pleasures of the palate: and in the first place as we are going to speak of the 

system of fasts, and the quality of food, we must again recur to the traditions and customs of 

the Egyptians, as everybody knows that they contain a more advanced discipline in the matter 

of self-control, and a perfect method of discrimination. 

Chapter 4 

The testimony of Abbot Antony in which he teaches that each virtue ought to be sought for 

from him who professes it in a special degree 

For it is an ancient and excellent saying of the blessed Antony that when a monk is 

endeavoring after the plan of the monastic life to reach the heights of a more advanced 

perfection, and, having learned the consideration of discretion, is able now to stand in his own 
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judgment, and to arrive at the very summit of the anchorite's life, he ought by no means to 

seek for all kinds of virtues from one man however excellent. For one is adorned with flowers 

of knowledge, another is more strongly fortified with methods of discretion, another is 

established in the dignity of patience, another excels in the virtue of humility, another in that 

of continence, another is decked with the grace of simplicity. This one excels all others in 

magnanimity, that one in pity, another in vigils, another in silence, another in earnestness of 

work. And therefore the monk who desires to gather spiritual honey, ought like a most careful 

bee, to suck out virtue from those who specially possess it, and should diligently store it up in 

the vessel of his own breast: nor should he investigate what any one is lacking in, but only 

regard and gather whatever virtue he has. For if we want to gain all virtues from some one 

person, we shall with great difficulty or perhaps never at all find suitable examples for us to 

imitate. For though we do not as yet see that even Christ is made all things in all, as the Apostle 

says;16 still in this way we can find Him bit by bit in all. For it is said of Him, Who was made of 

God to you wisdom and righteousness and sanctification and redemption.17 While then in one 

there is found wisdom, in another righteousness, in another sanctification, in another kindness, 

in another chastity, in another humility, in another patience, Christ is at the present time 

divided, member by member, among all of the saints. But when all come together into the 

unity of the faith and virtue, He is formed into the perfect man,18 completing the fullness of 

His body, in the joints and properties of all His members. Until then that time arrives when 

God will be all in all, for the present God can in the way of which we have spoken be in all, 

through particular virtues, although He is not yet all in all through the fullness of them. For 

although our religion has but one end and aim, yet there are different ways by which we 

approach God, as will be more fully shown in the Conferences of the Elders. And so we must 

seek a model of discretion and continence more particularly from those from whom we see 

that those virtues flow forth more abundantly through the grace of the Holy Spirit; not that 
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anyone can alone acquire those things which are divided among many, but in order that in 

those good qualities of which we are capable we may advance towards the imitation of those 

who especially have acquired them. 

Chapter 5 

That one and the same rule of fasting cannot be observed by everybody 

And so on the manner of fasting a uniform rule cannot easily be observed, because 

everybody has not the same strength; nor is it like the rest of the virtues, acquired by 

steadfastness of mind alone. And therefore, because it does not depend only on mental 

firmness, since it has to do with the possibilities of the body, we have received this explanation 

concerning it which has been handed down to us, viz.: that there is a difference of time, 

manner, and quality of the refreshment in proportion to the difference of condition of the body, 

the age, and sex: but that there is one and the same rule of restraint to everybody as regards 

continence of mind, and the virtue of the spirit. For it is impossible for everyone to prolong his 

fast for a week, or to postpone taking refreshment during a two or three days' abstinence. By 

many people also who are worn out with sickness and especially with old age, a fast even up to 

sunset cannot be endured without suffering. The sickly food of moistened beans does not agree 

with everybody: nor does a sparing diet of fresh vegetables suit all, nor is a scanty meal of dry 

bread permitted to all alike. One man does not feel satisfied with two pounds, for another a 

meal of one pound, or six ounces, is too much; but there is one aim and object of continence in 

the case of all of these, viz.: that no one may be overburdened beyond the measure of his 

appetite, by gluttony. For it is not only the quality, but also the quantity of food taken which 

dulls the keenness of the mind, and when the soul as well as the flesh is surfeited, kindles the 

baneful and fiery incentive to vice. 

Chapter 6 

That the mind is not intoxicated by wine alone 

The belly when filled with all kinds of food gives birth to seeds of wantonness, nor can 

the mind, when choked with the weight of food, keep the guidance and government of the 
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thoughts. For not only is drunkenness with wine wont to intoxicate the mind, but excess of all 

kinds of food makes it weak and uncertain, and robs it of all its power of pure and clear 

contemplation. The cause of the overthrow and wantonness of Sodom was not drunkenness 

through wine, but fullness of bread. Hear the Lord rebuking Jerusalem through the prophet. 

For how did your sister Sodom sin, except in that she ate her bread in fullness and abundance?19 

And because through fullness of bread they were inflamed with uncontrollable lust of the 

flesh, they were burnt up by the judgment of God with fire and brimstone from heaven. But if 

excess of bread alone drove them to such a headlong downfall into sin through the vice of 

satiety, what shall we think of those who with a vigorous body dare to partake of meat and wine 

with unbounded license, taking not just what their bodily frailty demands, but what the eager 

desire of the mind suggests. 

Chapter 7 

How bodily weakness need not interfere with purity of heart 

Bodily weakness is no hindrance to purity of heart, if only so much food is taken as the 

bodily weakness requires, and not what pleasure asks for. It is easier to find men who 

altogether abstain from the more fattening kinds of foods than men who make a moderate use 

of what is allowed to our necessities; and men who deny themselves everything out of love of 

continence than men who taking food on the plea of weakness preserve the due measure of 

what is sufficient. For bodily weakness has its glory of self-restraint, where though food is 

permitted to the failing body, a man deprives himself of his refreshment. although he needs it, 

and only indulges in just so much food as the strict judgment of temperance decides to be 

sufficient for the necessities of life, and not what the longing appetite asks for. The more 

delicate foods, as they conduce to bodily health, so they need not destroy the purity of chastity, 

if they are taken in moderation. For whatever strength is gained by partaking of them is used 

up in the toil and waste of care. Wherefore as no state of life can be deprived of the virtue of 

abstinence, so to none is the crown of perfection denied. 
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Chapter 8 

How food should be taken with regard to the aim at perfect continence 

And so it is a very true and most excellent saying of the Fathers that the right method of 

fasting and abstinence lies in the measure of moderation and bodily chastening; and that this is 

the aim of perfect virtue for all alike, viz.: that though we are still forced to desire it, yet we 

should exercise self-restraint in the matter of the food, which we are obliged to take owing to 

the necessity of supporting the body. For even if one is weak in body, he can attain to a perfect 

virtue and one equal to that of those who are thoroughly strong and healthy, if with firmness of 

mind he keeps a check upon the desires and lusts which are not due to weakness of the flesh. 

For the Apostle says: And take not care for the flesh in its lusts.20 He does not forbid care for it 

in every respect: but says that care is not to be taken in regard to its desires and lusts. He cuts 

away the luxurious fondness for the flesh: he does not exclude the control necessary for life: he 

does the former, lest through pampering the flesh we should be involved in dangerous 

entanglements of the desires; the latter lest the body should be injured by our fault and unable 

to fulfill its spiritual and necessary duties. 

Chapter 9 

Of the measure of the chastisement to be undertaken, and the remedy of fasting 

The perfection then of abstinence is not to be gathered from calculations of time alone, 

nor only from the quality of the food; but beyond everything from the judgment of conscience. 

For each one should impose such a sparing diet on himself as the battle of his bodily struggle 

may require. The canonical observance of fasts is indeed valuable and by all means to be kept. 

But unless this is followed by a temperate partaking of food, one will not be able to arrive at the 

goal of perfection. For the abstinence of prolonged fasts— where repletion of body follows— 

produces weariness for a time rather than purity and chastity. Perfection of mind indeed 

depends upon the abstinence of the belly. He has no lasting purity and chastity, who is not 

contented always to keep to a well-balanced and temperate diet. Fasting, although severe, yet if 
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unnecessary relaxation follows, is rendered useless, and presently leads to the vice of gluttony. 

A reasonable supply of food partaken of daily with moderation, is better than a severe and long 

fast at intervals. Excessive fasting has been known not only to undermine the constancy of the 

mind, but also to weaken the power of prayers through sheer weariness of body. 

Chapter 10 

That abstinence from food is not of itself sufficient for preservation of bodily and mental purity 

In order to preserve the mind and body in a perfect condition abstinence from food is 

not alone sufficient: unless the other virtues of the mind as well are joined to it. And so 

humility must first be learned by the virtue of obedience, and grinding toil and bodily 

exhaustion. The possession of money must not only be avoided, but the desire for it must be 

utterly rooted out. For it is not enough not to possess it—a thing which comes to many as a 

matter of necessity: but we ought, if by chance it is offered, not even to admit the wish to have 

it. The madness of anger should be controlled; the downcast look of dejection be overcome; 

vainglory should be despised, the disdainfulness of pride trampled underfoot, and the shifting 

and wandering thoughts of the mind restrained by continual recollection of God. And the 

slippery wanderings of our heart should be brought back again to the contemplation of God as 

often as our crafty enemy, in his endeavor to lead away the mind a captive from this 

consideration, creeps into the innermost recesses of the heart. 

Chapter 11 

That bodily lusts are not extinguished except by the entire rooting out of vice 

For it is an impossibility that the fiery motions of the body can be extinguished, before 

the incentives of the other chief vices are utterly rooted out: concerning which we will speak in 

their proper place, if God permits, separately, in different books. But now we have to deal with 

Gluttony, that is the desire of the palate, against which our first battle is. He then will never be 

able to check the motions of a burning lust, who cannot restrain the desires of the appetite. The 

chastity of the inner man is shown by the perfection of this virtue. For you will never feel sure 

that he can strive against the opposition of a stronger enemy, whom you have seen overcome 
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by weaker ones in a higher conflict. For of all virtues the nature is but one and the same, 

although they appear to be divided into many different kinds and names: just as there is but 

one substance of gold, although it may seem to be distributed through many different kinds of 

jewelry according to the skill of the goldsmith. And so he is proved to possess no virtue 

perfectly, who is known to have broken down in some part of them. For how can we believe 

that that man has extinguished the burning heats of concupiscence (which are kindled not only 

by bodily incitement but by vice of the mind), who could not assuage the sharp stings of anger 

which break out from intemperance of heart alone? Or how can we think that he has repressed 

the wanton desires of the flesh and spirit, who has not been able to conquer the simple fault of 

pride? Or how can we believe that one has trampled underfoot a wantonness which is ingrained 

in the flesh, who has not been able to disown the love of money, which is something external 

and outside our own substance? In what way will he triumph in the war of flesh and spirit, who 

has not been man enough to cure the disease of dejection? However great a city may be 

protected by the height of its walls and the strength of its closed gates, yet it is laid waste by the 

giving up of one postern however small. For what difference does it make whether a dangerous 

foe makes his way into the heart of the city over high walls, and through the wide spaces of the 

gate, or through secret and narrow passages? 

Chapter 12 

That in our spiritual contest we ought to draw an example from the carnal contests 

One who strives in the games is not crowned unless he has contended lawfully.21 One 

who wants to extinguish the natural desires of the flesh, should first hasten to overcome those 

vices whose seat is outside our nature. For if we desire to make trial of the force of the Apostle's 

saying, we ought first to learn what are the laws and what the discipline of the world's contest, 

so that finally by a comparison with these, we may be able to know what the blessed Apostle 

meant to teach to us who are striving in a spiritual contest by this illustration. For in these 
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conflicts, which, as the same Apostle says, hold out a corruptible crown22 to the victors, this rule 

is kept, that he who aims at preparing himself for the crown of glory, which is embellished with 

the privilege of exemption, and who is anxious to enter the highest struggle in the contest, 

should first in the Olympic and Pythian games give evidence of his abilities as a youth, and his 

strength in its first beginnings; since in these the younger men who want to practice this 

training are tested as to whether they deserve or ought to be admitted to it, by the judgment 

both of the president of the games and of the whole multitude. And when any one has been 

carefully tested, and has first been proved to be stained by no infamy of life, and then has been 

adjudged not ignoble through the yoke of slavery, and for this reason unworthy to be admitted 

to this training and to the company of those who practice it, and when thirdly he produces 

sufficient evidence of his ability and prowess and by striving with the younger men and his 

own compeers has shown both his skill and valor as a youth, and going forward from the 

contests of boys has been by the scrutiny of the president permitted to mix with full-grown 

men and those of approved experience, and has not only shown himself their equal in valor by 

constant striving with them, but has also many a time carried off the prize of victory among 

them, then at last he is allowed to approach the most illustrious conflict of the games, 

permission to contend in which is granted to none but victors and those who are decked with 

many crowns and prizes. If we understand this illustration from a carnal contest, we ought by a 

comparison with it to know what is the system and method of our spiritual conflict as well. 

Chapter 13 

That we cannot enter the battle of the inner man unless we have been set free from the vice of 

gluttony 

We also ought first to give evidence of our freedom from subjection to the flesh. For of 

whom a man is overcome, of the same is he the slave.23 And every one that does sin is the slave 

of sin.24 And when the scrutiny of the president of the contest finds that we are stained by no 
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infamy of disgraceful lust, and when we are judged by him not to be slaves of the flesh, and 

ignoble and unworthy of the Olympic struggle against our vices, then we shall be able to enter 

the lists against our equals, that is the lusts of the flesh and the motions and disturbances of the 

soul. For it is impossible for a full belly to make trial of the combat of the inner man: nor is he 

worthy to be tried in harder battles, who can be overcome in a slight skirmish. 

Chapter 14 

How gluttonous desires can be overcome 

First then we must trample under foot gluttonous desires, and to this end the mind must 

be reduced not only by fasting, but also by vigils, by reading, and by frequent compunction of 

heart for those things in which perhaps it recollects that it has been deceived or overcome, 

sighing at one time with horror at sin, at another time inflamed with the desire of perfection 

and saintliness: until it is fully occupied and possessed by such cares and meditations, and 

recognizes the participation of food to be not so much a concession to pleasure, as a burden laid 

upon it; and considers it to be rather a necessity for the body than anything desirable for the 

soul. And, preserved by this zeal of mind and continual compunction, we shall beat down the 

wantonness of the flesh (which becomes more proud and haughty by being fomented with 

food) and its dangerous incitement, and so by the copiousness of our tears and the weeping of 

our heart we shall succeed in extinguishing the fiery furnace of our body, which is kindled by 

the Babylonish king who continually furnishes us with opportunities for sin, and vices with 

which we burn more fiercely, instead of naphtha and pitch— until, through the grace of God, 

instilled like dew by His Spirit in our hearts, the heats of fleshly lusts can be altogether 

deadened. This then is our first contest, this is as it were our first trial in the Olympic games, to 

extinguish the desires of the palate and the belly by the longing for perfection. On which 

account we must not only trample down all unnecessary desire for food by the contemplation 

of the virtues, but also must take what is necessary for the support of nature, not without 

anxiety of heart, as if it were opposed to chastity. And so at length we may enter on the course 

of our life, so that there may be no time in which we feel that we are recalled from our spiritual 
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studies, further than when we are obliged by the weakness of the body to descend for the 

needful care of it. And when we are subjected to this necessity— of attending to the wants of 

life rather than the desires, of the soul— we should hasten to withdraw as quickly as possible 

from it, as if it kept us back from really health-giving studies. For we cannot possibly scorn the 

gratification of food presented to us, unless the mind is fixed on the contemplation of divine 

things, and is the rather entranced with the love of virtue and the delight of things celestial. 

And so a man will despise all things present as transitory, when he has securely fixed his 

mental gaze on, those things which are immovable and eternal, and already contemplates in 

heart— though still in the flesh— the blessedness of his future life. 

Chapter 15 

How a monk must always be eager to preserve his purity of heart 

It is like the case when one endeavors to strike some mighty prize of virtue on high, 

pointed out by some very small mark; with the keenest eyesight he points the aim of his dart, 

knowing that large rewards of glory and prizes depend on his hitting it; and he turns away his 

gaze from every other consideration, and must direct it there, where he sees that the reward 

and prize is placed, because he would be sure to lose the prize of his skill and the reward of his 

prowess if the keenness of his gaze should be diverted ever so little. 

Chapter 16 

How, after the fashion of the Olympic games, a monk should not attempt spiritual conflicts 

unless he has won battles over the flesh 

And so when the desires of the belly and of the palate have been by these considerations 

overcome, and when we have been declared, as in the Olympic contests, neither slaves of the 

flesh nor infamous through the brand of sin, we shall be adjudged to be worthy of the contest 

in higher struggles as well, and, leaving behind lessons of this kind, may be believed capable of 

entering the lists against spiritual wickednesses, against which only victors and those who are 

allowed to contend in a spiritual conflict are deemed worthy to struggle. For this is so to speak 

a most solid foundation of all the conflicts, viz.: that in the first instance the impulses of carnal 
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desires should be destroyed. For no one can lawfully strive unless his own flesh has been 

overcome. And one who does not strive lawfully certainly cannot take a share in the contest, 

nor win a crown of glory and the grace of victory. But if we have been overcome in this battle, 

having been proved as it were slaves of carnal lusts, and thus displaying the tokens neither of 

freedom nor of strength, we shall be straightway repulsed from the conflicts with spiritual 

hosts, as unworthy and as slaves, with every mark of confusion. For every one that does sin is 

the servant of sin.25 And this will be addressed to us by the blessed Apostle, together with those 

among whom fornication is named. Temptation does not overtake you, except such as is 

human.26 For if we do not seek for strength of mind we shall not deserve to make trial of 

severer contest against wickedness on high, if we have been unable to subdue our weak flesh 

which resists the spirit. And some not understanding this testimony of the Apostle, have read 

the subjunctive instead of the indicative mood, i.e., Let no temptation overcome you, except 

such as is human. But it is clear that it is rather said by him with the meaning not of a wish but 

of a declaration or rebuke. 

Chapter 17 

That the foundation and basis of the spiritual combat must be laid in the struggle against 

gluttony 

Would you like to hear a true athlete of Christ striving according to the rules and laws 

of the conflict? I, said he, so run, not as uncertainly; I so fight, not as one that beats the air: but 

I chastise my body and bring it into subjection, lest by any means when I have preached to 

others I myself should be a castaway.27 You see how he made the chief part of the struggle 

depend upon himself, that is upon his flesh, as if on a most sure foundation, and placed the 

result of the battle simply in the chastisement of the flesh and the subjection of his body. I then 

so run not as uncertainly. He does not run uncertainly, because, looking to the heavenly 

Jerusalem, he has a mark set, towards which his heart is swiftly directed without swerving. He 
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does not run uncertainly, because, forgetting those things which are behind, he reaches forth to 

those that are before, pressing towards the mark for the prize of the high calling of God in 

Christ Jesus,28 whither he ever directs his mental gaze, and hastening towards it with all speed 

of heart, proclaims with confidence, I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I 

have kept the faith. 29And because he knows he has run unweariedly after the odor of the 

ointment30 of Christ with ready devotion of heart, and has won the battle of the spiritual 

combat by the chastisement of the flesh, he boldly concludes and says, Henceforth there is laid 

up for me a crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give to me in that 

day. And that he might open up to us also a like hope of reward, if we desire to imitate him in 

the struggle of his course, he added: But not to me only, but to all also who love His coming;31 

declaring that we shall be sharers of his crown in the day of judgment, if we love the coming of 

Christ— not that one only which will be manifest to men even against their will; but also this 

one which daily comes to pass in holy souls— and if we gain the victory in the fight by 

chastising the body. And of this coming it is that the Lord speaks in the Gospel. I, says He, and 

my Father will come to him, and will make our abode with him.32 And again: Behold, I stand at 

the door and knock: if any man hear my voice and open the gate, I will come in to him and will 

sup with him, and he with me.33  

Chapter 18 

Of the number of different conflicts and victories through which the blessed Apostle ascended 

to the crown of the highest combat 

But he does not mean that he has only finished the contest of a race when he says I so 

run, not as uncertainly (a phrase which has more particularly to do with the intention of the 

mind and fervor of his spirit, in which he followed Christ with all zeal, crying out with the 
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Bride, We will run after you for the odor of your ointments;34 and again, My soul cleaves unto 

you: but he also testifies that he has conquered in another kind of contest, saying, So fight I, not 

as one that beats the air, but I chastise my body and bring it into subjection. And this properly 

has to do with the pains of abstinence, and bodily fasting and affliction of the flesh: as he 

means by this that he is a vigorous bruiser of his own flesh, and points out that not in vain has 

he planted his blows of continence against it; but that he has gained a battle triumph by 

mortifying his own body; for when it is chastised with the blows of continence and struck down 

with the boxing-gloves of fasting, he has secured for his victorious spirit the crown of 

immortality and the prize of incorruption. You see the orthodox method of the contest, and 

consider the issue of spiritual combats: how the athlete of Christ having gained a victory over 

the rebellious flesh, having cast it as it were under his feet, is carried forward as triumphing on 

high. And therefore he does not run uncertainly, because he trusts that he will immediately 

enter the holy city, the heavenly Jerusalem. He so fights, that is with fasts and humiliation of 

the flesh, not as one that beats the air, that is, striking into space with blows of continence, 

through which he struck not the empty air, but those spirits who inhabit it, by the chastisement 

of his body. For one who says not as one that beats the air, shows that he strikes— not empty 

and void air, but certain beings in the air. And because he had overcome in this kind of contest, 

and marched on enriched with the rewards of many crowns, not undeservedly does he begin to 

enter the lists against still more powerful foes, and having triumphed over his former rivals, he 

boldly makes proclamation and says, Now our striving is not against flesh and blood, but 

against principalities, against powers, against world rulers of this darkness, against spiritual 

wickedness in heavenly places.35  

Chapter 19 

That the athlete of Christ, so long as he is in the body, is never without a battle 

The athlete of Christ, as long as he is in the body, is never in want of a victory to be 

gained in contests: but in proportion as he grows by triumphant successes, so does a severer 
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kind of struggle confront him. For when the flesh is subdued and conquered, what swarms of 

foes, what hosts of enemies are incited by his triumphs and rise up against the victorious 

soldier of Christ! For fear lest in the ease of peace the soldier of Christ might relax his efforts 

and begin to forget the glorious struggles of his contests, and be rendered slack through the 

idleness which is caused by immunity from danger, and be cheated of the reward of his prizes 

and the recompense of his triumphs. And so if we want to rise with ever-growing virtue to these 

stages of triumph we ought also in the same way to enter the lists of battle and begin by saying 

with the Apostle: I so fight, not as one that beats the air, but I chastise my body and bring it 

into subjection,36 that when this conflict is ended we may once more be able to say with him: we 

wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against world 

rulers of this darkness, against spiritual wickedness in heavenly places.37 For otherwise we 

cannot possibly join battle with them nor deserve to make trial of spiritual combats if we are 

baffled in a carnal contest, and smitten down in a struggle with the belly: and deservedly will it 

be said of us by the Apostle in the language of blame: Temptation does not overtake you, 

except what is common to man.38  

Chapter 20 

How a monk should not overstep the proper hours for taking food, if he wants to proceed to the 

struggle of interior conflicts 

A monk therefore who wants to proceed to the struggle of interior conflicts should lay 

down this as a precaution for himself to begin with: viz.: that he will not in any case allow 

himself to be overcome by any delicacies, or take anything to eat or drink before the fast is over 

and the proper hour for refreshment has come, outside meal times; nor, when the meal is over, 

will he allow himself to take a morsel however small; and likewise that he will observe the 

canonical time and measure of sleep. For that self-indulgence must be cut off in the same way 

that the sin of unchastity has to be rooted out. For if a man is unable to check the unnecessary 

                                                 
36

 1 Corinthians 9:26-27 
37

 Ephesians 6:12 
38

 1 Corinthians 10:13 



61 

 

desires of the appetite how will he be able to extinguish the fire of carnal lust? And if a man is 

not able to control passions, which are openly manifest and are but small, how will he be able 

with temperate discretion to fight against those which are secret, and excite him, when none 

are there to see? And therefore strength of mind is tested in separate impulses and in any sort 

of passion: and if it is overcome in the case of very small and manifest desires, how it will 

endure in those that are really great and powerful and hidden, each man's conscience must 

witness for himself. 

