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The Great Mystery: Death, Memory and the Archiving

of Monastic Culture in Late Antique Religious Tales

Abstract

The present study investigates attitudes towards and teachings about the end of life and the
soul’s passage to the next world, as expressed in late antique religious tales in Greek,
particularly from Egypt and the Sinai. The intellectual setting is that of Chalcedonian
Christianity, but within those strictures there was scope for a range of creative treatments and
imaginings of a topic which canonical Scripture touched upon in mostly vague terms or
glancing allusions. While there was much speculation and discussion in what we may call
formal theology, the use of arresting narrative, some of it with an almost dramatic character,
gave exponents of doctrine the ability to reach a wider audience in a more penetrating and
persuasive way. And, as the number of scriptural allusions here will make clear, it was possible
to develop ideas and images within the large gaps left by Holy Writ which were nevertheless
not inconsonant with the same.

Coupled with the relative freedom allowed for presentations of a universal (death) was
an urgency to do so which was particular to the time (one of sweeping social and political
changes within, and threats to, the empire). We consider here the connection between the

universal and the particular, and some of the most important approaches taken to the subject.
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This work builds upon that of a number of scholars, including Derek Krueger, John
Wortley, Phil Booth, André Binggeli, Elizabeth Castelli and Aron Gurevich. The first and last
chapters of the dissertation are given to thematic treatment of the moments immediately before
and immediately after death. The second, third and fourth chapters are each dedicated to one of
the three most influential ascetic writers of the period: John Klimakos, John Moschos, and
Anastasios of Sinai. We look at how their presentations of death not only frame the ideals of

monastic life but to record for posterity the fading ways of a changing world.
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Exegi monumentum aere perennius
regalique situ pyramidum altius...
—0Ode 3.30

So long as men can breathe or eyes can see,
So long lives this and this gives life to thee.
—Sonnet 18
General Introduction

In the Christian thought of Late Antiquity, death presented the ultimate transition: a separation
of body and soul; a time of joy and peace for the righteous and of grief and penance for the
wicked. Although for most, death was the inexorable conclusion to life in the flesh, a fact which
the pious Christian was instructed always to bear carefully in mind, a number of Byzantine text
collections belonging to the genre of the religious tales include narratives which show the act of
dying not as an immovable absolute in a fixed order but as a variable process that could
sometimes be anticipated, delayed, temporarily reversed or even permanently undone. The
living could also taste of death, be it in vision or in the flesh, only to return to tell the dread and
wondrous tale of their experiences in the Other World.

The prevalence of these motifs within the tales tradition suggests that there was
considerable interest in such information. It is indeed surprising that, despite its looming
presence in the Scriptures and its monumental importance as a Christian telos, the process of
death is not more fully addressed in the Bible. Though Scripture reveals the contours of this
transition,! it does not frequently offer the sort of precise and exhaustive answers an anxious

believer might seek: what kind of judgment he would face, the nature of the Other World, and

! The Scriptures do offer some more-or-less clear information on both the general judgment (in parable of the sheep
and the goats (Matt. 25:31-46)) and the particular judgment (the story of Lazarus and Dives (Luke 16:19-31)).
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what rewards and punishments would await him there. The tales tradition thus represents an
informal and supplementary exploration of man’s immediate ante- and post-mortem experience,
often in accordance with and an enrichment of what was already set out in biblical, apocryphal
and patristic writing, but sometimes also independent of it. As Aron Gurevich has observed,
religious tales drew on “a rich fund of superstition and legend in order to make Christian ideas
about the soul, death, resurrection and punishment accessible to the mass of the faithful. It was
impossible to communicate with them other than in the simple language of beliefs and
‘superstitions.””2

In partially lifting the veil between worlds and affording readers an opportunity to
partake in what lies beyond (a chance, in the canonical story of Lazarus, not fully granted to the
brothers of the hapless Dives®), the narratives offer their audience insight by way of others’
experiences. And so the tales tradition includes a variety of characters of a wide range of types,
from many backgrounds, in many different situations. The most familiar motif is likely the
untimely death of a dissolute individual followed by a miraculous revival, after which the
undeceased reorients his life, tasked now with conveying to others second-hand what he has
seen with his own eyes — a Christian analogue to the Myth of Er. But not all tales have such
explicitly moralizing scripts; there are also the lofty visions of great ascetics who witness the

heavenly ascent of others or are taken on such journeys themselves, or the temporary

reanimation of the long-since departed to protest the conditions of their interment or prevent

2 Gurevich 1992:71.

3 Luke 16:21-31. (Inter alia, “And beside all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which
would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence” (v. 26).)
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grave-robbers from violating their rest. The dead also appear to the living in dreams, or the
dreamer himself receives a preview of death through the mirror of death’s brother, sleep.

The Byzantines conceived of two eschatologies: the “major” one, which deals with “the
context of the whole history of Creation,”# and a countless number of “minor,” individual ones,
experienced by every man, and by everyman.® “Christianity confers on each individual [a]
personal responsibility for his choices of the path of righteousness or sin. This is why the
judgment of each soul is axiomatic in vision stories.”® The church as a whole will need to wait
together for the great and terrible day of the Lord,” whose “day and hour knoweth no man - no,
not the angels of heaven[;]”® but each particular Christian, living as a microcosm of
Christendom, will see his personal eschaton “immanentized” before his eyes. These eyes are
given “dual lenses” to see near and far together: the believer is, so to speak, healed of both
myopia and presbyopia, and in his experience acquires a necessary and salvific perspective. By
nature we respond with greater alacrity to what is immediate and personal than to what is
general and distant. But the faithful moribund not only takes his own cross upon himself® but is
also «ovumoA[ltng] Twv ayiwv kal oikelfog] Tov Oeov» and is but a single member of the
larger body of Christ.!! As such, he must have a vision of both the immediate and the distant.

He is compelled to see the latter by this “spectacular” vision, when in speculo spectat, exspectat,

4 Gurevich 1992:72.

5 Gurevich 1992:77.

¢ Ibidem.

7 Joel 2:31, Malachi 4:5.

8 Matt.24:36.

o Luke 4:27.

10 Ephes. 2:19.

11 Rom. 12:5; 1Cor. 10:17, 12:12-27.



aspicit, inspicit a universal pattern and macrocosmic law that involves him in the greater tale of
the whole of Christian history.!?

While universals remain universals, the urgency of this greater arch of history was
intensified in the late sixth and early seventh centuries by the threats against orthodox
Christianity — not threats, of course, to its soul-anchoring celestial truths,!® but to the integrity of
the terrestrial Christian empire (where the faotAev¢, in the new Roman Jerusalem of the City of
Constantine, was what we would call Dei gratia rex fidei defensor, and where rendering unto
Caesar constituted rendering unto God). The danger of imperial decay or dissolution came not
only from internal weaknesses, but from outside, highly heterodox threats: first were the
heretical Monophysites in the East, with their deceptive appeals to common Christian scripture.
Then there were the still-Zoroastrian Persians to the Northeast and the newly-Muslim Arabs
from the Southeast, both groups pushing in with sword in hand and the latter group, with its
own highly detailed rival eschatology, demanding religious and political submission. Haldon
finds evidence of this social upheaval in an increase of apocalyptic literature.* But, as we have
said above that personal and general Christian eschata largely “mirror” each other, the threat to
the general state made a “spectation” of its reflection, in the last hours of an individual, all the
more pressing. And so tales concerning the death of the individual are not so much in contrast
with, as a complement to, the apocalyptic literature of the time.

The political and social unrest of the late sixth and early seventh century coincided with

a period of tremendous literary output and featured a particular proliferation of ascetic

2. Or, as Munitiz has it, “like most of us, the Byzantines were primarily interested in the individuality, the
particularity of death, rather than in general theories about its overall nature” (2001:9).

13 «H Baoireia 1) éur) ovk €0ty €k T0L KdoUOL ToUTOL» (John 18:36).

14 Haldon 1997:368.



literature. The texts which form the basis of this study — John Moschos’s Pratum Spirituale, John
Klimakos’s Ladder of Divine Ascent and The Tales of the Sinai Fathers by Anastasios of Sinai —
emerge from a monastic culture which, having reached its peak about a century earlier, was
now under threat from outside forces: invasions, an increasingly heterodox society, religious
persecution, plagues and famine, to name but a few. Its response to these challenges was not
mere withdrawal but an increase in literary production — a recording and “archiving” of the
place’s monastic history and, in the threat of their own annihilation, an affirmation of the
place’s power and of its belonging to the god of Orthodox Christendom. This impulse to
preserve and celebrate is especially visible in the religious tales tradition, which by the nature of
the genre was able to capture a literary image of “things as they are here and now” (or, at the
very least, as the author wished them to appear) through an extensive composite of narrative
vignettes.!> The recording of monastic culture in narrative form as an act of memorialization
was recently explored by Phil Booth, who sees this tendency to celebrate and remember
particularly in Moschos’s Pratum Spirituale, which he calls “the final memorial of Greek
monasticism’s golden age, and at the same time, an index of its crisis.”!® We build here, in part,
on Booth’s work.

These stories give comfort to the monastic community, by reminding them of their finite
earthly lives’ tie to heavenly infinity — to say, in other words, that in the grander scheme of
things nothing is truly lost; but they just as importantly also show, at many particular points
and together as a corpus or as corpora, that at least in this realm there can be loss, which must

be guarded against. It is this “archiving” (a present recordation for later recordatio) that

15 PG 87(3).2852B (Wortley 3).
16 Booth 2013:127.



withstands that perdition. It is not enough for the holy man to work his work here below and
receive his reward in heaven; his virtue must be kept and shared with those still walking
through this vale of tears below. There is something here of the Lord’s own dictum, that
“Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth alone: but if it die, it bringeth

forth much fruit.””

Overview

The body of the thesis is divided into five parts. Bookending the middle three chapters, which
focus on individuals authors and works, are explorations of man’s immediate ante- and post-
mortem experiences; these chapters treat of edifying literature thematically, rather than by work.
Our study begins with the tollgates of the air, which find their Christian beginnings in the
patristic literature of the third century and with Origen. They achieve “canonical” (or
authoritative deuterocanonical) status and prominence in the fourth century, when, in
Athanasios’s Life of Antony, perhaps the most famous saint of all describes his two visions of the
judgment in the air. The motif then passes into the religious tales tradition, where we examine
three other Egyptian treatments dating from the fourth to the seventh century. The tales
envision the condition and experiences of man immediately after death and seek to move the
listener to timely repentance and reform by carefully mapping out the heavenly joy that awaits
the Lord’s good and faithful servants, but especially to the eternal woe and suffering that will

befall those who at the hour of death have been weighed and found wanting. A seventh-century

17 John 12:24.



popular homily will also be considered, which takes one of the religious tales as its narrative
centerpiece.

The second chapter keeps us in the late sixth and early seventh centuries with John
Klimakos’s Ladder of Divine Ascent, the most influential monastic text to emerge from the late
antique period. Each chapter of the work represents a “rung” on the ladder to spiritual
perfection and the fifth rung, On Repentance, describes a visit that the saintly abbot paid to a
colony of self-styled monastic convicts outside of Alexandria. The chapter offers a fresh
interpretation of Klimakos’s visit to “the Prison” and places his experiences and observations in
the context of a “journey to the underworld” using narratives from the tales tradition as literary
models.

The third chapter draws its material from a contemporary and equally famous text, John
Moschos’s Pratum Spirituale, and moves beyond the cusp of death and well into the grave.
Moschos and his companion Sophronios, later to become archbishop of Jerusalem, traveled
around Egypt and the Levant collecting tales about holy men and women from all walks of life,
in an effort to produce an extraordinary panorama of sanctity and preserve its memory in a
changing world. Our attention will be focused on where this impulse to record and preserve
seems the strongest — in tales where the memory of a hermit is miraculously recorded after he
has already passed away.

The fourth chapter also has preservation as one of its principal themes, but instead of
documenting monastic culture in a broad sense, Anastasios of Sinai’s Tales of the Sinai Fathers
celebrates and commemorates the lives of the holy monks who dwelt around God’s Mountain

and on the Sinai peninsula. We will read Anastasios’s tales against earlier monastic texts



associated with Sinai and, given his incredibly prolific writing career as a monastic teacher and
itinerant priest, against some of his own other writings as well.

The fifth and final chapter serves as a complement to the first and looks at what the tales
tradition has to say about man’s interactions with the fearsome beings that appear at his
bedside to drag him from this world into the next, invisible to all but the moribund. We will end
our discussion by examining a popular homily which, as in the first chapter, has taken this
motif as its narrative core and will consider what happens to a tale when it crosses the

boundaries of genre.

Current Scholarship

The study builds on important current scholarship; the 2001 volume of the Dumbarton Oaks
Papers on Byzantine Eschatology has been fundamental, particularly the work of Nicholas
Constas, John Wortley and Joseph Munitiz. The writings of Aron Gurevich on perceptions of
death and the afterlife in the Western Middle Ages have provided many useful parallels and a
theoretical framework for the discussion of the Spiritual Meadow in addition to the
aforementioned work of Phil Booth. For the chapter on the Ladder of Divine Ascent, John Duffy
and Henrik Rydell Johnsén’s studies have proved especially useful, as has Jonathan Zecher’s
2011 thesis on the representation of death in early patristic sources. For the Anastasian texts,
André Binggeli’s edition of the Tales from his doctoral dissertation (published version
forthcoming) provides an indispensable and a philologically thorough foundation, as does
Caner’s sourcebook of Sinai-related texts, which draws very diverse texts into a coherent and

tractable whole.



The Place of the Dissertation

This dissertation does not seek to give a complete portrait of death as represented in the late
antique tales tradition. We have decided to focus particularly on what the moment of death
meant as a transition and how this transition reflects simultaneously both the temporal and
eternal views of life which form the core of ascetic thought in that period. Other important
topics central to the Christian view of death, such as the great eschaton and the resurrection of
the flesh at the end of time, can thus, within the narrow scope of this study, be only touched
upon.

These works were not intended exclusively for a select group but for a broader audience
and in response to the far-reaching changes that in this century affected the people of the East
Roman empire in general. In them we see death as a telling and particularly concentrated
expression of the spirit of that age, and we argue among other things that these narratives
focusing on the individual reflect concerns about the order of the wider society: every man must
pass (usually) once and for all from this present life, and the present shape of eastern
Christendom is also undergoing changes that will prove permanent. The writers have little
power to “stand athwart history, yelling stop,”s but they can stand briefly against the currents
of their age and, in netting together a web of stories mostly about individuals or tiny groups,
“re-cord” the region’s larger-scale and centuries-old spiritual and intellectual architecture which
they’ve inherited, «wg pnte ta yevopeva €€ avOownwyv @ Xeovw EEltnAa yévntal, prte

éoya peyala te kal Owuaota.»1

18 Buckley 1955:5.

19 Herodotus 1.1.



Chapter 1
TeAwveia: The Tollgates of the Air as an Egyptian Motif
in Patristic Sources and Early Byzantine Hagiography=»

The tollgates of the air have a long and rich history in Byzantine literature as one way of
explaining and envisioning the condition and experiences of man immediately after death, a
part of the eternal journey left shadowy and ill-defined in Scripture. Through texts such as the
ones that I will discuss in this chapter, Christian writers sought to establish some kind of
practical and theoretical guidance for what the soul could expect after leaving the body. Several
good studies of Byzantine thinking on the immediate post-mortem state already exist, but they
cover a large sweep of themes and times.?! In this chapter, I will consider the tollgate motif
specifically, and draw my examples mainly from hagiographical texts emerging from Egypt in
the third through seventh centuries. By mapping out the Christian use of the motif over time,
from its first attestation in Egypt, I wish first to establish that it was in this country that its
adoption by Christianity began and to which, for the first few centuries of its Christian use, it
was principally tied — introduced by Origen and developed by, among others, Athanasios and
the writers and collectors of beneficial tales. These authors used this motif as an urgent and
dramatic vehicle for discussing the weighing of man’s sins committed in the flesh and the
supreme importance of sincere repentance and good works. I also suggest that the tollgates’
theological lesson required narrative illustration, with characters, setting and plot. Further

consideration of the question of the motif’s ultimate origins—quite possibly in pre-Greco-

2 An earlier version of this chapter appeared in Roilos 2014:41-54.
2 For instance, Constas 2001:91-124 and Wortley 2001:53-69.
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Roman Egyptian religion??—will have to await future investigation; here we examine only its

Christian development.

One of the earliest Christian formulations of the motif appears in a section of Origen’s

23 Homily on Luke (on Luke 3:9-12), in reference to John 14:30:

When we depart from the world and this life of ours has been transformed, some beings will be
seated at the boundary of the world, as if they were exercising the office of tax collectors, very
carefully searching to find something in us that is theirs. It seems to me that the “prince of this
world’ is like a tax collector. Hence, the Scripture says, “The prince of this world cometh, and he
[shall find] nothing in me” (§144). %

Origen gives the toll collectors a Christian overlay by likening them to delegates of the prince of

this world and securing them within a scriptural framework.? Origen’s description sets forth a

bare-bones version of the plot that forms the template for subsequent iterations of the motif: the

recently deceased soul must undergo a reckoning with a liminal and adversarial force in order

to give account of the deeds committed in the body.?® The narrative accounts of the motif “flesh

22

23

24

25

See discussion in Wortley 2001:63-64.

«Oda kat AAAOVG TEADVAC, Ol peTa TNV €vTeDOev UV AMaAAaynV émi Tolg TéQUaat ToL kKOopHov kabeldpevol
olovel TEAWVODOL TUAG Kol KATEXOLOL, UT| TL aDTOV €V MUV €oTv. Ao Yéyoamtat "Egxetal 0 &oxwVv 100 KOTHOL
TOUTOU, Kl €V €uol ebErjoeL oVdéV» (ed. Rauer; trans. Lienhard 1996:99). Origen here is quoting loosely from John
14:30, or perhaps an alternative version of the same, which in our Bible generally reads “Hereafter I will not talk
much with you: for the prince of this world cometh, and hath nothing in me” («Ovk €tt moAAd AaAnjow ped” vuwv:
£QxeTaL YXQ O TOD KOOHOL TOVUTOU GQXWV Kal €V EHoL 0Dk Exel 00dEV»). Origen’s reference is to Jesus’ fairly lengthy
speech to his disciples (John 13-17) just before he willingly faces his own trials and scourging, as recorded in that most
gnostic book of the canon, and the speech is a collection of themes in a Christian context that believers from an
Egyptian context (where it is possible that the motifs from the Book of the Dead and the Book of Breathings continued in
some way to be passed down) could easily accept: other-worldly peace (John 14, vv. 17-19, 22, 27); divine reminder (v.
26); love, comfort and protection from fear (vv. 1, 16, 18, 21, 23, 27); the right path to follow (vv. 4-6); and an eventual
reunion with the Gods — that is, with the Father and the Son (vv. 2, 3, 18-20, 28) by means of the Holy Ghost. See
further inter alia 12:35sq. and 17:11-19 (walking in the light as children of light, clean from the world); 12:50 (life
everlasting); 13:5-11 (apparently ritual/purificatory washing); 13.33-36, 15.9-19, 16.16-22, 16.27sq. and 17:27 (separation
from divinity, the way back, and love); and 15:26, 16:7 and 16:13 (the Comforter and the inspiring spirit of truth).

Bartelink 1984:8. Bartelink also draws a distinction here between Origen’s description of the soul’s journey to the
“ends of the earth” and the gnostic belief in the soul’s travels through planetary spheres. Origen’s toll-collectors
reside “at the limits of the cosmos, that is to say: in the air that envelops the earth” (non-scriptural translations
mine throughout, except where indicated).

It seems that the idea of the soul being judged twice after death — once in the temporary and individual judgment
at the tollgates and then again in the ever-lasting and general one of the resurrection — was introduced and
developed after Origen. Hennessy (1988:303) notes that “in Origen’s writing there is no difference between

11



out” this basic frame with other recurring details and innovations not found in Origen’s homily:
the soul’s journey may occur at the moment of death but can also take place in a dream or in a
waking vision, when the soul is temporarily loosed from the confines of the body. Either way,
“the event is described so vividly that the subject seems actually to ‘go” to the place seen in
vision. In both, the body lies flat in this world while the spirit moves through the Other
World.”?¢ The lesser, individual judgment that follows foreshadows the “final and general
judgment at the end of time.”?” In this intermediary stage, the disembodied soul is represented
as a passive and etiolated entity, guided and goaded by the threats and directions of others and
subject to overwhelming and crippling emotions, especially terror. While the soul loses agency
and direction upon exiting the fictile body, it remains a cognizant repository of the thoughts
and actions stored up during its lifetime: memory and vision become perfect and the soul is
suddenly able (or made) to recall every event from the past with devastating clarity.

The details of the soul’s intermediary journey begin to take shape in the Greek Life of
Antony the Great by Athanasios of Alexandria.?® This fourth-century vita is one of the earliest
Christian texts to set the motif in hagiography’s narrative framework, a genre which through
vivid descriptions and dramatic dialogue easily lent itself to pressing home the immeasurable
terrors of the ordeal.?” The Life of Antony represents a particularly interesting case-study for the

Christian development of the tollgate motif because it offers two differing accounts of the soul’s

particular judgment and general judgment, nor is there any speculation about the intermediate period between
time and eternity, which would extend from the death of the individual until the general resurrection. This will be
the preoccupation of later theology.”

2 Baun 2007:120.
2 Wortley 2001:61.
2 BHG 140.

» Riviere (1924:49) viewed this episode in Antony’s vifa as “a dramatized application of Origenist eschatology to the
individual case of Saint Antony.”
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post-mortem journey into the air: two visions presented as discrete episodes in consecutive
chapters.

The first vision (ch. 65) describes the soul’s ascent as an aerial journey in the presence of
benevolent guides through tollgates operated by hostile forces — in other words, “what became
the usual scenario.”® The vision is an intensely personal experience for Antony: while praying
before supper, he feels his spirit leaving his body and senses that he is being taken “up through
the air by some (beings)” (w¢ eic Tov dépa 0dnyovuevov vTo Tvwv). As they ascend, Antony
sees “terrifying and bitter (figures)” (mixpovc kai dervovc tivac) wishing to hinder his ascent.®
Although the saint remains aware during his aerial voyage, which allows him to be both actor
and spectator in the “process,” his role is a non-speaking part. His soul can only thrill with
speechless agony and awe while his companions engage in heated discussion with their
demonic counterparts. At stake is the saint’s right to proceed through the tollgate, the demons
demanding a full report of his deeds from birth to see whether he can be held accountable for
his sins. His companions declare that the Lord “erased” (dnnAeipev) Antony’s past sins when
he became a monk.3? For this reason, they argue, he ought only to be held responsible for his
deeds from that moment on and can thus be considered blameless. This testimony of the
redemptive power of withdrawal into the contemplative life was likely intended both as a
promise and a warning to the vita’s monastic audience and as a compelling endorsement for

those considering conversion. As has been argued, “like baptism and repentance, entry into the

% Wortley 2001:62.

31 Recheis (1958:166) observes that Athanasios is reluctant to supply these aerial beings (both the sympathetic and
inimical ones) with names and titles.

32 Cf. Book 12.30 of Origen’s Commentary on Matthew. On the recording and erasing of sins at the tollgates, see in
particular Rapp 2009:195-98.
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monastic state is seen as a complete turning point and a way to reset the counter of one’s sins to
zero.”% While sincere repentance and withdrawal from the world offered a powerful safeguard
against the harrowing demands of the “terrifying and bitter” beings, only they could pass
unfettered who, like Antony, maintained their souls’ spotlessness by avoiding sin. Antony’s
spiritual perfection ensures that his passage through the tollgates represents a best-case
scenario; the narrative does not reveal the experience of less-exalted souls who at the tollgates
are weighed in the balance and found wanting. (This horrifying experience would be the
narrative preoccupation of the later authors considered below). When it becomes apparent that
Antony’s vicious prosecutors cannot ensnare him, the trembling saint is given free passage and
returns to his body.

The second vision in Antony’s Life follows immediately after the first and differs from it
quite significantly: after some of his disciples question him about the fate of the soul and its
destination after death, Antony on the following night hears a voice calling to him, telling him
to go out and look. There “he beheld a giant — horrible and fearsome - standing up and
reaching to the clouds, and beings ascending as though on wings. Stretching out his hands, the
giant hindered some of them; but others flew over and, having passed, were led up without
further care” (66). The voice then explains this terrible spectacle in the sky, revealing that the
beings that drift past unfettered are souls of the blest, while the giant who blocks the way and
claims the souls of the wicked as his own is the Adversary (¢x0poc). Antony’s own ascetic

resolve is galvanized by the experience but the saint remains reluctant to share his vision with

3 Rapp 2009:194. See also Bartelink 1994:307n1.
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the disciples until, after a careful examination of his conscience, he decides that “the tale is
beneficial for them...and visions are often a consolation (mapauv0iov) for [ascetic] exertions.”3

Athanasios’s side-by-side placement of these two visions was not an arbitrary choice but
rather, it seems to me, a subtle move to privilege the vision of the heavenly tollgates over that of
the menacing giant by giving the former “top billing” and a longer treatment. Another version
of the saint’s vision of the giant, preserved in the more recent Lausiac History but longer than the
one here and possibly retaining older features, suggests that the account in Athanasios work
represents, as Wortley puts it, “a remnant of a different tradition (as yet unrecognized),” which
Athanasios has stripped of some of its colorful elements.® For in the Lausiac History we read that
Antony prayed for a year before being granted the vision, where the rising souls of the dead are
likened to birds and where the giant, with his sable visage, stands over a lake “the size of the
sea” (ch. 21, §17). While Athanasios infuses his description of the tollgate vision with verses
from Paul and likens Antony’s aerial voyage to the Apostle’s ascent to the third heaven, he
frames the second vision almost as something of an afterthought: “and he had this [vision as a]
gift as well” (Life of Antony, ch. 66). The focus here seems to be not so much on the vision of the
giant itself but on Antony’s generosity as a teacher in sharing his visions with his disciples.

The image of a large, menacing creature hampering the ascent of those who try to reach
heaven had already established itself elsewhere in early Christian hagiography, notably in the

Passion of Saint[s] Perpetua [and Felicity],*® and was thus likely an older and more familiar motif —

3 If the word mapapuv0iov already had at that time something of the modern word napauv0: (“folk-" or “fairytale”),
then it would reinforce the idea that these recountings had a “moral to the story.”

% Wortley 2001:62. See Lausiac History ch. 21, §§16-17 (ed. Bartelink) for the more extensive version, as well as
Wortley’s article (p. 61) for his translation of these particular sections.

% In her vision, Perpetua sees a narrow golden ladder extending to heaven with all manner of weapons affixed on
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indeed, it was known to educated writers from Plato’s Myth of Er. It becomes apparent, however,

that in the tales tradition hereafter the aerial bureaucracy fashioned by Athanasios effectively

edges out the image of the fluttering souls that rise up through the air to contend with the dark,

looming, dreadful giant of the second vision.” The motif of the tollgates was able, by its own

striking nature and by its inclusion in a semi-canonical work, to gain currency and eventually

replace alternative representations like that of the giant.*

Although Antony’s passage through the tollgates offers an exceptional model for the audience

to emulate through their virtuous living, it leaves untapped some of the rich narrative

possibilities that become the focus of Athanasios’s successors: the posthumous trials and terrors

of the common man in the immediate afterlife. Two fourth-century tales attributed to a certain

3

N

38

either side. Under the ladder lurks a great serpent whose task is to terrify and hinder the climber (Passion of
Perpetua 4; see also Daniélou 1956:141).

Constas 2001:107.

The figure of the gigantic adversary, whose archetypal nature makes it almost bound to recur (well known, for
example, in that most popular of English folktales, “Jack and the Beanstock”), does occasionally make later
appearances, as briefly in “The Life of Theodosios the Solitary” (Spiritual Meadow ch. 66, mentioned by Wortley
2001:62n47) as an obstacle for the protagonist to confront and overcome in order to enter the monastic life. But in
tales about the post-mortem ascent of the soul, the giant soon loses his place to the newer motif.

Indeed, the teAwveia or teAwvia become so closely identified with the demons that (so to speak) “man”
them, and the image becomes so widespread, that the very word teAwvio comes to mean a kind of demon itself
(specifically, as the idea develops, the terrifying not-quite-alive, not-quite-dead bodies of unbaptized babies). In
Politis 1904:860-862 we read that «Ta pwoda mawwx mov mebaivovv apadrtiota yévovtal HikQol datpdvol e
pavoa Pprega. Ki €kel mov TETOLV OTOV AYEQM KATAQELDVTAL TOV MAMA moL T adhke afadptiota kat
TMETEOPOAODY TOUG daPates Kal ToLS PLotnoovv [BAactnuovv?], oav ToLg dAAovg datpdvovs. Av meQdor)
KAVELG T1] VOXTA KAl HAALOTA TX [LECAVUXTA ATIO TO HEQOG MOV T& “xouv Oappéva 1) onypréva, T dkovel mov
KkAatyouv kat Oweet omiBeg katl GpwbLéc» (entry 579, from Crete). See further, entries 237, 584, 932, 975-977 and
Politis’s learned commentary on pp. 860-862 (ad fab. 237) and 1234-1236 (ad 579), where he traces the word and its
idea(s) from antiquity through Byzantium.
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Makarios use the choices of imperfect men during life and their experience at the tollgates as
vehicles to reflect upon free will, sin and the power of repentance.®

In the first tale, Makarios visits Constantinople, wanders through a portico, and then
with his “spiritual eyes, the ones given to [him] by the Lord in order to understand his
wonders,” observes a young man weeping and lamenting at the entrance of a brothel (PG
34.221).%0 The angel explains that as soon as his troubled ward deviated from the strait and
narrow path leading to salvation, he (the angel) could not approach him, and so the unhappy
man remained a thrall to sin. Although the angel sees clapping, singing and laughing demons
circling predatorily around his protégé, he maintains hope and prays vigorously to the Lord that
the man will repent of his wicked ways.

Whereas in the first tale there is still the hope and possibility that the angel’s ward may
come to sincere repentance of his sins, the second is meant to convey with fearful urgency that
what is done in life cannot be undone in death. Makarios witnesses the passage of four souls.
Two of them represent men on either extreme of a range of possible moral choices: a pious man
who performed many good works in his life is welcomed at the gates of heaven by flights of
angels and brought into the presence of the Lord, while a servant who died by his own hand is
led away by demons, his angel looking sadly on. The primary importance of this set of extremes
is that it delimits the field for a more problematic (and interesting) set of cases. In these stories
of the weighing of souls, we might say that such unambiguous cases calibrate the scales for

“pondering” more difficult ones. In a literary type whose very aim is clear moral direction, one

¥ The two tales attributed to Makarios are in PG 34.221A-229A (BHG 999n).

4 Alexiou (2001:26) notes an important classical parallel to the Christian guardian angel in Plato’s Phaedo.
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might be surprised to find that the most instructive examples are actually treatments of a rather
casuistic nature; but, since most individuals will presumably consider themselves neither
perfect nor irredeemable, it is on this middle ground that the writer can say to the listener,
“thou art the man” and, by presenting another’s case, convey to the individual audience
member the pitfalls of condemnation and possibilities for redemption and the urgency of
making correct decisions during the listener’s own lifetime.

Let us examine then in greater detail the two more challenging cases that Makarios
witnesses during his vision. It begins when the saint looks up to the heavens and sees “the
angels of the Lord, some going up and others going down, bearing souls. But some dark and
dismal beings were causing a commotion in the air, trying to snatch and break the souls of men.
The angels resisted them strongly and forcefully, scourging them sorely and saving the souls”
(224C).4* The narrative then zooms in on what he sees — two angels escorting a soul to the
tollgate of fornication, adultery and homosexuality (mopveia, potyeia, dvopouavia), which (he
editorializes) is the most dreadful of all the tollgates. At this point the frame established by
Athanasios is being expanded by details of a more precise nature: we learn that each tollgate
has its own set of vices and that there is a hierarchy among them. The angels and demons that
oversee the passage of the souls also gain definition by means of direct speech and dramatic
dialogue, the exchange taking on the characteristics of a courtroom procedure. The soul of the
man in question, in a nice instance of continuity from the first tale, is refused passage at this
tollgate because, per his accusers, he was in his lifetime often guilty of sexual vice. His advocate

responds that the man made (so to speak) a clean breast of things before his death, and when

4 For a discussion of the tumult and disorder that demons habitually cause in the air, see Daniélou 1956:139-40.
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the prosecution refuses to accept this, they summon his guardian angel, “the one given to him
at baptism,” to give the decisive evidence (225B). In a delightful vignette of the relationship
between a Christian and his guardian angel, the angel is called forth from the man’s tomb,
where he is performing ministrations on behalf of the deceased. The guardian angel, as the
man’s closest associate, is able to guarantee that the man confessed his sins to a priest and
repented before his death, and so his soul is allowed to pass.

The second ambiguous case concerns a Christian eunuch whose catalogue of sins is so
great and varied that the demons, in exasperation, declare their intention of throwing in the
towel if the soul of such a man should pass the tollgate: “If salvation can come to this fellow,
then just take the whole world and save all its sinners gratis, for we’re toiling in vain!” (228A).
Though in his life the eunuch was abusive, guilty of all manner of sexual vice and a murderer to
boot, the angels remain steadfast in their support of him. They tell the demons, “take heed,
wretched ones: he has distanced himself from all the sins he committed in his youth and
extirpated them. And through priests he gave alms and made offerings to the Lord God for the
salvation of his soul” (228A). They continue with what is perhaps the most programmatic
statement in the entire tale: “for whatever [sins] men confess to priests in lowliness of soul and
whole-hearted lamentation, if they should cease from their wicked deeds, the Lord reckons
these not” (228B). The real focus of the tale seems to be on the salvific value of repentance and
good works, while the happenings at the tollgates feature more as a dramatic platform for this

discussion.
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Repentance also seems to be the main narrative purpose of a seventh-century tale of the
vision of the magistrate’s officer (tafew1nc) ascribed to Anastasios of Sinai.? In this story, a
dissolute taxeotés living in Carthage during the time of Niketas the Patrician® is brought to
repentance by the onset of an epidemic in the city. Shortly thereafter he withdraws to the
suburbs with his own wife,* but then with a farmer’s wife is once again led into temptation and
dies soon thereafter without having confessed his sins to a priest. His wife arranges for his
burial at a nearby monastery and the monks bury the man in the church at the third hour of that
day. At the ninth hour, as the monks are singing, they hear a voice from the grave calling for
mercy. They find the recently deceased man in the grave — physically hale but suffering great
emotional distress. He asks only to be brought to Thalassios, a famous abbot of the region.®
This illustrious servant of God is finally able to calm the terrified man, who has by now
somewhat collected his wits, and hear his story. The narrative now switches over to a first-
person account:

...as I lay dying, I saw swart-faced beings standing round me, whose aspect alone was far worse
than any scourging, and on seeing them my soul was afflicted and shrank back. As those demons

£ Nau 1902a:83-87, tale 40 (BHG 1318). Taéewtnc is translated by Nau (1902b:40) as huissier (“baillif”) and by Kaegi
(2003:104) as soldier. On the identity of Anastasios of Sinai and the composition of the tales ascribed to him, see
Haldon 1992:109-16. The most recent editor of Anastasios’s tales, André Binggeli, does not include this tale in his
edition but relegates it to an appendix without reproducing the text. See Binggeli 2001:290-291.

4

5}

The PLRE’s “Nicetas 7” (Martindale 1992:940-43, g.v.): Comes Excubitorum, successful general, cousin german of the
emperor Herakleios and “ritual brother” by ddcApomoinoic of John of the Almsgiver (Kaegi 2003:59f.; also pp. 53,
77f., 87, 91f.), whom he helped raise to the Alexandrian patriarchate (see Sophronios’s [attrib., as at Martindale
1992:xxxi] Vita Joannis Eleemosynarii 4 (ed. Delehaye), as well as that of Leontios of Naples (Gelzer chs. 12, 14, 15,
44b; Festugiere and Rydén pp. 357, 359, 361, 402s4.). Niketas was apparently “miraculously cured by Theodore [of
Sykeon] at Constantinople” (Martindale 1992:941). Nau (1902b:3) dates the composition of our tale here to 650 at
the earliest.

# The verb here is i0t@¢Cw, which means to withdraw into a contemplative life, perhaps into some style of domestic
asceticism (cf. Lampe s.2.).

4 This renowned Thalassios, “who set all of Africa in good order” or “was an adornment to all of Africa” («...TOV
nacav v APQIKTV koounoavta» 84), can perhaps be identified with Thalassios the Libyan (PMBZ no. 7253), a
personal friend and correspondent of Maximos the Confessor and an authority on theology and Church matters in
his own right. For more on his works and his inclusion in the Philokalia, see Palmer et al. 1981 (vol. 2):22sqq.
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stood around me, I saw two brightly-clad young men approaching, and as soon as my soul saw
them it jumped into their arms (p. 84 ed. Nau).

The soul of the taxeoteés is taken along the tollgates and it is revealed that “each passion has its
own customs officers (teAwvapyat) and tax-collectors (popoAdyor) in the air” (85). Where in
Makarios’s vision the exchange between the soul’s angelic escorts and the diabolical telonarchs
resembles a courtroom where lawyers for the defense do their best to refute the prosecution, the
taxeotes here is witness to a scene much more fiscal in nature: “I saw that those who escorted me
carried all the good deeds I had ever done as if in a purse and, taking them out, weighed them
against my wicked deeds, all of which were produced [at] the tollgates of the air” (ibid.). The
scales seem calibrated in such a way that one good deed is equivalent to one wicked deed.*

At each tollgate the heavenly escorts take good deeds from the purse to balance the
weight of the man’s wicked deeds, until they reach the last tollgate, which “stood near to the
gate of heaven” (ibid.) and is the tollgate of fornication. To the anxious soul’s great dismay, the
purse has been emptied of all its good deeds, but the diabolical toll-collectors still have a score
to settle concerning the man’s adultery. Since this is the pivotal moment in the tale, the
proceedings are described in great detail: the soul must undergo the disturbing experience of a
forced total recall, where all his bodily sins from the age of twelve are set before him with
extreme accuracy and abundant volume. His angelic defense attempts to stay the flood of
incriminations by arguing that God forgave all those sins when the taxeotés relinquished the
city, but the demons respond that the man once again fell into fornication and died in his sins.

The angels, having no good deeds left to compensate for this final sin, are forced to yield the

4 Cf. Matt. 5:26, “Verily I say unto thee, Thou shalt by no means come out thence, till thou hast paid the uttermost
farthing.” The tenth-century life of Basil the Younger includes a similar scene, where a protégée of the saint is able to
pass the tollgates after being given gold (accrued from his good deeds) from the purse of her spiritual adviser
Basil. See Constas 2001:109; Every 1979:145 and Sullivan 2014:242sq.
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soul to the prosecution. Here the part of the tollgate experience not explained in the vita of
Antony, and which receives only cursory attention in Makarios’s second vision — that is, what
happens to the souls who are held back — is explored in rich and terrifying detail.

The taxeotes, having stood at the threshold of Paradise, is shaken with great emotion as
he describes what it is like to see “the Gate of Heaven,” only to be dragged down to spirit
prison for unrepented-of sins. The experience of having one’s misdeeds represented with such
piercing clarity and harrowing abundance seems to have the purpose of drawing the soul to
absolute self-knowledge, a step in the process of true repentance that can in no wise be omitted.
The soul’s fall from grace is accompanied by a literal plummeting as the demons pull it down to
the chasms of the earth, abusing it all the while. Anastasios’s description of spirit prison is as a
dank, dark, cold place of never-ending wailing and gnashing of teeth, but it seems to be the
spiritual and physical darkness and the distance from God which causes the souls such agony.
The taxeotes’ soul is abandoned by the demons in these gloomy parts for a period of six hours.
Interestingly, the passage of time beyond the grave, at least in this tale, seems to be synchronous
with that of the world of the living. He then sees the same two angels that escorted him along
the airways and pleads with them until they finally allow him to return to his body, on
condition that his repentance is sincere. The account of the re-entry of the taxeotes” soul into his
body reveals some fascinating details:

I saw my own nature (¢voic) as a gleaming, crystal-like pearl, and also the form of my dead
body, like dirt and clay, malodorous and dark. And I was vexed and unwilling to go back into
my body, but they said to me, “it is impossible for you to repent unless it be in the body
wherewith you sinned.” And again I besought them not [to make me] return to it, but then they
said “be assured that either you return to your body so that others may profit from what you
have seen and experienced, or we will bring you back thither whence we took you” (86s4.).
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The purpose then of the soul’s return to the world of the living is twofold: first, the
taxeotes must repent for his sins in the flesh; and second, he is to serve as a terrible example and
an educator for the living.*” His reluctance and disgust at having to re-enter the odious fictile
vessel that is his body is also remarkable, because when he returns he begins living the life that
puts ascetic (and particularly monastic) men and women apart from the larger community of
believers, in imitation of those blessed and incorporeal beings.*® He begins to live as though he
had no body, and refuses food and rest. He also becomes a witness of God’s power and mercy
by traveling from church to church to share (like the ancient mariner) his terrifying experiences
with anyone who will hear them (87). The manner of the taxeotés’ (real) death is perhaps the
most descriptive of his new status: “having done this [traveling and preaching repentance] for
forty days, the man went to the Lord [now] pure, having had foreknowledge of his death three
days prior [to it]” (ibid.). Foreknowledge of death is a characteristic spiritual gift of holy men,

and so the faxeodtes leaves the world with the spiritual talents of an ascetic.*’

What the homilist Origen sowed in his sermon on Luke, and which the tales tradition nourished

through the following centuries, was reaped by another homilist in the seventh century, the

4 Compare on the one hand the obligatory conditions laid upon the taxeotés by the angel (that he publish abroad his
own sinful past and his afterlife adventure) with Antony’s own decision to share the story of his aerial journey
because “his conscience was clear” (66.8).

4 Constas (2001:106) makes an important observation about the appeal of this sort of angelic imagery might hold for
both authors and audiences of the tales: “these narratives occur primarily in monastic writers and in the lives of
monastic saints, who understood themselves to be ‘living like angels’ and thus locked in spiritual combat with
demons.”

¥ Cf. Life of Antony 91, where the famous saint predicts his own death. Also Pratsch 2005:320-25 for a discussion of
this topos.
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author of the pseudo-Cyrillic On the Soul’s Exit and on the Second Coming.*® This sermon is
important as a clear example of the influence of the tales tradition and its themes on
contemporary religious literature. In 1896 Carl de Boor neatly demonstrated the cento-like
nature of the homily by showing that certain parts of the sermon were drawn word for word
from a version of the taxeotes’ vision resembling the one published by Combefis in the 17t
century, a short discourse on the tollgates by a certain Theophilos preserved in, among other
texts, the Sayings of the Desert Fathers.5! In his baroque rhetorical style, pseudo-Cyril meshed
these fragments with his own innovations to describe the nature and workings of an infernal
organization whose tollgates are operated by a host of diabolical bureaucrats (1073B). Salient is
that these first five tollgates, discussed individually, deal collectively with sins that the soul has
committed in the body it has just left below and correspond to the five senses: those of the eye,
the nose, the hand, the ear and the mouth — though in the last of these, taste is replaced by the
abuse of speech, specifically slander (1073B-1076B). The body is represented as the main
instrument for the perpetration of sin and, as we saw in the vision of the taxeotés earlier,
correspondingly emphasized as the locus for repentance of sins of the flesh, which the
disembodied soul alone cannot atone for. The remaining tollgates are listed in groups and deal

with other cardinal sins such as pride, adultery, murder and sorcery (1076A).

