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Abstract: This book explores the writings of Evagrius Ponticus. It seeks a
connection between the seemingly disparate aspects of Evagrius' mystical theology 
by approaching the relationship between psalmody and prayer from three 
perspectives. First, Evagrius' life, works, and spiritual doctrine are presented, 
followed by a description of the monastic discipline of psalmody as practised by 
Evagrius and his contemporaries; Evagrius texts on the interrelationship between psalmody 
and prayer are then considered. Second, Evagrius' recommendations on the usefulness of 
psalmody in healing of the passions are discussed. Finally, the biblical scholia are studied, 
which facilitate what Evagrius called 'undistracted psalmody', that is, contemplation by means 
of the words used in psalmody of the person of Christ and of Christ's salvific work within 
creation.
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Preface

Introduction
This introductory chapter begins with a discussion on the debates surrounding the influence of 
Evagrius Ponticus' writings in the Christian East and West. The main thesis of this volume is then 
described, namely, the analysis of Evagrius' practice of the discipline of psalmody. A connection 
between the seemingly disparate aspects of Evagrius' mystical theory is sought by approaching 
the relationship between psalmody and prayer from three perspectives: Evagrius' life, works, and 
spiritual doctrine; his recommendations concerning the usefulness of psalmody in the healing of 
the passions; and Evagrius' 'undisclosed psalmody'.

     

1. The Life and Thought of Evagrius Ponticus
This chapter discusses the life and writings of Evagrius Ponticus. The main source of information 
on Evagrius' life is Palladius, Bishop of Helenopolis, who spent nine years as a disciple of Evagrius 
in the desert of Kellia. Evagrius' writings are classified along a spectrum, with narrative treaties at 
one end, and collections of gnomic sentences at the other. His understanding of the spiritual life is 
summarized as 'the mind's long journey to the Holy Trinity'.

     

2. The Monastic Discipline of Psalmody
In the fourth century, the Book of Psalms gradually displaced other biblical texts used in so-called 
'canonical prayers'. Among the monks, psalmody was one of the exterior ascetical practices which, 
together with fasting, keeping vigil, and restraint of speech, were recommended by almost all the 
desert fathers of the late fourth century. John Cassian was one of the most important witnesses to 
the practice and spirituality of psalmody. The practice and spirit of psalmody are discussed.

     

3. Evagrius on Exegesis and Psalmody
Psalmody and the recitation of other biblical texts served as the gateway to gnostike, the 
perception of the inner purposes of God beneath the letter of the text. Evagrius believed that the 
art of biblical exegesis, which is part of the gnostike, has its own methodology, just as the 
progressive vigilant study of the soul, which pertains to the praktike, has its proper methodology. 
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This chapter discusses the five texts in which Evagrius reflects on the purpose and the goal of 
psalmody. These are De oratione 82, 83, 85, and 87; and Praktikos.

     

4. Psalmody as Spiritual Remedy
In De oratione 83, Evagrius presents his belief that psalmody serves as a spiritual remedy, a 
means by which the passions are calmed and the body's disharmony is rectified. The basis of his 
faith in the efficacy of psalmody as spiritual remedy is his conviction that it is above all Christ who 
is encountered in the psalter. This chapter explores Evagrius' understanding of the therapeutic 
power of psalmody, particularly its efficacy with regards to the healing of thumos, in light of his 
regular use of medical imagery, theory, and the title 'Christ the physician'. Because of their 
significance as sources for Evagrius' spiritual doctrine, the use of these categories by Origen and 
the Cappadocian fathers is emphasized.

     

5. The Psalter as Spiritual Weapon
Evagrius believed that the spiritual benefits of chanting the psalms went beyond the calming effect 
of psalmody on the passions. The soul is in continuous warfare against demons that employ 
logismoi (tempting thoughts) to prevent humans from praying or perceiving God. The Book of 
Psalms is a valuable weapon that provides models of spiritual progress, as well as a means by 
which prayer and contemplation may be attained. Evagrius recommends the practice of psalmody 
in the Praktikos, Antirrhetikos, and De oratione. Psalms in the Antirrhetikos and antirrhetic texts in 
the Scholia on Psalms are discussed.

     

6. The Psalter as Contemplative Vision
Evagrius believed that that Book of Psalms afforded a vision of the whole creation, including the 
daily struggles of the praktike, as refulgent with divine meaning. The psalter can serve as a 
training ground for the Christian contemplative, a kind of workshop in which the gnostikos learns 
to perceive the divine logoi in the events of salvation history recounted in the psalms. This chapter 
examines the dynamic relationship between praktike and theoretike, and suggests a reciprocal 
relationship between spiritual progress and biblical exegesis.

     

8. Conclusion
This chapter presents a synthesis of the writings of Evagrius Ponticus discussions in this volume. 
It argues that the monastic discipline of psalmody reflects the Evagrius' vision of the spiritual life. 
The underlying rhythm of spiritual progress consists of the movement between poles of praktike, 
physike, and theologike; that is, progress from concern with moral and spiritual improvement to 
perception of God in and beyond creation.
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Preface

This monograph arose out of an interest in the exegetical writings of 
Evagrius Ponticus and a conviction that the significance of these texts for the 
overall understanding of Evagrius' spiritual doctrine has yet to be 
determined. Gabriel Bunge has suggested that the recent recovery of 
Evagrian texts necessitates a re-examination of widely held assumptions 
concerning Evagrius' orthodoxy. It has now become possible, thanks to the 
ongoing editorial work of A. and C. Guillaumont and of Paul Géhin, to read
Evagrius' gnomic texts not only in the spirit of the anathemas of 543 and 
553, but also in the light of Evagrius' extensive exegetical scholia, which 
often served as the basis for his more obscure kephalaia. Clearer insight into 
Evagrius' esteem for the Book of Psalms has been made possible by M.J. 
Rondeau, who has edited a collation of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms based on 
MS Vaticanus Graecus 754. Her generosity in providing her collation for use 
in this volume is deeply appreciated.

The following individuals also provided valuable assistance in the preparation 
of this volume: Revd Edward Yarnold, SJ; Dr Alison Salvesen; Sr Benedicta 
Ward, SLG; Dr Sebastian Brock; Revd Jeremy Driscoll, OSB; Revd Columba 
Stewart, OSB; Revd Simon O'Donnell, OSB; Bro. Thomas Babusis, OSB; 
Revd Mark Sheridan, OSB; Revd Charles McCloskey; Revd Nicholas Heap; 
Revd David Forrester; Dr Douglas Burton-Christie; Dr Paul Ford; Dr Janice 
Ford-Daurio; Glen Dysinger; Christine Dysinger; Mary Heap; Ronald Berges; 
Jody Berges; Brent Lamb. To all of these and especially to Abbot Francis 
Benedict, OSB, who gave permission for the research which led to this book, 
the author wishes to express his gratitude.
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Introduction

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: This introductory chapter begins with a discussion on the debates 
surrounding the influence of Evagrius Ponticus' writings in the Christian East 
and West. The main thesis of this volume is then described, namely, the 
analysis of Evagrius' practice of the discipline of psalmody. A connection 
between the seemingly disparate aspects of Evagrius' mystical theory is 
sought by approaching the relationship between psalmody and prayer from 
three perspectives: Evagrius' life, works, and spiritual doctrine; his 
recommendations concerning the usefulness of psalmody in the healing of 
the passions; and Evagrius' 'undisclosed psalmody'.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, prayer, Christianity

The recovery in the twentieth century of texts by Evagrius Ponticus has 
occasioned vigorous debate concerning his influence in the Christian East and 
West. In spite of his condemnation for Origenism in 553, his influence on 
later spiritual writers was considerable. In the West this influence was 

primarily indirect through the Institutes and Conferences of John Cassian, 
1 

1 The details of Cassian's relationship with Evagrius are obscure: Cassian never 
mentions Evagrius by name, although it is likely that Evagrius is the subject of 
Conference 5.32 (Stewart, Cassian the Monk, p. 11 and p. 149 n. 101). Whether or 
not he was ever Evagrius' 'disciple' in the Egyptian desert, it is clear that Cassian 
was very familiar with Evagrius' writings. As Stewart notes, 'Evagrius was the single 
most important influence on Cassian's monastic theology' (Cassian the Monk, p. 11). 
The most complete study to date of Cassian's dependence on Evagrius is S. Marsili, 
Giovanni Cassiano ed Evagrio Pontico: Dottrina sulla Carità e Contemplazione. 
However, only fragments of Evagrius' exegetical texts were available when Marsili 
wrote: a comparison of Evagrius with Cassian with regard to the use and 
interpretation of biblical wisdom literature would probably demonstrate even greater 
dependence.

although Evagrius' own parenetic verses for monks and nuns were known in

Latin translation and were widely read during the Middle Ages. 
2 

2 The Ad monachos was especially well-known and has a rich manuscript tradition: 
Leclerq, 'L'ancienne version latine des Sentences d'Évagre pour les moines'.

In the East a few of his writings survived under his own name in Greek: 
3 

3 e.g. the Praktikos, the Rerum monachalium rationes, and brief collections of 
gnomic sentences, including the Ad monachos and Ad virgines.

a larger number were attributed to orthodox authors and enjoyed continuous

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

Dysinger OSB, Luke , Assistant Professor, Department of Moral Theology and Church History, 
Saint John's Seminary, Camarillo, California

Psalmody and Prayer in the Writings of Evagrius Ponticus

Print ISBN 0199273200, 2005 
pp. [1]-[5]



2 of 6

popularity; 
4 

4 Evagrius' De oratione was attributed to Nilus; his Epistula fidei or Letter on the 
Trinity survives as Basil's Letter 8; the Scholia on Psalms and Scholia on Proverbs
are mixed with Origen's commentaries; and other scholia including those on Genesis, 
Numbers, Kings, and Job are scattered throughout the exegetical chains, variously 
attributed, often to Origen.

others survive only in Syriac, Coptic or Armenian translation; and still others

have perished. 
5 

5 Only scattered fragments remain of Evagrius' commentary on the Song of Songs.

His vocabulary and insights are found in the writings of his disciple Palladius
as well as later authors such as (Pseudo-)Dionysius the Areopagite and 
Maximus Confessor.

Controversy concerning Evagrius' influence is broad-ranging: depending 
upon one's preferred vantage point, Evagrius can be assessed and described 

in very different ways. As Michael O'Laughlin has pointed out, 
6 

6 O'Laughlin, 'New Questions Concerning the Origenism of Evagrius'.

throughout history those who consider Evagrius' ascetical treatises such as
the Praktikos, Peri Logismon, and Antirrhetikos

end p.1

to represent the core of his theology have often regarded Evagrius as an 
orthodox spiritual master who assimilated and expressed the best traditions 
of the Desert Fathers. Others who consider Evagrius' Kephalaia Gnostica and 
the Letter to Melaniat o represent the clearest expression of his mature 
thought have portrayed him as a speculative, esoteric theologian who 
cloaked controversial doctrines in an enigmatic style, aware that stating 
them plainly would be dangerous. The breadth of controversy regarding 
Evagrius' theology can be seen in the contrasting interpretations of Elizabeth 
Clark, Simon Tugwell, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Irénée Hausherr, and Gabriel
Bunge.

In her book The Origenist Controversy Elizabeth Clark highlights political and 
sociological dimensions of Evagrius' theories, and their role in the Origenist 
controversies of the fourth to sixth centuries. Following Guillaumont, she 
argues that by the end of the fifth century it was not Origen's writings that 

were fuelling debate, but rather the theology of Evagrius, 
7 

7 Some of the doctrines 'of Origen' condemned in the anathemas of Justinian are 
actually quotations from Evagrius' writings: Clark reminds her readers that 
Koetschau's reconstruction of the De Principiis does not acknowledge this, and is 
based on the presumption that the anathemas are accurate quotations from Origen's 
works: Clark, Origenist Controversy, p. 86 n. 1.

whose works had become popular in monastic circles, particularly in

Palestine. 
8 

8 Quoting Bunge's introduction to Evagrius' Letters and adducing further evidence of 
her own, Clark posits regular lines of communication between Evagrius and the 
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Mount of Olives community under Melania and Rufinus. She suggests that it may 
have been their scriptorium that preserved and disseminated Evagrius' writings: 
Clark, Origenist Controversy, pp. 188-93)

She portrays Evagrius' spirituality as culminating in 'the intense and formless
contemplation of the Godhead that suggests no images to the mind and 

renders it one with the divine'. 
9 

9 Clark, Origenist Controversy, p. 84.

Thus Evagrius is a spiritual 'iconoclast' who emphasized a spirituality of
formless, wordless prayer and a correspondingly 'anti-hierarchical' 
soteriology, derived from Origen. According to Clark both of these teachings 
threatened the religious and political establishments that eventually 

anathematized both Origen and Evagrius. 
10 

10 Clark maintains that Evagrius' reworking of Origen's apokatastasis implied an 
ultimate levelling of all ranks in heaven, even those which once differentiated angels 
and human beings from demons. She reminds her readers that defenders of earthly 
hierarchies, ecclesiastical as well as political, prefer an orthodoxy that includes ranks 
and hierarchies in heaven: Clark, Origenist Controversy, pp. 99-101, 129-32.

Clark suggests that during Evagrius' lifetime his concept of 'pure, imageless' 
prayer had played a role in the anthropomorphite controversy 

end p.2

of 399. 
11 

11 A possibility first suggested, as Clark notes (Origenist Controversy, p. 66) by 
Antoine Guillaumont in 1962: Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica' d'Evagre le Pontique, pp. 
59-62.

She admits that Theophilus, Patriarch of Alexandria and instigator of
campaigns first against the anthropomorphites then against Egypt's 
Origenists, did not blame or even speak of Evagrius; nor did the church 
historians who described the controversy, all of whom who either knew 

Evagrius personally or at least knew his writings. 
12 

12 i.e. Palladius (who was Evagrius' disciple), Socrates, and Sozomen: Clark, 
Origenist Controversy, p. 50.

Unlike Gabriel Bunge, however, who believes that this silence vindicates

Evagrius' orthodoxy, 
13 

13 Bunge, 'Origenismus-Gnostizismus'.

Clark interprets it as an 'effective damnatio memoriae' by Theophilus. 
14 

14 Clark, Origenist Controversy, p. 84.

She suggests that the historians in question, all of whom were sympathetic
to Evagrius and Origen, may have deliberately avoided any mention of the 
role played by Evagrius' ideas in the controversy in order to protect his 

memory. 
15 

15 Ibid., pp. 44-50.
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For Clark Evagrius is 'the quintessential iconoclast, radicalizing and

internalizing the historical anti-idolatry campaign waged by Theophilus'. 
16 

16 Ibid., p. 84.

Clark does not pass judgement on Evagrius' orthodoxy, nor does she offer an 
opinion as to whether his influence on the later spiritual tradition should be 
regarded as problematic or beneficial. However, she does note in passing 
that from the perspective of modern philosophy Evagrius seems to have held 
a 'picture theory' of meaning, a theory she regards as having been refuted 

by E. Daitz. 
17 

17 Ibid., p. 81 n. 279. E. Daitz, 'The Picture Theory of Meaning', Essays in Conceptual 
Analysis, pp. 53-74.

She also quotes J. N. T. Mitchell on the futility of the 'iconoclastic rhetoric'
that typifies Evagrius' spiritual enterprise, and she concludes: 'Mitchell [. . . ]
highlights the futility of [Evagrius'] enterprise, given the contamination by 

language of all pictorial imagery.' 
18 

18 Clark, Origenist Controversy, p. 84 n. 319. Mitchell, Iconology, pp. 42, 165.

Sharper criticism of Evagrius is provided by Simon Tugwell, who has 

translated and summarized Evagrius' teachings. 
19 

19 Tugwell has edited and translated a critical edition of Evagrius' De oratione, and 
translated the Praktikos. He discusses Evagrius' theology in Ways of Imperfection, 
pp. 25-36.

He offers the following comment on Evagrius' doctrine: '[Evagrius was] one
of the greatest masters of the spiritual life and of psychology in ancient 
monasticism; but his theological and philosophical speculation led him into 

wild heresy, which incurred condemnation at successive Church councils.' 
20 

20 Tugwell, Prayer, p. 139.

end p.3

These two recent assessments of Evagrius' theology were anticipated in the 
1930s by criticism levelled by two noted Evagrian scholars, Hans Urs von 
Balthasar and Irénée Hausherr. It was von Balthasar who had first suggested
that Evagrius was the real author of a large part of the Selecta in Psalmos

attributed to Origen. 
21 

21 Balthasar, 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', pp. 86-106, 181-206.

In an article on Evagrius' metaphysics and mysticism he concluded: 'there
can be no doubt that Evagrius' mysticism in its fully coherent unity is 
essentially closer to Buddhism than to Christianity [. . . ] Evagrius is a true
mystic. But can he for that reason alone be regarded as a Christian 

mystic?' 
22 

22 Balthasar, 'Metaphysik und Mystik', pp. 39-40.

Von Balthasar was particularly critical of Evagrius' trinitarian theology, which
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seemed to him 'clearly subordinationistic' with an overemphasis on the divine 

unity at the expense of the uniqueness of the three Persons. 
23 

23 Ibid., p. 39.

Five years earlier Irénée Hausherr had raised similar concerns in his textual
study and commentary on the De oratione: '[. . . ] It must be said that
Evagrius never integrated Trinitarian theology into his mysticism [. . . ]
although theology is its supreme goal, Evagrian mysticism remains more 

philosophical than properly theological.' 
24 

24 Hausherr, 'Le Traité de l'Oraison', p. 117. These two articles were reprinted with
minor changes as Les Leçons d'un Contemplatif (Paris, 1960). In the corresponding 
passage of Les Leçons, Hausherr adds to his observation the qualification, 'at least in 
a trinitarian sense'. This has prompted Bunge to ask whether Hausherr may have 
changed his mind on the question of the inadequacy of Evagrius' trinitarian theology: 
Bunge, 'The "Spiritual Prayer" ', p. 206 n. 4.

In contrast to these appraisals of Evagrius' spirituality stands the work of 
Gabriel Bunge, a modern anchorite. Bunge's contribution to the scholarly 
literature on Evagrius is considerable: it includes a German translation from 
the Syriac of Evagrius' letters (the first such translation in any modern 
language), commentaries on the Praktikos and De oratione, a book on 
Evagrius as spiritual director, and numerous articles on Evagrius' Origenism, 
technical vocabulary, and relations with other contemporary monastic 
authors including Didymus the Blind and the two Macarii. Bunge differs from 
most other Evagrian scholars in his belief that it is possible to understand 

Evagrius in an orthodox way. 
25 

25 In this he is followed, albeit reservedly, by Jeremy Driscoll, who has translated 
and written a commentary on select proverbs from the Ad monachos (The 'Ad 
Monachos' of Evagrius Ponticus), as well as articles on Evagrius' spiritual doctrine 
('Evagrius and Paphnutius', 'Spiritual Progress', 'Spousal Images', 'Penthos and 
Tears').

Thus on controversial questions, particularly of soteriology and eschatology
where Evagrius is notoriously enigmatic, Bunge suggests interpretations 

end p.4

of heretical-sounding proverbs which allow them to be understood in an 

orthodox sense. 
26 

26 This does not mean that Bunge's presentation is necessarily distorted by what 
might be called his 'hermeneutic of orthodoxy': for the most part he offers his 
conclusions together with the views of other scholars and allows his readers to draw 
their own conclusions; as for example in his defence of Evagrius' doctrine of the 
Trinity against the criticisms of von Balthasar and Hausherr, 'The "Spiritual Prayer" ',
pp. 191-208.

At the heart of the negative judgements described above is Evagrius' 
doctrine of 'pure prayer'. For Evagrius the goal of prayer is the same as the 
final goal of human existence: union with God transcending all words and 
images. 'Spiritual contemplation' or 'theology' (Evagrius' synonyms for 'pure 
prayer') is the highest form of contemplative experience possible for created 
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beings. It is nothing less than an inward anticipation of the eschaton, where 
all diversity will be gathered into unity and the 'many' will be restored to 

their place within 'The One'. 
27 

27 Evagrius, Letter to Melania 27; Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 312; Frankenberg, 
Evagrius Ponticus, pp. 618-19: 'if into it many rivers [. . . ] are completely and
effortlessly transformed into its nature and color and taste—how much more will the
intelligible, limitless, and unchangeable sea that is God the Father transform into His
own nature and color and taste all the intellects that turn back to him, like tributary
streams reaching the sea!'

Evagrius' recommendation of formless prayer is based both on his
eschatology and on his doctrine of the divine nature. Relinquishing every 
thought and image is necessary in order to behold 'Him Who is beyond every 

sense-experience and thought'. 
28 

28 Evagrius, De oratione 4, Tugwell, Evagrius, p. 3 (cf. PG 79.1168):
.

What is needed is an approach which holds together these different 
depictions of Evagrius: on the one hand the much sought-after spiritual 
father of Kellia, Palladius' 'Blessed Abba Evagrius'; and on the other (to use 
his own terminology) Evagrius the gnostikos, the contemplative hermit in 
search of spiritual knowledge and union with God. Or to put it another way, 
what is needed is an approach to Evagrius which emphasizes the 
interrelationship and not merely the distinctions between the different levels 
or stages of spiritual development which are the foundation of Evagrius' 
ascetical and mystical theology.

In this thesis a bridge between these different depictions of Evagrius and a 
clearer appreciation of the overall unity of his model of spiritual progress will 
be sought in one facet of Evagrius' personal asceticism, specifically in his 
practice of the monastic discipline of psalmody. Very few studies of Evagrius' 
contribution to the Christian mystical tradition have considered his theology 
from the 

end p.5
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perspective of his own ascetical practice. 
29 

29 The work of Gabriel Bunge, Jeremy Driscoll, and Columba Stewart are exceptions 
to this generalization. In the first two chapters of Das Geistgebet, an introduction to 
Evagrius' De oratione, Bunge discusses psalmody and prayer in Evagrius and raises 
many of the issues covered in this volume. In The 'Ad Monachos' of Evagrius 
Ponticus Driscoll situates the proverbs of Ad monachos in the context of Evagrius' 
monastic discipline. In 'Approaches to Early Monastic Prayer' Stewart discusses 
Evagrius' epistemology and theory of prayer in light of Evagrius' daily practice of 
prayer.

Little attention has been paid to the fact that throughout his monastic life
Evagrius performed psalmody followed by a period of silent prayer 100 times 
each day: thus his own spiritual practice included the nearly-continuous use 
of words and images of the most varied and vivid kind. Nor has much been 
made of the fact that his longest work is a collection of glosses on the entire 
psalter, the Scholia on Psalms. In this thesis a connection between seemingly 
disparate aspects of Evagrius' mystical theology will be sought by 
approaching the relationship between psalmody and prayer from three 
perspectives. First, after presenting Evagrius' life, works, and spiritual 
doctrine, the monastic discipline of psalmody will be described as it was 
practised by Evagrius and his contemporaries; and Evagrius' own texts on 
the interrelationship between psalmody and prayer will then be considered. 
Second, Evagrius' recommendations concerning the usefulness of psalmody 
in the healing of the passions, especially anger, and in the refuting of 
temptations, will be discussed. Finally, biblical scholia will be studied which 
facilitate what Evagrius called 'undistracted psalmody': that is, contemplation 
by means of the words used in psalmody of the person of Christ and of 
Christ's salvific work within creation.

end p.6

1 The Life and Thought of Evagrius Ponticus

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: This chapter discusses the life and writings of Evagrius Ponticus. 
The main source of information on Evagrius' life is Palladius, Bishop of 
Helenopolis, who spent nine years as a disciple of Evagrius in the desert of 
Kellia. Evagrius' writings are classified along a spectrum, with narrative 
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treaties at one end, and collections of gnomic sentences at the other. His 
understanding of the spiritual life is summarized as 'the mind's long journey 
to the Holy Trinity'.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, biography, narrative treaties, gnomic 
sentences, spiritual life, theory

The principal source of information on Evagrius' life is Palladius, Bishop of 
Helenopolis, who in his youth spent nine years as a disciple of Evagrius in the 
desert of Kellia. In chapter 38 of the Lausiac History he provides a candid but 
disappointingly brief biography of Evagrius, to whom he occasionally refers in 
passing throughout the rest of the text. There is no doubt that Palladius 
wrote the Lausiac History in Greek; however, the Coptic version of this text 
contains additional details of Evagrius' life and ascetical practice not found in 
the Greek text. It has been suggested that Palladius wrote a longer Life of 
Evagrius which has been lost, but which was available to the Coptic 
translator who made use of it to augment the Coptic version of the Lausiac 

History. 
1 

1 The additions to the Coptic version of the Lausiac History are not of equal value: in 
addition to valuable interpolations they also include a few obvious mistranslations 
and misleading glosses. Butler discusses these in the introduction to his edition of 
the Lausiac History (Butler, Lausiac History, vol. i, pp. 115-19, 130-48). One portion 
of this additional material is of particular interest: namely, ch. 38.11, the 'Tale of the 
Three Demons Disguised as Clerics'. Since it is attested in a Greek fragment 
published by Cotelier (Ecclesiae Graecae Monumenta, vol. iii, pp. 117-20), this 
fragment enables one to distinguish between glosses by the Coptic editor and 
material probably taken from the source of Cotelier's Greek fragment (presumed to 
be Palladius' lost work). Butler rejects the theory of Amélineau, the editor of the
Coptic version, who suggests that Palladius' original Lausiac History was a longer 
work of which we now possess only an abridgment (Lausiac History, vol. i, pp. 
141-3). Butler concludes that the Coptic version is a translation from the received 
Greek text of the Lausiac History, augmented with both glosses by the translator and 
interpolations from another Greek Life of Evagrius. Butler does not agree with
Zöckler's conclusion that Palladius must have been the author of this second Life, but 
he admits that the author was probably 'a member of Evagrius' circle of disciples' 
and he tentatively suggests as a possible author the 'Albinus' whom Palladius 
describes as Evagrius' disciple, friend, and neighbour at Kellia (Lausiac History, vol. i, 
pp. 137-9, 147). Bunge, however, along with other modern scholars, regards 
Palladius as the probable author of the additional material (Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 
99 n. 112).

The apophthegmata of the desert fathers contain a few sayings and stories 
concerning Evagrius which are not found elsewhere; but for the most part 
they repeat material taken from the Lausiac History or from Evagrius' own 

works. 
2 

2 In the Greek Alphabetical Collection (PG 65.173-6) seven apophthegmata are 
assigned to Evagrius: of these § 5 and § 7 are sayings not attested elsewhere. Two
additional sayings in this collection concern Evagrius: the anonymous interlocutor of 
Arsenius 5 is identified as Evagrius in the Latin Systematic Collection (ch. 10, On 
Discretion 5, PL 73.912-3); and Euprepios 7 in the Greek collection is correctly 
assigned to Evagrius in the Latin collection (ch. 10, On Discretion 19, PL 73.915). 
The Latin Systematic Collection lacks one apophthegm found in the Greek 
Alphabetical Collection (Evagrius 5), but the Latin collection includes six additional 
sayings of Evagrius (chiefly citations from his writings), for a total of fourteen 
apophthegmata.

The anonymous Historia Monachorum
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end p.7

provides a few additional details, both in the original Greek and in Rufinus' 
Latin translation: the latter version includes several glosses in which Rufinus 
praises Evagrius, whom he knew well. Evagrius is also mentioned in 
Gennadius' additions to Jerome's On Illustrious Men, the Ecclesiastical 

Histories of Socrates and Sozomen, 
3 

3 Gennadius, Socrates, and Sozomen all appear to have made use of The Lausiac 
History in their descriptions of Evagrius' life. Socrates, however, seems to have had 
access to other sources concerning Evagrius, since he includes details concerning 
Archbishop Theophilus' intentions towards Evagrius which are quite plausible, but are 
not mentioned elsewhere. Both Gennadius and Socrates were familiar with Evagrius' 
writings: Gennadius translated several of Evagrius' treatises into Latin (On Illustrious 
Men 11); and Socrates quotes extensively from the Gnostikos, thereby incidentally 
preserving texts which would otherwise have been lost in the original (Ecclesiastical 
History 3.7, 4.23).

and the Letters of Gregory Nazianzen, Basil, and Jerome. 
4 

4 Jerome mentions Evagrius disapprovingly in three texts written about fifteen years 
after Evagrius' death: Letter 133.3 (ad Ctesiphontem); Dialogue Against the 
Pelagians, prologue; and Commentary on Jeremiah 4.1. His comments do not 
suggest that Jerome was particularly well-informed about Evagrius' life or his works.

The portrait of Evagrius' life which emerges from these sources, although
sketchy, is consistent and generally reliable, since at least in the case of 
Palladius and Rufinus it represents the testimony of eyewitnesses who knew 
Evagrius well. The limited portrait provided by these sources has recently 
been augmented through an extensive biographical study by Gabriel Bunge 
which serves as the introduction to his German translation of Evagrius' 

Letters. 
5 

5 Bunge, Evagrios Pontikos. Briefe aus der Wüste, pp. 17-111.

Bunge's study of the letters affords glimpses of the ordinarily self-effacing
Evagrius in his role as friend and spiritual adviser.

1.1 Biography

Very little is known concerning the first half of Evagrius' life. A native of 

Ibora in Pontus, he was the son a chorbishop and was born in 345 or 346. 
6 

6 Palladius states that Evagrius was 54 at the time of his death on the Feast of 
Epiphany (Lausiac History 38.1 and 38.13, ed. Bartelink, pp. 192, 202). It would 
appear that this was in the same year Theophilus of Alexandria issued his Easter 
Letter against the anthropomorphites and precipitated the first Origenist crisis; that 
is, 399.

Completely self-effacing in his own writings, Evagrius

end p.8
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nowhere mentions his youth or early academic training; however, his literary 
style and occasional citations in his writings suggest that he was familiar with 

pagan classics and classical rhetoric. 
7 

7 Wolfgang Lackner has studied the question of Evagrius' classical education ('Zur 
profanen Bildung'). He notes two citations from pagan authors in Evagrius' works: a 
quote from Sophocles' lost Polyeides in Evagrius' Epistula Fidei, and a reference in De 
diversis malignis cogitationibus to the opinion of a 'heathen author', who turns out to 
be Menander. However, neither citation proves that Evagrius had first-hand 
knowledge of these texts, since they are also found in Clement of Alexandria's 
Stromateis (4.2 and 7.6), which Evagrius knew well and cites elsewhere in his 
writings. Not mentioned by Lackner are: Evagrius' citation of Aristotle in scholion 96 
on Proverbs 7: 22 (which may stem from Hippolytus, cf. Géhin, Scholies aux 
Proverbes, SC 340, p. 197 n.); and Evagrius' reworking in Praktikos 89 of the 
anonymous peripatetic treatise De virtutibus et vitiis (discussed by A. and C. 
Guillaumont, Traité Pratique, SC 171, pp. 682-3 n.). The latter is strongly suggestive 
of Evagrius' first-hand knowledge of classical texts. Lackner further believes that 
Evagrius' letters demonstrate a familiarity with classical epistolography ('Zur 
profanen Bildung', pp. 20-2); while Evagrius' definitions and categories, especially in 
the Kephalaia Gnostica, suggest knowledge of Aristotle and Porphyry which may be 
direct or indirect. Bunge speculates that Evagrius may have studied at Cappadocian 
Caesarea (Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 20).

Evagrius was in his mid- to late twenties, or perhaps older, when Basil of

Caesarea ordained him lector, 
8 

8 Basil became bishop of Caesarea in 370; Palladius does not state how or when 
Evagrius joined Basil's clergy. The Coptic version of the Lausiac History mentions 
Basil's ordination of Evagrius' father, but Butler considers this to be a mistranslation 
from the Greek: Butler, Lausiac History, vol. i, p. 118.

and he remained a member of Basil's clergy until the latter's death in 379:
he thus spent nine years or less in Basil's company. It is tempting to 
speculate that Evagrius' later choice of the monastic life owes something to 
the influence of Basil's ascetical theology, or perhaps to personal experience 
of Basil's monastic foundations. However, Palladius gives no hint of monastic 
inclinations during this stage in Evagrius' life, and it is noteworthy that 
neither Evagrius nor his biographers describe him as a 'monk' at this 

period. 
9 

9 Scholars have occasionally referred to Evagrius as a 'fugitive [Basilian] monk': e.g. 
Bousset, Apophthegmata, p. 336; Hausherr, Traité de l'Oraison, p. 170. Bunge has 
pointed out that this interpretation lacks supporting evidence in the relevant sources: 
Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 22, 95 n. 14.

Emotionally shattered by Basil's death, he fled Caesarea at the age of
thirty-three, as he later explained apologetically to friends in his Epistula 
Fidei:

 10 
10 Evagrius, Epistula fidei 1.8-11, Courtonne, p. 23.

First of all, then, bewildered at the time by the unexpected [event], as 
men are who are suddenly terrified by unexpected confusions, I could 
not

end p.9
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control my [perplexed] thoughts, but I fled the situation afar off, and 
have spent a considerable time away from you.

In this letter, the earliest extant text from Evagrius' pen, 
11 

11 Bunge believes the Epistula fidei was composed in the first half of 381. Although it 
contains citations from Gregory Nazianzen's Oration 36, which Bunge presumes to 
have been delivered between November 380 and May 381, Evagrius makes no 
mention of or allusion to the (Second Ecumenical) Council of Constantinople which 
took place in May 381, and in which he is described as having played an active role: 
Palladius, Lausiac History 38.2, ed. Bartelink, p. 194; Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, 
p. 193.

he goes on to explain that after recovering from the shock of Basil's death he
was overcome by 'a longing for divine teachings and their attendant 

philosophy'. 
12 

12 Evagrius, Epistula fidei 1.11-13, ed. Courtonne, p. 23:

.

The search for these led him to Constantinople, to Basil's friend Gregory
Nazianzen, 'a vessel of election and a deep spring [. . . ] Gregory, the mouth

[piece] of Christ'. 
13 

13 Evagrius, Epistula fidei 1.17-19, ed. Courtonne, p. 23:

.

In the spring of 379 Gregory had assumed leadership of the small orthodox
congregation in Constantinople. Evagrius may have reached Constantinople 

quite soon after Gregory's arrival, perhaps only a few months later. 
14 

14 In addition to familiarity with Gregory of Nazianzen's Oration 36, described in n. 
11 above, Evagrius also borrows in his Epistula fidei from Gregory's Oration 38, 
considered by Gallay and Szmusiak to have been delivered in December 379. If this 
dating is correct, then this supplies a terminus ad quem for Evagrius' arrival in 
Constantinople.

Gregory 'took note of his fitness, and ordained him deacon'. 
15 

15 Palladius, Lausiac History 38.2, ed. Bartelink, p. 194:

.

Gregory mentions Evagrius in his Testament of 381, possibly alluding to 
Evagrius' assistance and support in the turbulent events surrounding 
Gregory's installation as archbishop of Constantinople by the emperor 
Theodosius:

 16 
16 Gregory Nazianzen, Exemplum Testamenti, PG 37.393. Gregory goes on to 
bequeath Evagrius, in thanks for his steadfast support, 'a shirt, a tunic, two 
cloaks, and 30 gold pieces'.
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To Evagrius the deacon who labored and strove together with me, and 
who so often proved his good will, I render thanks before both God 
and men.

Several points concerning this period in Evagrius' life should be noted. First, 
although he spent less than two years as a cleric in Gregory Nazianzen's 
service, Gregory's influence on him was 

end p.10
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profound and enduring. Evagrius employs appellations of deep respect in 
describing Gregory as one of his teachers and an important source of his own 

spiritual doctrine. 
17 

17 In addition to being 'a vessel of election [. . . ] a deep spring [. . . ] the mouth
[piece] of Christ' as cited above (Epistula fidei 1.17-19), Gregory Nazianzen is 

Evagrius' 'wise teacher'  in both Praktikos 89 (SC 171, p. 180) 
and Kephalaia Gnostica VI.51 (Greek fragment e20, Hausherr, 'Nouveaux fragments', 
p. 232).

Second, Evagrius was present in Constantinople as a member of Gregory's
clergy when Gregory delivered his famous orations of 379-81. In his Epistula 
fidei Evagrius draws enthusiastically from Gregory's Orations 30, 36, and 38. 
If, as seems likely, it was through Basil and Gregory Nazianzen that Evagrius 
became familiar with the teachings of Origen, then he would have received 
from these two Cappadocians not an uncritical enthusiasm, but rather a 

highly critical and selective approach to Origen's teachings. 
18 

18 Typified by their compilation of the Philokalia from Origen's De Principiis. Also 
note-worthy is Gregory's account of the creation and fall in Oration 38, discussed 
below, pp. 31-2 n. 98.

Finally, two famous personalities, Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome, were also
active in the circle around Gregory Nazianzen during this period, and it is 
likely that Evagrius encountered them in Constantinople. However, there is 
no indication that Gregory of Nyssa or Jerome took any particular notice of 
Evagrius at this time, nor is there any certain evidence that Evagrius' 

spiritual doctrine was directly influenced by either of them. 
19 

19 Numerous themes common to both Evagrius and Gregoy of Nyssa can be 
adduced, but their significance has yet to be determined. Thus, for example, I. 
Hausherr believes that Evagrius' allusion to those 'who speak of one ignorance which 
has an end and another without end' (Praktikos 87, SC 171, p. 678:

) refers to 'the authors of the Vitae 
Mosis', i.e. Philo and Gregory of Nyssa (Hausherr, 'Ignorance infinie', p. 360). 
Guillaumont, however, believes that this terminology derives from Basil and Gregory 
in their controversy with Eunomius (Traité pratique, pp. 679-80). Lackner suggests 
that in Kephalaia Gnostica III.76, V.12, and IV.68 Evagrius borrows from Gregory of 
Nyssa's use of Aristotle and Poseidonius ('Zur profanen Bildung', pp. 28-9); but 
Evagrius' own familiarity with these ancient authors cannot be excluded. This 
question belongs to the realm of conjecture, since as is noted above, there are no 
clear citations of Gregory of Nyssa by Evagrius, nor does Gregory of Nyssa ever 
mention Evagrius by name. As Bunge has concluded, the whole question has yet to 
be thoroughly studied (Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 21 n. 16).
In regard to Jerome, Evagrius never mentions him by name, except perhaps 
elliptically and with some anxiety: for example, in disapproving comments about 
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monks who write or speak scornfully of others (Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 93 n. 
14) and in his evident anxiety that the speculative Letter to Melania not fall into the 
wrong hands (Evagrius, Letter to Melania 17). Jerome criticized both Evagrius' 
doctrine of apatheia and Evagrius' friendship with Rufinus and Melania in his Letter to 
Ctesiphon, written about 15 years after Evagrius' death; but Jerome's criticism gives 
no indication that he knew Evagrius personally.