Chapter 21 

Of the inward peace of a monk, and of spiritual abstinence 

For it is not an external enemy whom we have to dread. Our foe is shut up within 

ourselves: an internal warfare is daily waged by us: and if we are victorious in this, all external 

things will be made weak, and everything will be made peaceful and subdued for the soldier of 

Christ. We shall have no external enemy to fear, if what is within is overcome and subdued to 

the spirit. And let us not believe that that external fast from visible food alone can possibly be 

sufficient for perfection of heart and purity of body unless with it there has also been united a 

fast of the soul. For the soul also has its foods which are harmful, fattened on which, even 

without superfluity of meats, it is involved in a downfall of wantonness. Slander is its food, and 

indeed one that is very dear to it. A burst of anger also is its food, even if it be a very slight one; 

yet supplying it with miserable food for an hour, and destroying it as well with its deadly savor. 

Envy is a food of the mind, corrupting it with its poisonous juices and never ceasing to make it 

wretched and miserable at the prosperity and success of another. Kenodoxia, i.e., vainglory is its 

food, which gratifies it with a delicious meal for a time; but afterwards strips it clear and bare of 

all virtue, and dismisses it barren and void of all spiritual fruit, so that it makes it not only lose 

the rewards of huge labors, but also makes it incur heavier punishments. All lust and shifty 

wanderings of heart are a sort of food for the soul, nourishing it on harmful meats, but leaving 

it afterwards without share of the heavenly bread and of really solid food. If then, with all the 

powers we have, we abstain from these in a most holy fast, our observance of the bodily fast 
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will be both useful and profitable. For labor of the flesh, when joined with contrition of the 

spirit, will produce a sacrifice that is most acceptable to God, and a worthy shrine of holiness in 

the pure and undefiled inmost chambers of the heart. But if, while fasting as far as the body is 

concerned, we are entangled in the most dangerous vices of the soul, our humiliation of the 

flesh will do us no good whatever, while the most precious part of us is defiled: since we go 

wrong through that substance by virtue of which we are made a shrine of the Holy Ghost. For 

it is not so much the corruptible flesh as the clean heart, which is made a shrine for God, and a 

temple of the Holy Ghost. We ought therefore, whenever the outward man fasts, to restrain the 

inner man as well from food which is bad for him: that inner man, namely, which the blessed 

Apostle above all urges us to present pure before God, that it may be found worthy to receive 

Christ as a guest within, saying that in the inner man Christ may dwell in your hearts through 

faith.39  

Chapter 22 

That we should for this reason practice bodily abstinence that we may by it attain to a spiritual 

fast 

And so we know that we ought therefore to bestow attention on bodily abstinence, that 

we may by this fasting attain to purity of heart. Otherwise our labors will be spent in vain, if we 

endure this without weariness, in contemplating the end, but are unable to reach the end for 

which we have endured such trials; and it would have been better to have abstained from the 

forbidden foods of the soul than to have fasted with the body from things indifferent and 

harmless, for in the case of these latter there is a simple and harmless reception of a creature of 

God, which in itself has nothing wrong about it: but in the case of the former there is at the 

very first a dangerous tendency to devour the brethren; of which it is said, Do not love 

backbiting lest you be rooted out.40 And concerning anger and jealousy the blessed Job says: 

For anger slays a fool, and envy kills a child.41 And at the same time it should be noticed that 
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he who is angered is set down as a fool; and he who is jealous, as a child. For the former is not 

undeservedly considered a fool, since of his own accord he brings death upon himself, being 

goaded by the stings of anger; and the latter, while he is envious, proves that he is a child and a 

minor, for while he envies another he shows that the one at whose prosperity he is vexed, is 

greater than he. 

Chapter 23 

What should be the character of the monk's food 

We should then choose for our food, not only that which moderates the heat of burning 

lust, and avoids kindling it; but what is easily got ready, and what is recommended by its 

cheapness, and is suitable to the life of the brethren and their common use. For the nature of 

gluttony is threefold: first, there is that which forces us to anticipate the proper hour for a meal, 

next that which delights in stuffing the stomach, and gorging all kinds of food; thirdly, that 

which takes pleasure in more refined and delicate feasting. And so against it a monk should 

observe a threefold watch: first, he should wait till the proper time for breaking the fast; 

secondly, he should not give way to gorging; thirdly, he should be contented with any of the 

commoner sorts of food. For anything that is taken over and above what is customary and the 

common use of all, is branded by the ancient tradition of the fathers as defiled with the sin of 

vanity and glorying and ostentation. Nor of those whom we have seen to be deservedly 

eminent for learning and discretion, or whom the grace of Christ has singled out as shining 

lights for everyone to imitate, have we known any who have abstained from eating bread which 

is accounted cheap and easily to be obtained among them; nor have we seen that anyone who 

has rejected this rule and given up the use of bread and taken to a diet of beans or herbs or 

fruits, has been reckoned among the most esteemed, or even acquired the grace of knowledge 

and discretion. For not only do they lay it down that a monk ought not to ask for foods which 

are not customary for others, lest his mode of life should be exposed publicly to all and 

rendered vain and idle and so be destroyed by the disease of vanity; but they insist that the 

common chastening discipline of fasts ought not lightly to be disclosed to anyone, but as far as 
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possible concealed and kept secret. But when any of the brethren arrive they rule that we ought 

to show the virtues of kindness and charity instead of observing a severe abstinence and our 

strict daily rule: nor should we consider what our own wishes and profit or the ardor of our 

desires may require, but set before us and gladly fulfill whatever the refreshment of the guest, 

or his weakness may demand from us. 

Chapter 24 

How in Egypt we saw that the daily fast was broken without scruple on our arrival 

When we had come from the region of Syria and had sought the province of Egypt, in 

our desire to learn the rules of the Elders, we were astonished at the alacrity of heart with 

which we were there received so that no rule forbidding refreshment till the appointed hour of 

the fast was over was observed, such as we had been brought up to observe in the monasteries 

of Palestine; but except in the case of the regular days, Wednesdays and Fridays, wherever we 

went the daily fast was broken: and when we asked why the daily fast was thus ignored by them 

without scruple one of the elders replied: The opportunity for fasting is always with me. But as 

I am going to conduct you on your way, I cannot always keep you with me. And a fast, 

although it is useful and advisable, is yet a free-will offering. But the exigencies of a command 

require the fulfillment of a work of charity. And so receiving Christ in you I ought to refresh 

Him but when I have sent you on your way I shall be able to balance the hospitality offered for 

His sake by a stricter fast on my own account. For 'the children of the bridegroom cannot fast 

while the bridegroom is with them:' but when he has departed, then they will rightly fast. 

Chapter 25 

Of the abstinence of one old man who took food six times so sparingly that he was still hungry 

When one of the elders was pressing me to eat a little more as I was taking refreshment, 

and I said that I could not, he replied: I have already laid my table six times for different 

brethren who had arrived, and, pressing each of them, I partook of food with him, and am still 

hungry, and do you, who now partake of refreshment for the first time, say that you cannot eat 

any more? 
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Chapter 26 

Of another old man, who never partook of food alone in his cell 

We have seen another who lived alone, who declared that he had never enjoyed food by 

himself alone, but that even if for five days running none of the brethren came to his cell he 

constantly put off taking food until on Saturday or Sunday he went to church for service and 

found some stranger whom he brought home at once to his cell, and together with him 

partook of refreshment for the body not so much by reason of his own needs, as for the sake of 

kindness and on his brother's account. And so as they know that the daily fast is broken without 

scruple on the arrival of brethren, when they leave, they compensate for the refreshment which 

has been enjoyed on their account by a greater abstinence, and sternly make up for the 

reception of even a very little food by a severer chastisement not only as regards bread, but also 

by lessening their usual amount of sleep. 

Chapter 27 

What the two Abbots Pæsius and John said of the fruits of their zeal 

When the aged John, who was superior of a large monastery and of a quantity of 

brethren, had come to visit the aged Pæsius, who was living in a vast desert, and had been asked 

of him as of a very old friend, what he had done in all the forty years in which he had been 

separated from him and had scarcely ever been disturbed in his solitude by the brethren: 

Never, said he, has the sun seen me eating, nor me angry, said the other. 

Chapter 28 

The lesson and example which Abbot John when dying left to his disciples 

When the same old man, as one who was readily going to depart to his own, was lying at 

his last gasp, and the brethren were standing round, they implored and entreated that he would 

leave them, as a sort of legacy, some special charge by which they could attain to the height of 

perfection, the more easily from the brevity of the charge: he sighed and said, I never did my 

own will, nor taught anyone what I had not first done myself. 
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Chapter 29 

Of Abbot Machetes, who never slept during the spiritual conferences, but always went to sleep 

during earthly tales 

We knew an old man, Machetes by name, who lived at a distance from the crowds of the 

brethren, and obtained by his daily prayers this grace from the Lord, that as often as a spiritual 

conference was held, whether by day or by night, he never was at all overcome by sleep: but if 

any one tried to introduce a word of detraction, or idle talk, he dropped off to sleep at once as if 

the poison of slander could not possibly penetrate to pollute his ears. 

Chapter 30 

A saying of the same old man about not judging any one 

The same old man, when he was teaching us that no one ought to judge another, 

remarked that there were three points on which he had charged and rebuked the brethren, viz.: 

because some allowed their uvula to be cut off, or kept a cloak in their cell, or blessed oil and 

gave it to those dwelling in the world who asked for it: and he said that he had done all these 

things himself. For having contracted some malady of the uvula, I wasted away, said he, for so 

long, through its weakness, that at least I was driven by stress of the pain, and by the persuasion 

of all the elders, to allow it to be cut off. And I was forced too by reason of this illness, to keep a 

cloak. And I was also compelled to bless oil and give it to those who prayed for it— a thing 

which I execrated above everything, since that I thought that it proceeded from great 

presumption of heart— when suddenly many who were living in the world surrounded me, so 

that I could not possibly escape them in any other way, had they not extorted from me with no 

small violence, and entreaties that I would lay my hand on a vessel offered by them, and sign it 

with the sign of the cross: and so believing that they had secured blessed oil, at last they let me 

go. And by these things I plainly discovered that a monk was in the same case and entangled in 

the same faults for which he had ventured to judge others. Each one therefore ought only to 

judge himself, and to be on the watch, with care and circumspection in all things not to judge 

the life and conduct of others in accordance with the Apostle's charge, But you, why do you 
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judge your brother? To his own master he stands or falls. And this: Judge not, that you be not 

judged. For with what judgment you judge, you shall be judged. For besides the reason of 

which we have spoken, it is for this cause also dangerous to judge concerning others because in 

those matters in which we are offended— as we do not know the need or the reason for which 

they are really acting either rightly in the sight of God, or at any rate in a pardonable 

manner— we are found to have judged them rashly and in this commit no light sin, by 

forming an opinion of our brethren different from what we ought. 

Chapter 31 

The same old man's rebuke when he saw how the brethren went to sleep during the spiritual 

conferences, and woke up when some idle story was told 

The same old man made clear by this proof that it was the devil who encouraged idle 

tales, and showed himself always as the enemy of spiritual conferences. For when he was 

discoursing to some of the brethren on necessary matters and spiritual things, and saw that 

they were weighed down with a sound slumber, and could not drive away the weight of sleep 

from their eyes, he suddenly introduced an idle tale. And when he saw that at once they woke 

up, delighted with it, and pricked up their ears, he groaned and said, Up till now we were 

speaking of celestial things and all your eyes were overpowered with a sound slumber; but as 

soon as an idle tale was introduced, we all woke up and shook off the drowsiness of sleep which 

had overcome us. And from this therefore consider who is the enemy of that spiritual 

conference, and who has shown himself the suggester of that useless and carnal talk. For it is 

most evidently shown that it is he who, rejoicing in evil, never ceases to encourage the latter 

and to oppose the former. 

Chapter 32 

Of the letters which were burnt without being read 

Nor do I think it less needful to relate this act of a brother who was intent on purity of 

heart, and extremely anxious with regard to the contemplation of things divine. When after an 

interval of fifteen years a large number of letters had been brought to him from his father and 
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mother and many friends in the province of Pontus, he received the huge packet of letters, and 

turning over the matter in his own mind for some time, What thoughts, said he, will the 

reading of these suggest to me, which will incite me either to senseless joy or to useless 

sadness! For how many days will they draw off the attention of my heart from the 

contemplation I have set before me, by the recollection of those who wrote them! How long 

will it take for the disturbance of mind thus created to be calmed, and what an effort will it cost 

for that former state of peacefulness to be restored, if the mind is once moved by the sympathy 

of the letters, and by recalling the words and looks of those whom it has left for so long begins 

once more in thought and spirit to revisit them, to dwell among them and to be with them. 

And it will be of no use to have forsaken them in the body, if one begins to look on them with 

the heart, and readmits and revives that memory which on renouncing this world every one 

gave up, as if he were dead. Turning this over in his mind, he determined not only not to read a 

single letter, but not even to open the packet, for fear lest, at the sight of the names of the 

writers, or on recalling their appearance, the purpose of his spirit might give way. And so he 

threw it into the fire to be burnt, all tied up just as he had received it, crying, Away, O you 

thoughts of my home, be burnt up, and try no further to recall me to those things from which I 

have fled. 

Chapter 33 

Of the solution of a question which Abbot Theodore obtained by prayer 

We knew also Abbot Theodore, a man gifted with the utmost holiness and with perfect 

knowledge not only in practical life, but also in understanding the Scriptures, which he had not 

acquired so much by study and reading, or worldly education, as by purity of heart alone: since 

he could with difficulty understand and speak but a very few words of the Greek language. This 

man when he was seeking an explanation of some most difficult question, continued without 

ceasing for seven days and nights in prayer until he discovered by a revelation from the Lord 

the solution of the question propounded. 
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Chapter 34 

Of the saying of the same old man, through which he taught by what efforts a monk can 

acquire a knowledge of the Scriptures 

This man therefore, when some of the brethren were wondering at the splendid light of 

his knowledge and were asking of him some meanings of Scripture, said that a monk who 

wanted to acquire a knowledge of the Scriptures ought not to spend his labor on the works of 

commentators, but rather to keep all the efforts of his mind and intentions of his heart set on 

purifying himself from carnal vices: for when these are driven out, at once the eyes of the 

heart, as if the veil of the passions were removed, will begin as it were naturally to gaze on the 

mysteries of Scripture: since they were not declared to us by the grace of the Holy Spirit in 

order that they should remain unknown and obscure; but they are rendered obscure by our 

fault, as the veil of our sins covers the eyes of the heart, and when these are restored to their 

natural state of health, the mere reading of Holy Scripture is by itself amply sufficient for 

beholding the true knowledge, nor do they need the aid of commentators, just as these eyes of 

flesh need no man's teaching how to see, provided that they are free from dimness or the 

darkness of blindness. For this reason there have arisen so great differences and mistakes 

among commentators because most of them, paying no sort of attention towards purifying the 

mind, rush into the work of interpreting the Scriptures, and in proportion to the density or 

impurity of their heart form opinions that are at variance with and contrary to each other's and 

to the faith, and so are unable to take in the light of truth. 

Chapter 35 

A rebuke of the same old man, when he had come to my cell in the middle of the night 

The same Theodore came unexpectedly to my cell in the dead of night, with paternal 

inquisitiveness seeking what I— an unformed anchorite as I was— might be doing by myself; 

and when he had found me there already, as I had finished my vesper office, beginning to 

refresh my wearied body, and lying down on a mat, he sighed from the bottom of his heart, and 

calling me by name, said, How many, O John, are at this hour communing with God, and 
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embracing Him, and detaining Him with them, while you are deprived of so great light, 

enfeebled as you are with lazy sleep! 

And since the virtues of the fathers and the grace given to them have tempted us to turn 

aside to a story like this, I think it well to record in this volume a noteworthy deed of charity, 

which we experienced from the kindness of that most excellent man Archebius, that the purity 

of continence grafted on to a work of charity may more readily shine forth, being embellished 

with a pleasing variety. For the duty of fasting is then rendered acceptable to God, when it is 

made perfect by the fruits of charity. 

Chapter 36 

A description of the desert in Diolcos, where the anchorites live 

And so when we had come, while still beginners, from the monasteries of Palestine, to a 

city of Egypt called Diolcos, and were contemplating a large number of monks bound by the 

discipline of the Cœnobium, and trained in that excellent system of monasteries, which is also 

the earliest, we were also eager to see with all wisdom of heart another system as well which is 

still better, viz.: that of the anchorites, as we were incited thereto by the praises of it by 

everybody. For these men, having first lived for a very long time in Cœnobia, and having 

diligently learned all the rules of patience and discretion, and acquired the virtues of humility 

and renunciation, and having perfectly overcome all their faults, in order to engage in most 

fearful conflicts with devils, penetrate the deepest recesses of the desert. Finding then that men 

of this sort were living near the river Nile in a place which is surrounded on one side by the 

same river, on the other by the expanse of the sea, and forms an island, habitable by none but 

monks seeking such recesses, since the saltiness of the soil and dryness of the sand make it 

unfit for any cultivation— to these men, I say, we eagerly hastened, and were beyond measure 

astonished at their labors which they endure in the contemplation of the virtues and their love 

of solitude. For they are hampered by such a scarcity even of water that the care and exactness 

with which they portion it out is such as no miser would bestow in preserving and hoarding the 

most precious kind of wine. For they carry it three miles or even further from the bed of the 
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above-mentioned river, for all necessary purposes; and the distance, great as it is, with sandy 

mountains in between, is doubled by the very great difficulty of the task. 

Chapter 37 

Of the cells which Abbot Archebius gave up to us with their furniture 

Having then seen this, as we were inflamed with the desire of imitating them, the 

aforesaid Archebius, the most famous among them for the grace of kindness, drew us into his 

cell, and having discovered our desire, pretended that he wanted to leave the place, and to offer 

his cell to us, as if he were going away, declaring that he would have done it, even if we had not 

come. And we, inflamed with the desire of remaining there, and putting unhesitating faith in 

the assertions of so great a man, willingly agreed to this, and took over his cell with all its 

furniture and belongings. And so having succeeded in his pious fraud, he left the place for a 

few days in which to procure the means for constructing a cell, and after this returned, and 

with the utmost labor built another cell for himself. And after some little time, when some 

other brethren came inflamed with the same desire to stay there, he deceived them by a similar 

charitable falsehood, and gave this one up with everything pertaining to it. But he, unweariedly 

persevering in his act of charity, built for himself a third cell to dwell in. 

Chapter 38 

The same Archebius paid a debt of his mother's by the labor of his own hands 

It seems to me worthwhile to hand down another charitable act of the same man, that 

the monks of our land may be taught by the example of one and the same man to maintain not 

only a rigorous continence, but also the most unfeigned affection of love. For he, sprung from 

no ignoble family, while yet a child, scorning the love of this world and of his kinsfolk, fled to 

the monastery which is nearly four miles distant from the aforementioned town, where he so 

passed all his life, that never once throughout the whole of fifty years did he enter or see the 

village from which he had come, nor even look upon the face of any woman, not even his own 

mother. In the mean while his father was overtaken by death, and left a debt of a hundred 

solidi. And though he himself was entirely free from all annoyances, since he had been 
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disinherited of all his father's property, yet he found that his mother was excessively annoyed 

by the creditors. Then he through consideration of duty somewhat moderated that gospel 

severity through which formerly, while his parents were prosperous, he did not recognize that 

he possessed a father or mother on earth; and acknowledged that he had a mother, and 

hastened to relieve her in her distress, without relaxing anything of the austerity he had set 

himself. For remaining within the cloister of the monastery he asked that the task of his usual 

work might be trebled. And there for a whole year toiling night and day alike he paid to the 

creditors the due measure of the debt secured by his toil and labor, and relieved his mother 

from all annoyance and anxiety; ridding her of the burden of the debt in such a way as not to 

suffer anything of the severity he had set himself to be diminished on plea of duteous 

necessity. Thus did he preserve his wonted austerities, without ever denying to his mother's 

heart the work which duty demanded, as, though he had formerly disregarded her for the love 

of Christ, he now acknowledged her again out of consideration of duty. 

Chapter 39 

Of the device of a certain old man by which some work was found for Abbot Simeon when he 

had nothing to do 

When a brother who was very dear to us, Simeon by name, a man utterly ignorant of 

Greek, had come from the region of Italy, one of the elders, anxious to show to him, as he was a 

stranger, a work of charity, with some pretense of the benefit being mutual, asked him why he 

sat doing nothing in his cell, guessing from this that he would not be able to stay much longer 

in it both because of the roving thoughts which idleness produces and because of his want of 

the necessities of life; well knowing that no one can endure the assaults made in solitude, but 

one who is contented to procure food for himself by the labor of his hands. And when the other 

replied that he could not do or manage any of the things which were usually done by the 

brethren there, except write a good hand, if any one in Egypt wanted a Latin book for his use, 

then he at length seized the opportunity to secure the long wished for work of charity, under 

color of its being a mutual benefit; and said, From God this opportunity comes, for I was just 
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looking for someone to write out for me the Epistles in Latin; for I have a brother who is bound 

in the chains of military service, and is a good Latin scholar, to whom I want to send something 

from Scripture for him to read for his edification. And so when Simeon gratefully took this as 

an opportunity offered to him by God, the old man also gladly seized the pretext, under color 

of which he could freely carry out his work of charity, and at once not only brought him as a 

matter of business everything he could want for a whole year, but also conveyed to him 

parchment and everything requisite for writing, and received afterwards the manuscript, which 

was not of the slightest use (since in those parts they were all utterly ignorant of this language), 

and did no good to anybody except that which resulted from this device and large outlay, as the 

one, without shame or confusion, procured his necessary food and sustenance by the reward of 

his work and labor, and the other carried out his kindness and bounty as it were by the 

compulsion of a debt: securing for himself a more abundant reward proportioned to the zeal 

with which he procured for his foreign brother not only his necessary food, but materials for 

writing, and an opportunity of work. 

Chapter 40 

Of the boys who when bringing to a sick man some figs, died in the desert from hunger, 

without having tasted them 

But since in the section in which we proposed to say something about the strictness of 

fasting and abstinence, kindly acts and deeds of charity seem to have been intermingled, again 

returning to our design we will insert in this little book a noteworthy deed of some who were 

boys in years though not in their feelings. For when, to their great surprise, someone had 

brought to Abbot John, the steward in the desert of Scete, some figs from Libya Mareotis, as 

being a thing never before seen in those districts,— (John) who had the management of the 

church in the days of the blessed Presbyter Paphnutius, by whom it had been entrusted to him, 

at once sent them by the hands of two lads to an old man who was laid up in ill health in the 

further parts of the desert, and who lived about eighteen miles from the church. And when 

they had received the fruit, and set off for the cell of the above-mentioned old man, they lost 
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the right path altogether— a thing which there easily happens even to elders— as a thick fog 

suddenly came on. And when all day and night they had wandered about the trackless waste of 

the desert, and could not possibly find the sick man's cell, worn out at last both by weariness 

from their journey, and from hunger and thirst, they bent their knees and gave up their souls 

to God in the very act of prayer. And afterwards, when they had been for a long while sought 

for by the marks of their footsteps which in those sandy regions are impressed as if on snow, 

until a thin coating of sand blown about even by a slight breeze covers them up again, it was 

found that they had preserved the figs untouched, just as they had received them; choosing 

rather to give up their lives, than their fidelity to their charge, and to lose their life on earth 

than to violate the commands of their senior. 

Chapter 41 

The saying of Abbot Macarius of the behavior of a monk as one who was to live for a long 

while, and as one who was daily at the point of death 

There is still one valuable charge of the blessed Macarius to be brought forward by us, 

so that a saying of so great a man may close this book of fasts and abstinence. He said then that 

a monk ought to bestow attention on his fasts, just as if he were going to remain in the flesh for 

a hundred years; and to curb the motions of the soul, and to forget injuries, and to loathe 

sadness, and despise sorrows and losses, as if he were daily at the point of death. For in the 

former case discretion is useful and proper as it causes a monk always to walk with well-

balanced care, and does not suffer him by reason of a weakened body to fall from the heights 

over most dangerous precipices: in the other high-mindedness is most valuable as it will enable 

him not only to despise the seeming prosperity of this present world, but also not to be crushed 

by adversity and sorrow, and to despise them as small and paltry matters, since he has the gaze 

of his mind continually fixed there, whither daily at each moment he believes that he is soon to 

be summoned. 
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BOOK VII – Of The Spirit of Covetousness 

Chapter 1 

How our warfare with covetousness is a foreign one, and how this fault is not a natural one in 

man, as the other faults are 

Our third conflict is against covetousness which we can describe as the love of money; a 

foreign warfare, and one outside of our nature, and in the case of a monk originating only from 

the state of a corrupt and sluggish mind, and often from the beginning of his renunciation 

being unsatisfactory, and his love towards God being lukewarm at its foundation. For the rest of 

the incitements to sin planted in human nature seem to have their commencement as it were 

congenital with us, and somehow being deeply rooted in our flesh, and almost coeval with our 

birth, anticipate our powers of discerning good and evil, and although in very early days they 

attack a man, yet they are overcome with a long struggle. 