%0 [lepi é£060v Yvxne kat mept tne Aevtépac Iapovoiac (PG 77.1072B-1089B). For a discussion of the dating of this
text, see De Boor 1896:306-10 and Bartelink 1994:13. De Boor also discusses the question of which text came first,
the homily or the tale, concluding that in all likelihood pseudo-Cyril had the tale at his disposal when composing
his sermon. See De Boor 1896:309.

51 De Boor 1896:307-10. For Combefis’ text, see Combefis 1672:324-26. Combefis marks the author of the text as
incertus. When Nau published his edition of the vision of the faxeotés in 1902, he was presumably aware of
Combefis’ edition and De Boor’s study, but did not identify Combefis’ incertus with his own attribution of
Anastasios. It seems very likely, however, that these two texts are either two forms of the same work or closely
derived from a common source. We are unfortunately somewhat limited in our comparisons by the absence in
Combefis’ text of a critical apparatus. For the Theophilos text, see PG 65.200B-202A and Ward 1984:81-82.
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Pseudo-Cyril emphasizes that no sin is left unpunished, but “each passion of the soul
and each sin has its particular tax-collectors and toll-leviers” (ibid.). The proceedings at each
tollgate are also described in greater detail than in the previous texts we have examined: the
officials examine the soul, which wears the shackles fashioned from its own sins (1076B), while
the heavenly powers stand by to act as advocates reporting all good deeds, words and thoughts.
If the soul is found worthy of passage, it is free to go up to heaven; otherwise it is condemned to
the netherworld. Interestingly, there is no mention of how the judgment is made, nor is there
the weighing or exchange of spiritual currency we find in several of the tales. Pseudo-Cyril does
evoke the curious image of the storehouse of sins: each sin and its particular gate will not be
related at present, but “let [the sins] be stored up for another time” (1076A). This recording and
storing up of sins committed alludes to the Final Judgment after the resurrection of the body,
which is prefigured in the temporary sentences given out at the tollgates of the air.>2 The writer
contrasts the two judgments at various points in the text: whereas at the minor judgment of the
tollgates, the terrified soul has the assistance of spiritual guides who bring the infernal customs
officials evidence to offset the soul’s spiritual ballast, the Final Judgment is carried out in the
presence of angels who are “merciless” and the Judge has no need of “prosecutors, witnesses,
evidence or refutations” (1072C). The comprehensive descriptions of the terrors that the soul
experiences while passing through the gates — the fearsome aspect of demonic toll-collectors
and the awful torments awaiting the souls of the sinners in spirit prison — give force to the
author’s dramatic plea that his audience turn away from the sinful behaviors that lead to this

frightening place and that they repent in the flesh while they still can.

%2 Every (1979:148) terms them “the particular and the universal judgment”.
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The last text we will examine is roughly contemporary with Anastasios of Sinai’s tale and comes
from Leontios of Neapolis’s well-known seventh-century Life of John the Almsgiver, Patriarch of
Alexandria.®® This vita is unusual because of the composite and episodic nature of the text.
Interspersed with the usual biographical and narrative topoi concerning the saintly cleric is a
large number of beneficial tales. These tales are mostly narrated by the Patriarch himself but
some are attributed to his associates Sophronios of Jerusalem and John Moschos or are cited as
coming from another credible source.>

The motif of the particular judgment immediately following death occurs twice in the
vita. The first instance takes place during the Patriarch’s meditations on death, where he relates
what the famous stylite Symeon learned through revelation: that “when the soul leaves the
body, as it rises up from the earth, it is met by troops of demons, each in his own regiment”
(edd. Festugiere and Rydén, p. 369). The soul is then assessed by consecutive demonic
regiments, which each have jurisdiction over a particular sin, and so it makes its way to heaven.
Although the procedure seems largely identical to the ones outlined by Anastasios and pseudo-
Cyril, John makes no mention here of teAwveia. This comes later in the text when the Patriarch
relates a story that he heard from one of his agents® about a taxman (teAwvnc) who gets a taste

of his own medicine.* The story is actually the first part of a narrative triptych where the toll-

5 BHG 886.

5 The credibility and trustworthiness of the source of the tale is also emphasized at the end of the story of the
taxeotés. Anastasios concludes the tale by saying, “It was the trustworthy fathers, who set forth and saw these
things (themselves), who recounted them to us for our benefit” (86). For editions and for Sophronios see n. 22
above; for more on this subject, Rapp 1998:431-48.

% [lapapovntne, a rather unusual word.

% Like the tale of the taxeotes, this story is also set “in Africa” (368).
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collector undergoes a dramatic personal transformation from a proud and cold-hearted
publican to a humble servant of God, so pious and charitable that he sells himself into slavery
for another’s good — in fact, for his own erstwhile slave. The toll-collector’s first adventure is
one of the most entertaining stories in the whole work: a group of beggars have gathered to
warm themselves in the winter sun, when they begin discussing the alms given by the various
houses of the well-to-do. They praise many charitable people but all agree that a certain tax-
collector named Peter is the most pitiless and tight-fisted man they know. One beggar
challenges his companions to a wager, saying that he will receive alms from this Peter before
the day is over. Later that day, when Peter comes out briefly to collect a delivery of bread for his
meal, he is so enraged at the waiting beggar’s request for alms that he throws at the poor man
the first thing he can find, which happens to be a loaf of bread (ctAiytov). The beggar returns
triumphantly to his friends, trophy in hand. Two days later the tax-collector “falls ill to the
point of death” (368) and sees a vision in his sleep where two parties, one dressed in white and
the other in black, are standing around a scale (mAdo7ty&) measuring out his good and bad
deeds.”” His angelic counsel despairs because they have no good deeds to counter-balance the

surfeit of wicked ones:

“Have we nothing at all?” Then one of them said, “Indeed we have nothing except this one loaf
of bread which he gave to Christ two days ago, and unwillingly at that.” As they threw the loaf
onto the scale, the balance stood even. The men dressed in white who had appeared to him said,
“Come on and add to that loaf of bread, or these swarthy figures shall take you indeed” (368s4.).5

% We should point out that this scene is perhaps strictly speaking a psychomachia, where angels and demons fight
over the soul of a person who is about to die, but this is essentially a more localized variant of the judgment at the
tollgates of the air: the “infernal revenue service” (Constas 2001:107) also makes house calls.

5

3

It is symbolically appropriate that the sinner-pubican’s one good deed is not represented figuratively by the
“currency” of his famously oppressive trade (say, in the shape of a golden coin) but “in kind” and in the form of
life-giving bread. An interesting counterpoint to Peter’s tale in which a single unwilling act of charity covers a
multitude of sins occurs in the well-known seventh-century tale of Philentolos, son of Olympios, originally edited
and discussed by Halkin (1945:56-64).
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The story of Peter the tax-collector’s nighttime vision offers a number of interesting variations
on the tollgate motif as we have encountered it so far: in the Life of Antony and the visions of
Makarios, the holy man is granted the privilege of a vision, or greater light and knowledge
based on his own ascetic merit, much as the stylite Symeon learns of the demonic regiments in
the air through revelation. The saint is then able to instruct his followers in what he has seen:
Anastasios’s taxeotes returns from his harrowing subterranean adventure with express
instructions from his heavenly escort that he be of profit to others by telling his tale; when he
has fulfilled this task as witness, he is allowed to pass peacefully away. The angels that defend
Peter do not give such explicit proselytizing instructions but rather confine their exhortations to
his improvement alone: it is the beginning of his career as a holy man. He does not teach by
precept (that is, by recounting his visions) but by the example of his extreme charity, which
comes as a result of his experience and causes others to wonder at his conversion. Self-discovery
and self-knowledge are closely connected with the education of others, a lesson to one for the

salvation of many.

Through the six texts discussed in this chapter it can be seen that the old, probably pre-
Christian motif of the tollgates was defined, refined, developed and embellished, in a distinctly
Egyptian milieu, so as powerfully to supplement the limited information provided by Christian
Scripture about what one could expect when passing from this life into the next and how one
might best prepare oneself for the unknown and terrifying journey into “the undiscover’d
country, from whose bourne [only the rarest of travelers] returns|.]” The popularity of the motif

comes at least partly from the dramatic urgency wherewith it calls the sinner to repentance,
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letting the hearer see his own potential end through stark images of judgment and evaluation,
emphasizing that it is in his hands whether he can expect “the joy of [the L]ord” and the bliss
that awaits the “good and faithful servant” or the “outer darkness [of]...weeping and gnashing
of teeth” that threaten the sinful and dissolute.” It warns; in its warning it exhorts; and in its
exhortation it teaches that man must live like the angels in this life, if he would dwell with them

in the next.

% Luke 19.21-22, 29.
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Chapter 2
A Ladder Over the Wall,

or, Klimakos and A Prison of One’s Own Making

[Blut to die, and go we know not where;

To lie in cold obstruction and to rot,

This sensible warm motion to become

A kneaded clot, and the delighted spirit

To bathe in fiery floods, or to reside

In thrilling region of thick-ribbéd ice;

To be imprison’d in the viewless winds

And blown with restless violence round about
The pendent world! Or to be worse than worst
Of those that lawless and incertain thought
Imagine howling, — ’tis too horrible.

The weariest and most loathed worldly life
That age, ache, penury and imprisonment
Can lay on nature, is a paradise

To what we fear of death.

—Claudio to his sister Isabella, Measure for Measure 3.1

I the LORD have called thee in righteousness [...] for a light of the Gentiles; to open the blind eyes,
to bring out the prisoners from the prison, and them that sit in darkness out of the prison house.
Eyw Kvpioc 6 Ocog éxaleod oe &v dikatoovvn [...] eic g é0vwv, dvoiéat 0pOadiovc TvpAwy,
eayayelv éx deauwv dedeuévovg, kai €& oikov puAaxne kadnuévovg év oxoteL.
—Isaiah 42.6-7

Look upon mine affliction and my pain; and forgive all my sins.
16é v Ttameivwoiv [Hov kal TOV KOToV 1oV, kal d¢pec naoac Tac auaptiag uov!
—Psalm 24:18 (Masor. 25:18)

Introduction

In his article on presentation and style in John Klimakos’s Ladder of Divine Ascent, John Duffy
singles out a passage on the ladder’s fifth step (On Penitence) for its narrative and dramatic

intensity.®® The episode is part of a larger narrative arc describing Klimakos’s travels in and

% Duffy 1999:14.
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around Alexandria and his interactions with several local monastic communities and their
prominent members.®! In the passage, which forms the centerpiece of the fifth chapter as well as
its narrative platform for spiritual instruction, Klimakos describes his visit to a place known as
“the Prison” (7 @vAaxn). Located a mile away from the main monastery, this satellite
community operates as an ascetic penal colony where brethren in urgent need of spiritual
remediation spend their time in deep mourning, self-mortification and penitence.®> By the
abbot’s leave, Klimakos spends a month observing the inmates” way of life and describes their
daily rituals of voluntary self-torment. “It is certainly the strangest part of the work,” Duffy
notes, “and easily the most moving.”® Klimakos’s description of the inmates’ penitential
regimen is intense and shocking for his audience; difficult to accept and perhaps even more
difficult to understand.®

Duffy identifies it as “a veritable visit to the underworld, with a catalogue, in gruesome
detail of self-inflicted misery, deprivation and punishment. With the visitor we see the

harrowing sights and hear the groans and anguished questions of the tormented.”% Building on

61 See PG 88.786D-776B (Luibheid 93-105) for the Alexandrian portion of the story.

62 This arrangement of having monastic settlements located near a central monastery would have been familiar to
Klimakos from his own experiences at Sinai. At the time of John's tenure as hegumen, Sinai was a monastic colony
rather than a monastery. At its heart — located near the site of the Burning Bush — was a church built by Justinian,
which is still extant today. Its satellite establishments, however, were numerous and often situated at a very great
distance. The anachoretic retreat at the desert of Sidid was around seventy miles away from the central site (Flusin
2005:197). See Flusin 2005:193-197, 205 for an overview of Sinai at the time of Klimakos and the placement of its
subsidiary establishments.

8 Loc. Cit.

¢ See Luibheid 1982:xv on on the distaste such extreme horrors provoke. But for the idea that a monk should be like a
prisoner, cf. this saying from the Systematic Collection of the Apophthegmata Patrum: «AdeAdPOG 1owTNOE TOV ABPA
Appwvav Aéywv- Eimé pot onua. Aéyet 0 yéowv: “Ymaye, moinoov 1OV AOYLOUOV 0OV (DOTIEQ Ol KAKODQYOL
molovoLV ot dvteg €v 1) dvAakT). Exelvol yag €0wTt@otv Tovg avOewTovg mov €0TLy O 1YEHWV Kal toTe €0XeTal,
Kal &mo TN mEoodokiag kAatovawv. OVTwe Kkal 0 povaxos odeldel dDATAVTOS TMQOTEXEWY Kal EAEyXew TNV
Yuxnv avtov Aéywv- Oval pol, Mg €Xw TagaoTival T@ Pruatt Tov XEoToD, Kal TS &Xw avt®
amoAoynoacOay; Eav obtwe peAetiong diamavtog dvvaocat cwdnvaw (Sys. Ap. I11.4, p. 150 ed. Guy).

65 Jbid.
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Duffy’s observations, we here explore Klimakos’s dramatic and emotionally arresting
descriptions of the bodily suffering and mental anguish of these monastic penitents as a
reinterpretation of a familiar topos from the Byzantine tradition of soul-benefitting tales: the tour
of hell. As we have seen previously, the journey to the underworld allows the sinner to
temporarily enter that “undiscover’d country from whose bourne no traveler returns,” so that
the horror of this brief sojourn may stir him to sincere repentance and so prevent a permanent
stay after life’s end. The penitent monks at the Prison, however, have not been privileged with
that first-hand knowledge obtained in divinely granted visionary experience (in the usual
religious sense of “vision”) and so, in their already-existent fear of eternal punishment, feel
impelled to seek powerful substitutes of their own devising: not the unlooked-for revelation to
the mind’s eye of a divine comedy, but a man-made morality play for the quotidian, physical
senses of hearing and sight. (The inmates at the Prison, in other words, are not only open to
being convinced of the need for purificatory repentance, but are keenly dedicated to convincing
themselves. They have “the motive and the cue for passion” and their performance can “drown
the stage with tears / and cleave the general ear with horrid speech, / make mad the guilty and
appal the free, / confound the ignorant, and amaze indeed / the very faculties of eyes and
ears.”®) The Prison is a reflection not of a heavenly paradise, but of “the other place,”¢” of which
a limited, carnal experience might allow paradise to be regained. The inclusion of this scenario
in the larger work, as of a play within a play, has the effect of heightening the reality and

vividity (and hence the urgency) of the framing action, a narrative throughout which Klimakos

% Hamlet 2.2.
7 Hamlet 4.3.
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weaves terminology and images strikingly evocative of already-established visionary literature
— a tradition of accounts of actual heavenly or hellish visions of a kind which most of
Klimakos’s audience will not have been personally granted, but which they are well familiar
with as listeners and which will resonate powerfully with them, prompting them to strong
action - to repentance.

We have called their production a “scenario” and it is important to point out that the
mimesis is conscious and intentional, the holy precedents for descending into prison and into
the lowest of lows including figures no less than Joseph, Hoshea, Hanani the Seer, Jeremiah,
Daniel, John the Baptist, Peter, Paul (the self-styled 6éoutoc of Christ®®) and John on Patmos,
besides Samson, the Hebrew youths, arguably Jonah, various kings® and even Jesus himself”
and many that he saves.”! Not least among these is the prophet-king David, whose songs give
the monks their vocabulary of expression and who (for his sin of murder) suffered a prison of
the mind and besought Jehovah, “Bring my soul out of prison, that I may praise thy name: the

righteous shall compass me about; for thou shalt deal bountifully with me!””? That this via

& Eph. 3:1, 4:1, 2Tit. 1:8, Phil. 1:1, 1:9.
p

0 Actual kings, some of whom emerged or (like Croesus at Cyrus’s court) found a place of honor (ex. gr. Jer. 52:33,
«Kat JAAaEev [Twakip Baocideve Tovda] v oToANV ¢ GLAAKNG AvTOL kAl JoOLlev AQTOV DIATAVTOS KATX
neoowmov [OVAaipagaday Baciréws BaBuAwvoc] maoag tag uéoag &g éCnoev»), or the Preacher’s unnamed
rags-to-reigning wise youth (Eccl. 4:13-14, «Aya0oc maic mévng kal copoc UméQ PaciAéa moeofuvtegov Kal
adoova, 0¢ ovK Eyvw ToL TEOooéXely €Tl 8Tt €€ olkov TV deouiwv éEeAevoetal Tov Bacidevoatl, 6Tl Kal ye &v
Baoeiq avToL EyevviOn évNc»).

70 Both literally during the trial and through “the least of these” in Matt. 25:33-45.

1 Ot kat XQLotog anaé megl Apaotiov €mabev dikalog VTEQ Adikwv tva Npac meooaydyn 1@ e Bavatwdeig
pev oagkl LwomomBeic d¢ @ mveduaTy, &v @ Kal tolg v PuAakn mveVpaowy moevBelg ékrjouiev» (1Peter
3:18sq.).

72 Ps. 141:8 (Masor. 142:7) <E&ayaye ¢k dpvAaxnc v Puxiv pov, Tov éEopoAoynoacdal t¢ ovouati oov, Kogte,
gUé. Ymopevovowy dikatot €éwg o0 AVTATIOdWSG HOL.»
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dolorosa of the Lord and his saints — a place to pay one’s all”® — is one for sinners to walk down in
imitation is made clear by the brother of the Lord:

Ye have lived in pleasure on the earth, and been wanton; ye have nourished your hearts, as in a
day of slaughter. Ye have condemned and killed the just; and he doth not resist you. [...] Take,
my brethren, the prophets, who have spoken in the name of the Lord, for an example of suffering
affliction, and of patience. Behold, we count them happy which endure. Ye have heard of the
patience of Job, and have seen the end of the Lord; that the Lord is very pitiful, and of tender

mercy.”
The pathos of the penitent is genuine, but the script has already been written.

We might add here that, while for our present purposes the primary meaning of the
word ¢uvAakn is “prison” or “jail,” it comes at the same time with three further scriptural
resonances, all of which are appropriate and complementary: it can be a sacred “charge” or
commission,” a “watch” or time of wakefulness and prayer,”® and a ward or protection

(phylactery).”” And for our actors here, it can be the prélude to the crown of life.”

7 «AuNV Aéyw oot ov pr) €EEAONC éxelBev [Ex TS PvAarnc] éwg av ATodQS TOV Eoxatov kodoavTnV» (Matt. 5:26).

74 James 5:10-11 (my emphasis). « Etgudrioate émi ¢ yNg kai éonataAnjoate. EOgépate tag kapdiag VpovV wg év
Nuéoa opaync. Katedwkdoarte, épovevoate Tov dikaov: ovk avritaooetal DULv. [...] Ymodetypa AaBete g
kaxomabeiag, adeAdol pov, kat e pakoOvping Tovg meodrnTag, ot EAaAnoav 1@ ovoupatt Kvgiov. Tdoov,
paxaiCopev [he might as well have said 0ABiCouev!] tovg Omopévovtag. Trv Omopovny TwP Nrovoate kal TO
téAog Kvplov eidete, 1L moAvomAayxvog éotv 6 Kiplog kai oiktigpwv.» (“[B]lest are those / whose blood and
judgment are so well commeddl’d, / that they are not a pipe for Fortune’s finger / to sound what stop she please.”)

7 «Kat pvAaLovtat ot viot IoganA v pvAaxnv 1o Beol kal ov ur é€aowarv» (Num. 9:19). «Kat épvAalav
dvAaxag Beod avtv kai puAakac tov kabagiopov» (Neh. 12:44). «...pVAGOOOVTES TAG PLAAKAS TWV AYyiwV
[...] kai 1) dvAaxt) avTOV 1] KIPWTOS Kal 1 TedTela kal 1) Avxvia kal Ta BvolaoTiol Kal T okevn ToL Aayiov,
doat AelTovEYODTLV €V aVTOIS Kal TO KATakAAvUUa Kal mavTa T éoya avtwv» (Num. 3:28-31). Cf. Lev. 24:12;
Num. 1:53, 3:7-8, 8:26, 9:23, 18:3-5, 31:30, (Deut. 33:5, Prov. 4:5), Ezek. 48:11, etc.

7 «HAmoev 1 Puxn) pov émi tov Kogov amo puAaxng mowing péxot vuktog: and GpuAakns mowing EATOATW
TooanA émi tov Koglov» (Ps. 129:6 (Masor. 130:6) et alibi simm.). «Makagtot ot doDAoL éketvol ovg EABwv 6 Kiplog
evENOEeL Yo yogouvtag [...] kal éav EAOT) &v ) devtéoa puvAaxn kal év i) toitn PvAaxn EAOT) kat ebon oltwe,
paxaool eiotv ot dovAot éketvors (Luke 12:37-38; cf. Mark 13:33-37, 14:32-41 («td pév mvedpa meobuvuov, 1) d&
oaf aoBevric» etc.)).

7 «EAenuoovvn kat aAnBeia puvAaxr) PBaciAel kat meQIKLKAWOOLTLY €V dikaloovvry tov Bpévov avtov» (Prov.
20:28). «OtL Kvplog dyana koiow kat ovk éykataAeiet To0g 60l0vg avTovL — £l TOV alwva GvAayxOnoovtar
avopot d¢ éxdiwyxOnoovtat kat omtégoua doefav éEoAeOpevOnoeta (Ps. 36:38 (Masor. 37:28)).

78 Rev. 2:-10, «Kal 1@ ayyéAw g éxkAnoiag Zuvovaiwv yodpov, “Tade Aéyet 6 mowtog kait 6 £éoxatog, 0g £yéveto
VeKrQog Kal élnoev, ‘Oidd oov & €oya kal v OAWLY...undév poPov & néAAelc maoyewy. 1000, uéAdel BaAewv
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Setting the Scene: Death, Mourning and Repentance

In order to uncover some of the spiritual principles that underpin Klimakos’s theology in
general, and in particular its application in the Prison passage, it is important to understand
how he conceives of monastic repentance in terms of mourning and death. Throughout the
Ladder, Klimakos emphasizes that the monastic state is one characterized by constant mourning:
“Asleep or awake, the monk is a soul pained by the constant remembrance of death.”” The
monk thus must always strive to be in mourning and it is through prolonged and continuous
grieving that he is able to find the beginnings of his salvation: “The man turning away from the
world in order to shake off the burden of his sins should imitate those who sit by the tombs
outside the city.”® Hannah Hunt describes the mechanisms of this process as follows:

The connection between remembrance of death and mourning is not simply one of cause and
effect. Rather, the mourner will naturally be drawn by the former into the condition of grief and
mourning which in turn will heighten the mourner’s awareness of the inescapability of their final

end, and promote repentance.8!

The connection between death, mourning and repentance in the monastic life is expressed both
symbolically and physically. Klimakos exhorts monks to “let the monastery be for you a tomb

before the tomb.”%? There are several accounts of anchorites observing this injunction very

€€ bp@v 6 duaPolog eic puvAaxny, tva melpaodNTe kal €ete OAW IV Nuegav déka. I'tvov motog axot Oavdtov
Katl dow ool oV otéPavov ¢ Lwng.”... O vikwv ov pr) adkn o) ék To0 OavdTov To devtégov.”»

7

=}

PG 88.633C (Luibheid 74). «Movaxdg €otv kat@duvog Ppuxr €v dinvekel uvnun Bavatov adoAeoyxovon, kat
VTIVWTTOVOQ, KAl YOI YOQOUoX.»

8

S

PG 88.633D (Luibheid 74). «MupeioBw 6 10 éavtob GoETIOV TWV AHAQTNHATWY OKOQTUOAL TOU KOOTHOL
££eAnAvOddg, tolg MEO TV Tadwv kadnuévovs EEw NG TMOAewc.» Richard Valantasis (1995:801) puts this
dynamic in a theoretical framework: “the ascetic consequently appears always to be in transit, in process, in motion
towards a new subjectivity. The early Christian monks, for example, experienced themselves as neither fully
human nor fully divine, as embodied angels, as disembodied humans, as living corpses, who lived in a society yet
did not, who withdrew from society in order to create another so that at once they existed in a non-existence.”

81 Hunt 2004:48.

82 PG 88.716B (Luibheid 74-5). «Mvfjud oot mQO VI UATOG 6 TOTOG €0TwW.»
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literally by making the tomb their monastery in order to give expression to compunction and
sorrow in a suitably symbolic setting.’®> The imagery of death has long played an important role
in monastic writing. Drawing on Paul’s teachings in Romans 6, monastic authors used the
concept of physical death — separation of body and soul at life’s end — to express the
permanent break with the ways and habits of a previously sinful life that the assumption of the
monastic habit (and more generally the living of a new, truly Christian life) represented. Having
renounced the world and its wickedness, monks strive to make themselves “dead indeed unto
sin, but alive unto God through Jesus Christ our Lord.”% But Klimakos carries the analogy even
further in his chapter on obedience, describing the monk as a “blessed living corpse.”® The
reasoning behind this extraordinary statement is not simply that a monk is someone who
mortifies both his flesh and his passions but also, Klimakos asserts, that the monk ought to
become corpse-like in his obedience and humility. He explains: “Obedience is the burial place of
the will and the resurrection of lowliness. A corpse does not contradict or debate the good or
whatever seems bad, and the spiritual father who has devoutly put the disciple’s soul to death
will answer for everything.”® It is worth keeping the extremity of this shocking but very
effective imagery in mind as we try to understand the Prison episode and the message it is

trying to convey to the reader.

8 See Hunt 2004:48.
8 Rom. 6:11 («verkQovg pév eivat ) apagtia, Lovtag d¢ 1@ Oe@ év Xototd Tnoov 1@ Kvoiw pav»).
8 PG 88.680B (Luibheid 92). «O L@V vekdg, 00Tog O HAKAQITNG.»

8% PG 88.680A (Luibheid 92). « Ymakon éott pvijpa OeAnoewe, kal €YeQols TAMEWVWOOEWS: OVK AVTEQEL, T) dlxicQivel
vekQog €v dyaboig, 1) 10 doketv movnoic. O yao Bavatwoag adtov evoeBac TV Puxny, UMEQ MAVTWV
amoAoynoetat»
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The Narrator as “Spiritual Communicator”
The fifth chapter of the Ladder is in many ways a departure from Klimakos’s usual modes of
spiritual instruction. Duffy notes that generally Klimakos’s style resists rigid categorization; he
deftly weaves together elements from different literary registers.#” His spiritual teaching is
sometimes presented with aphoristic brevity and clarity, while at other times shrouded in
Evagrian elusiveness and complexity. This variety makes the work unpredictable and keeps the
reader’s interest piqued. Nevertheless, leaving the complicated and much-debated question of
Klimakos's stylistic antecedents and the degree of their influence aside for the moment, it is
possible to identify, as Duffy has done, some general patterns of composition in many of the
“steps” of the Ladder. He identifies the following four recurring elements: “(1) a brief
introductory statement; (2) concise definitions of a virtue or a vice; (3) a general discussion of
the theme of the step combining exegesis, admonition, illustrative stories, and personal
observation; and (4) a short formulaic closing statement.”®® If we apply this framework to the
fifth chapter of the Ladder, we find (depending on which version of the text we use) initial
adherence to the structure set out above: the chapter begins with a brief statement introducing
the subsequent material while connecting to the preceding chapter. ¥ Subsequently, there is a
succession of short sentences each beginning with the word petdvoia and followed by a brief,
figurative interpretation of what this virtue should mean for a monk. The repetitive “chain of

definitions” immediately sets the tone of the discussion and establishes a rhythmical cadence

8 Duffy 1999:8.
8 Duffy 1998:8.

8 “Once John outran Peter, and now obedience is placed before repentance. For the one who arrived first represents
obedience, the other repentance” (Luibheid 121).
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that seize the audience’s attention.” Duffy has convincingly traced the influence of liturgical
texts — particularly the kontakion — on Klimakos’s style.”! In this chapter on repentance, the
rhythmical repetitions may also call to mind the important monastic office of the psalmody.

After the chain of definitions, Klimakos proceeds to the narrative portion of the chapter,
which occupies a much larger portion and more central place than comparable sections in any
of the other steps. He explicitly mentions the prominence that he accords to his tale: “Let us give
first place to the story of dishonored workers — who still earned respect.” °> Another indication
of the importance and centrality of the narrative within the chapter and within the work as a
whole is the fact that he gives his readers a brief preview of the story in the previous chapter on
obedience. In the fourth chapter there is a brief account of a monk who recovered the
appropriate spirit of obedience and penitence following an imprudent lapse into gossip and
slander.”® His superior, seeing that the brother’s remorse is genuine, sends him to another
monastery. Taking this as an opportunity to reveal more about this mysterious monastery “for
those who are in mourning for their failures,” Klimakos discloses the following;:

A mile away from the great monastery was a place called the Prison, where neither smoke, nor

wine, nor oil for food, nor anything else was ever seen, only bread and chopped vegetables. Here

% Duffy 1998:12.

1 See Duffy 1999:8-13. For another “take” on chain of definitions model, see pseudo-Cyril of Alexandria’s De Exitu
Animi (PG 77.1072A-B). At the beginning of this homily, the homilist compiles a long list of things he fears,
beginning each phrase with ¢pofovua: followed by a direct object and a brief explanation of the object. The 61t
clause doesn’t define the preceding object but indicates why the homilist (and the reader in turn) ought to be afraid
of it.

%2 PG 88.764C (Luibheid 121). «ITgota&wpev Kat MQOTIUNOWHEY TETIUNHEVWV ATIHWV EQYATOV dUYNOLV.»
% An appropriate verse would be Psalm 140:3 (Masor. 141:3), “Set a watch, O LORD, before my mouth; keep the door

of my lips.” «®ov, KVgte, pvAakny tq otopati pov kot OVgav megloxng mepl T XelAn pov» (emphasis mine).
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were shut up without permission to go out those who after entering the monastic life had fallen

into sin.%

We will return momentarily to Klimakos’s remark that the brethren were “shut up without
permission to go,” but the austerity of the asceticism practiced at the Prison becomes clear even
before we learn of the inmates’” individual mortificatory regimens. Not only do the monks’
dietary restrictions include the more common monastic abstinences, as from wine and oil, but
the absence of smoke indicates that perhaps, like Evagrios (reportedly), the monks practice a
degree of homophagy and xerophagy.”® Klimakos also informs us about their living situation:
they form a loosely-knit community but remain essentially isolated and unceasing prayer is
required of them at all times. It is not entirely clear how far this community was coenobitic in
their daily rhythms, but the nature of their fellowship as portrayed in the fifth chapter suggests
that it may have resembled a lavra, in which brethren are alone during the week but come
together to celebrate the offices on the weekends.”® Their leader is a man called Isaac and they
occupy their time with plaiting leaves. He finishes the brief description with a dramatic
flourish: “[SJuch was their existence and their rule, such their lifestyle, these men who truly
sought to face the God of Jacob.”?” The biblical allusion in this brief passage is to the patriarch

whose own (literal) father was also Isaac, and it aligns the penitents’ exertions with the spiritual

% PG 88.704A (Luibheid 105). «Témog pev fv amo onuelov évog the HeyaAng povig, GuAakt) Aeyouévn,
ATIXQAKANTOG: OVK 1)V €KEIOE MWTOTE KATIVOV 0pOTvaL, oUk oivov, ovk EAaiov eic Bowatv, ovy €TeQdv Tt AAAO 1)
aptov, kat Aemta Adxava. Ev 100t Tovg HeTd TV KAV CUUTOOLLOUEVOUS ATIQOITOUG KATEKAELEV.»

% Stewart 2003:249.
% Johnsén 2007:238.

7 PG 88.704C (Luibheid 105). «O0toc 6 Plog, adtn 1| katdotaols abtn 1 daywyn TV 6VIws {NTovviwv To
MEOTwWTOV T0U Ocov Takwf.»
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wrestlings of the man who became Israel himself (father of all the tribes that wandered through
the Sinai).

Jacob is a felicitous choice for a biblical model, given that the organizing framework for
Klimakos’s work is that of the ladder up to heaven that the patriarch saw in his dream.”® And
more particularly to the theme of the fifth chapter, Jacob’s story offers a number of fitting
parallels, most obviously his wrestling with the angel of the Lord.” This stark image will have
held much symbolism for the monks in their own struggles: the dark and arduous night of
Jacob’s trial leads to a new dawn bringing divine blessing and acceptance, an apt metaphor for
repentance; Jacob emerges from his struggle with God forever a changed man, bearing (like a
monk) a new name; and, while he is exhausted and retains a permanent physical marker from
his ordeal (his limp), he gains immeasurable spiritual strength and draws closer to God — quite
a wonderful symbol for the exhaustion and self-mortification that the penitents give as their
own offering to the Lord. It is important to note that, while all the episodes of a biblical
character’s story were (presumably) well known to the monks, when the characters are
presented as models in monastic texts, they are often frozen in a particular scene — a snapshot
extracted to represent a particular virtue, often independent of other episodes of that character’s

story. Scene becomes tableau .1

% See Gen. 20:10-19. In choosing the ladder as a symbol for spiritual progress, Klimakos was drawing on an
established interpretative tradition. The idea’s reception in patristic thought is perhaps most elegantly expressed
by John Chrysostom in his Homily 83 (on John 18:1): “And so mounting as it were by steps, let us get to heaven by
a Jacob’s ladder. For the ladder seems to me to signify in a riddle by that vision the gradual ascent by means of
virtue, by which it is possible for us to ascend from earth to heaven, not using material steps, but improvement and
correction of manners.” See also Duffy 1998:3 for a careful survey of biblical resonances and their importance to the
work as a whole.

» See Gen. 32:24-28.
100 See Krueger 2010:202.
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One consequence of the repeated association of early monastic people and places with
figures and locations from the Bible was that the monks and their way of life “acquired a
biblical veneer, such that the practice of asceticism and the cultivation of virtue engaged in a
reprise of biblical narrative: the monk formed himself in the image of biblical heroes.”'"
Clothing monks and their experiences in the language and imagery of the Bible offered
monastic writers an expressive mode, with its conventions and expectations, familiar and
accessible to anyone at all conversant with the Scriptures.!®> The biblical exemplars give the
monk a vocabulary of ideas through which he can conceptualize, and convey, his identity. In
connecting the penitents of the Prison with the story of Jacob, Klimakos drew on a well-
established literary tradition in which writers of monastic texts from Late Antiquity situate their
subjects” present way of life within the context and continuity of sacred legend.

As Georgia Frank has shown in her work on the anonymous Historia Monachorum in
Aegypto (late 4™ century), monastic authors often “wrapped” the desert ascetics of Egypt and
their culture in “a biblical haze.”!% Klimakos, as a monk himself and as the author of a monastic
text in which he has a marked presence as narrator, not only frames his subjects in terms of the
language and imagery of the Scriptures but also makes use of them in creating his own
narrative persona. And the obvious biblical correspondent for the abbot of St. Catherine’s —

leader of a spiritual flock and custodian of one of the most important centers of Christian

101 Krueger 2010:206.

102 Heim (1985:196) has described a similar process in the narratives of Western pilgrims to the Holy Land, that their
desire to see the biblical sights (an often formulaicly expressed longing) sets in motion a phantasmagorical
transformation which turns Jerusalem into a heavenly city: «Tout se passe comme si maisons et monuments se
transfiguraient par une fantasmagorie declenchee par des souvenirs bibliques pour devenir patrie celeste a laquelle
il aspire.»

108 Frank 2000:61.
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pilgrimage — is that other great shepherd of an unruly people,’™ the prophet who on that

mountain gave wandering Israel its law.1%

The Story’s Applicability & Believability
So far, we have examined how engaging with holy men of the Old Testament could act as “a
lens through which [monks] might understand themselves and their ascetic goals” and what
application this had within the framing discussion for the fifth chapter.!® Presently, we will
consider how imbuing a scene with biblical resonances might in fact also be used to create a
“safe” and respectful distance between the narrative subject, steeped in repentance and proved
by continuous ascetic struggle, and an audience keen to emulate their zeal yet unequipped to
handle the severity of their practice. In her research on Christian travel narratives from late
antiquity, Frank has analyzed the techniques that the authors of those texts use to “differentiate
between the reader’s world and the world in the text.”!” She writes that “even when those
worlds overlap, the writer must establish a “clear structural distance.””!% But in a text that is
about monks and written principally for monks, the overlap will inevitably be great. Klimakos

shows himself aware of this overlap and even addresses it in step 4 of the Ladder before

104 “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way.” «Ilavtec w¢ modéBata
EmAaviOnpev- &vBowmog T 6@ avToL EMAaVON Kal KUELOG TAREdWKEV AVTOV TAlS apaQtialg NUwv» (Isaiah
53:6).

105 As Flusin (2006:190) puts it, «<De méme, que Moise, descendent de la montagne, apporte au peuple d’Israel la loi
divine, de méme Jean, higoumene de la méme montagne de Sinai, apporte au Nouvel Israel qu’est le peuple des
moine une loi spirituelle.»

106 Krueger 2010:202.
107 Frank 1998:493-4.
108 Frank 1998:493-4.
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describing the shocking acts of self-mortification at “the Prison.” His words function as a
disclaimer and a warning:
It is a good thing to admire the labors of holy men; to imitate them procures salvation. But it is

unreasonable and impossible to wish to imitate, on a sudden whim, every aspect of the way they

live.109

His caution operates on two levels: first and mostly plainly, admonishing the overeager reader
to use prudence in imitating this advanced asceticism, as though to say “don’t try this at home”
— or at least not yet to such an extreme degree.!!” Secondly, it signals to the audience that the
Prison is a place that defies expectation and even belief.!'! The world inhabited by these “men
who face the God of Jacob” (a bright and fiery god, the full glory of whose Jovelike countenance
is more than man can bear!!?) seems to exist in a separate reality, where the rules of
conventional living do not apply. Their sometimes wraith-like existence, as we will see, is
marked by dramatic extremes and they continually live at the very edges of human experience:

they deprive themselves of adequate rest and nourishment and are continuously exposed to the

109 PG 88.704C (Luibheid 105). «To pév Oavualery tovg ayiwv mdévoug kaAdv- 10 d¢ (nAovv cwtnolag med&evov: 1o
0e O’ &v v ékelvwv ppelobat OéAev moAttelay, dAoyov Kol Aprxavov.»

1o Cf. Matt. 13:5-6, “Some fell upon stony places, where they had not much earth: and forthwith they sprung up,
because they had no deepness of earth: and when the sun was up, they were scorched; and because they had no
root, they withered away.” «AAAa d¢ &€mecev &mi Tat MeTEWdMN, 6MOL OVK elXev YNV MOAANV, kal eVBEwg
éfavéteilev dx o U éxewv Babog yne NAlov d¢ avateilavtog éxavuatioOn kal dux o un éxewv oiCav
SEﬂQ(ﬁ(VGT]»

1 Johnsén (2007:208) asks the important question of reader use: “[H]ow is the reader supposed to read the text? Is he
requested to make progress himself before he continues to another step? Is this text more like a general and
systematic description of monastic ideals, or of how a monk should reach perfection, from which a reader might
benefit at different stages in his spiritual life?” Here there is actually a moment of very specific user instructions.

12 #__his eyes were as a flame of fire; and his feet like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace; and his voice as
the sound of many waters. And he had in his right hand seven stars: and out of his mouth went a sharp two-edged
sword: and his countenance was as the sun shineth in his strength. And when I saw him, I fell at his feet as
dead....” (Revelation 1:14-17) «...ot 0¢pOaApol avTo we GAOE mMLEAE, Kal ol TOdeg aDTOD SpotoL XAAKOAPAVE @G
€V Kapivw meMuowpévol Kat 1] Pawvr) adtod wg Gpwvi) DOATWV TOAAWY, kal €xwv €v 11 defldx avTov Xelol
AOTEQAG ETITA Katl €K TOD 0TOUATOS avTOL Popdaio dloTopog el Ekmogevopévn kat 1) 0PI avTod ws O fALog
datver v 1) duvapel avtov. Kat dte €idov avtov Emeoa mEdg Tovg mOdAg avtob w¢ vekds...» Cf. 2Cor. 3:7,
where even God’s prophet in his glory could not be beheld.
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elements. Sometimes they even sink down into a state of spiritual aphasia, a tabula wiped of
human speech and thought:
Overcome by their reflections and the weight of conscience, they could not speak, could not pray

to God, could not even make the beginning of prayer; and filled, as it seemed, with darkness and

empty despair, they offered God only a blank soul and a wordless mind."'3

They are so violently struck by their own reasoning (Aoytopoi) that in fact their souls are robbed
of that very reasoning (Yvx1n dAoyoc) and they become almost as dumb beasts (d¢Aoy«a), which
do not think but do acutely feel.l'+ The reports of this place are, in short, so harrowing that they
might defy the credulity even of an audience accustomed to the tales of outlandish self-
mortification and asceticism in which Byzantine hagiography abounds. But the audience has no
choice but to take Klimakos at his word: he is their ears and eyes and the credibility of his
description of the Prison is entirely dependent upon his reliability as narrator. Again on the
Monks in Egypt, which is famously full of incredible stories, Frank says that “[t]he author not
only sees for the audience, but even controls what is seen...this rhetorical presence preserves the
distance between the reader’s world and the exotic world visited.”!> The point is well taken as
far as the impressive exoticism of travelers’ tales — and in fact a “tour guide” like Klimakos not
only controls what the audience sees but also determines how they see it. But his goal is not

merely to dazzle spectators (“nothing behind the curtain!”) with the figures of cynocephali or

PG 88.765B (Luibheid 122-3). «Ymo g T@v Aoyiou@v kal o0 oLVEOITOS ATIUIAG eDTOQODVTAG, UNdE TGS 1)
néBev Vv ikeolav momjoacbat ebplokovtag, udvny Ppvxnv dAoyov, kal voov ddpwvov 1@ Oeq MAQLOTWVTAG,
okoTiag MeMANQWEVOUG, Kal PIANG anoyvaoewg|.]» It was this abandonment of hope that Dante famously held
as most emblematic of the Inferno: Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate!

114 See preceeding note. (The neuter dAoyov was already acquiring its modern sense “horse” (cf. LS-J s.v. dAoyoc).)

115 Frank 2000:60 (emphasis mine). Like the History of the Monks of EQypt, the fifth chapter of the Ladder is also largely a
narrative about a journey.
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“the anthropophagi and men whose heads / do grow beneath their shoulders.”!!¢ It is to change
behavior and save souls, and this — the applicability, the need for caution and so forth —
depends of course on the audience’s believing his tale. And, unlike with the traveler whose
selective retelling “preserves the distance”, Klimakos’s rhetorical presence minimizes it, as
follows.