Upon Gregory Nazianzen's resignation as archbishop in 381 during the 
Ecumenical Council of Constantinople, Evagrius was entrusted to Nectarios, 
Gregory's successor. Evagrius demonstrated 

end p.11

great rhetorical skill in Nectarios' service, probably during the Council itself, 

'opposing all heresies with youthful vigor'. 
20 

20 Palladius, Lausiac History 38.2, ed. Bartelink, p. 194:

.

Gregory Nazianzen left Constantinople before July of 381. Within a short
time, perhaps less than a year, Evagrius also departed the imperial capital, 
never to return to Asia Minor. Nectarios' eloquent, successful deacon was 
fleeing an impending love affair with a noblewoman whose husband was a 

high civic official. Having been warned in an 'angelic vision' 
21 

21 Palladius describes it as an angelic vision ( γγελικ  πτασα) which followed prayer

(Lausiac History 38.4, ed. Bartelink, p. 194); while Sozomen (Ecclestiastical History
6.30, 9, ed. Bidez and Hansen (1995), p. 285) calls it a 'fearful and saving vision' 
which occurred in a dream during sleep,

.

that the affair could cost him both his reputation and his life, Evagrius swore
to obey the angel's command to leave Constantinople immediately and 'take 

heed for your soul'. 
22 

22 Palladius, Lausiac History 38.2, ed. Bartelink, p. 194:.

Despite misgivings upon awakening regarding the solemnity of an oath
sworn in a vision, Evagrius remained in the city only long enough to pack his 
belongings, and took ship for Jerusalem.

Although the choice of Jerusalem as his destination does not appear to have 
been inspired by any particular interest in monasticism, he became 
acquainted soon after his arrival with the double monastery on the Mount of 
Olives founded by Melania the Elder and Rufinus, who eventually became his 
life-long friends. However, their influence on him at this stage was 
insufficient to prevent a return to his former way of life; and for a time 

Evagrius wallowed in the life of an arrogant, self-indulgent cleric. 
23 

23 Palladius states that he reverted both in his clothing and in his speech to what he 
had been before the vision, and was overcome with vainglory:

, 
Palladius, Lausiac History 38.8, ed. Bartelink, p. 198.

His conversion to monasticism came as the result of a mysterious febrile
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illness which lasted six months and left him weak and emaciated. Melania 
became concerned and encouraged him to tell her his whole story; after 
hearing it she promised to pray for his return to health if he would resolve to 

become a monk. 
24 

24 E. White suggests that Melania considered the cause of Evagrius' illness to be his 
failure to carry out his oath to obey the angel and 'take heed for [his] soul'. Monastic 
life presented a way of carrying out this promise: Monasteries of the Wâdi 'n Natrûn, 
pp. 84-5.

He agreed, was healed within a few days, and straightaway received the

monastic habit. 
25 

25 Although Palladius mentions only Melania in connection with Evagrius' time in 
Jerusalem, Bunge emphasizes the significance of Evagrius' relationship with the 
whole community on the Mount of Olives, and especially the role of Rufinus. Rufinus 
admired Evagrius (his translation of the Historia monachorum in Aegypto includes 
complimentary addenda praising Evagrius' asceticism and erudition); and both he 
and Melania were the recipients of many of Evagrius' letters. Bunge believes that it 
was from Rufinus that Evagrius received the habit, and that Palladius' assertion that 
it was from Melania that he received the ceremonial 'change of clothing' (Lausiac 
History 38.8, ed. Bartelink, p. 198:) refers to her status as superior of the double 
monastery.

Shortly

end p.12

thereafter he embarked for the Egyptian desert, undoubtedly after consulting 
with Melania and Rufinus, and probably with the intention of spending time in 

the company of monks and teachers whom they knew. 
26 

26 Bunge believes that the 'Anatolius' to whom Evagrius dedicated his spiritual trilogy 
of Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica may have been a wealthy member of 
Rufinus' monastic community: Briefe aus der Wüste, pp. 32-6. He further suggests 
that the 'Albinus' whom Palladius describes as a close acquaintance of Evagrius in 
Egypt (Lausiac History 47.3, ed. Bartelink, p. 226) may have been a relative of 
Melania, and the person to whom Melania originally entrusted Evagrius on his arrival 
in Egypt.

Evagrius lived for two years in the monastic settlement of Nitria, 30 miles 
south-east of Alexandria. Following this initial cenobitic training he withdrew 

to the nearby hermit colony of Kellia ('the Cells'), 
27 

27 White believed Kellia lay 10-11 miles south-west of Nitria on the route to Sketis: 
Monasteries of the Wâdi 'n Natrûn, p. 25. In 1964 A. Guillaumont discovered a site 
15 miles south-west of Nitria which he believed to be Kellia; his discovery was 
confirmed in 1965 by archaeological excavations which continued at intervals over 
the next twenty years: Bridel, 'Le Site des Kellia'; Kasser, 'Le Monachisme copte'.

where he spent the remaining fifteen years of his life. Evagrius' biographers
and his own writings particularly emphasize the formative spiritual training 
he received from the two famous Macarii. Macarius 'the elder' also called 'the 
Egyptian', was in the last years of his long life. He had founded the monastic 
community of Sketis, about 36 miles south-west of Nitria; and he maintained 
cells in both Kellia and Sketis. 'The younger' Macarius, also called 'the 
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Alexandrian', was 'the priest of Kellia' and thus Evagrius' monastic superior. 
Since the hermit life as was lived in Kellia did not preclude travel for the sake 
of spiritual advancement, Evagrius sought opportunities to learn from 
famous monks, including those who lived at a considerable distance. Thus in 

addition to regular visits to Macarius the Egyptian in Sketis, 
28 

28 These visits may partially account for the popularity of Evagrius' writings among 
the monks of Sketis, his inclusion among their apophthegmata, and his occasional 
designation of himself as coming 'from Sketis' (Evagrius, Praktikos Prol. 1, SC 171, 
p. 482); however the latter designation may be explained by the fact that 'the term 
"Scetis" is sometimes used in our sources to cover Nitria as well': Chitty, The Desert 
a City, p. 12. It is possible that Evagrius also came into contact with John Cassian, 
who spent considerable time in Sketis, during

Evagrius is known to have visited John of Lycopolis in the Thebaid; and it is
possible 

end p.13

that he also visited Didymus the Blind who lived on an island in the Mareotic 

Lake near Alexandria. 
29 

29 Visits to Didymus may explain the otherwise unattested and somewhat surprising 
statement in the anonymous Historia monachorum in Aegypto that Evagrius
'frequenty visited Alexandria (πολλκις κατελθν ες λεξνδρειαν) to dispute with the
philosophers', (Historia monachorum in Aegypto 4.20.80).

Evagrius came to be known as a gifted abba, or spiritual teacher and guide; 
and as such he played a leading role in the intellectual 'Origenist' circle in 
Kellia. Its members included the four 'tall brothers', Ammonius, Euthymius, 
Dioscorus, and Eusebius, all of whom had been disciples of the famous Abba 
Pambo. Evagrius' own disciples included the later bishops Palladius of 
Helenopolis and Heraclides of Cyprus. Evagrius and the Tall Brothers came to 
the attention of successive archbishops of Alexandria, who schemed at 

different times to add them to their clergy. 
30 

30 White believes that Timothy's successful overtures to Eusebius and Euthemius 
took place in 375 or 376: Monasteries of the Wâdi 'n Natrûn, p. 131.

Of the four Tall Brothers, only Ammonius successfully resisted by cutting off
his own ear and threatening to cut out his tongue unless Archbishop 

Timothy's representatives desisted. 
31 

31 Palladius, Lausiac History 11.1-4, ed. Bartelink, pp. 50-3.

Around ten years later Evagrius employed the less drastic stratagem of flight
against Timothy's successor, Theophilus, who intended Evagrius to become 
bishop of Thmuis. Evagrius fled to Palestine, probably to Melania and 
Rufinus, until Theophilus relented; then he returned to Kellia and eventually 

sent the archbishop an apologetic letter. 
32 

32 Palladius, Lausiac History, Coptic version, ed. Amélineau, p. 118. Evagrius'
apology to Theophilus is his Letter 13, discussed by Bunge in Briefe aus der Wüste, 
pp. 102 n. 158, 187, 340 nn. 1-2.

Socrates mentions that Evagrius later chided Ammonius for his immoderate
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act, and was in return rebuked by Ammonius with the observation that for 
one as skilled in rhetoric as Evagrius, to refuse episcopal ordination 

amounted to the same thing as cutting out one's tongue. 
33 

33 Socrates, Ecclesiastical History 4.23, 75-6, ed. Hansen, p. 256.

As was not uncommon among the hermits of Kellia, Evagrius often received 
visitors at his hermitage, both monks and laypeople who sought his advice. 
The Coptic version of the Lausiac History describes this activity in some 
detail: he received monks on Saturdays and Sundays, and held discussions 
with them throughout the night; if any wished to speak privately with him he 

would see them individually in the morning. 
34 

34 Palladius, Lausiac History, Coptic version, ed. Amélineau, pp. 114-15.

He also received up to six or seven

end p.14

pilgrims each day, and any gifts they offered him were turned over to the 
steward who lived with him and managed his financial affairs. Evagrius 
supplemented the income from these gifts by copying manuscripts, a skill at 

which he evidently excelled. 
35 

35 Evagrius is credited with the ability to 'write the Oxyrinchus characters with a 
graceful hand' (Palladius, Lausiac History 38.10, ed. Bartelink, p. 200). In the 
nineteenth century Ehrhard suggested that the Euthalianus codex of the Pauline 
Epistles, which in a colophon bears the name 'Evagrius' and the date 396, is an 
example of Evagrius' activity as a copyist and editor: Robinson, 'Euthaliana', pp. 5-7, 
100-2.

Evagrius' letters and the testimonies of his admirers reveal him to have been 
a discerning and compassionate spiritual guide; however, his own personal 

asceticism was severe: his friend Rufinus described it as 'incredible'. 
36 

36 Rufinus, Historia Monachorum 27.7.3, ed. Schultz-Flügel, p. 364: 'Hic ergo
Evagrius incredibilis erat abstinentiae.'

He slept only a third of the night, spending the remainder of the night hours
pacing in his courtyard, praying, and meditating. During the afternoon he 
again paced in his courtyard in order to stay awake, and meditated on 

biblical texts. 
37 

37 Palladius, Lausiac History, Coptic version, ed. Amélineau, p. 113.

In addition to the customary twelve psalms interspersed with prostrations
and prayers which the desert monks offered twice a day as their 'canonical' 
office, Evagrius engaged in nearly perpetual psalmody and biblical meditation 
throughout the day. As will be described in detail in Chapter 2 below, 

Palladius' observation that Evagrius 'prayed 100 prayers each day' 
38 

38 Palladius, Lausiac History 38.10, ed. Bartelink, p. 200.

implies that Evagrius spent the majority of his day reciting the psalms and
other biblical texts. In obedience to the advice of Macarius the Alexandrian 
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he mortified himself by nearly continuous dehydration and he abstained 
entirely from fresh fruit and cooked food for fourteen years, although he was 
forced to mitigate this regime as his health deteriorated during the last two 

years of his life. 
39 

39 The Coptic version of the Lausiac History (ed. Amélineau, p. 112) mentions that
he suffered from urinary tract stones, a condition which would have worsened—and
indeed may have arisen—as a consequence of chronic dehydration.

Evagrius' life among the hermits of Kellia exemplifies that dynamic 
movement between contrasting extremes which also characterizes his 
spiritual theology. On the one hand his personal asceticism was extremely 
severe; yet in his capacity as abba he was gentle, and advised discretion. 
Similarly, in regard to his monastic confrerès he was a leading figure in the
'Origenist' circle of monastic intellectuals which included Rufinus, Melania, 
and the Tall Brothers; yet he readily submitted to the spiritual and moral 

end p.15
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authority of rustic Copts, such as Macarius the Great, and he accepted 
without complaint public tests of humility which were regularly afforded both 

seasoned abbas and newcomers to the Egyptian desert. 
40 

40 The Apophthegmata record Evagrius' gentle answer to a rather sarcastic reproof 
by 'the priest' (probably Macarius the Alexandrian) on an occasion when Evagrius 
spoke: 'We are quite aware, Abba, that had you remained in your own land you 
would doubtless be a bishop, in charge of many; but you now sit here [among us] as 
a foreigner' (

).
Evagrius, 'untroubled' (ο κ ταρ χθη), cited Job in reply: 'Indeed, Father;"I have
spoken once, I will not do so a second time" (Job 40: 35).' Apophthegmata Patrum, 
Greek Alphabetical Collection, Evagrius 7, PG 65.176.9-14.

Despite the constant flow of visitors and the demands of his austere regime, 
Evagrius' literary output was considerable. Some of his works were known 
locally in Nitria and Sketis and were probably disseminated there, while 
others, dedicated to patrons associated with the Mount of Olives community 
in Jerusalem, were probably copied and distributed through that monastery's 

active scriptorium. 
41 

41 Bunge speculates on the possible relationship to the Mount of Olives community of 
several friends and patrons whose names appear in Evagrius' works: Bunge, Briefe 
aus der Wüste, pp. 32-7, 50-4.

Rufinus translated several of Evagrius' works into Latin, 
42 

42 Jerome levels this as an accusation against Rufinus in Letter 133.3 (ad 
Ctesiphontem).

thus making them available to a wider audience in the West.

Evagrius died in 399 on the feast of Epiphany, just a few months before 
Theophilus of Alexandria's Easter letter against the anthropomorphites 
precipitated the first Origenist crisis. Thus by a timely death Evagrius 
escaped Theophilus' armed raids against the monks of Nitria and Kellia, and 
the exile which befell many of his confrères. During the 150 years which
followed his death Evagrius' writings inspired both criticism and admiration; 
but curiously, in the first decades following his death neither his critics nor 
his admirers bestowed on him the title (or epithet) 'Origenist'. Jerome 
disliked Evagrius' use of the term apatheia and was suspicious of Evagrius' 
friendship with Rufinus; but he seems to have regarded Evagrius as a 

crypto-Pelagian, rather than a disciple of Origen. 
43 
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43 Jerome, Letter 133.3 (ad Ctesiphontem); Dialogue Against the Pelagians, 
prologue.

Neither Palladius, Socrates, nor Sozomen associate Evagrius with the first
Origenist crisis, which they otherwise recount in detail. Palladius' failure to 
associate Evagrius with Origen is particularly surprising, since Palladius 
considered expertise in Origen a high attainment, almost a sign of sanctity; 
and he extols other desert fathers and mothers precisely 

end p.16

because they pored over the famous Alexandrian's works. 
44 

44 Palladius, Lausiac History II.4, ed. Bartelink, pp. 52-4 (of Ammonius); and Lausiac 
History 55.3, ed. Bartelink, p. 252 (of Melania the Elder).

That Palladius does not praise his own teacher, Evagrius, in these terms
suggests that Evagrius' 'Origenism' was either less apparent or less a source 
of concern to his contemporaries than it was to those who later came to 
know his writings.

It was not until 553 that paraphrases and partial citations from Evagrius' 
writings were condemned by the emperor Justinian; and it was not until 
some time later, perhaps as late as the seventh century, that Evagrius' name 
began to appear regularly alongside that of Origen and Didymus in the list of 

anathemas. 
45 

45 The controversy surrounding Evagrius' Christology is discussed below in Chapter 
6.2 and Appendix 1.

These anathemas were occasioned in large measure by the exaggerated
(and by then clearly heretical) Christology and eschatology of certain 
sixth-century Palestinian monks who were fascinated with the writings of 
Origen and apparently also with Evagrius' more obscure treatises, especially 

the Kephalaia Gnostica. 
46 

46 The so-called 'isochrist' monks were accused of believing that all 'will be the equal 
of Christ in the apokatastasis'. See below, p. 200 n. 5. The accusations against them 
are detailed in Cyril of Scythopolis' Life of Sabbas, especially chapters 36, 83-5, and 
90. Guillaumont discusses the later fate of Evagrius' writings and theology in Les 
'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 124-66.

The acrimony aroused during this second Origenist controversy so
stigmatized Evagrius' memory that efforts were made not only to destroy his 
works, but to expunge his name from the apophthegmata and the early 
monastic histories. These efforts were largely ignored in the Syrian and 
Armenian churches, where Evagrius' writings were cherished and where he is 

venerated as a saint, 
47 

47 Evagrius' cult has also recently been approved in the Roman Catholic Church. He 
is included in the most recent edition of Butler's Lives of the Saints (1997), with 
directions that his feast day of 11 February may be celebrated as an optional 
memorial.

as the manuscript illumination reproduced here attests.
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1.2 Writings

From the perspective of literary genre Evagrius' writings can be classified
along a spectrum consisting at one end of narrative treatises and at the
other of collections of gnomic sentences (κε λαια). The narrative treatises

are discursive in structure: they are prose texts divided into clearly defined
chapters and subsections in which

end p.17

From the Armenian Lives of the Desert Fathers (MS Jerusalem
285, p. 778), this illumination is probably by Thaddeus Avramenc, 
a fifteenth-century monk of the monastery of St Antony in Kaffa 
in the Crimea. The text accompanying the illumination establishes 
with certainty that this is intended as a depiction of Evagrius 
Ponticus.Reproduced from Nira Stone, The Kaffa Lives of the 
Desert Fathers: A Study in Armenian Manuscript Illlumination, pl. 
18, fig. 43.

ideas are discussed sequentially. In contrast, the kephalaia are collections of 
brief sentences which often resemble poetry and vary considerably in their 
arrangement: in some texts they are arranged in an obvious and orderly 
way, while in others the underlying significance of their sequence is obscure. 
The distinction between narrative texts and kephalaia is not absolute, since 
the narrative texts often contain brief series of proverbs, while several of the 
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collections of kephalaia contain occasional narrative paragraphs.

end p.18

1.2.1 Narrative Treatises and Letters

The narrative treatises consist of three 48 

48 A fourth text, the Praktikos, might also be classified among the narrative treatises 
had Evagrius himself not described it as 'one hundred kephalaia on matters of the 
praktiké', ( κατ ν µν κεαλαοις τ πρακτικ ). Evagrius, Praktikos, Introduction, SC 171, 
p. 492.

parenetic texts which offer advice on the spiritual life from Evagrius'
perspective as a hermit. Unlike many of his other treatises, these three texts
are not structured according to Evagrius' system of the eight principal
λογισµο , or tempting-thoughts. The shortest of these, Rerum monachalium 
rationes, differs from Evagrius' other writings both in spiritual vocabulary 
and in its primary emphasis on exterior matters, such as diet, clothing, and 

attachment to possessions, persons, and places. 
49 

49 In Rerum monachalium rationes the goal of monastic ascesis is termed συχα,
inward stillness, rather than π θεια, freedom from passions. Evagrius' technical
division of the spiritual life into πρακτικ, υσικ, and θεολογικ is conspicuously absent
from this text, as is any detailed discussion of λογισµο , tempting thoughts: instead, 
the importance of guarding one's thoughts is mentioned briefly and a vivid 
meditation on heaven and hell is presented.

The Rerum monachalium rationes is probably one of Evagrius' early works, 

and is intended for newcomers to the solitary life. 
50 

50 The atypical features described in the preceding footnote may reflect an early 
date, prior to Evagrius' comprehensive systematization of the spiritual life, or they 
may reflect Evagrius' intention to address only 'elementary' subjects in a text for 
monastic neophytes (Rerum monachalium rationes 3, PG 40.1253). The question of 
Evagrius' authorship of this text has been raised, but it is not seriously doubted: 'it 
contains nothing specifically Evagrian, and one would not otherwise have any 
particular reason for attributing this document to Evagrius if the manuscript 
tradition, both Greek and Syriac [. . . ] did not appear very firm on this attribution'
(A. and C. Guillaumont, 'Évagre le Pontique', col. 1635). Additional evidence of very
early attribution of this text to Evagrius is a citation from it (the meditation on hell 
mentioned above: PG 40.1261), which is included among the apophthegmata 
attributed to Evagrius in the Latin Systematic Collection (ch. 3, 'On Compunction' 3), 
the Greek Systematic Collection (ch. 3, 'On Compunction' 2) and the Greek 
Alphabetical Collection ('Evagrius' 1).

The second narrative treatise, Tractatus ad Eulogium, is a much longer work 
which covers a wide range of monastic topics. Peri Logismon is particularly 
concerned with the art of discerning the origin of thoughts; in this text 
Evagrius contrasts the rejection of demonic temptations with the cultivation 
of divine or angelic thoughts.

Similar in literary form to the narrative treatises are Evagrius' 63 letters, in
which he discusses subjects covering all aspects of the spiritual life. The two
longest of these contain his only extended discussion of θεολογα, Evagrius'
term for doctrine concerning the divine nature. The Epistula fidei (Letter 63) 
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may be Evagrius' earliest extant work: it is an explication and defence of the 
orthodox doctrine of the Trinity written during Evagrius' years as a deacon in 

end p.19

Constantinople. The Letter to Melania (Letter 64) is a very late work, 
perhaps one of the last from Evagrius' pen, and contains a cautious, 
allegorical discussion of eschatology and trinitarian theology.

1.2.2 Kephalaia and Exegetical Texts

There is a close relationship between Evagrius' exegetical scholia and his 
gnomic kephalaia. The difference in them lies chiefly in structure and 
organization of the collections: whereas the scholia explicate select, 
successive verses from a biblical book, the kephalaia are generally arranged 
in a deliberate, often obscure order. Evagrius' kephalaia are generally
intended as an aid towards θεωρα, prayerful contemplation of the creator
and his creation; they therefore do not usually provide the orderly and
detailed discussions found in the parenetic treatises. Instead they are

composed of a variable but often symbolic 
51 

51 In his introduction to De oratione Evagrius provides a detailed numerological 
analysis of the number of sentences in the work: 153 kephalaia, the same number as 
in the miraculous catch of fish in John 21: 11. Similarly, the Kephalaia Gnostica is 
divided into six books of ninety chapters each; in the last sentence Evagrius advises 
the reader to interpret the work 'according to the number of the six days of creation' 
(Kephalaia Gnostica VI.90, ed. Guillaumont, p. 419).

number of kephalaia, a word which is often translated as 'chapters', but 
which in Evagrius' case could be better rendered as 'sentences', or more 
precisely, 'sentence-summaries'. These kephalaia are often arranged in 
parallel couplets or thematic 'chains' of variable length. Within these chains 
concepts are contrasted and explored from different perspectives. There is 
often a didactic purpose behind both the ordering of concepts within chains 
and the sequence of chains within treatises, but this underlying purpose may 
not be immediately apparent; it sometimes becomes so only after multiple 
re-readings and careful study of the text. The development of ideas in the 

Kephalaia Gnostica, for example, has been described as 'polyphonic' 
52 

52 Guillaumont Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', p. 36.

rather than progressive, and '[deliberately] enigmatic [. . . ] for the sake of

stimulating meditation'. 
53 

53 A. and C. Guillaumont, 'Évagre le Pontique', col. 1736.

This description could be aptly applied to Evagrius' other collections of
kephalaia as well.

In his kephalaia Evagrius often deliberately imitates the sapiential literature 
of the Old Testament, particularly the Book of Proverbs. He inherited from 
Origen the conviction that the biblical wisdom literature sequentially 
symbolizes and teaches the necessity of moving 
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beyond the material world into the spiritual or 'intelligible' realm; and he 
regarded the genre of proverbs as the best way to convey 'intelligible 

things'. 
54 

54 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Proverbs 1: 1, SC 397, p. 90: 'A proverb is a saying which 
by means of sensible things conveys the meaning of intelligible things'

.

The underlying structure of some of these collections reflects what Evagrius
considered to be an essential ordering in the spiritual life. He believed that 

virtues are to be acquired in a specific sequence; 
55 

55 Evagrius, Gnostikos 6, SC 356, p. 96: 'Additionally, he strives to practice all the 
virtues, equally, continuously, and in proper order; for there is an orderly sequence 
among them and within himself'

. Cf. 
also Ad monachos 137 and Kephalaia Gnostica VI.90.

and in some of his works he makes it clear his doctrines are to be
progressively comprehended, thus his readers were to memorize and 

meditate on his proverbs in a sequential fashion. 
56 

56 This is particularly true of Evagrius' trilogy of Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia 
Gnostica. After beseeching later copyists not to join together separate kephalaia, but 
rather to preserve their correct ordering and numbering, Evagrius explains: 'In this 
way the order of the chapters is safeguarded, and what is said will be clear,' 
Guillaumont, Traité Pratique 1, SC 170, p. 147

. Jeremy Driscoll 
notes this and emphasizes this point in his study of Evagrius' Ad monachos (The 'Ad 
Monachos', p. 3 n 12; cf. also pp. 13-18, 305-6, 319-22)

This understanding is important for the accurate interpretation of these texts
since Evagrius, imitating the Book of Proverbs, often introduces concepts in 
an ambiguous or even polemical way in order to explore them more fully in 
succeeding sentences, or in chains which occur later in the text. In this way 
his readers are invited to experience for themselves both the progressive 
acquisition of spiritual knowledge and the interrelationships which exist 
between different doctrines. It thus follows that these kephalaia can only be 
accurately interpreted in light of their specific context and of the overall 
structure of the work in which they occur. Nevertheless, this approach to 
interpreting Evagrius' more obscure texts and doctrines is a comparatively 

recent feature of Evagrian scholarship. 
57 

57 The principal exponents of this approach are G. Bunge and J. Driscoll, cf. above p. 
000 n. 25.
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The relationship between Evagrius' choice of literary form and his didactic 
method is most clearly seen in the spiritual trilogy of Praktikos, Gnostikos, 
and Kephalaia Gnostica. Evagrius associates the Praktikos (which is subtitled
'the monk') with ascetical struggle (τ  πρακτικ ) and the Gnostikos and 

Kephalaia Gnostica with contemplative knowledge (τ  γνωστικ ). 
58 

58 Evagrius, Praktikos, Introduction 9, SC 171, p. 492.

The introduction to the Praktikos is 

end p.21

written in the form of a letter, and the first two-thirds of the work provide a 
continuous prose discussion of virtues and vices, with only an occasional 

sprinkling of brief sentence-summaries. 
59 

59 Of the first 61 chapters of the Praktikos, only chapters 1-4 and 17-20 (13 per 
cent) are unambiguously of the brief, gnomic type.

However, immediately after chapter 60 in which Evagrius discusses the
possibility of attaining 'perfect apatheia', he shifts the literary style of the 
remaining chapters, so that the latter third of the Praktikos consists almost 

entirely of gnomic sentences. 
60 

60 Excluded from consideration here are the apophthegmata with which both the 
Praktikos and the Gnostikos conclude. Of the last third of the Praktikos 90 per cent 
(chapters 61-71, 74-88, and 90) are of the gnomic type.

In the Gnostikos, the second volume of his trilogy, the majority of its 50 

chapters are brief sentences; 
61 

61 All but eleven of the 50 chapters of the Gnostikos are brief sentences. The 
exceptions are: the four concluding apophthegmata (chapters 44-8) and chapters 14, 
18, 20, 25, 28, and 34.

and, as will be described below in Chapter 1.2.2 and Appendix 1, the 540 
chapters of the Kephalaia Gnostica are Evagrius' most obscure collection of 
gnomic sentences. The reader of this trilogy is thus initiated via a parenetic 
treatise into successive levels of spiritual knowledge which are described in 
progressively more compact and enigmatic kephalaia.

Evagrius' gnomic collections vary considerably in length and structure, from 
the extremely brief Sententiae sex to the 540 kephalaia of the Kephalaia 
Gnostica. Evagrius' other works of this type are the Skemmata, De oratione, 
Ad monachos, Ad virginem, Institutio ad monachos, De magistris et 
discipulis, and four collections of sentences: the Capita parenetica; Capitula 
xxxiii; Sententiae per alphabeticum dispositae; and Aliae sententiae.

Although a few of Evagrius' kephalaia are citations from known collections 
which were popular in Christian circles in Evagrius' day, such as the 
Sentences of Sextus, the sources from which he borrows most extensively to 
create his gnomic collections are his own commentaries on the scriptures. 
Evagrius describes his commentaries as belonging to the well-known genre 

of scholia, literally 'marginal annotations', on successive, selected verses. 
62 
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62 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 88: 9(2) (cf. ed. Pitra, 88: 9, vol. iii, p. 160).

His biblical scholia vary in form from paragraph-length, narrative expositions
of particularly rich texts to the much more common brief definitions and 
summaries which, stripped of the biblical verses they explicate, often 
reappear as kephalaia in the gnomic collections. The majority of Evagrius' 
scholia are succinct sentences; expositions of paragraph-length or longer 
occur, but are uncommon. Extant are 

end p.22

Evagrius' scholia on the books of Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job; he 
probably also wrote scholia on the Song of Songs and perhaps on other 

biblical books as well, but of these no certain traces remain. 
63 

63 In 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', pp. 87-9, Balthasar discusses fragments which 
suggest that Evagrius wrote commentaries, now lost, on Books of the Pentateuch 
and on the Song of Songs. Also suggestive of a lost commentary on the Song of 
Songs are recently discovered kephalaia in which Evagrius deliberately imitates both 
the style and themes of the Song of Songs: Géhin, 'Evagriana d'un manuscrit
basilien', pp. 71-3.

The Scholia on Psalms is the longest extant work from Evagrius' pen. 
64 

64 There are no published estimates of the length of the Scholia on Job currently 
being recovered from exegetical chains and edited by Paul Géhin: cf. his
'Avant-Propos' to the Scholia on Proverbs, SC 340, pp. 8, 90-1. However, in his 
article Géhin estimates the total number of scholia attributable to Evagrius at nearly
2,000. The Scholia on Psalms number 1,354; there are 73 Scholia on Ecclesiastes; 
and there are 382 Scholia on Proverbs. Unless Géhin's total includes fragments from
the putative Scholia on Genesis and on Exodus, this leaves around 191 Scholia on 
Job.

Unaccountably, neither Evagrius' critics nor those sympathetic to his cause 
ever attributed to him commentaries on the scriptures, despite the fact that 
biblical scholia represent a very large part, perhaps the majority, of Evagrius' 
literary output. Palladius, Evagrius' disciple, refers enigmatically to his 
master's ερ  but whether this refers to the exegetical writings is 

uncertain. 
65 

65 Palladius states concerning Evagrius:

(Palladius, The Lausiac History 38.10, Bartelink, p. 200). R. Meyers translates: '[he]
then drew up three holy books for monks—Controversies they are called—on the arts
to be used against demons.' Balthasar, however, prefers the text printed in Migne:
[. . . ] τρα βιβλα: Ἱερ , Μοναχ ν, ντιρρητικ ν, οτως καλοµενα, τ ς πρ ς τος δα
µονας ποτιθµενος τχνας, (PG 34.1193-4). This variant reading describes three
different 'books' (or categories of books), namely (1) hiera, 'sacred things', (2) 'the 
monk', and (3) Antirrhetikos. Balthasar believes that ερ  refers to the scholia on 
'sacred' scripture: Balthasar, 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', pp. 86-7. Few contemporary 
Evagrian scholars agree with Von Balthasar on this point. However, little notice has 
been taken of Evagrius' own reference to the 'priestly third' level of philosophy and 
exegesis in scholion 25 on Psalm 76: 21 (cf. Pitra 76.21, vol. 3, p. 109):. Evagrius' 
appropriation of these categories from Clement of Alexandria (Stromateis 1.28) is 
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discussed below in Chapter 3.1. For Evagrius one of the principal tasks of the 
Christian gnostikos or spiritual teacher is theoria physiké, the contemplation of God 
in creation, especially with the aid of spiritual exegesis of the Bible. If by hiera
Palladius meant Evagrius' (and Clement's) hierurgic level of contemplation it is 
possible that Balthasar was correct.

What is clear is that soon after their composition Evagrius' biblical scholia
were attributed to other writers, chiefly Origen, and were subsequently 
transmitted in the exegetical chains. The Scholia on Proverbs and on 
Ecclesiastes have been published in Sources Chrétiennes, the Scholia on Job
are currently being edited by Paul Géhin, and the Scholia on Psalms can be 
reconstructed from printed sources according to a key 

end p.23

published by M.-J. Rondeau, who has been working on the critical edition of 

the Scholia on Psalms since 1960. 
66 

66 Rondeau, 'Le commentaire', pp. 307-48. M.-J. Rondeau has kindly made available 
for use in this volume an unpublished collation of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms based 
on MS Vaticanus Graecus 754.

One final work, Evagrius' Antirrhetikos, is unique among his writings and was 

of particular interest to his biographers. 
67 

67 Palladius (Lausiac History 38.10), Gennadius (On Illustrious Men 11) and Socrates 
(Ecclesiastical History 4.23) all mention it; and Gennadius translated the 
Antirrhetikos into Latin.

It bears a superficial resemblance to his biblical scholia insofar as it cites and
to some extent interprets successive biblical texts; but its goal is quite 
different from the scholia. The Antirrhetikos is a collection of Bible verses 
intended for use in spiritual 'warfare'. Evagrius provides 492 brief texts from 
the scriptures, usually consisting of only one or two verses, for use in 
'contradiction' ( ντ ρ ησι ς) of the demons which tempt the soul to gluttony,

lust, avarice, sadness, anger, acedia, vainglory, and pride. The Antirrhetikos
consists of eight books, each concerned with a different temptation: each 
book begins anew at Genesis and offers verses from successive books of the 
Bible.

1.2.3 Relative Dating of Evagrius' Works

The recovery of Evagrius' exegetical texts has yielded evidence concerning 
the order in which Evagrius' works were written, a subject on which little 
could previously have been said. All that seemed probable was that Letter
63, the so-called Epistula fidei (formerly attributed to St Basil and edited as 
letter 8 in the Basilian corpus) seems to be one of Evagrius' earliest works, 
written after the death of Basil in 379 (Basil's death is mentioned in the 

letter), but before Evagrius' flight from Constantinople in 382. 
68 

68 As is described in Chapter 1.1 above, Bunge believes that the Epistula fidei was 
composed in the first half of 381.
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The remainder of Evagrius' works (with the possible exception of a few
letters) were written during his monastic sojourn in Egypt, which lasted from 
shortly after Easter in 383 until his death in January of 399. Although with 
the exception of the Epistula fidei dates cannot be assigned to any of these 
texts with certainty, internal criteria provide hints as to which texts preceded 
others.

In the introduction to the Praktikos Evagrius states his intention to write a 
spiritual trilogy which will consist of the Praktikos in 100 

end p.24

chapters, the Gnostikos in 50, and the Kephalaia Gnostica in 600. 
69 

69 The discrepancy between the 600 promised chapters and the actual length of the 
Kephalaia Gnostica is discussed below in Appendix 1, n. 25.

If this is presumed to be the order in which these books were written, then
the following general scheme can be constructed:

Since no reliable date can be assigned to any of the volumes of Evagrius' 
spiritual trilogy, this timeline (which is not drawn to scale) suggests only the 
probable order in which these texts were written. The relative relationship 
between these books is more complex than is shown here, since there 
appear to have been two recensions of the Praktikos, the first of which 
included an introductory Letter to Anatolius, and a second recension which 

incorporated this letter into the main text. 
70 

70 A. and C. Guillaumont, Traité pratique, SC 170, pp. 387-9.

Whether this second recension was completed before the Gnostikos or 
Kephalaia Gnostica were written is not known.

Studies of the Scholia on Psalms, the Scholia on Proverbs, and the Scholia on 
Ecclesiastes have suggested relative relationships between these texts and 
those of the trilogy. M.-J. Rondeau summarizes her conclusions in regard to 
the Scholia on Psalms as follows:

[. . . ] on the one hand, the first gloss on Ps. 143 refers to the
Praktikos. On the other hand, a certain number of scholia take the 
form of definitions which, in on Psalms, are scholia perfectly suited to 
a progressive commentary on terms from the sacred text; however 
they are also encountered literally in the Kephalaia Gnostica, where 
they take the form of dislocated fragments ('corps étrangers').
Balthasar concluded that Evagrius plundered his own On Psalms in 

order to adorn his Kephalaia Gnostica. 
71 

71 Balthasar, 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', p. 184.
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It is therefore probable that these scholia were composed between the
Praktikos (or at least the first redaction of this work), and the 

Kephalaia Gnostica. 
72 

72 Rondeau, Les Commentaires, vol. i, p. 126.

With regard to Evagrius' other exegetical works things are less clear. Paul
Géhin, who has edited Evagrius' Scholia on Proverbs and on Ecclesiastes, 
and who is currently editing the Scholia on Job believes that the paucity of 
references to Ecclesiastes and Job in the Scholia on Proverbs suggests that 
Evagrius' commentaries on these books 

end p.25
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were written after the Scholia on Proverbs. He concludes that Evagrius 
probably wrote his commentaries in the order found in the Septuagint and in 
which Evagrius customarily lists the sapiential books: namely, Psalms, 

Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job. 
73 

73 Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, 'Introduction: Titre et Genre Littéraire', pp. 19-20.
He additionally notes (p. 20 n. 1) that this is the ordering Evagrius uses whenever he 
lists the books of the Bible, particularly in the Antirrhetikos, where this ordering is 
repeated eight times.

Géhin's analysis of those passages from the Scholia on Proverbs which are 
also found in Evagrius' other works, most notably the Praktikos, Kephalaia 
Gnostica, Scholia on Psalms and Peri Logismon, leads him to conclude that 
the Scholia on Proverbs (and thus of necessity also the Scholia on 
Ecclesiastes and on Job) were written after Evagrius had completed the 

trilogy of Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica. 
74 

74 In this Géhin differs from A. Guillaumont, who in his commentary on Praktikos 67 
suggests that scholion 377 on Ecclesiastes may be the source of Praktikos 67: 
Guillaumont, Traité pratique, p. 643; Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, pp. 20-1, cf. 
esp. p. 21 n. 1.

Finally, the Kephalaia Gnostica contains texts which are discussed in detail in 
Peri Logismon; and in this latter text Evagrius refers to De oratione in a way 
which implies that it is a treatise he has already written. Columba Stewart 
has suggested that it may be possible to speak of a 'second trilogy' 

consisting of De oratione, Peri Logismon, and Skemmata; 
75 

75 Stewart notes the centrality in these three texts of themes which are hardly 
mentioned or are absent from Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica. Chief 
among these is Evagrius' identification of the nous with the 'place of God' (Deut. 24), 
as well as his teaching concerning the 'light of the nous' which can sometimes be 
sensed by the one who prays. Stewart, 'Approaches to Early Monastic Prayer'.

however, it has yet to be determined which of these trilogies preceded the

other. 
76 

76 Stewart believes that the 'second trilogy' of De oratione, Peri Logismon, and 
Skemmata is later than that of Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica; and he 
also believes that this second trilogy contains a clearer and fuller expression of 
Evagrius' mature spiritual theology. This is an intriguing and even compelling 
hypothesis; however, evidence that the Kephalaia Gnostica predates Peri Logismon is 
presently lacking. Instead, the texts common to both these works (Kephalaia 
Gnostica 111.78 = Peri Logismon 19; Kephalaia Gnostica 1.40 = Peri Logismon 31 (= 
scholion 62 on Proverbs 5: 14; discussed below in Chapter 6.2.2)) suggest that in 
composing the Kephalaia Gnostica Evagrius 'plundered' (as Rondeau puts it in the 
text cited above, p. 25) the Peri Logismon just as he did the Scholia on Psalms: 
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hence the order of these texts suggested in the timeline above.