Chapter 2 

How dangerous is the disease of covetousness 

But this disease coming upon us at a later period, and approaching the soul from 

without, as it can be the more easily guarded against and resisted, so, if it is disregarded and 

once allowed to gain an entrance into the heart, is the more dangerous to everyone, and with 

the greater difficulty expelled. For it becomes a root of all evils,42 and gives rise to a 

multiplicity of incitements to sin. 

Chapter 3 

What is the usefulness of those vices which are natural to us 

For example, do not we see those natural impulses of the flesh not only in boys in whom 

innocence still anticipates the discernment of good and evil, but even in little children and 

infants, who although they have not even the slightest approach to lust within them, yet show 

that the impulses of the flesh exist in them and are naturally excited? Do not we also see that 

the deadly pricks of anger already exist in full vigor likewise in little children? And before they 

                                                 
42

 1 Timothy 6:10 



76 

 

have learned the virtue of patience, we see that they are disturbed by wrongs, and feel affronts 

offered to them even by way of a joke; and sometimes, although strength is lacking to them, 

the desire to avenge themselves is not wanting, when anger excites them. Nor do I say this to 

lay the blame on their natural state, but to point out that of these impulses which proceed from 

us, some are implanted in us for a useful purpose, while some are introduced from without, 

through the fault of carelessness and the desire of an evil will. For these carnal impulses, of 

which we spoke above, were with a useful purpose implanted in our bodies by the providence of 

the Creator, viz.: for perpetuating the race, and raising up children for posterity: and not for 

committing adulteries and debaucheries, which the authority of the law also condemns. The 

pricks of anger too, do we not see that they have been most wisely given to us, that being 

enraged at our sins and mistakes, we may apply ourselves the rather to virtues and spiritual 

exercises, showing forth all love towards God, and patience towards our brethren? We know too 

how great is the use of sorrow, which is reckoned among the other vices, when it is turned to an 

opposite use. For on the one hand, when it is in accordance with the fear of God it is most 

needful, and on the other, when it is in accordance with the world, most pernicious; as the 

Apostle teaches us when he says that the sorrow which is according to God works repentance 

that is steadfast unto salvation, but the sorrow of the world works death.43  

Chapter 4 

That we can say that there exist in us some natural faults, without wronging the Creator 

If then we say that these impulses were implanted in us by the Creator, He will not on 

that account seem blameworthy, if we choose wrongly to abuse them, and to pervert them to 

harmful purposes, and are ready to be made sorry by means of the useless Cains of this world, 

and not by means of showing penitence and the correction of our faults: or at least if we are 

angry not with ourselves (which would be profitable) but with our brethren in defiance of God's 

command. For in the case of iron, which is given us for good and useful purposes, if any one 

should pervert it for murdering the innocent, one would not therefore blame the maker of the 
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metal because man had used to injure others that which he had provided for good and useful 

purposes of living happily. 

Chapter 5 

Of the faults which are contracted through our own fault, without natural impulses 

But we affirm that some faults grow up without any natural occasion giving birth to 

them, but simply from the free choice of a corrupt and evil will, as envy and this very sin of 

covetousness; which are caught (so to speak) from without, having no origination in us from 

natural instincts. But these, in proportion as they are easily guarded against and readily 

avoided, just so do they make wretched the mind that they have got hold of and seized, and 

hardly do they suffer it to get at the remedies which would cure it: either because these who are 

wounded by persons whom they might either have ignored, or avoided, or easily overcome, do 

not deserve to be healed by a speedy cure, or else because, having laid the foundations badly, 

they are unworthy to raise an edifice of virtue and reach the summit of perfection. 

Chapter 6 

How difficult the evil of covetousness is to drive away when once it has been admitted 

Wherefore let not this evil seem of no account or unimportant to anybody: for as it can 

easily be avoided, so if it has once got hold of any one, it scarcely suffers him to get at the 

remedies for curing it. For it is a regular nest of sins, and a root of all kinds of evil, and 

becomes a hopeless incitement to wickedness, as the Apostle says, Covetousness, i.e. the love of 

money, is a root of all kinds of evil.44  

Chapter 7 

Of the source from which covetousness springs, and of the evils of which it is itself the mother 

When then this vice has got hold of the slack and lukewarm soul of some monk, it 

begins by tempting him in regard of a small sum of money, giving him excellent and almost 

reasonable excuses why he ought to retain some money for himself. For he complains that 

what is provided in the monastery is not sufficient, and can scarcely be endured by a sound and 
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sturdy body. What is he to do if ill health comes on, and he has no special store of his own to 

support him in his weakness? He says that the allowance of the monastery is but meager, and 

that there is the greatest carelessness about the sick: and if he has not something of his own so 

that he can look after the wants of his body, he will perish miserably. The dress which is 

allowed him is insufficient, unless he has provided something with which to procure another. 

Lastly, he says that he cannot possibly remain for long in the same place and monastery, and 

that unless he has secured the money for his journey, and the cost of his removal over the sea, 

he cannot move when he wants to, and, detained by the compulsion of want, will henceforth 

drag out a wretched and wearisome existence without making the slightest advance: that he 

cannot without indignity be supported by another's substance, as a pauper and one in want. And 

so when he has bamboozled himself with such thoughts as these, he racks his brains to think 

how he can acquire at least one penny. Then he anxiously searches for some special work 

which he can do without the Abbot knowing anything about it. And selling it secretly, and so 

securing the coveted coin, he torments himself worse and worse in thinking how he can double 

it: puzzled as to where to deposit it, or to whom to entrust it. Then he is oppressed with a still 

weightier care as to what to buy with it, or by what transaction he can double it. And when this 

has turned out as he wished, a still more greedy craving for gold springs up, and is more and 

more keenly excited, as his store of money grows larger and larger. For with the increase of 

wealth the mania of covetousness increases. Then next he has forebodings of a long life, and an 

enfeebled old age, and infirmities of all sorts, and long drawn out, which will be insupportable 

in old age, unless a large store of money has been laid by in youth. And so the wretched soul is 

agitated, and held fast, as it were, in a serpent's toils, while it endeavors to add to that heap 

which it has unlawfully secured, by still more unlawful care, and itself gives birth to plagues 

which inflame it more sorely, and being entirely absorbed in the quest of gain, pays attention to 

nothing but how to get money with which to fly as quickly as possible from the discipline of 

the monastery, never keeping faith where there is a gleam of hope of money to be got. For this 

it shrinks not from the crime of lying, perjury, and theft, of breaking a promise, of giving way 
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to injurious bursts of passion. If the man has dropped away at all from the hope of gain, he has 

no scruples about transgressing the bounds of humility, and through it all gold and the love of 

gain become to him his god, as the belly does to others. Wherefore the blessed Apostle, looking 

out on the deadly poison of this pest, not only says that it is a root of all kinds of evil, but also 

calls it the worship of idols, saying And covetousness (which in Greek is called φιλαργυρία) 

which is the worship of idols.45 You see then to what a downfall this madness step by step leads, 

so that by the voice of the Apostle it is actually declared to be the worship of idols and false 

gods, because passing over the image and likeness of God (which one who serves God with 

devotion ought to preserve undefiled in himself), it chooses to love and care for images 

stamped on gold instead of God. 

Chapter 8 

How covetousness is a hindrance to all virtues 

With such strides then in a downward direction he goes from bad to worse, and at last 

cares not to retain I will not say the virtue but even the shadow of humility, charity, and 

obedience; and is displeased with everything, and murmurs and groans over every work; and 

now having cast off all reverence, like a bad-tempered horse, dashes off headlong and 

unbridled: and discontented with his daily food and usual clothing, announces that he will not 

put up with it any longer. He declares that God is not only there, and that his salvation is not 

confined to that place, where, if he does not take himself off pretty quickly from it, he deeply 

laments that he will soon die. 

Chapter 9 

How a monk who has money cannot stay in the monastery 

And so having money to provide for his wanderings, with the assistance of which he has 

fitted himself as it were with wings, and now being quite ready for his move, he answers 

impertinently to all commands, and behaves himself like a stranger and a visitor, and whatever 

he sees needing improvement, he despises and treats with contempt. And though he has a 
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supply of money secretly hidden, yet he complains that he has neither shoes nor clothes, and is 

indignant that they are given out to him so slowly. And if it happens that through the 

management of the superior some of these are given first to one who is known to have nothing 

whatever, he is still more inflamed with burning rage, and thinks that he is despised as a 

stranger; nor is he contented to turn his hand to any work, but finds fault with everything 

which the needs of the monastery require to be done. Then of set purpose he looks out for 

opportunities of being offended and angry, lest he might seem to have gone forth from the 

discipline of the monastery for a trivial reason. And not content to take his departure by 

himself alone, lest it should be thought that he has left as it were from his own fault, he never 

stops corrupting as many as he can by clandestine conferences. But if the severity of the 

weather interferes with his journey and travels, he remains all the time in suspense and anxiety 

of heart, and never stops sowing and exciting discontent; as he thinks that he will only find 

consolation for his departure and an excuse for his fickleness in the bad character and defects 

of the monastery. 

Chapter 10 

Of the toils which a deserter from a monastery must undergo through covetousness, though he 

used formerly to murmur at the very slightest tasks 

And so he is driven about, and more and more inflamed with the love of his money, 

which when it is acquired, never allows a monk either to remain in a monastery or to live 

under the discipline of a rule. And when separating him like some wild beast from the rest of 

the herd, it has made him through want of companions an animal fit for prey, and caused him 

to be easily eaten up, as he is deprived of fellow lodgers, it forces him, who once thought it 

beneath him to perform the slight duties of the monastery, to labor without stopping night and 

day, through hope of gain; it suffers him to keep no services of prayer, no system of fasting, no 

rule of vigils; it does not allow him to fulfill the duties of seemly intercession, if only he can 

satisfy the madness of avarice, and supply his daily wants; inflaming the more the fire of 

covetousness, while believing that it will be extinguished by getting. 
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Chapter 11 

That under pretense of keeping the purse women have to besought to dwell with them 

Hence many are led on over an abrupt precipice, and by an irrevocable fall, to death, 

and not content to possess by themselves that money which they either never had before, or 

which by a bad beginning they kept back, they seek for women to dwell with them, to preserve 

what they have unjustifiably amassed or retained. And they implicate themselves in so many 

harmful and dangerous occupations, that they are cast down even to the depths of hell, while 

they refuse to acquiesce in that saying of the Apostle, that having food and clothing they 

should be content with that which the thrift of the monastery supplied, but wishing to become 

rich they fall into temptation and the snare of the devil, and many unprofitable and hurtful 

desires, which drown men in destruction and perdition. For the love of money, i.e. covetousness, 

is a root of all kinds of evil, which some coveting have erred from the faith, and have entangled 

themselves in many sorrows.46  

Chapter 12 

An instance of a lukewarm monk caught in the snares of covetousness 

I know of one, who thinks himself a monk, and what is worse flatters himself on his 

perfection, who had been received into a monastery, and when charged by his Abbot not to 

turn his thoughts back to those things which he had given up and renounced, but to free 

himself from covetousness, the root of all kinds of evil, and from earthly snares; and when told 

that if he wished to be cleansed from his former passions, by which he saw that he was from 

time to time grievously oppressed, he should cease from caring about those things which even 

formerly were not his own, entangled in the chains of which he certainly could not make 

progress towards purifying himself of his faults: with an angry expression he did not hesitate to 

answer, If you have that with which you can support others, why do you forbid me to have it as 

well? 
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Chapter 13 

What the elders relate to the juniors in the matter of stripping off sins 

But let not this seem superfluous or objectionable to anyone. For unless the different 

kinds of sins are first explained, and the origin and causes of diseases traced out, the proper 

healing remedies cannot be applied to the sick, nor can the preservation of perfect health be 

secured by the strong. For both these matters and many others besides these are generally put 

forward for the instruction of the younger brethren by the elders in their conferences, as they 

have had experience of numberless falls and the ruin of all sorts of people. And often 

recognizing in ourselves many of these things, when the elders explained and showed them, as 

men who were themselves disquieted by the same passions, we were cured without any shame 

or confusion on our part, since without saying anything we learned both the remedies and the 

causes of the sins which beset us, which we have passed over and said nothing about, not from 

fear of the brethren, but lest our book should chance to fall into the hands of some who have 

had no instruction in this way of life, and might disclose to inexperienced persons what ought 

to be known only to those who are toiling and striving to reach the heights of perfection. 

Chapter 14 

Instances to show that the disease of covetousness is threefold 

And so this disease and unhealthy state is threefold, and is condemned with equal 

abhorrence by all the fathers. One feature is this, of which we described the taint above, which 

by deceiving wretched folk persuades them to hoard though they never had anything of their 

own when they lived in the world. Another, which forces men afterwards to resume and once 

more desire those things which in the early days of their renunciation of the world they gave 

up. A third, which springing from a faulty and hurtful beginning and making a bad start, does 

not suffer those whom it has once infected with this lukewarmness of mind to strip themselves 

of all their worldly goods, through fear of poverty and want of faith; and those who keep back 

money and property which they certainly ought to have renounced and forsaken, it never 

allows to arrive at the perfection of the gospel. And we find in Holy Scripture instances of these 
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three catastrophes which were visited with no light punishment. For when Gehazi wished to 

acquire what he had never had before, not only did he fail to obtain the gift of prophecy which 

it would have been his to receive from his master by hereditary succession, but on the contrary 

he was covered by the curse of the holy Elisha with a perpetual leprosy: while Judas, wanting to 

resume the possession of the wealth which he had formerly cast away when he followed Christ, 

not only fell into betraying the Lord, and lost his apostolic rank, but also was not allowed to 

close his life with the common lot of all but ended it by a violent death. But Ananias and 

Sapphira, keeping back a part of that which was formerly their own, were at the Apostle's word 

punished with death. 

Chapter 15 

Of the difference between one who renounces the world badly and one who does not renounce 

it at all 

Of those then who say that they have renounced this world, and afterwards being 

overcome by want of faith are afraid of losing their worldly goods, a charge is given mystically 

in Deuteronomy. If any man is afraid and of a fearful heart let him not go forth to war: let him 

go back and return home, lest he make the hearts of his brethren to fear as he himself is timid 

and frightened.47 What can one want plainer than this testimony? Does not Scripture clearly 

prefer that they should not take on them even the earliest stages of this profession and its 

name, rather than by their persuasion and bad example turn others back from the perfection of 

the gospel, and weaken them by their faithless terror. And so they are bidden to withdraw from 

the battle and return to their homes, because a man cannot fight the Lord's battle with a double 

heart. For a double-minded man is unstable in all his ways.48 And thinking, according to that 

Parable in the Gospel,49 that he who goes forth with ten thousand men against a king who 

comes with twenty thousand, cannot possibly fight, they should, while he is yet a great way off, 

ask for peace; that is, it is better for them not even to take the first step towards renunciation, 
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rather than afterwards following it up coldly, to involve themselves in still greater dangers. For 

it is better not to vow, than to vow and not pay. But finely is the one described as coming with 

ten thousand and the other with twenty. For the number of sins which attack us is far larger 

than that of the virtues which fight for us. But no man can serve God and Mammon.50 And no 

man putting his hand to the plough and looking back is fit for the kingdom of God.51  

Chapter 16 

Of the authority under which those shelter themselves who object to stripping themselves of 

their goods 

These then try to make out a case for their original avarice, by some authority from Holy 

Scripture, which they interpret with base ingenuity, in their desire to wrest and pervert to their 

own purposes a saying of the Apostle or rather of the Lord Himself: and, not adapting their 

own life or understanding to the meaning of the Scripture, but making the meaning of 

Scripture bend to the desires of their own lust, they try to make it to correspond to their own 

views, and say that it is written, It is more blessed to give than to receive.52 And by an entirely 

wrong interpretation of this they think that they can weaken the force of that saying of the 

Lord in which he says: If you will be perfect, go sell all that you have and give to the poor, and 

you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.53 And they think that under color of 

this they need not deprive themselves of their riches: declaring indeed that they are more 

blessed if, supported by that which originally belonged to them, they give to others also out of 

their superabundance. And while they are shy of embracing with the Apostle that glorious state 

of abnegation for Christ's sake, they will not be content either with manual labor or the sparing 

diet of the monastery. And the only thing is that these must either know that they are 

deceiving themselves, and have not really renounced the world while they are clinging to their 

former riches; or, if they really and truly want to make trial of the monastic life, they must give 
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up and forsake all these things and keep back nothing of that which they have renounced, and, 

with the Apostle, glory in hunger and thirst, in cold and nakedness.54  

Chapter 17 

Of the renunciation of the apostles and the primitive church 

As if he (who, by his assertion that he was endowed with the privileges of a Roman citizen from 

his birth, testifies that he was no mean person according to this world's rank) might not 

likewise have been supported by the property which formerly belonged to him! And as if those 

men who were possessors of lands and houses in Jerusalem and sold everything and kept back 

nothing whatever for themselves, and brought the price of them and laid it at the feet of the 

apostles, might not have supplied their bodily necessities from their own property, had this 

been considered the best plan by the apostles, or had they themselves deemed it preferable! But 

they gave up all their property at once, and preferred to be supported by their own labor, and 

by the contributions of the Gentiles, of whose collection the holy Apostle speaks in writing to 

the Romans, and declaring his own office in this matter to them, and urging them on likewise 

to make this collection: But now I go to Jerusalem to minister to the saints. For it has pleased 

them of Macedonia and Achaia to make a certain contribution for the poor saints who are at 

Jerusalem: it has pleased them indeed, and their debtors they are. For if the Gentiles are made 

partakers of their spiritual things, they ought also to minister to them in carnal things.55 To the 

Corinthians also he shows the same anxiety about this, and urges them the more diligently to 

prepare before his arrival a collection, which he was intending to send for their needs. But 

concerning the collection for the saints, as I appointed to the churches of Galatia, so also do. 

Let each one of you on the first day of the week put apart with himself, laying up what it shall 

well please him, that when I come the collections be not then to be made. But when I come 

whomsoever you shall approve by your letters, then I will send to carry your grace to 

Jerusalem. And that he may stimulate them to make a larger collection, he adds, But if it be 
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meet that I also go, they shall go with me:56 meaning if your offering is of such a character as 

to deserve to be taken there by my ministration. To the Galatians too, he testifies that when he 

was settling the division of the ministry of preaching with the apostles, he had arranged this 

with James, Peter, and John: that he should undertake the preaching to the Gentiles, but should 

never repudiate care and anxious thought for the poor who were at Jerusalem, who for Christ's 

sake gave up all their goods, and submitted to voluntary poverty. And when they saw, said he, 

the grace of God which was given to me, James and Cephas and John, who seemed to be pillars, 

gave to me and to Barnabas the right hand of fellowship, that we should preach to the Gentiles, 

but they to those of the circumcision: only they would that we should be mindful of the poor. A 

matter which he testifies that he attended to most carefully, saying, which also I was anxious of 

myself to do.57 Who then are the more blessed, those who but lately were gathered out of the 

number of the heathen, and being unable to climb to the heights of the perfection of the 

gospel, clung to their own property, in whose case it was considered a great thing by the 

Apostle if at least they were restrained from the worship of idols, and from fornication, and 

from things strangled, and from blood,58 and had embraced the faith of Christ, with their goods 

and all: or those who live up to the demands of the gospel, and carry the Lord's cross daily, and 

want nothing out of their property to remain for their own use? And if the blessed Apostle 

himself, bound with chains and fetters, or hampered by the difficulties of travelling, and for 

these reasons not being able to provide with his hands, as he generally did, for the supply of his 

food, declares that he received that which supplied his wants from the brethren who came from 

Macedonia; For that which was lacking to me, he says, the brethren who came from Macedonia 

supplied:59 and to the Philippians he says: For you Philippians know also that in the beginning 

of the gospel, when I came from Macedonia, no church communicated with me in the matter 

of giving and receiving, except you only; because even in Thessalonica once and again you sent 
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to supply my needs:60 (if this was so) then, according to the notion of these men, which they 

have formed in the coldness of their heart, will those men really be more blessed than the 

Apostle, because it is found that they have ministered to him of their substance? But this no 

one will venture to assert, however big a fool he may be. 

Chapter 18 

That if we want to imitate the apostles we ought not to live according to our own prescriptions, 

but to follow their example 

Wherefore if we want to obey the gospel precept, and to show ourselves the followers of 

the Apostle and the whole primitive church, or of the fathers who in our own days succeeded to 

their virtues and perfection, we should not acquiesce in our own prescriptions, promising 

ourselves perfection from this wretched and lukewarm condition of ours: but following their 

footsteps, we should by no means aim at looking after our own interests, but should seek out 

the discipline and system of a monastery, that we may in very truth renounce this world; 

preserving nothing of those things which we have despised through the temptation of want of 

faith; and should look for our daily food, not from any store of money of our own, but from our 

own labors. 

Chapter 19 

A saying of S. Basil, the Bishop, directed against Syncletius 

There is current a saying of S. Basil, Bishop of Cæsarea, directed against a certain 

Syncletius, who was growing indifferent with the sort of lukewarmness of which we have 

spoken; who, though he professed to have renounced this world, had yet kept back for himself 

some of his property, not liking to be supported by the labor of his own hands, and to acquire 

true humility by stripping himself and by grinding toil, and the subjection of the monastery: 

You have, said he, spoilt Syncletius, and not made a monk. 
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Chapter 20 

How contemptible it is to be overcome by covetousness 

And so if we want to strive lawfully in our spiritual combat, let us expel this dangerous 

enemy also from our hearts. For to overcome him does not so much show great virtue, as to be 

beaten by him is shameful and disgraceful. For when you are overpowered by a strong man, 

though there is grief in being overthrown, and distress at the loss of victory, yet some 

consolation may be derived by the vanquished from the strength of their opponent. But if the 

enemy is a poor creature, and the struggle a feeble one, besides the grief for defeat there is 

confusion of a more disgraceful character, and a shame which is worse than loss. 

Chapter 21 

How covetousness can be conquered 

And in this case it will be the greatest victory and a lasting triumph, if, as is said, the 

conscience of the monk is not defiled by the possession of the smallest coin. For it is an 

impossibility for him who, overcome in the matter of a small possession, has once admitted 

into his heart a root of evil desire, not to be inflamed presently with the heat of a still greater 

desire. For the soldier of Christ will be victorious and in safety, and free from all the attacks of 

desire, so long as this most evil spirit does not implant in his heart a seed of this desire. 

Wherefore, though in the matter of all kinds of sins we ought ordinarily to watch the serpent's 

head,61 yet in this above all we should be more keenly on our guard. For if it has been admitted 

it will grow by feeding on itself, and will kindle for itself a worse fire. And so we must not only 

guard against the possession of money, but also must expel from our souls the desire for it. For 

we should not so much avoid the results of covetousness, as cut off by the roots all disposition 

towards it. For it will do no good not to possess money, if there exists in us the desire for 

getting it. 
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Chapter 22 

That one who actually has no money may still be deemed covetous 

For it is possible even for one who has no money to be by no means free from the 

malady of covetousness, and for the blessing of penury to do him no good, because he has not 

been able to root out the sin of cupidity: delighting in the advantages of poverty, not in the 

merit of the virtue, and satisfied with the burden of necessity, not without coldness of heart. For 

just as the word of the gospel declares of those who are not defiled in body, that they are 

adulterers in heart;62 so it is possible that those who are in no way pressed down with the weight 

of money may be condemned with the covetous in disposition and intent. For it was the 

opportunity of possessing which was wanting in their case, and not the will for it: which latter is 

always crowned by God, rather than compulsion. And so we must use all diligence lest the 

fruits of our labors should be destroyed to no purpose. For it is a wretched thing to have 

endured the effects of poverty and want, but to have lost their fruits, through the fault of a 

shattered will. 