The intended readership, whether laymen or monks, presumably read this sort of
literature to confirm and strengthen their belief system rather than challenge it, and so
constituted a self-selected, receptive audience for a narrative that requires rather a large
suspension of disbelief to accept. Klimakos nevertheless feels compelled to address this
underlying anxiety with an open declaration: “Believe me, brothers, I am not making all this
up.”!” He faces a similar dilemma to that of the ancient historiographers and storytellers who
were equally keen to put charges of narrative falsehood to bed. John Marincola describes their
procedures for asserting veracity in a way that can also be applied to Klimakos: “Often in
ancient story-telling the author steps out of the mimetic narrative to guarantee...that what will
seem unbelievable to the reader actually took place.”!’® Klimakos’s counter to the skepticism
that he anticipates is that he relates not what he heard but what he himself saw: he is not an
(honest but gullible) second-hand relayer of the fantastical, but an (honest and grave) first-hand
witness of the marvelous but real. And it is because his credibility hangs so much on his claim
to autopsy that it is so important in this chapter, more than in most, that he make his narrative

and rhetorical presence so emphatically felt: by standing close to the reader or hearer and also

116 Othello 1.3.
17 PG 88.772B (Luibheid 125). «Kat ur) poBovg ta eipnpéva AoyilonoBe, éowtw, adeAdot. »
118 Marincola 1997:82.
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to the events he describes — frightful ones from which the human soul naturally shrinks — he
confronts his audience with the scene in such a way as to lessen the scope for doubt and thus

widen the scope for action.!

Connections to the Beneficial Tales

In order to examine the ways that Klimakos links his narrative to the extant tradition of
otherworldly journeys, let us briefly revisit (from the previous chapter) one of the earliest and
most famous of Christian hagiography’s accounts of a temporary journey into the afterlife,
namely chs. 65 and 66 of Athanasios of Alexandria’s Greek Life of Antony (4% cent.). As we have
seen previously, visions of the afterlife usually fall into two categories: either the narrator
undergoes the terrible ordeal of the temporary judgment himself (for example, Antony’s flight
through the tollgates in VA 65) or he is able to witness the event from afar (as with Antony’s
vision of the menacing giant that hampers the ascent of souls rising to heaven in VA 66). If we
take Antony’s second vision (the one of the menacing giant) as a paradigm for descriptions of
further saintly visions of the afterlife, three important characteristics emerge.!?® First, the holy
man is granted, on account of his ascetic progress, heightened spiritual perception and
sensitivity to numinous events concealed from the casual observer. Second, the purpose of the
vision is the edification of a group (and the audience, by extension) through the experiences of a

spiritually advanced teacher, with the oral transmission often serving as a framing device.

119 For a theoretical reading of this kind of situation, see also Valantasis 1995:797. He discusses the world-building (to
use a rather fashionable word) necessary (and inherent) to create and sustain an ascetic program. He argues that in
order to make their reality viable and sustainable, ascetics must “consciously project an alternative symbolic
universe.”

120 Antony’s second vision (VA 67) is explicitly described as «t@wv te mévwv...magapvOov.»
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Lastly, the primary function of the otherworldly journey (and equally importantly, its retelling)
is that it elicits in its hearers an urgent desire to repent.

Now we can analyze how the patterns set out above appear in Klimakos’s narrative.
John begins his story by drawing the audience into a discussion: “Come, gather round. Listen
here and I will speak to all of you who have angered the Lord. Crowd around me and see what
he has revealed to my soul for your edification.”!?! His conversational style of address, with its
imperatives and vocatives, creates an oral overlay for the written text. It sets John up as both a
kind of desert father, imparting the precious word to the brethren who have come to listen and
learn and reinforces his position as abbot, admonishing and encouraging those of his flock
made despondent by sin. Viewing the pedagogical strategy of the Ladder as a whole, Johnsén
writes “it is evident that the starting point for the teaching very much implies a coenobitic
context.”!?2 Johnsén’s remarks apply particularly to the beginning of this chapter, where
Klimakos draws attention to the mechanisms of monastic instruction: the monks (or other

readers) receive the teachings of their spiritual elder in a group and, as it were, face to face.

The Vision of Judgment
In addition to emphasizing the persona of monastic teacher, John also presents himself as a
visionary and a traveler to an extraordinary and inaccessible place. The language of revelation
dots his speech with subtle but unmistakable effect. In the opening lines of the narrative

(quoted above) he asserts that the Lord has revealed (0médeile) to him the events that he is

121 PG 88.764C (Luibheid 121). «Xuvdodapete, kal meooéAOete, deTe Kal dovoeTe, kal duyrjoopat DPLV: TAVTES ol
Tov @eov magopyloavtes, aBpoiobnte kai dete, oa MEOG oikodoprv VTédetée ) Puxn Hov.»

122 Johnsén 2007:230. This is not always the case; see Johnsén p. 235.
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about to narrate for the edification (oixoooun) of many brethren. He accentuates the otherness
and isolation of his destination: this “land of penitents” and “that place of true grief”, of which
he has initially only heard reports, is “separate” (i6t@¢Covoa — a marked word in monastic
literature) and he describes its inhabitants” way of life as both “great and strange.”'?> He draws
on his visionary abilities to understand the true meaning and importance of the place: “I
actually saw what the eye of an inattentive man never saw, what the ear of a lackadaisical man
never heard, what never entered the heart of a sluggard.”!?* But, unlike Anthony, Klimakos is
not privy to a supernatural experience of ascent; what he sees is monks voluntarily marooned in
a hell of their own making, a mental state of extreme penitence which they have translated into
a physical reality. The monks create a narrative of repentance for themselves by drawing on
topoi commonly found in the “tour of hell” tale: they imagine themselves being weighed at the
gates of heaven by a stern and inexorable judge. “[S]triking their breasts, as though standing
before the gates of heaven, some would say to God: ‘Open up to us, O Judge! Open up! We have
shut ourselves out with our sins. Open up to us.””1? They are tossed between miserable
dejection and wild hope: “How will it go for us? What will be the verdict? Will there be
forgiveness for those in darkness, for the lowly, for the convicted?”!?¢ They are thrown about by

the waves: “Is our prayer vigorous enough to come before the face of the Lord, or has it been

123 PG 88.764D (Luibheid 122). «Axovoac éyw 6 aobevig peydAnv tiva kat E€vny elvat TV KATAOTAOLY Kal TV
tamelvwow TV Ev 1) povi 1) wlovor) T Aeyopévn GuAakt.»

124 PG 88.765A (Luibheid 122). «A @wg étvuxev 0PpOaAOg avOQwToL dpleAoDg ovK elde,katl ovg QabUpoL oV déxeTal,
Kal €mi kadiav dkvneov ovk avéPn.» Cf. 1Cor. 2:9, “Eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither have entered into
the heart of man, the things which God hath prepared for them that love him” («0pOaApog ovx eidev kai ovg ovk
Nkovoev Kat Emi kadlav dvOewmov ovK AvEéPn & Toipacey 6 B€0¢ TOIC AYATIWOLV AVTOV»).

125 PG 88.769A (Luibheid 124). «Avotfov nuiv, dikaota, AvolEov MULY, €medn) apaotialg EkAeloapey £avtolg,
avotEov Muiv.»

126 PG 88.769B (Luibheid 124). «Aga ti T0 amofnoduevov: &oa Tic 1) AnéPaois; doa Tl T0 TéAog NU@V; &Qa €0TLV
AVAKANOLS; &oa £0TL CLYXWENOLS TOIG OKOTELVOIG, TOIG TATIELVOLS, TOLG KATAD(KOLG.»
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rejected — and rightly so — for being worthless and shameful?”!?” They express anxiety lest their
guardian angels, the indispensable companions of errant souls in the edifying tales tradition, be
unable to act as their advocates on account of the magnitude of their sins:

Are the guardian angels standing by us, or are they still at a great distance? For until they come

close our efforts are vain and futile. Our prayer has neither the power of access nor the wings of

purity to reach the Lord, unless our angels draw near us and take it and bring it to the Lord.!?8

The penitents use the literary topoi associated with immediate judgment after death in the tales
tradition (standing before a terrible judge, guardian angels, knocking on gates of heaven only to
be denied access on account of one’s previous misdeeds) as a working model for their own
present inability to approach God. They imagine themselves as already having departed from
this life, standing before the Lord in judgment, a situation in which, for most, there are no
second chances. Yet they also identify with the redeemed sinners of the tales and maintain a
glimmer of hope that their future may hold something other than eternal despair:

Will the Lord accept us once more?...Let us do what we can. If he opens the door, well and good;
if not, then blessed be the Lord God who in His justice has shut the door on us. At least we
should continue to knock at the door as long as we live. Maybe he will open to us on account of

our [brazenness].1??

We soon discover what continuing to “knock at the door” means for the inmates of the Prison.

127 PG 88.769C (Luibheid 124). «Aga loxvoev fuov 1 dénoig eioeABetv évwmov Kugiov; 1] anmeotoadn dikaiwg
TETATEWWUEVT] KAL KATHOXVHUEVT];»

128 PG 88.769C (Luibheid 124-5). «Aga émAnoiacav Nuiv ol Nuwv GpvAakeg, 7| €Tt TOYOW AP’ MUV VTTAQXOLOLV;
Exetvwv yag pn éyyiloviwv meodg NUaS, Tas O KOTOG MUV AVOPEATIS kal avOvNToG: o YaQ €xeL dvvauy
maQQENOIAG 1) MEOTELXT TUWV, 0UdE TTeQOV kabBadtntog eioceABetv mEog Kuglov, el unj Tt ye ot dyyeAoL Nuav
MEOTeYYIloAVTES ULV, TavTnV AaBovres Kuoiw mpooevéykwaotv.»

129 PG 88.769D (Luibheid 125, who for the “shamelesness” of dvaidcia has the rather weaker “persistence”). «Mnmwg
petapeAnOnoetar Koglog; Kat kav g mMOAANG koAdoews Avtowontat NHAS, OHwS MUAS TO €7 MLV
nomowpev. Kat éav avoiln, €0 kat kaAwg: émel evAoynToc Kvplog 6 Oeodg, 6 anokAelioag Nuiv dikaiwg. ITANv
ETpelvwpey kQovovteg, éwg TéAOUG TNg Cwig NUWV: (0WS T TOAAT U@V dvawdeia avoi&el uiv.» Cf. the story
of the Unjust Judge (Luke 18:1-6).
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In the chain of definitions that precedes the narrative of his sojourn in Alexandria,
Klimakos emphasizes the importance of personal agency and self-motivation in the process of
repentance. “Repentance,” he writes, “is critical awareness (avtouatoxpitoc) and a sure watch
over oneself (duéptuvoc avtopépiuvoc).”'*® In the seventh step, he also recommends that those
seeking true repentence should “never stop imagining and examining the abyss of dark fire, its
cruel minions, the merciless inexorable judge, the limitless chaos of subterranean flame, the
narrow descent to underground chambers and yawning gulfs and such other images. Then lust
in our souls may be checked by immense terror, by surrender to incorruptible chastity, and
receive that non-material light which shines beyond all fire.”?*! In a desperate, final attempt to
keep a foot in the door to heaven, the brethren at the Prison have preempted the great and
terrible judge and condemned themselves to an earthly facsimile of the torments of hell. By

existing in this wretched state temporarily, they hope to be delivered from it eternally.

Catching Hell

Klimakos’s description of the inmates’ “descent” into their own hell also effectively
communicates to the audience that, although their mental agony and physical suffering are very
real, their identification of it as an infernal place is a construct of their own making. They are

indeed transported to an underworld, but rather than being taken there by a pair of

130 PG 88.764B (Luibheid 121). Lampe’s “condemning by itself” for the word advtouatoxpitoc — a hapax in Klimakos —

may be just as likely as “self-aware” and the two are certainly not mutually exclusive. In fact, when one’s “eyes
[are] opened” (Gen. 3.7), the one may well follow the other.

131 PG 88.804C-D (Luibheid 135). «Ategevvawv muoog okotelvod &Buooov: kal dveAeeic VMNEéTag, aovumadn
KOUTIV KAl AoLYXWENTOV, XAOG Te ATéQatov Katax0oviov pAoyog, kal vToyeiwv, kal pofeowv TOMWY, Kal
XAOUATWV TEDALUUEVAS KATAPBATELS, KAl TOV TOOUTWV TAVTWYV eikOVAas: OTws T¢) MOAAQ TEOUW otudOeion 1)
évumapxovoa NV T Puxn Aayveia cvovadOn M) aPpBaoTw ayvela Kal Gpwtodg &AVAOL MVEOS TAVTOS TTAEOV
amootiABovtog év avtr) déEnTal [évOoug delapévn].»
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disheartened angels who find their charge stymied at tollgates or a posse of infernal minions
rejoicing in the dismissal of their soul from the gates of heaven, it is their own remorse that
transports them there. Klimakos describes them as follows: the brethren he sees “seemed out of
their minds, made dumb by the complete darkness of their despair («yeyovétag 6Aovg
E0KWTIOPEVOUG»), insensible to the life around them, their minds sunk in the depths of humility
(«T@ vol Aotmov év 1) &BVooW TS TATEWVWOEWS KATAdLTAVTAS»), their eyes dried up in the
fire of despondency («kal T@ TvEl ¢ dBvpiag»).”13 The darkness, the abyss and the fire of
hell exist only in their minds as a result of their base and hopeless loss of will; they have
essentially thought themselves into this infernal state. Nevertheless, the descriptions of their
self-imposed torments are real and genuinely harrowing to read as the penitents deprive
themselves of sleep, sustenance and every other human comfort, in order to show the depth of
their grief. Klimakos’s catalogue of their suffering also draws strikingly on the imagery used to
describe the state of the soul as it plummets down into the depths of hell. In Anastasios’s tale of
the taxeotes, the underworld is described as follows:

The earth was rent and we descended through narrow, gloomy places like foul-smelling

conduits, until [we reached] the subterranean parts in the prisons of Hades. There were the souls

of sinners who have slept since the beginning of the age [d7’ aiwvoc]. [It is], as Job says, “a dark

and murky land, a land of darkness everlasting, where is neither light nor can one see the life of

mortal mortal men.” But eternal pain is there, limitless grief, ceaseless wailing, never-silent

gnashing and sleepless lamentation — all which things do endlessly cry out, ok, woe is me!133

132 PG 88.765C (Luibheid 122-3).

133 Nau 1902a:85. «Kat dixaoOeiong g yng, katiABopev did Tivawv otevav kat LoPegav TOTwV WG KavaAiokwy
dvoWdwv, €wg twv kataxboviwv €v Ttolg deoupwrtnloc Kalt PuvAakaic Tov &dov, EvOa VvTAQxovoLV
amokekAelopévat ai puxal TV AUAQTWAGV TV an’ aiwvog kKekounuévov kabwe dnotv 6 Top, “Eic ynv
OKOTEWVTV KAl YVWPEQAV, €lg YV OKOTOVS aiwviov o0 ovk €0t GEyyog ovdE 6pav Cwrv Bootwv.” AAA” 6dvvN
aldviog kat AV ateAevTTOC KAl KAALOUOG dTtavoTog Kal BEUYHOS ATlyNTOS Kal oTevary ol drolunTot éiel
ovai dramavtog kKealovow.» The Job section (10:20-22) begins, “Are not my days few? Cease then and let me
alone, that I may take comfort a little, before I go whence I shall not return[.]”«H otk 0Atyog éotiv 6 xpdvog tov
Blov pov; Eacdv pe dvamavoacdat pukQov meotov pe moevdnvat 60ev ovk avaoteéyw...» (We have not
followed the Authorized Version above, which here differs too much from the Septuagint.)
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The darkness of these underground caverns creates an emphasis on the auditory environment
for the soul of the taxeotés and, as such, it is the weeping, wailing and gnashing of teeth that
terrify him the most. Similarly, in the Prison the penitents experience a kind of dusky,
subterranean gloom, but rather than the absence of physical light, what oppresses them is a
palpable spiritual darkness.’® Sound also plays an important role in evoking the terrifying
atmosphere of the Prison. Klimakos describes certain monks, like the ones mentioned in the
passage above, who are rendered speechless by grief, but others lament their own souls as
though they were already deceased (PG 88.765B) and, most disconcertingly, still others are so
far gone in their emotions that their behavior is characterized by a sort of insensate, animalistic
terror that leaves them roaring and moaning “like lions” or with their tongues hanging out of
their mouths “in the manner of dogs.”'3* This relentless catalogue of vocal (but not necessarily
verbal) expressions of despair contributes to the feeling that one is witnessing a spiritual
Bedlam where men are driven to madness, mentally overwhelmed by the burden of their sin.
The description that Klimakos provides of their appearance adds to the general sense that the
inmates have lost the ability to think rationally and they seem to almost robbed of their identity
as humans:

...with knees like wood, as a result of all the prostrations, with eyes dimmed and sunken, with
hair gone and cheeks wasted and scalded by many hot tears, with faces pale and worn, they were

no different from corpses. Their breasts were livid from all the beatings, which had even made them

134 PG 88.765B (Luibheid 122-3). « Y70 ¢ TV AOYIOU@V Kal TOU oLVEWITOS ATIHIAG eDTTOQOVVTAG, HUNdE WS T
no0ev MV keoiav momoacBal evglokovtag, povny Puxnv atloyov, kat voov ddpwvov 1@ Oeq) TaQLOTOVTAS,
okoTiag TemMANQWHEVOLG, Kal PG anmoyvwoews[.]» On imageless prayer, a not uncontroversial subject in
monastic circles, see Stewart 2003:250.

135 PG 88.765C and 88.768D (Luibheid 123).
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spit blood. There was no rest for them in beds, no clean and laundered clothing. They were

bedraggled, dirty and verminous.!36

In addition, Klimakos’s narrative in the fifth step noticeably lacks any indication of the structure
of this community and what the rhythms of their daily lives were, even though in an earlier

7 u

chapter he does disclose a few details about the penitents’” “existence and rule.”'¥ This absence
of a sense of time or direction makes the Prison seem neither in this world nor of it. Rather, it is
“removed into a surreal time and space, separated from the real world by a boundary, rather
fluid but well-known to everyone.”!3® The way that each harrowing sight is reported also
contributes to the reader’s sense of disorientation in following Klimakos’s gaze. His sentences
often begin with “I saw some...” followed by four or five sentences beginning with “others...”
without indication of direction or scope. The reader gets the sense that, whichever way he
“looks” in the text, his eye is met with an unending tableau mort of suffering.!® Klimakos himself

admits that the content of his narrative is extremely taxing for the reader and for himself as

narrator as well:

16 PG 88.772A (Luibheid 125), emphasis mine. «Ev ékelvolg éwpato yovata EmeokAnkota t@ mANROel
TV HeTavolwVv: ol 0PpOaAuol éxtakévtes kal €0w Tov &ig BA00C dedUKATES: TOLXWV ATECTEQNEVOL, TIAQELAG
KeKTNUEVOL MeMANYHEVAGS, kal meQumePAeypévag ) Céoel TV MTOAA@DV dakQVWV: TEOCWTIO KATAEUAQATEV
Kal WX, Undév év ovykploel veko@v daxdégovtar atiOn taic mAN YAl AAyoDvIa kKal A&tV TTOEAOL €K TWV
&v 1@ omfel MUYH@V ékmepmopevol. TTov v kel OTQWHVAG KATACTAOLS; TOU Evdvuatog kabaQodtne n
0TeQe0TNG; AAAQ dlegonypéva kat Qumtwvta, Kat OO Tov POELQOG ETUKEKAAVUHEVA.»

137 We learn they had their own cells or shared theirs with one other person and they were given palm leaves “to
ward off despondency” — a not entirely effective measure, it appears. See PG 88.703C (Luibheid 105).

138 Gurevich 1988:95.

13 Or, as Patricia Cox Miller put it in her seminal article “The Body from Nowhere” (1994:144), “the stories of
individual desert ascetics are not presented as biographies that follow a linear line of narration from beginning to
end, nor are the subjects of these stories situated in densely detailed or richly thickened socio-cultural contexts.
Rather, these collections situate their subjects in an extended ‘middle’ that subverts conventional biographical
narrativity. Taking the form of snapshots endlessly repeated, these collections not only deprive their ascetic
characters of history—that is, of the perceptual construct from the horizon that emphasizes the figure-and-ground
character of the visual field —they also deprive the reader of the horizonal perspective.”
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I came close to despair when I had seen and heard all this among them and when I had compared
my own indifference with what they went through. What a dreadful place they lived in! It was
dark, stinking, filthy, and squalid. To call it a prison or house of convicts was an accurate

description. Just the sight of it would teach you penitence and mourning.140

The self-reflexive concluding sentence of this paragraph functions in accordance with what
Rapp views as a general dynamic between narrator and audience in hagiographical texts: “the
hagiographer presents himself as the prototype of the saint’s clientele, and hence as a model for
the ideal audience of his own text.”14! In other words, just as hearing and seeing made Klimakos
painfully aware of his own indifference (dota¢opia) and his subsequent need to repent and
mourn, he is sure that the sight (Ocd) that the readers “see” through his text will become for
them a “teacher” (0t6dokaAoc) of repentance.

The dramatic effect of Klimakos’s warning message to his audience is also reinforced by
a rhetorical trope borrowed from earlier monastic texts dealing with the punishments of hell. In
the alphabetical collection the Sayings of the Desert Fathers, Abba Theophilos denounces the
transience of this world and the things in it with a plaintive string of rhetorical anaphora: «Tote
7oL 1] KavxNnolg tov koouov; ITov 1) kevodolia; ITov 1 tovdr); ITov 1) dmoAavoig; TTov 1

davraoia...;»*? In Klimakos’s text a similar set of question occurs twice (PG 88.768D and

W PG 88.773B (Luibheid 127). «Eyw d¢ tabta £wpakde te maQ’ €Kelvolg Kal AKNKOWS, HIKQOD delv €aUTOD
ATOYWWOKeW EUeAAOV, 60V THV €aVTOD [éuavTtoD] adladogiav, Kal CLVYKQIVWV TaUTNV TTEOS TV EKElvwV
kakonaBelav. Ola Yo v kat avTn 1) ToL TOTOL KATATTAOLS Kal katoiknots; ‘OAn okotewvr), 6An duowdng, 6An
oUTOoa Kot avXpnea. PuAakt) Yo Kal katadikn eDAGYWS TEOCWVOATTAL (WG Kol VTNV TNV TOL XWEov Béav
petavolag maong kat mévOoug VTTAQXELY DDATKAAOV.»

141 Rapp 1998:432. She further adds, “He casts himself in the dual role of beneficiary and proclaimer of this miracle,
and involves his audience as witness, thus proving the efficacy of the saint while lending authority and
authenticity to his own writing.”

142 PG 65.200D. It is interesting to note that this quotation is borrowed verbatim in pseudo-Cyril of Alexandria’s later
homily, the De Exitu Animi — a text which (as we saw in the previous chapter) already itself draws heavily on pre-
existing narratives of otherworldly journeys and which is likewise characterized by this heavy, formulaic use of
anaphora. This frequent repetition, this alliteration, this rhyme and this assonance make the trope a suitably
baroque addition to such an intricate and sonically captiviting piece of rhetoric. See PG 77.1077A.
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88.776A) and is used to especially poignant effect in the latter set, where penitents express their
remorse for their former way of life and achievements, “weeping for them as they were
children”:
Where is the purity of my prayer? The confidence that was in it? Where are the sweet tears
instead of these bitter ones? Where is that hope of perfect chastity and purification? Where is that
expectation of blessed dispassion? Where is my faith in the shepherd? Where is the result of his

prayer for us? It is all lost and gone, as though it had never appeared. It has vanished as though it

had never been there..143

The lines quoted above are direct speech, as is much of the rest of the chapter. The frequent use
of direct speech is probably meant to bolster Klimakos’s standing as a reliable witness of this
extraordinary place and of the men who dwell there. As we have seen, he is keen to remind the
audience that he is a faithful “eyes and ears.” Yet what becomes apparent upon carefully
examining the woeful utterances of the Prison’s inmates is that their speech is filled with
quotations from the Old and New Testaments. The verses are drawn from a number of different
books, including chiefly the Gospels from the New Testament, and from the Old Testament Job,
Isaiah and Jonah, books especially associated with repentance and vision. But by far the greatest
number of references is to the Psalms. Klimakos often embeds verses from the Psalms in his
narrative and speech. In a particularly distressing passage that describes the physical affliction
of the penitents, Klimakos exclaims: “the words of David could surely be seen to be fulfilled
there, for there were men in hardship and bowed down to the end of their lives, going about all

day with downcast faces, with stinking, rotting soars upon their bodies to which they gave no

143 Luibheid 127. PG 88.776A: «Ilo¥ 1) ¢ mooevxns kabagotng; ITov 1) tavtne nagonoia; ITod 1o yAvkbd dvti
mKEOL dakouov; ITov 1) éAmic g mavteAovg ayvelag kai kabBagoewe; ITov 1) mooodokia TG pHakaolog
anaBeiag; ITov 1) mMEdg Tov mowéva miotig; ITod 1) TS avToL MEOCELXNG &V MUV evegyeoia [évégyewa];
AmoAwAe TavTa TAVTA- Kl OoTeQ U Gpavévia, EkAEAoLTEY.»
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mind.”!** Even the physical marks of their mortification are expressed through David’s song:
“They forgot to eat their bread; their drink is mixed with tears. They ate dust and ashes instead
of bread; their bones stuck to their flesh and the were dried up like grass.”!% It is interesting to
note that both of the psalms alluded to in the quotations above (nos. 37 and 101) form part of
the canon of penitential psalms popularized by Cassiodorus (ca. 485-580), who in turn inherited
this tradition from Augustine.!*® The Psalms also have a notable presence in the direct speech of
the inmates themselves,'¥” so much so that the penitents” words appear to be a recitation of the
psalmody rather than natural reported speech. Having the monks express themselves through
the Psalms is a particularly appropriate choice since, as Hannah Hunt has noted, “whether a
hermit or a coenobite, the monk’s bedrock of daily prayer and contemplation was the
psalter.”148 Derek Krueger develops this insight even further, drawing an important connection
between the recitation of particular texts and self-representation:

Since all the monks were reciting the same Psalms (eventually in the same order and at the same

time of the day), the result was not individuality, where each monk might come to think of

himself as different, but rather identity: the monk identified himself with and as the speaker of

the Psalms. In the monastic office, the monks assumed biblical identities through liturgical

performance. The monk became Scripture’s mouthpiece, and the Psalms scripted the monk’s

interior self-reflection and outward self-presentation.!4

144 PG 88.768D (Luibheid 123). «Hv éxel tax o0 Aavid évapyws Beaoacbal gripata, tadaimwoovviag déobal,
Katakaumtopévoug €wg téAovg g favtwv Cwng OANV v 1uéoav okLOEWTALOVTAC, TOQEVOEVOUG:
mEOCOLOVTAG KAl TEOHUUEVOUS OWHIATOS HOAWTAG, KAl AVETULLEAT)TOVG VTTAQXOVTAS...» (cf. Ps. 37:6-7).

45 PG 88.768D (Luibheid 123). «Kataxkauntopévovs €wg téAovg g favtav Cwng O6Anv v fuéoav
okvOowmnalovtag émAavOavouévous Tob Gayelv TOV dQTOV avT@V: TO d& MOUa ToL VOATOS peTa KAavOuoL
KIQVQWVTAG: KAl 0todov kal Tépoav avti &QTov €00iovTag: kal kKeKOAANUévVa EXoVTag T 00Ta T ookl Kal
avToVG Woel X0QTog EEnoappévoue» (cf. Ps. 101:4-12).

146 Gillingham 2012:57. The other psalms classified in this category are nos. 6, 31, 50, 129 and 142.

147 See, for example, PG 88.769A-B (Luibheid 124) for a particularly dense concentration of psalmic quotations.
148 Hunt 2004:21

4 Krueger 2010:218.
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Krueger’s interpretation is especially meet, considering what Klimakos tells us concerning the
abbot Isaac’s instructions to his flock: “[H]e demanded of them that they pray scarcely without
an interruption.”’*® If the monks are to occupy themselves almost exclusively with prayer and
the psalmody forms the most important text for their recitations, it is little wonder that the
penitents “speak in psalms.”15!

Like the penitents, Klimakos himself also draws on Scripture to frame and conceptualize
his visionary experience. His first source text is perhaps the second-most famous vision from
the New Testament, when Paul relates his tale of being caught up to the third heaven:

I knew a man in Christ above fourteen years ago (whether in the body, I cannot tell; or whether
out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth), such an one caught up to the third heaven. And I
knew such a man (whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth), how that

he was caught up into paradise, and heard unspeakable words, which it is not lawful for a man to

utter.152

For our purposes, three details of this vision are particularly relevant: first, the Apostle cannot
say whether he was taken up to the third heaven in his body or without it. Secondly, he uses the

verb dpndCw twice to describe the condition of his ascent. Lastly, he claims that he has heard

150 PG 88.704B (Luibheid 105). «'O¢ amrjtet TV TEOCELXNV ADAAELTTOV OXEDOV TOUG AVTH TMAQADWDOUEVOVGS.»

151 Zecher (2011:203) reads their use of Scripture in a different but compelling way: “They are described using
quotations from the Psalms, and speak in stock phrases and Scriptural quotations. They are not, I think, flesh-and-
blood characters, but rather general types of ascetic looks, responses, and demeanours. There is a sense in which
Climacus leaves the penitents empty so that readers may find space for themselves in the Prison. The death of one
of these, then, can be the death of any monk.” This dynamic was also observed by P.C. Miller in the Historia
Monachorum: “although the text as a whole is presented as the record of an intensely personal journey undertaken
by the author, who emphasizes repeatedly his seeing and looking at the monks, there is no physical description of
these men. Instead, the reader’s gaze is directed away from characteristics that would mark these monks as
“personalities’” and so detract from their function as signifiers of a subjectivity that they all share and that
represents the highest religious potential in human nature” (1983:232).

152 2Cor. 12:1-4. «Oda avOowmov év XQLoTt@ mMEO €TV deEKATETTAQWY — elTe €V OWHATL OVK 0lda, £lTe €KTOG TOD
oOUATOS OUK oda, 0 Be0g oldev — apmayévia Tov TovToV €wg TEitov ovEavov. Kal olda tov Tolo0TOV
avOowmov — elte &v oWHATL €lTe XWOIS TOD OWUATOS OVK 0ida, O Be0¢ 0ideV — OTL 1)OTAYN €IS TOV TTAQADELOOV
Kal fjkovoev doonTa gnuata & ovk EE0V avOowTw AaAnoat.»
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unspeakable words, “which it is not lawful for man to utter.”!*® Klimakos, in framing his
narrative, draws on the language of Paul’s vision, albeit with alterations to the Apostle’s
narrative to suit the condition of the Prison. When Klimakos describes the rapture he
experiences at the sight of the penitents, he exclaims «kat 6Aog t@ vol ovvnpraynv, katéxew
EUaVTOV U1 duvAapevos» (emphasis mine). Unlike Paul, there is no doubt in Klimakos’s mind
whether he was taken up in spirit or in the body. His physical presence as a witness to the
events at the Prison is only partially responsible for his visionary experience. Like Paul,
however, Klimakos is able to see the things that remain hidden to others: to the outsider it may
look like excessive self-mortification but Klimakos, with his privileged vision, is able to see that
their self-sacrifice is repentance on a cosmic scale, an attempt to remedy the wrongs that cannot
be righted in the next world. Equally important is the fact that Klimakos shares the vision with
his audience: the precious teaching contained in the inmates’ experiences would be lost, had
Klimakos, guide and revelator, not been able to explain to his audience their meaning and

salvific importance.

Klimakos’s Experiences as a Visionary

When Saint Antony returns “to himself” after his first vision, his distress is acute: “Then

forgetful of eating, he remained the rest of the day and through the whole of the night groaning

153 Before Klimakos, Athanasios of Alexandria also used Paul’s account to compare and contrast his saint’s vision of
the heavenly tollgates: «AAA" 6 pév ITabAog €wg TEITOL 0VEAVOD TMOMAYN Kal axovoag A&QENTa QNUAT
KatNABev, 0 8¢ AvTwviog €wg TOL AéQog EavTov eide GPOATAVTA KAl AYWVIOCALEVOV Ewg EAevBeQog PpavT).» See
also Krueger’s views on Paul’s use of the third person and how this relates to instruction and humility. Analyzing
this same dynamic in the Lausiac History, he comments: “Writing in the third person Palladius is able to rehearse
his credentials for authority and authorship, for his journey to the paradise of the desert coupled with his ascetic
rigor have yielded license to speak” (1999:231.)
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and praying.”’® And again following his second vision (VA 66.6-8), the saint is reluctant to
share his experiences with his disciples until he is sure he is capable of doing so and that it will
be for their profit. Klimakos approaches his vision quite differently from Antony. As we saw
above, he employs a Pauline vocabulary of rapture to express his emotions when observing the
penitents, which may seem unexpected, given the nature of the harrowing things he sees.
Klimakos admits that he “was so pleased by their grief that [he] was carried away.”!>® One
marked difference between Antony’s two visions in the Vita Antonii and Klimakos’s visionary
narrative in the fifth step is that, while Antony is granted revelation without having petitioned
the Lord directly for this information, Klimakos reports that “during my visit, I asked the good
man [Isaac, the abbot of the Prison] to let me see it. This great man, who wished never to cause
grief to any soul, gave his permission. I went therefore to the abode of penitents...”1%
Klimakos’s unexpected joy might therefore be the result of his gaining greater light and
knowledge upon deliberate request. However, an even more compelling reason for Klimakos’s
rejoicing — if we keep in mind his self-identification with Paul in conjunction with his role as
abbot — is that what he is able to see through his vision is sinners being “made sorry after a
godly manner.”'*” Paul expresses a similar sort of sentiment, saying “now I rejoice, not that ye

were made sorry but that ye sorrowed to repentance.”'® When Klimakos returns to the main

15 VA 65.6 (Wace & Schaff, 213). «Tote T00 pév Payelv avtog EmAabopevog, Eueve 10 AoLmov TG 1Héoac kat d
OANG NG VUKTOG oTevalwV Kol eOXOUEVOG.»

155 PG 88.776A (Luibheid 128). «Eyw 8¢, @ Gpidor, AéANBa éuavtov év 1@ ékelvw euPLroxwoav mévOer»

156 PG 88.764D (Luibheid 122). «'Exeioé pov €t dvtog, ikétevoa tov dikalov magayevéoDatl e ékeloe: kai O eifev
0 péyag, und’ 6Awg moté Puxnv Avnnoat 0éAwv. ITagayevopevog ovv éyw Emi T TV HETAVOOUVTWY HOVT)... »

157 2Cor. 7:9. «...EAvmOnTE YOO katx Oedv...»

158 2Cor. 7:9. «NUV xaiow, ovx 0tL EAvmOnte, AAA' 6t EAvTOnte eic peTdvoiav» (emphasis mine).
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monastery in Alexandria after a thirty-day stay at the Prison, the abbot of the monastery sees a
marked difference in him:
[H]e noticed that I was very much changed and that I had yet to recover my former self. He
understood what the change meant, for he was a very wise man. “So, Father John,” he said, “ you
saw how these men were struggling?” “I saw them, Father, and I was amazed,” I replied, “It
seems to me that those who have fallen and are penitent are more blessed than those who have

never fallen and who do not mourn over themselves, because through having fallen, they have

pulled themselves up by a sure resurrection.”?%

Like the taxeotés, whose return from his otherworldly voyage was also marked by a sea change
in character, the task that remains for Klimakos is to educate his own flock about the salvific

power of repentance in the body.

Willingly Repenting in the Flesh
For monks, a critical component of repentance is the decision to submit themselves to that
painful process. This agency differentiates their experience substantially from those described
in the beneficial tales: for the (temporarily) deceased, we are told in the tales, the transition from
this world to the next requires the terrifying evaluation of their soul in accordance with their
good or ill deeds. If they would be with God, they must be weighed and not found wanting.
Otherwise — as we have seen — a precipitous fall into the bowels of the earth, to darkness and
suffering, is the inescapable consequence. For the inmates of the Prison, whose body and soul
remain united and who are are thus still in possession of their their agency, suffering in a place

which in many ways seems like a hell on earth is a decision they have willingly made for

1% PG 88.776B (Luibheid 128). «O d¢ Beaocapevic pe, domeg NAAowpévov 0Aov kat éEeotnrdta, €yvw 6 Tavoodpog
aAAowoews Tov TeoToV- Kal dnot, Tt éoty, Tatep Twavvn; Edgakag tovg t@v kapvoviwv abAovg; Eyw d¢
Epnv- Kal édoaxa, ITate, kat teBavpaka, Kat pepakaowma Eywye ToUg MENMTWKOTAS, kal mevOovvtag, UTEQ
TOUG U1 TEMTWKOTAG, KAl EAVTOVG Ut TeVOODVTAG: OTL Dl MTWOEWS AVETTNOAV AVATTACLV AKIVOUVOV.»
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themselves. At the opening of the chapter, Klimakos stresses that repentance is a self-imposed
condition:
[Repentance] is the purification of conscience and the voluntary endurance of affliction. The

penitent deals out his own punishment, for repentance is the fierce persecution of the stomach

and the flogging of the soul into intense awareness.'6

The “voluntary endurance of affliction” lies at the heart of this chapter and of monastic
repentance in general. One might well ask, however, why these willing sufferers choose to
frame their own experiences in terms of the literary motif of the involuntary trial and
condemnation of the sinful soul immediately after death. First, as we saw earlier in our
discussion of the use of Old Testament imagery in the fifth chapter, the monastic imagination
was formed and informed not only by Scripture and the works of the Patristic authors but also
by the literature which recorded the lives of the holy fathers.!*! Just as holy men themselves
could act as exemplars for those wishing to imitate them, thus righteous and virtuous actions
could serve as a model for spiritual endeavors (this is especially true of the tales where the
protagonist is often a little-known or singly occurring character). Thus, situating one’s own
attempts at repentance within an extant and well-known tradition of successful repentance
(living in adherence to a tried-and-tested model) legitimizes that experience and increases its
likelihood of success. The seeker after righteousness thus consciously makes himself a link in
the long catena of tradition, fastening himself onto the link that preceded and assuming a shape
that can be latched onto by the next link to come. By anticipating and realizing the worst-case

scenario described in the writings of the fathers they hope to do and say things, as John

160 PG 88.764C (Luibheid 121). « Metavouk €ott ovvedotog kabaglopods. Metdvola EkoVOl0g MAVIWY TV
OABeoav Dmopovr). Metavowv OAIPIC YaoTeodg oxvod, kol Puxns mANELS év aloOnoel koaTatg.»

161 Krueger 2010:203.
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describes it, that “draw down the mercy of God, deeds and attitudes of body that quickly win
His love for men.”1®2Also extremely important to the success of repentance is the “weight”
added by the body. As we saw in the previous chapter, in Anastasios of Sinai’s tale about the
taxeotes who returns from the grave, “it is impossible...to repent unless it be in the body
wherewith you sinned.”!%® This statement underlines both the salvific and corrupting potential
of the body, a topic that also comes under discussion in the Ladder. Though an in-depth
examination of Klimakos’s views concerning the body in the Ladder lies outside the scope of our
present discussion, we can say nevertheless that his attitude, like that of many monastic authors
of his time, is often deeply ambivalent. In the 26% chapter (On Discernment) he warns, “a
monster is this gross and savage body.”'** Yet he also teaches that, while flesh is the instrument
of sin, it is the only vehicle through which one can draw closer and return to the Lord and that
this paradox is at the heart of what it means to be a monk:

The monk finds himself in an earthly and defiled body, but pushes himself into the rank and

status of the incorporeal angels...the monk is ever embattled with what he is, and he is the

unfailing purifier of the senses. The monk is a body made holy, a tongue purified, a mind

enlightened. Asleep or awake, the monk is a soul pained by the constant remembrance of
death.165

The brethren at the Prison exist almost singularly as souls “pained by the constant

remembrance of death.” But the terrible conditions of their existence act as a “refiner’s fire or a

162 PG 88.765 (Luibheid 122). The verbs are especially forceful here: «ITodypata kat grjuata tov Ocov dvvaueva
BradoacOat, EmiTndevHATA T Kal oxNjpaTa TV avToL GAavOowTiav cvvTopws katakduntovta.» It is as though
these brethren, by the strength of their compunction, are able to force the Lord’s hand.

163 Nau 1902a:86. «AdUvVATdV 0OL HETAVOT|OAL, €L LUT) DX TOD CWHATOS €V (© TJUAQTEG.»
164 PG 88.1016D (Luibheid 232). «@npia 8¢, T0 gL TOUTO KAl AYQLOV CWHAL»

165 PG 88.633B-C (Luibheid 74). «<Movaxog €otv, TAEIS KAl KATAOTAOIS ACWHATWY, €V OWHATL VALK Kol QUTAQQ
émuteAovpévn. Movaxog éotv 6 pévov tv Tov Oeob EXOHeVOS OQwV Kat AOYwV &V mavTlL KapQ Kol TOmw Kat
noaypatt. Movaxog éotv, Pla Puoeweg duvekns, kai PuAakn alobnoewv aveAAimnc. Movaxdéc éotwv
NYVIopévov ooua, kal kKekabappévov otopa, Kal mepwtiopévos vovs. Movayxdc éotv katwduvog oyt €v
dunveket pvnun Bavatov adoAexovoa, kat DTVAOTTOLOA, KAl YO YOQODTL.»
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fuller’s soap[,]”1¢ and not only for their spiritual stains but for their physical ones as well, for it
is with and in the body that they will be sanctified in the resurrection.’®” For this reason, as
Kallistos Ware has noted, the soul cannot be cleansed of sin without the body: “Even though
then, as a result of the fall, body and soul are separated at death, this severance is no more than
temporary, and we look beyond it. The body’s vocation, therefore, is to be sanctified and
transfigured along with the soul.”!%® In the chapter on fasting, Klimakos comments on this
“symbiotic” relationship between body and soul: “It is truly astounding how the incorporeal
mind can be defiled and darkened by the body. Equally astonishing is the fact that the
immaterial spirit can be purified and refined by the clay.”!® But, while their spirits are still
clothed in flesh, the inmates can have no sure knowledge of future condemnation or
forgiveness. Klimakos captures their doubts in a very poignant and fitting manner when he
reports the final moments of one their number: “[the others] would speak to the dying man:
Brother and fellow penitent, how is it with you? What will you say? What are your hopes and
expectations? Have you achieved what you worked so hard for, or have you not? Has the door

been opened, or are you still under sentence?...Please tell us, so that we may know how it will be

for us. Your time is over and you will never have another chance.!7

166 Malachi 3:2 («wg¢ m0Q XxwvevTnElov Kol g oo TAVVOVTWV»).

167 As Susan Ashbrook-Harvey observes, “For the early Christians, the model Christ had offered was the use of the
body as an instrument through which to seek eternal life” (2005:141). For the saving “wholly” of the “whole spirit
and soul and body” at the Second Coming, cf. the Pauline benediction of 1Tim. 5:23, «A0TOg d¢ 6 Oe0¢ TS €lEN VNG
aylkooat VUAG odotedeic, kKat OASKANpoV DUV TO TIVeDUa Kal 1] Pv X1 Kal TO COU® APEUTTWS €V Tf) TAQOLTIY TOL
kvolov Nuwv Tnoov Xplotov tnenOein.»

168 Luibheid 1982:29.

160 PG 88.868C (Luibheid 169). «@avpa 1dé00at voUv ACOUATOV VMO CWHUATOS HOAVVOLLEVOV KAl OKOTTTOVEVOV:
Kat dx mNAOL 0 &UAoV dvakaBalpdpevov kat AeMTUVOHEVOV.»