If, as in his use of passages from the Scholia on Psalms, Evagrius cites in the 
Kephalaia Gnostica concepts he had already discussed more fully in Peri 
Logismon; and if Géhin is correct as regards the order in which the
exegetical texts were written, then the timeline given above can be roughly 
expanded as follows:

end p.26

1.3 Ascetical and Mystical Theology

Evagrius' understanding of the spiritual life has been succinctly summarized 

as 'the mind's long journey to the Holy Trinity'. 
77 

77 This is the title of Jeremy Driscoll's English translation of the Ad monachos, a text 
which Driscoll has shown (The 'Ad Monachos' of Evagrius Ponticus) to contain the 
essential elements of Evagrius' spiritual doctrine arranged in sequential proverbs 
intended for memorization and meditation.

This journey can be envisioned as a helix, a geometrical form which

combines both linear direction and circular movement. 
78 

78 Although Evagrius does not employ the image of the helix to describe spiritual 
progress it was used later by Proclus and Dionysius the Areopagite.

The linear motion consists of 'progress' (προκοπ ) or 'ascent' ( ν βασις)

towards God which is at the same time characterized by a 'circular'
movement between the poles of  πρακτικ  and  θεωρητικ : that is, between

the ascetical ('ethical' or 'practical') life and the contemplative life.
Fundamental to Evagrius' model of spiritual progress is his conviction that
the Christian πρακτικ ς or ascetic should mature into a γνωστικ ς, a
'knower' or 'sage' skilled in contemplation and capable of imparting spiritual
knowledge. He describes sequential levels or stages of spiritual progress, but
he does not thereby imply that it is possible to completely rise above the
praktiké and 'graduate' from the quest for virtue. As the praktikos makes 
progress he learns to perceive the work of asceticism from an increasingly 

contemplative perspective. 
79 

79 Evagrius, Praktikos 50, 79, and 83.

And since the struggle against certain passions continues until the very
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moment of death, 
80 

80 Evagrius, Praktikos 36.

even the mature gnostikos must continually advance in virtue, practising 

ascetical vigilance. 
81 

81 On the persistence of anger in those who have made considerable spiritual 
progress: Gnostikos 10, 31, and 32.

Thus the journey towards God is not a simply a movement beyond

end p.27

praktiké into theoretiké: spiritual progress entails a gentle oscillation 
between these two poles in such a way that continuing attention to the 
changing demands of praktiké yields ever greater contemplative refreshment

This terminology was already well-established in Evagrius' day. The 
distinction between  βος πρακτικ ς and  βος θεωρητικ ς stems from Plato

and Aristotle, 
82 

82 Plato extols the mind possessing 'magnificence' and 'the contemplation of all time 
and all being' ( π ρχει διανο  µεγαλοπρ πεια κα  θεωρα παντ ς µ ν χρ νου, π σης δ

ο σας), Republic 486a8-10. Aristotle similarly praises the contemplative life in 
Nichomachean Ethics 1178b20-2, where he identifies contemplation (θεωρα) with
happiness (ε δαιµονα).

and had already been used to describe monastic communities by Philo of

Alexandria in the first century. 
83 

83 Philo contrasts the ethical life of the cenobitic Essenes with the contemplative 
aims of the eremitic Therapeutae. The Essenes are those who have zealously
persued the active life, τ ν πρακτικ ν ζ λωσαν (De vita contemplativa 1.1), and 

industriously cultivated ethics,  (Quod omnis probus liber 
sit, 80.4-5). The Therapeutae, in contrast, 'embrace the contemplative life',

, and 'live in the soul alone',  (De vita 
contemplativa 1.3 and 90.3).

Similarly, the Christian gnostikos who attains charity ( γ πη) and 'dispassion'
( π θεια) is a prominent theme in Clement of Alexandria's depiction of the

idealized Christian who ascends through asceticism to contemplation. 
84 

84 Clement Stromateis 6.8-19. The virtues of γ πη and π θεια figure prominently in
6.9.

Thus Evagrius' description of the ascetical praktikos and the contemplative 

gnostikos is not his own invention: 
85 

85 Evagrius does, however, use this terminology in a characteristic way, different 
from that of his predecessors and contemporaries. Balthasar notes that although the 
contrast between  βος πρακτικ ς and  βος θεωρητικ ς can be found in
Pseudo-Maximus, Albinus and Origen, Evagrius' designation of these ways as 

πρακτικ  and  θεωρητικ 'in the sense of the later monastic asceticism' is unique and 

can be used to identify passages that come from the pen of Evagrius: Balthasar, 'Die 
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Hiera des Evagrius', p. 96.

his contribution consists, rather, in his analysis of the interrelationship
between the two poles of spiritual life which these titles represent, and in his 
augmentation of an earlier simple, bipartite model through the application to 
it of exegetical categories which Clement of Alexandria had described and 

which Origen later employed to illustrate the soul's journey towards God. 
86 

86 Evagrius' appropriation and modification of exegetical categories described by 
Clement and Origen is discussed below in Chapter 3.1.

Evagrius presents in detail his model of the spiritual life in his trilogy of 
Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica. In the Praktikos he identifies 
praktiké with monastic ascesis and he describes in detail both the battle
against tempting thoughts (λογισµο) and the monk's quest for the virtues. 
This struggle is meant to culminate in love and apatheia, freedom from 
domination by the passions. In the Gnostikos Evagrius describes the 
Christian contemplative, who is 

end p.28

not necessarily a monk; the gnostikos is, rather, a biblical exegete and 
spiritual teacher. The Kephalaia Gnostica is a spiritual workbook containing 
proverbs intended for meditation by the gnostikos. The divisions of the 
spiritual life described in these texts can be illustrated as follows:

The praktiké is the most basic level and corresponds to ethical instruction. 
Evagrius refers to the contemplative level of spiritual life as either gnostiké
or theoretiké, reflecting his equation of spiritual knowledge with 

contemplation. 
87 

87 Exceptions to Evagrius' usual equation of  and θεωρα are discussed in
Chapter 1.3.2 below.

The gnostiké is subdivided into contemplation (or knowledge) of God in 

creation ( υσικ ) and contemplation of the divine nature (θεολογικ ). 
88 

88 Evagrius' restriction of the term θεολογα to doctrine concerning the divine nature
is also found in Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 27.9 and Oration 28.1.

Before describing in more detail Evagrius' model of praktiké and gnostiké it 
will be helpful to consider the psychological, anthropological, and cosmic 
contexts or 'arenas' in which spiritual progress takes place.
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1.3.1 Evagrian Psychology, Anthropology, and Cosmology

1.3.1.1 Evagrian Psychology

Since the praktiké entails inner warfare with demonic temptations, Evagrius 
followed many of his predecessors and contemporaries in employing military 
imagery to describe the praktikos. Throughout his writings and especially in 
the Praktikos Evagrius depicts the monk as a soldier who battles the demonic 
enemy using weapons, tactics, and insights provided by Christ. However, 
clearer insight into his understanding of human psychology functioning 
'according to nature' is afforded by a text in which he employs a pastoral 
metaphor. In Peri Logismon 17-19 he describes the soul as a shepherd in 
order to present the broader context in which the battles of 

end p.29

the praktiké are waged, namely the structure of the human psyche. This text 
also portrays the Christian moving (presumably at regular intervals) from the 
struggles of the praktiké into the refreshment of contemplation:

 89 
89 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 17, SC 438, pp. 208-10.

17. The concepts of this present age—these the Lord gave to man, like
sheep to a good shepherd: for it is written, He has placed the world in 
his heart; (Eccl. 3: 11) yoking to him thumos (indignation) and 
epithumia (desire) for [his] support, so that with the first he may 
drive away the concepts of wolves, while with desire he may lovingly 
tend the sheep, assailed as he often is by the rain and winds.
[God] also gave him pasture so that he may shepherd the sheep, as 
well as a verdant place and refreshing water (cf. Ps. 23:2), [a] 
psalter[y] and a harp (kithara), a rod and a staff; so that from these 
sheep he is fed and clothed and gathers provender. For it is written, 
'Does anyone feed a flock and not drink its milk?' (1 Cor. 9:7).

Here Evagrius portrays the human person as shepherd of an interior universe
of νο µατα, concepts or ideas which correspond to things in 'the present
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age', that is the exterior world. As 'fellow-workers', literally 'yoke-fellows',
the shepherd receives from God the two energies of πιθυµα (desire) and
θυµ ς (indignation, often translated as 'anger'). They can either be of
'support' or 'help' (βο θεια) to the soul if they are used according to nature,

or they will overwhelm the soul as passions if they are misused or present in
excess. A large part of the praktiké consists in learning how to properly use 
these 'helpers'.

Following Plato 90 

90 Plato, Republic IV.440-4; Phaedrus 246-8; Timaeus 69-73.

and the later Aristotelian tradition, 
91 

91 The beginning of chapter 89 of Evagrius' Praktikos is modelled closely on an 
anonymous first-century peripatetic treatise, On Virtues and Vices (ed. Bekker, 
Aristotelis opera, vol. ii, 1249a26-1251b37).

Evagrius

end p.30
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considers the soul to be tripartite, ruled (when all goes well) by the λογιστικ

ν or reasoning faculty, 
92 

92 Evagrius occasionally refers to the λογιστικ ν as the διανοητικ ν: scholion 14 on 
Psalm 72: 21 (= PG 12.1528).

which is chiefly responsible for developing the virtues of prudence,

understanding, and wisdom. 
93 

93 Evagrius, Praktikos 89, SC 171, pp. 680-4.

It rules over the παθητικ ν, the portion of the soul subject to passion and

the source of the 'helpers' of desire and indignation. 
94 

94 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 107: 3(1) (Pitra, 107: 3(1), vol. iii, p. 220): 'But I 
call "soul" the portion of the soul subject to passion, which is the thumikon and the 
epithumetikon'

.

In this passage Evagrius depicts the energy of epithumia in its ideal state, 
'lovingly tending the sheep'. When exercised 'according to nature' the 

πιθυµητικ ν contributes the virtues of temperance, love, and continence. 
95 

95 Evagrius, Praktikos 89, SC 171, p. 680.

Evagrius portrays thumos as protecting the sheep by driving away 'wolf-like'
concepts: thus the θυµικ ν should be the source of courage and patient

endurance. 
96 

96 Ibid., p. 682.

Although Evagrius frequently employs the term 'soul' (ψυχ ) as a synonym 

for 'individual person' or 'inner self', this term does not properly describe the 
deepest level of human personality. The true centre and deepest level of 
human personality is the  or intellect, created in the image of God and
capable of union with God. The relationship between the soul and the nous in 
Evagrius' thought is best appreciated in the context of his anthropology and 
cosmology.

1.3.1.2 Evagrian Anthropology and Cosmology

Evagrius believed that history and time began with the 'movement' (κνησις),
or fall from primordial union with God of the intellects  which God had

brought into being before time began. 
97 
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97 The creation of incorporeal beings is 'timeless' ( —lit. 'without time';
Frankenberg suggests the retroversion χρονος for this term in Kephalaia Gnostica
II.87), since time can only be reckoned from the 'movement', that is from 
'generation and destruction': Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.9, p. 221. The effects 
of the 'movement' are detailed in Kephalaia Gnostica I.49; I.50; and I.51.

These noi, united to God through essential knowledge, were the 'first 

beings'. 
98 

98 In Kephalaia Gnostica I.57 and II.64 Evagrius distinguishes between 'first beings' 
which existed before the kinesis and 'second beings' which were created afterwards. 
Although this terminology may simply be Evagrius' way of emphasizing the 
difference between the first and second states of all beings, it could also be 
interpreted as suggesting that some (human beings?) did not exist before the fall. 
Although it is generally presumed that Evagrius accepted the Origenist doctrine of 
the pre-existence of souls (or), both Driscoll (The 'Ad monachos', p. 7) and Bunge 
(Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 156 n. 19 and p. 396 n. 52) raise the question whether 
Evagrius' understanding of the participation of human beings in the kinesis, and in 
particular Evagrius' understanding of time and of temporal succession, may be more 
subtle than is usually assumed. Bunge notes that Basil and Gregory Nazianzen, 
Evagrius' revered teachers, both rejected the preexistence of souls and that Evagrius 
was present in Constantinople as a member of Gregory's clergy when Gregory 
preached Oration 38. In this sermon Gregory employs imagery which would have
been congenial to students of Origen (such as the 'clothing of skins' of Gen. 3: 21,
interpreted as 'the coarser flesh', τ ν παχυτ ραν σ ρκα, Oration 38.12; PG 36.322), 

while at the same time describing the fall of Adam and Eve in a way clearly not 
intended as an allegory of the primordial fall of pre-existent beings.

Evagrius distinguishes between this original creation

end p.31

of 'naked intellects' and the secondary creation of matter and the universe 
which came about as a consequence of the fall. In falling from union with 

God through inattentiveness or negligence 99 

99 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.28, ed. Guillaumont, p. 109: 'The soul is the nous
which, through negligence  has fallen from the Unity; and which, as a 
result of its carelessness , has descended to the rank of the praktike.' The first 
term,, translated here as 'negligence' (Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 
255), is also found in Kephalaia Gnostica I.49, ed. Guillaumont, p. 41, where it 
describes both the 'movement' and the creation of ignorance 'through negligence'. 
Frankenberg suggests the retroversion µ λεια in both these instances (Evagrius 
Ponticus, pp. 207, 89), as well as in three other places where occurs only in the S1

MS (II.31, p. 151; I.29, p. 285; V. 63, p. 345).

the noi became souls (ψυχα), capable of receiving bodies provided by God in 

the creation of the material world, 
100 

100 The question has been raised whether Evagrius can properly be said to have 
described the creation of the material world as a 'second creation'. Driscoll, in his 
study of Evagrius' Ad monachos states that Evagrius does not follow Origen in 
describing the creation of the material world as a 'second creation' (The 'Ad 
Monachos', p. 9 n. 9). The only text in which Evagrius appears to write of a 'second 
creation' is Epistula fidei II.3-7 (ed. Courtonne, p. 34): 'Three creations do we find 
mentioned in the Scriptures: one and the first, the passing from non-being into 
being; the second, the change from worse to better; third, the resurrection from the 
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dead'. As Bunge has noted, Evagrius goes on to explain that baptism, rather than the 
creation of the material world, is the 'second creation' he has in mind (Bunge, Letter
63.33, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 389 n. 157).

which Evagrius also calls the 'first judgement'. 
101 

101 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.38, ed. Guillaumont, p. 113: 'The judgement of 
God is the creation of the world, through which he provides, proportionately 
measured for each of the logikoi, a body.' The Greek text which probably underlies 
this passage is found in scholion 275 on Proverbs, SC 340, p. 370: '[. . . ] but
judgement is the creation of an age which distributes to each of the reasoning beings 
a body corresponding to it[s state],'. This text may also be interpreted as referring to
the subsequent judgements or 'changes' by which Christ provides the λ ογικ ο  with 
new bodies and 'worlds' ('ages') according to their improved or worsened spiritual 
state. Evagrius' doctrine of successive judgements is discussed below in Chapter 
6.3.1.

The creation of the cosmos is an act of God's compassion by means of which 
each fallen reasoning being (collectively called the logikoi) is provided with 
an environment and a body corresponding 

end p.32

to its degree of self-willed separation from God. All ages, worlds, and bodies 
exist for the sole purpose of facilitating the return of the logikoi to union with 

God. 
102 

102 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.7.

Together with an appropriate body blended from the four elements, each
fallen logikos is given a mixture of the twin 'helpers' of thumos and 
epithumia appropriate to the world it inhabits. Thus thumos and epithumia, 
indignation and desire, are therapeutic remedies which, unlike ordinary 

medicines, remain within the soul they purify; 
103 

103 Evagrius, Praktikos 85.

and when used 'according to nature', assist the fallen logikoi in their return 

to God. 
104 

104 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.59.

Angels are less fallen than human beings and are therefore more simple (ψιλ
ς), being composed primarily of nous and fire. Humans 'moved' further 

from God and are chiefly made of epithumia and earth. Demons fell furthest 

and are dark, heavy, and angry, made of thumos and cold air. 
105 

105 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica 1.68 and VI.25; scholion 60 on Proverbs 5:9. This
cosmology is not unique to Evagrius: his angelology and demonology are an
adaptation of the world-view expressed by Plotinus according to which, in contrast to
the noetic 'gods' the sub-lunar 'daemons' have bodies of air or fire: ο  δ  λλοι δα
µονες [. . . ] σµατα προσλαµβ νουσιν ρινα π ρινα. Ennead III.5.7, lines 37-8.

Over unimaginably long ages each logikos will undergo a series of 
transformations ('changes' or 'judgements') through which it will receive new 
bodies and environments ('worlds and ages') appropriate to its new, changed 
state. Any given change may be for the better or the worse, depending on 
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the extent to which the logikos takes advantage of the opportunities afforded 
by the body and world it inhabits. By 'world' Evagrius means both the 
external environment the logikos inhabits and the inner world of 

temptations, thoughts, and concepts. 
106 

106 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica V.42: 'The world created in the mind seems difficult 
to see by day, the nous being distracted by the senses and by the sensible light that 
shines; but at night it can be seen, luminously imprinted at the time of prayer'. 
Greek fragment 'e-16', Hausherr, 'Nouveaux fragments', p. 232.

As will be described, one of the principal tasks of the gnostikos is to discover 
and then to exercise himself in the 'contemplation which concerns [him]', 
that is the deeper meaning and purpose of his own body and world, in order 

to be healed and thus to make the best use of his spiritual powers. 
107 

107 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.15, ed. Guillaumont, p. 67: 'When the reasoning 
nature will receive the contemplation which concerns it, then also all the power of 
the nous will be healthy.'

end p.33

1.3.2 Asceticism and Contemplation

1.3.2.1 The Praktiké— Ascetical Practice

Evagrius' understanding of  βος πρακτικ ς differs from that of most of his

predecessors 108 

108 The ancient use of  βος πρακτικ ς is described by Andrew Louth (Origins, p. 
102 and n. 2) and discussed in detail by A. Guillaumont (Traité Pratique, SC 170, pp. 
38-56). Plato used it in the sense of physical activity or manual labour; Aristotle 
used it to refer to activity in general (Nichomachean Ethics 1095b10-15; 
1098a30-1179a32); and the Stoics employed it in reference to social activity. 
Guillaumont (p. 43 n. 1) similarly believes that Philo in his description of the Essenes 
intends this term to refer to the Essenes' diligence at manual crafts rather than their 
study of ethics (Philo, Quod omnis probus liber sit 76-7).

in that he means by it, not manual labour, social activity, or external activity
of any sort, but rather the inner work of moral improvement and purification 
of the thoughts. Evagrius' principal treatise on this fundament of spiritual 
life, The Praktikos, is also subtitled The Monk, since for Evagrius the praktiké
is identical with monastic ascesis. The process of spiritual purification which 
constitutes the praktiké entails inner warfare with the demons, which

Evagrius calls 'the opposing powers' (α ντικεµεναι δυν µεις). 
109 

109 This designation is also found in Origen: Hom. in Lucam 22.135, 38.214; Com. in 
Matt. 13.7, 13.8; Com. in Joann. 6.54.282, 10.32.208; De oratione 12.1.5, 13.3.7.

Demonic attacks usually take the form of λ ογισµ ο, thoughts or mental 
images which tempt the monk to sin. Evagrius believed that demons cannot 
read human minds and that they therefore have no direct access to the 
innermost thoughts of their victims. Nevertheless, they are skilled at 
interpreting external expressions which reveal the inner dispositions of 
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human beings, 
110 

110 Evagrius, Praktikos 47.

and they are able to set the memory in motion and to form 'strange

fantasies' in the nous. 
111 

111 Evagrius, De oratione 69.

More rarely, usually in the case of hermits and those who are spiritually
advanced, the demons may attack the monk physically and cause bodily 
harm.

The labours of the praktiké are rewarded by God with the birth of love and 
the gift of apatheia, 'dispassion' or 'freedom from compulsion'. Apatheia does 
not mean freedom from temptation, since Evagrius emphasizes that certain 

temptations will continue until death. 
112 

112 Evagrius, Praktikos 36.

Rather, it refers to freedom from the inner storm of 'passions', 
113 

113 Evagrius, Praktikos prologue 8 and chapter 81.

irrational drives which in their extreme forms would today be called
obsessions, compulsions, or addictions. According to Evagrius, apatheia will 
be present in varying degrees in regard 

end p.34

to different passions. Since the art of resisting temptation must be practised 
until death, that part of the praktiké which consists of this art must be 
regarded as continuing throughout life, as well. Thus although Evagrius often 
describes 'progress' from the praktiké to the gnostiké, he does not mean by 
this that the praktiké is a spiritual phase or stage which can be wholly 
transcended; rather, it is a training period during which essential skills are 
learned, skills which are necessary for spiritual growth and which must be 
continuously practised throughout life.

1.3.2.2 The Praktikos , Student of the Self

As Evagrius describes in Peri Logismon 17, cited above, the inner world of ν
ο µατα, 'the concepts of this present age', are not only the soul's

responsibility, its charges; they are also its source of spiritual nourishment:

'from these sheep he is fed and clothed'. 
114 

114 A related simile is found in Evagrius, De oratione 101, ed. Tugwell, p. 119 (cf. PG 
79.1189): 'Just as bread is nourishment for the body and virtue [is nourishment] for 
the soul, so spiritual prayer is the nourishment of the nous'

The 'shepherd' is required both to protect and to learn from his 'sheep': in
order to defend them he must understand the nature of the different 
noemata with which the mind is filled. Evagrius constantly emphasizes the 
need to distinguish between demonic logismoi and the noemata which come 

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



6 of 6

from angels or from neutral sense-perception. 
115 

115 Evagrius most commonly uses the term λογισµο  to designate the tempting
thoughts inspired by demons and νο µατα to describe thoughts which are benign or

angelic in origin. However, this distinction does not always apply; and the terms are
sometimes used in the opposite sense: i.e. malignant νο µατα (Praktikos 42) and

neutral or beneficial λογισµο  (Praktikos 30; Ad Eulogium 8).

While angels provide noemata as spiritual food, demons employ the 
'wolf-like' logismoi to pervert the natural powers of the soul and to lead it 
into error:

 116 
116 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 17, SC 438, pp. 210-12.

end p.35
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It is therefore proper for the anchorite to guard this flock at night and 
by day, so that the concepts are neither caught by wild beasts nor fall 
into thieves' hands: if this should happen in the wooded valley he 
must immediately snatch [it] from the mouth of the lion or the bear 
(cf. 1 Sam. 7:35).
It is thus that the thought of a brother is caught by wild beasts—if it
pastures what is within us with hatred: with regard to a woman, if we
turn aside to shameful desire; with regard to gold and silver, if we
settle down with greed. And the concepts of the holy gifts [of God are
caught by wild beasts] if we mentally graze on vainglory: and the
same happens in the case of other concepts if they are plundered by
the passions.

Evagrius here describes different ways in which the soul can be misled. The 
vices of anger, lust, avarice, and vainglory are presented as the 
consequences of relaxed vigilance, 'shameful fantasies', and failure to 
properly employ the helpmates of epithumia and thumos. Evagrius' 
underlying desire to order and explain the spiritual life is particularly evident 
in his use of different systems to classify the passions, exemplified here in 
his depiction of anger, lust, avarice, and vainglory. Of these various systems, 
his classification based on the eight tempting thoughts is the most familiar 
and provides the structure of the Antirrhetikos, De octo spiritibus malitiae, 
and most of the Praktikos. In these works the logismoi (or the demons 
responsible for them) are ranked as follows: first, gluttony; second, lust; 
third, avarice; fourth, sadness; fifth, anger; sixth, acedia; seventh, 
vainglory; and eighth, pride. These roughly correspond to the divisions of the 
tripartite soul, beginning with the πιθυµητικ ν, moving through the θυµικ ν
and concluding with intellectual temptations. This forerunner of the medieval
seven deadly sins is not, however, the only system Evagrius employs, nor is

it fully comprehensive. 
117 

117 Other classifications of the vices which Evagrius employs are discussed below in 
Chapter 4.1.3.

Evagrius explains these different classifications at length in order to teach 
the praktikos the art of discernment, the ability to understand which demon 
is oppressing him and which remedy he should employ. Evagrius offers a rich 
variety of spiritual remedies to be applied in times of temptation, most of 
them consisting of the ordinary tools of monastic ascesis, such as fasting, 
keeping vigil, intercessory prayer, psalmody, almsgiving, and deeds of 
compassion. The praktikos is thus both a guardian and a student of the inner 
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world of his own thoughts. He learns to distinguish among his noemata
which come from God or the angels and which represent delusions from 

end p.36

his enemies. He learns this art from spiritual teachers, from his own 
experience, and above all from Christ:

 118 
118 Evagrius, Praktikos 50, SC 171, pp. 614-16.

50. If any monk wishes to experience the savage demons and to 
become acquainted with their art, he should observe his [tempting] 
thoughts and note [down] their intensification and diminution [. . . ]
and he should seek from Christ the logoi (inner meanings) of these 
things.

The success of the praktikos is thus dependent on his relationship with 

Christ. It is through prayer, 'conversation of the nous with God', 
119 

119 Evagrius, De oratione 3, ed. Tugwell, p. 3 (=PG 79.1168):

. Evagrius similarly describes prayer as 'conversing' 

with God in: De oratione 3 ; De oratione 4, ed. Tugwell, p. 3 (συν

µιλος α τ ); De oratione 34, ed. Tugwell, p. 8 ; De oratione 55, 

ed. Tugwell, p. 11 ; scholion 1 on Psalm 140: 2(1). This 
definition which Evagrius borrows from Clement of Alexandria is discussed below in 
Chapter 3.1.1.

that he receives aid against the enemy 120 

120 'Antirrhetic' prayers of supplication during temptation are discussed below in 
Chapter 5.1 and 5.2.

and learns from Christ the λ γοι or inner meanings of temptations. The
search for these logoi through prayer and through pondering the words and 
example of Christ in the scriptures is one of the means by which the ascetical 
praktikos becomes a contemplative or gnostikos.

1.3.2.3 The Gnostiké — The Science of Contemplation

The realm of contemplation and spiritual knowledge which Evagrius calls 
theoretiké and gnostiké extends beyond the realm of the praktiké, the inner 
world of thoughts and temptations, to embrace the whole of creation and 
even the creator himself. In the act of contemplation the nous employs 
'spiritual senses' to apprehends intelligible realities not apparent to the 

physical senses. 
121 
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121 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica I.34, II.35.

This noetic vision is a participation in the realities perceived, and it has the
power to effect change in the nous:

Just as the senses are changed through being receptive of different 
qualities,

end p.37

so also the nous is changed, through constantly gazing at multiform 

contemplations. 
122 

122 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.83; Greek fragment e-7, ed. Hausherr, 
'Nouveaux fragments', p. 230.

Evagrius believed that the mind is stamped, like wax receiving an imprint, by 
the thoughts or images which it chooses to receive into itself. This is 

particularly true of logismoi, tempting thoughts of demonic origin; 
123 

123 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 2, SC 438, p. 154: 'All the [tempting] thoughts of 
demonic origin introduce into the soul concepts of sensory objects: because of this 
the nous, imprinted with the forms of these objects, carries them around within 
itself'.

but as this text from the Kephalaia Gnostica makes clear, it is also true of 
pure, elevated contemplations. The highest of the noemata, the thought of 
God himself, by its nature leaves the mind unstamped since God is 

incorporeal. 
124 

124 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 140: 2(1) (=PG 12.1665; and cf. ed. Pitra, 140: 2, 
vol. iii, p. 148):. Of thoughts other than the thought of God which do not stamp the 
nous: cf. Peri Logismon 8, 15, 16, 25, 28, 41; Skemmata 22; scholion 288 on 
Proverbs and scholia 1 and 27 on Ecclesiastes. Stewart discusses Evagrius' teaching 
on thoughts which 'shape' or 'form' the nous in his description of Evagrius' 
epistemology: 'Approaches to Early Monastic Prayer'.

The Christian must exercise care and discernment in choosing subject matter
for contemplation, since the change in the nous which contemplation effects 
is of supreme importance for the journey of the nous towards God:

  
125 

125 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.42, ed. Guillaumont, p. 115.

III.42. Contemplation is spiritual knowledge of the things which have 
been and will be: it is this which causes the nous to ascend to its 
former rank.
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Evagrius' gnostikos discovers that the journey towards God is actually a 
return of the nous to the God from whom it has fallen away. Through 

contemplation the nous is able to re-ascend to its original τ ξις (  aks ), 

its 'first rank'. However, as he explains elsewhere, this return of the nous to 
its primordial state is impossible apart from Christ. Unaided the nous cannot 
rise above the world of sin and death to which it is subject. Re-ascent to its 
first rank is only possible because of what God accomplished through the 
incarnation, death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ. Through his 
incarnation we 

end p.38

are brought to a new birth and freed from sin. 
126 

126 Evagrius, Letter to Melania 57, ed. Vitestam, p. 23, ed. Bunge p. 324: 'But
because of his love for us, God was born of a woman [. . . ] in order to give us a
second birth—a birth to which blessing and justice belong.'

Similarly, the descent of God into death and Christ's ascension to the Father
is what makes possible our ascent:

(56) he descended  and endured all that we had
acquired since we stepped out of our nature: that is, everything from 
conception to death [. . . ] (58) Since we have corrupted our nature
by our free will, we have come to our present conception and birth 
which are subject to the curse. But he, remaining what he is, by his 
grace has taken upon himself with birth all that follows birth until 
death [. . . ] He frees us from them in that he who had not sinned
took these things voluntarily upon himself; for we are unable to 
ascend  above them by ourselves [. . . ] But not only
did he not remain in [things subject to the curse], but he also enables 
us to ascend  out of them; because he, as we said,

descended  to them in his love—not because of [his] sin. 
127 

127 Evagrius, Letter to Melania 56 and 58, ed. Vitestam, pp. 22-4, ed. Bunge, 
pp. 323-5.

In this text intended for a very advanced gnostikos, 
128 

128 Although the intended recipient is designated as Melania in the majority of Syriac 
manuscripts, Bunge suggests that it may actually have been intended for Rufinus: 
Briefe aus der Wüste, pp. 198-200. Bunge notes that both Melania and Rufinus were 
venerated by Evagrius and his circle as very holy and learned gnostikoi (cf. Palladius, 
Lausiac History 46, 54, and 55).

Evagrius presents the soteriological basis for his theology of contemplation.
Through the incarnation God has 'taken upon himself' human birth and 
death, and all that lies between them. Evagrius contrasts God's providential 
and compassionate descent ( ν βασις) with the impossibility of our unaided
ascent, our κατ βασις, a term Evagrius often employs to describe the

contemplative's ascent to lofty spiritual teaching and the vision of God. 
129 
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129 Of ν βασις as conversion and spiritual ascent, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.19, ed. 
Guillaumont, p. 225: 'Conversion is the ascent away from [the] movement and away 
from vice and ignorance towards knowledge of the Blessed Trinity.' In the sense of 
lofty spiritual teaching, Gnostikos 29, SC 356, p. 142: 'Those you teach are saying to 
you always: "Friend, go up higher!" (Luke 14: 10). It would, indeed, be "shameful" 
(cf. Luke 14: 9) having [once] ascended, for you to be brought down again by your 
hearers'.

Thus the contemplative ascent of the nous is predicated on the descent of 
God into our 'conception, birth, and death' followed by the ascension ( ν
βασις) of Christ to the Father.

Similarly Evagrius writes in Peri Logismon of the risen Christ who in his turn 
'raises up the reasoning soul' to contemplation 'of all the 

end p.39

ages'. 
130 

130 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 18, SC 438, p. 284: 'Our reasoning nature, having been 
put to death by vice, is raised by Christ through the contemplation of all the ages; 
and his father raises the soul which has died the death of Christ, by means of the 
knowledge he gives of himself'

.

This 'contemplation of the ages' is the discipline of physiké, the 
contemplation of God in creation, 'that which has come into being'

 . By this Evagrius generally means the
contemplation of created beings possessing a nous, rather than the 

contemplation of inanimate matter or non-rational living things. 
131 

131 One of the rare instances in which Evagrius invites his reader to meditate in an 
extended fashion on inanimate matter is Peri Logismon 19 (SC 438, pp. 216-22) on 
the nature and mystical significance of gold.

It is with the origin and fate of intellects that Evagrius is chiefly concerned:
his interest in non-rational creation extends chiefly to the presence within all 
created things of the hidden logoi, the inner 'meanings' or purposes of the 

creator which the gnostikos can learn to perceive. 
132 

132 The notion of 'rational principles' or 'inner meanings' inherent within created
things which express the purposes of God is found also in Plotinus' explanation of
Plato's myth of Zeus' garden, where Eros is begotten of drunken Plenty (Π ρος) and
Poverty (Πενας). Enneads III.5.9, lines 11-16: 'What could the garden of Zeus be 
but his images in which he takes delight and his glories? And what could his glories 
and adornments be but the rational principles which flow from him? The rational 
principles all together are Plenty, the plenitude and wealth of beauties, already 
manifested; and this is the being drunk with nectar,'.

Two of the most important of these, the logoi of providence and judgement, 
will be discussed in detail in Chapter 6.2

Every hierarchy of phenomena and beings in the created order can serve as 
an object of contemplation by the gnostikos, depending on his level of 
spiritual maturity. The interior world of human psychology, understood within 
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the framework of the Platonic tripartite soul, becomes in Evagrius' system a 
reflection of the great cosmic drama. Although the nous has fallen from 
essential knowledge and from union with God, it nevertheless most closely 
resembles our unfallen state and bears the image of God. The nous interacts
with the material universe by means of the soul, which Evagrius specifically

identifies with τ  παθητικ ν, the part of the self subject to passion. 
133 

133 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 107: 3, cited above, n. 94.

Evagrius encourages the gnostikos to use the scriptures as a starting point in 
reflecting on the significance of natural phenomena, human relationships and 
history, and the various ranks of angels 

end p.40
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and demons. He encourages a progressive ascent, corresponding to one's 
own inner spiritual progress, from contemplation of things perceptible by the 
senses to intelligible realities perceptible only by the nous. However Evagrius 
is not always consistent in the contemplative vocabulary he uses to describe 
this movement. On the one hand he encourages ascent from the 

contemplation of corporeal [beings]  to that of

'incorporeals'  ; 
134 

134 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 83:3 (cf. ed. Pitra, 83: 3(2), vol. iii, p. 143).

and in certain texts he makes it clear that by 'incorporeals' he means angels

and perhaps other celestial beings such as stars. 
135 

135 There are suggestions in the Kephalia Gnostica (III.37, III.62, III.84, IV.29) that 
stars are quasi-angelic logikoi, a teaching Evagrius seems to have taken from 
Origen; and there are occasional hints elsewhere in his writings of the existence of 
very advanced logikoi for which there are no names in human languages: 
Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 252-3.

Yet he also teaches that all the logikoi have been united to bodies since the 

fall, and that none are therefore fully incorporeal. 
136 

136 In using apparently contradictory terminology to describe angels Evagrius was 
following the example of other patristic authors. In Oration 28 Gregory Nazianzen
discusses the permissibility of describing angels as incorporeal in an invitation to
'step beyond the realm of sense and look into the holy [place], the noetic and
heavenly [realm] (κα  περβ ντες τ ν α σθησιν, ε ς τ  για παρακ ψωµεν, τ ν νοητ

ν σιν κα  πουρ νιον). He first calls the angels incorporeal ( σ µατος), then

discusses their bodies of 'fire and spirit', and finally concludes that they are, at any
rate, 'incorporeal in comparison with us, or as nearly so as possible':. Oration 28:31 
(Theol. Or. 2), SC 250, p. 172.

Thus in regard to the contemplation of angels Evagrius often uses the term
'incorporeals' in a rather loose way to refer to beings whose bodies are less 
coarse and material than our own.

Even more ambiguous is Evagrius' description of progress from 'second' to 
'first' natural contemplation, terminology he employs in ten chapters of the 

Kephalaia Gnostica but in no other texts. 
137 

137 Kephalaia Gnostica II.2, II.4, II.20, III.61, III.67, III.84, III.86, III.87, IV.19, 
and IV.51. First natural contemplation is explicitly named in only three of these: 
III.61, III.67, and III.87, although Evagrius alludes to it in II.2, II.4, and II.61.

He associates second natural contemplation with the diversity of creation and
with Christ, the author of that diversity; linking it to St Paul's praise of 'the 
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manifold wisdom of God' in Ephesians 3: 10 
. First natural contemplation is an intermediate step between second natural 

contemplation and knowledge of the Blessed Trinity. 
138 

138 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.4, ed. Guillaumont, pp. 61-3: 'While the 
transformations are numerous, we have received knowledge of only four: the first, 
the second, the last and that which precedes it. The first, it is said, is the passage 
from malice to virtue; the second is that from apatheia to second natural 
contemplation; the third, is [the passage] from the former to the knowledge that 
concerns the logikoi; and the fourth is the passage of all to knowledge of the Blessed 
Trinity.' Also Kephalaia Gnostica III.61, ed. Guillaumont, p. 123: 'Virtues cause the 
nous to see second natural contemplation; and the latter cause it to see first [natural 
contemplation]; and the first in its turn [makes it see] the Blessed Unity.'

Evagrius does not clearly define

end p.41

the subject matter of first natural contemplation, but he appears to associate 

it with both 'the knowledge concerning the logikoi, 
139 

139 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.2, ed. Guillaumont, p. 61; and II.4, p. 63.

) and knowledge  'of the person of Christ'. 
140 

140 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.2, ed. Guillaumont, p. 61: 'In second natural 
contemplation we see 'the manifold wisdom' (Eph. 3: 10) of Christ, he who served in 
the creation of the worlds; but in the knowledge that concerns the logikoi, we have 
been instructed on the subject of his [Christ's] person.', often rendered as 'essence 
or substance', probably translates π στασις (Smith, Compendious Syriac 
Dictionary, p. 509), rather than ο σ α, which is usually translated as (Smith, 
Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 14).