Chapter 23 

An example drawn from the case of Judas 

Would you like to know how dangerously and harmfully that incitement, unless it has 

been carefully eradicated, will shoot up for the destruction of its owner, and put forth all sorts 

of branches of different sins? Look at Judas, reckoned among the number of the apostles, and 

see how because he would not bruise the deadly head of this serpent it destroyed him with its 

poison, and how when he was caught in the snares of concupiscence, it drove him into sin and a 

headlong downfall, so that he was persuaded to sell the Redeemer of the world and the author 

of man's salvation for thirty pieces of silver. And he could never have been impelled to this 

heinous sin of the betrayal if he had not been contaminated by the sin of covetousness: nor 

would he have made himself wickedly guilty of betraying the Lord, unless he had first 

accustomed himself to rob the bag entrusted to him. 
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Chapter 24 

That covetousness cannot be overcome except by stripping one's self of everything 

This is a sufficiently dreadful and clear instance of this tyranny, which, when once the 

mind is taken prisoner by it, allows it to keep to no rules of honesty, nor to be satisfied with any 

additions to its gains. For we must seek to put an end to this madness, not by riches, but by 

stripping ourselves of them. Lastly, when he (viz. Judas) had received the bag set apart for the 

distribution to the poor, and entrusted to his care for this purpose, that he might at least satisfy 

himself with plenty of money, and set a limit to his avarice, yet his plentiful supply only broke 

out into a still greedier incitement of desire, so that he was ready no longer secretly to rob the 

bag, but actually to sell the Lord Himself. For the madness of this avarice is not satisfied with 

any amount of riches. 

Chapter 25 

Of the deaths of Ananias and Sapphira, and Judas, which they underwent through the impulse 

of covetousness 

Lastly, the chief of the apostles, taught by these instances, and knowing that one who 

has any avarice cannot bridle it, and that it cannot be put an end to by a large or small sum of 

money, but only by the virtue of renunciation of everything, punished with death Ananias and 

Sapphira, who were mentioned before, because they had kept back something out of their 

property, that that death which Judas had voluntarily met with for the sin of betraying the 

Lord, they might also undergo for their lying avarice.63 How closely do the sin and punishment 

correspond in each case! In the one case treachery, in the other falsehood, was the result of 

covetousness. In the one case the truth is betrayed, in the other the sin of lying is committed. 

For though the issues of their deeds may appear different, yet they coincide in having one and 

the same aim. For the one, in order to escape poverty, desired to take back what he had 

forsaken; the others, for fear lest they might become poor, tried to keep back something out of 

their property, which they should have either offered to the Apostle in good faith, or have 
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given entirely to the brethren. And so in each case there follows the judgment of death; 

because each sin sprang from the root of covetousness. And so if against those who did not 

covet other persons' goods, but tried to be sparing of their own, and had no desire to acquire, 

but only the wish to retain, there went forth so severe a sentence, what should we think of those 

who desire to amass wealth, without ever having had any of their own, and, making a show of 

poverty before men, are before God convicted of being rich, through the passion of avarice? 

Chapter 26 

That covetousness brings upon the soul a spiritual leprosy 

And such are seen to be lepers in spirit and heart, after the likeness of Gehazi, who, 

desiring the uncertain riches of this world, was covered with the taint of foul leprosy, through 

which he left us a clear example that every soul which is defiled with the stain of cupidity is 

covered with the spiritual leprosy of sin, and is counted as unclean before God with a perpetual 

curse. 

Chapter 27 

Scripture proofs by which one who is aiming at perfection is taught not to take back again what 

he has given up and renounced 

If then through the desire of perfection you have forsaken all things and followed Christ 

who says to you, Go sell all that you have, and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in 

heaven: and come follow me,64 why, having put your hand to the plough, do you look back, so 

that you will be declared by the voice of the same Lord not to be fit for the kingdom of 

heaven?65 When secure on the top of the gospel roof, why do you descend to carry away 

something from the house, from those things, namely, which before time you despised? When 

you are out in the field and working at the virtues, why do you run back and try to clothe 

yourself again with what belongs to this world, which you stripped off when you renounced 

it?66 But if you were hindered by poverty from having anything to give up, still less ought you 
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to amass what you never had before. For by the grace of the Lord you were for this purpose 

made ready that you might hasten to him the more readily, being hampered by no snares of 

wealth. But let no one who is wanting in this be disappointed; for there is no one who has not 

something to give up. He has renounced all the possessions of this world, whoever has 

thoroughly eradicated the desire to possess them. 

Chapter 28 

That the victory over covetousness can only be gained by stripping one's self bare of everything 

This then is the perfect victory over covetousness: not to allow a gleam from the very 

smallest scrap of it to remain in our heart, as we know that we shall have no further power of 

quenching it, if we cherish even the tiniest bit of a spark of it in us. 

Chapter 29 

How a monk can retain his poverty 

And we can only preserve this virtue unimpaired if we remain in a monastery, and as 

the Apostle says, having food and clothing, are therewith content.67  

Chapter 30 

The remedies against the disease of covetousness 

Keeping then in mind the judgment of Ananias and Sapphira let us dread keeping back 

any of those things which we gave up and vowed utterly to forsake. Let us also fear the 

example of Gehazi, who for the sin of covetousness was chastised with the punishment of 

perpetual leprosy. From this let us beware of acquiring that wealth which we never formerly 

possessed. Moreover also dreading both the fault and the death of Judas, let us with all the 

power that we have avoid taking back any of that wealth which once we cast away from us. 

Above all, considering the state of our weak and shifty nature, let us beware lest the day of the 

Lord come upon us as a thief in the night,68 and find our conscience defiled even by a single 

penny; for this would make void all the fruits of our renunciation of the world, and cause that 

which was said to the rich man in the gospel to be directed towards us also by the voice of the 
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Lord: You fool, this night your soul shall be required of you: then whose shall those things be 

which you have prepared?69 And taking no thought for the morrow, let us never allow 

ourselves to be enticed away from the rule of the Cœnobium. 

Chapter 31 

That no one can get the better of covetousness unless he stays in the Cœnobium: and how one 

can remain there 

But we shall certainly not be suffered to do this, nor even to remain under the rule of a 

system, unless the virtue of patience, which can only spring from humility as its source, is first 

securely fixed and established in us. For the one teaches us not to trouble anyone else; the 

other, to endure with magnanimity wrongs offered to us. 
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BOOK VIII – OF THE SPIRIT OF ANGER 

Chapter 1 

How our fourth conflict is against the sin of anger, and how many evils this passion produces 

In our fourth combat the deadly poison of anger has to be utterly rooted out from the 

inmost comers of our soul. For as long as this remains in our hearts, and blinds with its hurtful 

darkness the eye of the soul, we can neither acquire right judgment and discretion, nor gain 

the insight which springs from an honest gaze, or ripeness of counsel, nor can we be partakers 

of life, or retentive of righteousness, or even have the capacity for spiritual and true light: for, 

says one, my eye is disturbed by reason of anger. Nor can we become partakers of wisdom, even 

though we are considered wise by universal consent, for anger rests in the bosom of fools. Nor 

can we even attain immortal life, although we are accounted prudent in the opinion of 

everybody, for anger destroys even the prudent. Nor shall we be able with clear judgment of 

heart to secure the controlling power of righteousness, even though we are reckoned perfect 

and holy in the estimation of all men, for the wrath of man works not the righteousness of 

God.70 Nor can we by any possibility acquire that esteem and honor which is so frequently seen 

even in worldlings, even though we are thought noble and honorable through the privileges of 

birth, because an angry man is dishonored. Nor again can we secure any ripeness of counsel, 

even though we appear to be weighty, and endowed with the utmost knowledge; because an 

angry man acts without counsel. Nor can we be free from dangerous disturbances, nor be 

without sin, even though no sort of disturbances be brought upon us by others; because a 

passionate man engenders quarrels, but an angry man digs up sins. 

Chapter 2 

Of those who say that anger is not injurious, if we are angry with those who do wrong, since 

God Himself is said to be angry 

We have heard some people trying to excuse this most pernicious disease of the soul, in 

such a way as to endeavor to extenuate it by a rather shocking way of interpreting Scripture: as 
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they say that it is not injurious if we are angry with the brethren who do wrong, since, say they, 

God Himself is said to rage and to be angry with those who either will not know Him, or, 

knowing Him, spurn Him, as here: And the anger of the Lord was kindled against His people; 

or where the prophet prays and says, O Lord, rebuke me not in your anger, neither chasten me 

in your displeasure; not understanding that, while they want to open to men an excuse for a 

most pestilent sin, they are ascribing to the Divine Infinity and Fountain of all purity a taint of 

human passion. 

Chapter 3 

Of those things which are spoken of God anthropomorphically 

For if when these things are said of God they are to be understood literally in a material 

gross signification, then also He sleeps, as it is said, Arise, wherefore do you sleep, O Lord? 

though it is elsewhere said of Him: Behold he that keeps Israel shall neither slumber nor sleep. 

And He stands and sits, since He says, Heaven is my seat, and earth the footstool for my feet:71 

though He measure out the heaven with his hand, and holds the earth in his fist.72 And He is 

drunken with wine as it is said, The Lord awoke like a sleeper, a mighty man, drunken with 

wine; He who only has immortality and dwells in the light which no man can approach unto:73 

not to say anything of the ignorance and forgetfulness, of which we often find mention in Holy 

Scripture: nor lastly of the outline of His limbs, which are spoken of as arranged and ordered 

like a man's; e.g., the hair, head, nostrils, eyes, face, hands, arms, fingers, belly, and feet: if we 

are willing to take all of which according to the bare literal sense, we must think of God as in 

fashion with the outline of limbs, and a bodily form; which indeed is shocking even to speak of, 

and must be far from our thoughts. 
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Chapter 4 

In what sense we should understand the passions and human arts which are ascribed to the 

unchanging and incorporeal God 

And so as without horrible profanity these things cannot be understood literally of Him 

who is declared by the authority of Holy Scripture to be invisible, ineffable, incomprehensible, 

inestimable, simple, and uncompounded, so neither can the passion of anger and wrath be 

attributed to that unchangeable nature without fearful blasphemy. For we ought to see that the 

limbs signify the divine powers and boundless operations of God, which can only be 

represented to us by the familiar expression of limbs: by the mouth we should understand that 

His utterances are meant, which are of His mercy continually poured into the secret senses of 

the soul, or which He spoke among our fathers and the prophets: by the eyes we can 

understand the boundless character of His sight with which He sees and looks through all 

things, and so nothing is hidden from Him of what is done or can be done by us, or even 

thought. By the expression hands, we understand His providence and work, by which He is the 

creator and author of all things; the arms are the emblems of His might and government, with 

which He upholds, rules and controls all things. And not to speak of other things, what else 

does the hoary hair of His head signify but the eternity and perpetuity of Deity, through which 

He is without any beginning, and before all times, and excels all creatures? So then also when 

we read of the anger or fury of the Lord, we should take it not ἀνθρωποπαθῶς ; i.e., according to 

an unworthy meaning of human passion, but in a sense worthy of God, who is free from all 

passion; so that by this we should understand that He is the judge and avenger of all the unjust 

things which are done in this world; and by reason of these terms and their meaning we should 

dread Him as the terrible rewarder of our deeds, and fear to do anything against His will. For 

human nature is wont to fear those whom it knows to be indignant, and is afraid of offending: 

as in the case of some most just judges, avenging wrath is usually feared by those who are 

tormented by some accusation of their conscience; not indeed that this passion exists in the 
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minds of those who are going to judge with perfect equity, but that, while they so fear, the 

disposition of the judge towards them is that which is the precursor of a just and impartial 

execution of the law. And this, with whatever kindness and gentleness it may be conducted, is 

deemed by those who are justly to be punished to be the most savage wrath and vehement 

anger. It would be tedious and outside the scope of the present work were we to explain all the 

things which are spoken metaphorically of God in Holy Scripture, with human figures. Let it 

be enough for our present purpose, which is aimed against the sin of wrath, to have said this 

that no one may through ignorance draw down upon himself a cause of this evil and of eternal 

death, out of those Scriptures in which he should seek for saintliness and immortality as the 

remedies to bring life and salvation. 

Chapter 5 

How calm a monk ought to be 

And so a monk aiming at perfection, and desiring to strive lawfully in his spiritual 

combat, should be free from all sin of anger and wrath, and should listen to the charge which 

the chosen vessel gives him. Let all anger, says he, and wrath, and clamor, and evil speaking, be 

taken away from among you, with all malice.74 When he says, Let all anger be taken away from 

you, he excepts none whatever as necessary or useful for us. And if need be, he should at once 

treat an erring brother in such a way that, while he manages to apply a remedy to one afflicted 

with perhaps a slight fever, he may not by his wrath involve himself in a more dangerous 

malady of blindness. For he who wants to heal another's wound ought to be in good health and 

free from every affection of weakness himself, lest that saying of the gospel should be used to 

him, Physician, first heal yourself;75 and lest, seeing a mote in his brother's eye, he see not the 

beam in his own eye, for how will he see to cast out the mote from his brother's eye, who has 

the beam of anger in his own eye?76 
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Chapter 6 

Of the righteous and unrighteous passion of wrath 

From almost every cause the emotion of wrath boils over, and blinds the eyes of the 

soul, and, bringing the deadly beam of a worse disease over the keenness of our sight, prevents 

us from seeing the sun of righteousness. It makes no difference whether gold plates, or lead, or 

what metal you please, are placed over our eyelids, the value of the metal makes no difference 

in our blindness. 

Chapter 7 

Of the only case in which anger is useful to us 

We have, it must be admitted, a use for anger excellently implanted in us for which 

alone it is useful and profitable for us to admit it, viz., when we are indignant and rage against 

the lustful emotions of our heart, and are vexed that the things which we are ashamed to do or 

say before men have risen up in the lurking places of our heart, as we tremble at the presence 

of the angels, and of God Himself, who pervades all things everywhere, and fear with the 

utmost dread the eye of Him from whom the secrets of our hearts cannot possibly be hid. 

Chapter 8 

Instances from the life of the blessed David in which anger was rightly felt 

And at any rate (this is the case), when we are agitated against this very anger, because it 

has stolen on us against our brother, and when in wrath we expel its deadly incitements, nor 

suffer it to have a dangerous lurking place in the recesses of our heart. To be angry in this 

fashion even that prophet teaches us who had so completely expelled it from his own feelings 

that he would not retaliate even on his enemies and those delivered by God into his hands: 

when he says Be angry and sin not. For he, when he had longed for water from the well of 

Bethlehem, and had been given it by his mighty men, who had brought it through the midst of 

the hosts of the enemy, at once poured it out on the ground: and thus in his anger extinguished 

the delicious feeling of his desire, and poured it out to the Lord, without satisfying the longing 

that he had expressed, saying: That be far from me that I should do this! Shall I drink the blood 
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of those men who went forth on the danger of their souls?77 And when Shimei threw stones at 

King David and cursed him, in his hearing, before everybody, and Abishai, the son of Zeruiah, 

the captain of the host, wished to cut off his head and avenge the insult to the king, the blessed 

David moved with pious wrath against this dreadful suggestion of his, and keeping the due 

measure of humility and a strict patience, said with imperturbable gentleness, What have I to 

do with you, you sons of Zeruiah? Let him alone that he may curse. For the Lord has 

commanded him to curse David. And who is he who shall dare to say, Why have you done this? 

Behold my son, who came forth from my loins, seeks my life, and how much more this son of 

Benjamin? Let him alone, that he may curse, according to the command of the Lord. It may be 

the Lord will look upon my affliction, and return to me good for this cursing today.78 

Chapter 9 

Of the anger which should be directed against ourselves 

And some are commanded to be angry after a wholesome fashion, but with our own 

selves, and with evil thoughts that arise, and not to sin, viz., by bringing them to a bad issue. 

Finally, the next verse explains this to be the meaning more clearly: The things you say in your 

hearts, be sorry for them on your beds: i.e., whatever you think of in your hearts when sudden 

and nervous excitements rush in on you, correct and amend with wholesome sorrow, lying as it 

were on a bed of rest, and removing by the moderating influence of counsel all noise and 

disturbance of wrath. Lastly, the blessed Apostle, when he made use of the testimony of this 

verse, and said, Be angry and sin not, added, Let not the sun go down upon your wrath, neither 

give place to the devil.79 If it is dangerous for the sun of righteousness to go down upon our 

wrath, and if when we are angry we straightway give place to the devil in our hearts, how is it 

that above he charges us to be angry, saying, Be angry, and sin not? Does he not evidently 

mean this: be angry with your faults and your tempers, lest, if you acquiesce in them, Christ, 
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the sun of righteousness, may on account of your anger begin to go down on your darkened 

minds, and when He departs you may furnish a place for the devil in your hearts? 

Chapter 10 

Of the sun, of which it is said that it should not go down upon your wrath 

And of this sun God clearly makes mention by the prophet, when He says, But to those 

that fear my name the sun of righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings.80 And this 

again is said to go down at midday on sinners and false prophets, and those who are angry, 

when the prophet says, Their sun is gone down at noon.81 And at any rate tropically the mind, 

that is the νοῦς or reason, which is fairly called the sun because it looks over all the thoughts 

and discernings of the heart, should not be put out by the sin of anger: lest when it goes down 

the shadows of disturbance, together with the devil their author, fill all the feelings of our 

hearts, and, overwhelmed by the shadows of wrath, as in a murky night, we know not what we 

ought to do. In this sense it is that we have brought forward this passage of the Apostle, handed 

down to us by the teaching of the elders, because it was needful, even at the risk of a somewhat 

lengthy discourse, to show how they felt with regard to anger, for they do not permit it even for 

a moment to effect an entrance into our heart: observing with the utmost care that saying of 

the gospel: Whosoever is angry with his brother is in danger of the judgment.82 But if it be 

lawful to be angry up till sunset, the surfeit of our wrath and the vengeance of our anger will 

be able to give full play to passion and dangerous excitement before that sun inclines towards 

its setting. 

Chapter 11 

Of those to whose wrath even the going down of the sun sets no limit 

But what am I to say of those (and I cannot say it without shame on my own part) to 

whose implacability even the going down of the sun sets no bound: but prolonging it for 

several days, and nourishing rancorous feelings against those against whom they have been 

                                                 
80

 Malachi 4:2 
81

 Amos 8:9 
82

 Matthew 5:22 



101 

 

excited, they say in words that they are not angry, but in fact and deed they show that they are 

extremely disturbed? For they do not speak to them pleasantly, nor address them with ordinary 

civility, and they think that they are not doing wrong in this, because they do not seek to 

avenge themselves for their upset. But since they either do not dare, or at any rate are not able 

to show their anger openly, and give place to it, they drive in, to their own detriment, the 

poison of anger, and secretly cherish it in their hearts, and silently feed on it in themselves; 

without shaking off by an effort of mind their sulky disposition, but digesting it as the days go 

by, and somewhat mitigating it after a while. 

Chapter 12 

How this is the end of temper and anger when a man carries it into act as far as he can 

But it looks as if even this was not the end of vengeance to everyone, but some can only 

completely satisfy their wrath or sulkiness if they carry out the impulse of anger as far as they 

are able; and this we know to be the case with those who restrain their feelings, not from desire 

of calming them, but simply from want of opportunity of revenge. For they can do nothing 

more to those with whom they are angry, except speak to them without ordinary civility: or it 

looks as if anger was to be moderated only in action, and not to be altogether rooted out from 

its hiding place in our bosom: so that, overwhelmed by its shadows, we are unable not only to 

admit the light of wholesome counsel and of knowledge, but also to be a temple of the Holy 

Spirit, so long as the spirit of anger dwells in us. For wrath that is nursed in the heart, although 

it may not injure men who stand by, yet excludes the splendor of the radiance of the Holy 

Ghost, equally with wrath that is openly manifested. 

Chapter 13 

That we should not retain our anger even for an instant 

Or how can we think that the Lord would have it retained even for an instant, since He 

does not permit us to offer the spiritual sacrifices of our prayers, if we are aware that another 

has any bitterness against us: saying, If then you bring your gift to the altar and there 

remember that your brother has anything against you, leave there your gift at the altar and go 
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your way; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift.83 How then 

may we retain displeasure against our brother, I will not say for several days, but even till the 

going down of the sun, if we are not allowed to offer our prayers to God while he has anything 

against us? And yet we are commanded by the Apostle: Pray without ceasing;84 and in every 

place lifting up holy hands without wrath and disputing.85 It remains then either that we never 

pray at all, retaining this poison in our hearts, and become guilty in regard of this apostolic or 

evangelic charge, in which we are bidden to pray everywhere and without ceasing; or else if, 

deceiving ourselves, we venture to pour forth our prayers, contrary to His command, we must 

know that we are offering to God no prayer, but an obstinate temper with a rebellious spirit. 

Chapter 14 

Of reconciliation with our brother 

And because we often spurn the brethren who are injured and saddened, and despise 

them, and say that they were not hurt by any fault of ours, the Healer of souls, who knows all 

secrets, wishing utterly to eradicate all opportunities of anger from our hearts, not only 

commands us to forgive if we have been wronged, and to be reconciled with our brothers, and 

keep no recollection of wrong or injuries against them, but He also gives a similar charge, that 

in case we are aware that they have anything against us, whether justly or unjustly, we should 

leave our gift, that is, postpone our prayers, and hasten first to offer satisfaction to them; and so 

when our brother's cure is first effected, we may bring the offering of our prayers without 

blemish. For the common Lord of all does not care so much for our homage as to lose in one 

what He gains in another, through displeasure being allowed to reign in us. For in any one's 

loss He suffers some loss, who desires and looks for the salvation of all His servants in one and 

the same way. And therefore our prayer will lose its effect, if our brother has anything against 

us, just as much as if we were cherishing feelings of bitterness against him in a swelling and 

wrathful spirit. 
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Chapter 15 

How the Old Law would root out anger not only from the actions but from the thoughts 

But why should we spend any more time over evangelic and apostolic precepts, when 

even the old law, which is thought to be somewhat slack, guards against the same thing, when 

it says, You shall not hate your brother in your heart; and again, Be not mindful of the injury of 

your citizens;86 and again, The ways of those who preserve the recollection of wrongs are 

towards death? You see there too that wickedness is restrained not only in action, but also in the 

secret thoughts, since it is commanded that hatred be utterly rooted out from the heart, and 

not merely retaliation for, but the very recollection of, a wrong done. 

Chapter 16 

How useless is the retirement of those who do not give up their bad manners 

Sometimes when we have been overcome by pride or impatience, and we want to 

improve our rough and bearish manners, we complain that we require solitude, as if we should 

find the virtue of patience there where nobody provokes us: and we apologize for our 

carelessness, and say that the reason of our disturbance does not spring from our own 

impatience, but from the fault of our brethren. And while we lay the blame of our fault on 

others, we shall never be able to reach the goal of patience and perfection. 

Chapter 17 

That the peace of our heart does not depend on another's will, but lies in our own control 

The chief part then of our improvement and peace of mind must not be made to depend 

on another's will, which cannot possibly be subject to our authority, but it lies rather in our own 

control. And so the fact that we are not angry ought not to result from another's perfection, but 

from our own virtue, which is acquired, not by somebody else's patience, but by our own long-

suffering. 
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Chapter 18 

Of the zeal with which we should seek the desert, and of the things in which we make progress 

there 

Further, it is those who are perfect and purified from all faults who ought to seek the 

desert, and when they have thoroughly exterminated all their faults amid the assembly of the 

brethren, they should enter it not by way of cowardly flight, but for the purpose of divine 

contemplation, and with the desire of deeper insight into heavenly things, which can only be 

gained in solitude by those who are perfect. For whatever faults we bring with us uncured into 

the desert, we shall find to remain concealed in us and not to be got rid of. For just as when the 

character has been improved, solitude can lay open to it the purest contemplation, and reveal 

the knowledge of spiritual mysteries to its clear gaze, so it generally not only preserves but 

intensifies the faults of those who have undergone no correction. For a man appears to himself 

to be patient and humble, just as long as he comes across nobody in intercourse; but he will 

presently revert to his former nature, whenever the chance of any sort of passion occurs: I 

mean that those faults will at once appear on the surface which were lying hid, and, like 

unbridled horses diligently fed up during too long a time of idleness, dash forth from the 

barriers the more eagerly and fiercely, to the destruction of their charioteer. For when the 

opportunity for practicing them among men is removed, our faults will more and more 

increase in us, unless we have first been purified from them. And the mere shadow of patience, 

which, when we mixed with our brethren, we seemed fancifully to possess, at least out of 

respect for them and publicity, we lose altogether through sloth and carelessness. 