70 PG 88, 772D-773A (Luibheid 126). «T( éotwv, adeAdé xai ovykatadwke, mawg;, Ti Aéyew; Tt éAniCews; Tt
vroAauBaveis; "Hvvoag ék to0 woémov 10 Cnrtovpevov, 1) ovk loxvoag, "Hvolag, 1) UmevOuvog €t
vnapxels; 'EPOacag, 1) ovk émétvyeg; [...] Tt Aéyeic anAwg, adeAdé; Einé nuiv, duvowmovpey, tva kal 1MUElg
Yvouev év mololg péAdopev €oecBal 0o yaQ Aomov O kaog EékAeiodn, kat &AAAov ovy evonoels €t eig
OV alova.»
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By assuming and acting out the worst, they hope to secure the best. And if an actor must suffer
for his art, these actors (prefering “to grunt and sweat under a weary life”) elect for themselves a
role of suffering, in conscious imitation of both the trapped and imprisoned prophets and the
wandering people of Israel, that their pain and terror might transform the too-too-solid flesh of
their performance into a sacred drama of fall, redemption, and eternal catharsis. And as men
willingly “cast” into the desert as self-aware and self-condemning (avtouatdokpitor) sinners,
voluntarily foregoing the fleshpots of Egypt for the bread of affliction,’” errant'”? in the
figurative wastes of Sinai, they hold out their tender hands in hope of tender mercies, seeking
through their sufferings!”® and their offering of a broken and a contrite heart'”* to approach the

Lord as good and faithful servants and thus lay claim upon that promise of spontaneous and

71 «OU Pparyn) €m’ avtov COpNV- Emta fpéoag Gpayn €m’ avtov dlvpa — AETOV KaKwoews — OtL év omovdn) éENADete
£E Atyvmrov, tva pvnoOnte v Npéoav g é£odiag LUV €k VNG AlyUTTou TAoag Tag NHéac e Cwng VUWV»
(Deut. 16:3). This is another point of connection between the expanse of the wildnerness and the confines of prison;
cf. 1IKings (3Kings) 22:27, «...0£00at tovtov év puAaki kal €é00tetv adTOV deToV OANews Kal VdwE OAPews...»

172 Cf. Ezek. 44:12-16: «AvO’ @V €A&1TOVQYOLV AVTOIC OO TIEOCWTOV TWV EWDWAWY AVTWV Kal €yEVETO TQ OiKw
TooanA eig kOAaowv aduciag, €veka TOUTOL TPt TNV XEIRA Hov €T avtovg, Aéyet Kvplog 6 Bedg, kal ovk
£YYL00OL TEOG e TOD LeQATEVELY HOL, OVDE TOD TEOOAYELV TEOS T &Yl LIWV ToL TogamA, ovdé mEOg T &y
TV Aayiwv pov, kai Afupovtal atiiav avtov v ) mAavioet 1) émAaviOnoav, kat katatd&ovov avTovg
¢vAdooerv pvAdakxac ToL oikov €ig MAVTA Ta €Qya AVTOL Kal €lg MAVTA é0A &V TOOWOLV Ol LeQels, ol
Aevitay, ot viot Tov Laddovk, oitivec EpvAaéavto Tac pvAlakac TV ayiwv pov €v 1 mAavaoOat oikov
TooamA am’ épov. OvtoL MEOTAEOVTY MEAG e TOD AELTOVQYELV HOL KAl OTHOOVTOL TEO MQOCTWTOL HOU TOD
neoodépetv pot Buoiav, otéap kai aiua, Aéyet Kbglog 6 0edc. ObtoL eigeAevoovTal elg T &yl HoL Kkai oDTOoL
MQEOTEAEVOOVTAL TEOG TNV TEATECAV HOL TOU AelTovQYelv pot kat pvAalovotv tac pvAdaxdc pov»
(emphasis mine).

173 Cf. i.al. 1Peter 2:19 («To0t0 Y& XA0LS, €l dx ouveldnoww Oeov VTTOPEQEeL TIC AVTIAG, MATXWV Adlkws») and Neh.
9:9 («Kal €ideg Vv Tameivwoy TOV TATéQWV MU@V &V AlyOTMT@ Kal TNV KQAVYNV avTt@Vv fiovoag E&mi
0aAaocoav EouOoav»).

7 «@uoia 1@ BOeq MVELUA CULVTETQLUHEVOV: KaQOIAV CUVTETQIHUEVTV Kal TETATEWWHEVIV O Bg0c ovk
éEovBevaoerr (Ps. 50:18 (Masor. 51:17); cf. 33:19 (Masor. 34:18)). As a sacrifice made in prison, cf. Isaiah 61:1
«[Tvedpa Kvugiov €m’ éué ob eivexev €xoloév pe evayyeAloaoBal mtwyxois: anéotaAkév e doaobat toug
OUVTETQLUUEVOUG TT) kaQdia, KNovEat aixaA@Tolg apeotv kat TvPAoic AvaBAePLY.».
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evergreen paradise “over Jordan” that their god had in that very wilderness given their fathers

in the law of Moses.1”5

15 Cf. Deut. 11:9-12, 12:9-12. «KKat pvAd & eo0¢e maoag tag évioAag avtov, 6oac eyw évréAAopal oot arjpegov,
tva (nte xai moAvmAaowxoOnte kal eioeAOdvTeg KANQOvouronte v YRV &ic flv vuels duxPaivete TOV
Todavnv ékel kAngovounoatl avTy, tva pakgonpeQevonTe €M TG YNG 1S WHOTEV KUQELOG TOLE TATQATLY DLWV
dovval avTolg Kal TQ) OTEQUATL VTV HET avToVG YNV Qéovoav yaAa kal péAL "Eotwv yae 1) v elg fjv
elomoeln kel kKAngovounoatl avTVv — ovX WOoTeR 1 YN AlyVvmtov éotiv, 60ev ékmemogevobe Ekelbev, Otav
omelPwoLy TOV 0moQoV kal motilwolv Toig moolv woel kNmov Aaxaveiag. H d& yn el v elomogevn éxel
KAnoovounoat avTrv, YN 0QeLvt) kait medvr), €k ToD VETOL TOL 0VEAVOD mieTat VdOwWE — YN v Kvglog 6 Oedc oov
émuokomneital avTv. Ax Tavtog ot 0dpOaApol Kvgiov tov Beov cov ém’ avTNg AT’ AQXTS TOD EVIALTOL kal €wg
ovvrteAeiag Tov EviavTo. [...] OV yao fikate éwg TOD VOV &ig TV KATATIALOWY KAl €ig TNV KkAngovopiav fv
Kvotog 6 Beoc vuwv didwotv vuiv. Kal diaprioece tov logddvnv kal katoikrjoete €mi ¢ YN g Kvglog 6 Beog
VUV KATAKANQOVOHEL VULV, kal katanmavoel VHAS ATO TAVIWV TV €X0pwv VU@V TV KUKAQ, Kol
Katownoete peta dodpaeiag, kai éotatl 6 tomog 6v av ékAéEntat Koglog 6 Bedg vpav émkAndnvat to dvopa
avToD ékel — ékel oloete MAvVTa 60 €yw EVTEAAopal DUV ONHEQOV: TA OAOKAVTWHATA VHOV KAl T
Buolaopata VU@V Kal T EMdEkATa VUV Kal TAG ATAQXAS TWV XEWRWV DHAV Katl T dopata VPOV Kal mav
EKAEKTOV TOV DWWV U@V 6oa €av evENole 1@ Oeq DpwvV, kal evPoavOnoecBe évavtiov Kugiov tov Oeov
vu@v» (emphasis mine).
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Chapter 3

Moschos: “In prison hast thou spent a pilgrimage
And like a hermit overpass’d thy days.”

More are men’s ends mark’d than their lives before:
The setting sun, and music at the close,
As the last taste of sweets, is sweetest last,
Writ in remembrance more than things long past:
Though Richard my life’s counsel would not hear,
My death’s sad tale may yet undeaf his ear.

—John of Gaunt, Richard II 2.1

While I was with them in the world, I kept them in thy name:
those that thou gavest me I have kept, and none of them is lost...

Orte fjuny pet’ adt@v v 1o KOoU, Eyw ETHPOVY aVTOVG &V T OVOUATL 00V:
ov¢ 6édwkac pot épvAala, xai ovdeic ¢E avTOV dmMwAeTo...

—Intercessory Prayer (John 17:12)

Introduction
In the Pratum Spirituale John Moschos records a story about the unusual death and burial of a
grazer — that is, an ascetic who subsists chiefly on a diet of grasses and other wild plants.'”® The
narrators of the tale, a group of fathers belonging to a monastery situated near the mountains
where the ascetic had roamed, recount how the grazer’s death initially went unnoticed because
of the solitary life he’d led, despite the fact that he was “a great man in the eyes of God.”'”” They
begin their story by explaining that the grazer died “in a certain small cave” and, they add, “we

did not know [he had died], for we imagined that he had gone away to another wilderness.”'”8

176 See Wortley 2001:38 for a discussion of grazers in the Pratum.

177 PG 87(3).2941A (Wortley 67) «mavv péyag kata @eov.» All English excerpts from the Pratum are taken from
Wortley’s translation.

178 Jbid. «EteAevnoev 8¢ elg v UKoV ommAatov, kat ovk &yvowuev- évouiCopev d¢ fueig, 6Tt eic AAANV Eonuov
amnAOev.»
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The fathers thus assume what represents the likeliest end for someone who had made it his
vocation to withdraw from society, sever all ties with his fellow men, and eke out an incredibly
difficult but spiritually rewarding existence in a small corner of the wild. The anchorite’s way of
life offered him a profound connection with God and sometimes even great charismatic power,
but inevitably it also meant that in the last hours of life he was alone and that after death there
was no one immediately available to tend to his remains.!”

In this chapter I would like to examine some of the death narratives of anchorites in the
Pratum and to see these solitaries not as permanent exiles from human society but as vessels of
holiness who have chosen to defer their membership in the community of believers until after
the moment of their death — not as a rejection of their fellow men but, on the contrary, for the
latter’s good. In this type of tale, the (temporary) reintroduction of the holy man’s body into the
world of the living comes about through a variety of posthumous miracles which ensure that
the corpse is perfectly preserved until it is found or, perhaps more importantly, until an oral
(and later written) record of the saint’s life and works is established, which would otherwise
have been lost. Through physical reconnection with the community of the faithful by means of
burial in the place where these faithful live and, even more crucially, through the transmission
of his narrative, the sanctity of his solitary life of devotion to God is not lost to his fellow
Christians, who have him with them often in a physical, and always in a literary, sense.

I also wish to show how the narrative intention of each tale — that is, the act of collecting

179 We will limit ourselves in this part of the discussion to tales where the deceased anchorite is casting about to be
found. This kind of holy man who wishes to be restored to the community after death is one type in a wide and
varied spectrum of ascetic “post-mortem” behaviors and there are many other tales of holy men whose bodies
disappear after their passing. See for example tale 90 [PG 87(3).2943A-B (Wortley 72-73)] for an instance in the
Pratum where a brother can no longer find the place where he buried two anchorites.
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and recording the lives and deaths of these previously undiscovered anchorites — reflects
Moschos’s own narrative agenda for the Pratum as a whole. Moschos’s years as a monk, pilgrim
and collector of tales coincided with a period of cultural change and political upheaval, the late-
sixth and early-seventh centuries, when the great flowering of desert monasticism was already
well past its peak and disturbances from the East threatened to bring an end to the storied way
of life for which the monks of that region were celebrated throughout the Christian world.¥° As
he indicates in the proem, Moschos, along with his companion Sophronios, traveled through the
Middle East culling the most radiant blooms of desert spirituality to set in his garland of
virtue.’®! They were engaged, essentially, in a sacred work of memory, as theirs was one of the
last great collections of monastic religious tales to emerge from the end of antiquity.!®
Moschos’s objective, as he explains, was to create an archive of his time and the people in it
from which future generations might draw spiritual profit through the act of reading, a
necessary supplement, in his opinion, for those wishing to live virtuously:

I have called the work the meadow on account of the delight, the fragrance and the benefit which

it will afford those who come across it. For virtuous life and habitual piety do not merely consist

180 For an in-depth study of Moschos in his contemporary context, see Booth 2013:90-139.

181 «AAAote AAAOL €v aAAaG agetalc wEallopévou KaAAeL Te kal eVvmEemely, €€ WV Ta kaAd doePapevog avOn
MAEKTOV OTEPAVOV AKNOATOV AELU@VOS AaPwV, TEOOPEQW 001, TEKVOV TOTOTATOV, Kal dix 0ov toig mao PG
87(3).2852B (Wortley 3).

182 For an overview of the principal collections of beneficial tales, see Wortley 2001:37 n.1. In chronological terms, the
Pratum is the penultimate collection in Wortley’s list. Phil Booth (2013:91) also notes that memory and
remembrance occupy a central role in the Pratum and other collections of yepovtikd which are “anthologies that
memorialize the deeds and words of the eastern Mediterranean’s ascetic stars.” In the Pratum in particular, Booth
finds evidence of this impulse to preserve memory with the intention of recognizing and incorporating a larger
spectrum of saintly behavior beyond the familiar and respectable narratives of renunciation of the world and
retreat into the wilderness. He shows how Moschos foregrounds the sanctity of “urban ascetics, pious clerics, and
virtuous kosmikoi” and so shows “the existence of holiness outside the limited confines of the hagiographic desert,
and articulates a vision of Christian collective that sees the potential of God’s will not in monasticism alone, but in
various Christian vocations” (2013:117). As a corollary to these observations I would like to show in this chapter
that Moschos not only gives his “wordly” saints a novel and validating literary treatment but that, in his hands,
even some of his most “unworldly” saints — his hermits, solitaries and grazers — become through his recounting
posthumously “socialized.”
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of studying divinity; not only of thinking on an elevated plain about things as they are here and

now. It must also include the description in writing of the way of life of others.18?

The Pratum is thus not simply a panorama of “the virtues of holy men who have distinguished
themselves in our own times”!® but a carefully curated version of Moschos’s experiences with
the Eastern monastic world of his day inserted into a narrative framework with an overtly
edifying purpose. As Booth has pointed out, the picture of the monastic world at the turn of the
seventh century that emerges from Moschos’s text differs significantly from the one we find in
other sources dating from the same era, even hagiographical ones: “Moschos presents [this
world] as a paradise, a self-sufficient environment in which pious monks can depend on God
for all their needs...The action, therefore, seems distant and detached - far removed from the
urgent, vivid histories of Moschus’s Palestinian contemporaries.”!> What fueled Moschos’s
archiving instinct, besides a pastoral concern for the souls of his fellow and future Christians?
Booth sees for the Pratum a dual function: “Moschus’s purpose, therefore, is both to
memorialize the characters and communities of the Eastern deserts in the age before disaster,
and to defend that same generation from accusations of moral decadence.”'® Indeed, that age of
disaster was upon them during Moschos’s lifetime and within a few decades of its completion,
Sophronios, in his position as exiled patriarch of Jerusalem, would look upon the conquered

lands of the Savior’s incarnation, which had also been the backdrop for so many of his own

183 PG 87(3).2852B (Wortley 3).
184 PG 87(3).2852B (Wortley 3).

185 Booth 2013:91. But, as Booth goes to show in the rest of his chapter, despite the fact that Moschos offers what is in
some regards a picture of the world rendered timeless by being stripped of its worrying political backdrop, reality
intrudes unremittingly and the Pratum ends up being “both the final memorial of Greek monasticism’s golden age,
and at the same time, an index of its crisis” (idem:127).

186 Booth 2013:116.
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experiences, with longing and regret.!s” The Pratum is thus both a textual artifact of its time and
an archive of lives lived in piety which, but for John and Sophronios’s efforts, would have been
lost and so not yield to us their profit and delight.

In his study of earlier collections of religious tales, Derek Krueger argues that “for those
separated from a saint’s holy flesh by space and time, a saint’s life offered for instruction a text
in the place of a saint’s body.”!8 If a text could stand in for a sacred body, yet much more easily
dispersed and more easily shared, the author of this text would presumably become the literary
analogue of the guardian of a saint’s relics. He could shape and control the saint’s substitute
body, that is to say the narrative: how it was displayed, presented and disseminated.!®® As
custodians, John and Sophronios were not simply in possession of a single “textual body” but of
a “corpus” of lives and experiences, a repository of descriptions of what Moschos in his proem
calls “the way of life of others.”!*® And it is fitting that the most important image of this
“anthology” or “florilegium” is the blossoms of the field, a perfect symbol for bedecking the
graves of the beloved dead in order to honor them and, by so doing, keep them in our own

memory. !

187 See Usener 1886:501-516, especially pp. 508sq.
188 Krueger 1999:218.

1% Although an in-depth discussion of this matter is beyond the scope of this chapter, it should be noted that
Moschos’s “ownership” of the literary memories of the holy men and women allowed him to adjust the theological
prism through which holy (and unholy) deeds are viewed. Within the world of the text, those who are righteous
and blessed in the eyes of the Lord promote and adhere to the teachings of Chalcedonian orthodoxy whereas those
who defy and reject them are often stymied in the spiritual progress and easily led into sin and error. For more on
this, see Booth 2013:127-136.

190 PG 87(3).2852B (Wortley 3). « Tag dAAwv...moAwtelac.» John Haldon (1997:326) has expressed this idea in a
different but equally useful way: “[N]arratives are ways of organizing experience in time, they reconstruct
experience, whether first or second-hand, and they therefore act as patterns for future action.”

191 The imperative verb of the familiar floral-themed Sermon on the Mount verses is striking: «...kataudOete T
Kkolva TOD AyQov...00d¢ oAouwv év aomn ) d0EN adtoL TeQLeBaAeTo we €v TovTwv» (Matt. 6:28sq.; Luke 12:27
has katavonoate).
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In the past short while, a number of studies have appeared that deal either partially or
exclusively with the Pratum.'? The variety of analytical approaches taken by these scholars
shows that the Pratum is a multifaceted text able to bear a diversity of interpretations. Especially
relevant to our present discussion is Brenda Llewellyn Ihssen’s study, in which she devotes a
chapter to death and dying.!*® Thssen studies the tales about the burial of hermits in order to
discover “to what degree Moschos’s beneficial tales provide evidence of tension between the
monastic community and the solitary figure.”!** Drawing on the analytical framework and
terminology created by Richard Valantasis in his groundbreaking study,'”® she describes the
following two types of asceticism. The first is the “combative model,” which sees the ascetic, as
Ihssen puts it, “in the process of moving from one identity to another, [becoming] a powerful
individual largely due to the fact that their transformation includes spiritual or demonic
warfare.”1% While this type of asceticism is principally focused on the ascetic’s inner spiritual
struggle, it can present a source of instability and conflict, should his behavior “threaten to
redefine for larger bodies to what expectations the group might be held (either collectively or
individually).”?”

The second type she discusses is the so-called “integrative mode”: the ascetic who

undergoes this sort of transformation does not create friction or opposition but, to use

192 See Thssen 2014 (John Moschos” Spiritual Meadow: Authority and Autonomy at the End of the Antique World), Marinides
2014 (“Lay Piety in Byzantium, ca. 600-730.”) and Booth 2013 (Crisis of Empire: Doctrine and Dissent at the End of Late
Antiquity).

193 See Thssen 2014:105-136.
194 Thssen 2014:118.

195 Valantasis 1995:775-821.
19 Thssen 2014:118.

197 Ibid.
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Valantasis’” words, “enhances and enriches the subject’s life within the dominant culture.”8
Ihssen argues that “the potential for conflict is introduced when a figure of authority or
community attempts to impose an integrative model on an individual who wishes to be
transformed and shaped by the combative model.”'* In the Pratum she sees a particularly acute
possibility for this type of conflict to arise in the relationship between the abbot, a representative
of a stable and hierarchical monastic structure, and a deceased solitary, who has lived and died
outside of that structure and is, as such, not bound by its rules (or rule) and regulations.2
Ihssen’s theory is subtle, but the tales which she uses as case studies to prove her argument’s
validity do not seem to us to afford sufficient analytical traction to support it. In order to
analyze conflict, it is necessary to identify points of friction, where authority is explicitly
contested, but — to our mind - the tales she has chosen for her discussion do not offer
unequivocal evidence of resistance from solitaries towards monastic leaders who attempt to
integrate their corpses back into the community.20!

Her discussion begins with a précis of tale 84, one with a plot similar to the one
mentioned in the introduction of this chapter. In this tale, a grazer dies alone in a little cave and
some time later appears in a dream to a certain Abba Julian, leader of a nearby monastery, to
which the narrating fathers belong. He instructs this man to come collect his remains, saying

“take some men and come hither: take me up from the place where I am lying, up on the

198 Valantasis 1995:803.
199 Thssen 2014:118.

200 Jbid.

201 Tales 84, 87, 92 and 90.
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mountain called The Deer.”?? Abba Julian duly rounds up some brothers and they set off for
the place indicated. They are, however, unable to find the location of the anchorite’s body
because, the fathers say, “with the passage of time, the entrance to the cave [in which he lay]
had been covered over by shrubs and snow.”2® The abbot is just about to give up when, with
perfect dramatic timing, a deer appears at a small distance and begins scratching the ground
with its hooves. This spot turns out to be the ascetic’s temporary resting place and the brothers
are able to recover his still incorrupt body and bury him in the monastery. In a reassuring
foreshadowing of the great resurrection, death has lost something of its sting and the grave
something of its victory, and the righteous man’s “corruptible [has] put on incorruption” and
“[we] know that [his] labour is not in vain in the Lord.”?** The grazer’s request is explicit textual
evidence of his consent: he is the one that comes to Julian in order to be found. Outside of
dreams, the physical pointer to him — the clue that leads the searching monks to the discovery of
his body - is a deer, a peaceful and docile animal. It is both symbolic and significant that this
harmless creature is moved about by divinity without resistance. The deer is connected to the
saint, who, through his primitive mode of life and diet had grown to resemble it both in nature
and in character. All of this points to his wanting to be found; there is no evidence to the

contrary in the text. Ihssen reads it rather differently: “did the grazer...desire integration into

202 PG 87(3).2941A (Wortley 67). «Aafé tivag, kal de0Qo émaQov e €k ToD TOTOL OToL KeluaL €l TO 6Q0¢ TO
Agyopevov 1) "EAadoc.»

203 PG 87(3).2941A (Wortley 68). «Hv yap dix tov xedvov 1] eloodog to onmnAaiov okenacBeioa tov EVAWV katl
TOV XIOVWV.»

204 «Aet yap 10 $pOatov TovTo EVvdvoaoBat apBagoiav katl 10 BvnTov tovto évdvoacBal abavaciav. Otav d¢ T
$OapToVv TovTo évdvonTal ddpOagoiav kal To OvnTov TovTo EvdLonTal abavaciav, tote yevrioetat 6 Adyog O
veyoappévog, “KatendOn 6 Oavatog eig vikog! ITov cov, Bavarte, 10 vikog; [Tov cov, Bavarte, 10 kévtoov;” To
0¢ Kévtoov ToL BavaTov 1) ApaTia, 1 & dUVAUIS TG AUAQTIAG O VOLOG: T@ d¢ Oe@ XAQLS TG dDOVTL ULV TO
ViKog dx ToL kvEiov Nuwv Inood Xpotov. ‘Qote, adeAdol pov ayanntol, €doaiol yiveobe — apetaxivntoL
meQLOTEVOVTES €V TQ €QYw ToL Kuplov, mavtote €iddteg 6Tt 6 kKOmog VWV ovk oty kevog €v Kupiw» (1Cor.
15:53-58).
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the community such that he made himself known through a vision and a miracle, or does this
tale successfully create that opportunity for relation and integration on behalf of Abba
Julian?”2% Her line of inquiry raises the question of the use of these stories, i.e. did Abba Julian
have a particular agenda he was pursuing in telling this tale just so to John and Sophronios?
Did he really “[force] [the corpse] into a relationship with him?”2% Did he then attempt to gloss
over this act of “forced integration”?” by making John and Sophronios see events from a point
of view which served the interests of his community? These are certainly interesting questions
but, in the absence of extra-literary evidence to corroborate that Abba Julian did indeed have an
aggressive acquisition policy for his monastery when it came to the remains of anchorites, such
lines of inquiry can only be speculative. As things stand, we must take the text at its word and
the story leads us to believe that the corpse was willing. Any attempt to “dig” one’s way
through the layers of narrative in order to uncover an underlying reality of resistance pushes
uncomfortably against the natural contours of the story. Even within the thought-world of the
text, the idea of a passively resistant anchorite corpse is less than compelling because, as Ihssen
herself later concedes, “if bodies were transported to monasteries, it was only because
anchorites allowed themselves to be transported.”?® But, while Ihssen’s reading of power
structures/struggles does not easily arise from the text in the stories about dead anchorites, it
appears to much greater advantage in her later discussion of tales where corpses’ creation of

resistance and conflict are evident and explicit (there are several of these in the Pratum

205 Thssen 2014:120.
206 Ibid.
207 [bid.
208 Thssen 2014:124.
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concerning both monks and laymen).?” As for our grazer, if he were able to appear to Abba
Julian in a dream in order to give consent for the removal of his body from its old habitat, he

certainly would have been able to appear in order to deny it.?1

PART ONE: The Recovery of Anchorites” Bodies

The Grazer on Mount Elafos (Tale 84)

To return to our grazer, his initial post-mortem activities follow a familiar pattern that has long-
established hagiographical antecedents stretching back to accounts of the deaths of Antony and
Pachomios.?!! At first, this tale’s almost folkloric consistency of theme is perhaps its most
striking feature: the remains of an ascetic whose outstanding characteristic is his adherence to
an extremely restrictive vegetarian diet are revealed by the very creature he chooses to imitate.
This symmetry is once again reinforced by the name of his dwelling place: Deer Mountain. The
natural sympathy that often exists between an ascetic and the inhospitable environment he has
chosen to make his abode, a hagiographical topos explored by Nancy Sevéenko in her article
“The Hermit as Stranger in the Desert”, here also functions — and this is essential — as a
testimony or witness to the grazer’s sanctity and his control over the landscape.?'?

The wilderness not only yields to the intruding outsider but grows accomodating to his

presence in life and especially in death. As Claudia Rapp has noted, “the wonderfully

209 See the section entitled “Combative Corpses” (Ihssen 2014:131-133).

210 Cf. tale 31 of Anastasios of Sinai, in which he says that «'EBoc¢ Y& tov1o t0ig dyiolg avaxwentaic kat év Cwm kat
peta tov Bdvatov, 6te OéAovoy patveobat, kal 6te O€Aovov kKQUMTETOAL T duVAHEL TOD OE0D.»

211 Wortley 1996:290.
212 Seydenko 2000:75-86.
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transformed landscape is inhabited by men and women who themselves have been wonderfully
transformed.”?'3 Brushwood and snow form a protective barrier, creating a natural tomb for the
holy man’s remains and guarding them from both the elements and from scavengers. Here the
symbolism of the sheltering hand of nature constructing a bower to preserve a sacred body also
implicitly speaks to those old anxieties, well known long before Christianity, concerning the fate
of an unattended corpse.?* The deer, a sentient part of nature, also miraculously shows its
willingness to assist the grazer in the recovery of his body by revealing the corpse’s location.
The question that remains unanswered in the narrative, however, is why an ascetic who
chose the snowy mountains as his habitat in life — an environment which surely denied him any
rest, safety or comfort — would wish to be readmitted into the bosom of society in death. I
suggest that the process of reintegration of the saint’s remains, his literal reincorporation into
society, is the vehicle for the manifestation of his holiness: the fathers say, after all, that the
grazer was “great with God” during his life, but it is his death that ultimately unleashes his
thaumaturgical strength, whose purpose is to nourish the souls of those who receive the

witness, be it at first or at second hand. (The ability posthumously to appear to others in dream

23 Rapp 2006:102.

214 The anxieties surrounding the proper burial of those who die under exceptional circumstances away from the
society of men and in a hostile, destructive environment, which are addressed in the tales tradition implicitly
through narrative, are treated directly in Anastasios of Sinai’s seventh-century Questions and Answers. Question 22,
one of several that deal with this theme, asks «ITw¢ T0 ocwpa T VO HLEIWV ONElWV KAl TETEWVOV KATAPEWOEV, 1)
Badatt) katamovtio0év, kal VIO APeTENTWV IXOVWV dvaAwbév, kal év @ PvO@ ddodevOév, Kal diaxAvOéy,
MG CLVAYETAL KAl €lg avaotaowy égxetat» (Munitiz 2006:42). This question makes explicit the theological issues
at stake surrounding the integrity of body at the time of the Resurrection, to which Anastasios duly responds that:
«El Yoo miotevopev abTOV TAVTOdVVAOV elval, TTAVTWS O €K TOD UT 6VTOG €iG T elvat TOV &vOwmov dyaywy,
EVKOTIWTEQWS TO TA&OUA TO VT avTodmAacBév kal dx Bavatov AvOév avamAdocal kai avakawioat
duvnoetaw (idem:43). Nothing was beyond the power of God, though Anastasios confesses that many of the
faithful secretly had, as he puts it, «...okavdaAov kai dloTAYHOV TEQL THS TWV CWHATWV AVAOTATewS» (ibid.). For
the terror and fascination that could until fairly recently accompany unstable and potentially dangerous corpses,
see section 37 («BoukdAaiec») in Politis 1904:573-609 (tales 933-977).
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and to bend wild animals to one’s will is, in the context of the beneficial tales, an accepted
indicator of extraordinary sanctity.)

Thus, the search party headed by Abba Julian not only carries the ascetic’s body to his
desired final resting place but is also able to witness in situ the miraculous conditions of his
death and view the setting of the difficult life that earned him those spiritual gifts. Moreover,
when they return to the monastery and have buried the man, they have his wilderness-acquired
righteousness right there with them, in corporeal and narrative form, which they can share with
subsequent visitors like John and Sophronios to the benefit, ultimately, of many souls. Indeed,
the symbolism of what happens is stark: he lived as an éAa¢oc upon Mt. Elafos and (as a saint
will do) was transfigured upon his mountain. He had eaten and incorporated into himself the
products of the mountain, until he went info the mountain (in a cave) and was swallowed up by
and incorporated into it,?'* as witnessed by the mountain itself in its symbolic form, the éAa¢oc.
His initial “integration” was his becoming integral and one with the mountain. That is a place
where monks can go off to seek holiness; but when the grazer in his transfigured state is

brought into the monastery, then (so to speak), “the mountain comes to” them.

Fires in the Night (Tale 87)
The concern with recording and transmitting a witness of a holy life lived in seclusion is also
the focus of another tale in the Pratum, number 87, which we alluded to in the beginning of this
chapter. In this story, the death of an ascetic who had made his hermitage near the top of a

mountain is revealed to two lay brothers in the valley below by means of extraordinary natural

215 “T'm in the [mountain] and the [mountain]’s in me.”
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phenomena. The framing narrative immediately foreshadows the tale’s happy conclusion as the
two lay brothers relate the holy man’s story to John and Sophronios while standing by the tomb
in the church where he has been laid to rest. Seven years ago, the two men begin, they saw
lights resembling fires, burning on the mountain’s peak at night. Attributing the strange
spectacle somehow to wild animals, they went up to investigate but could discover no evidence
of the fire they had clearly seen. But the lights — which burned but did not consume, like the fire
that blazed for Moses on a mountain in the wilderness — continued to appear nightly for three
months. Finally they resolved to return by night to where they had seen the lights. They find the
spot and wait until dawn, when they chance upon a small cave from which the light emerges.
Inside the cave, they see a deceased anchorite dressed in a tunic and a mantle, clutching a silver
cross. Most remarkable among all these extraordinary incidents, however, is the fact that the
anchorite has left them a note, which reads “I, the unworthy John, died in the fifteenth
indiction.”?'® After some quick calculation, the two men realize the anchorite has been dead for
a good seven years, even though he looked, they say, “as though he had died that very day.”*”
This tale represents in a number of ways an interesting departure from the
hagiographical commonplaces usually associated with the deaths of holy men and women.
Often when a holy person dies and his remains are accessible, his sanctity in life is underscored
by the miraculous preservation of the corpse in death. The body remains suspended in a perfect
state, unaffected by the ravages of time, something we will soon return to in greater detail.

Whereas in accounts of saints known for their relics there is emphasis on the indefinite

216 PG 87(3).2915A (Wortley 70). «EteAeUtnoa éyw Twavvng 6 Tamevog €V LvIKTIOVL TTEVTEKRADEKATY).»

27 [bid. «O0twg d¢ v, wg onuepov teAetwbeic.»
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preservation of the saintly body, John’s remains are kept intact for the purpose of recovery, as
his note and the miraculous burning of the fire reveal his intention to make his presence known
and to be found. Unlike Saint Antony, that saintly prototype par excellence, who desired that the
location of his grave remain unknown, the humble John and the other anchorites under
consideration in this section choose to withdraw from the society of men during their lifetime
but wish to be reabsorbed into it after death.?!® This reintegration of his remains renders the
holiness he has gained unto his fellow men both physically through the grave that is visitable in
church and, more lastingly, through the narrative that the two elders pass on to John and
Sophronios. John’s desire to be readmitted into the fellowship of believers also affords an
opportunity for the tale’s central miraculous event, which bears witness to his extraordinary life
and death: the appearance of the miraculous nighttime fires that alert the two fathers to the
location of the holy man’s body, a phenomenon indicating a continued synergy between the
anchorite and his natural surroundings, surroundings which develop his character but do not

overwhelm him.

Abba George and Peter the Grazer (Tale 92)
The question of the dead anchorite’s consent is made even more explicit in one of the stories
embedded in tale 92. The story forms the third element of a narrative triptych told by a certain

Abba George, archimandrite of the monastery of St. Theodosios near Jerusalem.?’ George

218 Significantly, the anchorite in question seems to have found his little corner of wilderness within viewing distance
of the inhabited world. Saint Antony asks his disciples to hide his body in order to avoid the Egyptian custom of
displaying the corpse in the home to honor the dead. Another compelling reason to hide his remains would surely
have been to avoid making his tomb a place of pilgrimage. See Vita Antonii §90-91 (Bartelink 364-371).

29 See PG 87(3).2949B (Wortley 74).
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himself is the narrator of all three episodes, but the first two stories are short vignettes of the
humble and patient nature of a Cappadocian brother — a member of the archimandrite’s flock
also named George — who busies himself with menial tasks in and around the monastery. The
final miracle, which features our archimandrite as protagonist, involves the discovery of a
hermit’s body during the construction of a new church. While the last tale is of special interest
to our study, I should first like briefly to consider the first two tales as a type of indirect
character witness for the abbot in his role as steward of the community and as evidence of his
quiet admiration for humble acts of sanctity that remain hidden from the sight of most.

The narration and presentation of the three tales also seems to steer the audience subtly
towards a sense of sympathy and respect for the archimandrite; each of the three stories begins
with the phrase «Amynoato Nuiv...Aéywv...», in itself not an uncommon formula in the
Pratum but one whose formulaic repetition in this particular set of narrations calls to mind
Claudia Rapp’s observations regarding the use of the verb in the Scriptures where, according to
her findings, “after someone has an encounter with God, after someone witnesses a miracle, or
whenever someone has a meaningful dream, he announces this experience by means
of diegesis.”?2°

The first little story that the archimandrite tells Sophronios and John sees the brethren
making bread in the monastery’s bakery while George the Cappadocian, a brother evidently
responsible for some of the monastery’s grimier tasks, is tending to the fire.?! Hoping to cause

trouble for him, some of the brothers mischievously remove the cleaning implements needed to

220 Rapp 1998:444.

21 Krueger (2004:101) notes a parallel to this story in the Life of St. George of Choziba (ch. 23), who is also charged
with cleaning duties. Krueger sees this as a practical expression of humility: “Like Christ, this noble monk lowered
himself in the service of others.”
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clear the ash from oven. George, however, is unperturbed by their prank: “so he went into the
oven and wiped it out with his garment. And he came out again not in the least harmed by the
fire.”?2 The young Cappadocian is preserved through his innocence, industry and obedience
and, in an important piece of foreshadowing for the final miracle in the triptych, emerges from
the oven’s searing heat with body unscathed and intact. The abbot doesn’t marvel at the quiet
display of sanctity but does reprimand its instigators for having put the unlikely miracle-
worker to the test.

The second anecdote concerning George the Cappadocian is even shorter but again
shows him employing a measure of humble thaumaturgy in the discharge of his menial tasks:
one day George is herding swine when two lions approach, intending to make a meal of the
animals. He brandishes his staff and chases the lions down to the banks of the river Jordan.
Success at lion-taming was certainly not a given for the monks who populated Moschos’s world
and instances of the havoc these wild animals could wreak on humans and livestock are also
recorded in the Pratum.?*

The narrator, the archimandrite, is brief in his description of the event, but clearly
considered these two anecdotes (even if a bit lacking in plot by themselves) important enough
to merit transmission and recording. The purpose of making the archimandrite witness and

narrator of these two small miracles, we would argue, is that it shows him to be a careful and

22 PG 87(3).2949B (Wortley 74). «EionABev ovv, kal é0pOyYyLoev TOV PoDQEVOV &i¢ TO HATIOV aDTOD: KAl UNdEV TO
ovvoAov PAafels € ToD mLEOGg EENADEV.»

23 Lions figure frequently in the Pratum, usually as source of expected evil or of unexpected good. As we shall see
below in the pseudo-Moschan tale from Parisinus graecus 1596, when lions are articled to human masters this is
usually done with a specific psychophelitic purpose in mind: to show the mastery-through-sanctity of a certain
abba over the king of the beasts (e.g. tales 2, 125 and 181) or with a moralizing purpose underlying it (e.g. tales 18,
163, 167 and 229). Not all lions were candidates for reform though: in addition to the ones valiantly chased off by
Abba George in the present story, tale 57 features a lion who kills many people and is then banished by a local
stylite for his misdeeds.
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involved overseer of his community, sensitive to the needs — and potential for holiness — of even
the humblest of the brethren: he can see that the one who scours the ovens may nevertheless
reflect the miracle of the Three Hebrew Youths,?* and a even a simple watcher of pigs (“the
good swineherd”) might do as the giant-slaying Psalmist did while still a youngest brother
watching over the sheep.??> Through his narration, the archimandrite reveals that he is “in tune”
with subtle manifestations of holiness; this tune will have its crescendo when, by re-introducing
Peter the Grazer into the structure of the church and giving the old hermit his final requiem, he
is the instrument of the ecclesiastical preservation of wilderness sanctity that we already saw
above in tales 84 and 87.

The final tale recounts an occasion when the abbot George, as mentioned, is involved in
the construction of a church. As the men are digging the foundation, George has a nighttime
vision in which

a monk, very much an ascetic, appeared to me in my sleep. He wore a tunic of sack-cloth and on

his shoulders he had an over-garment made of rushes. In a gentle voice he said to me: “Tell me,

24 For two other well-known stories from the Moschan corpus on the same theme (where children remain
miraculously unharmed by the flames of the burning oven in which they are enclosed), see BHG 1322n or Nissen 8
(see Nissen 1938:361-365 for the Greek text and Wortley 205-210 for the English translation) and BHG 1076k or
Mioni 12 (see Mioni 1951:93-94 for the Greek and Wortley 227-229 for the English). Incidentally, while neither of
the tales features the oven of a bakery, as in the case of Abba George, the motor of the plot in both these tales
hinges on the consumption of bread. In these very folkloric tales, little Jewish boys are condemned to die in the
flames by their wicked fathers for having partaken of the Eucharist. Through divine intervention, they are
preserved and the story ends happily with the punishment of the cruel parent and the conversion of the child to
Christianity. The biblical precedent for all three tales is of course the fiery furnace in Daniel 3.1-30, those three
youths’ virtue being in abstention, these” in partaking. For an in-depth discussion of this motif and its Nachleben in
East and West, see John Duffy 2012:313-322.

25 “And David said unto Saul, ‘Thy servant kept his father’s sheep, and there came a lion, and a bear, and took a
lamb out of the flock. And I went out after him, and smote him, and delivered it out of his mouth. And when he
arose against me, I caught him by his beard, and smote him, and slew him. Thy servant slew both the lion and the
bear: and this uncircumciséd Philistine shall be as one of them, seeing he hath defied the armies of the living God.’
David said moreover, ‘The LORD that delivered me out of the paw of the lion, and out of the paw of the bear, he
will deliver me out of the hand of this Philistine.” And Saul said unto David, ‘Go, and the LORD be with
thee.”...And David put [Saul’s armor] off him. And he took his staff in his hand, and chose him five smooth stones
out of the brook, and put them in a shepherd’s bag [év T kadiw T morpevikw] which he had, even in a scrip; and
his sling was in his hand: and he drew near to the Philistine” (1Sam. 17:34-40).
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Abba George, did it really seem to you, sir, that after so many labours and so much endurance, I
should be left outside the church you are building?” Out of respect for the elder, I said to him,

“Who in fact are you, sir?” He said: “I am Peter the Grazer of the holy Jordan.”226

George immediately realizes what kind of man his nighttime visitor is: the figure’s coarse attire
(including a garment of rushes — not an unusual accoutrement for a hermit but a fitting touch
for someone who claims the banks of a river as his abode) and the gentle voice which he uses to
issue his reprimand make the grazer instantly recognizable to George as someone who is tavv
dokntnc even before identifying himself.??” In his work on visionary literature in the mediaeval
West, Aron Gurevich suggests that those who experienced visions were able to understand and
“evaluate [their] own individual experience, practical or spiritual,” when they could “correlate
it with tradition.”??® In other words, the visionary is able to make sense of what he sees because
it connects with his understanding of the world around him, which is shaped and informed by
the cultural tradition of which he is a part. George recognizes and accepts the apparition for
what he is because his appearance and demeanor correspond to a well-established model of
holiness in his cultural tradition;?® the only point on which his curiosity remains to be satisfied
is the question of who this elder is. Accordingly, when the the grazer applies for inclusion in the

church structure on account of his ascetic struggles, George, “out of respect for the worth of the

26 PG 87(3).2949D (Wortley 74-75). «Datvetal pot katx tovg UMVOUG Hovaxds TIS VL ACKNTHG, POQWV &TO
OEL0AG KOAGBLOV, KAl PUKQOV €1 TOUS HOVS aDTOL EMIQQLTTAQLOV Ao PraBiov: katl Aéyel pot moaeia 1 pwvn:
Eirté, k0ot aBpa I'ecdgyle, amAws €do&év ool HeTd TOOOVTOVS KOTOUG KAl TOOAVTNV ACKNOWV €W e €éxoat o0
ktiCelg vaov; Eyw d¢ 10 legompemec o0 yéQovtog aidecbeig, Aéyw avtq: 'Oviwg yao ov, kUQLE, avTog Tic
vrdoyxets; O d¢ épn Eyw eip ITétoog 6 Bookoc tod ayiov Togdavov. »

27 For more on monastic attire and the weaving of rushes, see Talbot 1987:231 and Maguire 1993:39-70.

228 Gurevich 1992:125.

29 As Gurevich explains it, “an event possessed authenticity only insofar as it could be placed under a corresponding
model” (1992:125).
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elder,”? only asks him his name. The following day, when George alters the building plans of
the church in order to oblige Peter’s request, he finds the grazer’s body “just as I had seen him
in my sleep” and creates for him a fitting tomb in the church, where he is buried.?! Peter’s
agency in the recovery of his body is significant: his appearance in Abba George’s dream
suggests that even post mortem his spirit retains a careful solicitude for the fate of the flesh it has
cast off. Moreover, he explicitly tells Abba George that he understands the process of honoring
his corpse with a burial place inside the church as a reward for his ascetic struggles. In none of
the other tales is that connection made with such unequivocal clarity.?