Four different interpretations of the ascent from second to first natural 
contemplation have been suggested. The first is that the distinction between 
these two levels corresponds to the aforementioned (inexact) distinction 
between corporeals and incorporeals, and thus refers to the respective 
contemplation of earthy and celestial beings in their current embodied 

state. 
141 

141 O'Laughlin, Origenism in the Desert, pp. 132-52

A second interpretation is that first natural contemplation refers to the
perception experienced by angels; second natural contemplation is the name 

given to that experience when it is enjoyed by human beings. 
142 

142 Bamberger, Evagrius Ponticus, Introduction, pp. lxxvii-lxxviii.

A third suggestion is that second natural contemplation has as its subject
matter the results of the fall, namely the second, material creation, while 
first natural contemplation is concerned with the first creation of 
incorporeals, interpreting the word 'incorporeals' in its strict sense as the 

logikoi in their original, naked state of union with God. 
143 

143 This is clearly the meaning Evagrius assigns to the word 'incorporeals' in 
Kephalaia Gnostica VI.20, ed. Guillaumont, p. 225.
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According to this third interpretation, first natural contemplation is the
attempt to peer beyond the confines of time, back into the first creation and 

forward into its eschatological restoration. 
144 

144 Driscoll, The 'Ad Monachos', pp. 16-17, also p. 7 n. 5, with reference to Bunge, 
Briefe aus der Wüste, pp. 156 and 396.

A fourth interpretation is that first natural contemplation does not concern
the logikoi or any other aspect of creation in itself, but is rather 
contemplation of their concealed logoi, the divine intentions and meanings 

which all created things contain. 
145 

145 Louth, Origins, pp. 107-8; Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 110-11.

Still less clearly defined are Evagrius' occasional references to 'third natural

contemplation'. 
146 

146 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.20, III.21.

end p.42

Despite this ambiguity in Evagrius' definitions of first and second natural 
contemplation, it is clear that his spiritual doctrine includes all four models of 
contemplative ascent described above. These different levels of 
contemplation reflect his conviction that the gnostikos should engage in 
contemplation corresponding to his level of spiritual maturity, that is to the 
degree to which he has begun to experience restored union with God. 
Evagrius describes means by which the contemplative can inwardly become 
more simple and immaterial, more like what he is destined to be in eternity, 
namely a 'naked nous' reunited with God. The Christian at prayer should rise 
from material concerns 'towards formless and immaterial knowledge'

 . 
147 

147 Evagrius, De oratione 69, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (cf. PG 79.1181).

He should strive always to see the real purposes (logoi) of God beneath the 
complexity of external appearances, returning constantly to the knowledge 
that union with God is his origin and his destiny.

As the nous advances in its understanding of the deeper purposes of God in 
'all that has been and will be', it will increase in its capacity to perceive God 
himself and it will ultimately be rewarded with 'knowledge of the Holy 

Trinity', 
148 

148 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica II.16, ed. Guillaumont, p. 67: 'Such is the 
contemplation of all that has been and will be, that the nature that is receptive of it 
will be able to receive also the knowledge of the Trinity.'

which in the present age only Christ possesses; 
149 

149 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica III.3.

but which he will ultimately share with all. At the summit of Evagrius' model
of Christian spirituality is theologia, contemplation of the divine nature and 
union with God. To describe the action of Christ in effecting this state 
Evagrius, like Athanasius, writes of the divinization of humankind:
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(60) He, namely the 'leaven' of deity, who in his mercy has concealed 
himself in the unleavened dough of mankind, has (yet) not only not 
spoiled his nature and his taste and his power, but thoroughly 
leavened the whole mass of dough with all that is his [. . . ] (61) Thus
in the same way as this one [became] human for their sake, so also 

those on his account [become] God. 
150 

150 Evagrius, Letter to Melania 60 and 61, ed. Vitestam, pp. 24-5, ed. Bunge, 
pp. 325-6.

To describe this ultimate state and the stages which precede it Evagrius 
attempts to formulate a vocabulary of Christian contemplation. One 
distinctive feature of this vocabulary is his tendency to use the terms gnosis
and theoria almost interchangeably. In the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius 
states, 'gnosis is contemplation of the Blessed 

end p.43

Trinity.' 
151 

151 Scholion 29 on Psalm 118: 66(1)(cf. ed. Pitra, 118: 65-6(1), vol. iii, p. 276):.

In the text from Kephalaia Gnostica III.42 cited above he turns this definition 

around and defines theoria  as a particular kind of spiritual gnosis 
. This definition of contemplation as 'knowledge of things which have been 
and will be' had already been suggested by Clement of Alexandria in the 

Stromateis. 
152 

152 Clement vindicated the word gnosis in orthodox Christian theology by 
dissociating this term and its cognates from the Gnostic heresy, and he also 
identified the philosophical ideal of theoria with the aims of Christian spirituality. In 
Stromateis 6 Clement first describes Christ as wisdom (σ ο  α), then identifies

wisdom with knowledge, which he then defines as [scientific] knowledge ( πιστ µη)

'and apprehension of things which are, which will be, and which are past', Stromateis
6.7.61, 1, ed. Stählin, vol. ii, p. 462. Clement then describes contemplation as the
goal of the wise, and concludes that 'knowledge or wisdom should be practised until 
[one acquires] the everlasting and unchangeable habit of contemplation, Stromateis
6.7.61, 2-3, ed. Stählin, vol. ii, pp. 462-3.

For Evagrius both theoria and gnosis, spiritual vision and spiritual knowledge, 
are terms which describe the proper activity of the nous. However, although 
Evagrius uses these terms interchangeably when describing the 
contemplation of creation, he tends to prefer gnosis to theoria when 
describing the highest levels of contemplation, namely the direct 
apprehension of God. Thus in describing Christ's knowledge of the Father 
which we are destined to share he generally employs the terms 'essential 
knowledge'  and 'knowledge of the Trinity', and less

commonly 'contemplation' (θεωρα) of God or the Trinity. 
153 

153 Although there are more than seventy instances of in the Scholia on Psalms, 
Evagrius writes only once of as a definition of gnosis, cited above, n. 151: scholion 
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29 on Psalm 118: 65-6(1) (cf. ed. Pitra, 118: 65-6(1), vol. iii, p. 276).

1.3.2.4 The Gnostikos , Exegete and Teacher

Evagrius believed that progress in contemplation entails responsibility for the 
spiritual progress of others. Since he also believed that the principal textbook 
of spiritual progress is the Bible, Evagrius' gnostikos is a biblical exegete who 
searches the scriptures for beneficial insights. He must be able to 'give a 

word to each, according to his worth'. 
154 

154 Evagrius, Gnostikos 44, SC 356, p. 174: '[. . . ] Justice's task is to give to each,
according to his worth, a word' (δικαιοσ νης δ  π λιν, τ  κατ' ξαν κ στ  το ς λ

γους ποδιδ ναι).

In order to do this he must become completely familiar with all the levels of
meaning contained in the scriptures, from ethical instruction, through the 
contemplation of creation, to the mysteries of the Trinity. He must 
understand spiritual 'definitions' and the customary expressions of scripture 
(Gnostikos 17 and 19), as 

end p.44

well as the rules for allegorical exegesis (Gnostikos 18, 20, and 21). In the 
scriptures the gnostikos discovers a symbolic world of history and story that 
helps him to express both the 'ethical' insights he learned as a praktikos and 
the new mysteries of creation he is exploring as a contemplative.

An important pattern for Evagrius' gnostikos is the work of the angels. The 
angels exemplify and symbolize the gnostiké: they behold the face of God; 
they understand the deep logoi of God; their bodies and thoughts are simple 
and pure; and they mediate God's providence, guiding those below them 
back towards God. Quoting Jesus' term for the sons of the resurrection in 
Luke 20:36, Evagrius describes the monk who attains true prayer while 
yearning for the heavenly father's face as σ γγελ ος, 'equal to the

angels'. 
155 

155 Evagrius, De oratione 113, ed. Tugwell, p. 21 (cf. PG 79.1192): 'A monk 
becomes the equal of the angels through true prayer, yearning to see the face of the 
Father who is in heaven (Matt. 18:10)'

.

The gnostikos who engages in 'angelic practice' and seeks divine gnosis 156 

156 Evagrius, De oratione 142, ed. Tugwell, p. 26 (cf. PG 79.1197): 'The one longing 
to pray has moved from what is here, to have citizenship in heaven always (Phil. 
3:20), not merely through simple word[s] but through angelic practice and divine 
knowledge'

.

must also share in the angels' work of mediation by praying for others, 
157 
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157 Evagrius, De oratione 40, ed. Tugwell, p. 9 (cf. PG 79.1176): 'It is just to pray 
not only for your own purification, but especially for your own [kindred], so as to 
imitate the angelic mode'.

by aiding others in their spiritual struggle, 
158 

158 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.90, ed. Guillaumont, p. 249: 'Whoever will have 
obtained spiritual knowledge will help the holy angels and will return reasoning souls 
from vice to virtue and from ignorance to knowledge.'

and by curing them. 
159 

159 Evagrius, Praktikos 100, SC 171, p. 710: 'we are to revere the elders as the 
angels, for it is they who anoint us for our struggle and heal us when we are bitten 
by wild beasts'. The gnostikos rejoices in the spiritual progress of others and learns 
to revere others 'as Christ': De oratione 117-25.

This work of spiritual healing is facilitated as the gnostikos learns to apply in 
the arena of spiritual struggle the exegetical tools he employs in interpreting 
the scriptures. Just as the scriptures invite him to discern God's providential 
intentions in sacred history, so the gnostikos learns to perceive the logoi of 
providence and judgement in the lives of those who seek his advice. Through 
progress in the art of discernment he becomes 'salt for the impure and light 

end p.45
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for the pure'. 
160 

160 Evagrius, Gnostikos 3, SC 356, p. 90:

This allusion to the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5: 13-14) implies that the
gnostikos must be aware of both the potential and the limitations of those 
who come to him for advice. He must therefore:

 161 
161 Evagrius, Gnostikos 15, SC 356, p. 112.

15. Learn to know the logoi and the laws of circumstances, [ways of] 
life, and occupations, so that you can easily tell each what is useful for 
him.

While the life of the angels offers a stirring model of spiritual progress, the 
fate of the demons provides a stark reminder of the fate awaiting those who 
misuse their freedom, ignoring providence and preferring ignorance and 
vice; and who therefore face an upcoming judgement full of pain and 
darkness. Evagrius' version of hell, however, was less threatening than that 
of classical Jewish and Christian orthodoxy: it resembles medieval versions 
of purgatory in being something like an agonizing school of correction, to be 

avoided at all costs, 
162 

162 Evagrius employs traditionally vivid language to warn his readers of the dangers 
of hell in Rerum monachalium rationes 9, PG 40.1261: 'Consider in your mind what 
is now the state of those in hell. Reflect on the suffering, the silence of bitterness, 
the frightful moaning, the dreaded fear and torment, fear of what will come, 
ceaseless pain, constant weeping [. . . ] the shame before [all those in heaven and
on earth], all the varieties of punishment, the undying worm, the dark abyss, the 
gnashing of teeth, fears and terrors [. . . ]'

but from which all who are sent there will ultimately emerge. 
163 

163 As regards the apokatastasis, the doctrine that all fallen beings will ultimately 
accept the salvation offered by Christ and thus be restored to union with God, 
Evagrius appears to have avoided ever stating openly that 'all will be saved'. Instead, 
this teaching is implicit in his eschatological vision of the logikoi returning to their 
'original state': Kephalaia Gnostica ii.4 (the 'last transformation' is 'the passage of all 
to knowledge of Blessed Trinity'); Letter to Melania 29-30 (like rivers flowing into the 
sea, once sin is removed 'the many' will again become 'one', Frankenberg, pp. 
618-19, Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, pp. 313-14); Letter to Melania 63 (the logikoi
are to become 'one with [God] in everything without end', Bunge, Briefe aus der
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Wüste, p. 326, ed. Vitestam, pp. 27-8).

He was well aware that this teaching could be misunderstood, and that even
if properly understood it might give scandal: he was particularly 
apprehensive that 'the logos of judgement' containing the doctrine of 
transformations and renewed bodies would be especially suspect. Thus thus 
he advised the gnostikos who considers himself ready to teach others to be 
extremely cautious and to adapt his teaching to the particular circumstances 

of his hearers. 
164 

164 Origen similarly recommends prudence concerning his doctrine of remedial 
punishment in Contra Celsum 6.26-7.

end p.46

 165 
165 Evagrius, Gnostikos 36, SC 356, p. 154.

36. [You must] keep hidden from seculars and from the young the 
more exalted logos concerning judgment, for this easily engenders 
[their] contempt: they do not understand the suffering of the 
reasoning soul condemned to ignorance.

Spiritual knowledge, Evagrius reminds his readers, entails both responsibility 
and risk. If the gnostikos is incautious in his teaching, and in particular if he 
speaks boldly and arrogantly concerning matters that are easily 
misunderstood, then he is guilty of abusing sacred things on the very 
threshold of the Temple. The careless misuse of these logoi carries grave 
penalties for the teacher:

 166 
166 Evagrius, Gnostikos 24, SC 356, p. 122.

24. Take care that you never, for the sake of profit, well-being, or 
fleeting glory, talk about those things which should not be revealed, 
and [thus] be cast out of the sacred precincts, like those selling the 
pigeon chicks in the temple (cf. Matt. 21:12-13).

In summary, Evagrius' gnostikos must constantly exercise the virtue of 
prudence and the art of discernment in determining what his hearers may 
profitably be taught. He must maintain the broadest possible horizon in his 
contemplative efforts: he must strive to perceive himself and the whole of 
the cosmos from the perspective of a divine origin and destiny. All 
multiplicity, whether the glorious diversity of the universe or the complex 
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inner struggle for spiritual maturity, is to be comprehended as pointing either 
back in time to the unity from which it fell, or ahead into that restored union 
towards which it is moving.

end p.47

2 The Monastic Discipline of Psalmody

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: In the fourth century, the Book of Psalms gradually displaced 
other biblical texts used in so-called 'canonical prayers'. Among the monks, 
psalmody was one of the exterior ascetical practices which, together with 
fasting, keeping vigil, and restraint of speech, were recommended by almost 
all the desert fathers of the late fourth century. John Cassian was one of the 
most important witnesses to the practice and spirituality of psalmody. The 
practice and spirit of psalmody are discussed.

Keywords: psalmody, practice, spirituality, Book of Psalms, monks,
John Cassian

During the latter half of the fourth century the psalter came to occupy an 
increasingly prominent place in Christian worship, both in the liturgical 
assembly and in private devotion. In the fourth century the Book of Psalms 
gradually displaced other biblical texts used at the so-called 'canonical 

prayers' which later came to be known as the Liturgy of the Hours. 
1 

1 A. Veilleux believes that in the primitive Pachomian office there was no particular 
preference for psalmody, and that the office consisted largely of consecutive 
scripture readings, each followed by the prayers Cassian describes in Book 2 of the 
Institutes, i.e. standing with arms outstretched, prostrating, then arising for silent 
prayer. Veilleux, La liturgie dans le cénobitisme pachômien, pp. 276-323

One historian of music has described this 'psalmodic movement' as 'an
unprecedented wave of enthusiasm for the singing of psalms that swept from 
east to west through the Christian population in the closing decades of the 

fourth century'. 
2 

2 McKinnon, 'Desert Monasticism and the Later Fourth Century Psalmodic Movement', 
p. 506. The same author describes 'that great wave of enthusiasm for the Old 
Testament Psalms which swept from East to West in the second half of the fourth 
century. Nothing quite like it has been observed either before or after in the history 
of Christianity or Judaism' ('The Fourth Century Origin of the Gradual', p. 98).

Different reasons have been adduced for the increasing popularity of the
psalter; but whatever its origins, by the 380s, when Evagrius became a 
monk, the central place of the psalter in monastic life was well-established.

In the liturgical practice of the late fourth century, and especially in monastic
communities, the term ψαλµ α referred to corporate or private chanting of

psalms which was interrupted at regular intervals by pauses for prayer.
These pauses occurred at the end of psalms or between divisions in longer
psalms, and generally entailed, as will be described, a change or a series of
changes in ritual posture. The prayer which was offered during these pauses
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could be vocal or silent and of variable duration (although generally not
protracted), depending on circumstances and local practice. The intimate
relationship between chanted psalmody and the pauses for prayer which
punctuated it was such that late fourth-century

end p.48

sources often refer to the practice of psalmody as 'the psalms and prayers' 
or simply as 'the prayers'.

2.1 Athanasius, Palladius, and the Desert Fathers

Among the monks psalmody was one of the exterior ascetical practices 
which, together with fasting, keeping vigil, and restraint of speech, were 

recommended by almost all the desert fathers of the late fourth century. 
3 

3 The term 'exterior' is used here to distinguish these practices from 'interior' or 
mental disciplines such as vigilance over thoughts, compunction, and humility.

In contrast to these other practices, however, psalmody was a practice which
occupied the monk throughout the day. Keeping vigil (which consisted chiefly 
of psalmody) pertained to the hours when one would normally sleep; the 
question of fasting arose chiefly at mealtimes; and restraint of speech was 
an issue primarily when one had the opportunity to engage in conversation. 
Psalmody, on the other hand, encompassed nearly all the monk's waking 
hours.

In both Nitria and Kellia two formal times of prayer were kept each day. 
4 

4 This simple practice of twice-daily formal ('canonical') prayer gave way within a few 
decades to traditions of more elaborate, fixed liturgical prayer every few hours which 
have characterized the liturgy of the hours in both East and West ever since. In 
Books 2 and 3 of the Institutes Cassian attests to both the older, simple practice of 
the Egyptian desert and the newer approach of his communities in Gaul, which 
included the hours of Terce, Sext, and None. Taft traces this shift towards more 
frequent canonical prayer in Egypt (The Liturgy of the Hours in East and West, pp. 
57-73) and in the urban monastic offices of the eastern (pp. 75-91) and western (pp. 
93-140) churches. Recent excavations in Kellia have revealed the architectural and 
artistic/decorative changes in the cells of the monks of Kellia which accompanied this 
liturgical shift: Descoeudres, 'Die Mönchssiedlung Kellia', pp. 26-39.

The Vigil office was celebrated before dawn and Vespers at dusk; these were
either celebrated in common, especially in Kellia on weekends, or in the 

privacy of the hermits' cells. At each of these offices twelve 'canonical' 
5 

5 Cassian writes of the 'canonical' number of psalms offered at each office in 
Institutes 2.12.1, cited and discussed below, n. 31.

psalms were chanted, interspersed with prayers after each psalm. During the
remainder of the day and for as much of the night as the monk could remain
awake the practice of psalmody or reciting other biblical texts (µελ τη)
provided a background against which all other work was undertaken. This
practice of incessant psalmody and scripture-meditation probably underlies
the first apophthegm in the Greek Systematic Collection:
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end p.49

Once while living in the desert the holy abba Antony found himself in 
the state of acedia, much darkened by [tempting] thoughts. And he 
said to God: 'Lord, I want to be saved and my [tempting] thoughts do 
not allow it. What should I do in my affliction? How am I to be saved?'
And standing up a short time later he began to go outside, when 
Antony saw someone like himself sitting down and working, then 
standing up from work and praying; then sitting down again to work 
on the rope [he was making], and again standing up to pray.

Here Antony the Great is the archetype of the monk delivered from acedia
through a simple practice: he is to regularly interrupt his manual labour by 
standing briefly for prayer. Although the apophthegm does not state that 
Antony is also to recite the psalms and other scriptures during the interval 
while sitting and working on his rope, this is probably presupposed; certainly 
it had become the norm by the latter half of the fourth century in Evagrius' 
milieu. Palladius describes the chanting of psalms which could be heard 
coming from the cells of monks engaged in the manufacture of linen at 

Nitria. 
6 

6 Palladius, Lausiac History 7.5, ed. Bartelink, pp. 38-40.

Cassian similarly attests that continuous recitation of 'psalmody and the rest
of scripture' during 'ceaseless manual labour' was the Egyptian practice in 

which he had been trained. 
7 

7 Cassian, Institutes 2.14-15: 'sic unusquisque opus exsequitur iniunctum, ut 
psalmum uel scripturam quamlibet memoriter recensendo [. . . ]', SC 109, pp. 82-6

Later monastic authors not only recommend psalmody during manual labour,
but occasionally go so far as to specify exactly how frequently the psalmody 

ought to be interrupted with prayer: 
8 

8 The letters of Barsanuphius and John reflect sixth-century Palestinian usages. 
While weaving a mat the practice of 'continuously memorizing or reciting psalms' is 
to be interrupted with prayer after every third row: Barsanuphius and John, Letter
143, 23-7, SC 427, p. 522.

Epiphanius of Salamis summarizes this approach in an apophthegm: 'The
true monk ought to have the prayer and the psalmody ceaselessly in his 

heart.' 
9 

9 Apophthegmata Patrum, Greek alphabetical collection, Epiphanius 3, PG 165.64:
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Monastic biographers are fond of quantifying this 'background rhythm' of 
psalmody, scripture meditation, and prayer in the case of certain exemplary 
ascetics: they list the number of times each day these monastic heroes 
interrupted their psalmody and melete by arising or prostrating (or both) for 

prayer. Moses the Ethiopian 'prayed 50 prayers' each day, 
10 

10 Palladius, Lausiac History 19.6, ed. Bartelink, p. 100.

while Macarius the Egyptian prayed nearly that number while crawling back

and forth in the tunnel that led to his secret hermitage. 
11 

11 Ibid., 17.10, pp. 74-6.

Paul 'the Simple' of Pherme offered 300 prayers each day; he kept count by
placing the requisite number of pebbles on his lap, then dropping one after 

each prayer. 
12 

12 Ibid., 20.1, p. 102.

Abba Apollo offered 200 prayers each day, 
13 

13 Anon., Historia monachorum in Aegypto 8.5, ed. Festugière, p. 48.

and Macarius the Alexandrian and Evagrius each offered 100 prayers each

day. 
14 

14 Macarius describes himself,  (Palladius, Lausiac History 20.3, ed. 
Bartelink, p. 104); and Palladius reports of Evagrius, ποει δ  ε χ ς κατ ν (Lausiac 
History 38.10, ed. Bartelink, p. 200).

Gabriel Bunge has calculated that Palladius' attribution to Evagrius of 100
prayers each day implies that approximately every ten minutes throughout 
the day Evagrius offered brief prayers which may have marked the 

conclusion of a psalm or interrupted sections of the longer psalms. 
15 

15 Bunge, Geistgebet, pp. 31-2. On the question of 'the prayers' signifying the 
alternating rhythm of psalmody interrupted regularly by prayers, Bunge refers to the 
examples of Antony the Great cited above and to Barsanuphius and John (Letters 40, 
140, 143, 150, and 176), Geistgebet, pp. 32-4. He also refers to texts from the 
Ethiopian collection of Apophthegmata Patrum (13, 26, 42, and 43, ed. Arras, 
Collectio monastica, pp. 66 and 70) which indicate that these 'prayers' often 
consisted of brief formulae such as: 'Jesus have mercy on me! Jesus help me! I bless 
you, my God!' (Geistgebet, pp. 39-40).

The goal of this constant prayer and psalmody consisted both in turning the 
mind back to God, and in turning away from demonic temptations. As 
Douglas Burton-Christie has noted, memories and personal concerns which 
arose during the course of chanting the psalms were often regarded as 
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distractions and considered to be of demonic inspiration. The recitation of 
psalms and other biblical texts was supposed to drive out memories of the 

past and replace them with holier thoughts. 
16 

16 Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, pp. 117-29, esp. 124-7.

A somewhat more positive approach to the goals of psalmody is found in 
Athanasius' Letter to Marcellinus on the Interpretation of Psalms. Although 
Athanasius does not describe his text as exclusively or even primarily 
intended for monks, he claims to transmit the 

end p.51

insights of an 'old man diligent in asceticism' (συν τυχ ν τινιφιλοπ υ  γ

ροντι), evidently a monk. 
17 

17 Rondeau has described the monastic ethos which this work reflects: 
Commentaires, vol. ii, p. 222; 'L'Épître à Marcellinus', pp. 196-7.

The first part of this text (chapters 1-9) presents the Book of Psalms as a
summary of the whole of scripture, and thus of salvation history. The
particular virtues of the psalter are then discussed (chapters 10-11), and
particular psalms are recommended for different states of the soul (chapters
13-26). The psalter is presented as a means of restoring harmony and
balance in the soul (chapters 27-8). The psalms are to be 'recited and

chanted' (λεγ τω κα  ψαλλ τω) just as they are written; 
18 

18 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 12, PG 27.41: τ  γεγραµµ να λεγ τω κ αψαλλ τω,
περε ρηται.

that is, in their entirety (chapter 29) and without changing or augmenting
the words (chapter 30). A striking image which acquires great popularity is 
that of the psalter as the soul's mirror:

 19 
19 Ibid., PG 27.24.

And it seems to me that for the one chanting psalms, these become 
like a mirror in which he perceives himself and the movements of his 
own soul; and thus affected he recites them.

Not only do the psalms display 'as in a mirror' the whole range of human 
affective life, they also have the power to reshape one's inner life. By making 
the words of the psalms his own, the one who chants them may be inwardly 
'pierced' and moved to compunction along with the penitent psalmist:

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



3 of 6

 20 
20 Ibid., PG 27.21.

And the one hearing is struck with compunction as if he himself were 
speaking, and is moved by the words of the songs as if they were his 
own.

Finally, the Book of Psalms is the soul's great teacher:

 21 
21 Ibid., PG 27.25.

for all of Sacred Scripture is a teacher of virtue and the truths of faith; 
but the Book of the Psalms somehow contains as well the image of the 
soul's course of life.

end p.52

Thus the psalter is a workbook for the soul's whole course of life (διαγωγ ): 

the remarkable variety of images evoked during psalmody both reflect and 
provide direction for human life in all its complexity.

2.2 John Cassian

One of the most important witnesses to the practice and spirituality of 
psalmody in the late fourth century is John Cassian. While other monastic 
legislators and desert fathers, Evagrius included, mention only in passing 
such details as bodily posture and the duration of different intervals 
associated with psalmody, it is Cassian who provides a more detailed picture. 
Writing in Gaul around the year 420 he was concerned to correct both 
imprudent excess in the quantity of psalmody offered at the public offices as 
well as laxity in the performance of psalmody. Thus he offers in the 
Institutes his recollections of what he had experienced twenty years 
previously during what was already coming to be wistfully regarded as the 

'golden age' of Egyptian monasticism. 
22 

22 '[After the devastation of Nitria in 399] The freshness of the first generation was 
fading from Scetis also. And the older monks knew it' (Chitty, The Desert a City, p. 
60; cf. also pp. 65-8.

Gabriel Bunge has summarized Cassian's description of psalmody at the two
monastic offices of Vigils and Vespers as follows:

During the performance of the psalms—in community this would be by
one or at most three singers who remained standing while the others
sat listening (Institutes 2.5.5)—all would arise to pray, cast
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themselves praying to the ground, then arise again to pray, standing

in silence and with hands uplifted (Institutes 2.7.2 and 2.8). 
23 

23 Bunge, Geistgebet, p. 13.

The three texts from Cassian's Institutes to which Bunge refers are among 
the very few which describe in detail the alternating rhythm of psalmody and 
prayer which characterized early monastic liturgy. In these passages from 
the Institutes Cassian explains the practices of the monastic communities in 
which Evagrius was formed as a monk, and which therefore underlie 
Evagrius' own experience of psalmody. It will therefore be useful to consider 
these and other related texts from the Institutes in some detail.

end p.53

2.2.1 The Practice of Psalmody

In Book 2 of the Institutes Cassian justifies the practice of singing only 
twelve psalms at each of the principal offices of Vespers and Vigils. He 
invokes not only venerable tradition but also divine endorsement of this 
practice; this story may be related to a Pachomian legend claiming angelic 

authority for monastic usages. 
24 

24 Owen Chadwick admits that Cassian's story is similar to the Pachomian tradition of 
a 'Rule of the Angel'; but he also describes in detail the principal differences. He 
doubts whether this represents evidence of a direct relation between Cassian and 
Pachomius: Chadwick, John Cassian, pp. 60-2.

In Cassian's version a group of monastic superiors have gathered to discuss
the proper number of psalms to be sung at the common offices, but can 
reach no agreement. They decide to celebrate Vespers together:

Cumque sedentibus cunctis, ut est moris nunc usque in Aegypti 
partibus, et in psallentis uerba omni cordis intentione defixis undecim 
psalmos orationum interiectione distinctos contiguis uersibus parili 
pronuntiatione cantasset, duodecimum sub alleluiae responsione 
consummans ab uniuersorum oculis repente subtractus quaestioni 

pariter et caerimoniis finem inposuit. 
25 

25 Cassian, Institutes 2.5.5, SC 109, p. 68.

And while all were sitting (as is still customary throughout the land 
Egypt), having fixed the whole focus of their hearts on the words of 
the one chanting the psalms, he sang eleven Psalms separated by 
prayers introduced between them: singing each succeeding verse with 

equal modulation, 
26 

26 i.e. a tone or 'mode' for each pair of verses.

he completed the twelfth with the 'alleluia' response, and by suddenly
withdrawing from the eyes of all, put an end to both their controversy 
and their ceremony.
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Cassian's intentions in this passage are several. He wishes to establish, first, 
that psalmody may be listened to while sitting: such was, he says, and is the 
custom 'throughout the land of Egypt'. Second, individual psalms are to be 
sung with prayers, not alleluia-responses, after each one. Third (a point he 
makes at length elsewhere), the psalmody is to be sung clearly and distinctly 
with the kind of 'modulation' that encourages all to fix the whole focus or 
attention of their heart, their intentio cordis, on the verses being sung. And 
finally, as the humorous conclusion to the story makes clear, twelve psalms 
will suffice.

This text also illustrates that in the liturgical assembly psalms were ordinarily 
sung by one or more cantors while the rest of the 

end p.54

community sat and listened. This point is described in greater detail later in 
the Institutes:

Praedictum uero duodenarium psalmorum numerum ita diuidunt, ut, si 
duo fuerint fratres, senos psallant, si tres, quaternos, si quattuor, 
ternos. Quo numero numquam minus in congregatione decantant, ac 
perinde, quantalibet multitudo conuenerit, numquam amplius psallunt 

in synaxi quam quattuor fratres. 
27 

27 Cassian, Institutes 2.11.3, SC 109, p. 78.

The twelve psalms mentioned above are divided as follows: if there 
are two brothers, each sings six; if there are three, [each sings] four; 
and if four, [each sings] three. Less than this number is never sung in 
community; and so whatever the size of the gathering, not more than 
four sing at the synaxis.

These texts indicate that unlike the 'antiphonal' 
28 

28 The term 'antiphonal' is used here in the narrow sense of alternating choirs. 
Cassian uses antiphona to describe very different practices, sometimes refering to 
responsorial chanting of a verse or a whole psalm (Institutes 2.2.1, SC 109, p. 58), 
at other times apparently using it to mean the whole psalmody of the office 
(Institutes 2.8, SC 109, p. 72). A third use of the term seems to mean unison 
singing of a psalm or refrain by the whole community (Institutes 3.8.4, SC 109, p. 
112).

form of singing according to which alternating choirs answer each other, the
early monastic experience of Vigils and Vespers would largely have been one 

of listening, rather than of singing. 
29 

29 Bunge emphasizes this point in Geistgebet, pp. 13-14; however, he inexplicably 
maintains that the psalmody would have been sung by at most three cantors
('höchstens drei Sängern'), despite Cassian's description of four cantors.

It was the cantor who chanted, not, for the most part, the community. 
30 

30 This was the case in the more primitive Egyptian office described by Cassian 
throughout most of Book 2 of the Institutes. In Cassian's own community in Gaul, 
however, things were otherwise. In Institutes 3.3.1 he refers to Palestinian and 
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Mesopotamian practices as precedents for his community's usages, where, in 
addition to the newer hours of Terce, Sext, and None (replacing the more ancient 
Egyptian practice of 'continual prayer' during work), there was also greater variety in 
the performance of psalmody. He uses the term antiphona tria (Institutes 3.8.4, SC 
109, p. 112) to refer to one of these variations, perhaps a form of responsorial 
singing; but certainly a form of psalmody in which the whole community, rather than 
just the cantor, sang.

In order to help the monks listen as attentively as possible, they were
allowed to sit during the psalmody:

Hunc sane canonicum quem praediximus duodenarium psalmorum 
numerum tali corporis quiete releuant, ut has easdem congregationum 
sollemnitates ex more celebrantes absque eo, qui dicturus in medium 
psalmos surrexerit, cuncti sedilibus humillimis insidentes a uoce 
psallentis omni cordis intentione dependeant. Ita namque ieiuniis et 
operatione totius diei noctisque lassescunt, ut, nisi huiuscemodi 
refectione adiuuentur, ne hunc quidem numerum stantes explere 

praeualeant. 
31 

31 Cassian, Institutes 2.12.1, SC 109, pp. 78-80.

end p.55
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The aforementioned canonical number of twelve psalms is rendered 
easier by a kind of bodily rest: all of those who gather to celebrate 
according to their custom (except the one who stands up in the centre 
to recite the psalms) sit upon low benches and follow closely the voice 
of the one chanting the psalms with the whole focus of their hearts. 
For their fasting and labours by day and night are so exhausting that 
unless refreshed by some such assistance, they would not be able to 
complete even this number [of psalms] while standing.

According to Cassian this ostensible indulgence in regard to posture helped 
the monks maintain intentio cordis during the chanting. Their attentive 
listening was further facilitated by regularly interrupting the chanting with a 
period of 'refreshment' (refectio), an interval of silent prayer which 
concluded with a collect sung by the cantor. This permitted a redirecting of 
the intentio from receptive listening to a more active self-offering in prayer. 
Following the period of prayer the attention of the heart, now refreshed, 
could be redirected towards the next psalm sung by cantor(s):

Etidcirco ne psalmos quidem ipsos, quos in congregatione decantant, 
continuata student pronuntiatione concludere, sed eos pro numero 
uersuum duabus uel tribus intercisionibus cum orationum interiectione 
diuisos distinctim particulatimque consummant. Non enim multitudine 
uersuum, sed mentis intellegentia delectantur, illud tota uirtute 

sectantes: Psallam spiritu, psallam et mente. 
32 

32 Ibid., 2.11.1, p. 76.

And thus they do not even try by an unbroken recitation to finish 
those psalms they sing in community: rather, depending on the 
number of verses, they divide them into two or three sections, 
completing them separately, section by section, interspersing prayers 
between them. For it is not in an abundance of verses, but rather in 
the mind's knowledge that they delight, seeking this with all their 
powers: I will sing with the spirit: I will sing also with the mind (1 Cor. 
14:15).

James McKinnon believes that the phrase distinctim particulatimque
('separately, section by section') implies a slow pace of chanting on the 

cantor's part, intended to facilitate understanding of the text being sung. 
33 

33 McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, p. 148.

An additional opportunity to appropriate the spiritual meaning of the psalm
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would have been provided during the pauses for prayer which regularly 
interrupted the psalmody. These intervals of prayer consist of three 
successive acts, each involving a change in posture. First, the monks arise to 
stand for a time in prayer; this is followed by a brief prostration. Finally, all 
stand again for prayer, 

end p.56

this time with outstretched hands, and the cantor concludes with a collect 
'gathering' the prayers of the whole community. Cassian warns that although 
the interval of prayer must be substantial and not rushed, the prostration 
should not be prolonged. Again Cassian describes and interprets the Egyptian 
practice he remembers:

[. . . ] antequam flectant genua, paulisper orant et stantes in
supplicatione maiorem temporis partem expendunt. Itaque post haec 
puncto breuissimo procidentes humi, uelut adorantes tantum diuinam 
clementiam, summa uelocitate consurgunt ac rursus erecti expansis 
manibus eodem modo, quo prius stantes orauerant, suis precibus 
inmorantur. Humi namque diutius procumbentem non solum 
cogitationibus aiunt uerum etiam somno grauius inpugnari [. . . ] Cum
autem is, qui orationem collecturus est, e terra surrexerit, omnes 
pariter eriguntur, ita ut nullus nec antequam inclinetur ille genu 

flectere nec cum e terra surrexerit remorari praesumat [. . . ] 
34 

34 Cassian, Institutes 2.7.2-3, SC 109, p. 70.

[. . . ] before they bend their knees they pray for a little while,
standing to spend the greater part of the time in supplication. And
after this, for the briefest moment, they prostrate themselves on the
ground as if adoring the divine compassion, and then arise as quickly
as possible, standing upright with outstretched hands—just as they
had previously prayed (oraverant) standing—[now] to linger in
[supplicating] prayers (preces). For remaining prostrate on the ground 
for any length of time renders you open, they say, not only to the 
assault of [tempting] thoughts, but of sleep [. . . ] But when he who is
to 'collect' the prayers rises from the ground they all stand up 
together: for no one would presume to bend the knee before he bows 
down, nor to delay when he has risen from the ground [. . . ]

This passage suggests a distinction between the kind of prayer offered 
during the intervals when the monks arise from psalmody. The first precedes 
the prostration and is referred to by Cassian as oratio. During the second, 
which follows the prostration, the monks stand with outstretched hands (a 
symbol of supplication) and offer preces, which conclude with a collect 

chanted by the cantor on behalf of the whole assembly. 
35 

35 That 'he who is to "collect" the prayers' is in fact the cantor is made clear in a 
passage where Cassian opposes the practice (destined to become the norm in the 
West) of singing the Gloria Patri after each psalm. Cassian maintains that the Gloria
should be intoned only after all the psalms have been sung: 'And that which we have
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seen in this country, namely that after one has sung to the end of the psalm, all
stand up and together loudly sing: "Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the
Holy Spirit"—this we have never heard throughout the whole East. There, rather,
while silence is maintained by all, the cantor offers the concluding prayer. This
[hymn] glorifying the Trinity generally concludes the whole psalmody (antiphona)' 
(Illud etiam quod in hac prouincia uidimus, ut uno cantante in clausula psalmi omnes 
adstantes concinant cum clamore 'gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui sancto', nusquam per 
omnem Orientem audiuimus, sed cum omnium silentio ab eo, qui cantat, finito 
psalmo orationem succedere, hac uero glorificatione Trinitatis tantummodo solere 
antiphona terminari), Institutes 2.8, SC 109, p. 72.

end p.57

2.2.2 The Spirit of Psalmody

In addition to describing in detail the monastic practice of psalmody, Cassian 
also describes the inner, spiritual goal of the psalmody and 
scripture-meditation which monks were expected to practise during manual 
labour. In the Tenth Conference (the Second Conference of Abba Isaac) 
Cassian describes and recommends a form of monologistic prayer consisting 
of continuous recitation of the verse, 'Deus in adiutorium meum intende, 
Domine ad adiuvandum me festina.' He explains that through 'restricting 
itself to the poverty of this verse' and meditating as well on the Lord's 

passion, the mind casts off 'the richness and multiplicity of thoughts' 
36 

36 Cassian, Conferences 10.11.1, CSEL 13, p. 303: cogitationum diuitias amplasque 
substantias abiciat ac refutet, atque ita versiculi huius paupertate constricta'.

to ascend like the stag of Psalm 103: 18 into 'even more exalted and sacred

mysteries'. 
37 

37 Ibid., 10.11.2, CSEL 13, p. 303: 'sublimioribus ac sacratioribus mysteriis'.

At first this rejection of multiplicity in favour of inward 'poverty' appears
similar to Evagrius' 'pure prayer' beyond all images and concepts. Cassian, 
however, develops this image further, describing the 'spiritual stag' 
ascending into 'manifold knowledge of God (multiformem scientiam dei) 

through divine illumination'. 
38 

38 Ibid.

Thus the goal of this spiritual ascent is not so much freedom from words or
images, but rather the ability to perceive the 'manifold wisdom of God' (cf. 