Chapter 19 

An illustration to help in forming an opinion on those who are only patient when they are not 

tried by any one 

But it is like all poisonous kinds of serpents or of wild beasts, which, while they remain 

in solitude and their own lairs, are still not harmless; for they cannot really be said to be 

harmless, because they are not actually hurting anybody. For this results in their case, not from 
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any feeling of goodness, but from the exigencies of solitude, and when they have secured an 

opportunity of hurting someone, at once they produce the poison stored up in them, and show 

the ferocity of their nature. And so in the case of men who are aiming at perfection, it is not 

enough not to be angry with men. For we recollect that when we were living in solitude a 

feeling of irritation would creep over us against our pen because it was too large or too small; 

against our penknife when it cut badly and with a blunt edge what we wanted cut; and against a 

flint if by chance when we were rather late and hurrying to the reading, a spark of fire flashed 

out, so that we could not remove and get rid of our perturbation of mind except by cursing the 

senseless matter, or at least the devil. Wherefore for a method of perfection it will not be of any 

use for there to be a dearth of men against whom our anger might be roused: since, if patience 

has not already been acquired, the feelings of passion which still dwell in our hearts can 

equally well spend themselves on dumb things and paltry objects, and not allow us to gain a 

continuous state of peacefulness, or to be free from our remaining faults: unless perhaps we 

think that some advantage and a sort of cure may be gained for our passion from the fact that 

inanimate and speechless things cannot possibly reply to our curses and rage, nor provoke our 

ungovernable temper to break out into a worse madness of passion. 

Chapter 20 

Of the way in which auger should be banished according to the gospel 

Wherefore if we wish to gain the substance of that divine reward of which it is said, 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God,87 we ought not only to banish it from our 

actions, but entirely to root it out from our inmost soul. For it will not be of any good to have 

checked anger in words, and not to have shown it in deeds, if God, from whom the secrets of 

the heart are not hid, sees that it remains in the secret recesses of our bosom. For the word of 

the gospel bids us destroy the roots of our faults rather than the fruits; for these, when the 

incitements are all removed, will certainly not put forth shoots anymore; and so the mind will 

be able to continue in all patience and holiness, when this anger has been removed, not from 
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the surface of acts and deeds, but from the very innermost thoughts. And, therefore to avoid 

the commission of murder, anger and hatred are cut off, without which the crime of murder 

cannot possibly be committed. For whosoever is angry with his brother, is in danger of the 

judgment; and whosoever hates his brother is a murderer;88 viz., because in his heart he desires 

to kill him, whose blood we know that he has certainly not shed among men with his own hand 

or with a weapon; yet, owing to his burst of anger, he is declared to be a murderer by God, who 

renders to each man, not merely for the result of his actions, but for his purpose and desires 

and wishes, either a reward or a punishment; according to that which He Himself says through 

the prophet: But I come that I may gather them together with all nations and tongues;89 and 

again: Their thoughts between themselves accusing or also defending one another, in the day 

when God shall judge the secrets of men.90  

Chapter 21 

Whether we ought to admit the addition of without a cause, in that which is written in the 

Gospel, whosoever is angry with his brother, etc. 

But you should know that in this, which is found in many copies, Whosoever is angry 

with his brother without a cause, is in danger of the judgment, the words without a cause are 

superfluous, and were added by those who did not think that anger for just causes was to be 

banished: since certainly nobody, however unreasonably he is disturbed, would say that he was 

angry without a cause. Wherefore it appears to have been added by those who did not 

understand the drift of Scripture, which intended altogether to banish the incentive to anger, 

and to reserve no occasion whatever for indignation; lest while we were commanded to be 

angry with a cause, an opportunity for being angry without a cause might occur to us. For the 

end and aim of patience consists, not in being angry with a good reason, but in not being angry 

at all. Although I know that by some this very expression, without a cause, is taken to mean 
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that he is angry without a cause who when he is angered is not allowed to seek for vengeance. 

But it is better so to take it as we find it written in many modern copies and all the ancient ones. 

Chapter 22 

The remedies by which we can root out anger from our hearts 

Wherefore the athlete of Christ who strives lawfully ought thoroughly to root out the 

feeling of wrath. And it will be a sure remedy for this disease, if in the first place we make up 

our mind that we ought never to be angry at all, whether for good or bad reasons: as we know 

that we shall at once lose the light of discernment, and the security of good counsel, and our 

very uprightness, and the temperate character of righteousness, if the main light of our heart 

has been darkened by its shadows: next, that the purity of our soul will presently be clouded, 

and that it cannot possibly be made a temple for the Holy Ghost while the spirit of anger 

resides in us; lastly, that we should consider that we ought never to pray, nor pour out our 

prayer to God, while we are angry. And above all, having before our eyes the uncertain 

condition of mankind, we should realize daily that we are soon to depart from the body, and 

that our continence and chastity, our renunciation of all our possessions, our contempt of 

wealth, our efforts in fastings and vigils will not help us at all, if solely on account of anger and 

hatred eternal punishments are awarded to us by the judge of the world. 
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BOOK IX - OF THE SPIRIT OF DEJECTION 

Chapter 1 

How our fifth combat is against the spirit of dejection, and of the harm which it inflicts upon 

the soul 

In our fifth combat we have to resist the pangs of gnawing dejection: for if this, through 

separate attacks made at random, and by haphazard and casual changes, has secured an 

opportunity of gaining possession of our mind it keeps us back at all times from all insight in 

divine contemplation, and utterly ruins and depresses the mind that has fallen away from its 

complete state of purity. It does not allow it to say its prayers with its usual gladness of heart, 

nor permit it to rely on the comfort of reading the sacred writings, nor suffer it to be quiet and 

gentle with the brethren; it makes it impatient and rough in all the duties of work and 

devotion: and, as all wholesome counsel is lost, and steadfastness of heart destroyed, it makes 

the feelings almost mad and drunk, and crushes and overwhelms them with penal despair. 

Chapter 2 

Of the care with which the malady of dejection must be healed 

Wherefore if we are anxious to exert ourselves lawfully in the struggle of our spiritual 

combat we ought with no less care to set about healing this malady also. For as the moth 

injures the garment, and the worm the wood, so dejection the heart of man. With sufficient 

clearness and appropriateness has the Divine Spirit expressed the force of this dangerous and 

most injurious fault. 

Chapter 3 

To what the soul may be compared which is a prey to the attacks of dejection 

For the garment that is moth-eaten has no longer any commercial value or good use to 

which it can be put; and in the same way the wood that is worm-eaten is no longer worth 

anything for ornamenting even an ordinary building, but is destined to be burnt in the fire. So 

therefore the soul also which is a prey to the attacks of gnawing dejection will be useless for 

that priestly garment which, according to the prophecy of the holy David, the ointment of the 
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Holy Spirit coming down from heaven, first on Aaron's beard, then on his skirts, is wont to 

assume: as it is said, It is like the ointment upon the head which ran down upon Aaron's beard, 

which ran down to the skirts of his clothing. Nor can it have anything to do with the building 

or ornamentation of that spiritual temple of which Paul as a wise master builder laid the 

foundations, saying, You are the temple of God, and the Spirit of God dwells in you: and what 

the beams of this are like the bride tells us in the Song of Songs: Our rafters are of cypress: the 

beams of our houses are of cedar. And therefore those sorts of wood are chosen for the temple 

of God which are fragrant and not liable to rot, and which are not subject to decay from age 

nor to be worm-eaten. 

Chapter 4 

Whence and in what way dejection arises 

But sometimes it is found to result from the fault of previous anger, or to spring from 

the desire of some gain which has not been realized, when a man has found that he has failed 

in his hope of securing those things which he had planned. But sometimes without any 

apparent reason for our being driven to fall into this misfortune, we are by the instigation of 

our crafty enemy suddenly depressed with so great a gloom that we cannot receive with 

ordinary civility the visits of those who are near and dear to us; and whatever subject of 

conversation is started by them, we regard it as ill-timed and out of place; and we can give 

them no civil answer, as the gall of bitterness is in possession of every corner of our heart. 

Chapter 5 

That disturbances are caused in us not by the faults of other people, but by our own 

Whence it is clearly proved that the pains of disturbances are not always caused in us by 

other people's faults, but rather by our own, as we have stored up in ourselves the causes of 

offense, and the seeds of faults, which, as soon as a shower of temptation waters our soul, at 

once burst forth into shoots and fruits. 
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Chapter 6 

That no one comes to grief by a sudden fall, but is destroyed by falling through a long course 

of carelessness 

For no one is ever driven to sin by being provoked through another's fault, unless he has 

the fuel of evil stored up in his own heart. Nor should we imagine that a man has been 

deceived suddenly when he has looked on a woman and fallen into the abyss of shameful lust: 

but rather that, owing to the opportunity of looking on her, the symptoms of disease which 

were hidden and concealed in his inmost soul have been brought to the surface. 

Chapter 7 

That we ought not to give up intercourse with our brethren in order to seek after perfection, 

but should rather constantly cultivate the virtue of patience 

And so God, the creator of all things, having regard above everything to the amendment 

of His own work, and because the roots and causes of our falls are found not in others, but in 

ourselves, commands that we should not give up intercourse with our brethren, nor avoid those 

who we think have been hurt by us, or by whom we have been offended, but bids us pacify 

them, knowing that perfection of heart is not secured by separating from men so much as by 

the virtue of patience. Which when it is securely held, as it can keep us at peace even with those 

who hate peace, so, if it has not been acquired, it makes us perpetually differ from those who 

are perfect and better than we are: for opportunities for disturbance, on account of which we 

are eager to get away from those with whom we are connected, will not be wanting so long as 

we are living among men; and therefore we shall not escape altogether, but only change the 

causes of dejection on account of which we separated from our former friends. 

Chapter 8 

That if we have improved our character it is possible for us to get on with everybody 

We must then do our best to endeavor to amend our faults and correct our manners. 

And if we succeed in correcting them we shall certainly be at peace, I will not say with men, 

but even with beasts and the brute creation, according to what is said in the book of the blessed 
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Job: For the beasts of the field will be at peace with you;91 for we shall not fear offenses coming 

from without, nor will any occasion of falling trouble us from outside, if the roots of such are 

not admitted and implanted within in our own selves: for they have great peace who love your 

law, O God; and they have no occasion of falling. 

Chapter 9 

Of another sort of dejection which produces despair of salvation 

There is, too, another still more objectionable sort of dejection, which produces in the 

guilty soul no amendment of life or correction of faults, but the most destructive despair: 

which did not make Cain repent after the murder of his brother, or Judas, after the betrayal, 

hasten to relieve himself by making amends, but drove him to hang himself in despair. 

Chapter 10 

Of the only thing in which dejection is useful to us 

And so we must see that dejection is only useful to us in one case, when we yield to it 

either in penitence for sin, or through being inflamed with the desire of perfection, or the 

contemplation of future blessedness. And of this the blessed Apostle says: The sorrow which is 

according to God works repentance steadfast unto salvation: but the sorrow of the world works 

death.92  

Chapter 11 

How we can decide what is useful and the sorrow according to God, and what is devilish and 

deadly 

But that dejection and sorrow which works repentance steadfast unto salvation is 

obedient, civil, humble, kindly, gentle, and patient, as it springs from the love of God, and 

unweariedly extends itself from desire of perfection to every bodily grief and sorrow of spirit; 

and somehow or other rejoicing and feeding on hope of its own profit preserves all the 

gentleness of courtesy and forbearance, as it has in itself all the fruits of the Holy Spirit of 

which the same Apostle gives the list: But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, forbearance, 
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goodness, benignity, faith, mildness, modesty.93 But the other kind is rough, impatient, hard, 

full of rancor and useless grief and penal despair, and breaks down the man on whom it has 

fastened, and hinders him from energy and wholesome sorrow, as it is unreasonable, and not 

only hampers the efficacy of his prayers, but actually destroys all those fruits of the Spirit of 

which we spoke, which that other sorrow knows how to produce. 

Chapter 12 

That except that wholesome sorrow, which springs up in three ways, all sorrow and dejection 

should be resisted as hurtful 

Wherefore except that sorrow which is endured either for the sake of saving penitence, 

or for the sake of aiming at perfection, or for the desire of the future, all sorrow and dejection 

must equally be resisted, as belonging to this world, and being that which works death, and 

must be entirely expelled from our hearts like the spirit of fornication and covetousness and 

anger. 

Chapter 13 

The means by which we can root out dejection from our hearts 

We should then be able to expel this most injurious passion from our hearts, so that by 

spiritual meditation we may keep our mind constantly occupied with hope of the future and 

contemplation of the promised blessedness. For in this way we shall be able to get the better of 

all those sorts of dejection, whether those which flow from previous anger or those which come 

to us from disappointment of gain, or from some loss, or those which spring from a wrong 

done to us, or those which arise from an unreasonable disturbance of mind, or those which 

bring on us a deadly despair, if, ever joyful with an insight into things eternal and future, and 

continuing immovable, we are not depressed by present accidents, or over-elated by prosperity, 

but look on each condition as uncertain and likely soon to pass away. 
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BOOK X – OF THE SPIRIT OF ACCIDIE 

Chapter 1 

How our sixth combat is against the spirit of accidie, and what its character is 

Our sixth combat is with what the Greeks call ἀκηδία, which we may term weariness or 

distress of heart. This is akin to dejection, and is especially trying to solitaries, and a dangerous 

and frequent foe to dwellers in the desert; and especially disturbing to a monk about the sixth 

hour, like some fever which seizes him at stated times, bringing the burning heat of its attacks 

on the sick man at usual and regular hours. Lastly, there are some of the elders who declare 

that this is the midday demon spoken of in the ninetieth Psalm. 

Chapter 2 

A description of accidie, and the way in which it creeps over the heart of a monk, and the injury 

it inflicts on the soul 

And when this has taken possession of some unhappy soul, it produces dislike of the 

place, disgust with the cell, and disdain and contempt of the brethren who dwell with him or at 

a little distance, as if they were careless or unspiritual. It also makes the man lazy and sluggish 

about all manner of work which has to be done within the enclosure of his dormitory. It does 

not suffer him to stay in his cell, or to take any pains about reading, and he often groans 

because he can do no good while he stays there, and complains and sighs because he can bear 

no spiritual fruit so long as he is joined to that society; and he complains that he is cut off from 

spiritual gain, and is of no use in the place, as if he were one who, though he could govern 

others and be useful to a great number of people, yet was edifying none, nor profiting any one 

by his teaching and doctrine. He cries up distant monasteries and those which are a long way 

off, and describes such places as more profitable and better suited for salvation; and besides this 

he paints the intercourse with the brethren there as sweet and full of spiritual life. On the other 

hand, he says that everything about him is rough, and not only that there is nothing edifying 

among the brethren who are stopping there, but also that even food for the body cannot be 

procured without great difficulty. Lastly he fancies that he will never be well while he stays in 
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that place, unless he leaves his cell (in which he is sure to die if he stops in it any longer) and 

takes himself off from thence as quickly as possible. Then the fifth or sixth hour brings him 

such bodily weariness and longing for food that he seems to himself worn out and wearied as if 

with a long journey, or some very heavy work, or as if he had put off taking food during a fast 

of two or three days. Then besides this he looks about anxiously this way and that, and sighs 

that none of the brethren come to see him, and often goes in and out of his cell, and frequently 

gazes up at the sun, as if it was too slow in setting, and so a kind of unreasonable confusion of 

mind takes possession of him like some foul darkness, and makes him idle and useless for 

every spiritual work, so that he imagines that no cure for so terrible an attack can be found in 

anything except visiting some one of the brethren, or in the solace of sleep alone. Then the 

disease suggests that he ought to show courteous and friendly hospitalities to the brethren, and 

pay visits to the sick, whether near at hand or far off. He talks too about some dutiful and 

religious offices; that those kinsfolk ought to be inquired after, and that he ought to go and see 

them oftener; that it would be a real work of piety to go more frequently to visit that religious 

woman, devoted to the service of God, who is deprived of all support of kindred; and that it 

would be a most excellent thing to get what is needful for her who is neglected and despised by 

her own kinsfolk; and that he ought piously to devote his time to these things instead of 

staying uselessly and with no profit in his cell. 

Chapter 3 

Of the different ways in which accidie overcomes a monk 

And so the wretched soul, embarrassed by such contrivances of the enemy, is disturbed, 

until, worn out by the spirit of accidie, as by some strong battering ram, it either learns to sink 

into slumber, or, driven out from the confinement of its cell, accustoms itself to seek for 

consolation under these attacks in visiting some brother, only to be afterwards weakened the 

more by this remedy which it seeks for the present. For more frequently and more severely will 

the enemy attack one who, when the battle is joined, will as he well knows immediately turn 

his back, and whom he sees to look for safety neither in victory nor in fighting but in flight: 
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until little by little he is drawn away from his cell, and begins to forget the object of his 

profession, which is nothing but meditation and contemplation of that divine purity which 

excels all things, and which can only be gained by silence and continually remaining in the 

cell, and by meditation, and so the soldier of Christ becomes a runaway from His service, and a 

deserter, and entangles himself in secular business, without at all pleasing Him to whom he 

engaged himself.94  

Chapter 4 

How accidie hinders the mind from all contemplation of the virtues 

All the inconveniences of this disease are admirably expressed by David in a single 

verse, where he says, My soul slept from weariness, that is, from accidie. Quite rightly does he 

say, not that his body, but that his soul slept. For in truth the soul which is wounded by the 

shaft of this passion does sleep, as regards all contemplation of the virtues and insight of the 

spiritual senses. 

Chapter 5 

How the attack of accidie is twofold 

And so the true Christian athlete who desires to strive lawfully in the lists of perfection, 

should hasten to expel this disease also from the recesses of his soul; and should strive against 

this most evil spirit of accidie in both directions, so that he may neither fall stricken through by 

the shaft of slumber, nor be driven out from the monastic cloister, even though under some 

pious excuse or pretext, and depart as a runaway. 

Chapter 6 

How injurious are the effects of accidie 

And whenever it begins in any degree to overcome any one, it either makes him stay in 

his cell idle and lazy, without making any spiritual progress, or it drives him out from thence 

and makes him restless and a wanderer, and indolent in the matter of all kinds of work, and it 

makes him continually go round, the cells of the brethren and the monasteries, with an eye to 
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nothing but this; viz., where or with what excuse he can presently procure some refreshment. 

For the mind of an idler cannot think of anything but food and the belly, until the society of 

some man or woman, equally cold and indifferent, is secured, and it loses itself in their affairs 

and business, and is thus little by little ensnared by dangerous occupations, so that, just as if it 

were bound up in the coils of a serpent, it can never disentangle itself again and return to the 

perfection of its former profession. 

Chapter 7 

Testimonies from the Apostle concerning the spirit of accidie 

The blessed Apostle, like a true and spiritual physician, either seeing this disease, which 

springs from the spirit of accidie, already creeping in, or foreseeing, through the revelation of 

the Holy Spirit, that it would arise among monks, is quick to anticipate it by the healing 

medicines of his directions. For in writing to the Thessalonians, and at first, like a skillful and 

excellent physician, applying to the infirmity of his patients the soothing and gentle remedy of 

his words, and beginning with charity, and praising them in that point, that this deadly wound, 

having been treated with a milder remedy, might lose its angry festering and more easily bear 

severer treatment, he says: But concerning brotherly charity you have no need that I write to 

you: for you yourselves are taught of God to love one another. For this ye do toward all the 

brethren in the whole of Macedonia.95 He first began with the soothing application of praise, 

and made their ears submissive and ready for the remedy of the healing words. Then he 

proceeds: But we ask you, brethren, to abound more. Thus far he soothes them with kind and 

gentle words; for fear lest he should find them not yet prepared to receive their perfect cure. 

Why is it that you ask, O Apostle, that they may abound more in charity, of which you had said 

above, But concerning brotherly charity we have no need to write to you? And why is it 

necessary that you should say to them: But we ask you to abound more, when they did not need 

to be written to at all on this matter? Especially as you add the reason why they do not need it, 

saying, For you yourselves have been taught of God to love one another. And you add a third 
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thing still more important: that not only have they been taught of God, but also that they fulfill 

in deed that which they are taught. For you do this, he says, not to one or two, but to all the 

brethren; and not to your own citizens and friends only, but in the whole of Macedonia. Tell us 

then, I pray, why it is that you so particularly begin with this. Again he proceeds, But we ask 

you, brethren, to abound the more. And with difficulty at last he breaks out into that at which 

he was driving before: and that you take pains to be quiet. He gave the first aim. Then he adds a 

second, and to do your own business; and a third as well: and work with your own hands, as we 

commanded you; a fourth: and to walk honestly towards those that are without; a fifth: and to 

covet no man's goods. Lo, we can see through that hesitation, which made him with these 

preludes put off uttering what his mind was full of: And that you take pains to be quiet; i.e., 

that you stop in your cells, and be not disturbed by rumors, which generally spring from the 

wishes and gossip of idle persons, and so yourselves disturb others. And, to do your own 

business, you should not want to require curiously of the world's actions, or, examining the 

lives of others, want to spend your strength, not on bettering yourselves and aiming at virtue, 

but on depreciating your brethren. And work with your own hands, as we charged you; to 

secure that which he had warned them above not to do; i.e., that they should not be restless and 

anxious about other people's affairs, nor walk dishonestly towards those without, nor covet 

another man's goods, he now adds and says, and work with your own hands, as we charged you. 

For he has clearly shown that leisure the reason why those things were done which he blamed 

above. For no one can be restless or anxious about other people's affairs, but one who is not 

satisfied to apply himself to the work of his own hands. He adds also a fourth evil, which 

springs also from this leisure, i.e., that they should not walk dishonestly: when he says: And 

that you walk honestly towards those without. He cannot possibly walk honestly, even among 

those who are men of this world, who is not content to cling to the seclusion of his cell and the 

work of his own hands; but he is sure to be dishonest, while he seeks his needful food; and to 

take pains to flatter, to follow up news and gossip, to seek for opportunities for chattering and 

stories by means of which he may gain a footing and obtain an entrance into the houses of 
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others. And that you should not covet another man's goods. He is sure to look with envious 

eyes on another's gifts and boons, who does not care to secure sufficient for his daily food by 

the dutiful and peaceful labor of his hands. You see what conditions, and how serious and 

shameful ones, spring solely from the malady of leisure. Lastly, those very people, whom in his 

first Epistle he had treated with the gentle application of his words, in his second Epistle he 

endeavors to heal with severer and sterner remedies, as those who had not profited by more 

gentle treatment; and he no longer applies the treatment of gentle words, no mild and kindly 

expressions, as these, But we ask you, brethren, but We adjure you, brethren, in the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, that you withdraw from every brother that walks disorderly.96 There he asks; 

here he adjures. There is the kindness of one who is persuading; here the sternness of one 

protesting and threatening. We adjure you, brethren: because, when we first asked you, you 

scorned to listen; now at least obey our threats. And this adjuration he renders terrible, not by 

his bare word, but by the imprecation of the name of our Lord Jesus Christ: for fear lest they 

might again scorn it, as merely man's word, and think that it was not of much importance. And 

immediately, like a well-skilled physician with festering limbs, to which he could not apply the 

remedy of a mild treatment, he tries to cure by an incision with a spiritual knife, saying, that 

you withdraw yourselves from every brother that walks disorderly, and not according to the 

tradition which you received of us. And so he bids them withdraw from those who will not 

make time for work, and to cut them off like limbs tainted with the festering sores of leisure: 

lest the malady of idleness, like some deadly contagion, might infect even the healthy portion 

of their limbs, by the gradual advance of infection. And when he is going to speak of those who 

will not work with their own hands and eat their bread in quietness, from whom he urges them 

to withdraw, hear with what reproaches he brands them at starting. First he calls them 

disorderly, and not walking according to the tradition. In other words, he stigmatizes them as 

obstinate, since they will not walk according to his appointment; and dishonest, i.e., not keeping 

to the right and proper times for going out, and visiting, and talking. For a disorderly person is 
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sure to be subject to all those faults. And not according to the tradition which they received 

from us. And in this he stamps them as in some sort rebellious, and despisers, who scorned to 

keep the tradition which they had received from him, and would not follow that which they not 

only remembered that the master had taught in word, but which they knew that he had 

performed in deed. For you yourselves know how you ought to be followers of us. He heaps up 

an immense pile of censure when he asserts that they did not observe that which was still in 

their memory, and which not only had they learned by verbal instruction, but also had received 

by the incitement of his example in working. 