Of all the tales under examination in this chapter, this one is perhaps also the most
programmatic expression of what I understand to be one of the principal objectives of John and
Sophronios’s literary undertaking: the incorporation of the holy man’s body into the foundation
of the the monastery’s new church — an appropriate resting place for one called ITétpog — results
in the construction of a uvnueiov. The building plans are altered and a place of memory and
remembrance established where visitors may come to inquire after the identity of the interred

person and what his story was (as we saw happen in tale 87, where the hermit’s story, like his

20 PG87.2952A (Wortley 75) «To tegompemég o0 YéQovTtog aidecOeic.»

21 PG87.2952A (Wortley 75). «Qg xal év toig mvolg avtov é0eaadaunv.» Gilbert Dagron (1991:31) discusses an
interesting parallel to this but based around the recognition of persons in a vision from iconography in a church
from the Miracles of St. Artemios: “In the miracles of St. Artemios, a girl of twelve is snatched from ‘the angels of
death’ by the saint and returns to earth. Those close to her ask her what the angels she had seen were like. They
resemble, she answers, those painted upright in the church of the Prodromos...[H]er personal world was totally
impregnated with the imaginary world around her, that of an entire Christian civilization, which was conceived
precisely in order to avoid strong divergences.”

22 Jhssen again sees in this tale the possibility that it is designed to supress any hint of Peter’s resistance to being
incorporated into George’s building program for the greater prestige of the archimandrite’s institution but — as I
have argued above — such an interpretation, to my mind, is not easily supported in the text itself. See Ihssen
2014:122.
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body, is framed within his tomb in the local church).?* Like Abba George, John and Sophronios
mean to recollect, preserve and honor the memory of holy men and women whose stories might
otherwise have been lost or remained hidden. They also construct a kind of uvnueiov for Peter,
but their monument is not a tomb for storing physical remains but rather a repository where
memory and narrative stand in for the absent body to which a reader does not have access.?
Their creative role as builders of textual monuments can be restated in the following way: John
and Sophronios through their inclusion of Abba George’s account “did not simply preserve the

story” of Peter the Grazer’s life and death, “but, in fact, [they] created it.”?%

Salvaging the Dead (Tale 120)
In the previously-discussed tale, the grazer Peter plays a pivotal role in securing the discovery
of his body and its subsequent interment in the new local monastery church. He does so by
personally appearing to its archimandrite and making an urgent appeal to the man’s sense of
reverence for his ascetic achievement. The grazer on Deer Mountain (tale 84) also appears in a
dream to the abbot of the monastery where he will eventually be buried; and John the Humble
(tale 87), though choosing a different medium (writing), is also able to communicate the details

of his demise to his future discoverers. The final tale we will examine in this section is

23 In classical and late antiquity, much more than today, Greek and Roman gravestones asked that passers-by stop
for a moment and think upon the buried. Simonides” epitaph for the 300 («Q Ee1v’, ayyéAderv Aaxedatpoviols ot
e / keipeOa, toic kelvwv Orjpact melddpevour») is only the most famous of these.

24 See Krueger 1999:218. Turning from sight to hearing, we might modify Wren’s epitaph and make it «Lector, si
monumentum requiris, [ausculta]!»

25 [ borrow here from Elizabeth Castelli, who in her book on memory and martyrdom (2004:25) observes that the
authors of accounts of martyrdoms “did not simply preserve the story of persecution and martyrdom, but, in fact,
created it.”
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remarkable for its lack of information about the anchorites who are meant to be recovered, taken
back to civilization and buried there. We know virtually nothing about the three elders whose
bodies are the subject: their names are never mentioned and there are no notes or visions to
explain how they found themselves in those inhospitable surroundings, what made them stay
and how long they had been there. Had they gotten lost, or was it through an unfortunate
mishap that they became stranded in the place where they died? The text simply does not tell
us.?%¢ More than any of our previous deceased solitaries, these anchorites are “defined only by a
few simple lines about their death.”?” The text reveals only where their bodies were found,
what they looked like in death and, perhaps most significant of all (for otherwise there would
be no story) the fact that divinity intervened to allow for the recovery of their remains.

The story goes as follows: while John and Sophronios are staying at the monastery of
Raithou, a coastal settlement located at the south-western edge of the Sinai peninsula on the

Gulf of Suez, they hear a curious tale from some fishermen from Pharan.?*® Resonances from

26 The following tale (no. 121) forms a companion piece to this one as its narrators are the elders who interred the
remains of the three anchorites at Raithou. The narrative provides much fuller information about another set of
deceased anchorites and the manner of their life and death. In this tale, an abba and his disciple (both named
Gregory) die from dehydration on the desert island which they inhabited. The boat which they used to make trips
to and from the mainland had been loosened from its moorings and drifted away, thus cutting them off from their
access to water and provisions. Like the hermit in tale 87, they leave a written record of their death, although this
one is rather more heart-wrenching: «Invenerunt autem in dorso testudinis, ita scriptum: Abbas Gregorius
Pharonites, [duodetriginta] diebus aquam non libens defunctus est, ego autem, dies triginta septem transegi, ex
quo non bibi» (PG87.2983-84). Interestingly, unlike with the discovery of the bodies of the three anchorites, there is
no mention of a miraculous event that occasions the discovery of the remains of the two Gregories. The narrator
does mention that both their bodies were found “intact.” PG87.2983-84 (Wortley 99).

27 The phrase is Brenda Ihssen’s; see Ihssen 2014:116.

28 Tales 115-121 [PG 87(3).2980B-2984C sqq. (Wortley 95-99)] are all set in or around the monastery of Raithou.
According to Caner, Raithou was one of the “three major Christian centers on the southern peninsula,” the others
being the Holy Mountain and the oasis town of Pharan (modern Feiran), mentioned above (Caner 2010:2). Pharan
was located inland to the north formed the most important urban center on the peninsula. Tale 127 of the Pratum
indicates that the monastery on the mountain fell under the ecclesiastical jurisdiction of the bishop of Pharan
(Caner 2010:15). Pharonite fishermen and others, such as merchants and traders, who depended on the sea for their
livelihood, kept a “permanent base” near Raithou “for fishing, trade and importing supplies” as their own city was
land-locked (Caner 2010:36). To get an idea of the distances between the two places, Caner mentions that “the walk
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two well-known events in the Gospels twine lightly through this brief narrative and strengthen
its salvific message. The first of these is the conversion of Peter and his brother by the Lord at
the Sea of Galilee, for these fishermen, like Peter and his brother, became by divine intervention
fishers of men, though their catch consists not of of the quick but of the dead. While the fishers
are making their way home from a succesful fishing trip “on the other side of the Red Sea[,]”
adverse weather conditions force them to drop anchor at a place called Pteleos and await a calm
sea.”® For ninety days they are marooned in this spot until they decide to disembark: “venturing
into that great wilderness, we found three anchorites dead under one stone. They wore habits of
palm fibre and their cloaks were lying beside them.”?* Instead of finding an empty tomb behind
the stone (as did the Lord’s disciples three days after his death), these fishermen discover a
temporary resting place where the miraculous resides in the presence of the three bodies rather
than in their absence. The miraculous properties of the corpses themselves are confirmed when
the stranded men begin their own divinely-inspired salvage work: as soon as they bring the
elders” remains on board, the weather turns and they are able to weigh anchor and continue

home: “We brought the three corpses to the ship and at once the stormy sea subsided. The

from Raithou to Pharan took three days” (2010:22). Two additional tales involving Raithou are tale 16 (Wortley 12)
and tale 153 (Wortley 127-128). For more information on the monastic settlements of the Sinai Peninsula see Flusin
2006:193-194 and especially Caner 2010:17-39, including the useful maps on pp. 288sg. of that volume.

29 As Wortley notes (Wortley 1992:250), there is a lacuna in the text from beginning in the fourth quarter of tale 120,
(PG 87(3).2984C (Wortley 98)) till the end of tale 122 (PG 87(3).2985-6 (Wortley 100)). Migne supplements the
missing Greek with a Latin translation of the Pratum by the Florentine scholar Ambrogio Traversari (1346-1439).
Since no parallel translation is required from Greek into Latin, Migne does not adhere to his usual two-column
format but rather, prints the Latin text across the entire page. Booth (2013:91n5) notes that Traversari’s translations
are drawn from an apparently more complete Florentine manuscript, known as the F manuscript. For more on the
Pratum’s complicated and problematic textual tradition, see Wortley:1992:xi-xiii and Booth 2013:91 (especially
notes 4 and 5), which also point to the copious relevant literature on the subject. On the same subject, see also
Binggeli 2014:146n18.

20 PG 87(3).2984C sqq. (Wortley 98-99): «kai diegxopevol v peyiotnv éonuov ékeivnv, nOQoueV OTO UIAS TTETOAS
TEElS AvaxwenTag tefvnidtac...indutos colobiis de sibino, melotesque illorum juxta eos erant positae.»
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winds shifted into a favorable direction. We sailed with a following wind and came to
Raithou.”?*! The purpose of this restoration — for so concludes the narrative — is that the three
anchorites can find their final resting place at Raithou: “the fathers buried them, together with
elders of former times.”?*2 The absence of specific details in this tale, both about what brought
the anchorites to this remote place and how the process of recovery was to be achieved, invites a
greater variety of interpretations than the previous tales. The fishermen, after all, find the
bodies under a stone and thus the resolution of their problem is achieved, more or less, by a
process trial and error. It is only after a waiting ninety days for the weather to change that they
venture on land and light upon the means of their departure. I would like to offer an
interpretation that I believe fits well with Moschos’s narrative program as I have outlined it in
the introduction: the three brethren, like the two Gregories described in the subsequent tale,
were during their lifetime likely connected to the community at Raithou. According to Bernard
Flusin, during the period in which Moschos was writing it was uncommon for ascetics in the
Sinai peninsula to linger in permanent solitude; periods of complete seclusion were part and
parcel of the monastic life but these would usually be followed by or alternated with a return to
one of the semi-anchoretic or coenobitic establishments which dotted the landscape.?® Instead
of withdrawing inland to find solitude in the sandy barrens of the desert, these brethren chose

the marine environment of the coastal islands along the peninsula for their anachoresis. Despite

241 Jdem: «Accepimus itaque illos, et duximus ad navem, continuoque @estuans mare tranquillum factum est, et venti
contrari opportunos conversi sunt. Et transfretavimus secundis ventis, et venimus in Raythu.»

22 Jbid.: «Patres autem sepelierunt eos cum antiquis senibus.»

23 Flusin 2006:198. In his study of monasticism in the Sinai desert at the time of John Klimakos (late 6% — early 7t
cent.), Flusin writes that «les forms extrémes de 1’anachorese —la parfaite solitude au désert, dans un ermitage ou
une grotte—, si elles sont attestées, semblent souvent avoir été pratiquées de facon temporaire.» For an example of
such hybrid monastic practices, see Anastasios of Sinai’s tale 1.31 in which Anastasios and his companion Kosmas
live at a hermitage at Goudda but set out every morning seeking solitude and hesychia in the desert.
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the difficulties and dangers facing those wishing to navigate it, Flusin notes that the Red Sea did
not represent «un obstacle infranchissable» for those traveling between Sinai and the mainland.?*
The two Gregories are a good example of monks willing to brave the sea, as their remote abode
is not supplied with a source of fresh water and thus they must undertake trips to the mainland
to fetch provisions. It is probable, then, that the anachoresis of the three brothers in this “great
wilderness” was of a temporary nature and that their deaths create an undesired permanent
separation from the community at Raithou. The restoration of the link is accomplished through
the fisherman from Pharan, whose stated intention from the very first was to sail to Raithou.
They become the unwitting instruments of salvage in the hands of the Lord, who intends to
restore the plenitude of the monastic body — to reattach, even after death, the severed members
of a spiritual community. Thus, even in death the anchorites’ connection to a community of
believers (in this case a monastic community) is persistent enough to be (re)established. The
way that their interment is described is also revealing: through the burying of their bodies the
anchorites are joined to “the elders of former times” and become members of a community, a
body of men whose traditions and memory stretches back into the distant past. But perhaps
even more importantly, along with the bodies themselves, the fisherman bring back to the
community of living brethren the story of the miraculous discovery of their remains. And this,
with every telling and retelling to visitors such as John and Sophronios, constitutes the greater

and more far-reaching act of “re-membering.”

244 Flusin 2006:193-4.
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A Sea-Change Into Something Rare and Strange (Tale 76)
In all of the tales we have encountered so far, the body of a deceased anchorite, sanctified by
ascetic struggle or made holy by an ascetic death, retains a measure of the sanctity its owner
bestowed on it in life even when spirit and flesh have been separated.?*> We may note that it is
not expressly mentioned in the text that any of the recovered bodies take on the properties of
Aeipava (in the Christian cultic sense of the word, by which I mean especially thaumaturgic
relics). But, as Ihssen has pointed out, the possession of relics was indubitably a boon to a
monastic community, given that the saint’s remains were a posthumous repository of his or her
holiness.?*® As a point of contrast, I would like briefly to examine another curious story from the
Pratum (tale 76), which represents an interesting and very dramatic reversal of this theme: in
this narrative, a ship is prevented from continuing its journey while the body of a (living) sinner
remains on board.?*” The story is reported by an Abba Palladios, a Thessalonian monk attached
to the Lithazomenon monastery, located to the west of Alexandria, who in turn heard it from a

shipmaster.2#8 A sea journey is interrupted when the ship, sailing to an unknown destination,

25 Elizabeth Castelli, in her study of the Life of St. Syncletica, observes that “asceticism is...described as a rehearsal for
death, the occasion when the body is emptied of life. Comparing the ascetic body to a well-bucket, Syncletica
speaks of ascetic practice as the process of emptying the body, rendering it thereby the more effective bearer of
‘every solicitude’ towards the soul” (1992:141). Our texts suggest that if the ascetic is able to make his or her body
sufficiently “empty” in life in order to direct every solicitude towards the soul, the soul (or the Lord), after the
moment of death, will reciprocate that concern for the fate of the flesh it has cast off.

246 Thssen 2014:121.
27 PG 87(3).2928D-2929D (Wortley 57-59).

28 Palladios is the narrator of tales 69-76 and 176 and is also mentioned in tale 171. It is unclear whether Palladios is
the abbot of this monastery or whether he is simply a member of their community. In tale 67, PG 87(3).2920A
(Wortley 51), we learn that he «&xovta t0 povaotigov avtov eig tov At@aldpevov...» but this doesn’t
necessarily mean he is the abbot. In tale 171, PG 87(3).3037C (Wortley 140), Moschos tells the story of a certain
reader and calligrapher called Zoilos who, having died, «étadn eic tov AtBalouevov, év 1@ povaotneiw Tov
appa ITaAadiov» but the mention of Palladios might just be intended to refresh the reader’s memory about the
monastery’s connection with this (relatively) prominent earlier narrator. For more information on the Lithazomenon
monastery, see Gascou 2003:657-8.
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languishes in a windless pocket on the high seas for a fortnight, even though ships sailing
around them are attended by favorable winds and making good progress. The shipmaster sees
that any efforts on the part of his crew to alter the situation are bootless and so he turns to
prayer. While in prayer, he hears a voice (but sees no face) speaking to him: “throw out Maria
and you will make good way.”?* It transpires that there is a woman named Mary on board who
is guilty of an unspeakable crime: she was in love with a soldier who refused to marry her, since
she was a mother. In a bid to secure his love, she killed her children and declared herself at
liberty to enter into an alliance with the man. Her potential suitor, having learned this
information, would have nothing more to do with her. (The name of this infanticide, while a
common one, may be deliberately chosen to make her an “anti-Mary” in matters maternal.2)
Understanding the divine command, the shipmaster tricks the wretched woman into boarding a
dinghy, which promptly sinks, thus freeing the ship of its burdensome cargo and ensuring a
speedy onwards journey.?! The story of the drowning of Mary acts as a counterpoint to the
tales of holy corpses examined previously: of itself a body does not have inherent value to a
community. Rather, it is the deeds that are wrought while its occupant is in the flesh that will

determine its worth, either for good or for ill. Just as the corpses of the deceased hermits are

29 PG 87(3).2929A (Wortley 58). «BaAe katw Magiav, kol edtAogic.»

20 Cf. Matt. 1:18-20, 24sq., «...Mvnotev0eiong yao ¢ untoc avtod Magiag t¢ Twond, moiv 1) ovveAbelv avtovg,
e0Eé0N év yaotol éxovoa éx ITvevpatog Aylov. Twond d¢ 6 avne avtng, dikalog @v kat un 0éAwv avthv
nagaderypatioat, €BovAn0n AdBoq amoAvoat avtiv. Tavta d¢ avtov évOvunOévtog, oL ayyeAoc Kugiov
Kat' ovag epavn avt, Aéywv, Twond, viog Aavid, ur pofnoNc magarafelv Maglap v yuvaikd oov: T0 Yao
&v avt yevvnBév éx Ilvevuatdc éotwv Ayiov...AeyepBelg d¢ 0 Twond amd Tov Vmvov, €moinoev wg
noocétaev avT@ O dyyeAog Kvpiov kal magéAafev v yuvaika avtov, kKal ovk €ylvwokev avtiv €wg ov
ETeKEV TOV VIOV AVTAG TOV TEWTOTOKOV. ..»

»1 Tale 173 offers a variation on the “marooned at sea” theme. In this tale, an anchorite «o0tog MvaryrdoO1n dux
xoetav Tiva kateABelv év KwvotavtivountdAer kat O elonABev év mAoiw» (PG 87.3.3042C (Wortley 142)). The
ship is similarly afflicted by adverse weather conditions and when the supply of fresh water is running
dangerously low, the anchorite prays to God and works a miracle that turns the briny seawater into potable water
in front of the rejoicing crew and passengers.
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recovered by their communities and are viewed as a sacred and desirable objects because they
are a material witness to a life lived in holiness, so the body of Mary is the repository of her past
sins. Because she did not repent of her sins, contact with and proximity to her body causes those
around her to suffer for her misdeeds as well. God is willing, however, to suspend the action of
his vengeance until she has been singled out, but he does create a circumstance in which this
process of singling out becomes a necessity. But, just as in the case of the hermits, the thing that
does remain, even when the body is no longer accessible, is the story. The body is lost but the
story is preserved, not so much (in this case) as a blessing but as a warning. Her miasma is

swallowed up in that all-cleansing place, the sea.?

2 Cf. Iliad 1.313sq. (quoted also at Eudocia’s Homerocentones «Ilegt Twdvvov tov Bamtiotov», line 339; Ludwich
1897:104).The obvious scriptual analogue to this story is that of Jonah. But it is almost a mirror-image of the story
of Paul, a supposed murderer, whose presence saves the travelers and crew when the ship does go down: “And
when neither sun nor stars in many days appeared, and no small tempest lay on us, all hope that we should be
saved was then taken away. But after long abstinence Paul stood forth in the midst of them, and said, ‘Sirs, ye
should have hearkened unto me, and not have loosed from Crete, and to have gained this harm and loss. And now
I exhort you to be of good cheer: for there shall be no loss of any man's life among you, but of the ship. For there
stood by me this night the angel of God, whose I am, and whom I serve, Saying, “Fear not, Paul; thou must be
brought before Caesar. And, lo, God hath given thee all them that sail with thee.” Wherefore, sirs, be of good cheer:
for I believe God, that it shall be even as it was told me. Howbeit we must be cast upon a certain island’” (Acts
27:20-26). In the following chapter the apostle’s innocence is proven by a corporeal miracle: “And when Paul had
gathered a bundle of sticks, and laid them on the fire, there came a viper out of the heat, and fastened on his hand.
And when the [people of Malta] saw the venomous beast hang on his hand, they said among themselves, ‘No
doubt this man is a murderer, whom, though he hath escaped the sea, yet vengeance suffereth not to live.” And he
shook off the beast into the fire, and felt no harm. Howbeit they looked when he should have swollen, or fallen
down dead suddenly: but after they had looked a great while, and saw no harm come to him, they changed their
minds, and said that he was a god” (28:3-6). For this canonical tale’s apocryphal Nachleben, see tale 196 («O
amndéotoAog ITavAog otrjv Korjtn») in Politis 1904:110, where the Apostle becomes a sort of Greek Saint Patrick.
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PART TWO: Variations on the Script

A Unique Method of Self-Preservation

In the tales we have examined until now, nature (in the form of natural phenomena or animal
helpers) or the hermit himself (through appearances in dreams) has played a crucial role in
facilitating the discovery of the anchorite’s remains. In the following tale the hermit is so
organically situated within his environment that his transition from life to death is initially quite
difficult to grasp for the monk who finds him. The narrator of the story, a monk from Antioch
(®cov moAic) tells John and Sophronios of an incident which occurred when he was traveling in
the vicinity of Mt. Amanon.?® Ascending the mountain, he came upon a cave where he found
what he thought was an anchorite kneeling in prayer. The little story is worth quoting in full:

I went in and found an anchorite, kneeling down and with his hands stretched out to heaven.
The hair of his head reached down to the floor. Thinking that he was alive, I made an act of
obeisance before him saying: “Pray for me, father.” As he made no reply, I got up and went
close to him, intending to embrace him. When I touched him I found that he was dead, so I left

him and went out.254

The rich symbolism of this in-some-ways-rather-unsettling tale needs to be unpacked in order
to explain the element of shock that clings to mistaking a corpse for a living man and
discovering one’s error only upon bestowing a zealous embrace. The emphasis in the discovery
is not on the fact that the anchorite is dead but that in death, as in life, he remains exactly the

same, having somehow resisted or escaped the irrepressible march of time and the ravages of

23 Mount Amanon has been identified by some scholars as the Mount Hor mentioned in Numbers 34:7-8, located at
the northern border of the Land of Israel. See Graham 1979:23-30.

%4 PG 87(3).2915E-D (Wortley 71-72). «EiceABwv e0plokw avaxwentiv kAlvavia pev e yovata avtov, tag dé
XElRag EKTETAREVAC EXOVTQ €lC TOV 0VQAVOV, EXOVTa D& TaG TOixaS TS KePaANS éwg Edadous. Eyw d¢ vouioag
avtov (v, éBarov avte petavolav, Aéywv: E0Eat Omép épov, ITatep. "Qg ovv ovdEV amekoiOn pol, éyepOeic
annABov mAnoiov avtod aonaleabat avtov. Kat koatrioag avtov eDQoOV avTov veEKQOV.»
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man’s common lot. The sense of wonderment surrounding the miraculously preserved holy
corpse is heightened even further when the monk soon thereafter comes upon another cave-
dwelling anchorite (a living one, this time), who is able to give him further information about
the deceased. First he asks the monk, “did you get anything from there?”?*> When the monk
answer in the negative, he continues, “Naturally, brother, for the elder had been dead for fifteen
years.”?*¢ This causes no small amount of wonder because, the narrator adds, “yet he was as
though he had died only an hour before.”?” The ascetic is permanently frozen in an attitude of
earnest prayer that renders the way he spent his life visible to any onlooker; his lifetime of
devotion to God is, so to speak, inscribed upon his body. Through the holiness acquired in his
lifetime, he has transformed his tomb into a shrine and fashioned himself into a visually
arresting relic that people, like the narrator of the tale, could come and embrace in veneration;
as such, the saint had no need to be taken away and buried in a church. Yet the brother who
visited the dead hermit’s “shrine” was able to carry off an intangible relic from his encounter:
the story of this man’s exceptional holiness, which can be transmitted, reproduced and

disemminated without losing any of its potency.

Arrangements for Burial (Tale 170)
The element of surprise is also very much at work in the next tale we will examine. The surprise
(or perhaps rather “the reveal”) is twofold and very skilfully narrated, so that the reader is left

with a sense of wonder at the miracles which occur hidden from the sight of men. Moschos and

25 PG 87(3).2915D (Wortley 72). «Mr) T éxetBev EAafec;»
26 Jbid. «DVOoeL, adeAde, ExeL 0 YéQwV TeAewwbelg €t dekamévTe.»

27 [bid. «O0Twg d¢ NV ¢ TEO HLAG WQAC koLUnOeic.»
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Sophronios meet two fathers who have been on a pilgrimage to Sinai. Having visited the Holy
Mountain, they set off to their own monastery near Jerusalem. Their journey home is delayed,
however, when they lose their way in the desert: “for many days we were borne along in the
wilderness as though we were on the high sea.”?*® The unexpected comparison of wandering
about in the desert to finding oneself afloat on the open sea reflects the perilous conditions
facing the pilgrim wishing to travel from Sinai to Palestine. The passage, whether done by land
or by sea, was a risky undertaking, as several tales from the Pratum, especially that of the two
Gregories above, will attest. The narrative frame of the fathers” encounter with the hermit in this
tale calls to mind the situation the marooned fishermen from Pharan (tale 120): both the fathers
and the fishermen are sent drifting aimlessly in the wilderness through the exigency of
circumstances, but in each case it transpires that their wanderings are in fact directed by a
divine purpose which leads to the discovery of a hermit’s corpse. While the fathers are
traveling, they catch sight of a cave in the distance located next to a small desert oasis. Despite
the relative brevity of the tale, Moschos’s talent as a storyteller shines here as the unveiling of
the hermit’s identity proceeds very gradually and with a good deal of narrative suspense: as the
fathers approach the cave, they see human footsteps. When they enter the cave, they hear the
sound of someone breathing but see no occupant. Continuing their search, they find a person
lying in a manger of sorts, but when they address him they receive no answer. Then, finally,
they take hold of the body and find, like the startled brother in the previous tale, that the body

is a corpse, although it is still warm. Until this point the plot follows a pattern that we find

28 PG 87(3).3037A (Wortley 139). «Kat émudpegopeba wg émi meAdyouvg €v 1) €01 €Tl MOAAXG T)LéQaG.»
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elsewhere in the Pratum, where pious bystanders arrive just in time to bury an expiring
hermit.?¥ This is exactly what happens now too, but with a rather unexpected twist:

[W]e took [the hermit’s] body from where it lay and dug a grave for him there in the cave.

One of us took the pallium he was wearing and wrapped the elder’s body in it; and we

buried him in it. But we discovered that it was a woman — and we glorified God. We

performed the office over her and buried her.260

The chief point of interest of this story, the fact the hermitess was a woman, is thus only
revealed at the very end of the tale. Apart from the wretched Mary — who is not an anchorite
and also principally serves as an exemplar for vice rather than virtue — our survey of tales has
been lacking so far in women. The vast majority of tales in the Pratum feature men practicing
this physically demanding and unforgiving mode of life. Tale 170 is one of two in which a
woman lives such a life of seclusion in the wilderness. The other, tale 19, reports a cave-
dwelling female anchorite paying a visit to an abba in search of water and memorably telling
him, “Abba, I too follow this way of life, sir.”?¢! Regrettably (but predictably), the woman is
introduced mostly as a source of carnal temptation for the hermit she visits and we don’t learn
more about her way of life other than that she lives nearby and is in the habit of traveling across
the desert. Given the feeling of prurient anxiety that clings to that earlier encounter between
male narrator and anchoritess, perhaps we should not be surprised that the hermitess in this

story chastely (and rather conveniently) avoids any interaction with her male visitors by

29 See Tale 90 for an example of this motif. (Wortley 73-73)

260 PG87(3).3037B (Wortley 139). «Aapovteg odv 10 oA adTOL €k TOD TOTOL OTOL EKELTO, WQUEAUEV €V VT T
ommAaiw, Kal €ig €€ UV, 6 megéPANTO MaAAlov adeAduevog, eig avTo éveTvAlLapey TO cWUA TOD YEQOVTOG,
Kal &v avte tovto ékndevopev. Hogopev [0¢] 6Tt yuvr) vmnoxev. Kat édofaoapev 1ov Oeov. Kal momjoavteg
TOV Kavova EMAvw avTne, E0dpapey avTiv.»

261 PG 87(3).2865B (Wortley 13), «Kvot &pBa, kdyw TV moAtteiav TadTnV HeTéQoXopaL»
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breathing out her last before they have a chance to converse with her.22 Once again, what the
visitors carry away with them is not the hermitess’s body but rather the tale of her blessed

sexless existence in the deepest wilderness.

The Story of Abba John, his Teacher and the Two Brothers

In addition to the post-mortem power of the holy man in the world of natural phenomena, there
is also the topos of peaceful and blessed co-existence of man and beast, especially lions, which
continues after death. This topos has a long history and an impressive hagiographical pedigree.
The best-known example of such a symbiosis occurs in the aforementioned Life of Mary of
Egypt, where Abba Zosimas, being frail of body and lacking in suitable implements, is faced
with hard and arid desert soil and almost despairs of being able to dig a suitable grave for the
holy woman, until a great lion arrives, shows himself affectionate and obedient to the old man’s
will, and promptly begins scratching the ground with his paws.?*® A similar event takes place in
the Life of Paul of Thebes attributed (interestingly) to Jerome,?** where two lions miraculously
appear to assist Antony with the burial of Paul’s remains, join in the mourning by means of
loud roars, and refuse to be separated from the holy man until, like Jacob with the angel, they
have received a blessing from his hands.?®® We also find several instances of friendly or
unusually docile lions in the beneficial tales; of these, the delightful story of Abba Gerasimos

and his devoted (but occasionally disobedient) lion Jordanes from the Pratum (tale 107) has

262 For more examples of female cave dwellers see Talbot 2014:2.
263 See Talbot 1996:91-92.

264 See Wortley 1996:201.

265 White 1998:83.

97



received the most scholarly attention,?%® but there is another, lesser-known tale in a codex unicus,
Parisinus graecus 1596.27 Strictly speaking, this tale does not belong in the corpus of the Pratum;
but, given that it is found in a famous collection of Paterika which also contains many tales in
common with the Pratum and that the tale of Jordanes is already widely known, whereas this
one is not, I ask indulgence to include it. In this tale a “great monk” had a servant (oixétnc)
named John, who he initiated into the monastic way of life and taught to read both Greek letters
and the Holy Writ.2® After leaving John with some final words of wisdom, he retreated into the
desert. The narrative then skips ahead twenty-five years and we are told that the great monk
has been subsisting on sea-onions (ocxiAAat) and that he lives with two lions, who even share
his diet.®® Interestingly, unlike the story of Gerasimos (who, like St. Jerome and reflecting a
folktale motif going back at least to ZAsop, removed a thorn from the lion Jordanes” paw and
thus won him over as trusty companion), there is no explanation of how this monk’s unusual
living arrangement came about: his peaceable co-habitation with the lions is simply presented
to us as fact and the miraculous turn in the plot begins after the holy man’s passing. Upon his
death, the lions mourn the monk for three days and then dig a grave a full fathom deep in order

to bury him. In the meantime, the narrator tells us, as Abba John is sedulously upholding the

26 See ex. gr. Sevéenko 2000:82 and Rapp 2006:101-102. At the end of the tale, Moschos’s explanation for the animal’s
extraordinary sorrow at his master’s passing (cited by Rapp at 2006:102) is that it mirrors Adam’s prelapsarian
dominion over all creatures of the earth: «tovto d¢ yéyovev, ovx wg Yuxmv Aoyknv €xovtog o0 Aéovtog: AAA’
g, ToD Beob BéAovtog dofaoat Tovg dofalovtag avToV, o povoVv €v T1) Cwi) avt@wv aAAa katl peta Bavatov,
kat detéal moiav elxov ta Onpia voTAYNV TEOS TOV AdA TEO TOL AVTOV MAQAKODOAL TNG EVTOANG, KAl TG v
IMapadelow Toudnc Exmeoeiv» (PG 87(3).2970B).

27 See Wortley 1996:288-99 for the Greek text of this tale (which is only published here and not listed in the BHG) and
Wortley’s English translation and commentary.

268 There is a useful discussion of the word oixétnc and the nature of the relationship between master and disciple in
this tale in Wortley 1996:297-98.

269 See Wortley 1996:289n18 for a discussion of this bitter vegetable and for a more general overview of the dietary
habits of ascetics, refer to Talbot 2014:4.
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rule which was passed on to him by his teacher, the blessed man appears to him in a dream and
tells him, “Behold, your two small brothers are expecting you; the Lord Jesus Christ will be
your guide.”?70

John, ever the last word in faithful obedience, sets out and follows the angel of the Lord,
who guides him to the place where his former master dwelt. When he arrives, the lions run out
to greet him and receive his blessing. John then more or less takes up the thread where his
master left off, and at the end of his life he too is buried by the lions. In his analysis of the tale,
Wortley comments on the lions” unusually anthropomorphic behavior: they are vegetarian, seek
for blessings, and observe the burial customs of human society. This is unusual but not unheard
of in the beneficial tales, and indeed has some (less developed) precedent in the biblical story of
Daniel. What is more interesting and unprecedented is that he calls the lions John’s siblings
(@0éAPLa). It shows how complete the animals’ assimilation into human rhythms and
behaviors, as far as possible for them, has been. In fact, the monk has followed a reverse pattern
to the one we find often in this sort of story, especially in the stories of grazers, where the
ascetic, as Nancy Sevdenko puts it, becomes so integrated into the landscape that he “begin[s] to
resemble physically the animal he [has] displaced.”?”!

For the monk of this story, however, it is the other way around: he turns his little corner
of wilderness into a xowwopiov with his two leonine disciples and teaches them a rule, just as he
will do with John, which rule they follow even after his death. He then appears in a dream and

asks John to take his up his mantle as “abbot” and to take charge of John’s animal brethren. (As

270 Wortley 1996:289-90. «idov yaQ tax d00 adéAPLa oov éxdéxovtal oe- 6 d¢ Kbolog Tnoovg Xolotog 6dnynoet oe.»
71 Sevéenko 2000:78.
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with an ordinary monastery of men, John is called out from his brethren to become their
spiritual father.) Again, this is a variation on the traditional script, and here the holy man, a
newcomer and an intruder into the wilderness, is able to bend nature to his will by means of his
asceticism and personal virtue, so that the landscape he inhabits becomes accommodating and
suitable for his purposes and its inhabitants either leave him in peace or become his active
helpers and guardians. In this case, the monk recreates in the wilderness the living conditions
he had with John, taking for disciples the noblest of the sentient beings there available.

There is a mutual attraction between righteous man and righteous nature. We saw above
how the grazer on Mt. Elafos desired to become meek and obedient; his virtue lay in cultivating
(if such a gardening term be not inappropriate) the laudable Christian traits that allowed him to
tame himself and to become one with what we might call the noble savagery of nature’s
peaceful side, as symbolized by the deer. This was a success. But it was an even more stunning
success when John's spiritual father, already tamed, encountered the ferocious aspect of nature,
as symbolized by the lion. Nature and man once again came together, in a kind of gravitational
pull, but this time the greater weight of glory?? was in the man — the monastically trained man -
and it was nature that conformed.

But the outstanding message of this tale is not only that everything in creation is subject
to man and that through personal righteousness even the most inhospitable surroundings can
be made into a haven for spiritual growth, but that in such an arrangement as the monk creates,
the divine economy is made clearly manifest. It is, once again, this witness of God’s power that

gives the tale its soul-benefiting character. In the cases of martyrs like Ignatius, the saint

272 Cf. 2 Cor. 4.17, «To yap magavtika éAadoov Tng OAIpews U@V kad” vtepPoAnV eig UtegBoAny aliwviov fapoc
00&nc kateQyaleTat NUv.»
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witnesses to his faith in God’s greatness by his willingness — like his forerunner, the prophet
Daniel - to testify of his belief by giving himself over to wild beasts; in cases like that just
related, it is the saint’s preservation — also like Daniel’s — that constitutes a sign of divine power
and providence. In both cases the saint’s holy life culminates and is consummated in an
impressive interraction with the highest and most ferocious of God’s non-human natural
creation, an interraction which opens up a testimony of God’s might to onlookers, listeners and

readers.

Chapter 3: Conclusion
What then can we say in conclusion to this small and by-no-means-exhaustive survey? Of the
many possible approaches to these stories, the one I'd like to end with here is the importance of
their (at least according to believers) power to instruct and to bless. They might for example
exhort a listener far removed from the stories” locale to choose edification of the soul over
pleasures of the flesh, while at the same time reminding a Christian, who subscribes to a
religion with resurrection, of the importance of the body.

Whether a saint’s remains were physically present among the greater society (following
the example of the tombs of Abraham and the other patriarchs) or were understood to have
been miraculously whisked away (somewhat after the examples of Enoch’s translation, the
Lord’s assumption, or the Virgin’s dormition), it was essential that the virtue and power which
he had accumulated through his efforts while body and soul were united not remain to him
alone nor be withheld from the more common lot of men, who had a greater need of such

things. An East Roman Bishop Berkeley might have asked, “if a saint is transfigured in the
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wilderness and nobody’s there to see it, does it really happen?” Today we would probably
demand photographs. Important is that such an end that benefited the saint alone would, for
the larger audience of Christians, have been a waste, a loss.

Tales of the kind we’ve been looking at prevent this loss and share to some degree that
soul-benefiting virtue with a greater population, be it a community of monks or the church as a
whole. They take the corporeal and tangible, which is necessarily limited to a single place, and
put it onto pages that can be copied, and into ears that are linked to mouths (which speak to
other ears, and so forth). They convert, in other words, a rare and finite commodity into a form
where it can be shared again and again and suffer little diminution. (Indeed, such tales are often
liable instead to increase!) And, though the religious significance of recording a culture hero’s
final transfiguration and reporting it to others is widespread — one thinks of (Edipus at Colonus,
Empedocles on Mt. Atna, Romulus and Cesar in Ovid, and of course the Buddha - the
importance of keeping such tales from oblivion is particularly appropriate to a religion like

Christianity, at whose center is redemption from perdition.
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Chapter 4
Anastasios and the Spirit of the Place

While I draw this fleeting breath,
When mine eyes shall close in death,
When I soar to worlds unknown,
See Thee on Thy judgment throne,
Rock of Ages, cleft for me,
Let me hide myself in Thee.

— Augustus Montague Toplady, 1763
The seventh century ushered in a period of great unrest for Christians on the Sinai peninsula,
leaving in its wake famine, pestilence and the ever-looming danger of attack by agressive
invaders. The anxiety that such disruptive and destructive events caused within the community
of believers is documented in a contemporary source, the Questions and Answers
(Epwtamnokpioeic) of Anastasios of Sinai. During the difficult conditions of the time, with large
parts of the desert flooded by a hostile and perhaps theodicic deluge spilling out of Arabia,
Anastasios instructs his readers and hearers on how to weather the world-storm overwhelming
their society and, by keeping an eye fixed on the never-changing lodestar of their faith, to
navigate through the political and spiritual undulations of a radically changing earthly
landscape. Anastasios’s identity, biography and eceuvre have stoked flames of scholarly debate
spanning several centuries but, in contrast to John Klimakos and John Moschos, whose literary

bequests are limited to a single (if tremendously influential) work each, there is a relatively

large corpus of texts connected with the name Anastasios.?”

273 Baggarly and Kuehn 2007:xiv.
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Many of these works are “pastoral in nature, reflecting [Anastasios’] concern to shore up
Christian communities in this time of crisis.”?”* The Questions and Answers, a pastoral work par
excellence, has always attracted a good deal of scholarly attention, owing to the importance and
uniqueness of the text as a reflection not only of the preoccupations and concerns of the
common man but also as a source of informal theology and lay piety in the seventh century,
that “time of uncertainty,” as John Haldon has called it.”® The varied subject of these concerns is
evident from the wide range of theological, practical and scientific questions which Anastasios
fields from members of his congregation and others he met during his ministry. But, as Munitiz
has shown,?® certain patterns and thematic repetitions emerge that allow us to
“extrapolate...the sort of questions that were troubling his audience” in particular.?”” For
example, several of the answers provide elementary guidelines for what a person might do and
say if required to defend his faith against religious opponents.?’® Such occasions, we may

imagine, would not have been uncommon when Anastasios’s audience found themselves

274 Caner 2010:172. For a summary of Anastasios’s principal works, see Marinides 2014:336-346; for both primary and
select secondary bibliography, see Munitiz 1998:243-246.

25 Haldon 1997:360. As Haldon writes in another important article on the text (1992:116), “[Anastasios] represented
also, however, the ordinary people, as is clear from many of the answers ascribed to him in the collection of
Question and Answers: he demonstrates a sympathy and understanding for the humdrum, day-to-day existence of
ordinary folk which was no doubt common to many holy men and churchmen, but which is — as one might expect
—not so readily found in the theological works of a Maximus or the polemical writings of a Sophronius. And it is in
this context that the collection of Questions and Answers is so important.”

276 Munitiz 2006:1-1i.
277 Munitiz 1998:235sg..

278 Although this apologetic and polemical bent is more pronounced in other works such as the Hodegos, which has
been described as “a vademecum to assist the ordinary Christian to withstand the criticism of unorthodox fellow
believers, with particular reference to the situation in Egypt,” it also occupies an important place in the Questions
and Answers (Munitiz 1998:234). For an example of such a question, see Appendix 20, Question 1 in Munitiz
2006:208-210.
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living, to their spiritual counselor’s great dismay, in an increasingly heterodox society.?”

Another matter which seems to have been a pressing source of concern for Anastasios’s
audience was questions about “the ever present threat of death.”?®® Munitiz remarks that
“Anastasios and his correspondents are particularly fascinated by the problems of death, life
after death and predestination.”?! Here we also find a great variety of questions: some of the
queries address very general and rather abstract matters concerning the end of the world.??
Others deal with perennial concerns such as the fate of unattended bodily remains, a question
we discussed in a monastic context in the previous chapter.? Still other questions bring into
focus the contemporary context of Christians living areas under occupation where dying a
martyr’s death was, even for a layman, not simply a possibility but, at times, a reality.?%

The Questions and Answers, then, seems to address itself principally to Christians living

in the world and forms an important index of “the sort of questions that were troubling

2% Anastasios not infrequently answers questions of the type «&aoa mavta t& kaka 6oa émonoav Taic xwoals kat
Toic Aaoic v Xootiavav ot Agafes, kata KéAevow MAVTWS Kol EmiTeontv @eoD NV TADTA TEMOINKV;»
(Question 101; Munitiz 161).

280 Munitiz 1998:242.
281 Munitiz 1998:239.

282 Question 94 (Munitiz 149) asks «'Exet 6gov xpovikov 1] cuvtéAewa 100 kOopov;» Questions of the end of the world
do seem to align themselves with the surge in apocalyptic literature that Haldon (1997:368) finds evidence for in
the seventh century.

28 Thus, question 22 for example asks «Ilwg 10 cwpa 16 OO pVElWV ONEiWV Kal TeTevV KatafPewOév, 1) OaAdttn
katanovto0év, kat Omo dpetENTV XOVWV avadwBév, kai év 1@ PvO® adodevOév, KaldixAvOév, mag
ovvayetal kat elg avaotaowy égxetar» This question makes explicit the theological issues at stake surrounding
the integrity of body at the time of the Resurrection, to which Anastasios responds that: «Ei yoo miotetopev avtov
TAVTOOUVAUOV elval, TAVTWS 0 €k TOD U1 OVTOG €1¢ TO elval TOV AVOQWTIOV AyaywV, eDKOMWTEQWS TO TAGOUA
0 O avToL MAaoOEV Kal dx Bavatov AvBév avamAdoat kat dvakawvioal duvijoetar» Nothing was beyond
the power of God, though Anastasios confesses that many of the faithful secretly had, as he puts it, «okavdaAov
KAl dLoTAYHOV TEQL TG TWV CWHATWY &AvaoTaoews.» Quaestiones et Responsiones 22 (Munitiz 98, trans. 42).