Eph. 3: 10); 
39 

39 This significance of Eph. 3: 10 as a key to Evagrius' understanding of the psalter 
and of Christ as the personification of this 'manifold wisdom' is discussed below in 
Chapter 6.1.2 and 6.2.

that is, to better understand and inwardly appropriate the rich variety of
images and words found in the psalter:

[. . . ] omnes quoque psalmorum adfectus in se recipiens ita incipiet
decantare, ut eos non tamquam a propheta conpositos, sed uelut a se 
editos quasi orationem propriam profunda cordis conpunctione 
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depromat uel certe ad suam personam aestimet eos fuisse directos, 
eorumque sententias non tunc tantummodo per prophetam aut in 
propheta fuisse conpletas, sed in se cotidie geri inplerique 

cognoscat. 
40 

40 Cassian, Conferences 10.11.4, CSEL 13, p. 304.

[. . . ] receiving into himself all the inward states [contained] in the
psalms, he will begin to sing them not as if composed by the 
prophets; but as if

end p.58

spoken by him as his own prayers, drawn forth from deepest 
compunction of heart: and he will certainly interpret them as directed 
at himself, understanding that their verses were not only formerly 
fulfilled by or in the prophet; but that they are fulfilled and acted out 
daily in him.

It is clear from this text that for Cassian psalmody is not merely a 
preparation for the prayers which are offered between the psalms; rather, 
the psalms can and should be sung as one's own personal prayer (quasi 
orationem propriam). Indeed the chanting of psalms seems here to 
accompany, or perhaps to induce, that very highly prized occasion of 
repentance and renewed consecration to God called by the desert fathers 

compunctio cordis (κατ νυξι ς). 
41 

41 Cassian writes of compunction as one of the proper fruits of psalmody in 
Conferences 1.17.2, CSEL 13, p. 26: 'idcirco decantatio crebra psalmorum, ut 
adsidua nobis exinde conpunctio ministretur.' Johannes Quasten has discussed the 
early monastic emphasis on compunction in relation to the use of music in the early 
Church in 'The Doctrine of Katanyxis: Oriental Monasticism as Inimical to Artistic 
Singing', in Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity, pp. 94-8.

In Cassian's view psalmody is not so much an exercise in recalling events 
from Israel's past as it is an opportunity to practise sharpened spiritual 
vision, here principally a vision directed inward, for the purpose of 
understanding the deeper meaning of one's own ascetical striving. Psalmody 
is thus not an escape from the 'real world' into another state of 
consciousness, nor is it an opportunity to meditate piously on events safely 
distant in time and culture from one's own experience. On the contrary: 
Cassian recommends that the monk receive into himself the affectus cordis
of the psalm's original author and make the psalm his own, becoming as it 

were a new author of the psalm. 
42 

42 Cassian, Conferences 10.11.5, CSEL 13, p. 305: 'recipientes cordis affectum, quo 
quisque decantatus uel conscriptus est psalmus, uelut auctores eius facti'.

Through familiarity with the text the monk learns to anticipate the deeper
meaning of the words he is about to sing and then to allow this to illuminate 
his own lived experience. During psalmody he will recall vividly his own daily 
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strivings and failings:

[. . . ] quid in nobis gestum sit uel cotidianis geratur incursibus
superueniente eorum meditatione quodammodo recordemur, et quid 
nobis uel neglegentia nostra pepererit uel diligentia conquisierit uel 
prouidentia diuina contulerit uel instigatio fraudauerit inimici uel 
subtraxerit lubrica ac subtilis obliuio uel intulerit humana fragilitas seu 

inprouida fefellerit ignoratio, decantantes reminiscamur. 
43 

43 Ibid., 10.11.5, p. 305.

end p.59

[. . . ] we remember our own circumstances and what daily happens
when we are assailed by thoughts, and while singing [the psalms] we 
recall all that our negligence has caused, or our diligence has attained, 
or divine providence has granted, or the instigation of the enemy has 
cheated us of, or slippery and subtle forgetfulness has taken away, or 
human frailty has brought about, or how careless ignorance has 
deceived.

Chanting the psalms, the monk peers into a 'mirror of the soul' where his 
own spiritual struggles are seen against the background of salvation history 
and in the light of God's compassion:

Omnes namque hoc adfectus in Psalmis inuenimus expressos, ut ea 
quae incurrerint uelut in speculo purissimo peruidentes efficacius 
agnoscamus et ita magistris adfectibus eruditi non ut audita, sed 

tamquam perspecta palpemus [. . . ] 
44 

44 Ibid., 10.11.6, p. 305.

We find all these inward states expressed in the psalms, so that 
seeing whatever occurs as in the clearest mirror, we more effectively 
understand it; and so with our inward states for teachers, we are 
educated not [merely] by hearing, but through actual examination
[. . . ]

Thus for Cassian psalmody is a school where the monk learns about his 
relationship with God by means of his own memories. The 'inward states' 
experienced as the psalms are chanted are 'teachers', clarifying the deeper 
meaning of ongoing spiritual progress or failure. The monk's experiences 
unfold before him during psalmody, and by listening to what he feels within 
himself and to what he hears being sung, he begins to understand the 
deeper meaning of both. Psalmody thus becomes a sort of spiritual 
training-ground in which the virtue of discernment is learned: one's 
thoughts, memories, and aspirations are tested and interpreted in the light 
of God's word while that word is chanted. This approach presupposes an 
exegetical method whereby the images and stories encountered during 
psalmody can be understood as symbols which interpret the monk's ascetical 
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journey. As will be described, this intensely personal hermeneutic method 
had been taught in detail by Evagrius, whose exegetical works can be read 
as spiritual 'dictionaries' or workbooks intended to aid the monk in this very 
practice.

Cassian's discussion of psalmody and monologistic prayer culminates in a 
description of the soul caught up into an experience of prayer beyond words 
or images: Cassian calls it the 'prayer of fire'. It is not a state that can be 
achieved through any technique, even the monologistic practice Cassian 
recommends in Conference 10. 

end p.60
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It is purely a grace from God and seems to occur unexpectedly at intervals, 
especially (but not exclusively) during psalmody:

(1) [. . . ] Nonnumquam etenim psalmi cuiuscumque uersiculus
occasionem orationis ignitae decantantibus nobis praebuit. Interdum 
canora fraternae uocis modulatio ad intentam supplicationem 
stupentium animos excitauit. (2) Nouimus quoque distinctionem 
grauitatemque psallentis etiam adstantibus plurimum contulisse 

feruoris. 
45 

45 Ibid., 9.26.1-2, p. 273.

(1) [. . . ] For it can occasionally happen that any verse at all from the
psalms may set our prayer ablaze while we are chanting. Or 
sometimes the musical phrasing by the brother chanting will arouse 
dull minds to focused supplication. (2) We also know that the 
enunciation and reverence of the one chanting the psalms can very 
much increase the fervour of those who stand by [listening].

Like the imageless 'pure prayer' which Evagrius extols, Cassian's 'prayer of 
fire' lifts the one who prays, 'beyond the need for words or voice':

Atque ita ad illam orationis incorruptionem mens nostra perueniet
[. . . ] quae non solum nullius imaginis occupatur intuitu, sed etiam
nulla uocis, nulla uerborum prosecutione distinguitur, ignita uero 
mentis intentione per ineffabilem cordis excessum inexplebili spiritus 
alacritate profertur, quamque mens extra omnes sensus ac uisibiles 
effecta materies gemitibus inenarrabilibus atque suspiriis profundit ad 

deum. 
46 

46 Ibid., 10.11.6, p. 305.

And so our mind will attain that incorruptible prayer [. . . ] which does
not consist solely in averting our inner gaze from images, but rather is 
characterized by the absence of any need for voice or word: for the 
focus of our minds is set ablaze through some indescribable eagerness 
of spirit, which our mind, beyond the senses or the effects of matter, 
then pours forth to God with inexpressible groans and sighs.

Although this 'prayer of fire' occupies a place in Cassian's model of the 
spiritual life similar to that of Evagrius' 'pure prayer', Cassian does not 

emphasize it to the extent that Evagrius does. 
47 

47 Cassian describes 'fiery prayer' only in Conferences 9 and 10. C. Stewart notes 
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that unlike Evagrius, Cassian understands this highest form of prayer to be both 
ecstatic and affective, perhaps in this respect more akin to Syriac and 
Pseudo-Macarian sources than to Evagrius (Stewart, Cassian the Monk, pp. 114-30; 
'John Cassian on Unceasing Prayer', pp. 170-7).

Although for Cassian this elevation into a state beyond words is in some
sense the crown of the spiritual life, it is not so much a goal to be achieved 
as it is a gift from God which recurs at intervals throughout one's spiritual 
practice.

end p.61

3 Evagrius on Exegesis and Psalmody

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: Psalmody and the recitation of other biblical texts served as the 
gateway to gnostike, the perception of the inner purposes of God beneath 
the letter of the text. Evagrius believed that the art of biblical exegesis, 
which is part of the gnostike, has its own methodology, just as the 
progressive vigilant study of the soul, which pertains to the praktike, has its 
proper methodology. This chapter discusses the five texts in which Evagrius 
reflects on the purpose and the goal of psalmody. These are De oratione 82, 
83, 85, and 87; and Praktikos.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, prayer, gnostike, De 
oratione, Praktikos

Palladius' attribution to Evagrius of one hundred daily 'prayers' 
1 

1 Cf. above, Chapter 2.1: Palladius, Lausiac History 38.10, ed. Bartelink, p. 200: Επο
ειδ ε χ ς κατ ν.

attests that Evagrius spent a large part of his day in the alternating rhythm
of psalmody and prayer which Cassian describes in his Institutes and 
Conferences. Evagrius would have offered twelve psalms (or portions of 
divided psalms) with their accompanying prayers at each of the two 
canonical offices of Vigils and Vespers. He presumably offered a sizeable 
portion of the remaining seventy-six psalm-prayers during the two periods of 
mediation described in the Coptic version of the Lausiac History: namely, the 
two-thirds of the night during which he prayed and mediated while pacing in 
his courtyard, and the interval during the afternoon when he resumed his 

pacing and meditation on the scriptures. 
2 

2 Palladius, Lausiac History (Coptic version), ed.Amélineau, p. 113.

In Evagrius' model of the spiritual life this incessant psalmody and melete
would have served many of the purposes described in the previous chapter, 
such as keeping the mind fixed on God and constantly offering to God the 
interior world of thoughts and temptations. But for the mature 
contemplative, psalmody and the recitation of other biblical texts would also 
have served as the gateway to gnostiké, the perception of the inner 
purposes of God beneath the letter of the text.
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3.1 Contemplative Exegesis

Evagrius believed that the art of biblical exegesis which is part of the 
gnostiké has its own methodology, just as the progressive vigilant study of 
the soul which pertains to the praktiké has its proper methodology. However, 
as has been explained, Evagrius does not regard these two levels or aspects 

of spiritual progress as mutually exclusive. 
3 

3 Cf. above, Chapter 1.3, p. 27.

Just as praktiké and gnostiké mutually enhance each other, so the disciplines 
of spiritual progress and biblical exegesis are inextricably 

end p.62

interwined. Progress in asceticism is the necessary prerequisite to mature 
spiritual insight into the scriptures, while such exegesis in turn yields 
understanding which makes possible further progress in both asceticism and 
contemplation. The methodologies proper to each of these disciplines are 
closely related in that they are based on the same insight: namely, the 
distinction between praktiké, physiké, and theologiké. This insight is not 
unique to Evagrius; it represents his adaptation of categories which Clement 
of Alexandria had described and which Origen later employed as a model of 
both biblical exegesis and the soul's journey towards God.

Evagrius greatly esteemed a fourfold division of human knowledge which 

Clement of Alexandria describes in Stromateis 1.28.176. 
4 

4 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 1.28.176, 1-2, ed. Stählin, vol. ii, p. 108: 'Now
according to Moses, philosophy is divided into four [parts]: [first,] into the historical; 
and [second,] that properly called the legislative, which [two] are proper to the 
ethical treatise; the third is the liturgical, which is the contemplation of nature; and 
the fourth, above all [others], the "epoptic", concerns the whole expression of 
theologiké, which Plato says concerns the nature of truly great mysteries, while 
Aristotle calls this class metaphysics,'

.

Clement attributes his approach to Moses, although he acknowledges
parallels in Plato and Aristotle; and he goes on in Stromateis 1.28.179 to 
recommend his fourfold division as an exegetical method for interpreting the 

law of Moses. 
5 

5 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 1.28.179, 3-4, ed. Stählin et al. (1960), vol. ii, 
p. 108: 'We are then to take the law in a certain fourfold sense: *** or as a revealed 
[visible] sign or as a commandment instituted for proper living; or fortelling, like a 
prophecy',

. 
Evagrius' citation of this text restores the four words indicated here with asterisks, 
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which are missing from the manuscripts of Clement.

In his scholion on Psalm 76:21 Evagrius cites both these passages from the 
Stromateis, one of the few examples of an extended quotation by Evagrius 
from a known source:

 6 
6 Evagrius, scholion 15 on Psalm 76: 21 (cf. ed. Pitra, 76: 21, vol. iii, p. 
109).

end p.63

V. 21. You guided your people like sheep, by the hand of Moses and 
Aaron.
15. According to Moses, philosophy is divided into four [parts]: [first,] 
into the historical; and [second,] that properly called the legislative 
(cf. Exod. 24:12), which [both] pertain to ethical matters; the third is 
the liturgical, which is the contemplation of nature; and the fourth 
concerns the whole expression of theologiké.
We are to take the purpose of the law in a certain fourfold sense: [1] 
as indicating a type; or [2] as revealing a sign; or [3] as confirming a 
commandment for proper living; or [4] foretelling, like a prophecy. By 
this method did Moses and Aaron lead the people journeying from vice 
to virtue.

The only part of this scholion not taken from Clement's Stromateis is the last
sentence, in which Evagrius summarizes his understanding of the goal of this
method of exegesis. It is a µ θοδος, a method of enquiry, for 'the people
journeying from virtue to vice', that is, those who are concerned to make
spiritual progress. The first part of this scholion reveals Evagrius'
dependence on Clement for the technical vocabulary he uses to describe the
spiritual journey. Here the whole of human knowledge ( ιλοσο α) and

especially the interpretation of scripture is presented as a movement from
'history' into the successive realms of ethiké, physiké, and theologiké.

Although he is clearly indebted to Clement, Evagrius also makes use of 
Origen's interpretation of these successive spiritual levels as well as Origen's 
association of these levels with particular books of the Bible. In his 
Commentary on the Song of Songs Origen describes 'three general 
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disciplines through which one may attain to the knowledge of things: they 
are termed ethics, physics, and epoptics by the Greeks; and we may call 

them the moral, the natural, and the contemplative'. 
7 

7 Origen, Com. in Cant. Prol. 3.1, SC 375, p. 128: 'Generales disciplinae quibus ad 
rerum scientiam pervenitur tres sunt, quas Graeci ethicam, physicam, epopticen 
appellarunt; has nos dicere possumus moralem, naturalem, inspectivam.'

For Origen the discipline of ethics concerns the acquisition of an honourable
life through practice of the virtues. 'Physics' teaches both the nature of 
things and God's purpose in bringing them into being, so that 'nothing may 
be done contrary to nature'. Finally, contemplation enables us to 'rise above 
the visible to contemplate something of divine and heavenly things, gazing 

upon them solely with the mind'. 
8 

8 Origen, Com. in Cant. Prol. 3.3, SC 375, p. 130: 'Moralis autem dicitur, per quam 
mos vivendi honestus aptatur, et instituta ad virtutem tendentia praeparantur. 
Naturalis dicitur, ubi uniuscuiusque rei natura discutitur, quo nihil contra naturam 
geratur in vita, sed unumquodque his usibus deputetur, in quos a creatore 
productum est. Inspectiva dicitur, qua supergressi visibilia de divinis aliquid et 
caelestibus contemplamur, eaque mente sola intuemur, quoniam corporeum 
supergrediuntur adspectum.'

end p.64

Origen associates these three disciplines with the three biblical books 
attributed to Solomon, and in so doing he applies them to the soul's progress 
towards union with God. Thus in Proverbs the subject of morals is presented 

in succinct maxims. 
9 

9 Origen, Com. in Cant. Prol. 3.6, SC 375, p. 132: 'Primo ergo in Proverbiis moralem 
docuit locum succinctis, ut decuit, brevibusque sententiis vitae instituta componens.'

Ecclesiastes portrays the subject of nature and the necessity to discern

between useful and vain things. 
10 

10 Origen, Com. in Cant. Prol. 3.6, SC 375, p. 132: 'Secundum vero, qui naturalis 
appellatur, comprehendit in Ecclesiaste, in quo multa de rebus naturalibus disserens, 
et inania ac vana ab utilibus necessariisque secernens, relinquendam vanitatem 
monet et utilia rectaque sectanda.'

The Song of Songs teaches the subject of contemplation through the image
of bride and bridegroom, encouraging us to 'continue on the paths of charity 

and love so as to attain fellowship with God'. 
11 

11 Origen, Com. in Cant. Prol. 3.7, SC 375, p. 132: 'Inspectivum quoque locum in 
hoc libello tradidit qui habetur in manibus, id est in Cantico Canticorum, in quo 
amorem caelestium divinorumque desiderium incutit animae sub specie sponsae ac 
sponsi, caritatis et amoris viis perveniendum docens ad consortium Dei.'

In this way exegetical categories described by Clement become for Origen

symbols of progressive stages in the soul's journey towards God. 
12 

12 Origen makes it plain that he regards these three disciplines as stages or levels 
which must be successively traversed: he portrays the soul moving from the 
discipline of ethics (Com. In Cant. Prol. 3.8-13) into the physical 'natures and causes 
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of things' (Prol. 3.14-15) and finally attaining 'to the invisible and eternal things 
taught to the spiritual senses, although veiled in certain figures of love, in the Song 
of Songs (tendet ad invisibilia et aeterna, quae spiritalibus quidem sensibus, sed 
adopertis amorum quibusdam figuris docentur in Cantico Canticorum)' (Origen, Com. 
In Cant. Prol. 3.15, SC 375, p. 138). This point is discussed by A. Louth, Origins, p. 
59.

Although Origen does not employ this particular threefold system in a rigid or
exclusive way in his other works, either in his exegesis or in his descriptions 

of the soul's spiritual progress, 
13 

13 This model of progress from ethics through physics to epoptics, and its association 
with the Books of Solomon is only one of many approaches Origen uses to explicate 
the scriptures and the created order; and he is in no sense bound by this 
terminology in his other works. He employs a variety of images to illustrate his 
tripartite method of exegesis, writing in De principiis 4.2.4 of the 'body, soul, and 
spirit' of the scriptures, and explaining his exegetical method in Homily 2 on Genesis
(ch. 6) through the symbol of Noah's ark with its three decks. Similarly, one of the 
clearest instances of what Origen means by 'physics' or natural contemplation is his 
concept of the logoi, the divine meanings or principles hidden within created things. 
Yet in describing these logoi in his Commentary on the Gospel of John (1.32-4 and 
37-9) he refers neither to the discipline of physiké nor to the Book of Ecclesiastes.

the subsequent popularity of his Commentary on the Song of Songs meant 
that the terminology he used in this work became well-known and eventually 
normative.

end p.65
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In the Praktikos Evagrius condenses Clement's and Origen's insights into a 
tripartite formula which succinctly summarizes his own model of the spiritual 
life:

 14 
14 Evagrius, Praktikos 1, SC 171, p. 499.

Christianity is the teaching of our Saviour Christ consisting of praktiké,
physiké, and theologiké.

In this introduction to his spiritual trilogy Evagrius presents the three 
branches of ancient learning as categories which contain all of Christian 
teaching, the whole 'dogma of our Saviour Christ'. Later in the trilogy, in 
chapters 17-19 of the Gnostikos, Evagrius details the use of these three 
categories in biblical exegesis. In chapter 18 he invites the reader to first 
distinguish between straightforward texts which may be interpreted literally 

and passages which require the use of allegory. 
15 

15 Evagrius, Gnostikos 18, SC 356, p. 116 n. 18, par. 2:. The original Greek is lost; 
these terms are Guillaumont's retroversion from Syriac and Armenian versions.

Next one must determine whether the text in question should be interpreted
at the level of praktiké, physiké, or theologiké. At the ethical level of praktiké
it will concern the virtues and vices of epithumetikon, thumikon, or nous; a 
text concerned with physiké will explicate the inner meaning of some part of 
the created order; and passages touching on theologiké will describe some 

aspect of the mystery of the Trinity. 
16 

16 Ibid., 18, p. 117 n. 18, par. 1-6.

Some texts, however, such as prophecies, ought to be interpreted only in

their literal sense and should not be forced into this schema. 
17 

17 Ibid., 18, p. 118 n. 18, par. 1-3.

In chapter 17 of the Gnostikos Evagrius stresses the value of knowing the 

definitions of things, 
18 

18 Ibid., 17, p. 115 n. 17, par. 2:ο  ροι (Guillaumont's retroversion from the Syriac).

particularly of virtues and vices; and in chapter 19 he recommends
familiarity with 'common expressions' which recur frequently throughout the 

scriptures. 
19 
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19 Ibid., 19, p. 118 n. 19. Guillaumont suggests the retroversion θος or συν θεια

('habit' or 'common expression'). Evagrius employs both of these terms frequently in
his scholia.

This procedure which Evagrius recommends in Gnostikos 17-19 is the 
exegetical method he employs in his own biblical scholia. Paul Géhin
encapsulates this approach in a single sentence: 'He [Evagrius] entirely 

subordinates [biblical] interpretation to his conception of the spiritual life.' 
20 

20 Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, p. 18.

Although this is a slight exaggeration,

end p.66

since there are a few scholia in which Evagrius interprets texts solely at the 
historical level, most often when commenting on a point of geography or 

natural history; 
21 

21 Evagrius cites Aristotle on the three types of heron in scholion 96 on Proverbs 7: 
22. He describes the geographical and historical significance of the city of Tarsis in 
scholion 4 on Psalm 47: 8, and of Mount Tabor and the city of Nain in scholion 8 on 
Psalm 88: 13(2). He cites Josephus on the fate of Jerusalem in scholia 1 and 2 on 
Psalm 73.

it is true that for the most part Evagrius' overarching exegetical methodology
is to explicate biblical texts wholly in terms of his model of the spiritual life, 
interpreting every phrase, even every word, as a reflection of some aspect of 
that model.

Paul Géhin has summarized the different literary forms Evagrius employs in

explicating biblical texts in light of the spiritual life. 
22 

22 Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, Titre et Genre Littéraire', pp. 13-22, 'L'Exégèse
Évagrienne', pp. 26-32.

He distinguishes between Evagrius' interpretation of individual words, which
generally take the form of allegorical 'definitions', and his more varied 
exegesis of longer phrases. Evagrius' symbolic definitions of individual words 
are very frequent, often giving his collections of scholia the appearance of 
glossaries which contain lists of biblical terms together with their spiritual 

'translation'. 
23 

23 Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, pp. 15-16.

His approach to the interpretation of phrases or whole verses takes various
forms. Sometimes Evagrius paraphrases the text, restating it in a slightly
modified form which renders his interpretation obvious. In other scholia his
explication consists of a logical syllogism, a parallel biblical text, or a citation
taken from the scriptures or from his own or other authors' works. A fourth
method consists of scholia containing proverbs of Evagrius' own composition,
modelled on the biblical wisdom literature. Two final methods include:
'question—response' scholia in which Evagrius solves or hints at the solution
of an enigma he has propounded; and the antirrhetic scholia described below
in Chapter 5.2.
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In addition to noting different types of scholia it is also possible to make 
some generalizations concerning the overall orientation of Evagrius' different 
commentaries. Evagrius was familiar, either through his own reading or 

perhaps secondarily through Basil 
24 

24 Basil quotes Origen in a homily on the beginning of Proverbs. Basil describes the 
ethical ('practical') instruction provided in Proverbs, the 'physiology' and vanity of 
creation revealed in Ecclesiastes, and the soul's nuptial perfection depicted in the 
Song of Songs. The relevant passage is worth quoting in full, both because of 
Evagrius' possible familiarity with it and because in places it so closely parallels 
Rufinus' Latin version of Origen's Commentary on the Song of Songs. Depending on 
the extent to which Basil is quoting or paraphrasing, this text may provide indirect 
access to the original Greek of Origen with which Evagrius may have been familiar, 
Basil, Homily 12.1, Theol. Homilia in principium proverbiorum, PG 31.388.
Gregory of Nyssa similarly paraphrases Origen in his own commentary on the Song 
of Songs, writing of the soul's progress into union with the logos as prefigured in the 
movement from Proverbs through Ecclesiastes to the Song of Songs: In Canticum 
canticorum, Prologue (Or. 1), ed. Langerbeck, pp. 17-22. Although the question of 
Gregory of Nyssa's influence on Evagrius has yet to be explored (cf. above, Chapter 
1.1), Gregory's use of Origen's categories certainly reflects currents of though to 
which Evagrius was exposed while a member of Basil's clergy.

end p.67

and Didymus the Blind, 
25 

25 Didymus the Blind writes in his commentary on Ecclesiastes of the progressive 
ethical teaching found in Proverbs, the 'physics' of Ecclesiastes, and the 
'hyperphysical, hypercosmic, hypercelestial' dimensions of the Song of Songs:. 
Didymus, Commentarii in Ecclesiasten 5.29-6.4.

with Origen's association between the three books attributed to Solomon and
the levels of praktiké, physiké, and theologiké:

 26 
26 Evagrius, scholion 247 on Proverbs 22: 40, SC 340, p. 342.

22: 20. And you are to inscribe them for yourself three times for 
counsel and knowledge upon the wideness of your heart.
247. The one who widens his heart through purity understands the 
logoi of God which are praktiké, physiké, and theologiké. For every 
commentary on scripture is divided into three parts: ethical, physical, 
and theological. And to the first corresponds the Proverbs, to the 
second Ecclesiastes, and to the third the Song of Songs.

This text leads one to anticipate an orientation towards ethical exposition in 
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the Scholia on Proverbs and towards the contemplation of creation in the 
Scholia on Ecclesiastes. To a limited extent such an orientation does exist. 
The introductory scholia on Proverbs move rapidly from a general discussion 

of the disciplines of knowledge 27 

27 Evagrius, scholia 1-5 on Proverbs.

end p.68

into the question of how virtue can be acquired and how vice (together with 

the demons) can be excluded from the soul. 
28 

28 Evagrius, scholia 6 ff. on Proverbs.

It is with these concerns of the praktiké that the majority of Evagrius' 
Scholia on Proverbs are concerned. In the Scholia on Ecclesiastes Evagrius 
emphasizes the significance of the created order and the need to raise the 

eyes of the soul from the sensible world to the intelligible world; 
29 

29 Evagrius, scholia 15 and 18 on Ecclesiastes.

and a large proportion of the scholia in this collection concern physiké. 
30 

30 Géhin discusses the extent to which Evagrius' Scholia on Ecclesiastes can be 
regarded as chiefly concerned with physiké in 'Le Livre de la "Physique" ', Scholies à
l'Ecclésiaste, SC 397, pp. 20-7.

Nevertheless, Evagrius does not maintain this distinction between Proverbs
and Ecclesiastes in a rigid or exclusive way; and in both these books 
examples may be found of scholia representing all three disciplines: that is, 
ethical admonitions, contemplative insights concerning creation, and 
statements concerning the divine nature.

In the case of the Book of Psalms there was no convention of interpretation 
which required Evagrius to associate this book with any particular level of 
spiritual knowledge. There did exist, however, an approach to the psalter 
which was well-established in Egyptian monasticism and with which Evagrius 
was familiar. According to this tradition, described in detail in Athanasius' 
Letter to Marcellinus and echoed in the tenth conference of John Cassian, the 
psalter is a 'mirror of the soul' in which the Christian beholds both his own 
struggle for virtue and the Christ who is saviour and archetype of the 

soul. 
31 

31 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 12 and 5-8.

According to M.-J. Rondeau, the Letter to Marcellinus accurately transmits 
the piety of the Egyptian desert concerning the psalter, according to which 
the psalms both depict Christ and encourage the Christian in imitatio 

Christi. 
32 

32 Rondeau, Commentaires, vol. ii, p. 222;'L'Épître à Marcellinus', pp. 196-7.

As will be described in Chapter 6, it is indeed the figure of Jesus Christ which 
provides the exegetical key to Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms. In the following 
section it will be seen that Evagrius regarded the practice of psalmody as an 
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encounter with Christ, the 'richly varied wisdom' of God.

end p.69

3.2 Evagrius' Principal Texts on Psalmody

There are five texts in the works which can confidently be attributed to 
Evagrius in which he reflects at some length on the purpose and goal of 

psalmody. 
33 

33 The relative merits of psalmody and prayer are also contrasted in Paraeneticus
14-16 (ed. Frankenberg, p. 558), a text preserved only in Syriac which is attributed 
to Evagrius in manuscripts of the sixth and seventh centuries, but to Abraham 
Nathperaya after the eighth century. Bunge's study of the Paraeneticus has led him 
to conclude that it cannot be regarded as the work of either Evagrius or Abraham 
Nathperaya (Geistgebet, p. 94 n. 4). Among other disquieting features is the absence 
of typical Evagrian terminology such as praktikos, apatheia, logoi, and gnosis. For 
this reason texts from the Paraeneticus are not discussed in this volume.

Elsewhere in his writings he often extols in passing the value of this practice
which occupied so much of his waking day; but in these five texts he 
employs a variety of images and definitions to contrast psalmody with 
prayer, thus affording a glimpse of the place he accords to psalmody in his 
model of the spiritual life. Four of these texts, De oratione 82, 83, 85, and 
87, comprise most of a chain consisting of chapters 82-7:

 34 
34 Evagrius, De oratione 82-7, ed. Tugwell, pp. 16-17 (cf. PG 79.1185).

82. Pray gently and undisturbed, sing psalms with understanding and 
good rhythm; then you will be like the young eagle that soars in the 
heights.
83. Psalmody calms the passions and puts to rest the body's 
disharmony; prayer arouses the nous to activate its own proper 
activity.
[84. Prayer is the power befitting the dignity of the nous; it is the 
nous' highest and purest power and function.]
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85. Psalmody pertains to multiform wisdom; prayer is the prelude to 
immaterial and uniform knowledge.
[86. Knowledge has great beauty: it is the co-worker of prayer, 
awakening the intellectual power of the intellect to contemplation of 
divine knowledge.]

end p.70
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87. If you have not yet received the gift of prayer or psalmody, 
persevere and you will receive it.

The fifth text in which Evagrius contrasts psalmody and prayer is from the 
Praktikos:

 35 
35 Evagrius, Praktikos 69, SC 171, p. 652.

69. A great thing—to pray without distraction; a greater thing still—to
sing psalms without distraction.

The only detailed study of these texts which has been undertaken to date is 

by Gabriel Bunge. 
36 

36 Irénée Hausherr comments briefly on De oratione 82-7 in 'Le Traité de l'Oraison',
pp. 127-32. Bunge discusses the interrelationship between psalmody and prayer in 
Geistgebet, ch. 1, 'Psalmodie und Gebet', pp. 13-28; and ch. 2, 'Betet ohne
Unterlass', pp. 29-43. Bunge reveals the orientation of his commentary in the first
paragraph of the first chapter, where he asserts that in antiquity psalmody and
prayer were regarded as two separate entities, each clearly distinct from the other,
yet closely related. He is particularly eager to challenge the modern notion (almost
universally held by those obliged to recite the Liturgy of the Hours) that the singing
or saying of psalms itself constitutes prayer. He points out that in antiquity psalmody
always preceded prayer, but was not (without further qualification) regarded as
prayer: 'Psalmody is not—or at least is not yet—prayer!' (Geistgebet, p. 13).

His concise study, Geistgebet, is a commentary on Evagrius' De oratione
intended for a wide audience. Bunge acknowledges his indebtedness to 
Adelbert de Vogüé who has described and drawn attention to the early

monastic practice of psalmody. 
37 

37 Bunge refers his readers to Vogüé's articles 'Psalmodie et Prière' and 'Psalmodier
n'est pas prier'. Vogüé reviews in detail the ancient monastic practice of prayer and
advocates restoring to the Liturgy of the Hours silent intervals of up to three minutes 
following each psalm and reading: Vogüé, La règle de saint Benoît, vol. v, pp. 555-8; 
vol. vii, pp. 184-240, esp. pp. 206-40.

Bunge's contribution consists in a detailed explication of Evagrius'
understanding of the respective spiritual goals and effects of psalmody and 
prayer.

Chapters 82-7 of De oratione in which Evagrius describes the relationship 
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between prayer and psalmody are preceded by two contrasting chains of 
chapters. Chapters 67-73 warn against the demonic temptation to fantasize 
a visual form while praying. There then follow eight chapters concerned with 
the assistance offered by angels to the one who prays. After promising in 
chapter 80 that angels will 'illuminate the one who truly prays with the logoi

of things that have been created', 
38 

38 Evagrius, De oratione 80, ed. Tugwell, p. 16 (cf. PG 79.1185):

.

Evagrius warns in chapter 81 that we must not provoke the angels 'who
strive greatly on our behalf' 

end p.71

through our 'negligent dallying with thoughts inspired by the demons'. 
39 

39 Evagrius, De oratione 81, ed. Tugwell, p. 16 (cf. PG 79.1185):

.

Having thus emphasized the value of imageless prayer and the need for
divine assistance (mediated by the angels) in attaining it, Evagrius turns in 
De oratione 82-7 to the interrelationship between psalmody and prayer. The 
deliberate structure of these six chapters and their interconnection becomes 
more apparent when they are summarized in diagrammatic form:

With the exception of chapter 86, which is simply a concluding exhortation to 
perseverance, these chapters are closely linked and intertwined. In chapters 
82, 83, and 85 the concept introduced in the second half of each chapter is 
taken up in the first part of the following chapter. This permits Evagrius to 
maintain a consistent pattern of exposition in which psalmody and prayer are 
contrasted within individual chapters (i.e. 82, 83, 85, 87), while at the same 
time allowing for a more extended discussion by carrying a subject on into 
the following chapter. Thus in chapters 82-3 psalmody is associated with 
both the mind and the body; while prayer is associated with the nous in 
chapters 83-4 and with 'uniform' wisdom, divine knowledge, and 
contemplation in chapters 85-6. As was described above in Chapter 1.2.2
this circuitous, slowly progressive form of exposition presupposes a 
willingness to memorize and linger on each chapter and related series of 
chapters, savouring and exploring biblical allusions and interrelationships 

between words. 
40 
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40 Driscoll highlights the necessity for repetition and 'digestion' of Evagrius' gnomic 
texts in The 'Ad Monachos', pp. 329-31, 361-88, and in 'Spiritual Progress', pp. 62-3.

end p.72

3.2.1 De Oratione 82

 41 
41 Evagrius, De oratione 82, ed. Tugwell, p. 16 (cf. PG 79.1185).

82. Pray gently and undisturbed, sing [psalms] with understanding 
and good rhythm; then you will be like the young eagle borne aloft in 
the heights.

The structure of this chapter is simple and symmetrical. At its centre is a 
biblical quotation which would no doubt have been familiar to Evagrius' 

readers: the frequently quoted 42 

42 This text was often quoted and explicated by patristic authors: Justin Martyr, 
Dialogue with Trypho 37.1; Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 27.40 and 27.45; Basil 
of Caesarea, Homilies on the Psalms, PG 29.312; Asceticon Magnum (reg. brev.)
279, PG 31.1280; Didymus the Blind, Fragmenta in Psalmos 49.1.

exhortation in Psalm 46: 8 to 'sing [psalms] wisely',  ,
adapted from the (aorist imperative) second-person plural of the psalm to 
the second-person singular which Evagrius employs throughout De oratione. 
Here the monastic disciplines of prayer and psalmody are each associated 
with two different adverbs, presenting a contrast between the two ascetical 
practices. The contrast concludes with the vivid image of a soaring eagle, 
promising spiritual ascent to the one who diligently practises both prayer and 
psalmody.

3.2.1.1 

Forms of πιεκεια, 'forbearance, reasonableness' or 'gentleness' 
43 

43 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 523.

are rare in Evagrius' writings, 
44 

44 Elsewhere in Evagrius' writings πιεκεια occurs twice. In Rerum monachalium 
rationes 9, PG 40.1261, Evagrius uses it in the sense of 'moderation' in juxtaposition
with σπουδ  in the sense of 'excessive zeal', as two extremes which illustrate the 

folly of the world. In Ad Eulogium 10, PG 79.1105, πιεκεια is the characteristic
virtue of one who is gentle .

as are the adjectival and adverbial forms meaning 'gentle, mild, or

restrained' used here. 
45 
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45 The only other instance of is De octo spiritibus malitiae 5, PG 79.1149, where 
Evagrius warns his reader not to be led astray by the demons' gentle, 
reasonable-seeming words:.

Lampe notes that πιεκεια is used in the patristic period as an antonym for
thumos; and for this purpose Evagrius generally employs the terms

  
46 

46 Evagrius, Praktikos Prol. 31, ch. 20; scholia 23 on Ecclesiastes 4: 1; 38 on 
Ecclesiastes 5: 7; 3 on Psalm 24: 4(1); and 19 on Psalm 106: 37. Elsewhere in the
monastic literature of Evagrius' day πρα της and πιεικ ς were considered to be

synonyms, as in the case of Evagrius' contemporary, Abba Bes, 'who excelled every
man in gentleness [. . . ] For his life was completely tranquil, and his manner was
kindly, for he had attained to the angelic state', Historia monachorum in Aegypto
4.5.

end p.73

or the more specific virtue, οργησα. 
47 

47 οργησα is the characteristic virtue of Evagrius' Christian gnostic: Gnostikos 5.2, 
45.4; scholion 36 on Proverbs 3: 24-5; De oratione 14; scholion 1 on Psalm 131: 1.