Chapter 8 

That he is sure to be restless who will not be content with the work of his own hands 

Because we were not restless among you. When he wants to prove by the practice of 

work that he was not restless among them, he fully shows that those who will not work are 

always restless, owing to the fault of idleness. Nor did we eat any man's bread for naught. By 

each expression the teacher of the Gentiles advances a step in the rebuke. The preacher of the 

gospel says that he has not eaten any man's bread for naught, as he knows that the Lord 

commanded that they who preach the gospel should live of the gospel:97 again, The laborer is 

worthy of his meat.98 And so if he who preached the gospel, performing a work so lofty and 

spiritual, did not venture in reliance on the Lord's command to eat his bread for naught, what 

shall we do to whom not merely is there no preaching of the word entrusted, but no cure of 

souls except our own committed? With what confidence shall we dare with idle hands to eat 

our bread for naught, when the chosen vessel, constrained by his anxiety for the gospel and his 

work of preaching, did not venture to eat without laboring with his own hands? But in labor, he 

says and weariness, working night and day lest we should be burdensome to any of you.99 Up to 

this point he amplifies and adds to his rebuke. For he did not simply say, We did not eat bread 

for naught from any of you, and then stop short. For it might have been thought that he was 
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supported by his own private means, and by money which he had saved, or by other people's, 

though not by their collections and gifts. But in labor, he says, and weariness, working night 

and day; that is, being specially supported by our own labor. And this, he says, we did not of our 

own wish, and for our own pleasure, as rest and bodily exercise suggested, but as our necessities 

and the want of food compelled us to do, and that not without great bodily weariness. For not 

only throughout the whole day, but also by night, which seems to be granted for bodily rest, I 

was continually plying the work of my hands, through anxiety for food. 

Chapter 9 

That not the Apostle only, but those two who were with him labored with their own hands 

And he testifies that it was not he alone who so lived among them, lest haply this 

method might not seem important or general if he depended only on his example. But he 

declares that all those who were appointed with him for the ministry of the gospel, i.e., Silvanus 

and Timothy, who wrote this with him, worked in the same fashion. For by saying, lest we 

should be burdensome to any of you, he covers them with great shame. For if he who preached 

the gospel and commended it by signs and mighty works, did not dare to eat bread for naught, 

lest he should be burdensome to any, how can those men help thinking that they are 

burdensome who take it every day in idleness and at their leisure? 

Chapter 10 

That for this reason the Apostle labored with his own hands, that he might set us an example of 

work 

Not as if we had not power; but that we might give ourselves a pattern to you to imitate 

us. He lays bare the reason why he imposed such labor on himself: that we might, says he, give 

a pattern to you to imitate us, that if by chance you become forgetful of the teaching of our 

words which so often passes through your ears, you may at least keep in your recollection the 

example of my manner of life given to you by ocular demonstration. There is here too no 

slight reproof of them, where he says that he has gone through this labor and weariness by 

night and day, for no other reason but to set an example, and that nevertheless they would not 
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be instructed, for whose sakes he, although not obliged to do it, yet imposed on himself such 

toil. And indeed, he says, though we had the power, and opportunities were open to us of using 

all your goods and substance, and I knew that I had the permission of our Lord to use them: yet 

I did not use this power, lest what was rightly and lawfully done on my part might set an 

example of dangerous idleness to others. And therefore when preaching the gospel, I preferred 

to be supported by my own hands and work, that I might open up the way of perfection to you 

who wish to walk in the path of virtue, and might set an example of good life by my work. 

Chapter 11 

That he preached and taught men to work not only by his example, but also by his words 

But lest haply it might be thought that, while he worked in silence and tried to teach 

them by example, he had not instructed them by precepts and warnings, he proceeds to say: 

For when we were with you, this we declared to you, that if a man will not work neither should 

he eat. Still greater does he make their idleness appear, for, though they knew that he, like a 

good master, worked with his hands for the sake of his teaching and in order to instruct them, 

yet they were ashamed to imitate him; and he emphasizes our diligence and care by saying that 

he did not only give them this for an example when present, but that he also proclaimed it 

continually in words; saying that if anyone would not work, neither should he eat. 

Chapter 12 

Of his saying: If any will not work, neither shall he eat 

And now he no longer addresses to them the advice of a teacher or physician, but 

proceeds with the severity of a judicial sentence, and, resuming his apostolic authority, 

pronounces sentence on his despisers as if from the judgment seat: with that power, I mean, 

which, when writing with threats to the Corinthians, he declared was given him of the Lord, 

when he charged those taken in sin, that they should make haste and amend their lives before 

his coming: thus charging them, I beseech you that I may not be bold when I am present, 

against some, with that power which is given to me over you. And again: For if I also should 

boast somewhat of the power which the Lord has given me unto edification, and not for your 
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destruction, I shall not be ashamed. With that power, I say, he declares, If a man will not work, 

neither let him eat. Not punishing them with a carnal sword, but with the power of the Holy 

Ghost forbidding them the goods of this life, that if by chance, thinking but little of the 

punishment of future death, they still should remain obstinate through love of ease, they may 

at last, forced by the requirements of nature and the fear of immediate death, be compelled to 

obey his salutary charge. 

Chapter 13 

Of his saying: We have heard that some among you walk disorderly 

Then after all this rigor of gospel severity, he now lays bare the reason why he put 

forward all these matters. For we have heard that some among you walk disorderly, working 

not at all, but curiously meddling. He is nowhere satisfied to speak of those who will not give 

themselves up to work, as if they were victims of but a single malady. For in his first Epistle he 

speaks of them as disorderly, and not walking according to the traditions which they had 

received from him: and he also asserts that they were restless, and ate their bread for naught. 

Again he says here, We have heard that there are some among you who walk disorderly. And at 

once he subjoins a second weakness, which is the root of this restlessness, and says, working not 

at all; a third malady as well he adds, which springs from this last like some shoot: but 

curiously meddling. 

Chapter 14 

How manual labor prevents many faults 

And so he loses no time in at once applying a suitable remedy to the incentive to so 

many faults, and laying aside that apostolic power of his which he had made use of a little 

before, he adopts once more the tender character of a good father, or of a kind physician, and, 

as if they were his children or his patients, applies by his healing counsel remedies to cure 

them, saying: Now we charge them that are such, and beseech them by the Lord Jesus, that 

working with silence they would eat their own bread. The cause of all these ulcers, which 

spring from the root of idleness, he heals like some well-skilled physician by a single salutary 
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charge to work; as he knows that all the other bad symptoms, which spring as it were from the 

same clump, will at once disappear when the cause of the chief malady has been removed. 

Chapter 15 

How kindness should be shown even to the idle and careless 

Nevertheless, like a far-sighted and careful physician, he is not only anxious to heal the 

wounds of the sick, but gives suitable directions as well to the whole, that their health may be 

preserved continually, and says: But be not weary in well doing: you who following us, i.e., our 

ways, copy the example given to you by imitating us in work, and do not follow their sloth and 

laziness: Do not be weary in well doing; i.e., do you likewise show kindness towards them if by 

chance they have failed to observe what we said. As then he was severe with those who were 

weak, for fear lest being enervated by laziness they might yield to restlessness and 

inquisitiveness, so he admonishes those who are in good health neither to restrain that 

kindness which the Lord's command bids us show to the good and evil,100 even if some bad men 

will not turn to sound doctrine; nor to desist from doing good and encouraging them both by 

words of consolation and by rebuke as well as by ordinary kindness and civility. 

Chapter 16 

How we ought to admonish those who go wrong, not out of hatred, but out of love 

But again in case some might be encouraged by this gentleness, and scorn to obey his 

commands, he proceeds with the severity of an apostle: But if any man obey not our word by 

this Epistle, note that man and do not keep company with him that he may be ashamed. And in 

warning them of what they ought to observe out of regard for him and for the good of all, and 

of the care with which they should keep the apostolic commands, at once he joins to the 

warning the kindness of a most indulgent father; and teaches them as well, as if they were his 

children, what a brotherly disposition they should cultivate towards those mentioned above, out 

of love. Yet do not esteem him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother. With the severity 

of a judge he combines the affection of a father, and tempers with kindness and gentleness the 
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sentence delivered with apostolic sternness. For he commands them to note that man who 

scorns to obey his commands, and not to keep company with him; and yet he does not bid them 

do this from a wrong feeling of dislike, but from brotherly affection and out of consideration 

for their amendment. Do not keep company, he says, with him that he may be ashamed; so 

that, even if he is not made better by my mild charges, he may at last be brought to shame by 

being publicly separated from all of you, and so may someday begin to be restored to the way 

of salvation. 

Chapter 17 

Different passages in which the Apostle declares that we ought to work, or in which it is shown 

that he himself worked 

In the Epistle to the Ephesians also he thus gives a charge on this subject of work, 

saying: He that stole, let him now steal no more, but rather let him labor, working with his 

hands the thing that is good, that he may have something to give to him that suffers need.101 

And in the Acts of the Apostles too we find that he not only taught this, but actually practiced 

it himself. For when he had come to Corinth, he did not permit himself to lodge anywhere 

except with Aquila and Priscilla, because they were of the same trade which he himself was 

accustomed to practice. For we thus read: After this, Paul departing from Athens came to 

Corinth; and finding a certain Jew named Aquila, born in Pontus, and Priscilla his wife, he 

came to them because they were of the same trade; and abode with them, and worked: for they 

were tent-makers by trade.102  

Chapter 18 

That the Apostle wrought what he thought would be sufficient for him and for others who were 

with him 

Then going to Miletus, and from thence sending to Ephesus, and summoning to him the 

elders of the church of Ephesus, he charged them how they ought to rule the church of God in 

his absence, and said: I have not coveted any man's silver and gold; you yourselves know how 
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for such things as were needful for me and them that are with me these hands have ministered. 

I have showed you all things, how that so laboring you ought to support the weak, and to 

remember the words of the Lord Jesus, how he said: It is more blessed to give than to receive.103 

He left us a weighty example in his manner of life, as he testifies that he not only wrought 

what would supply his own bodily wants alone, but also what would be sufficient for the needs 

of those who were with him: those, I mean, who, being taken up with necessary duties, had no 

chance of procuring food for themselves with their own hands. And as he tells the 

Thessalonians that he had worked to give them an example that they might imitate him, so 

here too he implies something of the same sort when he says: I have showed you all things, 

how that so laboring you ought to support the weak, viz., whether in mind or body; i.e., that we 

should be diligent in supplying their needs, not from the store of our abundance, or money laid 

by, or from another's generosity and substance, but rather by securing the necessary sum by 

our own labor and toil. 

Chapter 19 

How we should understand these words: It is more blessed to give than to receive 

And he says that this is a command of the Lord: For He Himself, namely the Lord Jesus, 

said he, said it is more blessed to give than to receive. That is, the bounty of the giver is more 

blessed than the need of the receiver, where the gift is not supplied from money that has been 

kept back through unbelief or faithlessness, nor from the stored-up treasures of avarice, but is 

produced from the fruits of our own labor and honest toil. And so it is more blessed to give 

than to receive, because while the giver shares the poverty of the receiver, yet still he is diligent 

in providing with pious care by his own toil, not merely enough for his own needs, but also 

what he can give to one in want; and so he is adorned with a double grace, since by giving away 

all his goods he secures the perfect abnegation of Christ, and yet by his labor and thought 

displays the generosity of the rich; thus honoring God by his honest labors, and plucking for 

him the fruits of his righteousness, while another, enervated by sloth and indolent laziness, 
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proves himself by the saying of the Apostle unworthy of food, as in defiance of his command 

he takes it in idleness, not without the guilt of sin and of obstinacy. 

Chapter 20 

Of a lazy brother who tried to persuade others to leave the monastery 

We know a brother, whose name we would give if it would do any good, who, although 

he was remaining in the monastery and compelled to deliver to the steward his fixed task daily, 

yet for fear lest he might be led on to some larger portion of work, or put to shame by the 

example of one laboring more zealously, when he had seen some brother admitted into the 

monastery, who in the ardor of his faith wanted to make up the sale of a larger piece of work, if 

he found that he could not by secret persuasion check him from carrying out his purpose, he 

would by bad advice and whisperings persuade him to depart thence. And in order to get rid of 

him more easily he would pretend that he also had already been for many reasons offended, 

and wanted to leave, if only he could find a companion and support for the journey. And when 

by secretly running down the monastery he had wheedled him into consenting, and arranged 

with him the time at which to leave the monastery, and the place to which he should go before, 

and where he should wait for him, he himself, pretending that he would follow, stopped where 

he was. And when the other out of shame for his flight did not dare to return again to the 

monastery from which he had run away, the miserable author of his flight stopped behind in 

the monastery. It will be enough to have given this single instance of this sort of men in order 

to put beginners on their guard, and to show clearly what evils idleness, as Scripture says, can 

produce in the mind of a monk, and how evil communications corrupt good manners.104  

Chapter 21 

Different passages from the writings of Solomon against accidie 

And Solomon, the wisest of men, clearly points to this fault of idleness in many 

passages, as he says: He that follows idleness shall be filled with poverty,105 either visible or 

invisible, in which an idle person and one entangled with different faults is sure to be involved, 
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and he will always be a stranger to the contemplation of God, and to spiritual riches, of which 

the blessed Apostle says: For in all things you were enriched in him, in all utterance and in all 

knowledge.106 But concerning this poverty of the idler elsewhere he also writes thus: Every 

sluggard shall be clothed in torn garments and rags.107 For certainly he will not merit to be 

adorned with that garment of incorruption (of which the Apostle says, Put on the Lord Jesus 

Christ,108 and again: Being clothed in the breastplate of righteousness and charity,109 concerning 

which the Lord Himself also speaks to Jerusalem by the prophet: Arise, arise, O Jerusalem, put 

on the garments of your glory),110 whoever, overpowered by lazy slumber or by accidie, prefers 

to be clothed, not by his labor and industry, but in the rags of idleness, which he tears off from 

the solid piece and body of the Scriptures, and fits on to his sloth no garment of glory and 

honor, but an ignominious cloak and excuse. For those, who are affected by this laziness, and 

do not like to support themselves by the labor of their own hands, as the Apostle continually 

did and charged us to do, are wont to make use of certain Scripture proofs by which they try to 

cloak their idleness, saying that it is written, Labor not for the meat that perishes, but for that 

which remains to life eternal;111 and My meat is to do the will of my Father.112 But these proofs 

are (as it were) rags, from the solid piece of the gospel, which are adopted for this purpose, viz., 

to cover the disgrace of our idleness and shame rather than to keep us warm, and adorn us with 

that costly and splendid garment of virtue which that wise woman in the Proverbs, who was 

clothed with strength and beauty, is said to have made either for herself or for her husband; of 

which presently it is said: Strength and beauty are her clothing, and she rejoices in the latter 

days.113 Of this evil of idleness Solomon thus makes mention again: The ways of the idlers are 

strewn with thorns; i.e., with these and similar faults, which the Apostle above declared to 

spring from idleness. And again: Every sluggard is always in want. And of these the Apostle 
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makes mention when he says, And that you want nothing of any man's.114 And finally: For 

idleness has been the teacher of many evils:115 which the Apostle has clearly enumerated in the 

passage which he expounded above: Working not at all, but curiously meddling. To this fault 

also he joins another: And that you study to be quiet; and then, that you should do your own 

business and walk honestly towards them that are without, and that you want nothing of any 

man's. Those also whom he notes as disorderly and rebellious, from these he charges those who 

are earnest to separate themselves: That you withdraw yourselves, says he, from every brother 

that walks disorderly and not according to the tradition which they received from us. 

Chapter 22 

How the brethren in Egypt work with their hands, not only to supply their own needs, but also 

to minister to those who are in prison 

And so taught by these examples the Fathers in Egypt never allow monks, and especially 

the younger ones, to be idle, estimating the purpose of their hearts and their growth in patience 

and humility by their diligence in work; and they not only do not allow them to receive 

anything from another to supply their own wants, but further, they not merely refresh pilgrims 

and brethren who come to visit them by means of their labors, but actually collect an 

enormous store of provisions and food, and distribute it in the parts of Libya which suffer from 

famine and barrenness, and also in the cities, to those who are pining away in the squalor of 

prison; as they believe that by such an offering of the fruit of their hands they offer a 

reasonable and true sacrifice to the Lord. 

Chapter 23. 

That idleness is the reason why there are not monasteries for monks in the West. 

Hence it is that in these countries we see no monasteries found with such numbers of 

brethren: for they are not supported by the resources of their own labor in such a way that they 

can remain in them continually; and if in some way or other, through the liberality of another, 

there should be a sufficient provision to supply them, yet love of ease and restlessness of heart 
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does not suffer them to continue long in the place. Whence this saying has been handed down 

from the old fathers in Egypt: that a monk who works is attacked by but one devil; but an idler 

is tormented by countless spirits. 

Chapter 24 

Abbot Paul who every year burnt with fire all the works of his hands 

Lastly, Abbot Paul, one of the greatest of the Fathers, while he was living in a vast desert 

which is called the Porphyrian desert, and being relieved from anxiety by the date palms and a 

small garden, had plenty to support himself, and an ample supply of food, and could not find 

any other work to do, which would support him, because his dwelling was separated from 

towns and inhabited districts by seven days' journey, or even more, through the desert, and 

more would be asked for the carriage of the goods than the price of the work would be worth; 

he collected the leaves of the palms, and regularly exacted of himself his daily task, as if he was 

to be supported by it. And when his cave had been filled with a whole year's work, each year he 

would burn with fire that at which he had so diligently labored: thus proving that without 

manual labor a monk cannot stop in a place nor rise to the heights of perfection: so that, 

though the need for food did not require this to be done, yet he performed it simply for the 

sake of purifying his heart, and strengthening his thoughts, and persisting in his cell, and 

gaining a victory over accidie and driving it away. 

Chapter 25 

The words of Abbot Moses which he said to me about the cure of accidie 

When I was beginning my stay in the desert, and had said to Abbot Moses, the chief of 

all the saints, that I had been terribly troubled yesterday by an attack of accidie, and that I 

could only be freed from it by running at once to Abbot Paul, he said, You have not freed 

yourself from it, but rather have given yourself up to it as its slave and subject. For the enemy 

will henceforth attack you more strongly as a deserter and runaway, since it has seen that you 

fled at once when overcome in the conflict: unless on a second occasion when you join battle 

with it you make up your mind not to dispel its attacks and heats for the moment by deserting 
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your cell, or by the inactivity of sleep, but rather learn to triumph over it by endurance and 

conflict. Whence it is proved by experience that a fit of accidie should not be evaded by 

running away from it, but overcome by resisting it. 
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BOOK XI – OF THE SPIRIT OF VAINGLORY 

Chapter 1 

How our seventh combat is against the spirit of vainglory, and what its nature 

Our seventh combat is against the spirit of κενοδοξία, which we may term vain or idle 

glory: a spirit that takes many shapes, and is changeable and subtle, so that it can with 

difficulty, I will not say be guarded against, but be seen through and discovered even by the 

keenest eyes. 

Chapter 2 

How vainglory attacks a monk not only on his carnal, but also on his spiritual side 

For not only does this, like the rest of his faults, attack a monk on his carnal side, but on 

his spiritual side as well, insinuating itself by craft and guile into his mind: so that those who 

cannot be deceived by carnal vices are more grievously wounded through their spiritual 

proficiency; and it is so much the worse to fight against, as it is harder to guard against. For the 

attack of all other vices is more open and straightforward, and in the case of each of them, 

when he who stirs them up is met by a determined refusal, he will go away the weaker for it, 

and the adversary who has been beaten will on the next occasion attack his victim with less 

vigor. But this malady when it has attacked the mind by means of carnal pride, and has been 

repulsed by the shield of reply, again, like some wickedness that takes many shapes, changes its 

former guise and character, and under the appearance of the virtues tries to strike down and 

destroy its conqueror. 

Chapter 3 

How many forms and shapes vainglory takes 

For our other faults and passions may be said to be simpler and of but one form: but this 

takes many forms and shapes, and changes about and assails the man who stands up against it 

from every quarter, and assaults its conqueror on all sides. For it tries to injure the soldier of 

Christ in his dress, in his manner, his walk, his voice, his work, his vigils, his fasts, his prayers, 

when he withdraws, when he reads, in his knowledge, his silence, his obedience, his humility, 
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his patience; and like some most dangerous rock hidden by surging waves, it causes an 

unforeseen and miserable shipwreck to those who are sailing with a fair breeze, while they are 

not on the lookout for it or guarding against it. 

Chapter 4 

How vainglory attacks a monk on the right had and on the left 

And so one who wishes to go along the King's highway by means of the arms of 

righteousness which are on the right hand and on the left, ought by the teaching of the Apostle 

to pass through honor and dishonor, evil report and good report,116 and with such care to direct 

his virtuous course amid the swelling waves of temptation, with discretion at the helm, and the 

Spirit of the Lord breathing on us, since we know that if we deviate ever so little to the right 

hand or to the left, we shall presently be dashed against most dangerous crags. And so we are 

warned by Solomon, the wisest of men: Turn not aside to the right hand or to the left; i.e., do 

not flatter yourself on your virtues and be puffed up by your spiritual achievements on the 

right hand; nor, swerving to the path of vices on the left hand, seek from them for yourself (to 

use the words of the Apostle) glory in your shame.117 For where the devil cannot create 

vainglory in a man by means of his well-fitting and neat dress, he tries to introduce it by means 

of a dirty, cheap, and uncared-for style. If he cannot drag a man down by honor, he overthrows 

him by humility. If he cannot make him puffed up by the grace of knowledge and eloquence, 

he pulls him down by the weight of silence. If a man fasts openly, he is attacked by the pride of 

vanity. If he conceals it for the sake of despising the glory of it, he is assailed by the same sin of 

pride. In order that he may not be defiled by the stains of vainglory he avoids making long 

prayers in the sight of the brethren; and yet because he offers them secretly and has no one 

who is conscious of it, he does not escape the pride of vanity. 
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Chapter 5 

A comparison which shows the nature of vainglory 

Our elders admirably describe the nature of this malady as like that of an onion, and of 

those bulbs which when stripped of one covering you find to be sheathed in another; and as 

often as you strip them, you find them still protected. 

Chapter 6 

That vainglory is not altogether got rid of by the advantages of solitude 

In solitude also it does not cease from pursuing him who has for the sake of glory fled 

from intercourse with all men. And the more thoroughly a man has shunned the whole world, 

so much the more keenly does it pursue him. It tries to lift up with pride one man because of 

his great endurance of work and labor, another because of his extreme readiness to obey, 

another because he outstrips other men in humility. One man is tempted through the extent of 

his knowledge, another through the extent of his reading, another through the length of his 

vigils. Nor does this malady endeavor to wound a man except through his virtues; introducing 

hindrances which lead to death by means of those very things through which the supplies of 

life are sought. For when men are anxious to walk in the path of holiness and perfection, the 

enemies do not lay their snares to deceive them anywhere except in the way along which they 

walk, in accordance with that saying of the blessed David: In the way wherein I walked have 

they laid a snare for me; that in this very way of virtue along which we are walking, when 

pressing on to the prize of our high calling,118 we may be elated by our successes, and so sink 

down, and fall with the feet of our soul entangled and caught in the snares of vainglory. And so 

it results that those of us who could not be vanquished in the conflict with the foe are 

overcome by the very greatness of our triumph, or else (which is another kind of deception) 

that, overstraining the limits of that self-restraint which is possible to us, we fail of 

perseverance in our course on account of bodily weakness. 
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Chapter 7 

How vainglory, when it has been overcome, rises again keener than ever for the fight 

All vices when overcome grow feeble, and when beaten are day by day rendered weaker, 

and both in regard to place and time grow less and subside, or at any rate, as they are unlike 

the opposite virtues, are more easily shunned and avoided: but this one when it is beaten rises 

again keener than ever for the struggle; and when we think that it is destroyed, it revives again, 

the stronger for its death. The other kinds of vices usually only attack those whom they have 

overcome in the conflict; but this one pursues its victors only the more keenly; and the more 

thoroughly it has been resisted, so much the more vigorously does it attack the man who is 

elated by his victory over it. And herein lies the crafty cunning of our adversary, namely, in the 

fact that, where he cannot overcome the soldier of Christ by the weapons of the foe, he lays 

him low by his own spear. 