284 Ex. gr. question 89, «I160ev 6pwpév Tivag mMoAAdKIS VOV TTROOVHWS EavTOUG TEOdOVTAG ig Odvatov UTEQ TG
000000&0v mioTewG KAl EQXOREVOLGS €lg avTO TO amoBavely, elte Ao MagakANTews avOQWNWY, elte kat avTol
ol TvgEavol petaBaAAdpevol amoAvovawy avtovg; I160ev xor) AoyiCeoBal elvat v TolavTnV andAvoty, ék
B¢ov, 1 ¢£ avOpwmwv» (Munitiz 143).
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[Anastasios’] audience.”?®> The practical answers that he offers in response to sometimes quite
complicated theological questions bear the imprint of his long experience as preacher and an
instructor in the faith. Dagron has commented on the “supplementary” nature of this work
(and, by extent, this genre), noting that it allows Anastasios to explore the gray areas of
Christian anthropology «dont la théologie officielle se soucie peu ou les hagiographes ont
I’habitude de broder leurs contes.»?® His cuvre also includes a sizable and important collection
of edifying tales which speak to the other integral part of his formation as a religious thinker:
his lifelong association with the monastic community of Mount Sinai and his enduring love and
reverence for the Fathers who taught and supported him in his formative years as a monk there.
The tales represent a different kind of index, in which some of the themes discussed directly in
the Questions and Answers receive an indirect narrative treatment.

The collection known as The Tales of the Sinai Fathers, the first of the two collections that
make up the corpus of Anastasian tales, seems to be framed especially (but not exclusively)
with a monastic audience in mind.?®” The Tales of the Sinai Fathers is unique among the edifying
tales collections of late antiquity, because of its narrow geographical focus. Where Moschos and
Sophronios traveled far afield in Egypt and the Levant to gather their blooms of virtue,

Anastasios concentrates his narrative attention on the holy mountain he knew so well and on

285 Munitiz 1998:235-6.
286 Dagron 1992:61.

27 Caner (2011:65) surmises that both Anastasios and Moschos’s tales were probably written “to edify coenobitic
monks safe within their fortified compounds.” We will discuss the local aspect of these tales later in the chapter.
These sorts of details are useful and recognizable only by the cognoscenti. Because of the lack of a preface, these
ideas can only emerge from the text itself. Anastasios’s habit of accentuating the couleur locale in his tales (by which
I mean that he is rather particular about supplying the names and backgrounds of the characters which populate
his tales and the places where their narratives unfold) could suggest that the work was intended principally for
readers who had at least a passing acquaintance with the monastery and its environs — was, in other words, by and
for the monks of Sinai — but this hypothesis would be difficult to prove (since the inclusion of such details might
just as well be to increase credibility or verisimilitude for an audience not familiar with the area).
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the lives of the saintly men who lived around it. The purpose of the collection remains
somewhat difficult to discern, given that, unlike the Pratum, the Tales have no preface or explicit
statement of intent. In the introduction to his English translation of the tales, Donald Caner
remarks that “there is no over-arching narrative or obvious thematic connection between
[Anastasios’s] stories, besides the holiness of the Sinai and its Christian inhabitants.”2%¢ The
tales” most recent editor, André Binggeli, refines Caner’s observation by suggesting that, while
the tales “are very much in the spirit of earlier monastic collections and the influence of the
Historia Monachorum or the The Spiritual Meadow is evident...this collection starts with a novel
section devoted to miracles that took place on Mt Sinai, suggesting that the holy place itself
contributed to the holiness of the fathers who lived in the surrounding desert.”? The mountain thus
forms a spiritual anchor for monks of Sinai, an enduring “witness to theophany”?*® animating
the spiritual lives of those who dwell in its shadow and encouraging them to take a dim view of
this world and its vicissitudes and to keep their eyes trained on the place where Moses and
Israel gazed upon the Lord in his majesty,®! an ever-present physical reminder of the possibility
of communion with the Divine.

Caner has shown how the fifth century had marked a turning-point for monasticism on
the Sinai peninsula with regards to its fame and reputation throughout the wider empire. After
the destruction of Sketis at the beginning of that century, the Sinai desert gained custody of the

most emblematic figure of Egyptian monasticism, the wild and woolly hermit “who haunted

288 Caner 2010:173.

2 Binggeli 2014:149-150 (emphasis mine).

20 Heim 1985:197.

21 Ex. 33:12, Num. 14:14, Deut. 5:4 and 34:10.
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remote Egyptian oases, beyond all worldly interference or concern.”?? It is likely that,
particularly in the minds of its visitors and pilgrims, the presence of such ascetics only
increased the air of sanctity and sublimity that clung to these already-hallowed grounds.
Contributing to this process of mythologizing the peninsula was also the development of
various Sinai martyr traditions and their cults, with their close ties to the coenobitic monasteries
at the foot of the mountain itself and at the nearby settlement of Raithou. The fifth-century
Narrations of pseudoNeilos, a work whose novelistic storytelling and wealth of couleur locale
have made it an enticing object for students of early-Christian narrative, but whose questionable
historicity has continued to frustrate historians, as well as the fifth- or sixth-century Ammonios
Report, an equally intriguing but problematic text, reflect the growth and increasing popularity
of the martyr cults at both Sinai and Raithou.?*® The establishment of a martyr tradition at Sinai,
Caner adds, was what helped secure its position as one of the major centers of the faith, thereby
“completing a process of Christianization.”?*

Stories about monks suffering and dying for the faith at the hands of ruthless
“barbarians,” which form the thematic core of pseudoNeilos’s Narrations and the Ammonios
Report, also have a substantial presence in Moschos’s Pratum. Though his focus extends far
beyond the Sinai desert, Moschos includes several rather gruesome tales about hapless monks
made vulnerable by their isolation, their mistreatment and sometimes their murder by

bloodthirsty and predatory enemies.”?> Moschos’s tales seem to “emphasize atrocities.”?

292 Caner 2010:65.

2% For a thorough discussion of these two texts that also touches on questions such as dating, historicity and
reception, see Caner 2010:54-57.

294 Caner 2010:64.
295 See the Pratum, tales 21, 99, 133, 155.
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Though such stories were likely gathered with the intention of promoting a nascent martyr cult,
and as such form notoriously unreliable witnesses — as Caner prudently notes, “the safest
course may be to use early Sinai history to understand the Narrations and the Report, rather than
the other way around”?” — nevertheless, when all the heroic suffering, over-the-top depictions
of senseless cruelty and narrative liberties are “skimmed off the top,” what remains is a picture
of monastic life in which managing a modus vivendi with the other inhabitants of the peninsula
seems to have been a greatly challenging proposition more often than not.?

As the third and last major Sinai-focused monastic narrative source to emerge from the
late Antique period, The Tales of the Sinai Fathers is born out of a rich and complex literary
tradition. In the rest of this chapter, we will investigate how the Tales partake in and perpetuate
the thematic interests and spiritual objectives of that tradition, but also how, by being the
discrete literary product of a particular time and place and the work of a monk with a strong
pastoral vocation, it is set apart as something distinct and situated in its contemporary context.

One of the most evident breaks with tradition in this text is the de-emphasizing of
martyrdom. As we will see later in the chapter, there certainly is evidence in the stories of

aggression from peoples hostile to the monks and their way of life, but the Tales are not a

29% Caner 2010:67.
297 Caner 2010:56.

28 For more on relations between the monks and their various neighbors, see Caner 2010:50sq5. What's of course
entirely erased (or perhaps we ought to say omitted) from such stories emerging from the dominant culture on the
peninsula, is any kind of narrative that represents the monks as anything but peaceful benefactors to those around
them. Despite indications of a profitable mutual dependency, their good is rewarded with destruction, depredation
and aggression (cf. Psalm 109:5). Caner (2010:50) includes an instructive example where he reads a piece of
contemporary hagiography “against the grain,” in order to reveal a possible instance of monastic “colonization” of
Bedouin land: “The Life of Theognis, written by a seventh-century monk at Elusa, describes how one Saracen
threatened a monk, not to obtain money or food, but merely to intimidate and drive him out of the cave he was
occupying. Since it is common for Bedouin to use caves to pen their sheep, perhaps this story reflects a shepherd’s
effort to reclaim such a pen from a monastic squatter.”
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narrative of active or even passive resistance. What takes its place is a landscape that seems
almost inured to the harmful and disruptive intrusions of reality.?* Anastasios, Caner suggests,
infuses many of his stories with a “dreamlike or nostalgic feel, perhaps because many seem to
reach back into earlier, more tranquil periods of Sinai history.”3® We will study the process of
literary world-building in the tales and focus particularly on the sacralizing effect of the
mountain as a locus of immense spiritual power which imparts an otherworldly gloss to its
surroundings and the devout Christians who inhabit it. We examine, in connection with this, a
number of tales where this psalmodic harmony is jarred by the faulty notes of a cacophonous,
contemporary reality; we argue that such tales reflect and acknowledge the “era of profound
stress and transition”3! in which they were written, offering examples and examplars for
imitation that guide and shore up an anxious readers and listeners of the age.

Lastly, we will consider the legacy of John Klimakos, whose presence looms large over
the Tales. Marinides has described Klimakos’s appearances in the Tales, some of which record
the famed abbot and influential monastic thinker’s speech and actions, as a way of presenting
the teachings contained in the “forbiddingly monastic Ladder” and making them “accessible to
laypeople.”3> Elsewhere and in a similar vein, Binggeli suggests that the tales were not just a
vehicle for presenting Klimakan thought but that the collection itself was formed in order to

“celebrate [Klimakos’s] memory.3® Building on these two ideas — that central objectives of the

2 For refuge to the mountain as a classic response to danger, cf. Luke 21:20-21, «Otav 8¢ dnte kvKAoVHEVNV VIO
otEatoTédwV TV TegovoaAny, Tote yvarte 8Tt fyyucev 1] €é0Nuwots avtnc. Tote ol év 1) Tovdaia dpevyétwoav
€1g T 60N, KAl Ol €V Héow aVTNG EKXWEETWoAV...»

300 Caner 2010:173.

301 Caner 2010:173.

302 Marinides 2014:343.
303 Caner 2010:173n4.
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Tales are to commemorate the sainted abbot’s life and service to the Sinai community and to
explain his teachings to a wider audience — we intend to make a particular study of stories
about the death of monks and to see whether Klimakan teaching informs (or perhaps we should
say, is embedded in) the way these events are presented. We base that line of inquiry on the
premise that if the tales represent kind of a mise en scéne of the monastic teachings set forth by
Klimakos in the Ladder, it should not come as a surprise that repentance, the remembrance of

death, and mourning occupy a central position in the thought-world of the tales as well.3*

Anastasios as a Sinai Monk
Most of what is known about Anastasios and his time at Sinai comes from his writing; the tales
in particular are surprisingly self-referential and it is possible to glean, from seemingly casual
remarks which he tacks on to various tales, a great deal of information about his life, the people
he knew and the places he lived and visited. 3% Thus, from the first tales collection we learn (tale
1.29) that, having had a great ascetic for a spiritual father, he himself advanced in his ascetic
practice; in the second collection, the Edifying Tales, he mentions a disciple of his own named
John (IL5). He also seems to have practiced various forms of monasticism, spending three years
as a hermit at the satellite colony of Arselaiou (I.14), whose precipitous, inhospitable terrain

figures prominently in several of the tales we will discuss, and at Goudda where he lived with a

34 For more on the sources of biography for John Klimakos, see Duffy 1999:2 and Zecher 2013:184-185. The precise
nature of the relationship between Klimakos and Anastasios remains the subject of much scholarly discussion,
owing to our limited knowledge of their biographical information. The discussion that surrounds the details of
Klimakos’s life, though relevant and important (especially his dates), must be passed over here as it does not
materially affect the argument of this chapter.

305 Marinides 2014:337.
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companion but made a habit of withdrawing to the desert for solitary contemplation during the
day (I.31). In addition to his monastic vocation, he also seems to have had some medical
experience; he mentions in tale I.3 that he was warden of the monastery’s infirmary.

The abundance of personal information that the attentive reader can discover
throughout the tales caused Bernard Flusin to propose an intriguing theory. Any monastic
writer with an autobiographical impulse is faced with a number of problems when seeking to
transmit the events of his life to posterity through the written word. Bound on the one hand by
the monastic imperative to humility above all and, on the other, by the overwhelming sanctity
of the subject(s) he is supposed to be describing, there remains little room for personal narrative
and so a measure of invention had to be found for the author to achieve his end. Flusin calls this
strategy biographie deguisée and suggests that Anastasios sometimes speaks of his own deeds
and accomplishments using an unnamed stand-in for himself, who he refers to in the third

person.’%

The Identity of Anastasios
The exceptional richness and variety of the Anastasian corpus has in the past given rise to
theories that there were several people named Anastasios writing in the seventh century. A case
in point for how divisive the question of authorship could be is found in the work known as the
Hexaemeron. According to its modern editors, this lengthy, learned commentary on the

beginning chapters of Genesis has historically been attributed to three different Anastasii,>”

36 See Flusin 1991:397-400 and tale C.10 («oidat €yw tiva).

%7 Baggarly and Kuehn 2007:xiv, “The first is Anastasius I, patriarch of Antioch from 559-570 and again from 593-598.
The second is Anastasius II, Patriarch of Antioch from 599-609. The third is Anastasius of Sinai, priest and monk of
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though the current consensus, supported by this most recent edition, is that the work belongs
genuinely to Anastasios of Sinai.3®® For the tales, matters were equally unresolved for a long
time, owing in part to difficulties surrounding the identity of the author but also because of the
considerable challenges inherent in producing a critical edition of a popular Byzantine religious
tales collection with such a sizeable corpus of manuscript witnesses. Frangois Nau published a
version of the tales based on two Parisian manuscripts in 1902-03 and until recently this careful
edition was the standard version of the text. In recent years, two events have paved the way for
a new critical engagement with the tales: first, in an article published in 1991, Flusin showed
that both of the tales collections traditionally associated with the name Anastasios were likely
from the pen of a Cypriot-born but (at least for some part of his life) Sinai-based monk and
priest by that name, who was still writing around the turn of the eighth century.3® Additionally,
building on the work of Paul Canart, Flusin was able to prove through careful analysis of the
most important testimonia that the order of the tales was not as “fluctuant” as had been
previously surmised.’!® His student, the Swiss scholar André Binggeli, then carried these
important beginnings to their necessary conclusion by preparing a critical edition, translation
and commentary for his doctoral work in 2001.3! Although Binggeli has yet to publish his work

(it is currently being prepared for the series Le Monde Byzantin), the Greek text in his thesis

the monastery of Saint Catherine on Mount Sinai — but never Patriarch of Antioch — who apparently was still active
shortly after 700.”

38 Baggarly and Kuehn 2007:xxiii. Clement Kuehn maintains a useful list of all of Anastasios’s works online and has
organized them into groups of genuine and doubtful works. See anastasiosofsinai.org/list-of-works.html (accessed
February, 6th, 2014).

309 Flusin 1991:395.

310 Flusin 1991:384. By identifying and resolving an unintentional break in the text introduced by scribal error in one
of the principal witnesses, the Vaticanus, he was also able to propose a order for the tales that reflected the sequence
found in other manuscripts.

31 Anastase le Sinaite, Récits sur le Sinai et Récits utiles i I'dme. Edition, traduction, commentaire (University of Paris).
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already supersedes Nau’s 1902/03 edition, both because it was collated from a much larger
number of manuscript witnesses and includes a valuable apparatus drawn from his collation
work, and also because it includes several tales not present in Nau's edition.?2

Binggeli also preserves the custom, emerging from the manuscript tradition, of dividing
Anastasios’s tales into discrete sets: the above-mentioned Tales of the Sinai Fathers (Aunynoeic
twv Ilatépwv) and also the Edifying Tales (Amynuata Xtnpiktikd). This second collection
differs a great deal from the first in its thematic focus and its geographical locations: these tales
look far beyond the confines of the Lord’s Mountain to narrate stories occuring in Alexandria,
Jerusalem and even Cyprus, among other places. Their focus, as Flusin puts it, is the problems
caused by «le grand mal qui menace la chrétienté au temps d’Anastase[;]» that is to say,
religious opponents (particularly Muslims and Monophysites) and demons.?® The two sets of
tales, when joined together as a textual unit, have faced a problem similar to that of the overall
corpus of Anastasian works, though on a smaller scale, in that scholars (and Nau is notable
among them) have found it difficult to reconcile the differences in these collections and have,
consequently, wondered whether they could have been authored by the same person. Binggeli,
following Flusin and what appears to be the emerging consensus, accepts both collections as

being by a single author.

312See Flusin 1991:382s4.
313 Flusin 1991:397.
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The Place Whereon Thou Standest is Holy Ground

An instructive place to begin examining Anastasios’s portrayal of Sinai as a place where the veil
between this world and the next is especially thin, and contact with the divine is a frequent
occurrence, is miracles involving pilgrims. From other sources, most notably the travelogue of
Egeria (late 4% cent.) and the accounts of the Piacenza pilgrim (6% cent.), we are relatively well
informed about what it was like to be a pilgrim on and around the Holy Mountain in Late
Antiquity. Anastasios’s stories provide an interesting supplement to these earlier pilgrims’
accounts by offering narratives from the perspective of host, rather than guest or visitor. His
tales show that the monks of the monastery at the foot of the mountain practiced an expansive —
and, one imagines, fairly lucrative — form of hospitality in looking after the many visitors who
traveled to the Holy Mountain each year. Two tales give us an idea of the numbers of pilgrims
present visiting the site in Anastasios’s time. Tale 1.12 preserves a delightful vignette of John
Klimakos during his time as hegumen. While presiding over a mealtime gathering of his flock
and 600 pilgrims, the sainted abbot notices an unknown person coordinating the suppers of the
brethren and the assembled guests:

While they were sitting down and eating, saintly John our father noticed a man with short-
cropped hair and wearing fine linen cloth in Judeean fashion, who was running around
giving orders in an authoritative manner to the cooks, stewards, cellarers, and the rest of the
servers. After the lay folk had left and the servants were sitting down to eat, they searched
for the man who had been running around everywhere giving orders, but he was nowhere to
be found. Then Christ’s slave, the hegumen, said, “Let him be. Lord Moses had done nothing
strange by serving in his own place.”314

314 1.12 (Binggeli 184-185; Caner 182), «ApéAet yoOv év pua eloeABovtwv évtavBa mepinov é€akooiwv EEvwv, v T@
ka0éCeoOat avtovg Kal E00ietv Bewpel 6 6o1o¢ Twavvng 6 MATHE NHWYV TIVAX KOVOQOKOVQeLTOV dvafeBAnuévov
Tovdaikwe owddva TeQITEéXOVTA Kal kat éEEovoiav EmMITEETOVIA TOIC Te HayelQols Kal oikovouols Kal
keAAapltaug kat Aowmoig VTovEyols. Meta o0V 10 UmAyewy OV Aaov kabBeoBéviwv dayetv TV UTINEETWV,
élnreito €Kkelvolg O MAVTL TEQLTOEXWV Kol €MMTATTWV Kal ovX nupioketo. Téote 6 ToL XQLoTov dovAog 6
1yovpevog Aéyel. Eaoate avtov. Ovdév Eévov émoinoev 0 k0L MwioTg €l TOV D10V TOTIOV dlakovioag.»
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John’s casual attitude to the prophetic apparition emphasizes that Sinai was a place where the
divine presence was easily and frequently entwined with the lives and experiences of those on
the mountain. Moreover, as Klimakos notes by saying that it is natural to find Moses “in his
own place,” the spiritual proximity to God and his prophet that they enjoyed was, in a large
part, due to their physical presence in that most holy place. Moses’s unobtrusive presence
among the brethren and pilgrims suggests that to the minds of those present, the Mountain was
a place where biblical history was potent and actualized: illud tempus was also hoc tempus.

The tremendous spiritual power of Sinai as a site of pilgrimage is attested in another
tale, where no fewer than 800 pilgrims have an intense, collective encounter with divine fire on
the summit of the mountain. It was the custom, Anastasios tell us, of 800 Armenians to
undertake a yearly pilgrimage to Sinai to offer prayers upon the mountain.’!® Having gathered
at the summit, the pious travelers suddenly appear to be engulfed in a great fire.3'® After an
hour of devotions and fearful pleas for mercy, the flames cease and it transpires that not a single
pilgrim has suffered harm from the conflagration. Anastasios concludes the tale with a report
that the Armenian pilgrims were left with an imprint of the manifestation of the divine presence
in a beautifully symbolic way: though they themselves were hale and hearty, the tips of their

staves were lightly charred. “By this form of theirs,” Anastasios adds, “they testify even in their

315 1.4 (Binggeli 174; Caner 176).

316 bid. Holy fire strikes fear and awe into faithful and infidel alike: in the Ammonios Report, holy fire is similarly used
as a deterrent when a group of Sinai monks is under attack and a awesome manifestation of divine fire on the
summit of the mountains scares away the “Saracens” (which seems to be ethnic denomination rather than a
religious one here) who are threatening them. See Caner 2010:151sq.
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country, as if speaking aloud, that “Today on the Holy Mountain of Sina the Lord was seen

11

again in fire.”” They have become (like Aaron®’) prophets to their own people in Armenia.

Though such large-scale public displays of God’s power are uncommon?®?® — the example
with the Priests of Baal is a rare one — Sinai holds a special position. It is the archetypal
mountain.’’ The mountain itself stands between heaven and earth; its wilderness stands
between the nations; things here can happen in the plural: “And [the Egyptians] will tell it to
the inhabitants of [Canaan]: for they have heard that thou [art the Lord] among this people; that
thou, Lord, art seen face to face; and that thy cloud standeth over them; and that thou goest
before them, by day time in a pillar of a cloud, and in a pillar of fire by night.”32 Here, even a
large group of eight hundred Armenians can play the role of the Camp of Israel.

Anastasios cleverly uses imagery from the books of Exodus and Daniel to situate the
pilgrims” experiences in a scriptural framework and to show that the Lord’s manifestation to his
prophet animated the space where it occurred with such an enduring abundance of divine
power that it was possible even centuries later for a large group of humble pilgrims to

experience a Mosaic theophany of biblical proportions. His pilgrims are like the three Hebrew

youths in the fiery furnace “upon whose bodies the fire had no power, nor was an hair of their

317 Ex. 4:16, 7:1.

318 “ITThe gift of the vision of God, however, was not something associated primarily with laypeople, but with the
mystical initiate, the solitary Moses-like figure of the desert anchorite” (Marinides 2014:319).

319 Its position as such is seen in the second hemistich of Deborah’s exlamation: «Ogn éoaAevBnoav and mpoownov
Kvpiov EAwi - tovto Liva [even Sinai itself] artdo mpoorov Kvplov Beov ToganAl» (Judges 5:5).

320 Num. 14:14 «...axnkoéaowv 6t ov el Kbglog v 1@ Aa@ tovtw, 6otic 0POaApoic kat odpOaApoie omtaln, Koote,
Kal 1] VePEAT 0oL édéotnrev €M avT@V Kal €V OTVAW VEPEANC 0L TTOQEVT) TEOTEQOS AVTWYV TNV T|HEQAY Kal €V
OTOA@ muEOS TNV vOkta.» For the pillar, ¢f. Ex. 13:21-22, 14:19-20, 33:9-10. Note the plural also in Deut. 5:4,
«[Tpbdowmov kata meodcwmnov EAaAnoev Koplog meog DHac év t@ el €k pHéoov ToD TLEHS.»
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head singed.”32! But Anastasios parts ways with the biblical story briefly, in order to underscore
an important point: while the youths emerged from the furnace completely unaffected (“neither
were their coats changed, nor the smell of fire had passed on them”), the pilgrims retain a
witness of their Moses-like encounter with the Lord, not on their bodies but on that most
Mosaic/Aaronic of symbols: they return to their homeland with char-tipped staves in hand, a
souvenir (in the original sense of the term) of their experience. Any listener familiar with the
Books of Moses will surely have recognized the importance of using a staff as a sign — after the
fire itself, it is the first sign the Lord uses when introducing himself to Moses, and one whereby
Moses and Aaron testify of the Lord to others.3?

Besides the staff and the fire, the other two signs the Burning Bush gives Moses are his
(Moses’s) hand,*” which holds the staff,** and water, which the staff brings forth.3?> While the
staff-bearing pilgrims in our story walk away unharmed, in other tales the marks of the divine
presence can be actual destruction of the hand. For instance, in tale 1.5 (Binggeli 176; Caner 177)
a monk, hiding in the shrine at the summit, where he wasn’t supposed to be at night, attempts
to trim the wick in one of the lamps. Sparks fly out and by divine command half of his body is
“withered” («€EnodvOn»). In Moses’s encounter with divine fire, the prophet’s hand was
transfigured (“leprous” in Hebrew, «wg xwwv» in the Septuagint) and then quickly restored;*?

but the damage to this monk’s withered hand is a mark he must wear in perpetuity. In tale 1.26

321 Dan. 3:27.

322 Ex. 4:1-5, 4:17, 7:9-12, 7:17, 14:16. For fire, note that the entire mountain can be in flame: «Kat é¢miotoéag katéBnv
€K TOU 0QOLG Kal TO 600G €kaleTo TLEL, Kat at dVo mMAdKes émi Taig dvot xepolv pov» (Deut. 9:15).

323 Ex. 4:6-8.

324 Ex. 4:2: «Ti To0TO €0TLv TO €V M) XELOL oOoUv;)»
325 Ex. 4:9 (see also 7:17-21, 14:16, 14:21-29).

326 Ex. 4:6-7.
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a certain Abba Orentios makes his burned hand - also punishment for earlier disobedience - a
signature of his humility; from this, “God’s favor did not abandon the old man.”3?” These
various signs show that the people involved have been, if not transfigured, then most certainly
transformed by their contact with the divine, and with their Mosaic tokens they advertise not
only that God lives and manifests himself to his faithful but, most importantly, that he does so
on Mount Sinai.

For the monks who acted as guides and companions to these visitors to the biblical past,
the scriptural overlay that the surrounding topography acquired left an even more pronounced
imprint on their way of life. Anastasios traces the effect on monks of living in such a spiritually
charged environment in a story that resembles the experiences of the Armenian pilgrims. This
tale is also the first in the collection, so it is not unreasonable to assume that Anastasios (or
whoever arranged the tales after him) looked to this story to set the tone for the rest of the
narratives. The tale in question also describes a journey to the mountain’s summit but, instead
of a large group of pilgrims, the party consists of only two fathers: an older, more experienced
monk and his younger companion. Anastasios adds in passing that the senior partner of this
duo “is still alive” at the time he records this story.3?® It should be noted that, while Anastasios
does much to celebrate the mystique (if we may call it that) of the Mountain, describing Sinai as
a place teeming with numinous potential, he is careful not to sever its ties with the reality of his
audience, making sure it remains a “visitable” place both physically and spiritually. This small

mention of a story-character’s still being among us — and admissions of such a kind are present

37 Binggeli 201; Caner 188, «Ov prv 1] to0 @e0D XAQLS TOV YEQOVTOG VTTEXWQNOTE.»

328 Binggeli 170; Caner 174, «0 kai TeQLov».
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in nearly all of the tales collections under consideration in this thesis — serves as just such a
device for bridging the reader’s horizons of experience with the exceptional miracles and
encounters with the divine which he reads about in the tales. This man may, like Moses, have
seen the Lord face to face, but in this present day he is still alive to tell the tale. In it, and not
unimportantly, Anastasios also reminds readers of his own familiarity with the fathers and their
world. The pair’s ascent coincides with their entry into the realm of supernatural experiences;
this entry is signaled gradually, first by the introduction of an otherworldly fragrance which
they notice as they approach the church on the summit. The disciple, being unaccustomed to
such immediate contact with the divine, rationalizes that it must be the church’s custodian
burning incense; but the older monk, grasping the true nature of the divine scent, tells him “this
is no earthly fragrance.”3? Their encounter then develops from an olfactory into a visual
experience (which in the hierarchy of encounters with divinity ranks higher than a scent alone)
and they see the church at the summit “blazing inside like a fiery furnace, with fire flickering
out of all its windows.”3%® When the disciple’s initial terror subsides, “as into a furnace, they
fearlessly entered the shrine and prayed.”3! As in the story of the Armenian pilgrims, the
imagery and quotations from the book of Daniel connects the experiences of the fathers with
those of the three Hebrew youths, but even more significant here are the allusions to Exodus 34,
when Moses appears to the Israelites having stood face to face with the Lord. When day breaks,

the two fathers are observed by the custodian of the shrine:

32 Ibid. 174.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
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When the custodian saw them, he observed that their faces were gloriously shining, as the
face of Moses once [shone]. He said to them, “What was it that you saw on your ascent?”
Since they wanted to keep it secret, they said, “nothing, Father.” Then the custodian, who
was himself a slave of the Lord, spoke to them once more: “Believe me, you saw a vision, for
behold! Your faces are beaming with the glory of the Holy Spirit.” They made obeisance
before him and begged him not to tell anyone. After saying their prayers, they departed in
peace.”332

As with Moses, the mystical encounter has left the two fathers with a visage made
supernaturally bright, which they cannot conceal from a “slave of the Lord” (a term Anastasios
also applies to John Klimakos above). Whether or not they, like Moses, are unaware of the
radiance they wear upon their countenances, they are met (as Moses was by the prophet Aaron)
by a figure that can discern them. And, though they try to hide the experience from that
spiritually gifted custodian, he — like a cartographer of the soul — can read upon their “maps”
the unmistakable image of the great and sacred mountain, where God and man come face to

face.3

Spiritualized Men
The mountain thus gives a deeply spiritual cast to the lives and the asceticism of the fathers
who live around it, as though they participate in a lasting communion with the divine because

of the tremendous sacred power with which the ground they tread is imbued. By association,

32 Caner 174-175. For Christ’s metamorphosis on the Mount of Transfiguration, see Matt. 17:2, Mark 9:2-3 and Luke
9:28-36.

333 Cf. Ex. 33:12 («&¢vdmiog évwmiw»), Deut. 5.4 and 34:10 («te00wmMOV kATX MEOCTWTOV»), Num. 14:14 («0pOaApoic
Kkat’ 0pOaApovs»). For the face-to-face experience as terrifying, in an episode where a fiery staff is again involved,
see Judges 6:21-24. In the Ammonios Report §17, there is also a curious story about the face of a holy man called
Joseph shining brightly after his death. In fact, this embedded tale assembles several of the tropes associated with
“holy death” at Sinai that are discussed in this chapter; Joseph disappears for many years, to the dismay of his
disciple Gelasios, only to reappear mysteriously. He claims he was in his cell the entire time during his absence
and had no knowledge of the passing of time. He has foreknowledge of the time of his death and attends to his
own funeral arrangements. The luminous visage at death is clearly also meant to suggest some kind of
transfiguration. See Caner 2010:159.
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many of the fathers in Anastasios’s tales take on a numinous, ephemeral quality of their own;
appearing and disappearing at will by shimmering in and out of their spectators’ field of vision.
Caner remarks that “such figures embodied the mysteries of ‘God’s Mountain,” and are almost
always described as disappearing.”3* The evanescent quality of their life is also reflected
particularly in the way Anastasios portrays their deaths: they live not so much “with one foot in
the grave” as already beginning to step on the threshold into paradise. Tale 1.31 demonstrates
how, owing to their advanced asceticism, certain fathers inhabiting the Sinai wilderness appear
as supernatural creatures, able to circumvent the ordinary laws of nature. The tale is narrated
by Anastasios himself and reveals interesting details about the patterns of worship and ascetic
practice that he and his companion, a monk named Kosmas the Armenian, followed. While the
pair lived in cells at Goudda, which Anastasios calls “a place with a garden,” it was their
custom to venture out into the desert in order to “meditate in contemplation of God.”3%

When he had gone about two miles away from his cell, he came upon the mouth of a cave.

Inside it he saw three men lying down, wearing tunics made of palm fibres. He did not know

if they were alive or dead. He decided to go back to his cell and get a censer and then return

to the holy fathers. With great precision he marked the place by setting up cairns. Then he

came to his cell, and got the censer and Abba Kosmas, and went back. They searched for the

place and the markers with great effort but were unable to find them. 336

34 Caner 2010:65. This vanishing act also serves as means of self-preservation in a very perilous environment but we
shall return to that later in this chapter.

35 For an earlier description of this (fairly common) kind of semi-anachoresis practiced at the monastic community of
Raithou, see the Ammonios Report §11-12 (Caner 2010:151-2), where monks live in seclusion during the week but
come together for church services on the weekend.

36 1.31 (Binggeli 206; Caner 191), «Kal dmopakoivvag to0 keAAiov woel pidta dvo megumintel eig oTéUIOV OTtNAaiov
TWVOS Kat 6pa évdov TEEIS Tvag Avakelpévoug dogovvtac olfva kKoAdPla ovk oidev eite Lovtag eite
teBvewtag. EAoyioato ovv vmootoédat év 1@ keAdiw kai évéykat Oupatrolov Kat obtwg eloeABetv MEOG Tovg
aylovg matéoac. Kal onuelwodpevos kata maoav axgiBeiav tov T0mov Kal okoméAovs Paiwv NABev eig T0
keAAlov, kal AaBav tov appav Koopav annABe: kai moAAd {ntroavteg TOV TOTOV KAl TA OMUELL OUK
ndvvnBnoav evetv. "EBog yap o010 T0lg aylols dvaxwentais kai €v Lwn) kail peta tov Bavatov, éte 0éAovowy
datveoOal, kal 6te OéAovoy kKoUmTeoOa T duvapel ToL Beov.» Binggeli (2005:515) rightly notes that the switch
to the third-person narration that occurs in the first line of the quotation is awkward, and concludes that «il ne peut
s’agir d’abba Cosmas qui réapparait dans la suite du récit — ; cette mise a distance permettait sans doute a notre
auteur de parler plus librement de l’apparition miraculeuse don’t il fut personellement témoin.» This is
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The stated purpose for this daily retreat into the desert is to “meditate in contemplation of
God,” which is perhaps why he cannot tell whether the elders in the cave are dead or alive — nor
are we the audience told which is the case. The desert for Anastasios is a place where the most
profound contemplation is possible and these monks appear to him so far advanced in their
theoria of the Lord that they exist in a continuous state of imperturbable peace, and the
ambiguity as to their state (alive or dead) is already enough to make them a liminal creatures
poised between this world and the next.

Anastasios’s actions upon his discovery of the cave, with its mysterious occupants,
suggest that he believes the fathers to have left this life. This is again not explicitly stated but his
actions reveal his line of thinking, as we will see. Upon seeing the brethren still and reclining, he
decides to return to his own cell to fetch a censer (Qvutatrpiov). Caner suggests that such an
instrument could serve to mask the odor of death in the cave and to provide light in a dark
space.’” But beyond such practical applications, other tales show that censers also performed an
important ritual function at the moment of death, as for example in tale .20, the last in a series
of narratives tales which witness the extraordinary thaumaturgy of Abba George of Arselaiou.
This last tale fittingly gives an account of the “great father’s death, or rather, his migration
through death to eternal life.” 33 George falls gravely ill and asks a local Christian to travel to
the town of Aila (around 200 miles away)in order to fetch a loved one for a final reunion before

death. The man is gone for twelve days, but on the last day the moribund elder asks his disciple

undoubtedly the case and an accepted technique in hagiography with precedents in the Vita Antonii and its origin
in Paul. Putting a vision into the third person is a simple way to increase its credibility.

37 Caner 2010:191n2.

38 [.20 (Binggeli 194; Caner 185), «6 Bavatog ToU peyAAOL TOUTOV TIATEOS YEYOVE, HAAAOV OE 1) HETAOTTAOLS DX
Bavatov mEog Lwnv alwviov».
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to light the censer, because he senses that the expected travelers are about to return. Anastasios
tells us,
after the brother lit the censer, behold! The [Christian] Saracen and the old man’s dear one

from Aila entered the cave. The old man said a prayer, embraced them both and partook of
the Holy Mysteries, laid himself back down and departed to the Lord. 3%

The burning of incense ritually marks what Anastasios calls the “migration through death to
eternal life.” The image is a fitting symbol — precious smoke wafting and rising out of the heavy
body of a censer — and one that appears also in the liturgy for the dead. At the same time, and
with the sense of place (Sinai) being ever in the reader’s mind, one surely thinks of the repeated
injunctions to Aaron, especially in Exodus 30, to burn incense as an offering. Smoke,
furthermore, can represent not only the ascending prayers of the saints** but, in the other

direction, the condescending presence of the Lord upon his mountain or within his temple.34!

39 1.20 (Binggeli 194; Caner 185), «Kai momjoavtoc 100 &deAdpov 10 Bupiatrglov, idov eionAbev kal 6 Lagaknvog
Kal 0 &yamntog tov YEQovTtog €k ToL AiAa eig 10 ommAawov. Kai momjoag evxrv 0 YéQwv Kal ACTTATAUEVOS
audotégoug kai petadapwv TV ayiwv pvotnelwyv, avakAivag éavtov annABe mpog Kvglov.» In tale 57 of the
Pratum, Abba Julian the Stylite suddenly tells his disciples to burn incense outside of the scheduled intervals.
When asked why they are to do this, the elder answers that Symeon of Aegaion, another stylite, is dead and that he
saw the great man’s soul rising to heaven. The point of the story is, of course, to reveal Julian’s extraordinary
discernment but, as Wortley remarks (1992:245), the story is something of a topos, and each time incense is used as
a ritual marker for the passage of the soul from this life to the next. For another similar instance of this motif,
where a monk belonging to the Lavra of St. Sabas is aware of his own imminent death and asks his disciple to light
a censer, see tale 30 in Garitte 1966:423. While in Anastasios’s tale Abba George asks his disciple to light the censer
for the arrival of his guest, the monk in the story in Garitte’s collection is not expecting any attendants for his
passing, but the event attracts the notice of many when the sweet smell permeates the air for a three-mile radius. It
is worth quoting this story here (translated by Garitte from Georgian): «Et die parasceve (paraskevi), hora tertia,
[monachus] dixit discipulo suo: “...Accipe ignem et pone incensum.” Et ille fecit ita et statim illuminata est domus
splendidius quam sole; impleta est aromate, ita ut perveniret ad tria milia (milion) aroma eius; et multi mirati sunt
odorem incensi. Et dixit discipulo suo: “Pax tibi, fili mi,” et obdormivit somno dulci; et sepeliverunt eum cum
patribus; et nos dedimus gloriam Deo qui glorificat dignos (servos) suos.»

30 E.g. Ps. 141:2 («KatevBuvOnitw 1 moooevxn) pov we Ouuiapa évomiov oov Emagols Twv Xewwv Hov Ovoia
éomegvry») and Rev. 8:4 («Kai dvépn 6 kamvog TV QUUIAHATOV TAIE TEOOELXAIS TV AYiwV &Kk XELQOC TOD
AyYyéAov évamiov 100 @eov»), with which compare Homeric xvion and the biblical “sweet savour” of Levitical
burnt sacrifices (the ooy evwdicc which enters into God’s own wrath- and smoke-breathing nostrils).

31 E.g. Ex. 19:18 («To d¢ 60oc 10 Liva ékamviCeto 6Aov dx t0 kataBepnkéval ém’ avto Tov Oeov v mul, kal
AVEPALVEV O KATIVOSC WG KATIVOS KALiVoL kal é£€0Tn mag 6 Aaog odpodoar), Isaiah 4:6 («Kat fi&et kai Eotat mag
TOTOG TOL BQOVE LIV Kol MAVTIA TA MEQIKUKAW avTNG OKIATEL VEDEAN TUEQAS KAl WS KATIVOL Kal WG PpwTog
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Anastasios concludes his account of the disappearing fathers with a generality about the
anchorites of Sinai, “for it is custom among the holy anchorites, both in life and after death, to
reveal themselves and to conceal themselves whenever they want, by the power of God.”**? This
statement again touches on the unresolved ambiguity from earlier on in the tale, whether the
elders were dead or alive; in the end, the question is left open. For this reason also, however, the
tale is paradigmatic for Anastasios’s depiction of deceased monks in his tales. They are shown
to be adhering to a mode of life and death that has existed there since Biblical times. The tale
shows that they have, in fact, advanced beyond the simple binaries of life and death, presence
or absence, and that this is a function of their great holiness. This class of spiritually advanced
monks exists on a different plane from the rest, whom death has taken away at last but whose

connection to the frailties of mortality were, even during their life, tenuous at best.

Miracles of Self-Preservation
While the Mountain acts as a conduit for spiritual power, it also forms the focal point of a harsh
and barren landscape which serves as a proving ground for those seeking proximity to the
Lord. As in the writing of John Klimakos, the mountain looms large in the tales and represents,
as Marinides writes, “a constant invitation and challenge to the monk who has left the pleasures
and cares of the world to struggle in hunger, thirst, and obedience in the desert.”3** The rugged

and inhospitable terrain of the Sinai and its surroundings forms a difficult setting for ascetic

MVEOS KALOUEVOL VUKTOC mAaotn T d0&n okemaoOnoetar), Ps. 144:5 («Kvgle, kAlvov ovgavolg cov kat
KatapnoL dpat tov 0géwv kal kanviodrooviaw) and Rev. 15:8 («Kal €yepiodn 6 vaog kamvov £k thg dOENG
oL @£0U Kat £k TNG DUVAUEWS AVTOD...»).

32 1.31 (Binggeli 190; Caner 206).
33 Marinides 2014:319.
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success. In the tales, the rhythms of daily life for the monks are shaped, to a large degree, by the
requirements for survival in an environment where water and food are not naturally abundant
and where there is a constant threat of predation both from wild animals and hostile
men. Anastasios’s monks are seen tending little gardens and guarding their crops from the local
fauna and their dwellings from vermin.®* They find shelter at the bottom of ravines and
navigate precipitous terrain to maintain and strengthen the bonds of brotherhood.3%
Accordingly, much of their thaumaturgy addresses and resolves problems that arise from living
under such dangerous conditions: monks save their disciples from deadly snakebites; bountiful
gardens and fruit-laden trees miraculously appear in the depth of winter, and they are able
through prayer to create a miraculous multiplication of scarce supplies.?® As paradigms of
charitable love, the brethren’s efforts for the preservation of life frequently extend beyond their
own needs to providing for the needs of the local population and even those of wild animals.?¥”

The miracles thus show the monks acting not only as implements of divine mercy but as

34 Monks tending gardens: 1.21, 1.25, 1.34. In tale 1.21, a monk hits upon a mutually advantageous arrangement with a
leopard: he sets the leopard as a watch over his crops with the instruction to make a meal of any yotpéypvAda
found in the garden. Although scholars disagree, it appears a yotpdypvAAov is some kind of rabbit or hare (a
“coney” according to the LSJ s.v.); see Caner 2010:186n77. Wortley also calls them “rock rabbits”
(home.cc.umanitoba.ca/~wortley/general.html). For a cave filled with vermin see 1.27.

35 Monks living in ravines: 1.14, 1.21, 1.30, 1.32, 1.35. Navigating precipitous terrain: 1.15, 1.20, I.21.

36 Rescue from poisonous snakes: 1.19. Scarcity: in tale .17 the monastery is coping with a shortage of olive oil at a
time when “the road from Palestine was beset by barbarians.” The brethren’s prayer over the oil vats creates a
wondrous supply of oil that fills the monastery’s needs, a miracle with both folkloric and scriptural precedent
(1Kings 17:8-16).

37 In tale 1.18, a monk called George, who eats only bitter capers himself, points a group of starving Saracens to a
place where they might find and hunt a herd of wild goats. Tale 1.24 sees George bringing rain down from the
heavens for a herd of mountain goats suffering from under a recent drought. Anastasios’s tales of the monks’
interactions with animals have enough gentle delight to rival Moschos’s best: in one touching little story (1.22),
John the Sabaite heals the blind eyes of a young coney and is offered a cabbage by the nursling’s grateful mother,
only to refuse the animal’s gift with a gentle reprimand for having stolen the vegetable from one of the fathers’
gardens.
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extensions of or supplements to the barren landscape, ensuring by their miraculous intervention
that this holy desert remains liveable for themselves and for others who dwell in it.