Given that  is here placed parallel to the quote from Psalm 46: 8,
one must first ask whether it, too, represents an adapted biblical quotation
or allusion. However the admonition 'pray gently'—  —is
not found in the Septuagint or the New Testament. The only biblical text in
which cognates of these two words are found in close proximity is Psalm 85:

5-6. 
48 

48 '(V. 5) For you, Lord, [are] kind and gentle, and full of mercy to all who call upon 
you. (V. 6) Give ear, Lord, to my prayer, and attend to the voice of my plea,'.

However, in this instance πιεικ ς and προσευχ ν are found in separate verses

and are not specifically related to one another; moreover, πιεικ ς is

employed as a divine appellation rather than a human virtue. 
49 

49 This use of πιεκεια and its cognates as descriptive of God's gentleness and
forbearance is common in the Septuagint: Dan. 3: 42; Baruch 2: 27; Wis. 12: 18; 1
Sam. 12: 22; and Ezra 9: 8.

These two terms are, however, found together in a patristic text from which 
Evagrius is known to have borrowed in writing De oratione. Bunge notes that 
emphasis on Evagrius' 'Origenism' has tended to obscure the important 

influence of Clement of Alexandria on Evagrius' thought. 
50 

50 Bunge, Geistgebet, p. 20.

Bunge points out that Evagrius' famous definition in De oratione 3 of prayer 
as 'a conversation of the nous with God'

  
51 

51 Evagrius, De oratione 3, Tugwell, p. 3 (cf. PG 79. 1168).

represents Evagrius' adaptation of a definition found in Clement's
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Stromateis: 'Prayer is then, speaking more boldly, conversation with God'

  
52 

52 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 7.7.39, 6, SC 428, p. 140. The same phrase is 
also found in Stromateis 7.7.42, 1 and 7.12.73, 1. Evagrius repeats this definition in 
scholion 1 on Psalm 140: 2(1). It is tempting to speculate that this phrase may have 
been current among the Cappadocian fathers who taught Evagrius. While it is not 
found in the works of Basil or Gregory Nazianzen, Gregory of Nyssa describes prayer 
as in De oratione dominica, oration 1, ed. Oehler, p. 208 (ed. Callahan, pp. 8-9): 
'Prayer is conversation with God, contemplation of the invisible, fulfilment of desires, 
[an] honour equal to that of the angels'.

It is thus of interest that in the same book and chapter of the Stromateis
Clement uses the adverb  to describe the prayer of the ideal
Christian whom he, like Evagrius, calls gnostikos. Clement states that one 

who converses with God  must keep his soul
'undefiled and immaculately pure'. He then turns to the question of praying 
with others and observes, 'but also 

end p.74

it becomes him to make all his prayers gently  [in company] with
the gentle  ; for it is a dangerous thing to take part in the sins

of others'. 
53 

53 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 7.7.49, 1-2, ed. Stählin, vol. iii, pp. 36-7: '.' An 
alternative translation, given Clement's emphasis on reason, would be, 'reasonably 
along with the reasonable'.

Clement is alone among Evagrius' probable sources in using  to
describe a way of praying, and in his writings this is the sole instance of such 
a use. As was noted above,  is not a term Evagrius commonly
employs, so its specific meaning here must be sought in its association with 
the adverb ταρ χως.

3.2.1.2 [. . . ] κα  ταρ χως

Whereas  is found only twice in Evagrius' writings, the second
adverb he associates with prayer, ταρ χως, occurs four times in De 

oratione; 
54 

54 Evagrius, De oratione 21, 68, 82, and 108.

and as a noun or adjective it is found once in De oratione and four times in 

other texts. 
55 

55 As an adjective: De oratione 89; Praktikos 67; scholia 6 on Psalm 93: 13(1) and 
24 on Psalm 118: 60. As a noun: scholion 1 on Psalm 131: 1.

Lampe describes ταραξα during the patristic period as referring to

'impassivity, calm, detachment' or 'freedom from distraction'. 
56 
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56 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, pp. 235-6.

In classical Greek the adverb ταρ χως means 'unconfusedly, calmly'. 
57 

57 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 268.

It was chiefly praised as a virtue by the Epicurians; Plutarch employs it to
convey the sense of standing safely on a rock, looking out over a 

storm-tossed sea. 
58 

58 Plutarch, Moralia (De virtute et vitio), 101b3.

Evagrius generally employs it in the more specific sense of 'untroubled by
wrath' or 'calm in the face of adversity'. Thus ταραξα is the virtue which
protects the monk during demonic or human assaults, and which particularly
defends against being inwardly 'disturbed' (ταρ σσειν) by thumos, or wrath, 

inspired by the demons. 
59 

59 It is used in this sense in the Apophthegmata Patrum. Greek alphabetical 
collection: Bessarion 12 (PG 65.141.51); Poemen 156 (PG 65.360.49-50); Poemen
168 (PG 65.361.45). Greek systematic collection: ch. 2, On Stillness 35.24 (SC 387, 
p. 144); ch. 6, On Monastic Dispossession 15.11 (SC 387, p. 324); ch. 9, On Not 
Judging Others 11.5 (SC 387, p. 434).

Thus in De oratione 67 Evagrius warns that 'undisturbed prayer' is 
particularly important when one encounters traps set by the demons. One 
such trap is the desire to see an image or shape during 

end p.75
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prayer, which tempts one to mistake a circumscribed thing for the 

uncircumscribed God. 
60 

60 Evagrius' conviction that the noema of the incorporeal God naturally leaves no 
'impression' in the mind is discussed above in Chapter 1.3.2.

 61 
61 Evagrius, De oratione 68, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (cf. PG 79.1181).

68. Guard against the snares of the enemies. For sometimes while you 
are praying purely and undisturbed, suddenly there stands before you 
some strange and alien form [trying] to lead [you] astray into conceit, 
rashly localizing the Deity in order to persuade you that the limited 
thing that has appeared to you is the quantifiable Deity, whereas the 
Deity is not quantifiable and is without shape.

Challenges to 'undisturbed prayer' may come equally from the brethren with 
whom one lives, who, as Evagrius writes, are often willing to do the demons' 

work for them. 
62 

62 Evagrius distinguishes between the hermits' direct, 'naked combat' with demons, 
and the indirect battles of cenobites, 'against whom the demons arm the more 

careless of the brethren' , 
Evagrius, Praktikos 5, SC 171, p. 504.

This is particularly true when members of one's own community provide
occasions for wrath and subsequent brooding over injury:

 63 
63 Evagrius, De oratione 21, Tugwell, p. 6 (cf. PG 79.1171).

21. 'Leave your gift', it says, 'before the altar, and first go away and 
be reconciled to your brother (Matt. 5: 24);' and after that you will be 
able to pray without disturbance. For memory of injury dulls the mind 
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of one who prays, and darkens his prayers.

A fourth use of 'untroubled' ( ταρ χως) in connection with prayer in Evagrius'
De oratione describes as the precondition of this state the necessity to 
accept God's will:

 64 
64 Ibid., 89, Tugwell, p. 17 (cf. PG 79.1185).

end p.76

89 Do not wish for things which concern you to take place as seems 
good to you, but rather as is pleasing to God. Then you will be 
undisturbed and thankful in your prayer.

When Evagrius describes prayer as τ ραχος, undisturbed, he is describing a
dynamic state, a capacity to respond to constantly changing threats or
regular assaults. Such prayer is not a way of blocking out the world, a state
of spiritual impregnability or insensibility; it is, rather, the ability to respond
appropriately to exterior and interior danger without breaking off communion
with God. Evagrius offers a vivid picture of the monk blessed with ταραξα in
his brief tale of Abba Theodore in De oratione 108:

 65 
65 Ibid., 108, Tugwell, p. 20 (cf. PG 79.1192).

108. And surely you have read the lives of the monks of Tabennesi, 
where it is said that while Abba Theodore was speaking a word to the 
brethren, two vipers crawled towards his feet; but he, undisturbed, 
made them a kind of chamber [with his feet] and let them stay there 
until he had finished his word. Then he showed them to the brethren 
and told them what had happened.

In this story Theodore's ταραξα consists in his ability to continue his
teaching while making a temporary shelter for the poisonous snakes. He
ignores neither the brethren nor the snakes; rather he responds to both at
the same time without breaking off from his primary spiritual task.

Thus ταραξα has much in common with π θεια, the state of inner freedom
from compulsions and obsessions which Evagrius places at the center of his
doctrine of spiritual progress. Indeed, he uses the term τ ραχος to describe
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the signs of π θεια in Praktikos 67:

 66 
66 Evagrius, Praktikos 67, SC 171, p. 652.

67. The soul possesses apatheia not when it is unmoved by matters, 
but when it remains undisturbed even by the memory of them.

end p.77

Similarly in the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius defines an untroubled heart

(καρδαν τ ραχον) as one of the 'natural effects' of π θεια. 
67 

67 Evagrius, scholion 24 on Psalm 118: 60 (cf. PG 12.1600): 'V. 60. I prepared 
myself and was not troubled at the keeping of your commands. 24. Apatheia
naturally keeps the heart untroubled, which happens to us through a proper way of 
life and true teachings'

.

In another place in the same work he writes that remaining untroubled τ
ραχος) is a characteristic of the Christian contemplative who has been

cleansed of passions; 
68 

68 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 93: 13(1) (cf. PG 12.1553): 'V. 13. And make him 
calm from evil days. 6. [For] The days of evil, read the days of judgement, in which 
those taught by him, [and] purified from [their] passions will enjoy knowledge, 
remaining undisturbed.' (6.).

and in a third passage in the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius includes the ability 
to remain 'undisturbed by wrath' together with οργησα, 'freedom from

anger', in his definitions of gentleness, πρα της. 
69 

69 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 131: 1 (cf. PG 12.1649): 'But if the Lord remembers 
gentleness, there will be great need of freedom from anger, in order that one may 
receive the Lord. For gentleness is [the state] of being undisturbed by wrath when 
[confronted by] the loss of perishable pleasures'.

Elsewhere in the patristic literature ταραξα and its cognates are only very
rarely used to describe prayer. There are two instances of such usage by

Evagrius' contemporary, John Chrysostom, 
70 

70 John Chrysostom, In Matthaeum (homily 49), PG 58.503-4:. In diem natalem, PG 
49.362:.

but there are none in the authors whom Evagrius read or regarded as his
teachers, such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Athanasius, the 
Cappadocians, or Didymus the Blind. There is, however, a text in Athanasius' 
Life of Antony which bears similarities to Evagrius' use of these terms. It
occurs in a lengthy spiritual discourse in which Antony teaches his followers
how to distinguish between the noisy, 'disturbing' (τεταραγµ νη) appearance
of the demons, and its opposite, the powerful reassurance which follows a
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divine vision. Athanasius states:

 71 
71 Athanasius, The Life of Antony 36.3-4, SC 400, p. 234. Although doubts 
have been raised concerning Athanasius' authorship of the Life of Antony
(Louth, 'St. Athanasius and the Greek Life of Antony'), scholarly opinion 
generally favours Athanasius as its author (Brakke, 'The Greek and Syriac 
Versions of the Life of Antony'; ed. Bartelink, SC 400, pp. 27-42).

end p.78

36 [. . . ] When, therefore, you become afraid at having seen
something, if the fear is then immediately taken away and in its place 
comes unspeakable joy and cheerfulness, and courage and recovery of 
strength, and calmness of thoughts and the other things I mentioned 
before together with bravery, and love of God; then be of good 
courage and pray—for joy and the soul's settled condition indicate the
holiness of the one who is present.

Unlike Evagrius, Athanasius is not here describing 'undisturbed prayer'. He 
is, instead, recommending that one should respond by praying when one has 
been blessed with the divine gift of ταραξα. Whereas Evagrius lays stress on
ascetical effort as the necessary precondition for π θεια and ταραξα,
Athanasius here describes 'calmness' as an unexpected gift. Evagrius
emphasizes the need to safeguard 'untroubled prayer', while Athanasius
invites his readers to respond with prayer and 'good cheer' to the angel's gift
of 'untroubled thoughts'. Nevertheless, although Athanasius' use of these
terms is different from that of Evagrius, the context described by each is
strikingly similar. Both authors use forms of the word ταραξα to describe
the state of the soul freed from demonic disturbances. Athanasius here
contrasts angelic and demonic visitations; and, as has been described,
Evagrius does the same in the two chains of chapters which precede De 
oratione 82: chapters 67-73 concern the deceptions of the demons, and 
chapters 74-81 concern the assistance provided by angels.

In their critical edition of Evagrius' Praktikos Antoine and Claire Guillaumont 
highlight similarities between Evagrius' technical vocabulary and terms used 
by Athanasius in the Life of Antony. They note in particular that Evagrius' 
emphasis on π θεια in the Praktikos very closely parallels Athanasius' 

depiction of Antony's ταραξα. 
72 

72 A. and C. Guillaumont, Traité pratique, Introduction and Commentary, SC 170, p. 
103: 'The term π θεια is absent in the Life of Antony, where the alternative word 
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ταραξα is used, a term which can be regarded as a synonym for π θεια (cf.
Epictetus, Enchiridion 12.2). St. Athanasius probably prefers this term because π
θεια is specifically used to designate a characteristic of divinity [. . . ] [With regard to
Evagrius' use of] 'undisturbed (imperturbable)', τ ραχος: this term is employed in
parallel with the expression µ π σχουσα, just as ταραξια is used in the Life of 

Antony as an equivalent for π θεια.' A particularly clear example not mentioned by
the Guillaumonts is Athanasius' idealization of Antony: 'His soul was unperturbed,
and his external senses were calm ( ταρ χους),' Life of Antony 87.2-3, SC 400, p. 
312.

end p.79

Both Athanasius and Evagrius associate π θεια or ταραξα with an
experience of 'illumination' which may result from angelic visitations. As was
noted above, Evagrius promises in chapter 81 of De oratione that angels will 

'illuminate (  ) the one who truly prays [. . . ] concerning the logoi

of things that have been created'. 
73 

73 Evagrius, De oratione 80, ed. Tugwell, p. 16 (cf. PG 79.1183):

.

In the Praktikos he writes, 'the proof of apatheia is had when the nous

begins to see its own light'. 
74 

74 Evagrius, Praktikos 64, SC 171, p. 648:. Guillaumont points out (SC 170, p. 103) 
that Evagrius' phrase 'the proof of apatheia' ( παθεαςτεκµ ριον) is comparable to

Athanasius' 'indication of calmness' ( ταραξαςτεκµ ριον) in the Life of Antony, SC 

400, p. 252.

In the Gnostikos he describes ascetics blessed with apatheia as 'those who 
are also able at the time of prayer to contemplate the light of their nous

illuminating them'. 
75 

75 Evagrius, Gnostikos 45, SC 356, p. 178: [. . . ].

Athanasius similarly describes the soul's 'bright transparency' associated with
the 'untroubled thoughts' which an angelic vision provides:

 76 
76 Athanasius, Life of Antony, SC 400, pp. 230-2.

35. And distinguishing between the good and the bad is both easy and 
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possible when God grants it. For the vision of the holy ones is not 
disturbing, for 'he will not wrangle, nor cry out, nor will anyone hear 
his voice'. (Matt. 12: 19; cf. Isa. 42: 2). Rather, it comes so tranquilly 
and gently that joy and gladness and courage immediately arise in the 
soul. For with them is the Lord who is our joy, the power of God the 
Father. (cf. 1 Cor. 1: 24). And the thoughts of [the soul] remain 
undisturbed and unruffled, so that itself illuminated, it beholds by 
itself those who appear.

If, as the Guillaumonts suggest, Evagrius was influenced by Athanasius' 
vocabulary in the Life of Antony, then it is also noteworthy that in his Letter 
to Marcellinus Athanasius particularly links the word ταραξα with the
practice of chanted psalmody: 'The melodious reading of the psalms is an
image and type of [our] undisturbed

end p.80
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thoughts  and unruffled disposition.' 
77 

77 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 28, PG 27.40:

.

In the same chapter Athanasius reminds Marcellinus of the admonition to
psalmody in James 5: 13, 'Is anyone among you cheerful? Let him sing
praise (ψαλλ τω).' He explains: 'In this way that which is disturbing and
rough and disorderly in [the soul] is smoothed away, and that which causes

grief is healed when we sing psalms.' 
78 

78 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 28, PG 27.40-1:

.

He finds a second scriptural basis for this link between ταραξα and
psalmody in the story of King Saul, whose 'troubled' (τ ραχον) disposition
was calmed through David's psalmody:

 79 
79 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 29, PG 27.41.

And so blessed David, musically overpowering Saul in this way, was 
himself well pleasing to God; and he drove away the disturbed and 
frenzied disposition from Saul, rendering his soul calm. In the same 
way the priests singing [psalms] summoned the souls of the people 
into calmness and into oneness of mind with the heavenly choristers.

As will be described, Evagrius follows Athanasius in pointing to David as an 
example and a model of how psalmody may be employed against the 
passions and the demons which inspire them.

3.2.1.3 

Evagrius shifts from his description of prayer to a depiction of psalmody by 
quoting the last two words of Psalm 46: 8, 'God is king of all the earth; sing 
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[psalms] wisely  .' The verb ψ λλω which Evagrius here
borrows from the biblical text can refer specifically to the singing of psalms;
however, it may also be understood more generically to refer to any singing

accompanied by a musical instrument. 
80 

80 Lampe, A Patristric Greek Lexicon, p. 1539.

Thus in De oratione 83, 85, and 87, in which he continues to contrast prayer
and psalmody, Evagrius uses the more specific ψαλµ δ ω, which refers

exclusively to psalm-singing.

The phrase  , modified from Psalm 46: 8  ,
is found only here in the writings which can confidently 

end p.81

be attributed to Evagrius. 
81 

81 In the scholia attributed to Origen in PG 12 a very large number are actually by 
Evagrius. The following comment is succinct enough to be Evagrian, and the 
reference to gnosis is very suggestive:. (PG 12.1437). However, this scholion is not 
found in MS Vaticanus graecus 754, which is the principal basis for Rondeau's 
reconstruction of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms.

The adverb  , 'wisely', 'intelligently', or 'with understanding',
suggests a singing which is also attentive to the meaning of the text being 
sung. This is the interpretation offered by Evagrius' bishop and teacher, Basil 
of Caesarea, in his Shorter Rules. Basil states that intelligence (  σ νεσις)

concerning the words of holy scripture is analogous to the sense of taste in
regard to food. One can be said to 'sing psalms intelligently' if his soul 'is
affected by the power (δ ναµις) of each word' just as his sense of taste is

affected by the quality of each kind of food. 
82 

82 Basil of Caesaria, Asceticon magnum (reg. brev.) 279, PG 31.1280:.

Athanasius interprets  similarly in chapter 29 of his Letter to 
Marcellinus, where he first uses musical terminology to explicate

 as implying a dynamic 'harmony' between the different
faculties of the soul: 'the melody [of the psalms] is to be brought forth from 

the soul's rhythm and its musical concord with the spirit'. 
83 

83 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 29, PG 27.40:.

He then underscores with a reference to St Paul the importance of
understanding what is sung: 'such people sing with the tongue, but singing 
also with the mind (1 Cor. 14: 15) they greatly benefit not only themselves 

but even those willing to hear them'. 
84 

84 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 29, PG 27.41:.

At the conclusion of the letter he again uses  to emphasize the
importance of understanding what is sung in the psalms:
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 85 
85 Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus 33, PG 27.45.

And you, meditating on these things and reading the psalms 
intelligently in this way, will be able to comprehend the meaning in 
each one, being guided by the Spirit.

Finally, Didymus the Blind explains Psalm 46: 8 in this way, as 

end p.82

well, 
86 

86 Didymus the Blind, Fragmenta in Psalmos, frgm. 491 on Psalm 46: 8(b): 'He sings 
[psalms] wisely, who both acts according to the divine doctrines, and understands 
them'.

thus suggesting that there may have been an exegetical consensus on the
interpretation of this text with which Evagrius was familiar and which he also
intends. However, it should be noted that the virtue σ νεσις, 'intelligence,
understanding' occupies a particular place in Evagrius' model of spiritual
development. It is thus appropriate to ask whether Evagrius uses this text,
not only because it refers to psalmody, but also because by describing
psalmody in relation to σ νεσις, it suggests the broader role Evagrius assigns
to psalmody in his model of the spiritual life.

In chapter 89 of the Praktikos Evagrius follows ancient classical tradition in 
associating different virtues with each of the three levels of the Platonic 

tripartite soul: 
87 

87 Praktikos 89 is modelled on the peripatetic treatise, On the Virtues and Vices, 
which presents the traditional Platonic subdivision of the soul into logistikon and 
pathetikon, subdividing the latter into epithumetikon and thumikon. Praktikos 89 
(esp. Guillaumont's notes), SC 171, pp. 681-3.

σ νεσις belongs to the logistikon, or ruling faculty, and is associated with the 

virtues of prudence ( ρ νησις) and wisdom (σο α). 
88 

88 The virtues of ρ νησις, σ νεσις and σο α are also mentioned in scholia 8 on 

Proverbs 1: 13 and 88 on Proverbs 7: 4 (SC 340, pp. 98, 186-8); however, Evagrius
does not define σ νεαις in these texts.

 89 
89 Evagrius, Praktikos 89, SC 171, pp. 682-84.
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Now the task of prudence is to plan the attack against the opposing 
powers and to defend the virtues, to stand prepared against the vices, 
and to administer neutral matters according to the [requirements of 
the] times. [The task] of understanding: to direct harmoniously all 
things which help us toward our goal. [The task] of wisdom: 
contemplation of the logoi of corporeal and incorporeal beings.

The virtue of σ νεσις, 'understanding', occupies a middle position between
the exalted, contemplative work of wisdom and the ascetical, ethical
concerns of prudence. 'Understanding' is concerned with 'all things which
help us toward our goal': in other words, the realm of theoria physiké, the 
perception of God in creation and history which Evagrius considers to be the 
subject of the Psalms, as will be described in Chapter 6. From this 
perspective 

end p.83

 means not only 'chant psalms with attention to the meaning
of the text', as Basil, Athanasius, and Didymus explicated the text; but even
more 'chant psalms with attention to the divine realities concealed beneath
external appearances'. Evagrius uses the adjective συνετ ς in this sense in
scholion 253 on Proverbs 23: 9, where he equates that which is intelligent

(συνετ ς) with that which is 'deep' (βαθ ς) and 'mystical' (µυστικ ς). 
90 

90 Evagrius, scholion 253 on Proverbs 23: 9, SC 340, p. 348. In explicating the verse 
Say nothing in the ears of a fool, lest at any time he sneer at your intelligent words
(το ς συνετο ς λ γους σου), Evagrius comments: 'Say nothing intelligent, which is 
to say deep or mystical, for it is not proper to cast pearls before swine (cf. Matt. 7: 
6)'. As Géhin notes (SC 340, p. 349), Cassian also joins these two texts of Proverbs
23: 9 and Matt. 7: 6 in describing the need to 'hide from the imprudent the 
mysteries of spiritual meanings (spiritalium sensuum sacramenta) [. . . ] the
mysteries of sacred scripture (diuinarum scripturarum sacramenta)': Conferences
14.17.2-3, CSEL 13, p. 422.

To 'chant psalms with understanding' is therefore to do so with a focused
mind, with an awareness of the different levels of meaning contained in the 
sacred text. Evagrius further develops this thought in De oratione 85 where 
he identifies psalmody with the 'multiform wisdom' of Christ, and in Praktikos
87 where he praises 'undistracted' psalmody. Both these texts will be 
discussed in Chapter 3.2.3-3.2.4.

3.2.1.4 [. . . ] κα  ε ρ θµως

With this adverb Evagrius makes it clear that in chanting psalms one should
not only attend to the inner meaning of the text, but also perform the chant
in a careful, dignified way. The term ε ρ θµως is found only here in Evagrius'
works. It does not occur in the scriptures, but it is found occasionally in
patristic sources, since it was part of the technical vocabulary of Greek music
and oratory. As an adverb it can refer to a regular musical beat, or in
reference to persons it can mean 'gracefully'. The noun ε ρυθµα refers to the
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measured cadence of language or the 'harmony' between an orator and his
hearers; while the adjective ε ρυθµος means 'properly rhythmical', usually in

reference to music. 
91 

91 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 730.

Evagrius' use of this term has been variously translated: the English version 

of the Philokalia offers the literal but perhaps too succinct, 'with rhythm;' 
92 

92 Palmer et al., Philokalia, p. 65.

Tugwell translates more literally, 'with good rhythm'; 
93 

93 Tugwell, Praktikos and De oratione, p. 39.

Bamberger probably goes too far when he translates,

end p.84

'with attention to the requirements of the music'. 
94 

94 Bamberger, Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer, p. 69.

Bunge renders it, 'in a well-ordered (wohlgeordnet) way', 
95 

95 Bunge, Geistgebet, p. 15.

and notes: ' "well-ordered", literally well-rhythmed (ε ρ θµως) is how
[Evagrius says] psalmody should be, since it is performed aloud, in a 

cantilated singsong.' 
96 

96 Ibid., p. 114 n. 14: 'in einer kantillierten Sängsang'.

It may be that in this text Evagrius is simply advising his readers to chant
psalms with a dignified, proper cadence. But it is also possible that he is here
alluding to other notions of ε ρυθµα in patristic sources with which he was
familiar.

In the fathers ε ρ θµως is often combined with ναρµονως to describe

hymnody or psalmody; 
97 

97 Eusebius writes in his Commentary on the Psalms of the psaltery and kithara: (PG
24.68) and again of the psaltery, [. . . ] κιν σεως ε ρ θµως κα  ναρµονως. Basil,

distinguishing between hymns and psalms, states: '′Ωστε  ψαλµ ς λ γος στ  µουσικ
ς, ταν ε ρ θµως κατ  το ς ρµονικο ς λ γους πρ ς τ  ργανονκρο ηται: Homiliae 

super Psalmos, PG 29.305. Didymus writes in his Commentary on Psalms (Ps. 107:
3) of the kithara and psaltery: ε ρ θµως κα  ναρµονως το ς µνους ναπ µποντες.

however, texts in which the adverb ε ρ θµως modifies the verb ψ λλω are
extremely rare. In one text, ε ρ θµως modifies the participle ψ λλων, 'the
one singing'; however the attribution of this text is uncertain, as is therefore

its significance in regard to Evagrius' thought. 
98 

98 Origen (dub.) Fragmenta in Psalmos, Pitra 118: 54, vol. 3, p. 273:. This text may 
even be by Evagrius himself, since it occurs in one of the collections of 
psalm-commentaries attributed to Origen which contains large numbers of Evagrius' 
scholia. Since it is not found in MS Vaticanus graecus 754 Rondeau does not include 
it among Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms.
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The second occurs in Origen's De oratione. He notes that without the 
assistance of the Holy Spirit 'our nous would not be able [. . . ] either to sing
[psalms] or to hymn the Father in Christ with proper rhythm (ε ρ θµως),

melodiously, measured, [and] harmoniously.' 
99 

99 Origen, De oratione 2.4, GCS 3, p. 302:.

It is of interest that both Origen and Evagrius use ε ρ θµως to describe
psalmody in their respective treatises on prayer. However, if Evagrius has
Origen's use of this term in mind, he is providing it with an emphasis it does
not possess in Origen's text, where ε ρ θµως is one of four adverbs which
modify the verbs ψ λλω and µν ω. Here the emphasis is not so much on
psalmody, but rather on the necessity for receiving God's gift of the Spirit
before daring to discuss the lofty subject of prayer.

A more significant use of this term is found in Athanasius' Letter to 
Marcellinus 29. Here it is the adjective ε ρυθµος, rather than the

end p.85
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adverb, which is used to symbolize the spiritual effect of psalmody. In the 
text which immediately follows his praise of David's use of psalmody to calm 

Saul's frenzy, 
100 

100 Cited above, p. 81.

Athanasius notes that melodic recitation of the psalms is not done out of
enthusiasm for music, but rather because this is 'a sure sign of the harmony
of the thoughts within the soul'. He concludes that the 'melodious reading'
(chanting) of psalms is 'a symbol of the well-rhythmed (ε ρυθµος) and

unvexed stable state of the soul'. 
101 

101 Athanasius, Epistula ad Marcellinum de interpretatione Psalmorum 29, PG 27.41:

.

Here there is an emphasis on a deeper meaning of the word ε ρυθµος than
one finds in Origen. Athanasius' use of this term to symbolize the inner
'harmony' of thoughts within the soul accords well with Evagrius' model of
spiritual progress and his emphasis on π θεια/ ταραξα.

Although Evagrius' use of ε ρ θµως primarily represents an injunction that
psalmody be performed in a dignified, careful fashion, it may be that he, like
Athanasius, considered 'well-ordered' psalmody to be an external sign of that
prayer 'free from anxiety' which he recommends in the first sentence of De 
oratione 82. That he intends the reader to infer a relationship between ταρ
χως and ε ρ θµως is suggested by the literary construction of this chapter,
which places these two adverbs in parallel: prayer is to be

 , while psalmody is  . In any
case, whether or not Evagrius regarded 'well-rhythmed' psalmody as an 
external sign of inward calm, it is certain that he considered psalmody to be 
a means of attaining freedom from various passions, as will be described 
below in Chapters 3.2.1 and 6.2.

3.2.1.5 

Hausherr believes that 'the very precise meaning' of this concluding image of 

the 'gliding young eagle' 
102 

102 Hausherr, 'Le Traité de l'oraison', p. 127.

is found in a definition in the last of the 33 Chapters, a brief work in which 
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Evagrius provides allegorical definitions of a variety of scriptural images:

 103 
103 Evagrius, Capitula 33, ch. 33, PG 40.1268.

33. The young eagles are holy powers entrusted with striking down 
the impure.

end p.86

Bunge agrees with this interpretation, and suggests that the biblical text 
Evagrius is citing is Proverbs 24: 22: 'For if his wrath should be provoked he 
destroys men [. . . ] so that they are not even fit to be eaten by the young

eagles.' 
104 

104 A related image not mentioned by either Bunge or Hausherr is Evagrius' rather 
grisly comparison of allegorical crows 'which peck out the eyes of the impious' and 
thus symbolize partial purification from sin, with eagles which completely devour 
their prey and thus represent 'complete purification': (

). 
Evagrius, scholion 294 on Proverbs 30: 17, SC 340, p. 386.

Bunge is aware, however, that neither this biblical text nor Evagrius'
definition in the 33 Chapters are consistent with the exalted image, ν
0x001f55ψει αρ µενος, 'borne aloft in the heights'; and so he offers, as
does Hausherr, alternative references having nothing to do with eagles, in

which Evagrius describes the act of contemplation as spiritual ascent. 
105 

105 Bunge refers to scholia 2 on Psalm 45: 3 and 2 on Psalm 54: 7 which describes 
the ascent of the nous (Geistgebet, p. 114 n. 15). Hausherr alludes to Kephalaia 
Gnostika 11.6 and 111.56 which contain references to spiritual 'wings' ('Le Traité de
l'oraison', 127). Another text which could be cited in this connection is Evagrius' use 
of the eagle as a symbol of one who fasts and is thus able to spiritually 'rise 
upwards': De octo spiritibus malitiae 1 and 7, PG 79.1145 and 79.1152.

The biblical use of the eagle as an image of ascent or of 'dwelling on high' is 

very diverse and widespread in the scriptures; 
106 

106 Deut. 28: 49; 2 Sam. 1: 23; Prov 23: 5; Job 39: 27; Obad. 1: 4; Isa. 40: 31; 
Jer. 49: 16; Rev. 12: 14.

and it is possible that Evagrius is less concerned in this passage from De 
oratione with the eagle as a bird of prey than with other properties for which 
the eagle was renowned in antiquity, such as its ability to 'renew its strength' 
(Isa. 40: 31). The apparently rejuvenating effect of avian moulting could be 
the basis for Evagrius' reference to the 'young eagle'. In scholion 5 on Psalm
102: 5 Evagrius presents the images of 'youth' and 'the eagle' in a more 
positive, less aggressive or predatory light than in the 33 Chapters:
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 107 
107 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 102: 5(2) (cf. PG 12.1560).

V. 5. renewed like the eagle's shall be your youth.
6. The eagle strips off its moult, just as a man strips off 'the old man, 
corrupt according to deceitful desires' (Eph. 4: 22).

In the final sentence of De oratione 82 the image of the soaring eagle serves 
to unite Evagrius' description of gentle, undisturbed prayer with that of 
intelligent, well-performed psalmody. Evagrius' 

end p.87

use of the passive participle αρ µενος suggests that the eagle is not so
much ascending under its own power as being carried aloft, presumably by

air currents. 
108 

108 Thus Tugwell in De oratione 82 (p. 39) translates αρ µενος as 'soaring on high'.
This grammatical form is also found in the Bible: in Isaiah 46: 3 Israel is 'carried' by
the pregnant Lord; in Baruch 5: 6 the people of Israel are borne back by God 'as on
a royal throne'; in Mark 2: 3 the paralytic is 'borne' by four others into Christ's
presence.

He had already discussed part of what facilitates this flight: In chapters
67-73 he encourages the nous to remain as far as possible untroubled by 
intrusion of images from the demons or from the imagination; and in 
chapters 74-81 he emphasizes the role played by the angels in assisting the 
nous to pray. In De oratione 82 he suggests that 'the eagle's flight', the 
contemplative ascent of the nous towards God, is made possible by the 
alternating rhythm of untroubled prayer and attentive psalmody.

3.2.2 De Oratione 83

83. Psalmody calms the passions and puts to rest the body's 
disharmony; prayer arouses the nous to activate its own proper 
activity.

In this second chapter of his chain on psalmody and prayer Evagrius 
reverses the order of exposition he employed in De oratione 82: there he 
describes prayer first and psalmody second; here psalmody comes first, 
followed by prayer. As was noted above, this links the second part of chapter 
82 (on psalmody) with the first part of this chapter, allowing the discussion 
of psalmody begun in chapter 82 to be explored here in greater detail. 
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Evagrius explains how psalmody facilitates gentle, tranquil prayer by calming 
the passions. Here psalmody is associated with the body and with the need 
to overcome the passions; prayer, on the other hand, activates the proper 
activity or power of the nous, contemplation. Thus psalmody is here 
associated with the ascetical discipline of the praktiké, while prayer is 
associated with the privileged grace of contemplation.

3.2.2.1 τ  π θη κατευν ζει

Evagrius employs the verb κατευν ζω to describe the calming effect of
psalmody on the passions. In classical Greek κατευν ζω meant literally 'to
put to bed, lull to sleep', and metaphorically 'to quiet or

end p.88

calm'. 
109 

109 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 925.

In patristic usage it could similarly mean 'to lull or calm', or in a more
specifically theological context, 'to appease', often in the sense of appeasing 

the wrath of God. 
110 

110 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 730.

Thus in the Iliad the god Hypnos considers whether to 'lull to slumber' Zeus 

and Hera, 
111 

111 Homer, The Iliad 2.14.245-8: 'I might gently lull Hera to sleep

, but I will not go near to Zeus, son of Cronos, nor will I
lull him to sleep (ο δ κατευν σαιµ'), unless he asks it of me.'

and in the Odyssey Proteus 'lies down to rest' with the seals. 
112 

112 Homer, The Odyssey 4.414 and 4.421: 'you see him lulled to sleep [. . . ] saw
him lulled to sleep' (κατευνηθ ντα δησθε [. . . ] κατευνηθ ντα δηαι).

This verb can also refer to the 'last sleep' of death: both Sophocles and Philo

use κατευν ζω in this sense. 
113 

113 Sophocles, Trachiniae 95, Str. 1; Philo of Alexandria, The Life of Moses 2.255.2.

This term is not used exclusively of the sleep of gods and men: Aristophanes

and Strabo use it to describe animals lying down to sleep. 
114 

114 Aristophanes, Historiae animalium epitome 2.241.3; Strabo, Geographica
5.4.12.10.

Evagrius, however, uses this term in De oratione in regard to the passions.
Closer to this use of κατευν ζω is Sophocles' lament that Philoctetes had no
friend to soothe (κατευν σειεν) his 'angry', literally 'beastly' ( νθηρος),

wound with medicinal herbs. 
115 

115 Sophocles, Philoctetes lines 696-9:ο δ' ς [τ ν] θερµοτ ταν αµ δα κηκιοµ ναν λκ
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ων νθ ρου ποδ ς ποισι λλοις κατευν σειεν.

Sophocles employs κατευν ζω to describe the soothing of a physical disorder;
later authors also use it to describe the alleviating of emotional agitation.
Both Plutarch and Aelian employ κατευν ζω to describe the soothing effects
of instrumental music and song. Plutarch praises the accompanying of the
paean at a banquet with flute music. He notes that 'the sweet voice of the
flute' produces 'calm in the soul [. . . ] bringing peace to one who yields to
its graceful, gentle melody'; provided, that is, that the flute-player maintains
a proper meter, avoiding passionate displays and low registers 'that lead to

frenzy ( κστασις)'. 
116 

116 Plutarch, Quaestiones convivales, 712F7-713A10:

.

Here music continues the effect achieved by wine at a civilized banquet.
Plutarch has no interest in frenzy or κστασις, here evidently understood in
the pejorative sense as a kind of irrationality. Rather, it is 'calm' or 'peace'
(γαλ νη) that the flute induces: the verb used to describe its action is συχ

ζω, 'to quiet' or 'give rest'. Plutarch muses that just as herdsmen rouse and
quiet (κατευν ζουσι) irrational cattle with the music of whistles,

end p.89

calls, and conch shells, so 'the melody and rhythm of a harp or flute' can 

quiet and soothe the irrational part of the human soul. 
117 

117 Plutarch, Quaestiones convivales, 713A11:

.

Thus κατευν ζω is first employed to describe the tranquillizing of animals,
then by extension it explains the effect of music on the lower levels of
human personality.

Writing just over a century later Aelian recounts the story of the Pythagorean 
Kleinias whose anger ( ργ ) and wrath (θυµ ς) were calmed by 'the

harmonious plucking of the lyre' (τ ν λ ραν ρµοσ µενος κιθ ριζε). This,

Aelian adds, is reminiscent of the account in the Iliad of Achilles, whose fury

was calmed (  ) by means of the kithara. 
118 

118 Aelian (Claudius Aelianus), Varia historia 14.23.1:
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.

Thus in the literature of pagan antiquity there are instances of the verb
κατευν ζω used to describe the calming effect of music and song on the
human psyche. It might therefore be expected that, given the emphasis on
transcending the passions found in many schools of ancient philosophy, this
term would also have been used by the philosophers. However, this is not
the case. Prior to the fourth century, forms of κατευν ζω are hardly ever
encountered in philosophical texts, and never in Evagrius' sense: that is,
used to describe or recommend an ascetical practice. Plato, Aristotle, and
Plotinus never use the term, nor do the Christian Platonists Clement and
Origen.