Chapter 8 

How vainglory is not allayed either in the desert or through advancing years 

Other vices, as we said, are sometimes allayed by the advantages of position, and when 

the matter of the sin and the occasion and opportunity for it are removed, grow slack, and are 

diminished: but this one penetrates the deserts with the man who is flying from it, nor can it be 

shut out from any place, nor when outward material for it is removed does it fail. For it is 

simply encouraged by the achievements of the virtues of the man whom it attacks. For all other 

vices, as we said above, are sometimes diminished by the lapse of time, and disappear: to this 

one length of life, unless it is supported by skillful diligence and prudent discretion, is no 

hindrance, but actually supplies it with new fuel for vanity. 

Chapter 9 

That vainglory is the more dangerous through being mixed up with virtues 

Lastly, other passions which are entirely different from the virtues which are their 

opposites, and which attack us openly and as it were in broad daylight, are more easily 

overcome and guarded against: but this being interwoven with our virtues and entangled in the 
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battle, fighting as it were under cover of the darkness of night, deceives the more dangerously 

those who are off their guard and not on the lookout. 

Chapter 10 

An instance showing how King Hezekiah was overthrown by the dart of vainglory 

For so we read that Hezekiah, King of Judah, a man of most perfect righteousness in all 

things, and one approved by the witness of Holy Scripture, after unnumbered commendations 

for his virtues, was overthrown by a single dart of vainglory. And he who by a single prayer of 

his was able to procure the death of a hundred and eighty-five thousands of the army of the 

Assyrians, whom the angel destroyed in one night, is overcome by boasting and vanity. Of 

whom— to pass over the long list of his virtues, which it would take a long time to unfold— I 

will say but this one thing. He was a man who, after the close of his life had been decreed and 

the day of his death determined by the Lord's sentence, prevailed by a single prayer to extend 

the limits set to his life by fifteen years, the sun returning by ten steps, on which it had already 

shone in its course towards its setting, and by its return dispersing those lines which the shadow 

that followed its course had already marked, and by this giving two days in one to the whole 

world, by a stupendous miracle contrary to the fixed laws of nature.119 Yet after signs so great 

and so incredible, after such immense proofs of his goodness, hear the Scripture tell how he 

was destroyed by his very successes. In those days, we are told, Hezekiah was sick unto death: 

and he prayed to the Lord, and He heard him and gave him a sign, that, namely of which we 

read in the fourth book of the kingdoms, which was given by Isaiah the prophet through the 

going back of the sun. But, it says, he did not render again according to the benefits which he 

had received, for his heart was lifted up; and wrath was kindled against him and against Judah 

and Jerusalem: and he humbled himself afterwards because his heart had been lifted up, both 

he and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and therefore the wrath of the Lord came not upon them 

in the days of Hezekiah.120 How dangerous, how terrible is the malady of vanity! So much 

goodness, so many virtues, faith and devotion, great enough to prevail to change nature itself 
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and the laws of the whole world, perish by a single act of pride! So that all his good deeds would 

have been forgotten as if they had never been, and he would at once have been subject to the 

wrath of the Lord unless he had appeased Him by recovering his humility: so that he who, at 

the suggestion of pride, had fallen from so great a height of excellence, could only mount 

again to the height he had lost by the same steps of humility. Do you want to see another 

instance of a similar downfall? 

Chapter 11 

The instance of King Uzziah who was overcome by the taint of the same malady 

Of Uzziah, the ancestor of this king of whom we have been speaking, himself also 

praised in all things by the witness of the Scripture, after great commendation for his virtue, 

after countless triumphs which he achieved by the merit of his devotion and faith, learn how he 

was cast down by the pride of vainglory. And, we are told, the name of Uzziah went forth, for 

the Lord helped him and had strengthened him. But when he was made strong, his heart was 

lifted up to his destruction, and he neglected the Lord his God.121 You behold another instance 

of a most terrible downfall, and see how two men so upright and excellent were undone by 

their very triumphs and victories. Whence you see how dangerous the successes of prosperity 

generally are, so that those who could not be injured by adversity are ruined, unless they are 

careful, by prosperity; and those who in the conflict of battle have escaped the danger of death 

fall before their own trophies and triumphs. 

Chapter 12 

Several testimonies against vainglory 

And so the Apostle warns us: Be not desirous of vainglory.122 And the Lord, rebuking the 

Pharisees, says, How can you believe, who receive glory from one another, and seek not the 

glory which comes from God alone?123 Of these too the blessed David speaks with a threat: For 

God has scattered the bones of them that please men. 
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Chapter 13 

Of the ways in which vainglory attacks a monk 

In the case also of beginners and of those who have as yet made but little progress either 

in powers of mind or in knowledge it usually puffs up their minds, either because of the quality 

of their voice because they can sing well, or because their bodies are emaciated, or because they 

are of a good figure, or because they have rich and noble kinsfolk, or because they have 

despised a military life and honors. Sometimes too it persuades a man that if he had remained 

in the world he would easily have obtained honors and riches, which perhaps could not possibly 

have been secured, and inflates him with a vain hope of uncertain things; and in the case of 

those things which he never possessed, puffs him up with pride and vanity, as if he were one 

who had despised them. 

Chapter 14 

How it suggests that a man may seek to take holy orders 

But sometimes it creates a wish to take holy orders, and a desire for the priesthood or 

diaconate. And it represents that if a man has even against his will received this office, he will 

fulfill it with such sanctity and strictness that he will be able to set an example of saintliness 

even to other priests; and that he will win over many people, not only by his manner of life, but 

also by his teaching and preaching. It makes a man, even when alone and sitting in his cell, to 

go round in mind and imagination to the dwellings and monasteries of others, and to make 

many conversions under the inducements of imaginary exultation. 

Chapter 15 

How vainglory intoxicates the mind 

And so the miserable soul is affected by such vanity— as if it were deluded by a 

profound slumber— that it is often led away by the pleasure of such thoughts, and filled with 

such imaginations, so that it cannot even look at things present, or the brethren, while it enjoys 

dwelling upon these things, of which with its wandering thoughts it has waking dreams, as if 

they were true. 
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Chapter 16 

Of him whom the superior came upon and found in his cell, deluded by idle vainglory 

I remember an elder, when I was staying in the desert of Scete, who went to the cell of a 

certain brother to pay him a visit, and when he had reached the door heard him muttering 

inside, and stood still for a little while, wanting to know what it was that he was reading from 

the Bible or repeating by heart (as is customary) while he was at work. And when this most 

excellent eavesdropper diligently applied his ear and listened with some curiosity, he found 

that the man was induced by an attack of this spirit to fancy that he was delivering a stirring 

sermon to the people. And when the elder, as he stood still, heard him finish his discourse and 

return again to his office, and give out the dismissal of the catechumens, as the deacon does, 

then at last he knocked at the door, and the man came out, and met the elder with the 

customary reverence, and brought him in and (for his knowledge of what had been his 

thoughts made him uneasy) asked him when he had arrived, for fear lest he might have taken 

some harm from standing too long at the door: and the old man joking pleasantly replied, I 

only got here while you were giving out the dismissal of the catechumens. 

Chapter 17 

How faults cannot be cured unless their roots and causes have been discovered 

I thought it well to insert these things in this little work of mine, that we might learn, 

not only by reason, but also by examples, about the force of temptations and the order of the 

sins which hurt an unfortunate soul, and so might be more careful in avoiding the snares and 

manifold deceits of the enemy. For these things are indiscriminately brought forward by the 

Egyptian fathers, that by telling them, as those who are still enduring them, they may disclose 

and lay bare the combats with all the vices, which they actually do suffer, and those which the 

younger ones are sure to suffer; so that, when they explain the illusions arising from all the 

passions, those who are but beginners and fervent in spirit may know the secret of their 

struggles, and seeing them as in a glass, may learn both the causes of the sins by which they 

are troubled, and the remedies for them, and instructed beforehand concerning the approach 
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of future struggles, may be taught how they ought to guard against them, or to meet them and 

to fight with them. As clever physicians are accustomed not only to heal already existing 

diseases, but also by a wise skill to seek to obviate future ones, and to prevent them by their 

prescriptions and healing draughts, so these true physicians of the soul, by means of spiritual 

conferences, like some celestial antidote, destroy beforehand those maladies of the soul which 

would arise, and do not allow them to gain a footing in the minds of the juniors, as they unfold 

to them the causes of the passions which threaten them, and the remedies which will heal 

them. 

Chapter 18 

How a monk ought to avoid women and bishops 

Wherefore this is an old maxim of the Fathers that is still current—though I cannot 

produce it without shame on my own part, since I could not avoid my own sister, nor escape the 

hands of the bishop—viz., that a monk ought by all means to fly from women and bishops. For 

neither of them will allow him who has once been joined in close intercourse any longer to 

care for the quiet of his cell, or to continue with pure eyes in divine contemplation through his 

insight into holy things. 

Chapter 19 

Remedies by which we can overcome vainglory 

And so the athlete of Christ who desires to strive lawfully in this true and spiritual 

combat, should strive by all means to overcome this changeable monster of many shapes, 

which, as it attacks us on every side like some manifold wickedness, we can escape by such a 

remedy as this; viz., thinking on that saying of David: The Lord has scattered the bones of those 

who please men. To begin with we should not allow ourselves to do anything at the suggestion 

of vanity, and for the sake of obtaining vainglory. Next, when we have begun a thing well, we 

should endeavor to maintain it with just the same care, for fear lest afterwards the malady of 

vainglory should creep in and make void all the fruits of our labors. And anything which is of 

very little use or value in the common life of the brethren, we should avoid as leading to 
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boasting; and whatever would render us remarkable among the others, and for which credit 

would be gained among men, as if we were the only people who could do it, this should be 

shunned by us. For by these signs the deadly taint of vainglory will be shown to cling to us: 

which we shall most easily escape if we consider that we shall not merely lose the fruits of 

those labors of ours which we have performed at the suggestion of vainglory, but that we shall 

also be guilty of a great sin, and as impious persons undergo eternal punishments, inasmuch as 

we have wronged God by doing for the favor of men what we ought to have done for His sake, 

and are convicted by Him who knows all secrets of having preferred men to God, and the 

praise of the world to the praise of the Lord. 
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BOOK XII – OF THE SPIRIT OF PRIDE 

Chapter 1 

How our eighth combat is against the spirit of pride, and of its character 

Our eighth and last combat is against the spirit of pride, which evil, although it is the 

latest in our conflict with our faults and stands last on the list, yet in beginning and in the order 

of time is the first: an evil beast that is most savage and more dreadful than all the former ones, 

chiefly trying those who are perfect, and devouring with its dreadful bite those who have 

almost attained the consummation of virtue. 

Chapter 2 

How there are two kinds of pride 

And of this pride there are two kinds: the one, that by which we said that the best of men 

and spiritually minded ones were troubled; the other, that which assaults even beginners and 

carnal persons. And though each kind of pride is excited with regard to both God and man by a 

dangerous elation, yet that first kind more particularly has to do with God; the second refers 

especially to men. Of the origin of this last and the remedies for it we will by God's help treat as 

far as possible in the latter part of this book. We now propose to say a few things about that 

former kind, by which, as I mentioned before, those who are perfect are especially tried. 

Chapter 3 

How pride is equally destructive of all virtues 

There is then no other fault which is so destructive of all virtues, and robs and despoils a 

man of all righteousness and holiness, as this evil of pride, which like some pestilential disease 

attacks the whole man, and, not content to damage one part or one limb only, injures the entire 

body by its deadly influence, and endeavors to cast down by a most fatal fall, and destroy those 

who were already at the top of the tree of the virtues. For every other fault is satisfied within its 

own bounds and limits, and though it clouds other virtues as well, yet it is in the main directed 

against one only, and specially attacks and assaults that. And so (to make my meaning clearer) 

gluttony, i.e., the appetites of the belly and the pleasures of the palate, is destructive of strict 
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temperance: lust stains purity, anger destroys patience: so that sometimes a man who is in 

bondage to someone sin is not altogether wanting in other virtues: but being simply deprived 

of that one virtue which in the struggle yields to the vice which is its rival and opposed to it, 

can to some extent preserve his other virtues: but this one when once it has taken possession of 

some unfortunate soul, like some most brutal tyrant, when the lofty citadel of the virtues has 

been taken, utterly destroys and lays waste the whole city; and leveling with the ground of 

vices the once high walls of saintliness, and confusing them together, it allows no shadow of 

freedom henceforth to survive in the soul subject to it. And in proportion as it was originally 

the richer, so now will the yoke of servitude be the severer, through which by its cruel ravages 

it will strip the soul it has subdued of all its powers of virtue. 

Chapter 4 

How by reason of pride Lucifer was turned from an archangel into a devil 

And that we may understand the power of its awful tyranny we see that that angel who, 

for the greatness of his splendor and beauty was termed Lucifer, was cast out of heaven for no 

other sin but this, and, pierced with the dart of pride, was hurled down from his grand and 

exalted position as an angel into hell. If then pride of heart alone was enough to cast down 

from heaven to earth a power that was so great and adorned with the attributes of such might, 

the very greatness of his fall shows us with what care we who are surrounded by the weakness 

of the flesh ought to be on our guard. But we can learn how to avoid the most deadly poison of 

this evil if we trace out the origin and causes of his fall. For weakness can never be cured, nor 

the remedies for bad states of health be disclosed unless first their origin and causes are 

investigated by a wise scrutiny. For as he (viz., Lucifer) was endowed with divine splendor, and 

shone forth among the other higher powers by the bounty of his Maker, he believed that he 

had acquired the splendor of that wisdom and the beauty of those powers, with which he was 

graced by the gift of the Creator, by the might of his own nature, and not by the beneficence of 

His generosity. And on this account he was puffed up as if he stood in no need of divine 

assistance in order to continue in this state of purity, and esteemed himself to be like God, as if, 
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like God, he had no need of any one, and trusting in the power of his own will, fancied that 

through it he could richly supply himself with everything which was necessary for the 

consummation of virtue or for the perpetuation of perfect bliss. This thought alone was the 

cause of his first fall. On account of which being forsaken by God, whom he fancied he no 

longer needed, he suddenly became unstable and tottering, and discovered the weakness of his 

own nature, and lost the blessedness which he had enjoyed by God's gift. And because he loved 

the words of ruin, with which he had said, I will ascend into heaven, and the deceitful tongue, 

with which he had said of himself, I will be like the Most High,124 and of Adam and Eve, You 

shall be as gods, therefore shall God destroy him forever and pluck him out and remove him 

from his dwelling place and his root out of the land of the living. Then the just, when they see 

his ruin, shall fear, and shall laugh at him and say (what may also be most justly aimed at 

those who trust that they can obtain the highest good without the protection and assistance of 

God): Behold the man that made not God his helper, but trusted in the abundance of his riches, 

and prevailed in his vanity. 

Chapter 5 

That incentives to all sins spring from pride 

This is the reason of the first fall, and the starting point of the original malady, which 

again insinuating itself into the first man, through him who had already been destroyed by it, 

produced the weaknesses and materials of all faults. For while he believed that by the freedom 

of his will and by his own efforts he could obtain the glory of Deity, he actually lost that glory 

which he already possessed through the free gift of the Creator. 

Chapter 6 

That the sin of pride is last in the actual order of the combat, but first in time and origin 

And so it is most clearly established by instances and testimonies from Scripture that the 

mischief of pride, although it comes later in the order of the combat, is yet earlier in origin, 

and is the beginning of all sins and faults: nor is it (like the other vices) simply fatal to the 
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virtue opposite to it (in this case, humility), but it is also at the same time destructive of all 

virtues: nor does it only tempt ordinary folk and small people, but chiefly those who already 

stand on the heights of valor. For thus the prophet speaks of this spirit, His meat is choice. And 

so the blessed David, although he guarded the recesses of his heart with the utmost care, so 

that he dared to say to Him from whom the secrets of his conscience were not hid, Lord, my 

heart is not exalted, nor are my eyes lofty: neither have I walked in great matters, nor in 

wonderful things above me. If I was not humbly minded; and again, He that works pride shall 

not dwell in the midst of my house; yet, as he knew how hard is that watchfulness even for 

those that are perfect, he did not so presume on his own efforts, but prayed to God and 

implored His help, that he might escape unwounded by the darts of this foe, saying, Let not the 

foot of pride come to me, for he feared and dreaded falling into that which is said of the proud, 

viz., God resists the proud;125 and again: Every one that exalts his heart is unclean before the 

Lord. 

Chapter 7 

That the evil of pride is so great that it rightly has even God Himself as its adversary 

How great is the evil of pride, that it rightly has no angel, nor other virtues opposed to it, 

but God Himself as its adversary! Since it should be noted that it is never said of those who are 

entangled in other sins that they have God resisting them; I mean it is not said that God is 

opposed to the gluttonous, fornicators, passionate, or covetous, but only to the proud. For those 

sins react only on those who commit them, or seem to be committed against those who share 

in them, i.e., against other men; but this one has more properly to do with God, and therefore it 

is especially right that it should have Him opposed to it. 
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Chapter 8 

How God has destroyed the pride of the devil by the virtue of humility, and various passages in 

proof of this 

And so God, the Creator and Healer of all, knowing that pride is the cause and fountain 

head of evils, has been careful to heal opposites with opposites, that those things which were 

ruined by pride might be restored by humility. For the one says, I will ascend into heaven;126 

the other, My soul was brought low even to the ground. The one says, And I will be like the 

most High; the other, Though He was in the form of God, yet He emptied Himself and took 

the form of a servant, and humbled Himself and became obedient unto death.127 The one says, I 

will exalt my throne above the stars of God; the other, Learn of me, for I am meek and lowly of 

heart.128 The one says, I know not the Lord and will not let Israel go;129 the other, If I say that I 

know Him not, I shall be a liar like you: but I know Him, and keep His commandments.130 The 

one says, My rivers are mine and I made them: the other: I can do nothing of myself, but my 

Father who abides in me, He does the works. The one says, All the kingdoms of the world and 

the glory of them are mine, and to whomsoever I will, I give them;131 the other, Though He 

were rich yet He became poor, that we through His poverty might be made rich.132 The one 

says, As eggs are gathered together which are left, so have I gathered all the earth: and there 

was none that moved the wing or opened the mouth, or made the least noise;133 the other, I 

have become like a solitary pelican; I watched and became as a sparrow alone upon the roof. 

The one says, I have dried up with the sole of my foot all the rivers shut up in banks;134 the 

other, Cannot I ask my Father, and He shall presently give me more than twelve legions of 
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angels?135 If we look at the reason of our original fall, and the foundations of our salvation, and 

consider by whom and in what way the latter were laid and the former originated, we may 

learn, either through the fall of the devil, or through the example of Christ, how to avoid so 

terrible a death from pride. 

Chapter 9 

How we too may overcome pride 

And so we can escape the snare of this most evil spirit, if in the case of every virtue in 

which we feel that we make progress, we say these words of the Apostle: Not I, but the grace of 

God with me, and by the grace of God I am what I am;136 and it is God that works in us both to 

will and to do of His good pleasure.137 As the author of our salvation Himself also says: If a 

man abide in me and I in him, the same bears much fruit; for without me you can do 

nothing.138 And Unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain that build it. Unless the 

Lord keeps the city, the watchman wakes but in vain. And Vain is it for you to rise up before 

light. For it is not of him that wills, nor of him that runs, but of God that has mercy.139  

Chapter 10 

How no one can obtain perfect virtue and the promised bliss by his own strength alone 

For the will and course of no one, however eager and anxious, is sufficiently ready for him, 

while still enclosed in the flesh which wars against the spirit, to reach so great a prize of 

perfection, and the palm of uprightness and purity, unless he is protected by the divine 

compassion, so that he is privileged to attain to that which he greatly desires and to which he 

runs. For every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father 

of lights.140 For what do you have which you did not receive? But if you have received it, why do 

you glory as if you had not received it?141  
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Chapter 11 

The case of the thief and of David, and of our call in order to illustrate the grace of God 

For if we recall that thief who was by reason of a single confession admitted into 

paradise,142 we shall feel that he did not acquire such bliss by the merits of his life, but obtained 

it by the gift of a merciful God. Or if we bear in mind those two grievous and heinous sins of 

King David, blotted out by one word of penitence,143 we shall see that neither here were the 

merits of his works sufficient to obtain pardon for so great a sin, but that the grace of God 

superabounded, as, when the opportunity for true penitence was taken, He removed the whole 

weight of sins through the full confession of but one word. If we consider also the beginning of 

the call and salvation of mankind, in which, as the Apostle says, we are saved not of ourselves, 

nor of our works, but by the gift and grace of God, we can clearly see how the whole of 

perfection is not of him that wills nor of him that runs, but of God that has mercy, who makes 

us victorious over our faults, without any merits of works and life on our part to outweigh 

them, or any effort of our will availing to scale the difficult heights of perfection, or to subdue 

the flesh which we have to use: since no tortures of this body, and no contrition of heart, can be 

sufficient for the acquisition of that true chastity of the inner man so as to be able to gain that 

great virtue of purity (which is innate in the angels alone and indigenous as it were to heaven) 

merely by human efforts, i.e., without the aid of God: for the performance of everything good 

flows from His grace, who by multiplying His bounty has granted such lasting bliss, and vast 

glory to our feeble will and short and petty course of life. 

Chapter 12 

That no toil is worthy to be compared with the promised bliss 

For all the long years of this present life disappear when you have regard to the eternity 

of the future glory: and all our sorrows vanish away in the contemplation of that vast bliss, and 

like smoke melt away, and come to nothing, and like ashes are no more seen. 
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Chapter 13 

The teaching of the elders on the method of acquiring purity 

Wherefore it is now time to produce, in the very words in which they hand it down, the 

opinion of the Fathers; viz., of those who have not painted the way of perfection and its 

character in high-sounding words, but rather, possessing it in deed and truth, and in the virtue 

of their spirit, have passed it on by their own experience and sure example. And so they say that 

no one can be altogether cleansed from carnal sins, unless he has realized that all his labors 

and efforts are insufficient for so great and perfect an end; and unless, taught, not by the 

system handed down to him, but by his feelings and virtues and his own experience, he 

recognizes that it can only be gained by the mercy and assistance of God. For in order to 

acquire such splendid and lofty prizes of purity and perfection, however great may be the 

efforts of fastings and vigils and readings and solitude and retirement applied to it, they will 

not be sufficient to secure it by the merits of the actual efforts and toil. For a man's own efforts 

and human exertions will never make up for the lack of the divine gift, unless it is granted by 

divine compassion in answer to his prayer 

Chapter 14 

That the help of God is given to those who labor 

Nor do I say this to cast a slight on human efforts, or in the endeavor to discourage any 

one from his purpose of working and doing his best. But clearly and most earnestly do I lay 

down, not giving my own opinion, but that of the elders, that perfection cannot possibly be 

gained without these, but that by these only without the grace of God nobody can ever attain it. 

For when we say that human efforts cannot of themselves secure it without the aid of God, we 

thus insist that God's mercy and grace are bestowed only upon those who labor and exert 

themselves, and are granted (to use the Apostle's expression) to them that will and run, 

according to that which is sung in the person of God in the eighty-eighth Psalm: I have laid 

help upon one that is mighty, and have exalted one chosen out of my people. For we say, in 

accordance with our Savior's words, that it is given to them that ask, and opened to them that 
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knock and found by them that seek;144 but that the asking, the seeking, and the knocking on 

our part are insufficient unless the mercy of God gives what we ask, and opens that at which we 

knock, and enables us to find that which we seek. For He is at hand to bestow all these things, if 

only the opportunity is given to Him by our good will. For He desires and looks for our 

perfection and salvation far more than we do ourselves. And the blessed David knew so well 

that by his own efforts he could not secure the increase of his work and labor, that he entreated 

with renewed prayers that he might obtain the direction of his work from the Lord, saying, 

Direct the work of our hands over us; yea, the work of our hands do you direct; and again: 

Confirm, O God, what you have wrought in us. 