One of the most curious stories in the Tales of the Sinai Fathers belonging to this category
occurs towards the end of the collection. It features a miracle of self-preservation in which, as in
the story of the three hermits in a cave, an ascetic becomes integrated into his surroundings
while seeking communion with the divine; it is worth quoting in full:

In the dreadful ravine called Sidid a holy man used to dwell along with his disciple. One day
the old man sent his disciple to Raithou. Three days later he was in the desert by the Crossing
Point. While focused on divine contemplation, he saw his disciple coming from afar.
Thinking him to be a Saracen, he changed his shape into a palm tree to escape notice. When
the disciple came to the place, he saw a palm tree. Bewildered, he struck it with a cup of his
hand, saying, “When did this palm tree come here?” Transported by a divine hand, the old
man got back to the cave before the disciple did. He welcomed him and cheerfully said to
him the next day, “what was it that I did to you that made you box my ears yesterday?” The
disciple threw himself on the ground, denying and disowning the deed. Then the old man
told him the reason for the palm tree — that it had been he, and that he had instantly changed
into the form of a palm tree because he had been occupied by divine contemplation and did
not want to be interrupted by any human encounter.34

In this amusing incident, Anastasios seems to embrace the fantastical elements of the desert
tradition, familiar from works like the fourth-century Historia Monachorum in Aegypto, with
greater alacrity than he is wont to do. The hermit of Sidid is truly a worthy heir of his
thaumaturgically gifted predecessors at Wadi Natrun. Sidid is also mentioned in tale .30 as the

setting for a “miracle of paradise,” as Caner calls it, when during Lent one of the fathers and his

38 1.32 (Binggeli 206; Caner 191), «Kai yobv €v t¢ XelpHAQow T@ PpoBegq ToL Lidd kel v aytog éxwv ped’
£0VTOD Kl TOV olkelov padntv. Kai év pugq dmooteidavtog avtod avtov eic Paibov, peta toeic fpéoac wv &v
M) €oNUw TN Kata TV daPacty 0 Yéowv kat 1) Oeiq évateviCwv Oewola 60 TOV DoV uabntiv amo prkoOev
goxOuEeVOV, Kat vopioac adtov Zagaknvov eivat petepoodpadn eic doivika diaAabelv BovAduevos. EAOwv ovv
Kata 1OV T0mov 6 pabntrg 6pa tov dolvika kal kKQoveL avTOV T TAAAUT) €avToD, EEL0TAREVOS kKal Aéywv:
ITote yéyovev 6 PoiviE oUtoc Wde; Ocinx 0OV xe1pl petevexOeic 0 Yéowv meoéAafe ToV Habntnv v 1@ onnAaic,
Kkat defapevog avTOV Aéyel mMEOg aUTOV 1) EMavELoV XaRLévtws: Tl émtatad oot adeAde, OtL dédwiag pot xOeg
ko6ooov; "Egoupev obv éavtov eic v ynv 0 pabntrg, dovodpevog kal ayvowv 10 moaypa. Tote eimev avte 6
Yéowv TNV aitiav tov doilvikog 6Tt avTog NV, Kol 0Tt év T elval avtov eig Oelav ddoAeoxiav wai un
BovAodpevov OO cuvTuXiag dvOowmivng diaokedaoONvat, EéEavTng eig TV ToL Poivicog peTepood@On Wéav.»
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disciples are able to glimpse a deep ravine with a hermit’s cell and a garden with “trees bearing
all kinds of fruits out of season.” When they draw close, in order to obtain a blessing from its
cultivator, the tree disappears in the twinkling of an eye.?* The hermit in tale 1.32 possesses an
even greater mastery over the landscape than the miraculous cultivator from tale 1.30, as he is
literally able to become a part of it. Beyond its comic value, the story shows how “deeply
rooted” and enmeshed the hermit has become in these “dreadful” surroundings. His choice to
transform into a date palm seems a logical one, given the relative prevalence of that tree in the
desert.® From other tales and from earlier sources we learn that date palms were an
indispensable resource for monks living in the desert, and in the previously discussed tale
about the dead hermits in the cave (I.31), Anastasios mentions that they are wearing garments
from palm fibers. In the Ammonios Report, the narrator describes a monk named Moses who not
only wore clothing made from palm fibers but also subsisted on a diet consisting solely of
dates.® The most notable parallel to the story of this desert “dendrite” also occurs in the
Ammonios Report, when the narrator, having witnessed the terrible carnage of his fellow
Christians at the hands of merciless Blemmyes (those “men whose heads do grow beneath their
shoulders”) conceals himself behind palm fronds to escape his enemies’ notice:

As these things happened, almost all of my blood left me. I lay still as a corpse, sure that they

would also inspect the palm branches and find me hiding. I kept peering through the palm

fronds to see when they would come to me. As the saying goes, I saw death before my eyes,

and continually supplicated God Who loves mankind to save me if it pleased him. They came

right up to me, but when they saw that there were only palms, they withdrew in contempt.

349 Caner 2010:190.

30 Cf. Egeria’s Travelogue §14, where Egeria describes the Pharan desert as containing “no fields or vineyards.
Nothing else but water and palm trees” (see Caner 2010:216). Also the Piacenza Pilgrim §40 (see Caner 2010:259-60).

31 See Caner 155-156.
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They went away without discovering the place I was in, since God had darkened their eyes

and hearts.352

What the narrator in the Ammonios Report attempts (and achieves) through concealment and
camouflage, using the fronds of the palm tree, the hermit can achieve by completely
transforming himself into the very tree itself.3® The father at Sidid has thus developed his
thaumaturgy in such a way that it is in complete harmony with his surroundings and his
transformation is undiscoverable even to his own disciple, who merely wonders at the new
greenery in his living environment.

It is something of a hagiographical topos that the spiritual power resulting from
extremely advanced asceticism (or martyrdom for that matter) remains largely unattainable for
the average Christian, whether layman or monk. The narrator usually assures the reader that
attempts at exact imitation are not expected or might even be deemed presumptuous. But, if
stories of such power are largely meant to be aspirational or exemplary, it stands to reason that

the teller still wishes the reader or listener to take note of whatever skill or a virtue is being

32 Ammonios Report §31 (Caner 166 (adapted); Combefis 122-23), «Eyw to0twv Yivopévwv ovdepiav pavida alpatog
eixov: AN’ 6Aog €xeluny woel vekpog: &v Befaiw eixov, 6Tt mAvIwe Kol tovg O&AAovg Twv dowvikwv éxovotv
éoevvnoal, kape evEoovOLY KekQupUEVOV. Kal ovvexws dix tav Paiwv magékumtov dwv mote kat meog pe
fj€ovov, wg moepnTat [sic?], &év dPpOaApoic pov PAénwy Tov Odvatov, kal édedunv 1o Oeob ocwoat pe el
apeaTov avt éotiv. "Eoxovtat ovv kal mEog He, kal Oeworjoavteg 6Tt Paia elotv, wg dN0ev katadpooviioavTeg
avT@V, AvexwEnoav, o0 BeoD OKEMATAVTOS TAG kaEdlag kal tovg 0POaAHOUG alT@V, va pT) €QeVVIOWOLY
TOV ToTI0V €V @ fjunVv.» A modern and much improved edition of the text, edited by Katsanes and Tsames in 1990,
exists but I have been unable to consult it and so must rely on Combefis” 1660 edition to provide the Greek text,
which diverges at certain points from the version Caner is translating.

33 People turning into trees for protection is, of course, a motif with a long tradition in various cultures, its most
famous iteration being the story of Apollo and Daphne. An interesting contemporary parallel for trees concealing
people from their religious opponents comes from the Hadith: “The last hour would not come unless the Muslims
will fight against the Jews and the Muslims would kill them and until the Jews would hide themselves behind a
stone or a tree, and a stone or a tree would say: ‘Muslim, or the servant of Allah, there is a Jew behind me; come
and kill him.” Only a very thorny tree known as the ghargad, which is painful to touch, will be loyal to the Jews and
not reveal their identity, ‘for it is the tree of the Jew’ (6985 [Sahih]). Another sign of the approaching Hour will be
that ‘the sun would rise from the West” (7039)” (Swarup 2002:177, §15.36 “Some signs of the last hour”). For the
modern reception of this hadith see Juergensmeyer, Kitts and Jerryson (edd.) 2013:484.
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modeled by the advanced Christian, and to adapt and implement it in his own life, even if on a
more modest scale. The representation of monks in these tales — if the tales are indeed, as Caner
has suggested, meant for an audience of monks safely cloistered within fortified monastery
walls — would seem to be intended as a model of sanctity meant not to replace but to
supplement, with practicable goals, the ideals of an already strongly established martyr
tradition at Sinai. The monks of Anastasios’s stories are heroes at coping. They deal with the
difficulties inherent in desert life, such as famine, drought, and shortages of supplies, and do so
with Christ-like humility, perseverance and supreme competence. Several of their miracles, as
we have seen, neutralize the exigencies of their arduous existence, thereby keeping this difficult,
hard-won life of devotion viable for those around them, and for themselves, to preserve and
continue a monastic tradition that stretched hundreds of years back in time. They encourage the
audience of Anastasios’s tales, in turn, to cope as well as they can in spite of the trying times

they live in, so that they too may continue their encounter with the divine without interruption.

The Translation of Abba Conon and Another Great Father

The father at Sidid concealed himself initially because he did not wish to come into contact with
a “Saracen.” Whereas in the Ammonios Report it is clear that the narrator hides from his
assailants because they intend to do him harm, such is not made explicit in tale 1.32. The hermit
transformed himself because he did not want to be interrupted by anyone, not even his disciple.
Still, the mention of Saracens draws attention to the fact that there were other desert dwellers,
who, as Moschos’s Pratum so emphatically witnesses, could present a real danger to Sinai’s

Christians. While Anastasios mostly seems to avoid stories of gore, there are certain moments in
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the tales where echoes of reality seem to penetrate the wondrous and timeless mist which clings
to his carefully crafted narrative landscape. The danger of attack or depredation always loomed
in the desert and, for those motivated by desperation or ill will, an unarmed Christian monk
made a relatively easy target. Particularly vulnerable to such attacks were anchorites, who did
not have the immediate protection of monastery walls or the strength in numbers that the
ccenobitic communities enjoyed.®* One of the tales relates just such an unhappy circumstance,
in which no fewer than six monks were murdered during an “attack by savage barbarians.”3%
Among the dead was Abba Conon the Cilician, known to us from at least two tales in the
Pratum.®*® According to the narrator, Conon possessed the gifts of discernment and prophecy; in
other words, he was a man who had attained an exceptional degree of sanctity. The
appropriately named Abba Martyrios, who was at that time dwelling in the region of the Red
Sea — a place where a few centuries earlier Antony the Great had performed such great spiritual
deeds — witnessed the attack and took it upon himself to provide a proper burial for the dead
monks. Having found a suitable cave, he laid the men inside, placed a slab (mA&&) in front of
the opening, and inscribed their names upon it. (There is probably a Mosaic echo here as well,
the lawgiver’s tables being referred to as the mAdxec AiOwar®” and, also appropriate here, as
the mAdaxec tnc dtaOnxnc.%8) Later, Martyrios returned to see whether the grave was still intact,

fearing hyenas and other scavengers. He did find it still intact, but when he removed the slab he

34 One would imagine that their relative poverty also made them less attractive targets for those seeking to gain
riches, but perhaps that is not the point. An anchorite in the hand might be better than several ccenobites in, so to
speak, the bush.

%5 Tale 1.10 (Binggeli 182; Caner 180), «é¢midgoun) Tivawv PagBaowv dryQiwv».
%6 Tales 3 and 22 in the Pratum.
%7 Ex. 31:18, 32:15, 34:1, Deut. 4:13, 5:22, 9.9-11, 10:1, 10:3, 1Kings 8:9. (Cf. also 2Cor. 3:3 for an interesting spin.)

38 Ex. 34:28, Deut. 9:9, 9:11 («tag mAdxag tac Abivag, mAdkag dixOnine»), 1Kings 8:9 («mAdkeg AlOwvat, mAdkeg
¢ dxOnknG &g €Onicev éxel Mwiong»), Heb. 9:4.
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saw “that two of the bodies had been translated by the Lord from where he stood.” These were,
the tale concludes, “the body of Abba Conon and of another great elder.” The Greek participle
used for “translated” is petateOeic, the same one we find in Genesis when the narrator
(reputedly Moses) mentions Enoch. For an audience steeped in the stories and the language of
the Old Testament, the textual echo would have signaled that, like Enoch, Abba Conon and the
other great elder had been men who “walked with God.” Though they did not escape the
experience of tasting death, their righteousness and God’s power were nevertheless made
manifest in that they “[were] not; for God took [them].”3** And, in fact, for the story to have its
power, it was necessary — as with that other famous tale of an empty tomb — that their bodies
first be seen deceased.

Both the mountain and its biblical past profoundly shaped the life and asceticism of the
monks who lived around it. If, as Caner puts it, “the solitary was the absolute hero of this
distant desert landscape” and his surroundings “offered almost unparalleled opportunities for
obtaining the solitude essential to hesychia,” it would stand to reason that dying were also
principally a private and unattended activity in this dispersed community.3® And yet, in the
tales, just as we have seen manifestations of God as public events, so it is often at and around
the moment of death that the ties of monastic brotherhood find their most poignant expression
and that the company of other humans becomes not only desirable but even essential. The story
of Abba George of Arselaiou shows that the assembly of the right group of people was

important enough for the moribund to delay the moment of his death. While in the case of

3 Gen. 5.24 «Kat evnpéotnoev Evoyx 1@ O, kat ovx NUoiokeTo, 6Tt Hetédnkev avtov 0 Ocdg.»

360 Caner 2010:64 and 2010:24.
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George, the principal objective for the reunion between the abba and his dyanntdc was to
arrange a final farewell,*! in other stories we learn that having an attendant (or several) at or
after one’s death could also serve more practical purposes. Several of the hermits in
Anastasios’s tales face a dilemma which, as we saw in the previous chapter, also kept hermits in
the Pratum occupied until well into the afterlife: if one dies in solitude, what is to become of
one’s earthly remains?3? In contrast to the grazers of the Judeean desert, whose desire to live
untrammelled by worldly constraints could, if we may believe Moschos’s telling of it, be readily
gratified in that lonely place, Anastasios shows many of the hermits living near the Mountain
tempering their intense desire for solitude with the maintenance of a basic network of support
and communication with a few of their fellow brethren. Such networks likely owed their
existence, at least in part, to the idiosyncracies of Sinaitic monasticism, and it must have been
more difficult for those monks to find perfect seclusion in a wilderness that saw as much traffic
from travelers as did the Sinai desert in that period.’® As Flusin puts it, Sinai in the seventh
century was «certainement un lieu o1 'on pratique la solitude. Mais en méme temps, du fait en
particulier des pelerinages, c’est un point de convergence en un centre de rayonnement, ou les
contacts et les échanges sont intenses.»** But, beyond the fact that Sinai was, by certain

standards, a rather well-trodden wilderness, the tales remind us that it was a wilderness still, in

%1 1.20 (Binggeli 194; Caner 185).
%2 Cf. note 11 above.

%3 For the main pilgrimage routes and the distances between the important points on those routes, see Caner 2010:24.
Caner also points out, however, and it is important to bear that in mind when reading these stories, that not all
monastic settlements were clustered around the Mountain and that certain monks had traveled rather far afield to
stake out their little bit of wilderness. For the geographical spread of the monastic settlements, see Flusin 2006:197
and especially Caner 2010:33.

364 Flusin 2006:195.
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which the presence and assistance of friends and brothers was sometimes necessary not only for

living but, as we will see, also for dying.

Blest be the Tie that Binds

The most important attendant and assistant in the final stages of an elderly or invalid monk’s
life was usually, and naturally, his disciple. Among the most intimate portraits of death that
Anastasios presents, where no more than two or three people witness the passing of a
moribund elder, the disciple provides palliative care leading up to the moment of death and,
perhaps most importantly, attends to the appropriate ritual functions which mark the monk’s
passing. George of Arselaiou’s disciple plays a rather minor role in the story, because
Anastasios foregrounds the miraculous foresight which enables George to delay his death until
his dear friend has arrived. Nevertheless, we are able to gather that the disciple stayed with his
bed-ridden (or rather, mat-ridden) master while the local man was on his errand to fetch the
friend. When death drew near for George, the disciple lit the censer and prepared the final
sacrament so his elder’s “migration” might begin with the appropriate ceremony.

The tale of abba Epiphanios the Recluse (¢yxAeto7oc) also offers insight into how monks
balanced their continual search for ascetic hesychia with their obligations towards the
community. Despite his nickname, it seems that Epiphanios maintained significant connections
with a number of his fellow brethren, even throughout his time of confinement. The most
interesting of these relationships is mentioned quite subtly: while introducing this great recluse,

he calls the man “my abba Epiphanios,” **° at which Binggeli notes that this likely indicates that

%5 Binggeli 204; Caner 189, «0 éuoc appac Emipdavioc».
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he was at one time our narrator’s spiritual advisor (é¢miotaTnCc).3% Another important person in
Epiphanios’s circle of friends was abba Stephen of Byzantium, himself the subject of a
noteworthy monastic death story, which we will return to in the next chapter. Anastasios

Iz

describes Epiphanios as Stephen’s “companion in the world and in his way of life,”%* and
Epiphanios’s life (as we observe it indirectly through his associations with friends and disciples)
exemplifies some of the fluidity in monastic practice that Flusin has noted in the Sinai
community of the time.** Narration of tale 1.29 begins at “the beginning of his seclusion”; so it
is likely that, prior to this event, Epiphanios had lived a semi-anachoretic or even ccenobitic
life.3 His disciple/servant (vmnpétnc) is then perhaps also a holdover from before the time of
his seclusion. We learn about Epiphanios’s daily routine, however, because the narrative
episode marks the occasion when he breaks the established pattern (exceptio probat regulam).
Under normal circumstances, this abba made it his practice “not to meet anyone — not even his
own servant — before the fourth hour.”%° Significantly, Anastasios adds that this custom had
been “handed down to him long ago,” meaning that even if such partial seclusion was not
widely practiced by Sinai monks, it at least had some historical precedent.’”! Foreknowledge of
his own death — the province of the spiritually advanced — causes Epiphanios to issue special

instructions to his disciple on the eve of his own death, in order to accommodate the exigencies

of his impending passage:

%6 Binggeli 2005:513n138.
%7 Tale 1.29 (Binggeli 204; Caner 189), «€Talgog Kot év kKOO KAl £V TQOTIW».
368 Flusin 2006:194.

3% Binggeli 204; Caner 190, «&v doxaig tov éyxkAeioOnvat» Another possibility is that his seclusion is linked with his
illness, which is discussed in the beginning and is the eventual cause of his death.

370 Jbid., «p1) CUVTUYXAVELY EKTOG AVAYKNG OO (QAG TETAQTNG TV, UIJTE AUTQ TQ Oikelw VmeQétn.»

7 Ibid., «€00G...a0TE MTAAAL TAQADEDOUEVOV.»
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He said in the evening to his disciple, “Tomorrow before dawn, open the gate and come to
me inside, because there is a certain necessity that I want to show you.” The slave of Christ
was not lying. For in the morning when the disciple opened and came in, he found that the

saint had positioned himself towards the east and had departed to the Lord.?”

It is curious that, unlike the death scenes we will discuss in the next chapter, Epiphanios
chooses to keep his death a private occasion and, while telling his disciple that there is an
«avaykatov timote» which his master wishes him to see, the disciple is not invited to be
present at the moment when he breathes his last. The way Epiphanios arranges the discovery of
death and the purpose of this ploy merit further investigation; highly important for
understanding the message of this tale, it seems, is that Epiphanios was our narrator’s own
ascetic teacher. In Anastasios’s telling, his master left this world in the same way he had spent
his years in it — that is, with a view to edifying others. This didactic (and deictic) function of
Epiphanios’s passing is further underscored by the elder’s rather marked use of the word
dvaykaiov to describe the event to his disciple. In its neuter form, the word occurs infrequently
in the collections of beneficial tales we are considering for this study. The most common lexical
meaning is rendered by Caner as “necessity” or, more literally “a necessary thing.” Prima facie,
that is certainly what’s intended here, meaning there is an imperative task for the disciple to
complete in burying the elder’s bodily remains.’” But, interestingly, another perhaps more

specialized meaning of the word dvayxaiov, found also in Moschos and Klimakos, seems to

372 Ibid., «AéyeL ) éoméoa 1@ Wiw padnti 6 dovAog Tov XoLoTov: AUQLoV aTo Vuxéwv €A0¢ kal oteéov Trv
Ouoida Kai eloeABe mEodG pe 6t OéAw dvaykaiov timote deifat oot. Kai ovk épevoato 6 dovAog ToL XQLoTov:
avoilag yap kat eloeABwv 10 mEwi NDEE TOV 600V TXNHATIOAVTA EXVTOV KATX AVATOAAXS kal &TteAOdvTa TEoOg
Kvgov.»

73 Variants of dvayxaioc with the meaning “necessary” are also predominantly used this way in the the Pratum: PG
87(3).2889A («dix Tvag avaykaiag xoeiag») and PG 87(3).3104A («tax dvaykaia») and in the Ladder: PG 88.860B
(«&v mpooevxn otabéviac avaykaiwv TEAYUATWY VMOULUVIOKEL KAL TAOAV UNXAVTV TOLel ékelBev 1Hag
$ooPLa eVAGYW aToTLEAL 1) KAOYOG»).
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connect it with teachings about the remembrance of death. Thus in the Pratum, Abba Palladios
gives the following instruction:

[M]y children, since we know what kind of times these are and what kind of labor is required
of us, let us strive for the self-knowledge that is attained by means of the solitary life. For at
this stage, it is required (dvayxaiov) of us that we sincerely repent, so that we may indeed be
temples of God. For it will not be honor such as the world gives that we will receive in the

world to come.374

Similarly, in Step 6 of the Ladder, On the Remembrance of Death, Klimakos adjures his audience that,
just as bread is the most essential (dvayxaidtepov) of all foods, so the thought of death is the
most essential of all works. The remembrance of death brings labors and meditations, or
rather, the sweetness of dishonor to those living in the community, whereas for those living

away from turbulence it produces freedom from daily worries and breeds constant prayer

and guarding of the mind, virtues that are the cause and the effect of the thought of death.?”s

Epiphanios’s explanation of what is dvayxaiov occurs through an image rather than
explanation. For his disciple, the sight of his ascetic master’s corpse, arranged facing East in
readiness to meet first death and then the Lord, acts as an arresting visual reminder of what is
most needful for a monk to have — that is, as Klimakos puts it, to have the remembrance of
death as a “constant spouse,” a thought always occupying the mind.?”® The visual character of
this final piece of ascetic instruction is already signaled by Epiphanios when he promises to
“show” (6et€ar) his disciple something the next morning, but it plays into what Munitiz has

observed as a stylistic tendency in Anastasios’s sermons: he notes that Anastasios appeals “to

7 PG 87(3).2920C-D (Wortley 52), «...elddTeg, Tékva, TOVLV TOV KAQOV, Tolag €oyacing deltal, ETLYVOHEV
£avtolg dx ¢ Novyiac. Ev 100t Yo @ Kap@ avaykalov xonoaodat HAg th kaAn petavoiq, 6nws vaot
B¢cov xonuatiowpev. OV yaQ 1] TUXOLOA ULV YIVETAL TIUT] €V T HEAAOVTL VL

PG 88.793A (Luibheid 132), «Q¢ maoc@v 10o0Pav 6 &QTOG AVAYKALOTEQOS, OUTWS TTACWV €QYATLOV 1) TOD BavAatov
Evvolar pvriun Bavatov yevva év Hev tolg €v péow mdvoug kal adoAeoxiag: HAAAoV d¢ atipiog NdUTNTA TAQX
d¢ Tolg EkToc B0QUPROL PEOVTdWY ATEOeTLY Kal EVXTV dINVEKT), Kal VOOS GLAAKV.»

376 PG 88.667D (Luibheid 87, modified), «oUppov dvamoéonactov.»
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an audience that sees more easily than it hears.”?”” So the stark image evoked by this short tale —
the unexpected discovery of a corpse — is a blunt and concrete reminder of the transitoriness of
life and the need to prepare accordingly.

While Epiphanios in his death narrative turns himself into a “paradigm” for his disciple
to contemplate and imitate, the emphasis in the third such tale (those featuring the relationship
between spiritual advisor and disciple at the moment of death) is the importance of a disciple’s
obedience and service. This comes out more than in the previous two tales. Tale 1.15 offers a
short but touching vignette of the affectionate and supportive relationship between an elder and
his disciple right until the very end. It also provides a fuller picture of monastic burial than the
previous two tales: whereas these cut off at, respectively, the moment of death and the
discovery of the body, the story of death of Michael the Iberian follows him and his disciple
Eustathios all the way to the former’s grave. Binggeli observes that in this and in other tales
there is a fair amount of casual prosopographical detail; he calls these pieces of information
“anecdotal.”?”® The disciple Eustathios, for example, is described as being “now in Babylon
seeking treatment for his hand.”?”” Some of the monks are known historical persons and
Binggeli has a fairly good guess for Michael the Iberian’s historical identity.** But “Eustathios
with the injured hand” is the kind of identification that is so specific that it consigns him to

anonymity for anyone except «le lecteur contemporain d’Anastase, habitant de Babylone de

77 Munitiz 1995:234.
378 Binggeli 2001:497n71.

37 Binggeli 188; Caner 183, «tov kal év BapuvAwvt magayevouevov elodevOnvat v £éautod xeiga fOVAOHEVOV.»
Cf. tale 1.29 in which Epiphanios’s disciple is mentioned, one «moAitng Zaxaoilag xouooxoos &v BapvAavt
Yevouevoe» (Binggeli, 204).

30 See Binggeli 2001:497n71. Binggeli also notes that Anastasios worked in the hospital at Sinai and so would have
been familiar with the patients. For more on Anastasios’s medical training and on his background more generally,
see Dagron 1992:64 and Marinides 2014:370-372.
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surcroit.»%!

In the case of this particular disciple, Binggeli’s view that such small asides are meant to
be anecdotal seems especially applicable and it is worth asking why he includes them. One
possibility is that the mentions of this kind of highly specific detail works to “clear” some
miraculous haze that permeates this wondrous desert, making it seem less like a land of endless
and undifferentiated pious marvels. The mention of a brother seeking treatment for a hand
injury anchors the narrative once again into the lived (and livable) experience of the audience
who (mostly likely) do not inhabit a world of “diaphanous moments when heavenly
apparitions appear on Mount Sinai, dreams transport monks to distant landscapes, or monks
themselves vanish or change shape.”%? For Anastasios, as for the authors and compilers of other
Byzantine collections of edifying tales and miracles, the souci de crédibilité was an important
concern, and one way to address doubts surrounding credibility was for the author, «a fournir
les plus de renseignements et de details concrets possibles.»3? These details shore up the
credibility of the story and, in turn, that of Anastasios as a narrator. Another possibility is that
the mention of otherwise little-known brethren serves as a nod to those in the know among the
local audience, the brethren who had been at Sinai long enough to remember the time of
Klimakos and other such luminaries or to have heard stories about them from their
contemporaries. If the tales do indeed represent a sort of monastic Festschrift to honor this

illustrious abbot’s memory, then it would not be surprising to find precise information (such as

31 Binggeli 2001:497n71.
32 Caner 2010:172. See tale 1.32 (Binggeli 207; Caner 191).

33 Déroche 1993:99. In his study on the Miracles of St. Artemios, Déroche notes (ibid.) that the author of the collection is
keen to record details such as the name, age, social status, precise dates and topographical information about
Constantinople.
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the identity of Abba Michael’s disciple) about Klimakos’s important associates and
contemporaries. The death of Abba Michael, the main event in tale 1.15, takes place at Arselaiou,
one of the hermit colonies that was home to the aforementioned Abba George and, at least for a
while, to our narrator himself. Speaking from personal experience then, Anastasios says in tale
1.14 that “Arselaiou is a place located in a ravine that is hard to reach.”%* Tale 1.15 shows just
how difficult it was to navigate this terrain, especially for the elderly and infirm:

When Abba Michael fell sick, Eustathios stood by his side and wept.3% You see, the tomb of
the Fathers that is in that place has a very difficult and dangerous access down smooth rock.
So Abba Michael said to Abba Eustathios, “Child, bring me [the things I need] to wash and
take communion.” Once that was done, he said once more: “You know, child, the descent to
the tomb is dangerously slippery. If I die [here], you run the risk of having to carry me down.
You might fall off the cliff and die. So come, let’s do it together, step by step.” Once they had
descended, the old man said a prayer and embraced Eustathios, saying, “Peace be with you,
child. Pray for me.” He lay down in the burial place and departed to the Lord with joy and

exultation.386

Michael’s passing represents the intersection of the future and the past as his spiritual
“progeny” accompanies him to take his place in the “Tomb of the Fathers.” The tale represents
both the transience and permanence of the monastic life on the Holy Mountain, where the great
work to draw closer to the Lord is made timeless by generation upon generation of monks, each

of them an individual in search of spiritual progress around a soul which is everlasting.

%4 114 (Binggeli 187; Caner 183), «Taa AQoeA&ov TOTOG £0TL XE(UAQQOS DVOXEQNS DAKEIIEVOS, €V @ KAYw ETi
ToLeTioy QKNoa.»

35 The disciple’s name is delightfully fitting for his role in this tale.

%6 Tale 1.15 (Binggeli 188; Caner 183). «AcOnvrjoavtog ovv 100 apBa MixanA, maglotato avte kAaiwv 6
EvotaBiog. To yoOv pvnuelov tov matéowv to Ov adTtodL mavy duoxepn kat Emukivduvov Astometoiav TV
kataBaotv kékmnrat. Aéyet o0v mEog Tov apfav Evotabiov 6 afpac MixanA- Tékvov, dpége iva vivwpar katl
kowwvow. Kat tovtov yevopévov, maAw Aéyel avtqr Odag, tékvov, OtL Emkivduvog éott Kat €£6A000¢ 1)
KATABaols To0 pvnueiov, kai éav anobdvw Kivdivevels tov Paoctdéat pe kai kateAbelv, pnmws méong Kal
amoOdavnc eic 10 kENUVOV. AAAG deDEO, Aywpev audpdtegot pikoa puca. Kal kateAOovtwv avtav, énomoev
evXNV, kal aomacapevog tov EvotdaBov 6 yéowv eimev- Eigrpvn oo, tékvov, kai ebxov vmég éupov. Kat
AvarAtvag EauTov €V TQ Tadw HeTta Xaeags kat ayaAAukoews annAbe moog Kvotov.»
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Chapter 4: Conclusion

A final tale records one of the most humorous events in the Tales collection in the wake of a
deadly outbreak of the plague, surrounding the death of two monks at the monastery of St.
Catherine. The first monk, having died in old age after a life of pious devotion, is laid to rest at
the cemetery, close to the fortified monastery. When the plague claims another victim — this
time a younger and less sedulous man — the brothers bury his remains, according to custom, on
top of those belonging to the elder. A third death takes the brothers back to the cemetery once
more, but this time their gloomy task is unexpectedly interrupted by what they later learn to be
a rather brazen act of post-mortem disobedience:

When they went to deposit [the third body], they found that the saintly man had himself

tossed the sinful brother’s tabernacle to the ground. At the time, they thought that this had

happened by accident and not through any miracle, so they picked up the brother and put

him back above the father. But the next day when they came they found that the virtuous
father had thrown the brother off.38”

Word of these events reaches the hegumen, “a saintly father” in his own right and none other
than John Klimakos himself.?* “[He] came and entered the tomb. Addressing the deceased
elder, who was called John, he remarks, “Abba John, during your lifetime you were gentle and
forbearing.”3® Then, replacing the negligent monks” remains on top of the elder’s body with his

own hands, he adds sternly, “Put up with the brother, Abba John, even if he was a sinner, just

%7 1.8 (Binggeli 179; Caner 179), «'HABov 100 kataBéobat 10 Asipavov avtov kal nvoov 6Tt amépoupe xapat €€
avTOL 6 600G AVTQ TO OKNVWHA TOV AUAQTWAOD &deAdov. Eita voploavteg 0Tt €k To0 OUUPAVTOS YEYOVe Kal
oV kata tva Bavuatoveyiav, maAw AaBdvrec TéOnkav émavw Tov matEog Tov adeAdov. Kal émni v adolov
naQayevapevoL ogov OtL amépoupe Tov adeAdov 6 Evagetog TaTrQ.»

38 See Binggeli 2001:490n40.

3% (Binggeli 179; Caner 179), «eiceABwv &v 1 pvipatt Aéyet T pvrpatt Aéyel 1@ tebvewtt yégovty, Twavvn
kaAovpéve- ABPRa Twavvn, év ) Cwr) 0ov MEAOG Kal HakQOOvLOC DTTNEXEC.»
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as God puts up with the sins of the world.”*° Anastasios concludes the tale by mentioning that
“from that day onwards, the old man never tossed off the brother’s tabernacle.”*! Klimakos’s
urgent appeal to Abba John emphasizes the very same values which Anastasios shows
throughout the tales as the strength and foundation of Sinai’s monastic community and its
safeguard against the vicissitudes of a changing world: the importance of patience, humility,
self-sacrifice, brotherly love, obedience and most importantly, an unwavering faith in the Lord’s
commitment to His people. By documenting the rich heritage of Sinai’'s monastic culture and
cherishing its memory, Anastasios seeks to shape and sustain its future by strengthening a new
generation of monks and pilgrims and to remind them that seeking communion with the Divine

on God’s Mountain is itself a tradition as old as the hills.

3 Idem., «Kat AaPawv 10 Aelpavov Tov adeAdov diag xepot TiONov avTd Emdvw ToD YEQoVTog kail Aéyel MAAw
mEOG avTOV- Baotalov tov adeAddv, kav ApaQtwAoc v, apfa Twdvvn, kabwe Paoctdlet 6 Oedg T dpagtiog
TOV KOOHOL.»

¥1 Jdem., «Kat an’ éxeivng g Mpéoag ovkéTL amépoupe TO OKTVWHA TOD AdeAPOD O YéQwv.»
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Chapter 5

The Final Conversation

For we are consumed by thine anger, and by thy wrath are we troubled.
Thou hast set our iniquities before thee, our secret sins in the light of thy countenance.
For all our days are passed away in thy wrath: we spend our years as a tale that is told.
—Psalm 90:7-9 (“A prayer of Moses”)

Ot1 ééedinouev v 1 0pyn oov kai &v T Ovuw oov étapaxOnuey.
"EQov tac dvoulac fuwv évorniov oov. O alwv U@V €ic QwTLOUOV TOD TTPOOWTIOV GOV.
Ot naoar ai nuépar nuav EEEAToV xal &év 11 0py1 oov é&eldinopey,
Ta TN NPV WG dpdx vy éueAétwy.

—WaApog 89:7-9 («ITgooevyr 1o Mwiot)»)

And they that were with me saw indeed the light, and were afraid;
but they heard not the voice of him that spake to me.
Oi 6¢ ovv ol dvteg o uev Ppwg é0edoavto kai éudopor éyévovro,
TNV 6¢& Qawvnv ovK fikovoav 100 AaAoDVTOG oL
—Acts 22:9

Who hath believed our report? And to whom is the arm of the LORD revealed?
Kvpie, tic éniotevoey 11 dxon nuav, kai 6 Bpaxiov Kvpiov tivi dnekaAvpon;
—Isaiah 53:1

While the ordeal of passing from this life into the next itself is characterized by a terrifying

solitude, there are very few death narratives in the Tales of the Sinai Fathers which feature a

monk dying completely alone.®? As at the death of Abba George of Arselaiou (1.20), two or

more disciples, friends and other bystanders are often present at the solemn event. Besides

assisting and comforting the moribund, these attendees also serve as spectators, informants and

witnesses to the oft-miraculous events that occur around the moment of death. The deathbed

¥2 @pdxvn: insubstantial gossamer, “the baseless fabric of this vision.”

33 The tale of Abba Epiphanios the Recluse (1.15) is a notable exception.
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scene became a popular topos in seventh-century monastic literature, and within this especially
the interrogation of a swooning monk was found to be such an effective narrative platform for
an urgent memento mori about the importance of repentance and the daily remembrance of
death, that we find it not only in the edifying tales tradition but also in several sermons and
hymns dating from or around this period. In this type of scene, a monk in the throes of death is
called to give an account of his actions in life before an unseen demonic host. The dramatic
spectacle unfolds before a stricken and fearful audience of fellow monks, who are able to catch
only half of the exchange (the answers but not the questions) and at the moment of death are
left painfully uncertain about the outcome of the moribund’s ordeal. This “final conversation”
represents, in some ways, an alternative to the tollgates we explored in the first chapter. Both
have as their principle objective to urge their audience to contemplate their own mortality and
to consider how they might best prepare for the relentless interrogation that they too will face at
that dreadful, inevitable moment. But, whereas the story of the journey through the tollgates of
the air is necessarily told in retrospect, after its subject has returned from the dead, the deathbed
scene offers its audience what Peter Brown has called “visible signs of the presence of the other
world” through the dying man’s reactions to the imposing assembly of invisible powers
crowding around his bed.** Bringing this dramatic trial down from the distant ether into the
intimate surroundings of the deathbed made the experience more immediate and urgent for the
spectators, turning it into an inescapable and agonizing confrontation with the horror of death.
In this chapter, we will examine the occurrence and development of what we will call the “final

conversation” in edifying tales from the late sixth and early seventh centuries, and then

3% Brown 1999:299.
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compare these to other instances where the motif occurs in homilies and hymn. This will allow
us to consider broader questions of genre and audience: how the motif is transformed when it
passes from the simple and concise language of the tales into the explicit, yet carefully

oratorical, expression of the homily.

The Lord is My Portion

Two instances of a final conversation occur in the tales of Anastasios. The first of these, the
death of Abba Orentios, Anastasios hears from a certain Abba Abraham. The story offers an
example of the importance of an audience for shedding light on the process of death:

When Abba Orentios was dying, I was sitting beside him, as was Abba Sergios — the bishop
of Aila — and some other fathers. When he beheld the angelic presence, the old man said to
the bishop, “Say a prayer, Father.” After the prayer we sat down again. Then again the old
man said to the bishop, “Say a prayer.” After the prayer he addressed him once more: “did
you behold how many ravens came in here, my great Lord? By Christ’s grace I'll take no
heed of them, and none of them shall come near me.” After saying these things he departed
to the Lord in peace and joy.

The account of Orentios’s death is extremely sober and almost oblique in its description of the
process of the death struggle. What it describes, mostly through reported speech, is clearly the
dying abba’s psychomachia. The narrator alludes to Orentios’s perception of “the angelic
presence” but it is really only when he asks those in attendance (at least four people) if they
have noticed the flock of ravens present at his deathbed that it becomes clear that Orentios is
seeing a great deal more than is visible to the eyes of those seated around him.** The

understated and (in the literal sense) one-sided report of Orentios’s visions and his brief and

35 There are examples of demons appearing as birds elsewhere too: most notably in the Pratum, tale 105, where they
appear as crows. (A similar image is alive in modern poetry as well; ¢f. Wallace Stevens’ “Thirteen Ways of
Looking at a Blackbird” and Seamus Heaney’s “The Blackbird of Glanmore.”)
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repeated requests for prayers emphasize that, despite the presence of a small crowd offering
prayers at his death bed (among them even a bishop!), the ordeal of facing the angels and the
demonic ravens is one that Orentios had to experience alone. In the following story, which
recounts the death of Abba Stephen of Byzantium, Anastasios once again avoids all pretense of
narrative omniscience and refuses to fill in the blanks for his readers as to what the dying elder
sees. The story is more detailed in its descriptions than the previous one, however, perhaps
because Anastasios himself was an eyewitness to the Stephen’s death and knew the man in
life.3% A dramatic portrait of Stephen’s last moments emerges in which the perceptible half of
Stephen’s conversation is reported: while Anastasios and another abba, named Theodosios, are
keeping vigil over the dying man and reciting for him a psalm specifically for the dying (the
lengthy, so-called “blameless psalm”37), Stephen suddenly grows animated:

[T]he dying man suddenly cast a sharp glance and spoke harshly to someone visible to him,
saying, “Why have you come here? Get to outer darkness! You have no business with me.
The Lord is my portion.” Then when we came in our recitation to the verse that says “The
Lord is my portion,” Abba Stephen gave up his spirit to the Lord.3

The sharp glance and harsh words which he directs at what appears, to others present, as empty
space are both mysterious and alarming; Peter Brown is right to point out that the dying man’s
reactions to the beings that he alone can see are “quite as chilling as any incident of

possession.”? The narrative is suggestive, without revealing the entire picture. Anastasios’s

% This Stephen, in addition to being the companion of his own spiritual father Epiphanios the Recluse, had, in
Anastasios telling, been a well-connected grandee before entering the monastic life: Abba Stephen of Byzantium
was the former secretary of General Maurianos.

37 Ps. 118 (Masor. 119).

% 1.28 (Caner 189; Binggeli 203), «E£aidpvng BAoovgot O Sppa avTov, 6 TeAevTOV, kKal euPolOs Aéyel TEOS Tva
opBévTa avtq- Ti NABec wde; “YTarye eig T0 0KOTOG TO E£WTEQOV: OVK EXELS TITMOTE OV TEOS Has. Meic pov 6
Kvotoc. Q¢ ov édpOdoapev oTiX0A0oYODVTEG €IG ADTOV TO OTiXOV TOU eimelv- Megic pov 0 Kvplog, magédwkev 1@
Kvoiw 10 mvevua 6 appag Lrépavoc.» Cf. v. 57, «Meoic pov i, Kbgte, eima 100 pvAalaocdat tov vopov oov.»

3% Brown 1999:299.
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reticence to “lift the veil” on the mystery and describe “the Powers” with whom the dying
monk is conversing underscores that in the reckoning, the individual alone will be held
accountable before the angel of death, and the presence and assistance of his friends and
brothers will be of no avail.*? Stephen’s argument with the unseen demonic forces also twines
cleverly with the “soundtrack” of his death; for, in dying at the brothers” utterance of the phrase
juste, he confirms to those left behind that it is the Lord that has indeed been his portion in
death — and not the demons who have come for his soul. The epilogue to Stephen’s demonic
tussle reveals the means whereby Stephen gained his portion in the Lord; as Anastasios and
Theodosios search for something to wrap the body in for burial, “we found none, even though
he had once known such wealth and glory.”*"" Stephen’s exemplary poverty, earned through
humility and renunciation following his previous worldly life of the abundance and riches,

ensure that he too was counted among those “whose way is blameless.”

A Good Death

Owing to the virtue they acquired in life, Orentios and Stephen both experience a peaceful
death, despite the worrying presence of unseen opponents prior to their passing. Orentios even
departs with “peace and joy.” This peace at the moment when soul is rent from body reflects
established patterns of holy death in Byzantine hagiography, which “uniformly stresses the

serenity with which the dying saint faced death, because of his belief that death meant freedom

40 This reticence stands in contrast to the thorough descriptions of the demonic presence that we find in the accounts
of the tollgates.