As Johannes Quasten has described, 
119 

119 Quasten, 'The Doctrine of Λογικ  Θυσα', in Music and Worship, pp. 51-7.

the cultic use of music was regarded with suspicion by many pagan
philosophers. Plato had warned against the liturgical use of instrumental 

music unaccompanied by the human voice, 
120 

120 Plato, The Laws 669e.

and Philodemos of Gadara (c. 100-28 BC ) agreed: the latter doubted the
value of so-called ecstasy induced by music, and associated the enjoyment (
π λαυσις) of music with the satisfaction of pleasure ( δον ), thus placing it 

on 

end p.90



1 of 6

the same inferior biological level as eating and drinking. 
121 

121 Philodemos, De musica 18.24:

. 
Text quoted in Quasten, Music and Worship, p. 55, n. 7.

In a text quoted by Eusebius, 
122 

122 Eusebius of Caesarea, Preparatio Evangelica 4.11-12.

Porphyry describes what he considers to be a long-standing philosophical

tradition 123 

123 In the text from De abstinentia cited in the following footnotes, Porphyry quotes
'a certain wise man' (τις ν ρ σο ς), variously identified as either the

Neopythagorean Appolonius of Tyana (McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 
p. 100) or Theophrastus of Eresos (Quasten, Music and Worship, p. 54). Quasten 
cites Apuleius of Madaura and Celsus as additional sources for this tradition.

to the effect that music is appropriate only for inferior deities and demons.
The highest deity ('the god who is above all') should be worshipped 'with 

pure silence and unblemished thoughts'. 
124 

124 Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.34, lines 3-7: 'To the god who is above everything, as 
some wise man has said, we should offer nothing sensible [. . . ] rather, we should
worship him with pure silence and unsullied thoughts'

.

Once the soul has been brought into contact with him and 'made like him',
our contemplative ascent constitutes 'a holy sacrifice' which is also our 
salvation and a kind of hymn: 'in the soul's apatheia and contemplation of 

God this sacrifice is made perfect'. 
125 

125 Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.34, lines 9-15:.

However, to the inferior deities, 'to the intelligible gods born of him, we are

to direct a hymnody of speech'. 
126 

126 Porphyry, De abstinentia 2.34, lines 15-16:.

From this perspective liturgical chant  pertains to the
worship of secondary deities, not to that of the highest god. Thus it is not 
surprising that the soothing effect of liturgical singing is not one of the 
modalities the philosophers recommended for the overcoming of passions.
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Among Christians, however, the situation was otherwise. By the end of the
fourth century, κατευν ζω had become part of the vocabulary of Christian

asceticism. 
127 

127 Chrysostom uses κατευν ζω to describe the calming of the passions in the
following texts: De petitione matris filiorum Zebedaei (PG 48.772); Ad eos qui 
scandalizati sunt 13.6; In Genesim homiliae (PG 53.81, 53.102); and In epistulam 2 
ad Corinthios homiliae (PG 61.390).

One reason for this may be the association of this verb with the calming
effects of music in light of the increasing importance of psalmody in Christian 
liturgical practice. Writing in the last decades of the fourth century, John 
Chrysostom encourages the Christian laity to teach and practise psalmody 
both in church and also throughout the day during 

end p.91

manual labour: 'not only while weaving or performing other tasks, but 

especially at table'. 
128 

128 John Chrysostom, Expositiones in Psalmos 41b, PG 55.157:.

Evagrius' use of κατευν ζω probably reflects his application to contemporary
ascetical practice of a term which had already been used in antiquity to
describe the effect of music on the passions. The Cappadocian fathers Basil
and Gregory of Nyssa employ κατευν ζω to describe the soothing of the
passions. In his correspondence Basil enthusiastically recommends monastic
withdrawal from the world and especially solitude, which 'affords to us the
greatest help since it quiets (κατευν ζουσα) our passions [. . . ] [which are]

quieted (κατευνασθ ντα) by [inward] stillness'. 
129 

129 Basil of Caesarea, Letter 2.2, lines 33-40:.

Later in the same letter Basil describes the soothing and transforming effect

of sacred music on the soul. 
130 

130 Ibid., lines 50-1: 'The [stable] state of the soul in which there is joy and freedom 
from sorrow is a gift conferred by the consolation of hymns' ().

In a sermon preached to a congregation whose church had recently been
burned he advises the people to soothe (κατε νασον) their feelings of sorrow

and replace them with higher thoughts. 
131 

131 Basil of Caesaria, Homily 21 (Quod rebus mundanis adhaerendum non sit), PG 
31.564:.

Here κατευν ζω describes the effect which higher thoughts should have on

sorrow arising 'from passion'  .

Basil's brother, Gregory of Nyssa, also uses κατευν ζω to describe relief from
the passions. In his Homilies on the Song of Songs, commenting on the text 
'I sleep, and my heart keeps watch' (Song 5: 2), Gregory describes the 
effect of sleep on the passions of fear and anger:
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 132 
132 Gregory of Nyssa, In Canticum canticorum 5.2 (Or. 10), ed. Langerbeck, 
p. 312.

[sleep] relaxes the tension of the body, causes as well forgetfulness of 
the worries within a man, and calms fear, and tames anger [. . . ]

An even closer parallel to Evagrius' use of κατευν ζω in regard to psalmody is
found in Gregory of Nyssa's principal work on the psalter, In inscriptiones 
Psalmorum. Gregory describes how when Saul was afflicted with a demonic 
spirit, 'David, by means of the psalter[y], 

end p.92

quieted (κατευν σαντος) the disturbance of the passion.' 
133 

133 Gregory of Nyssa, In inscriptiones Psalmorum 2.16, ed. McDonough, p. 167:.

Here Gregory provides a biblical background to the soothing of passions. He
invokes the image of David, whose psalter or harp (ψαλτ ριον) was able to

calm Saul's demonic agitation. In chapter 6 of the same work Gregory again
employs the verb κατευν ζω, this time recalling David's refusal to take
vengeance when Saul fell into his power. Gregory states that if we find
ourselves in similar circumstances and are tempted to take vengeance, we

too should 'calm (κατευν σωµεν) our anger towards patient endurance'. 
134 

134 Ibid., 2.6, p. 89: πρ ς µακροθυµαν τ ν θυµ ν κατευν σωµεν.

Evagrius' use of κατευν ζω in De oratione 83 is thus consistent with the use
of this term by Basil and Gregory of Nyssa. As was described above, it
appears to reflect the incorporation into Christian ascetical vocabulary of a
verb used in antiquity to describe, among other things, the effect of music
and song on animals and angry human beings. Evagrius also uses κατευν ζω
in De oratione 64 to describe God's direct, calming intervention in the human 
psyche:

 135 
135 Evagrius, De oratione 64, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (cf. PG 79.1180).

64. The others implant thoughts, ideas, or contemplations in the 
intellect by affecting the body. God, however, does the opposite: he 
himself lights upon the intellect and places within it knowledge as he 
wishes; and through the intellect he soothes the body's disharmony.
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In order to fully appreciate this passage it will be necessary to look closely at 
the word Evagrius uses both here and in De oratione 63 and 83 to describe 
the disordered psyche: namely, κρασα.

3.2.2.2. 

In De oratione 83, Evagrius, imitating the gnomic style of biblical wisdom 
literature, adds a second phrase parallel to the first in order to develop his 
thought. After stating that psalmody 'soothes the passions' he adds that it 
'effects quieting of the body's disharmony'. This second phrase has been 
variously translated. John Eudes Bamberger translates it as, 'calms the 
intemperance of the 

end p.93

body'. 
136 

136 Bamberger, The Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer, p. 69.

Hausherr similarly has, 'apaise l'intempérance du corps'. 
137 

137 Hausherr, 'Le Traité de l'oraison', p. 127.

The English translation of the Philokalia by Palmer, Sherrard, and Ware has 

'curbs the uncontrolled impulses in the body', 
138 

138 Palmer et al., Philokalia, p. 65.

while Simon Tugwell translates it as, 'reduces to quietness the imbalance of

the body'. 
139 

139 Tugwell, Praktikos and De oratione, p. 83.

These different translations do not represent variant readings: all the
translators presume that Evagrius uses the word κρασα; the problem lies in
determining exactly what Evagrius means by it.

In the Septuagint 
140 

140 Psalms of Solomon 4.3: 'And his hand is first upon him as if in zeal, while he 
himself is guilty of manifold sins and intemperance' (

).

and the New Testament 
141 

141 Mat. 23: 25: of the Pharisees who cleanse the outside of vessels, but 'inside are 

full of extortion and excess; . 1 Cor. 7: 5, St 
Paul's warning with regard to marital relations: 'lest Satan tempt you through lack of 

self-control' .

this word is used exclusively to refer to 'lack of self-control,

self-indulgence'. 
142 

142 Bauer et al., Greek-English Lexicon, p. 32.

This accords with the most common use of κρασα in classical Greek:
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namely, as a variant spelling of κρ τεια, 'want of power, debility'; or, used

as an adjective, 'uncontrolled, immoderate, incontinent'. 
143 

143 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 54.

The alpha-privative is here applied to κρ τος, 'strength, power, mastery'. 
144 

144 Ibid., p. 998.

Thus κρασα (or κρ τεια) is failure to exert appropriate restraint: 
145 

145 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 7.1 (1145b), 8.8.5 (1150a).

it is the vice of indulgence or excess. As such κρασα is sometimes described

as the vice specifically opposed to γκρ τεια, the virtue of temperance. 
146 

146 Philo of Alexandria, On Rewards and Punishments 26. Clement of Alexandria 
employs this contrast four times: Stromateis 3.4.36, 3.5.41, and 3.8.62, and 
Protrepticus 10.93.1.

However, a more specific (if less common) definition of κρασα owes nothing
to κρ τος. Rather, the alpha-privative is applied to the noun  , which

means a mixing or blending of elements to form a compound. 
147 

147 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 990.

Philo uses  in this sense to describe the euphonious blending of male

and female voices in praise of God. 
148 

148 Philo of Alexandria, The Life of Moses II, ed. Cohn, pp. 256-7: '[Moses] divides 
the nation into two choirs, the one of men and the other of women, [. . . ] that the
two might together sing hymns to the Father and Creator in melodious response, 
with a blending of both temperament and melody—temperaments able to offer to
one another like for like, with melody created by the concord of high and low: for the
voices of men are low and those of the women high. And when they are
proportionately blended, the resulting melody is the most complete and pleasing 
harmony'.

end p.94

 is used in a biological sense in Greek medical texts and by Aristotle
to refer to the mental or physical temperament of human beings: that is, to 
the physiological state created by the 'mixture' or blending of the four 

humours. 
149 

149 Hippocrates, Aphorisms 5.62; Galen, De melancholia 6.9.105, 6.9.124; Aristotle, 
Problemata 935b23, 954b8, 955a14.

Evagrius uses  in this physiological sense in De oratione 69:

 150 
150 Evagrius, De oratione 69, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (cf. PG 1181).
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69. When the spiteful demon is unable to move the nous through the 
memory during prayer, he strikes out against the body's temperament 
to create some strange fantasy in the intellect, and [thus] shape it.

Similarly, in De oratione 62 he describes thoughts which originate 'in
sense-perception, memory, or temperament' (τ  ξ ασθ σεως  µν µης  κρ

σεως νο µατα); and in Antirrhetikos IV.22 he states that chanting psalms 

changes 'the condition  of the body'. 
151 

151 Frankenberg offers the retroversion: την σωµατος κρασιν for (ed. Frankenberg, 
pp. 472-545), reading for, which Payne Smith defines as 'mixing, blending, due 
proportion', Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 505. Smith supports either or
συγκρασις for: Thesaurus Syriacus, vol. ii, col. 2061.

In the context of this medical (and to some extent psychological) definition 
of  , the application of the alpha-privative gives to it the literal

meaning of a 'bad mixture' or 'failure of mixture'. 
152 

152 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 54.

Used in this sense it is found in ancient medical texts, often with the Ionic
spelling, κραση, referring to physiological (literally 'somatic') 'disharmony'
or 'imbalance'. This refers to the physiological and psychological state which
results from an imbalanced mixture of the four humors or from the failure to

completely digest (internally 'mix' and assimilate) food. 
153 

153 Of κρηση in the sense of 'noxious mixture' or 'unsuccessful mixture':
Hippocrates, Ancient Medicine 7.6-10: '[The physician] tried to eliminate those things 
which, when taken, human nature could not absorb because of their harsh and 
unmixed [quality]' (µ ν, σωνµ  δ νατο  σις  νθρωπνη πικρατ ειν γιανουσα 

µπιπτ ντων, δι  γρι τητ  τε κα κρησην). Also, Ancient Medicine 18.16-18: 'In all 
other cases, where caustic and unmixed humours are brought about, I am convinced 
that the cause is the same and that restoration [of health] ensues from coction and 
mixture'.

Evagrius' phrase 

end p.95
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is found three times in Hippocratic texts in the sense of 'somatic disharmony' 

or humoral imbalance. 
154 

154 Hippocrates, De Morbis 2.25.4, 2.39.3; De affectionibus interioribus 33.8.

It is difficult to point with confidence to examples of κρασα used in this
technical medical sense in ecclesiastical writings. In Christian texts this term
is commonly found in moral exhortations denoting 'intemperance', reflecting
the usage of the Septuagint and New Testament. In the very few instances
where the technical, 'scientific' meaning may be intended it is also possible
to argue that the more common reading is the correct one. If one presumes
that ecclesiastical authors are invariably more concerned with moral
exhortation than physiological explanation, then the moral definition of κρασ

α will always be made to fit. 
155 

155 This problem is illustrated by two different translations of Clement of Alexandria. 
In Paedagogus 2.2.21, 2-3 (SC 108, p. 50) Clement explains the value of a dry diet. 
S. P. Woods (The Instructor, p. 112) interprets Clement's use of the phrase κρασας
τεκµ ριον as implying a physical 'disorder', presumably a humoral imbalance. A. C.

Coxe, however, understands this phrase in the more commonly used sense, as an
indication of (moral) 'intemperance' (The Instructor (Paedagogus), p. 243). In favour 
of Woods's 'physiological' reading is the fact that Clement often employs metaphors 
and examples drawn from the different branches of natural philosophy, including 
medicine. However, it is also true that in all other uses of κρασα in Clement's works
(56 references in the Stromateis and Paedagogus), the moral meaning seems to be 
intended.

In the case of Evagrius' use of the phrase  a
case can be made for translating it as either 'the body's intemperance' or 
'the body's disharmony'. In favour of the former reading is the fact that 
κρασα is most commonly used in the sense of 'intemperance' by the fathers,
including those with whose writings Evagrius was certainly familiar, such as

Origen, Clement, and Basil. 
156 

156 In De principiis 3.1.21.17 Origen paraphrases St Paul 's condemnation of those 
who 'had not repented of the indecency and intemperance of their deeds'

. Origen also quotes 1 Cor. 7: 5 
in De oratione 2.2.25, and uses κρασα in the sense of 'intemperance' in the
following: Commentary on John 13.11.67.7; Fragmenta in Lucam 107.18; In Jesu 
Nave homiliae xxvi 454.26; Fragmenta ex commentariis in epistulam i ad Corinthios 
(in catenis) 34.35. Basil devotes Regulae brevius 140 to κρασα, understood as 'lack
of self-control'.

In addition, in De oratione 83 κρασα is set in parallel to τ π θη. If 'passions'
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are understood as disordered impulses (and this is Evagrius' understanding),
then Evagrius can be read as developing his thought by offering κρασα in
the sense of 'intemperance' or 'excess' as an example of one of the passions
which psalmody is supposed to soothe. However, in favour of the
physiological definition of κρασα is Evagrius' reliance on therapeutic and
even specifically medical metaphors, which will be discussed in detail in
Chapter 4.

end p.96

3.2.3 De Oratione 85

In De oratione 5 Evagrius describes the particular type of contemplation 
which he believes psalmody facilitates:

 157 
157 Evagrius, De oratione 85, ed. Tugwell, p. 16 (cf. PG 79.1185).

85. While psalmody pertains to multiform wisdom (cf. Eph. 3: 10), 
prayer is a prelude to immaterial and uniform knowledge.

In this passage Evagrius distinguishes between psalmody and prayer by 
invoking the categories of corporeality and complexity. Prayer prepares for 
an ascent beyond material realities into the immaterial realm. This echoes an 
earlier statement in De oratione that prayer allows one to arise from material 
concerns 'towards formless and immaterial knowledge' (

 ) 
158 

158 Ibid., 69, p. 13 (cf. PG 79.1181).

Here prayer is also a preparation for a movement beyond wisdom pertaining
to the complex created order, into knowledge that is simple, literally 
'non-complex' ( ποικλος).

Psalmody, in contrast, pertains to the diversity of creation; it is a reflection
of divine wisdom, specifically wisdom which is ποικλος, 'richly coloured,
intricate, manifold'. This is an allusion to Ephesians 3: 9-10: '[. . . ] the plan
of the mystery hidden for ages in God who created all things: that through

the Church the manifold wisdom of God (  )
might now be made known to the principalities and powers in the heavenly 

places'. 
159 

159

For St Paul it is the Church which reflects the 'richly variegated' (πολυπο
κιλος) wisdom of God. For Evagrius, however, 'wisdom' is both a Christian
virtue and a title of Christ. He particularly associates the virtue of wisdom
with the contemplation of all ranks of beings: 'The task of wisdom is
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contemplation of the logoi of corporeal and incorporeal [beings].' 
160 

160 Evagrius, Praktikos 89, SC 171, pp. 682-4:. In the Gnostikos he reiterates this 
definition in his distinction between the virtues of prudence and wisdom: " 'The work
of prudence", he said, "is the contemplation of the holy and intelligent powers apart 
from their logoi"; for he handed on the tradition that these are revealed by wisdom 
alone' (), Evagrius, Gnostikos 44, SC 356, p. 172.

end p.97

Since psalmody is 'an image of multiform wisdom', it provides a privileged 
opportunity for theoria physiké, contemplation of God by means of the logoi
or deeper meanings concealed beneath the appearance of created beings. 
The God who is perceptible through the multiplicity of beings is Christ, their 
creator and redeemer. Psalmody thus invites meditation on 'the logoi of 
corporeals and incorporeals' and on the person of Christ. For Evagrius, as for 
St Paul, 'the divine wisdom' is a title of Christ: 'Christ the power of God and 
the wisdom of God [. . . ] Christ Jesus, whom God made our wisdom, our
righteousness and sanctification and redemption' (1 Cor. 1: 24, 1: 30). 

Throughout his writings, but especially in Scholia on Psalms, 
161 

161 Scholia 3 on Psalm 21: 7(1); 6 on 21: 15(2); 8 on 21: 19(1); 1 on 30: 2(2); 1 on 
32: 1(1); 2 on 33: 3(1); 15 on 34: 26(2); 10 on 76: 15(1); 2 on 79: 5(1); 3 on 84: 
10(1); 9 on 93: 15(1); 2 on 118: 3; 4 on 131: 6(2); 4 on 135: 23; 3 on 141: 6(3). 
This identification of Christ with the wisdom of God is also found in Kephalaia 
Gnostica II.2; II.21; III.3; III.11; III.81; IV.7; V.5; and V.84.

Evagrius identifies Christ with the wisdom of God, especially the 'richly

diverse wisdom' ( πολυποκιλοςσο α) of Ephesians 3: 10. 
162 

162 Scholia 8 on Psalm 44: 10; 1 on Psalm 122: 1.

The rich panoply of historical events and religious sentiment chanted and
brought to mind during the practice of psalmody is often given a specifically 
christological significance or interpreted in light of Jesus' own words in the 
Scholia on Psalms. This will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.1.

3.2.4 Praktikos 69-71; Scholion 1 on Psalm 137: 1

To properly apprehend 'multiform wisdom' while chanting the psalms it is 
necessary to practise what Evagrius calls 'undistracted' psalmody. Evagrius 
extols this kind of psalmody in chapter 69 of the Praktikos, which is the first 
of a brief chain of three chapters concerned with the effects of psalmody and 
the internalizing of the virtues:

 163 
163 Evagrius, Praktikos 69, SC 171, p. 652.

69. A great thing—to pray without distraction; a greater thing still—to
sing psalms without distraction.
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Here Evagrius somewhat surprisingly states that undistracted psalmody is 

greater (  ) than undistracted prayer. What he means by the latter is
clear; it is a theme which recurs throughout 

end p.98

De oratione. In undistracted prayer, 'the highest noetic activity of the 

nous', 
164 

164 Evagrius, De oratione 36, ed. Tugwell, p. 8: περσπαστος προσευχ  στιν κρα ν

ησιςνο ς.

the nous fixes its attention solely on God, laying aside even noemata which

are pure and 'simple' (ψιλ ς), 
165 

165 Ibid., 56.

ceasing from contemplation of the logoi of things, and avoiding everything 

that has the power to 'imprint' the mind. 
166 

166 Ibid., 57.

In this text from the Praktikos Evagrius does not place undistracted 
psalmody on a higher spiritual level than undistracted prayer: he implies, 
rather, that maintaining the nous' focus exclusively on God is easier to do 
when mental images are laid aside in pure prayer than it is when the nous is 
intentionally immersed in the rich barrage of images which psalmody evokes. 
By stating that undistracted psalmody is greater than undistracted prayer 
Evagrius is admitting how difficult it is to achieve and maintain. The ability to 
remain solely attentive to God is evidence of an advanced spiritual state, as 
Evagrius goes on to explain in the next chapter of the Praktikos:

 167 
167 Evagrius, Praktikos 70, SC 171, p. 656.

70. A man who has established the virtues in himself and is entirely 
permeated with them no longer remembers the law or the 
commandments or punishment. Rather, he says and does what [this] 
excellent condition suggests.

This text describes one who is 'entirely permeated' with the virtues. If this 
chapter were considered apart from the texts which precede and follow it, it 
would not be apparent that psalmody, undistracted or otherwise, plays a 
significant role in the establishment of this 'excellent condition'. However, 
Evagrius' use of the term ν κρασις to describe a commingling or 'complete

blending' 
168 

168 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 105: 'interpenetration of sensible and 
intelligible things in creation; union of human and divine natures in Christ; union of 
Christ with Holy Spirit; Eucharistic union of human body and Eucharistic elements'.
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of the self with the virtues is strongly reminiscent of his repeated assertion
that psalmody has the power to change and restore the  , the
humoral balance or physiological 'harmony' of the body, which in antiquity 
was held to be responsible for health and illness. As is described in Chapters 
3.2.2 and 4.2, psalmody was thought to restore 

end p.99

the  chiefly by calming misdirected or excessive thumos. The 
impression that Evagrius intends his reader to understand psalmody as one 
of the means by which virtues are blended with the self is strengthened by 
the fact that he immediately returns to the subject of psalmody in the next 
sentence of the Praktikos:

 169 
169 Evagrius, Praktikos 71, SC 171, p. 658.

71. The demonic songs move our desire and throw the soul into 
shameful fantasies. But 'psalms and hymns and spiritual songs' (Eph. 
5: 19) summon the nous to continuous memory of virtue by cooling 
our boiling indignation and by quenching our desires.

Here Evagrius stresses the usefulness of psalmody in the realignment of both 
disordered thumos and epithumia. This represents the effect of psalmody on 
the soul, more specifically at the level of the pathetikon, the portion of the 
soul subject to passion. However, Evagrius also stresses here the effect of 
psalmody on the nous: psalms and other holy songs 'summon the nous to
continuous memory of virtue'. By encouraging unceasing meditation on
virtue, psalmody thus assists in the 'establishing' (καθιδρ ω) and
'commingling' ( ν κρασις) of virtue within the soul described in Praktikos 70. 
Although in this brief chain of chapters from the Praktikos Evagrius 
emphasizes the importance of undistracted psalmody, he does not define or 
explain what he means by this. For such a definition one must look to his 
exegetical texts.

In the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius employs the adverb 'undistractedly' (
περισπ στως) to describe what might also be termed 'contemplative'
psalmody: that is, a way of chanting psalms which enables the soul to
perceive the divine logoi concealed beneath the symbols and events 
described in the psalms. In Scholion 1 on Psalm 137: 1(3) Evagrius explains 
that 'undistracted' psalmody entails both spiritual receptivity and careful 
attention to the underlying meaning of the text:
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 170 
170 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 137: 1 (cf. ed. Pitra, 137: 1, vol. iii, p. 
340).

end p.100
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V.1 [. . . ] and before the angels I will chant psalms to you
1. To chant psalms before the angels is to sing psalms without 
distraction: either our mind is imprinted solely by the realities 
symbolized by the psalm, or else it is not imprinted. Or perhaps the 
one who chants psalms before the angels is he who apprehends the 
meaning of the psalms.

In this scholion Evagrius presents three definitions of chanting psalms 'before 
the angels', which he equates with undistracted psalmody. In the first phrase 
he states that undistracted psalmody refers to two seemingly opposite 
experiences. Either the mind is passive with regard to the psalm's inner 
meanings and receives only their impressions; or it receives no impression at 
all, presumably because it is solely attentive to the God to whom the psalm 
bears witness. In the first definition Evagrius recommends that during 
psalmody the governing part of the soul ( γεµονικ ν), which is particularly

subject to being formed and impressed by external matters, 
171 

171 In Peri Logismon 4 and 41 Evagrius describes the susceptibility of the γεµονικ ς

to being imprinted or moulded (τυπ ω) by matters originating from within the mind,
from angels or demons, and from the external world by means of the senses.

should focus attentively and exclusively on what the psalm signifies or
explicates. The mind should thus be receptive during psalmody, capable of
being imprinted (τυπ µενος) like wax by the matters 'signified' or
'symbolized' (σηµαινοµ νοις) by the psalm. By attending exclusively (µ νοις)
to the realities signified by the psalm, the mind will be formed and shaped
only by them. The second definition, according to which the mind is not
imprinted at all, alludes to the final goal of psalmody and indeed of every
spiritual practice: namely, that the mind be occupied solely with God who,

being incorporeal, leaves no imprint on the nous. 
172 

172 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 140: 2(1) (= PG 12.1665; and cf. ed. Pitra, 140: 

2, vol. iii, p. 148):
. Cited and discussed above, p. 38, n. 124.

In the second phrase of the scholion Evagrius provides a third definition of
undistracted psalmody which complements the first, but is less passive.
Undistracted psalmody is not merely a willingness to be 'stamped' by the
matters symbolized by the psalm; it is also an active search for the δ ναµις,
the 'meaning', the 'potentiality' or even the 'power' of the psalm. In other
words, undistracted psalmody is direct perception of the inner meaning of
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the psalm.

end p.101

Here Evagrius shifts his focus from the impressionable nature of the γεµονικ

ν to the contemplative function of the nous. The participle  suggests
the power of the nous to apprehend or contemplate realities concealed 
beneath external appearance. Undistracted psalmody 'before the angels' is 
thus contemplation by the nous of the inner potency or meaning of the 
psalm.

From these texts there emerges something of Evagrius' purpose in 
composing the Scholia on Psalms. Undistracted psalmody attentive solely to
the inner δ ναµις of the psalm is no easy task. The rich variety of images and
events found in each psalm, as well as the poetic beauty of the psalter, can
captivate the mind and distract it from the real end of psalmody, God

himself—the only legitimate 'distraction' of the soul. 
173 

173 in De oratione 34 Evagrius uses the term 'distracted' in a positive sense: 'For 
what is higher than conversing with God and being occupied in [lit: 'being distracted 
by'] communion with him?

, ed. 
Tugwell, p. 8 (cf. PG 79.1173).

Undistracted psalmody requires the ability to move backwards and forwards
through the history of salvation amidst the rich diversity of creation while 
perceiving this variety as a reflection of God's 'manifold wisdom'. Evagrius' 
formal and exegetical methods become comprehensible when the Scholia on 
Psalms are viewed as a guide to the practice of undistracted psalmody. As 
Bunge has described, Evagrius writes in the Scholia on Psalms 'as a monk for 
monks', sharing in these scholia the fruit of his own meditation on the 

psalms. 
174 

174 Bunge, ' "der Mystische Sinn der Schrift' ", p. 142. Bunge speculates (pp. 142-3)
concerning the Sitz im Leben of the Scholia on Psalms. He believes that these texts 
and Evagrius' recommendations of undistracted psalmody are less applicable to the 
common recitation of the monastic office in monastic communities than to that more 
leisurely, solitary meditation on the psalter which the hermit was able to practise in 
the privacy of his cell.

3.3 Summary

Evagrius' discussion of prayer and psalmody in De oratione 82 and 83 
presupposes and mirrors the monastic practice of psalmody. He depicts the 
two practices as intertwining, each supporting the other, with psalmody 
serving a preparatory and subordinate role to prayer. The two chains which 
precede these chapters make it clear that by 'prayer' Evagrius means 'pure 
prayer': that is, prayer free from every distracting image arising from within 
or intruding from without (De oratione 67-73), a gift God bestows either 
directly or 
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end p.102

through the mediation of angels (De oratione 74-81). In De oratione 82 
Evagrius employs adverbs which highlight the affective dimensions of prayer 
('gently', 'calmly') and the intellectual task of psalmody ('attentively', 'with 
proper meter'). Then in De oratione 83 Evagrius shifts his focus to the 
affective and somatic goals of psalmody (calming passions and restoring 
somatic harmony) and the role of prayer in awakening the nous to its highest 
power and function. He goes on to explain that prayer is the highest power 
of the nous (De oratione 84) and the co-worker with gnosis in the supreme 
task of divine contemplation (De oratione 86). Psalmody therefore serves the 
purpose of preparing the entire person, body, soul, and nous, for prayer. The 
therapeutic power of psalmody in regard to the body and soul will be 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, while the value of the psalter in Christian 
contemplation will be the subject of Chapter 6.

end p.103

4 Psalmody as Spiritual Remedy

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: In De oratione 83, Evagrius presents his belief that psalmody 
serves as a spiritual remedy, a means by which the passions are calmed and 
the body's disharmony is rectified. The basis of his faith in the efficacy of 
psalmody as spiritual remedy is his conviction that it is above all Christ who 
is encountered in the psalter. This chapter explores Evagrius' understanding 
of the therapeutic power of psalmody, particularly its efficacy with regards to 
the healing of thumos, in light of his regular use of medical imagery, theory, 
and the title 'Christ the physician'. Because of their significance as sources 
for Evagrius' spiritual doctrine, the use of these categories by Origen and the 
Cappadocian fathers is emphasized.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, spiritual remedy, Origen,
Cappadocian fathers, Christ

Evagrius presents in De oratione 83 his belief that psalmody serves as a 
spiritual remedy, a means by which the passions are calmed and the body's 
disharmony (or intemperance) is rectified. As has been described, this 
represents at least in part Evagrius' appropriation of traditions concerning 
sacred music from both classical antiquity and Christian theology. The basis 
for Evagrius' faith in the efficacy of psalmody as a spiritual remedy is his 
conviction, which will be elaborated further in Chapter 6, that it is above all 
Christ who is encountered in the psalter. Christ, the creator and redeemer of 
the universe who is perceptible in the 'richly variegated' imagery of the 
psalms, is also the 'physician of souls' whose words and presence have the 
power to heal. In this chapter Evagrius' understanding of the therapeutic 
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power of psalmody, especially its efficacy in regard to the healing of thumos, 
will be studied in light of his regular use of medical imagery and theory, and 
in particular his use of the title 'Christ the physician'. Because of their 
significance as sources for Evagrius' spiritual doctrine, the use of these 
categories by Origen and the Cappadocian fathers will receive particular 
attention.

4.1 The Physician of Souls

By the end of the fourth century there existed a well-established tradition of 
illustrating Christian spiritual principles through analogies based on the 

theory and vocabulary of classical medicine. 
1 

1 Owsei Temkin describes the development of this tradition in chapters 11-13 of 
Hippocrates in a World of Pagans and Christians, pp. 126-77. He concludes (p. 177): 
'By making available a wide variety of medical analogues, Hippocratic medicine 
became a vital part of Christian theological exegesis and pastoral practice.'

Writing in the first years of the second century Ignatius of Antioch drew an
analogy between the Eucharist and the healing drugs of the physician: it is 
'the medicine of immortality ( ρµακον θανασας), an antidote so that we

may never die'. 
2 

2 Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Ephesians 20.2:
.

Heresy, in contrast is 'a deadly

end p.104

drug' (θαν σιµον ρµακον). 
3 

3 Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Trallians 6.2.

He also describes heresy as a kind of illness, employing the medical adjective
δυσθεραπε τους, 'hard to cure', to describe certain heretics. In elaborating
this medical analogy he describes Christ as a physician, thereby creating a
metaphor which enjoyed great popularity in subsequent centuries:

  
4 

4 Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Ephesians 7.2.

One physician there is, both fleshly and spiritual, begotten and
unbegotten, God become flesh, true life in death, both from Mary and
from God; first subject to suffering then not subject to
suffering—Jesus Christ our Lord.

The notion of a 'spiritual physician' which Ignatius here employs was
common in classical antiquity. Plato writes of the importance of the
philosopher becoming a 'physician of souls', capable of understanding the
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effect on the soul of different kinds of knowledge (µ θηµα). 
5 

5 In Protagoras Plato defines knowledge (µ θηµα) as the soul's food (ψυχ  τρ εται),

then raises the question whether either the purveyors of knowledge (ο  τ  µαθ µατα

περι γοντες) or their customers truly understand its effect on the soul. Alluding to
Hippocratic emphasis on the central role of diet in health and disease, Plato
recommends that anyone who buys of these vendors be a 'physician of the soul
[. . . ] having knowledge of good and evil'

, Plato, Protagoras, 
313c4-313e5. Whereas Plato intends this as a skill all should learn, Christian writers 
generally assign this role primarily to Christ, then secondarily to apostles and other 
spiritual teachers.

Christian teachers like Clement of Alexandria identify this physician with
Christ; other patristic authors such as Origen echo Plato's hope that this skill 
will be exercised by many human beings.

In the Christian Alexandrian tradition the use of medical allegory, 
6 

6 In this monograph no distinction will be made between allegory and typology (cf. 
Frye, The Great Code, p. 85) or between iconic and symbolic mimesis (cf. Young, 
Biblical Exegesis, pp. 161-85). Young follows Frye in distinguishing between 
typology, which 'retains the narrative and sequence' and allegory which 'translates 
narrative into propositions'; however, Young admits that this distinction cannot 
always be maintained, even when contrasting 'Alexandrian' with 'Antiochene' 
exegesis, since 'both sides equally turned out propositional translations' (Biblical 
Exegesis, pp. 162-3). Such distinctions do little to illuminate Evagrius' exegetical 
method, which will be discussed in Chapter 6, below.

particularly the image of 'Christ the physician' became very popular. Clement
of Alexandria describes salvation as analogous to medical healing: Christians 
must cooperate with God just as patients who wish to be healed must 

cooperate with their physician. 
7 

7 Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 7.7.48, 4, ed. Stählin, vol. iii, p. 36: 'Just as the
physician provides health to those who work together with him towards health, in the 
same way God [provides] eternal salvation to those who work together with him 
towards knowledge and good deeds'

.

end p.105
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Clement presents Christian spiritual development as a two-staged process.
First we must be healed from the 'wounds' (τρα µατα) of the passions: 'of

these wounds Jesus is the sole physician'. 
8 

8 Clement of Alexandria, Quis dives salvetur 29, 3, ed. Stählin, vol. iii, p. 179:
.

The Word of God is 'the healer [. . . ] of those passions of the soul which are
contrary to nature [. . . ] the sole sacred physician of human diseases and

holy enchanter [-healer] of the soul's illness' 
9 

9 Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogus 1.2.6, 1, SC 70, p. 118:

.

This healing is accomplished 'as if by soothing medications ( ποις αρµ κοις)

through [the Word's] beneficent commandments'. Only after this healing is

accomplished is it possible to make progress in spiritual knowledge. 
10 

10 Clement of Alexandria, Paedagogus 1.1.3, 1, SC 70, p. 112:.

4.1.1 Medical Imagery in Origen

For Origen, as for Clement, 'Jesus is the sole physician of souls and 

bodies'. 
11 

11 Origen, Fragmenta in Lucam (TLG 2042.2), frag. 125.27-8:.

Origen's description of Jesus as 'healer' or 'physician' reflects a model of
spiritual progress which, like Clement's, is characterized by the soul's 
progress from healing towards growth in spiritual knowledge:

 12 
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12 Origen, Contra Celsum, 3.61-2, SC 136, p. 142. A similar text, which 
implies that Christ's role as physician pertains chiefly to the beginning stages 
of spiritual life, is found in Origen's Commentary on John 1.20.124: 'And 
blessed indeed are they who in petitioning the Son of God, have become the 
sort [of people] who do not need him as a physician healing the sick, nor as 
shepherd or savior; but rather as wisdom and word and righteousness: or 
any of those other [titles] by which the most perfect are able to apprehend 
his most beautiful [aspects],'.

end p.106

The Christian [. . . ] calls [sinners] in order to bind up their 'wounds'
with the Word and apply to [their] soul, festering in vices, drugs 
[taken] from the Word, analogous to wine and oil and emollients and 
the rest of the soul's medicinal remedies [. . . ] God the Word was
indeed sent as a physician to sinners, but as a teacher of divine 
mysteries to those who are already pure and who no longer sin.

The 'soul's medicinal remedies' are provided by Christ the Word of God to 
whom Origen frequently applies the title, already known in pagan literature, 

of  , 'physician of the soul'. 
13 

13 As described above, Plato in Protagoras (313c4-313e5) appears to have been the 
first ancient author to use this term, which is subsequently also found in the later 
Greek medical literature. Galen, in particular, was concerned to describe the diseases 
of the soul and their treatment (cf. On the Doctrines of of Hippocrates and Plato esp. 
5.2.2.34-43), and he uses the title 'physician of souls' in On the Doctrines of 
Hippocrates and Plato 5.2.23, line 4:. Origen elsewhere uses the title 'physician of 
the soul' (or 'of souls') in: Commentary on Exodus 10.27; Commentary on the 
Gospel of Matthew 13.5.5-6; Commentary on the Gospel of John 20.32.285.2.

This title is not, however, used exclusively of Christ: those who minister the
healing word of God also share his title of spiritual healer, thus 'the prophets 
are also, in a sense, physicians of souls  , always spending

their time with those who require treatment'. 
14 

14 Origen, In Jeremiam (homilia 14) 1, GCS 6, p. 106:.

Elsewhere Origen not only designates Christ ατρ ς, 'physician', but ρχιατρ
ς, 'master physician '(or 'court physician'), a title which referred in antiquity

to an imperial medical official responsible for health care in a given area. 
15 

15 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 252. Temkin, Hippocrates, pp. 144, 
216-20.