Chapter 15 

From whom we can learn the way of perfection 

And so, if we wish in very deed and truth to attain to the crown of virtues, we ought to 

listen to those teachers and guides who, not dreaming with pompous declamations, but 

learning by act and experience, are able to teach us as well, and direct us likewise, and show us 

the road by which we may arrive at it by a most sure pathway; and who also testify that they 

have themselves reached it by faith rather than by any merits of their efforts. And further, the 

purity of heart that they have acquired has taught them this above all; viz., to recognize more 

and more that they are burdened with sin (for their compunction for their faults increases day 

by day in proportion as their purity of soul advances), and to sigh continually from the bottom 

of their heart because they see that they cannot possibly avoid the spots and blemishes of those 

faults which are ingrained in them through the countless triflings of the thoughts. And 

therefore they declared that they looked for the reward of the future life, not from the merits 

of their works, but from the mercy of the Lord, taking no credit to themselves for their great 

circumspection of heart in comparison with others, since they ascribed this not to their own 

exertions, but to divine grace; and without flattering themselves on account of the carelessness 

of those who are cold, and worse than they themselves are, they rather aimed at a lasting 
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humility by fixing their gaze on those whom they knew to be really free from sin and already 

in the enjoyment of eternal bliss in the kingdom of heaven, and so by this consideration they 

avoided the downfall of pride, and at the same time always saw both what they were aiming at 

and what they had to grieve over: as they knew that they could not attain that purity of heart 

for which they yearned while weighed down by the burden of the flesh. 

Chapter 16 

That we cannot even make the effort to obtain perfection without the mercy and inspiration of 

God 

We ought therefore, in accordance with their teaching and instruction, so to press 

towards it, and to be diligent in fastings, vigils, prayers, and contrition of heart and body, for 

fear lest all these things should be rendered useless by an attack of this malady. For we ought 

to believe not merely that we cannot secure this actual perfection by our own efforts and 

exertions, but also that we cannot perform those things which we practice for its sake, viz., our 

efforts and exertions and desires, without the assistance of the divine protection, and the grace 

of His inspiration, chastisement, and exhortation, which He ordinarily sheds abroad in our 

hearts either through the instrumentality of another, or in His own person coming to visit us. 

Chapter 17 

Various passages which clearly show that we cannot do anything which belongs to our 

salvation without the aid of God 

Lastly, the Author of our salvation teaches us what we ought not merely to think, but 

also to acknowledge in everything that we do. I can, He says, of my own self do nothing, but 

the Father which abides in me, He does the works. He says, speaking in the human nature 

which He had taken, that He could do nothing of Himself; and shall we, who are dust and 

ashes, think that we have no need of God's help in what pertains to our salvation? And so let us 

learn in everything, as we feel our own weakness, and at the same time His help, to declare 

with the saints, I was overturned that I might fall, but the Lord supported me. The Lord is my 

strength and my praise: and He has become my salvation. And Unless the Lord had helped me, 
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my soul had almost dwelt in hell. If I said, My foot is moved: Your mercy, O Lord, assisted me. 

According to the multitude of my sorrows in my heart, Your comforts have given joy to my 

soul. Seeing also that our heart is strengthened in the fear of the Lord, and in patience, let us 

say: And the Lord became my protector; and He brought me forth into a large place. And 

knowing that knowledge is increased by progress in work, let us say: For you light my lamp, O 

Lord: O my God, enlighten my darkness, for by You I shall be delivered from temptation, and 

through my God I shall go over a wall. Then, feeling that we have ourselves sought for 

courage and endurance, and are being directed with greater ease and without labor in the path 

of the virtues, let us say, It is God who girded me with strength, and made my way perfect; who 

made my feet like hart's feet, and sets me up on high: who teaches my hands to war. And 

having also secured discretion, strengthened with which we can dash down our enemies, let us 

cry aloud to God: Your discipline has set me up unto the end, and Your discipline the same 

shall teach me. You have enlarged my steps under me, and my feet are not weakened. And 

because I am thus strengthened with Your knowledge and power, I will boldly take up the 

words which follow, and will say, I will pursue after my enemies and overtake them: and I will 

not turn again till they are consumed. I will break them, and they shall not be able to stand: 

they shall fall under my feet. Again, mindful of our own infirmity, and of the fact that while 

still burdened with the weak flesh we cannot without His assistance overcome such bitter foes 

as our sins are, let us say, Through You we will scatter our enemies: and through Your name 

we will despise them that rise up against us. For I will not trust in my bow: neither shall my 

sword save me. For You have saved us from them that afflict us: and hast put them to shame 

that hate us. But further: You have guided me with strength unto the battle, and hast subdued 

under me them that rose up against me. And You have made mine enemies turn their backs 

upon me, and hast destroyed them that hated me. And reflecting that with our own arms alone 

we cannot conquer, let us say, Take hold of arms and shield: and rise up to help me. Bring out 

the sword and stop the way against them that persecute me: say to my soul, I am your 

salvation. And You have made my arms like a brazen bow. And You have given me the 
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protection of Your salvation: and Your right hand has held me up. For our fathers got not the 

possession of the land through their own sword; neither did their own arm save them: but Your 

right hand and Your arm and the light of Your countenance because You were pleased with 

them. Lastly, as with anxious mind we regard all His benefits with thankfulness, let us cry to 

Him with the inmost feelings of our heart, for all these things, because we have fought, and 

have obtained from Him the light of knowledge, and self-control and discretion, and because 

He has furnished us with His own arms, and strengthened us with a girdle of virtue, and 

because He has made our enemies turn their backs upon us, and has given us the power of 

scattering them like the dust before the wind: I will love You, O Lord my Strength; the Lord is 

my stronghold, my refuge and my deliverer. My God is my helper, and in Him will I put my 

trust. My protector and the horn of my salvation, and my support. Praising I will call upon the 

name of the Lord; and I shall be saved from mine enemies. 

Chapter 18 

How we are protected by the grace of God not only in our natural condition, but also by His 

daily Providence 

Not alone giving thanks to Him for that He has created us as reasonable beings, and 

endowed us with the power of free will, and blessed us with the grace of baptism, and granted 

to us the knowledge and aid of the law, but for these things as well, which are bestowed upon 

us by His daily providence; viz., that He delivers us from the craft of our enemies; that He 

works with us so that we can overcome the sins of the flesh, that, even without our knowing it, 

He shields us from dangers; that He protects us from falling into sin; that He helps us and 

enlightens us, so that we can understand and recognize the actual help which He gives us, 

(which some will have it is what is meant by the law); that, when we are through His influence 

secretly struck with compunction for our sins and negligences, He visits us with His regard and 

chastens us to our soul's health; that even against our will we are sometimes drawn by Him to 

salvation; lastly that this very free will of ours, which is more readily inclined to sin, is turned 
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by Him to a better purpose, and by His prompting and suggestion, bent towards the way of 

virtue. 

Chapter 19 

How this faith concerning the grace of God was delivered to us by the ancient Fathers 

This then is that humility towards God, this is that genuine faith of the ancient fathers 

which still remains intact among their successors. And to this faith, the apostolic virtues, which 

they so often showed, bear an undoubted witness, not only among us but also among infidels 

and unbelievers: for keeping in simplicity of heart the simple faith of the fishermen they did 

not receive it in a worldly spirit through dialectical syllogisms or the eloquence of a Cicero, but 

learned by the experience of a pure life, and stainless actions, and by correcting their faults, 

and (to speak more truly) by visible proofs, that the character of perfection is to be found in 

that faith without which neither piety towards God, nor purification from sin, nor amendment 

of life, nor perfection of virtue can be secured. 

Chapter 20 

Of one who for his blasphemy was given over to a most unclean spirit 

I knew one of the number of the brethren, whom I heartily wish I had never known; 

since afterwards he allowed himself to be saddled with the responsibilities of my order: who 

confessed to a most admirable elder that he was attacked by a terrible sin of the flesh: for he 

was inflamed with an intolerable lust, with the unnatural desire of suffering rather than of 

committing a shameful act: then the other like a true spiritual physician, at once saw through 

the inward cause and origin of this evil. And, sighing deeply, said: Never would the Lord have 

suffered you to be given over to so foul a spirit unless you had blasphemed against Him. And 

he, when this was discovered, at once fell at his feet on the ground, and, struck with the utmost 

astonishment, as if he saw the secrets of his heart laid bare by God, confessed that he had 

blasphemed with evil thoughts against the Son of God. Whence it is clear that one who is 

possessed by the spirit of pride, or who has been guilty of blasphemy against God—as one who 



154 

 

offers a wrong to Him from whom the gift of purity must be looked for— is deprived of his 

uprightness and perfection, and does not deserve the sanctifying grace of chastity. 

Chapter 21 

The instance of Joash, King of Judah, showing what was the consequence of his pride 

Some such thing we read of in the book of Chronicles. For Joash the king of Judah at the 

age of seven was summoned by Jehoiada the priest to the kingdom and by the witness of 

Scripture is commended for all his actions as long as the aforesaid priest lived. But hear what 

Scripture relates of him after Jehoiada's death, and how he was puffed up with pride and given 

over to a most disgraceful state. But after the death of Jehoiada the princes went in and 

worshipped the king: and he was soothed by their services and hearkened unto them. And they 

forsook the temple of the Lord, the God of their fathers, and served groves and idols, and great 

wrath came upon Judah and Jerusalem because of this sin. And after a little: When a year had 

come about, the army of Syria came up against him: and they came to Judah and Jerusalem, 

and killed all the princes of the people, and they sent all the spoils to the king to Damascus. 

And whereas there came a very small number of the Syrians, the Lord delivered into their 

hands an infinite multitude, because they had forsaken the Lord the God of their fathers: and 

on Joash they executed shameful judgments. And departing they left him in great diseases. 

You see how the consequence of pride was that he was given over to shocking and filthy 

passions. For he who is puffed up with pride and has permitted himself to be worshipped as 

God, is (as the Apostle says) given over to shameful passions and a reprobate mind to do those 

things which are not convenient. And because, as Scripture says, everyone who exalts his heart 

is unclean before God, he who is puffed up with swelling pride of heart is given over to most 

shameful confusion to be deluded by it, that when thus humbled he may know that he is 

unclean through impurity of the flesh and knowledge of impure desires—a thing which he had 

refused to recognize in the pride of his heart; and also that the shameful infection of the flesh 

may disclose the hidden impurity of the heart, which he contracted through the sin of pride, 
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and that through the patent pollution of his body he may be proved to be impure, who did not 

formerly see that he had become unclean through the pride of his spirit. 

Chapter 22 

That every proud soul is subject to spiritual wickedness to be deceived by it 

And this clearly shows that every soul of which the swellings of pride have taken 

possession, is given over to the Syrians of the soul, i.e., to spiritual wickedness, and that it is 

entangled in the lusts of the flesh, that the soul being at last humbled by earthly faults, and 

carnally polluted, may recognize its uncleanness, though while it stood erect in the coldness of 

its heart, it could not understand that through pride of heart it was rendered unclean in the 

sight of God; and by this means being humbled, a man may get rid of his former coldness, and 

being cast down and confused with the shame of his fleshly lusts, may thenceforward hasten to 

betake himself the more eagerly towards fervor and warmth of spirit. 

Chapter 23 

How perfection can only be attained through the virtue of humility 

And so it is clearly shown that none can attain the end of perfection and purity, except 

through true humility, which he displays in the first instance to the brethren, and shows also to 

God in his inmost heart, believing that without His protection and aid extended to him at every 

instant, he cannot possibly obtain the perfection which he desires and to which he hastens so 

eagerly. 

Chapter 24 

Who are attacked by spiritual and who by carnal pride 

Thus much let it suffice to have spoken, as far as, by God's help, our slender ability was 

able, concerning spiritual pride of which we have said that it attacks advanced Christians. And 

this kind of pride is not familiar to or experienced by most men, because the majority do not 

aim at attaining perfect purity of heart, so as to arrive at the stage of these conflicts; nor have 

they secured any purification from the preceding faults of which we have here explained both 

the character and the remedies in separate books. But it generally attacks those only who have 
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conquered the former faults and have already almost arrived at the top of the tree in respect of 

the virtues. And because our most crafty enemy has not been able to destroy them through a 

carnal fall, he endeavors to cast them down and overthrow them by a spiritual catastrophe, 

trying by this to rob them of the prizes of their ancient rewards secured as they were with great 

labor. But as for us, who are still entangled in earthly passions, he never deigns to tempt us in 

this fashion, but overthrows us by a coarser and what I called a carnal pride. And therefore I 

think it well, as I promised, to say a few things about this kind of pride by which we and men of 

our stamp are usually affected, and the minds especially of younger men and beginners are 

endangered. 

Chapter 25 

A description of carnal pride, and of the evils which it produces in the soul of a monk 

This carnal pride therefore, of which we spoke, when it has gained an entrance into the 

heart of a monk, which is but lukewarm, and has made a bad start in renouncing the world, 

does not suffer him to stoop from his former state of worldly haughtiness to the true humility 

of Christ, but first of all makes him disobedient and rough; then it does not let him be gentle 

and kindly; nor allows him to be on a level with and like his brethren: nor does it permit him to 

be stripped and deprived of his worldly goods, as God and our Savior commands: and, though 

renunciation of the world is nothing but the mark of mortification and the cross, and cannot 

begin or rise from any other foundations, but these; viz., that a man should recognize that he is 

not merely spiritually dead to the deeds of this world, but also should realize daily that he must 

die in the body— it makes him on the contrary hope for a long life, and sets before him many 

lengthy infirmities, and covers him with shame and confusion. If when stripped of everything 

he has begun to be supported by the property of others and not his own, it persuades him that it 

is much better for food and clothing to be provided for him by his own rather than by another's 

means according to that text (which, as was before said, those who are rendered dense through 
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such dullness and coldness of heart, cannot possibly understand), It is more blessed to give 

than to receive.145  

Chapter 26 

That a man whose foundation is bad, sinks daily from bad to worse 

Those then who are possessed by such distrust of mind, and who through the devil's own 

want of faith fall away from that spark of faith, by which they seemed in the early days of their 

conversion to be enkindled, begin more anxiously to watch over the money which before they 

had begun to give away, and treasure it up with greater avarice, as men who cannot recover 

again what they have once wasted: or— what is still worse— take back what they had formerly 

cast away: or else (which is a third and most disgusting kind of sin), collect what they never 

before possessed, and thus are convicted of having gone no further in forsaking the world than 

merely to take the name and style of monk. With this beginning therefore, and on this bad and 

rotten foundation, it is a matter of course that the whole superstructure of faults must rise, nor 

can anything be built on such villainous foundations, except what will bring the wretched soul 

to the ground with a hopeless collapse. 

Chapter 27 

A description of the faults which spring from the evil of pride 

The mind then that is hardened by such feelings, and which begins with this miserable 

coldness is sure to go daily from bad to worse and to conclude its life with a more hideous end: 

and while it takes delight in its former desires, and is overcome, as the apostle says, by impious 

avarice (as he says of it and covetousness, which is idolatry, or the worship of idols, and again 

the love of money, says he, is the root of all evils ) can never admit into the heart the true and 

unfeigned humility of Christ, while the man boasts himself of his high birth, or is puffed up by 

his position in the world (which he has forsaken in body but not in mind) or is proud of his 

wealth which he retains to his own destruction; and because of this he is no longer content to 

endure the yoke of the monastery, or to be instructed by the teaching of any of the elders, and 
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not only objects to observe any rule of subjection or obedience, but will not even listen to 

teaching about perfection; and such dislike of spiritual talk grows up in his heart that if such a 

conversation should happen to arise, he cannot keep his eyes fixed on one spot, but his gaze 

wanders blankly about here and there, and his eyes shift hither and there, as the custom is. 

Instead of wholesome coughs, he spits from a dry throat: he coughs on purpose without any 

need, he drums with his fingers, and twiddles them and scribbles like a man writing: and all his 

limbs fidget so that while the spiritual conversation is proceeding, you would think that he was 

sitting on thorns, and those very sharp ones, or in the midst of a mass of worms: and if the 

conversation turns in all simplicity on something which is for the good of the hearers, he 

thinks that it is brought forward for his special benefit. And all the time that the examination 

of the spiritual life is proceeding, he is taken up with his own suspicious thoughts, and is not on 

the watch for something to take home for his good, but is anxiously seeking the reason why 

anything is said, or is quietly turning over in his mind, how he can raise objections to it, so that 

he cannot at all take in any of those things which are so admirably brought forward, or be done 

any good to by them. And so the result is that the spiritual conference is not merely of no use 

to him, but is positively injurious, and becomes to him an occasion of greater sin. For while he 

is conscience stricken and fancies that everything is being aimed at him he hardens himself 

more stubbornly in the obstinacy of his heart, and is more keenly affected by the stings of his 

wrath: then afterwards his voice is loud, his talk harsh, his answers bitter and noisy, his gait 

lordly and capricious; his tongue too ready, he is forward in conversation and no friend to 

silence except when he is nursing in his heart some bitterness against a brother, and his silence 

denotes not compunction or humility, but pride and wrath: so that one can hardly say which is 

the more objectionable in him, that unrestrained and boisterous merriment, or this dreadful 

and deadly solemnity. For in the former we see inopportune chattering, light and frivolous 

laughter, unrestrained and undisciplined mirth. In the latter a silence that is full of wrath and 

deadly; and which simply arises from the desire to prolong as long as possible the rancorous 

feelings which are nourished in silence against some brother, and not from the wish to obtain 
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from it the virtues of humility and patience. And as the man who is a victim to passion readily 

makes everybody else miserable and is ashamed to apologize to the brother whom he has 

wronged, so when the brother offers to do so to him, he rejects it with scorn. And not only is he 

not touched or softened by the advances of his brother; but is the rather made more angry 

because his brother anticipates him in humility. And that wholesome humiliation and apology, 

which generally puts an end to the devil's temptation, becomes to him an occasion of a worse 

outbreak. 

Chapter 28 

On the pride of a certain brother 

I have heard while I have been in this district a thing which I shudder and am ashamed 

to recall; viz., that one of the juniors— when he was reproved by his Abbot because he had 

shown signs of throwing off the humility, of which he had made trial for a short time at his 

renunciation of the world, and of being puffed up with diabolical pride— most impertinently 

answered, Did I humiliate myself for a time on purpose to be always in subjection? And at this 

wanton and wicked reply of his the elder was utterly aghast, and could say nothing, as if he had 

received this answer from old Lucifer himself and not from a man; so that he could not 

possibly utter a word against such impudence, but only let fall sighs and groans from his heart; 

turning over in silence in his mind that which is said of our Savior: Who being in the form of 

God humbled Himself and became obedient— not, as the man said who was seized with a 

diabolical spirit of pride, for a time, but even to death.146  

Chapter 29 

The signs by which you can recognize the presence of carnal pride in a soul 

And to draw together briefly what has been said of this kind of pride, by collecting, as 

well as we can, some of its signs that we may somehow convey to those who are thirsting for 

instruction in perfection, an idea of its characteristics from the movements of the outward man: 

I think it well to unfold them in a few words that we may conveniently recognize the signs by 
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which we can discern and detect it, that when the roots of this passion are laid bare and brought 

to the surface, and seen and traced out with ocular demonstration, they may be the more easily 

plucked up and avoided. For only then will this most pestilent evil be altogether escaped, and if 

we do not begin too late in the day, when it has already got the mastery over us, to be on our 

guard against its dangerous heat and noxious influence, but if, recognizing its symptoms (so to 

speak) beforehand, we take precautions against it with wise and careful forethought. For, as we 

said before, you can tell a man's inward condition from his outward gait. By these signs, then, 

that carnal pride, of which we spoke earlier, is shown. To begin with, in conversation the man's 

voice is loud: in his silence there is bitterness: in his mirth his laughter is noisy and excessive: 

when he is serious he is unreasonably gloomy: in his answers there is rancor: he is too free with 

his tongue, his words tumbling out at random without being weighed. He is utterly lacking in 

patience, and without charity: impudent in offering insults to others, faint-hearted in bearing 

them himself: troublesome in the matter of obedience except where his own wishes and likings 

correspond with his duty: unforgiving in receiving admonition: weak in giving up his own 

wishes: very stubborn about yielding to those of others: always trying to compass his own ends, 

and never ready to give them up for others: and thus the result is that though he is incapable of 

giving sound advice, yet in everything he prefers his own opinion to that of the elders. 

Chapter 30 

How when a man has grown cold through pride he wants to be put to rule other people 

And when a man whom pride has mastered has fallen through these stages of descent, 

he shudders at the discipline of the Cœnobium, and— as if the companionship of the brethren 

hindered his perfection, and the sins of others impeded and interfered with his advance in 

patience and humility— he longs to take up is abode in a solitary cell; else is eager to build a 

monastery and gather together some others to teach and instruct, as if he would do good to 

many more people, and make himself from being a bad disciple a still worse master. For when 

through this pride of heart a man has fallen into this most dangerous and injurious coldness, 
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he can neither be a real monk nor a man of the world, and what is worse, promises to himself 

to gain perfection by means of this wretched state and manner of life of his. 

Chapter 31 

How we can overcome pride and attain perfection 

Wherefore if we wish the summit of our building to be perfect and to rise well-pleasing 

to God, we should endeavor to lay its foundations not in accordance with the desires of our own 

lust, but according to the rules of evangelical strictness: which can only be the fear of God and 

humility, proceeding from kindness and simplicity of heart. But humility cannot possibly be 

acquired without giving up everything: and as long as a man is a stranger to this, he cannot 

possibly attain the virtue of obedience, or the strength of patience, or the serenity of kindness, 

or the perfection of love; without which things our hearts cannot possibly be a habitation for 

the Holy Spirit: as the Lord says through the prophet: Upon whom shall My spirit rest, but on 

him that is humble and quiet and hears My words, or according to those copies which express 

the Hebrew accurately: To whom shall I have respect, but to him that is poor and little and of a 

contrite spirit and that trembles at My words? 

Chapter 32 

How pride which is so destructive of all virtues can itself be destroyed by true humility 

Wherefore the Christian athlete who strives lawfully in the spiritual combat and desires 

to be crowned by the Lord, should endeavor by every means to destroy this most fierce beast, 

which is destructive of all virtues, knowing that as long as this remains in his breast he not only 

will never be free from all kinds of evils, but even if he seems to have any good qualities, will 

lose them by its malign influence. For no structure (so to speak) of virtue can possibly be raised 

in our soul unless first the foundations of true humility are laid in our heart, which being 

securely laid may be able to bear the weight of perfection and love upon them in such a way 

that, as we have said, we may first show to our brethren true humility from the very bottom of 

our heart, in nothing acquiescing in making them sad or in injuring them: and this we cannot 

possibly manage unless true self-denial, which consists in stripping and depriving ourselves of 
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all our possessions, is implanted in us by the love of Christ. Next the yoke of obedience and 

subjection must be taken up in simplicity of heart without any pretense, so that, except for the 

commands of the Abbot, no will of our own is alive in us. But this can only be ensured in the 

case of one who considers himself not only dead to this world, but also unwise and a fool; and 

performs without any discussion whatever is enjoined him by his seniors, believing it to be 

divine and enjoined from heaven. 

Chapter 33 

Remedies against the evil of pride 

And when men remain in this condition, there is no doubt that this quiet and secure 

state of humility will follow, so that considering ourselves inferior to everyone else we shall 

bear everything offered to us, even if it is hurtful, and saddening, and damaging— with the 

utmost patience, as if it came from those who are our superiors. And these things we shall not 

only bear with the greatest ease, but we shall consider them trifling and mere nothings, if we 

constantly bear in mind the passion of our Lord and of all His Saints: considering that the 

injuries by which we are tried are so much less than theirs, as we are so far behind their merits 

and their lives: remembering also that we shall shortly depart out of this world, and soon by a 

speedy end to our life here become sharers of their lot. For considerations such as these are a 

sure end not only to pride but to all kinds of sins. Then, next after this we must keep a firm 

grasp of this same humility towards God: which we must so secure as not only to acknowledge 

that we cannot possibly perform anything connected with the attainment of perfect virtue 

without His assistance and grace, but also truly to believe that this very fact that we can 

understand this, is His own gift. 