41 Caner 189; Binggeli 203.
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from the bonds of the body and union with the divine.”+2 But, as Zecher has pointed out, for
monks a peaceful death does not necessarily signify a “good” death; “burial is of no importance;
sickness, violence, and mourning are often signs of nothing.”4** He explains that “the ascetic’s
attitude toward his own death, which expresses his way of life—either as prepared or

77

unprepared for death and the judgment which follows—" will be indicative of the type of
experience he will have.®™ Zecher’s analysis focuses primarily on desert literature from an
earlier period, but his observations hold equally true for the seventh century. To illustrate
Zecher’s observation, the story of the death of Abba Stephen the Cypriot shows that for an
ascetic, a painful death may function as a complement to a life lived in endurance, suffering and
abstinence for the Lord’s sake and can improve a righteous person’s post-mortem standing with
the Lord. By way of introduction, Anastasios mentions that Abba Stephen was a personal
acquaintance of his and, most importantly, that he was a paragon of righteousness: “he was a
most peaceable man and a partaker in the Holy Spirit, adorned with every virtue.”4%> His death,

however, was a painful trial:

When he was about to die, he burst out in such welts as I think no man ever saw before. He
languished for many days, then died. One of those who knew his diligence and way of life
became troubled, thinking to himself, “How has such a person succumbed to such a force?” Then
the blessed Stephen appeared to him in a dream and said, “Lord Brother, even if for a little while
I was made loathsome, nevertheless I've found greater freedom of speech with Christ.”40%

402 Podskalsky 2005.
403 Zecher 2011:197.
404 Thid.

45 1.38 (Binggeli 213; Caner 194), «...AvdQOC €lQNVIKWTATOL Kol MVEVHATOS AylOL HETOXOL KAl TAOT) AQETN
KEKOOUNHEVOUL.»

46 1.38 (Binggeli 213; Caner 194), «kat yaQ pHéAAovTog teAevtav...eE£4Boaoev EKPOAOUOV 0loV TAXA ODDEIS TV
avOowTwVv é0eacato: kat Emi mMoAAAG Nuépac datoipag éteAevtnoev. Tig oDV TV yvwokdvIwy TV éoyaciav
Kal Tov Biov avtov Edvoyégatvev, eic éavtov Aoylopevog OTL &Qa TIvog XAQLV O TOLODTOS AvOQWTOS TolaVTH)
avayxn meptémecev; Patvetal odv avt@ Kat OvaQ O pakaglog Ltépavog kat Aéyer Koot adeAdé, el xatl
ETLAVONUEV HUKQOV, AAA OGS NUQOUEV TEQLOTOTEQAV TTAQEN TV TTOOG TOV XQLOTOV.»
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For Stephen, death acted as a refiner’s fire for the soul, burning off the remaining dross so that
he might gain even greater mappnoia in the hereafter. Both Caner and Binggeli note that the
phrase “adorned with every virtue” is drawn from 3 Maccabbees 6:1, where it is used to
describe Eleazar, high priest of the Jews, whose prayer frees his people from the oppression of
king Ptolemy; in other words, someone whose mappnoia with power is great.*” To an audience
steeped in martyr stories, as the local audience would have been, the name would probably also
call to mind the other Eleazar, the teacher and fellow martyr of the seven brothers from the
second and fourth books of the Maccabees. His painful demise became a prototype for a noble
death in the Jewish and Christian tradition; the association then strengthens the suggestion that
Stephen’s death itself is a form of martyrdom.i® Perhaps most striking in this tale, however, is
the fact that Stephen himself comes back from beyond the grave, in order to visit the monk who
had deemed this death unworthy of one so virtuous, and to reassure him that the overall

outcome of all his suffering was positive.

The Uncertain Judgment
John Klimakos’s Ladder of Divine Ascent also contains an account of a final conversation,
providing an earlier comparandum for Anastasios’s treatment of the topos. Even more significant
than its temporal antecedence, however, is the fact that the Ladder was likely a formative text for
Anastasios as a religious thinker. As we saw in the previous chapter, the tales bear witness that

the memory of this saintly abbot was cherished and celebrated on the Mountain, and one

47 Ibid., not. ad hunc loc.

408 For more on Eleazar’s noble death, see Van Henten et. al. 2002:72-76.
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imagines that the Ladder, his strict blueprint for spiritual perfection, had a profound influence
on later generations of monks and their attitude towards death. The tale about an elder also
called Stephen is embedded in the seventh step of the Ladder, On Joy-Bearing Grief, and
highlights a set of concerns that remain largely unmentioned in Anastasios’s telling — namely,
the bystanders” response to the perceptible half of the otherworldly scene unfolding before
them. Another noteworthy difference is the special attention paid to the uncertainty and anxiety
about the final conversation’s outcome. While in the cases of Anastasios’s Abba Stephen and
Abba Orentios it is fairly clear to the bystanders that, after an initially arduous struggle with
those unseen powers who would reckon with them, their deaths lead them into the joy of the
Lord and not elsewhere, Klimakos purposefully places the tale’s emotional accent in a different
way and signals this by stating that the purpose of the tale is “an inducement to most valuable
mourning and sorrow.”4” Klimakos’s objective, then, is to have the story pack an emotional
punch by making it as personal as possible. So, as is often the case in edifying tales when there
is an audience present when a miracle takes place or is recounted, their reactions are meant to
model the appropriate response for the reading or listening audience. Klimakos’s account goes
into considerably greater depth, both in the dying elder’s backstory and in the report of his final
conversation. The detail is given, as Caner notes, with a specific purpose in mind: to establish
Stephen as an irreproachable model of ascetic excellence.*!? Stephen had, Klimakos tells us,

“spent many years in monastic training. His soul was especially adorned with tears and fasting,

49 PG 88.812A (Luibheid 142 ), «ITpog 8¢ dvtwe mévOoug EvagyeaTaTov, Kal 0dUVNE 6vNoLpOQov.»
410 Caner 2010:67.
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and he was bedecked with other good achievements.”#! At some point, he deemed his regimen
insufficiently austere and moved with his two disciples to an even more remote and
inhospitable wilderness at Siddim. Having persevered in his ascetic labors, at last he
succumbed to a fatal illness. On his sickbed “he went into ecstasy of mind and with open eyes
he looked to the right and left of his bed, as if he were being called to account by someone.”*2
Like Stephen of Byzantium, Abba Stephen is able in his ecstasy to see things that remain
invisible to other people. This is also a sign of his spiritual advancement because, as Klimakos
mentions earlier in the chapter, “blessed is the monk who with the eyes of his soul can fix his
gaze upon the powers of the spiritual world.”*!® Stephen’s final conversation is framed like a
prosecution being conducted in public. It calls to mind the proceedings at the tollgates we
discussed in an earlier chapter, but with the important distinction that the dying elder serves as
his own defense counsel. As with Orentios and the other Stephen, the audience hears only
Stephen’s responses to his relentless interlocutors:

He seemed to be rendering an account to someone, and in the hearing of the bystanders he
said: “of course it is true. That was why I fasted for so many years.” Or again: “yes, that is
correct, but I wept and served my brothers.” Or again: “no. You are accusing me falsely.” Or
sometimes: “quite right. No, I have no excuse. But God is merciful.” This unseen and
relentless interrogation was a truly awful and frightening spectacle. Worst of all was the fact
that he was charged with offences of which he was innocent; and, what is extraordinary,
regarding some of them this hesychast and hermit would say: “I do not know how to

41 PG 88.812B (Luibheid 142), «Xpévoug te ikavoig év povadikn) dixtoipac maAaiotoq, vnotelag te HAALoTa kal
dAKQUOL KATAKEKOTUNUEVOC, Kal ETEQOLS Yool mAgovekTHAOL TEQUVOLOHEVOS VTTAQXWV.»

412 PG 88.812C (Luibheid 142) «E&lotatat t@ vol Kal Twv 0POaAu@v dvewyuévov katevoel eic ta dé&ia, Kal eic T
aglotepa TG KAIVNG: Kail wg OO Tvwv AoyoBetovpevog.»

43 PG 88.809A (Luibheid 140, adapted). We might even say something like “who can stare down powers (only)
perceptible to reason.” «MakdQlog pHEV O HOVAXOS O TOIC TNG PUXNS OHUACY TALS VOEQALS OUVAHECLY
évareviCev duvauevoc.» Besides the loaded adjective voepoc (originally philosophical, but see Lampe s.v. for its
wide range of uses in patristic sources), this pronouncement concerning vision echoes that in the Sermon on the
Mount, «<Maxkagtot ot kaBagot 1) kKaedia, 6Tt avtot Tov Oeov dpovtar (Matt. 5:8). The beatific wording in the
context of death may at the same time invoke the “blameless psalm” above, which begins «Makagtot ot &pwpot év
00 ol mogevduevol év vopw Kvplov.» (And, given Stephen’s name, we might even add from James 1:12,
«Moakdotog avne 0¢ VTTOUEVEL TEWRATHOV, OTL DOKIHOG YEVOREVOS ANPeTal TOV oTéPavov Mg Lwng ...»)
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answer.” And yet he had been a monk for almost forty years and he had the gift of tears as
well. 414

What makes Stephen’s half of this interchange so emotionally arresting is its jarring exposition
of the intense self-scrutiny that all must undergo at the end of life, when every past action is
brought to bear on the fate of the soul. This abba, whose lengthy and imposing ascetic résumé
Klimakos includes for our perusal, represents for all intents and purposes the best imaginable
guinea pig for such a harrowing ordeal. Forty years of tears, fasting and strict repentance, the
training of two pious disciples to follow in his footsteps, the gift of tears and a reportedly
miraculous control over wild animals have left him as prepared as he could possibly be to face
the merciless inquisitors.#’®> But, while Stephen conducts himself with exemplary fortitude,
showing in his parries of false accusations that his indeed was an examined life, he is powerless
to defend himself against sins he was unaware of having committed.*’® The warning message
that emerges from this exemplum is that which Zecher calls the “uncertain judgment.” For, in
spite of all his penitence and preparation, there are no guarantees of salvation, even for the

spiritually advanced like Stephen.*” For the spectators as well, things remain uncertain and

414 PG 88.812C-D (Luibheid 142), «kat U1td tTivawv AoyoOeToUpevog, EAeye MAVTIWV AKOVOVIWY TV TEQLOTAREVWY,
note pev: “Nai, 0vtwg, aAnewx, aAA” évrjotevoa Toocovtovg xedvoug UmeE Tovtov.” Elta maAwy, “ovyl, dvtwg
PevdeoBe, tovto ovk émomoa.” Kat maAw- “Nai, aAnOac tovto, vai- AAA EkAavoa, aAAa dinrovnoa.” Kat
maAwy, “Ovxl, 0Aws katnyopetté pov.” "Eatt 8¢ Ote elg tiva EAeye “Nal, aAnOwg, val- kal meodg TovTo Tl elmely
oUK olda €v 1 BOe oty €Aeoc.” Kat v aAnBawg Oéapa poktov kat Gpoegdv, AdQATOV Kol AOUYXWENTOV
AoyoBéoov- kal O dofeowrtegov, OTL kKal & ovk €moinoe, katnyodgovv avtov. Bafai, 6 novxaotc kat
avaxwontg éAeyev elg Tiva TV £aVTOL MTTALOUATWY, 0Tt “TIpd¢ Tavtar elmetv ovk olda,” Exwv mov Aotmov
TEQL T TECOAQAKOVTA ETT) LOVAXOG, Kol EXWV TO DAKQUOV.»

415 The connection with Elijah is also made implicitly but still significantly.

416 Zecher (2011:213) has an intriguing analysis of the Stephen episode that sees the dying abba’s accurately recalling
his deeds and misdeeds in the throes of death as an encapsulation of the vision of monasticism which Klimakos is
advocating: “This is certainly most true at death, but any accusation, insofar as it is true, must be about something
in the past. Thus, the constant self-examination of the monks bespeaks a constantly retrospective attitude,
constantly calling up the past in light of a future judgment. Between past and present, then, lies the iconic present
moment, prefiguring judgment based on past deeds.”

47 Zecher 2011:213.
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incomplete. Having only partial knowledge of what was said in the exchange between the
moribund and his accusers, their understanding of Stephen’s final conversation remains
tantalizingly incomplete, as though they were listening in to half of a phone conversation. And
what’s more, they are left wholly in the dark concerning the final outcome of the trial. Klimakos
finishes the tale of Abba Stephen on that note of uncertainty: “So there he was now, called to
account, and he died while it was happening, leaving us unsure of the judgment passed on him,

of his final end or sentence, or of the verdict rendered him.”4!8

Dying among Friends and Brothers
Several scholars have noted the curiously public nature of such dramatic descriptions of death,
where dying is done in front of an audience of subdued and mournful friends and brothers.
Caner proposes that “seventh-century monastic literature tended to focus on deathbed scenes,
highlighting a moment when monks watched to find out whether their practices or leaders
were effective or not.”4? Peter Brown in turn notes the spectacle that is inherent in such events:
“witnessed by the companions of monks, or nuns or simply by the members of any Christian
family, death ushered every Byzantine into an orchestra seat, just as the curtain was about to
rise on the most awesome spectacle of all.”42 While the narrative focuses extensively on the

dying monk’s experience of the “final, massed assault that all human beings must face at the

»

48PG 88.812D (Luibheid 142) «kai obtw AoyoBetovpevog, to0 odpatog éxweiodn, Tt T0 kQlua, 1) T0 méoag, M
amoépaaigc avtoy, 1) 1O TéAog ToD AoyoBeaiov kKatadnAov pr momaodapevos.» The uncertainty that the monks face
regarding the ultimate fate of their friend is a departure from the standard version of the script where, as Jane
Baun puts it, “the more typical edifying tale is unequivocal, showing the person in question as either saved or
damned” (2007:123).

419 Caner 2010:66-67.
420 Brown 1999:300.
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hour of death,” the moment when he gives up the ghost also marks the point when his
experiences, emotions, fears and ultimate fate are beyond the grasp and ken of his
companions.®! And at that point it is often not the deceased’s experiences but those of the
audience that really dominate the narrative’s conclusion and deliver the tale’s edifying message.
It is possible that the literary popularity of this version (or vision) of the temporary judgment
grew alongside, and even to some extent outgrew, literary accounts of visions of the afterlife
(like that of the tollgates) because the “unseen drama” of the ante-mortem deathbed judgment
had a much greater and more immediate degree of audience involvement.*?? The bystander
could see for him- or herself what shape the trials at the hour of death took, rather than having
to learn these things from others. Not everyone had the chance to encounter a desperate
penitent returned from the Other World, but most people would at some point in their lives
witness the death of a friend or a loved one and, as Brown puts it, “what mattered in such a
deathbed scene was that this was an experience of the other world that all could and, indeed,
would share.”*? The edifying force of such tales, then, surely hinges on cataloguing the reactions
of the assembled bystanders who represent the internal audience of the story. As we see in the
account of Abba Stephen’s death, Klimakos plays up the terror that the dramatic spectacle
unfolding before them inspires in its viewers. The sight of the death of one of their own leaves
the spectators saddened, shaken and, most important of all, filled with a deep remorse and

dread at how unequal they themselves are, being weighed down with the consciousness of sin,

421 Jbidem.

422 For the audience, a story about an audience becomes a story about them. And one finds hardly any story so
interesting as a story about oneself.

423 Brown 1999:299 (my emphasis).
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to the task of facing this terrifying and inevitable ordeal. As stand-ins for the tale’s external
audience, their contrition moves the readers and listeners of the tale, in turn, to contemplate

their own mortality and how they might best prepare for the dreadful moment.

Homily and Tale
An account of a final conversation also occurs elsewhere in the Anastasian corpus, in a short
homily known as the Sermo in Defunctos.*** The Patrologia (a reprint of a late-18"-century edition)
attributes the sermon to Anastasios Sinaites and this attribution has for the most part, it seems,
been accepted or at least not actively questioned by scholars.*?> This is perhaps not surprising:
the existence of a number of tales and a homily on the same subject is typical of the richness of
the Anastasian corpus and mirrors instances where questions put to Anastasios in the
Quaestiones et Responsiones find their answers also in the narratives of the tales. In considering
the thematic coherence that exists between many of Anastasios’s works, Munitiz writes that “an
unusual advantage for the appreciation of Anastasios as a preacher is the existence of his other
writings. In many ways these shed a remarkable light on his mind.”#?* Munitiz, whose
experience with Anastasios and his writings (both as a commentator and as an editor) is
considerable, is not so sanguine however about the authenticity of this sermon and, because of
its generic character, deems the attribution merely plausible at best. He writes that the theme

“seems traditional enough and there is little to distinguish this from countless others. It could

424 The text can be found in PG 89.1192-1201.
45 See for example Brown 1999:300n46.
426 Munitiz 1998:221.
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be Anastasian, but could also have been written by almost any other Byzantine writer.”**”
Munitiz’s objection is certainly justified when we compare the work to other short homilies on
similar themes. For a fairly representative sample of their general correlation, we may compare
the opening passages of Anastasios’s sermon to the first few lines of a homily attributed to
Ephraem Syrus, the Sermo in eos qui in Christo obdormierunt.*”® Except for minor variants, these
two texts are the same. What’s more, another homily attributed to (pseudo-)Ephraem, the Sermo
de Secundo Adventu et Iudicio, includes phrases that occur both in Anastasios’s Sermo in Defunctos
and in pseudo-Cyril’s De Exitu Animi et Secundo Adventu, a text discussed at length in the first
chapter of this study.

What does this mean for the alleged Anastasian authorship of this sermon? First, it
should be noted that both Anastasios and Ephraem (much like Cyril of Alexandria and, perhaps
most famously, John Chrysostom) were well-known and prolific homilists whose name-
recognition often exerted, in the course of textual transmission, a kind of centripetal pull on
smaller anonymous or pseudonymous sermons, thus attracting them into their “orbit.” Bearing
this pattern in mind, we can outline a number of possible scenarios for the composition and
development of this text but, pending further investigation, they must remain tentative. It may
be that this work’s original date of composition must indeed be sought closer towards the

fourth century, rather than at the close of Late Antiquity. The immediate ante- and post-mortem

427 Munitiz 1998:232.

428 CPG 4028. Compare Anastasios’s Sermo in Defunctos, PG 1192A: «T({ to0T0 0nfjpeov, dyanntoi, omovdaiws OHov
Te kal afiwg ovvnxOnuev; LuvekdAeoev Yo NUAS Amavtag ot meodg Xootov ad’ Nuwv kAnBévteg adeAdol. Ao
Kkal mMEooéABweV MEOOBVWS TEOE XoLoTov Dpvwdiav» with the beginning of Ephraim Syrus’s text: «Ti tovto
onNpeQov, dyamntol, omovdaiwsg OuoL Te kKai afiwg ocvvrxOnupev;, XuvvekdAeoav yoQ NUAS ATAVTAG
opoBvuadov ol mEog Xototov ad” MNuwv kAnOévteg adeAdoil. Ao kal ovvrxOnuev mEOOVLWS TEOg XoLoTo
vuvwdiav.» For the full work, see Phrantzoles 1995:94-118.
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states were a noted matter of interest to the Desert Fathers and evidence of this survives both in
the Apophthegmata Patrum and, perhaps significantly, in the Vita Antonii. Another possibility is
that the sermon is in fact Anastasian (meaning, either by Anastasios himself or someone
working closely in the tradition), but that in the process of transmission it somehow also
became attached to the Ephremic corpus. Lastly, Anastasios himself may have come across the
sermon and adapted it for his own use, thus attaching his own name to it. For a working
hypothesis, however, we will suppose that in terms of its particular focus on the final
conversation — this being the central event which the homily is built around - it would seem to
fit in very well with the preferred themes of seventh-century monastic literature, which as we
noted earlier, had a peculiar partiality for the deathbed scene.*” In contrast to the evident
relationship between the tale of the taxeotés and the pseudo-Cyrillic homily discussed in the first
chapter, where the significant textual overlap forges an undeniable connection, the Sermo in
Defunctos closely resembles the final conversation tales — not in form, but in their substance and
in their concord of sentiment — that is to say that they treat the same event and draw similar
lessons from the narrative which they describe. It is also, at this point when no reliable modern
edition of the Sermo in Defunctos exists, difficult and perhaps even unadvisable to attempt to
establish any sort of primacy between the tales and the homily, i.e. which influenced the other.
Were they somehow developed independently? Both perhaps separately looking towards a
common earlier tradition?

The existence of a homiletic version of the final conversation, just as there is homiletic

rendering of the taxeotés story, indicates that there is a connection between the religious tales

429 Brown 1999:299.
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tradition and popular preaching which deserves to be explored. As a medium for spiritual
edification, the homily and the religious tale share many common elements: both seek to
elevate, instruct and exhort, and for this purpose storytelling was “a helpful vehicle for the
transmission of [Christian] values and the religious knowledge supportive of them.”4¥ Stories
thus formed the “stock in trade” for many preachers and there is another well-known sermon
attributed to Anastasios, the Homily on the Sixth Psalm, which has no fewer than three religious
tales embedded for illustrating the gift of tears. In Munitiz’s opinion, these three short
narratives account also for the continued scholarly interest in what is otherwise an
unremarkable text.**! The tales tradition (along with those homilies which use tales as their
narrative centerpieces) was able to address subjects that, owing to their lack of Scriptural
precedent, slipped through the net of “formal” theology.**? They represent an effort to reconcile
lived experience with a Christian belief system and offer the result of this process swathed in
layers of storytelling and morality. In the case of stories reporting a final conversation, we may
imagine that these sought to account for the “movements of the dying person” which, as Peter

Brown has noted, “were often terrible to observe.”#3 Such tales thus belong to a category of

40 Berkey 2001:19.

1 Homilia in sextum Psalmum (CPG 7751), PG 89.1077-116. Munitiz (1998:231) also notes the echoes of other genres in
this homily, “the popular nature of such a homily is clear enough. Its distinctive feature is the colour given by the
three stories. One thinks at once of the collections of stories attributed to Anastasios the Monk [by which Munitiz
means both sets of tales] and even in the Questions and Answers one finds examples of similar stories. Thus even if
one might prefer not to include this homily in the Anastasian corpus, the argument from internal evidence is weak.
It is the type of homily that he might well have written and distributed.”

42 This was not always the case however, and in Basil of Caesarea’s Homily on Baptism the great doctor of the
Orthodox church calls upon his audience to imagine their own psychomachia (which has no Scriptural but plenty of
classical precedents) and arrange their lives according to the outcome they wish to see in that moment: «Nvv
omeQ €ml touvtavng fotavat voplé cov v Puxny, €vBev UM AayyéAwv, kakeiBev UMO datpdvwv
dteAxopévny. Tlow doa daoelg v gomnv v kadiag;» (PG 31.432B).

433 Brown 1999:299.
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Christian lore containing a liberal admixture of “superstition and legend.”#* The inclusion of
extra-scriptural traditions was apparently not seen as problematic by the authors and compilers
of the religious tales, and the wide net that they cast for their tales is accounted for by
Anastasios in the proem to his second tales collection:

Good tales are those that shine a light on God’s Church, which strengthen one’s knowledge of
the divine, rouse souls towards the Lord and lead them away from error. They stir those who are
slothful in spirit, they steady those who are shaken, they bring compunction to hard hearts, and
they enlighten those who are foolish. Every divinely-inspired and useful piece of writ bears

witness to this fact.435

Good tales will thus be known by the fruits which they bear in their readers and not where they
came from; or, as Marinides puts it, “the primary criterion of inspired scripture was that it be
inspiring, i.e. that it produce the effects listed by Anastasios.”#¢ Christianity is, as Berkey has
said of Islam and of “all the great religions[,]...not monolithic or consistent” but filled with
contradicting or competing traditions.#” Re the Christian tradition(s) treated here, we said
earlier that these tales are “often in accordance with” teachings indisputably canonical. Where
they might, by the scrupulous reader, be thought to be at variance therewith, their orthodoxy
and acceptability are established not only by their edifying force but also by the probity — moral

and (in less contested matters) doctrinal — of their source.

44 Gurevich 1992:71.

#5(Binggeli 215) «Amynuata yag dyaba ékkAnoiav @eov padouvel, mEog Beoyvwoiav koatvvel, tag Puxas meog
Ocov E&yeipel, Ao mAAvVNG €miotoédel, Tovg OaBvpovg EfvmviCel, ToUg caAgvouévoug ortnellet, TOLG
okANEoKaEdioVE Katavvoaoel, ToUg adeAeic pwrtiler. Kai paptuget tovto maoa yoadn Oedmvevotos wdEALog
VAoV

46 Marinides 2014:351. Marinides also points out Anastasios’s striking “claim that his own collection is a form of
Scripture.” See also pp. 350-352 for a more extensive discussion of this subject. In addition to the good fruits that
reading religious tales brought forth, it probably also helped that Moschos and Sophronios, Klimakos, and
Anastasios were all in in possession of unassailable Orthodox credentials.

#7 Berkey 2001:19.
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Religious and popular homilies overlap not only in their themes but also in their style.
In an influential article on Byzantine levels of style, Thor Sevéenko argued that the best
conditions for the stylistic comparison of two texts occurs when the comparanda display
“alternative forms, but the same or related content: consecutive reworking of the same text by
its author: an original that can be juxtaposed with its paraphrases, done by another author or,
finally, works of the same author dealing with similar topics or falling within the same literary
genre.”#®¥ While it remains to be determined whether Anastasios’s tales and the Sermo in
Defunctos are works by the same author, it is certain that these works, though both belonging to
a class best termed “popular religious literature,” represent two different literary treatments of
the same topos. Both are also meant for oral performance and tend to the same lesson, but do so
by different routes — the low road and the middle.**® And, however we today may judge the
quality of their results, both attempts were justified by scriptural precedent, the one author
following the example of the Evangelists, who present their doctrines through a narrative
almost approaching drama, the other working in a more expository and self-consciously
rhetorical, Pauline vein. The thematic overlap between the tales and the homily allow us to
make a case study of how stories are used in popular preaching. How is the fopos transformed
when it passes from the simple and concise language of the tales into the explicit yet carefully

oratorical expression of the homily? Which parts of the topos are accentuated, expanded or

138 Seyenko 2001:199.

43 In terms of its stylistic register, if we follow the definitions set out by Sevéenko, the tales would belong to the low
level as the religious tale generally “uses largely paratactic structures; its vocabulary contains a fair number of
words unattested in standard dictionaries or coming from languages other than Greek, its verbal forms are not
Attic; its Scriptural quotations, more frequently than not, come from the New Testament and Psalter” (2001:291).
The sermon falls into the middle category, where “periods are rarely attempted and fill-words and clichés more
abundant, it requires the use of a patristic lexicon, and its Scriptural quotations are more frequent than its classical
ones.”
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omitted as they appear in each treatment and to what effect? We will now see how the final

conversation fares in the hands of a homilist.

The Sermo in Defunctos

The sermon begins with a lengthy preamble reflecting upon the blessed state of the deceased.
They, the homilist writes, “have departed from the storm and the rough waters of the world
and have moored in the most serene havens,” leaving the survivors bereft in the midst of the
tempest.*¥ But this blessed repose, the homilist continues, comes at a tremendous cost. In order
to reach this placid haven, the moribund must weather another storm even more violent and
inescapable than the trials of this false world — that is, to give account and be judged for one’s
deeds in it: “great then is [their] fear and terror and great also the mystery and the moment of
crisis, when we depart for [the place] whence no one has returned.”**! While we cannot firmly
conclude that the sermon is exclusively geared towards an audience of monks,*? the homilist
poses a number of direct questions which ask the audience to picture a scene very similar to the
ones Anastasios describes at the deaths of abba Orentios and Theodosios: “Do you not see, tell
me, when we sit around those brothers that are dying or fighting for their soul, do we not see
terrible things then?”44> Munitiz correctly notes that this sermon “gives a realistic account of the

death throes that many have to undergo” for the physical and emotional details of the process

“ PG 89.1193A, «EENAOOV TOL Xelp@vog Kat KAVdWVOC TOL KOOUOU, Kal €l TayYAA)VOUG TROCWQULOOV
Apévac.»

“ PG 89.1196C, «Méyag 6 tote POPog, puéyag 6 TOTE TEOHOG, péYa TO HUOTHOWOV, UEYAAT 1) megiotaols, Ote
vntayopev, 60ev oLdelg EMavEALTEV.»

42 The addressees are simply called dyamnntoi and «ot meog Xolotov ad’ fuwv kAnOévteg adeAdoi» (PG 89.1192A).

W PG 89.1196C, «Ovy 6pac, eimé poi, Mvika mEOG TOUG AdeAdols ToLg TeAsvt@vtag 1 PuxXoEEayoLVTAG
napakaOrpeda, ov Gpofega TOTE GEWLLEV;»
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of dying are abundant:*4
[HJow they endure, how they are shaken, how they wail, how they sweat cold and bitter
sweat, like men at harvest in the field, how they gnash their teeth and grow alarmed and

petrified, how they leap up from the bed, attempting to flee but unable to do so, seeing things

which they never saw before and hearing [things] from the Powers.5

Passages like this one are perhaps what Munitiz had in mind when he commented on the
generic nature of this homily. Indeed, most deathbed scenes follow a standard script of the
drama of death being “performed” before a hushed and fearful crowd of intimates.

The singularity of this sermon, however, lies in the prominent role assumed by the
internal audience and the peculiarly complete information that Anastasios provides about the
actual moment of death (to be differentiated from the death struggle); these seem to act both as
a supplement to and a commentary on the tales. As we saw in the tales, one of the principal
functions of the attendants is to provide palliative care for the dying person. In the sermon as
well, those present at the deathbed serve the moribund with watchful solicitude, wiping his
brows and eyes and applying water to his parched mouth.#¢ Their charity is attended by a
curious mix of fear and greediness for information. Interestingly, the terror that the bodily and
emotional torments of the dying man inspire in his audience creates a physical response in them
that to a certain degree mirrors his symptoms: upon seeing his suffering, they too begin to

tremble and their faces grow wet, not with perspiration but with tears.#” The intense sensations

44 Munitiz 1998:232.

45 PG 89.1196C, «Ilwg avéxovtal, Mg TAQATTOVIAL WS 0TeVALovot, mws DEovOL PuXEOV Kal TIKQOV, WG OL €V
ayow Oeorotal; Ilwg ol pév tovg 0dOvtac toilovowv, oi d¢ OauPovviar kai tagattovray Ilwg kAlvng
avammdwol, Gpevyewy BovAodpevol, ur duvapevol d€; OowvTtes dmeQ oVdEMOTE EWQAKATL, KAl AKOVOVTES VTIO
TV EE0VOLV... »

4“6 PG 89.1196D, «AmaAeidopev OV DQOTA TOU MEOCWTOL AVTWV, EKHACTOUEV TOVG TOVTWV 0POAApOVG, TNV
YA@ooav PAeyopévnv doociCopev GdarL...» See also 1197D.

47 “QOh, I have suffer’d / with those that I saw suffer!” (Tempest 1.2).
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of &leoc xal ¢pofoc produced by this terrifying spectacle of death allow the bystanders to
experience a lighter version of that dreadful passage, where the physical changes are reversible
but the psychic effect, they hope, will be a profound and lasting one. Their fear, however, does
not seem to diminish their inquisitiveness as they question the dying man and try to extract
morsels of information from his halting speech: “inclining the ear so that we might hear his
stammered words, we question him saying: how do you see yourself now? Do not be afraid; the
Lord will give succor, for he loves mankind.”# Catharsis must come in the end. This “scene”
calls to mind the fifth step of the Ladder, in which the prisoners seek similar answers from one of
their number who is about to die.**

The next section of the sermon focuses on a ritual that is also often alluded to in
Anastasios’s descriptions of death: the final farewell. Some of the stylistic differences between a
sermon and a religious tale begin to emerge clearly here: if we take the death of Abba Michael
the Iberian* as a representative of a typical final farewell among the monks Anastasios
describes,*! we see that mostly these encounters are heartfelt but also rather short and to-the-
point, or are at least described so. The dying brother in the sermon, however, seems to revive
temporarily from his death-throes to assume the role of orator on his deathbed and to deliver

along with his final embrace a rather rousing and extended speech on repentance, for the

48 PG 89.1196D «To ovg mpootiBevteg, tva OV PeAATUOV TOV avTOV dkoVvowHev Onuatwy. Eita émegwtouev
Aéyovreg, ITwg BAémels oeavtov agty; Mr) dpoBov, Bondet 6 Oeds: GrAdvOowmoc Y& €oTiv.»

49 PG 88.772D-773A «T( éotv, adeAdé kal ovykatadike, wg; Tt Aéyeig; Tl éAntiCeis; T bmoAapPavels; "Hvvoag éx
oL KOOV TO LNTovHEeVOoY, 1) oVk loxvoag; "Hvollag, 1) UmevBuvvog étt vapxels; "EPOaoag, 1) ovk émétuxeg; [...]
Tt Aéyec anAwg, adeAdé; Eimé futy, duowmovpey, tva kat Nuels yvaouev év noiolg péAdopev éoecBat oob yag
AOLTIOV 0 KA1QOG €kAelo0n, kat dAAov ov) ebENOELS ETL eig TOV alwVaL.»

40 Tale 1.15, discussed in the previous chapter.

41 Tale 1.15 (Binggeli 188; Caner 183), «Kal kateABOvtwv avt@v, émoumjoev eDXNV kal aomacapevog tov Ebotadov
0 véowv eimev- Eigrivn ooy, téxvov, kat edxov vmé éuov. Kal avakAivag éavtov év 1@ Tade HeETX Xaag Kol
ayaAAiaoews annABe mpog Kvglov.»
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encouragement of his disconsolate companions. In this instance, the homilist is truly able to
capitalize on the moments that will carry the greatest emotional weight with his audience and
elaborate on those as he sees fit. The tales frequently include direct speech but, more often that
not, these are a few sentences rather than entire speeches. The subject of the moribund’s
discourse is, predictably, regret and the necessity for timely repentance:
Have mercy on me, friends, have mercy and give me aid. Take pity on me and pray on my
behalf, so that I may find some remission for my sins, that I may receive some small measure of
mercy. I do not seek much, because I have sinned a great deal. Oh, how I deceived myself. How I
deluded myself saying, “I am still young, for now I will enjoy life! I will revel in worldly things

and indulge my flesh and then later will repent, for God loves mankind and surely will forgive

me.” Thinking these sorts of thoughts everyday, I wickedly wasted my life.*>

While this “catalogue of regrets” is something of a set piece in homilies of this type —indeed
there is a very similar passage in the De Exitu Animi**® — the homilist has tailored the element to
fit into his narrative scheme. The dying man addresses his companions and continually pleads
with them for assistance and prayers. As the external audience, we are constantly reminded of
the presence of the internal audience, who must witness this fearful scene at first hand.

When, at last, the dying man begins to slip out of consciousness, there is curiously no
verbatim report of the final conversation. What happens instead is a detailed description of the
physical symptoms of death:

[S]luddenly the tongue is loosed, the mind takes leave, and the eyes are changed. Then at last the
despotic Powers draw close...He quivers and is beside himself, seeing those fearsome Powers,

seeing their strange and powerful forms, seeing their rank which he has never yet seen before.

These things the departing one then sees, no longer regarding us, but towards those beckoning

2 PG 89.1197C-D, «EAenjoate, @ Giroy, éAeoarte kai ponOnioate. Zvunadnoaté pot kai mpooevéaole, tva ebow
giel puceay adeoty, tva AdPw pikgov Eket €Aeog. OV (Nt moAD, 6Tt fjuagtov moAv. Ofpol Mg Euavtov
nratmoa! Iawg épavtov événmatéa Aéywv, “Néog eipt €Tt Téwe dmoAavow Twv Tob Biov! Evtoudrow T kéouw.
Ocoamebow TV ghoka Kal €v VoTépw peTavow. PNavOowTog Yo oty 6 Beds, Kal MAVTIWS CLYXWENOEL
por.” Tavta évvowv kabBnuéoav TV Havtod LwnV KAk Edamavnoa.»

43 See PG 77.1073A sqq.
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Powers he gazes, wonderstruck. Perhaps he tries to whisper some imprecations at them as long

as his tongue is able to speak.45
When the spark of life leaves the dying man’s body and his survivors are left with only a shell,
they too, though grieved and dejected, have been forced to accept not only his death but also
their own:

[B]ut we, having interred the mortal body, we attend to the dead man with zeal at that moment.
And, having left him there, we return homewards, gloomy and downcast, we ourselves awaiting
the inexorable moment of death.455

The enduring popularity of the deathbed scene both in religious tales and in popular sermons
becomes readily apparent with a pressing question that the homilist puts directly to the
audience at the end of the work: “if the death of your brother will not chasten you, then no one
can be of any use to you. If you do not repent upon seeing a corpse, when will you turn away
[from sin]?”4%¢ The ideal monastic life, according to the teachings of Klimakos, consists of an
unending brush with death; a monk is supposed to have an “unforgettable memory of death” at
the forefront of his mind at all times.*” Like the inmates of Klimakos’s “Prison,” the monks who
attend the death struggles of their brethren are seeking a literal and metaphorical near-death

experience by carefully observing the throes of others. The slightly uncomfortable feeling of

#4 PG 89.1199A, «Efaipvng deouettar 1] yAwooa, avamoAel 6 vovg, aAAowobviat ol opOaApol, nvika at
deomotucal duvapels Aomov agayévwvtat... OAog BapPeitat kal éflotatal 60wV duvapels poBegac, OEWV
poodag Eévag kal koatatds, 6pwv talv v ovdémote é0edoato: TavTa 6 ATAYOHEVOS 00Q, NHAC D& OVKETL
kaB00a, AAAX TEOC Tac kaAovoag duvapels Oaupndeic éflotatat Towg d¢ kal Tvag deNoels TEOS AVTAG
notettat PLOveilwv, kabwe 11 YAwooa AaAety dbvatat.»

45 PG 89.1200D, «Hpelg d¢, 10 Ovntov copa KNdeVOAVTES, TEOC TOV KAQOV KOUICOHEV UETX OTOLONG TOV
teOvewta. Kai ékeloe kataAimovieg, oikade avaotoépopev, otuyvalovtes kal katndeis, éxdexOpevoL Kol

aVTOoL TNV ATAQAlTNTOV T0L BavaTtov oav.»

46 PG 89.1201B, «Ei un yao 0 8avatog tov adeAdod cov cwdovioel og, ovdelg duvatal oe wdeAnoewv. Ei pn
verQov PAénmwv petavonoels, mote Aowmov €motoépers;» This does not sit entirely comfortably with what
Abraham says when refusing to inform Dives’ brethren about the post-mortem state of their brother’s soul: «Ei
Mwioéwe kal Twv mTEOPNTWV 0VK AKOVOLOLY, 0V €AV TIS €K VEkQ@V avaorth netoOrjoovtars (Luke 16:31).

7 PG 77.725A, «pvrun aveniAnotog €£6d0v».
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voyeurism that attends the spectacle (and the graphic description) of death is mitigated by the
soul-piercing compunction which such a scene induces in the spectator and then in turn in the
auditor.

In the tale of Stephen of Byzantium, Klimakos also demonstrates the impossibility of
“cheating” death: despite their earnest endeavor to glean as much as they can from their dying
brother, the spectators are left in great uncertainty, catching only half of the crucial conversation
and finally, not having learned anything new but simply (and crucially) being reminded of
what they already knew: how important it is to avoid “being found unready in that fateful
moment.”** The use of the final conversation as narrative centerpiece shows the importance of
the story to the speech. Bare exhortation or a straightforward enumeration of principles, even
good ones, has almost nothing of the traction it can when driven by narrative or drama. The
didactic force of narrative that our homilist recognizes in composing his sermon here is
something that even modern textbook writers understand when beginning each chapter with a
case study. When it is told right, an edifying tale will not simply bring about a “tickling of the

ears,” but a profound “change in morals.”4%

48 PG 89.1200D «Hpeic pn avétotpol eVQeOUeV... &V T avaykn ékelvn.»
4% Marinides 2014:46.
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General Conclusion

A famous episode from the seventh-century Life of John the Almsgiver by the hagiographer
Leontios of Neapolis reveals this sainted cleric’s great fondness for reading religious tales: “Our
Saint, who was adorned with so many good deeds, was not wanting in this respect either, for he
dearly loved reading the lives of the holy fathers, especially of those who practised almsgiving.”
Once, when the patriarch had spent hours reading about the exceptionally charitable St.
Serapion, he became inspired:

He was so overcome and filled with admiration for his goodness, that he burst into tears and then
summoned all his own officials and read all these portions about St. Serapion to them and said:
“On my soul, you lovers of Christ, see how greatly a man is edified by reading the lives of the
holy fathers. For, believe me, until today I really thought that I was doing a little something by
giving away the monies which came to me, for I did not know that some, when overcome by
pity, even sold themselves!”

Apart from a tantalizing glimpse into the reading habits (presumably silent) of one of the
luminaries of the seventh-century Alexandrian church, this vignette suggests that for their late-
antique readers, religious tales were not merely an “appendix” to the Scriptures and the
writings of the Fathers of the Church but a ypa@n in their own right, as Anastasios calls them,
capable of filling their readers with an inspiration that brings them closer to God. After reading
about Serapion, the Almsgiver’s heart is set alight with such pious admiration for the man
whose chief virtue is one that he himself seeks above all to emulate. The religious tales, in
addition to being a “mirror for monks,” thus form a collection of “scriptures” (with a small s)
that was just as crucial to the shaping of individual piety as the stories of the Savior and his
disciples.

It is not surprising then, given the formative power that the tales held over the personal

beliefs of their audience, that death — that most universal of human universals — assumes a
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central position in the collections we have examined in this study. Where Scripture (with a
capital S) offers only parables, hints, outlines and perhaps mutually contradictory views, the
stories, as Wortley has noted, “fill in details and supplementary matter of various kinds” and
provide practical and poignantly illustrated guidance for the anxious believer unsure how best
to approach the dreadful moment of reckoning.4

Beyond the pastoral function of the tales, death also emerges, especially for the tale’s
monastic audience, as “a symbolic framework within which to cultivate and communicate the
contours of Christian ascetic identity.”?! And not only their identity, but their very
understanding of life. This attitude informs the behavior of the spectators at their brother’s
deathbed and makes keen their hunger for information: having been given the opportunity to
attend a “dress rehearsal” of their own eventual demise, they want to know if their life lived in
the service of this ultimate 7éAoc¢ is being lived well. If they still miss the mark (dpaptavew), a
poignant session with the death of someone like them — either in the flesh or through the word —
instructs them how to correct their aim. The penitent sinner who has been permitted to return
after a terrifying brush with the Powers of the air is sent back for the same reason — to become
an example unto many and to teach and emphasize the importance of repentance in the flesh.

But, while the tales teach that death is an end — to our heavy corporeal load, to the
transitory pleasures of this life (this “worldwynn” as we might say), and to the stark but finite
and ultimately surmountable struggles and trials of this existence — they also emphasize that it

is not the end. The letter killeth, but the inspired tale giveth life. And, just as deeds done in the

460 Wortley 2001:69.
461 Zecher 2011:212.
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corruptible flesh leave their imprint on the incorruptible soul,? so the light of a saint, even of a
solitary hermit, when glowing bright with virtue, will not stay hidden under the bushel (this
fictile vessel) but is revealed, celebrated and “translated” into stories for the instruction of
others. And these stories, coming down from the ever-standing mountain, “elevate” their
audience and invite them, one by one, to ascend, to bring their talents, and to enter as faithful

servants into the joy of the Lord.4

42 Cf. 1Cor. 15:53 (in re the resurrection).

463 Matt. 25:21-23.
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