By this Origen means that Christ shares his healing authority with the
apostles and their successors, teaching them to be, like him, 'physicians of 
souls':

Et ille quidem erat archiatros qui posset curare omnem languorem et 
omnem infirmitatem; discipuli vero ejus Petrus vel Paulus sed et 
prophetae medici sunt, et hi omnes qui post apostolos in Ecclesia 
positi sunt, quibusque curandorum vulnerum disciplina commissa est, 
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quos voluit Deus in Ecclesia sua esse medicos animarum. 
16 

16 Origen, Super psalmum trigesimum septimum, homily 1, PG 12.1369.

And he [Christ] was the master physician who was able to cure every 
disease and every infirmity: and his disciples Peter and Paul, as well 
as the

end p.107

prophets, are physicians; and indeed all those who after the apostles
were appointed in the Church, those to whom the science of healing
wounds was committed—these God wished to be physicians of souls in
his Church.

Origen's use of medical terminology and imagery is not incidental: his 
soteriology relies more on therapeutic analogies than forensic ones. 
According to Origen, God acts as a wise physician by gradually restoring the 
health of the soul, 'health' understood as that union with God which was lost 
through the soul's fall from primordial union into diversity and matter. He 
explains in De Principiis 3.1 that all suffering in this life which can be 
attributed to God is remedial and ultimately therapeutic, rather than simply 
punitive. It is to the advantage of certain sinners that they should come only 
slowly to salvation, 'after experiencing many evils'

  
17 

17 Origen, De Principiis 3.1.13, SC 268, p. 76.

Origen draws the analogy with medical practice to illustrate the principle that
human suffering serves some (often hidden) therapeutic purpose:

 18 
18 Ibid., pp. 76-8.

For physicians too, although they are able to heal more quickly,
whenever they suspect that there exists a hidden toxin in the body,
act in the opposite way. This is because they desire a more definitive
cure, considering it better to permit him to remain for a long time in
his fever and affliction, so that he regains health more certainly;
instead of apparently restoring him more quickly to strength but
afterwards relapsing—the quicker cure [thus] proving only temporary.

Here Origen goes beyond the use of popular medical metaphors familiar to 
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everyone. When his predecessors employed such terms as ατρ ς, ρµακον,

and  , they were drawing on a vocabulary which was as much the
property of poets and historians as medical writers. But in this text Origen
displays some real familiarity with ancient medical theory. A fundamental
tenet of Hippocratic medicine is the doctrine of κρσις, that is 'critical' days or
intervals during which perilous but often subtle changes in the disease
process

end p.108

were thought to take place. 
19 

19 This doctrine was based in part on the theory of π πανσις (variant: πεπασµ ς),
'coction' or digestion (literally 'ripening') of ingested substances, which when
incomplete or unsuccessful was believed to be responsible for many diseases. The
successful calculation and prediction of critical days seems to have depended on the
time thought to be required for π πανσις as well as classical numerology, including
musical theories of harmonic intervals: Langholf, Medical Theories in Hippocrates, pp. 
79-103, esp. pp. 99-102.

It was believed that medical training enabled the physician to foretell the
course of an illness through observation of successive κρσεις; and on the
basis of these predictions therapeutic interventions could be planned or
abandoned. Thus a delay in treatment for the reason described by Origen
accords well with Hippocratic theory.

From this illustration it is clear that for Origen the art of medicine belongs to 
physiké, the investigation of natural phenomena which enables the Christian
contemplative to perceive the hidden purposes of God within created things.
Origen continues his medical explanation of theodicy by observing that God,
'knowing the secrets of the human heart and foreknowing (προγιν σκων) the
future', sometimes permits a hidden evil to remain within the soul. This is
evidence of God's patient endurance (µακροθυµα) since God is able to
'extract the hidden evil by means of external circumstances', thus effecting a
slower but more certain purification of the one who had carelessly received

the 'seeds of sin' into himself. 
20 

20 Origen, De Principiis 3.1.13, SC 268, p. 78:.

He concludes with a metaphor which accurately reflects the largely emetic
and purgative pharmacology of his day: even the hardened sinner is 
eventually able to be renewed by 'vomiting out' the seeds of sin which God 

has drawn to the surface. 
21 

21 Ibid.:.

In this conclusion Origen again displays his familiarity with Hippocratic theory
and practice. His explanation of divine forbearance is based on the medical
analogy of a hidden toxin which must be slowly 'extracted' before it can be
expelled. What appears to be God's toleration of sin and evil is here
portrayed as comprehensible in light of divine 'foreknowledge of future
things' (προγιν σκων τ  µ λλοντα): that is, God's knowledge of what is best
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for sinners. Exactly the same words are used to describe the medical art of
prognosis in the Hippocratic treatise Prognostics: the physician must both 

end p.109

foreknow future events (προγιν σκειν τ  µ λλοντα) 
22 

22 Hippocrates, Prognosticon 1, line 9.

and use his foreknowledge to foretell (προλ γων) for the patient's benefit

what the course of the disease will be. 
23 

23 Ibid., line 2:.

Whether Origen here intends a deliberate allusion to the Prognostics is 
uncertain, since 'foreknowledge of future things' is not an exclusively medical 
phrase: it is used of prophecy and divination in both pagan and Christian 
religious texts. Elsewhere, however, Origen clearly displays familiarity with 
Hippocratic aphorisms. In Homily 14 on Jeremiah he says of physicians:

 24 
24 Origen, In Jeremiam (homilia 14) 1, GCS 6, p. 106.

14.1. Physicians of the body are found among the sick, constantly 
dedicating themselves to the cure of the sick according to the purpose 
of the medical art: they see affliction and handle repugnant things, 
and from others' sufferings they reap their own sorrows, and their life 
is always at the mercy of circumstances.

The phrase 'they see affliction and handle repugnant things, and from others' 
sufferings they reap their own sorrows' is taken from the Hippocratic treatise 
On Breaths. As an aphorism it was discussed and regularly employed by 
Galen, and probably due to Origen's influence it came to enjoy popularity 

among the Church fathers. 
25 

25 Hippocrates, De flatibus 1.1, ed. Littré, p. 91 lines 5-7:. 'No other Hippocratic 
dictum, not even the first Hippocratic aphorism, obtained such widespread attention 
throughout Antiquity as did the complaint that "the physician sees terrible things, 
touches what is loathsome, and from others' misfortunes harvests troubles of his 
own" [. . . ] Sometimes quoted in full and sometimes only alluded to, [this]
Hippocratic saying was accorded a prominent place by Christian authors' (Temkin, 
Hippocrates, p. 141).

Thus Origen displays in his writings familiarity with basic principles of
Hippocratic medical theory as well as acquaintance with Hippocratic 

aphorisms on decorum and ethics. 
26 

26 This does not necessarily imply an extensive knowledge on Origen's part of the 
often-enigmatic Hippocratic corpus: the passages Origen quotes and the concepts he 
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discusses were all extensively commented by Galen and other medical 
commentators.

end p.110
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4.1.2 Medical Imagery in Athanasius and the Cappadocians

In comparison with his Alexandrian predecessors and his contemporary, 
Eusebius of Caesarea, Athanasius uses medical imagery relatively 

sparingly. 
27 

27 Eusebius of Caesaria, Origen's biographer, uses Origen's appellation 'physician of 
souls' in: Praeparatio evangelica 7.12.9, 8.14.17, and 13.3.46; Demonstratio 
evangelica 1.6.31.5 and 4.13.4.6; Commentarius in Isaiam 1.11.18 and 2.40.30; 
Vita Constantini 3.59.3.2; De laudibus Constantini 11.5.10; Commentaria in Psalmos
23.120.42, 23.352.48, and 23.588.44. He also calls Christ 'our great physician'

 and applies to Christ the aphorism from De flatibus quoted above: 
Ecclesiastical History 10.4.11, 10.4.12. Athanasius, in contrast, does not use the title 
'physician of souls'. In addition to the texts from the Life of Antony discussed above, 
he uses medical analogies in De Incarnatione 44.2; Contra gentes 43.22; Epistula ad 
episcopos Aegypti et Libyae (PG 25.560.34); and De Sententia Dionysii 6.3; and he 
states that the Word acts 'as a physician' ( ς ατρ ) in the sermon Omnia mihi 

tradita (PG 25.212).

There are two texts in the Life of Antony, however, which present similarities 
to texts by Evagrius. In the first Antony explains that demons have no 
certain foreknowledge of future events:

 28 
28 Athanasius, Life of Antony 33.2-4, SC 400, pp. 224-6.

33(2) [the demons] conjecture rather than foreknow [. . . ] (3) For
physicians too possessing experience of diseases from having 
observed the same illness in different [patients], often conjecturing 
from [their] practice, foretell what will happen. (4) [. . . ] And no one
would say because of this that it is by divine inspiration that they 
foretell, but rather from experience and practice.

The demons' seeming knowledge of future events is thus, like the prognostic 
skills of a physician, a consequence of natural observation. Later in the same 
work Athanasius uses the image of a physician to illustrate Antony's role as a 
spiritual teacher. After explaining that many soldiers and politically influential 
persons had renounced the world to become monks after speaking to 
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Antony, Athanasius concludes:

 29 
29 Ibid., 87.3-6, pp. 358-60.

end p.111

87(3) And it was actually as if a physician had been given by God to 
Egypt. For who came to him sorrowing and did not return rejoicing?
[. . . ] (6) And who came troubled by [tempting] thoughts and was
not calmed in mind?

Thus the notion of a spiritual physician, originally identified with Christ, then 
extended to include ministers of the word, comes to be applied to the monks, 
as well. Antony, the spiritual father of the Egyptian desert and archetype of 
monks, is here portrayed as healer of the malady of demonic temptation.

Like Origen, Gregory of Nyssa both uses medical analogies and displays 
some familiarity with Hippocratic theory. In his fourth sermon On the 
Beatitudes he explicates the text 'hunger and thirst for justice' through a 
discussion of the physiology of digestion, explaining why purgatives benefit 

those who suffer from 'stomach disorders and loss of appetite'. 
30 

30 Gregory of Nyssa, De beatitudinibus, Or. 4, ed. Callahan, p. 109:.

Similarly, in his fourth sermon On the Lord's Prayer he quotes 'a medical 
expert's' definition of 'illness' as an 'imbalance in the due proportion of one 

of our internal elements'. 
31 

31 Gregory of Nyssa, De oratione dominica, Or. 4, ed. Oehler, p. 266 (ed. Callahan, 
p. 44):.

Finally, in the same treatise he applies to Christ Origen's appellation
'physician of souls' to explain the healing power of the Lord's Prayer:

 32 
32 Gregory of Nyssa, De oratione dominica, Or. 4, Oehler, p. 268 (Callahan, 
pp. 45-6).

The true physician of the soul's diseases—the one who, for the sake of
those having illnesses took part in the life of men—[by] weakening the
cause of disease through the thoughts contained in the prayer,
restores us to spiritual health.

Gregory Nazianzen's acquaintance with the terminology and precepts of 
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medicine may stem in part from the experiences of his brother, Caesarius, 

who studied medicine in Alexandria and became a successful physician. 
33 

33 In Oration 7, his brother's funeral oration, Gregory Nazianzen recounts Caesarius' 
education and medical service.

Based, perhaps, on his brother's example he praises physicians as models of
virtue, quoting the Hippocratic aphorism from On Breaths cited above:

end p.112

 34 
34 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 2.27, SC 247, p. 124 (quotation marks 
added).

27. We know of the toil, sleeplessness, and worries endured by those 
who treat the body; and it is theirs 'to harvest grief for themselves 
from others' misfortunes', as one of their sages has said.

References to physicians and the use of medical allegory, such as the 
designation of tears, prayers, and the virtues as medicinal remedies (

ρµακα), are common in Gregory's orations. 
35 

35 Gregory Nazianzen, Carmina de se ipso, PG 37.940, 37.1202, 37.1319.

Although he does not use the title 'physician of souls', he does speak of 'the

[medicinal] cure of souls'   
36 

36 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 2.16, SC 247, p. 110. Also Oration 32.2, SC 250, p. 
86:.

and in particular of the soul's '[medicinal] cure from passion'

  
37 

37 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 8, PG 35.809.

Like his brother, Gregory of Nyssa, Basil regularly makes use of medical 
analogies in his theological writings. He often refers to Christ as both 

'physician of souls' 
38 

38: Basil of Caesarea, Homilia in illud: Attende tibi ipsi, ed. Rudberg, pp. 24, 28; 
Homiliae super Psalmos, PG 29.433.

and 'great physician of souls'. 
39 

39: Basil of Caesarea, Letter 46.6; Homilia in divites 1.36.

Basil was one of the first Christian authors to discuss in detail the extent to
which ascetics may licitly avail themselves of medical remedies and the 
services of physicians. In the course of discussing this question (which he 
answers in the affirmative) he states that:
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 40 
40 Basil of Caesarea, Asceticon magnum (reg. fus.) 55, PG 31.1044.

the art of medicine [has been granted us] as a pattern for the healing 
of the soul, to guide us in the removal of excess and in the 
augmentation of what is deficient: it has been granted us by the God 
who directs our whole life.

Implicit in this text is a traditional definition of medicine as an art concerned 
with the restoration of wholesome balance through 'removal of excess' and 
'augmentation of what is deficient'. This insight reflects Basil's study of 
classical medical theory at Athens, a study he pursued not in order to 
become a physician, but so as to 

end p.113

understand the underlying principles and philosophy of medicine. 
41 

41 Gregory Nazianzen mentions Basil's medical study in his funeral oration for Basil, 
Oration 43 (Funebris oratio in laudem Basilii Magni), SC 384, p. 176:.

Like his brother, Gregory of Nyssa, he frequently illustrates his theological
points with examples and analogies drawn from human physiology, as, for 

example, the distressing physical changes caused by anger 
42 

42 Basil of Caesarea, Homilia adversus eos qui irascuntur, PG 31.356: 'In the 
vengeful blood boils around the heart [. . . ] his face is livid and suffused with blood'.

and that reverence for the creator which the intricacies of human anatomy

ought to inspire. 
43 

43 Human posture and organs of sense, as well as the physiology of circulation and 
digestion, invite such admiration in Homilia in illud: Attende tibi ipsi 36.8-37.16.

As a bishop Basil founded numerous hospitals, 
44 

44 Basil describes them as lodgings for strangers, visitors, and the sick in Letter
94.1.36-8:. Gregory Nazianzen describes them principally as leprosaria in his funeral 
oration for Basil, Oration 43.63.6-7.

which may have been staffed by monks who had studied medicine. 
45 

45 In Letter 94.1.39-41 Basil uses the term ατρε οντας ('those who give medical
care') rather than ατρο  ('physicians') to describe those who treated the sick in his 
institutions. Temkin believes this suggests that care in his hospitals was provided by 
'monks who posessed medical knowledge such as he [Basil] had acquired as a 
student in Athens', Temkin, Hippocrates, p. 163.

But for Basil the relief of physical suffering was only one of four reasons why
Christians should respect the art of medicine. A second reason is that 
medical precepts concerning the need for moderation, especially in regard to 
diet, are 'no small aid to self-restraint', and thus encourage certain aspects 
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of Christian asceticism. 
46 

46 Basil of Caesarea, Asceticon magnum (reg. fus.) 55, PG 31.1052:. This, however, 
is true only to a very limited extent. Such practices as severe fasting, keeping vigil, 
and the repudiation of bathing extolled in the Apophthegmata and the Life of Antony, 
were completely inimical to Hippocratic prescriptions. Temkin observes: 'Antony's life 
broke all the rules of Hippocratic hygiene,' Hippocrates, p. 154.

A third reason, described above, consists in the fact that consideration of the
wonders of human anatomy and physiology can encourage reverence for the 
creator. And finally, medicine, for Basil, represents a symbol or model for the 

care and cure of the soul, a point he makes repeatedly in his Longer Rule. 
47 

47 In Asceticon magnum (reg. fus.) 55 Basil describes the art of medicine as a
'pattern' (τ πος) both of the soul's healing (θεραπεα, used twice: PG 31.1044 and
31.1048) and of the care of the soul ( πιµ λεια, used four times: PG 31.1045, twice;
PG 31.1049 and 31.1052).

end p.114

4.1.3 Evagrius' Use of Medical Language and Theory

Like his predecessors and teachers, Evagrius frequently employs medical 
imagery to describe the spiritual life. His metaphors accurately reflect the 
range of medical therapy available in his day. Ascetical practices are 

ρµακα, 
48 

48 Evagrius, Praktikos 38, SC 171 p. 586: 'thumos requires more remedies than 

desire' .

medicinal remedies by which Christ, 'the physician of souls', 
49 

49 Christ is the 'physician of souls'  in scholion 2 on Psalm 102: 
3(2); scholion 6 on Psalm 144: 15(2); scholion 2 on Psalm 145: 7(3); Peri Logismon
3 and 10; Letter 42.1; 51.2; 52.4; 55.3; 57.3). Elsewhere as 'physician': Kephalaia 
Gnostica VI.20; scholion 9 on Psalm 106: 20(1); Epistula Fidei 5.

treats, purges, and shrivels the passions. 
50 

50 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 3, SC 438, pp. 160-2: 'But observe how the Physician of 
souls here through almsgiving heals our irascibility, through prayer purges the 
intellect, and through fasting causes desire to atrophy'

.

God employs a wide range of remedies, including everything from diet 
51 

51 In commenting on Psalm 144: 15, and you give them their food in due season, 
Evagrius writes: 'As physician of souls the Christ gives them food in due season, 
scholion 6 on Psalm 144: 15(2) (cf. ed. Pitra, 144: 15(1), vol. iii, p. 356).

(the mainstay of the Hippocratic physician) to the much more painful remedy
of seeming abandonment when the disease is chronic or intractable (δυσ

ατος). 
52 
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52 Evagrius explains that God sometimes heals the intractable love of pleasure by 
permitting the soul to experience suffering, thus causing it to feel abandoned. Peri 
Logismon 10, SC 438, p. 186: 'But this love—or better [said] this intractable
gangrene—the physician of souls heals through abandonment'. Evagrius' 
understanding of abandonment as an expression of divine providence is discussed 
below in Chapter 6.3.2.

Thus Christ heals by acting in accordance with the πνοια, the 'title' or

'intention' of a physician; 
53 

53 Evagrius, scholion 9 on Psalm 106: 20(1) (cf. Pitra 106: 20, vol. 3, p. 217): 'He 
sent forth his word and healed them. 9. The Word healed them in accordance with 
the design of the physician,'.

and the wise monastic superior should imitate Christ by being both a

'commander in battle' and a 'physician of the passions'. 
54 

54 Evagrius, De magistris et discipulis 3, ed. Van den Veld, p. 76:.

As has been described, this kind of imagery is common in the writings of 
Christian authors influenced by Origen, most notably the Cappadocians. 
Evagrius, however, uses medical illustrations and vocabulary more 
extensively than his predecessors. He was the first writer to act on a 
suggestion found in the second book of 

end p.115
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Origen's De Principiis. Origen first notes that God, the physician of our souls, 
sometimes uses painful and even agonizing remedies, like those of an 
earthly physician, in order to wash away the vices engendered by our 

sins. 
55 

55 Origen, De Principiis 2.10.6, SC 252, p. 386, lines 195-7: 'medicum nostrum 
deum uolentem diluere uitia animarum nostrarum, quae ex peccatorum et scelerum 
diuersitate collegerant, uti huiuscemodi poenalibus curis'.

He then notes in passing that it would be valuable for someone 'with the
leisure to do so' to make a list of the illnesses with which malefactors are 
threatened in the Bible, in order to show that these refer allegorically either 

to the soul's vices or to the suffering it is forced to endure. 
56 

56 Ibid., p. 388, lines 205-10: 'Si qui ergo ex otio de omni scriptura congreget omnes 
languorum commemorationes, quae in comminatione peccatoribus uelut 
corporearum aegritudinum appellationibus memorantur, inueniet quod animarum uel 
uitia uel supplicia per haec figuraliter indicentur.'

Origen specifically mentions afflictions threatened in the book of
Deuteronomy, and in the following chapter he alludes to similar passages in 
Leviticus:

(2.10.6) [. . . ] Denique in Deuteronomio sermo diuinus peccatoribus
comminatur quod febribus et frigoribus et aurugine puniantur, et 
occulorum uacillationibus et mentis alienatione et paraplexia et 
caecitate ac debilitate renium cruciandi sint [. . . ] (2.11.5) quae sit
quoque ratio leprae purgationis et leprae diuersae, quae etiam 

purificatio sit eorum, qui seminis profluuium patiuntur, aduertet; 
57 

57 Ibid., 2.10.6, p. 388, lines 200-5; 2.11.5, p. 404, lines 160-4.

(2.10.6) [. . . ] and thus in Deuteronomy the divine word threatens
that sinners are to be punished with 'fevers, and chills and pallor', and 
afflicted with 'untrustworthy eyes, insanity, paralysis, blindness and 
weakness of the kidneys' (cf. Deut 28: 22, 28, 29) [. . . ] (2.11.5)
[One should understand] the [allegorical] meaning of the cleansing 
from leprosy, of the different kinds of leprosy (Lev. 13-14), and of the 
purification of those who suffer a seminal emission (Lev. 15: 13).

In his Definitiones passionum animae rationalis, also known as the 
Thirty-Three Chapters, Evagrius lists sixteen biblical afflictions which he 
allegorically interprets as referring to spiritual vices. Fourteen are taken from 
Deuteronomy and Leviticus, one is from Isaiah, and the last comes from 
Luke. The illnesses are: jaundice ( κτερος, Lev. 26: 16); convulsive
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back-spasm ( πισθ τονος, Deut. 32: 24); gangrene (σ ακελλισµ ς, Lev. 26:

16; Deut. 28: 32); blindness (τυ λ της, Lev. 21: 18; 26: 16); paralysis (παρ

λυσις, Lev. 21: 18); urethral discharge (γον οια, Lev. 15: 4-33);

menstruation 58 

58 Possibly 'vaginal discharge' or, more generally, 'flux'. The use of ποκ θισις in the
Septuagint is obscure, as noted in Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, pp. 
200-1 and Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 193. It is specifically associated with 
the pollution incurred through intimacy with a menstruating woman in Leviticus 15: 
33 and 20: 18, hence the translation here.

( ποκ θισις, Lev. 15: 33;

end p.116

20: 18); leprosy (λ πρα, Lev. 13: 8-37; 14: 3-57); dementia ( κστασις, Deut.
28: 28); crushed testicles (θλ σις, Lev. 22: 24; Deut. 23: 1-2); nasal
deformity (κολ βωσις, Lev. 21: 18); mutilation of the ears ( τ τµησις, Lev.
21: 18); blotches ( ηλς [of the eyes], Lev. 21: 20); dumbness (µογιλαλα,

Isa. 35: 6); lameness (χωλ της, Lev. 21: 18); and dropsy (edema or
congestive heart failure, δρωψ, Luke 14: 2).

Such a catalogue of diseases drawn from different parts of the scriptures and 
including rather obscure maladies is characteristic of Evagrius, but 
uncommon among other Christian spiritual authors. In patristic sources 
biblical illnesses are generally discussed in the course of commentaries on 

texts in which the diseases happen to be mentioned. 
59 

59 Origen in Homily 4.6 on Exodus interprets the sixth plague of boils as an allegory 
of insidious and inflamed malice, while 'fever' represents madness and 'the insanity 
of hatred'.

Evagrius, however, lists in his Definitiones illnesses which are hardly ever 

discussed by his Alexandrian or Cappadocian precursors, 
60 

60 θλ σις is found in Galen, Pseudo-Galen, Oribasius, and other medical writers;
however, among Christian spiritual authors prior to Evagrius it is used only by
Didymus the Blind in his Commentary on Psalm 34.4, not in the medical, but rather
in the military sense of crushing or smashing. Similarly, ηλς, common in Galen,

Pseudo-Galen, Hippocrates, Dioscorides Pedianus, and others, is found among early
Christian authors only in a work of uncertain date, spuriously attributed to Gregory
of Nyssa: De creatione hominis sermo primus 24.9.

despite their frequent use of medical imagery and metaphor. By following
Origen's suggestion and assembling a list of afflictions from different parts of 
the scriptures Evagrius demonstrates both an interest in obscure illnesses 
and a conviction that they can be perceived as symbols of deeper and more 
dangerous spiritual illnesses.

Evagrius was able to find allusions to spiritual growth or decline not only in 
biblical descriptions of diseases, but in the varied onomastica (lists of natural 

phenomena) common in the wisdom literature. 
61 
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61 For Evagrius ants, badgers, grasshoppers, and lizards (scholia. 1-4 on Proverbs
30: 24-8), as well as grass (scholion 341 on Proverbs 27: 25) and crops (scholion 
338 on Proverbs 27: 18) symbolize different aspects of the soul's development or the 
deeper mysteries of creation.

In his allegorical lists of spiritual defects and accomplishments one senses
Evagrius' overriding desire to classify and bring order to all aspects of 
spiritual life and progress. In his desire to discover and explicate an ordered 
system lying behind seemingly random lists of natural phenomena Evagrius 
resembles Galen, the physician-philosopher who sought to bring order to the 
disparate 

end p.117

(and sometimes contradictory) texts of the Hippocratic corpus and to 
integrate Platonism with Hippocratic medicine.

Evagrius' desire to order and explain the spiritual life is evident in his use of 
different systems to classify the passions. Of these, his classification based 
on the eight tempting thoughts is the most familiar and provides the 
structure of the Antirrhetikos, De octo spiritibus malitiae, and much of the 
Praktikos; however, it is not the only system Evagrius employs, nor is it fully 
comprehensive. Absent from it are, for example, 'self-love ( ιλαυτα), the

first among all the [tempting] thoughts', 
62 

62 Evagrius, Skemmata 41, ed. Muyldermans, pp. 37-68.

and the vices of wandering or deception (πλ νος) 
63 

63 The hermits' temptation to 'wander' (πλαν ω) in search of edifying conversation
ultimately results, according to Evagrius, in forgetfulness of the bases of monastic
life. Peri Logismon 9, SC 438, p. 180: 'There is a demon known as the one who leads 
astray, who especially at dawn presents [himself] to the brothers, and leads the 
nous around from city to city, from village to village, from house to house, 
pretending at first to simply carry on [holy] conversation; [but] then recognizing 
those it meets and talking at greater length: and in time it happens that, little by 
little it incurs forgetfulness of the knowledge of God, of virtue, and of its calling'

.

and insensitivity ( ναισθησα), 
64 

64 Also called 'hard-heartedness': described by Evagrius as a consequence of
vainglory, characterized by increasing cynicism towards matters pertaining to
salvation, this vice is healed by inward-directed compunction (κατ νυξις) for one's
own sins and outward-directed compassion (συµπ θεια) for those who suffer, Peri 
Logismon 11, SC 438, pp. 188-92.

which figure prominently in Peri Logismon. Other schemata employed by 
Evagrius include classification of the passions or logismoi according to their 

origin in different parts of the soul or organs of the body; 
65 

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



4 of 6

65 Evagrius' distinction between passions of the body and those of the soul is the 
subject of chapters 35 and 36 of the Praktikos. As Guillaumont observes in his notes 
to Praktikos 35 (SC 171, p. 580) this differentiation is found also in Evagrius' 
Tractatus ad Eulogium 23, and is taken from Aristotle's distinction between passions 
of the body (gluttony and lust) and of the soul (anger) in Nichomachean Ethics 10.2, 
1173b7-9.

divisions into primary passions which necessarily precede secondary or
consequent ones; and distinction among the logismoi according to various 
characteristics, such as oppressiveness, swiftness, and duration.

These different methods of classifying the passions reflect two underlying 
approaches to the spiritual life found throughout Evagrius' works. On the one 
hand he attempts to adapt and employ schemata borrowed from classical 

antiquity, such as Plato's model of the tripartite soul 
66 

66 Plato, Republic 4. 440-4; Phaedrus 246-8; Timaeus 69-73.

and the definition of virtues and vices

end p.118

found in Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics. But Evagrius is also an original
thinker who tries to incorporate into these schemata his own observations
and those of his monastic contemporaries. Thus one finds in his writings both
passages in which he acknowledges and quotes his teachers, and other texts
in which he emphasizes his own observations and experiences. As
Guillaumont has noted, Evagrius often employs in these texts forms of the

verbs τηρ ω and παρατηρ ω, 'to observe or watch closely'. 
67 

67 Evagrius, Praktikos, SC 171, pp. 614 and 616n.

Thus in chapter 51 of the Praktikos he writes that the names of the sharpest
and swiftest demons can be discovered 'through observation' (παρατηρ σας);

and in chapter 57 he writes that one will be more aware of demonic assaults

through closely observing  the soul's natural state of peace. In Peri 
Logismon he similarly states that he has learned to distinguish between 
demonic, human, and angelic thoughts 'with long observation'

 , and that the ability of the demons to induce

sleep is something he has 'often observed' (παρατηρ σας πολλ κις). 
68 

68 Evagrius, Peri Logismon, chs. 8, 33, and 34, SC 438, pp. 176, 266, and 270.

Evagrius' emphasis on empirical observation provides another point of 
similarity with Galen, who often countered his opponents' theoretical 

assertions with his own observations based on dissection and vivisection. 
69 

69 In On the Natural Faculties 1, Galen ridicules those who misunderstand the 
functions of the kidneys and ureters; and he describes a simple animal vivisection 
which will prove how urine is transported into the bladder.

In his introduction to rival schools of medical philosophy Galen describes the
empiricists, who attempted to practise medicine without preconceived
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theories, relying solely on experience and observable phenomena. These
empiricists, Galen notes, are commonly called 'observationists' (τηρητικο) 

and are known for their reliance on observation and memory. 
70 

70 Galen, De sectis ad eos qui introducuntur, ed. Marquardt et al., p. 2: 'And
corresponding to the schools, they call the men "empiricists", "observationists", and
"those who [rely on] memory of phenomena"—[those] who follow empirical
[experience]'

.

Galen is sympathetic to the empiricists, although he refers to himself as an

eclectic; 
71 

71 Galen, De libris propriis Bk. 1, ed. Marquardt et al., p. 95; De dignoscendis 
pulsibus 4.1.1, ed. Kühn, pp. 28ff.

and he recommends that the best physician should make use of both

theoretical and empirical knowledge in treating illness. 
72 

72 Galen De Methodo Medendi 1.4, ed. Kühn, p. 31; 2.7, p. 127; 3.1, p. 159; 4.3, p.
246.

This is exactly what Evagrius does. Not only does he record his own

end p.119

observations for the benefit of his readers, he also insists that each monk 
similarly become a keen observer of his own inner life, noting carefully the 
different aspects to his own inner struggle. Spiritual progress is only possible 
when one begins systematically to note and interpret the inner meaning of 
the spiritual conflict taking place within the depths of the soul. The inner self 
then becomes an object of both study and contemplation:

 73 
73 Evagrius, Praktikos 50, SC 171, pp. 614-16.

50. If any monk wishes to experience the savage demons and to 
become acquainted with their art, he should observe his [tempting] 
thoughts and note [down] their intensification and diminution, and 
their interconnectedness, and their timing, and which demons produce 
what, and which demon comes after another, and which does not 
follow after which; and he should seek from Christ the inner meanings 
of these things. They dislike those who approach the ascetic life with 
more knowledge, for they wish to shoot [arrows] in darkness at the 
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upright of heart (Ps. 10: 2).

This desire to combine inherited schemata with his own empirical 
observations is evident in Evagrius' frequent attempts to provide 
physiological explanations of spiritual phenomena. In doing this Evagrius 
follows a well-established tradition, not of Christian theology, but of medical 
philosophy. Plato had repeatedly stressed the reciprocal effects of the body 

and the soul on one another, 
74 

74 On the need for healing of the body to begin with healing of the soul: Charmides
156b-157c. On diseases of the soul which have their origin in the body: Timaeus
86b-87c.

and this subsequently became an axiom of Greek medical philosophy,
especially as articulated by Galen, who was particularly concerned to 
demonstrate a different anatomical location for each division of Plato's 

tripartite soul. 
75 

75 This is a central goal of Galen's De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis, in which he 
locates the epithumetikon in the liver, the thumikon in the heart, and the logistikon
in the brain.

Evagrius displays a similar interest in anatomical sites and physiological
processes, especially those associated with demonic temptation and divine 
visitation.

Evagrius believed that demons act principally on the bodies of human beings 
and that the demonic nature is a sort of freezing 

end p.120
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rage. 
76 

76 Evagrius, scholion 60 on Proverbs 5: 9, SC 340, p. 150: 'By this [text] we know 
that the irascible part predominates in demons, because it is said: "Their anger is 
without pity" and "their fierce anger" (Prov. 27: 4)'

.

Having fallen farthest from primordial union with God, demons are dark,

heavy, and angry, made of thumos and cold air. 
77 

77 Evagrius, Kephalia Gnostica 1.68.

He believed that through physical contact with their own cold bodies the
demons can cool the eyes and heads of their victims in order to force monks 

to sleep when they ought to be praying. 
78 

78 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 33, SC 400, pp. 266-8; Kephalaia Gnostica VI.25, ed. 
Guillaumont, p. 227.

Even when the demons seem to act directly on the soul by affecting the 
thoughts or feelings of human beings, Evagrius was convinced that their 
effects can be explained physiologically. He writes that by directly 

manipulating the brain and the cerebral veins 
79 

79 Evagrius, De oratione 73, ed. Tugwell, p. 14 (cf. PG 79.1181): 'through the 
demon's touch of an area of the brain, causing pulsation in the veins'

.

the demons sometimes 'change the light which surrounds the nous'
 of those who pray in order to trick the devout

into believing that they are seeing God. 
80 

80 Evagrius, De oratione 74, ed. Tugwell, p. 14 (= PG 79.1181).

Demons cannot read the innermost thoughts of their victims; but they have

the power to set the memory in motion  and to form
'strange fantasies' in the nous by 'striking out against the body's 

temperament'  . 
81 

81 Evagrius, De oratione 69, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (= PG 79.1181).

The maintenance of a balanced temperament or 'inner harmony' is thus
critical in Evagrius' understanding of spiritual life, as is the restoration of 
harmony once the temperament has been disturbed. As will be described, 
Evagrius believed that psalmody has the power to change the  and
restore it when disturbed.
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Thus the demons act indirectly on the soul, disturbing the bodies and brains 
of their victims in order to produce images which inflame the passions and 
lead the soul into error. In contrast to the demons, God has direct access to 
the nous: 'He alone knows our nous-the God who made us; and he has no 

need of signs to know what is hidden in our hearts.' 
82 

82 Evagrius, Praktikos 47, SC 171, p. 606:.

God is able directly to affect the soul and its temperament:

end p.121

 83 
83 Evagrius, De oratione 64, ed. Tugwell, p. 13 (cf. PG 79.1180).

64. Now others produce thoughts or ideas and contemplations in the 
nous through changes in the body. God, however, does the opposite: 
he mounts the intellect itself, inspiring it with knowledge as he wills 
and by means of the intellect calms the body's disharmony.

Although Evagrius was familiar with and very interested in medical theory, 
he harboured no illusions concerning the physiological consequences of 
monastic asceticism; indeed, he knew of them from experience. In his latter 

years he suffered intense physical pain from 'the stone', 
84 

84 This detail is mentioned in the Coptic version of Palladius' Lausiac History, but not 
in the Greek text: Butler, Lausiac History, p. 143.

probably bladder or kidney stones (or both) worsened by the dehydration he

so prized and recommended to others. 
85 

85 In the Praktikos Evagrius cites an anonymous desert father who recommends a
'dry and regular diet' (ξηροτ ραν κα  µ  ν µαλον δαιταν) as a means of obtaining

apatheia (ch. 91, SC 171, p. 692). Evagrius is himself quoted in the anonymous 
Historia monachorum in Aegypto as urging his hearers not to satisfy themselves with 
water, explaining that the demons gather in well-irrigated places Historia 
monachorum in Aegypto 20.80.

Peter Brown has characterized the monastic ascesis of the Egyptian desert as
an attempt to remake the body:

We must remember that the body-image which the ascetics brought 
with them into the desert gave considerable cognitive and emotional 
support to their hope for change through self-mortification [. . . ] In
reducing the intake to which it had become accustomed, the ascetic 
slowly remade his body. He turned it into an exactly calibrated 
instrument. Its drastic physical changes, after years of ascetic 
discipline, registered with satisfying precision the essential preliminary 
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stages of the long return of the human person, body and soul 

together, to an original, natural and uncorrupted state. 
86 

86 Brown, The Body and Society, p. 223.

Evagrius, however, does not seem to have believed that the changes in the 
body caused by rigorous asceticism can be regarded as anything but 
destructive. Indeed, very early in the Praktikos he warns the spiritual 
beginner of a common demonic snare, consisting of close attention to the 
physical results of asceticism:

end p.122

 87 
87 Evagrius, Praktikos 7, SC 171, pp. 508-10.

7. The [tempting-thought] of gluttony suggests to the monk the quick 
abandonment of his asceticism. The stomach, liver, spleen, and 
[resultant] dropsy are depicted, along with long sickness, lack of 
necessities, and unavailability of physicians.
It often leads him to recall those of the brethren who have suffered 
these things. Sometimes it even deceives those who have suffered 
from this kind of thing to go and visit [others] who are practising 
self-control, to tell them all about their misfortunes and how this 
resulted from their asceticism.

Evagrius does not claim that the demons are presenting a false picture: on 
the contrary, he vividly anticipates the recriminations which will naturally 
result when the devout monk compares his own physical state with that 
which Hippocratic medicine considered to be 'in accordance with nature'. 
Evagrius was aware of scepticism concerning the physiological effects of 

vigorous asceticism, 
88 

88 The medical historian Owsei Temkin observes: 'What [could a Hippocratic doctor 
say to] Christian ascetics who broke every rule of dietary medicine, tormented their 
bodies, and claimed by such discipline to be led back to a pristine state of health? A 
Hippocratic doctor could be a sincere and devout Christian, but it is hard to imagine 
him entering the ascetic's world' (Hippocrates in a World of Pagans and Christians, 
pp. 154 and 255).

and he does not claim that the respective philosophies of medicine and
monastic ascesis are wholly compatible. Rather, medical science provides 
valuable metaphors and insights for physiké, the contemplation of God in 
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nature; but it cannot of itself lead to that final happiness, which consists in 

the contemplation of God alone. 
89 

89 Evagrius, Praktikos Prol. 8, SC 171, p. 492: 'Love is the door to the knowledge of 
[God in] natural science, to which succeeds theology and final happiness'.

It is not hippocratic theory which guides the monastic superior or the
gnostikos: as 'physicians of the passions' analogous to Plato's 'physician of 
souls' they prescribe the therapeutic remedies of ascetical practice and 
spiritual knowledge not for physical healing, but for the restoration of the 
whole person to union with God. Of these remedies, one of the most 
prominent is psalmody.

end p.123

4.2 The Calming of Thumos

Evagrius believed that one of the chief benefits of psalmody is its power to 
calm misdirected or excessive thumos. Anger ( ργ ), indignation (θυµ ς),

and even hatred  are not merely passions to be extinguished: they
describe a psychic power which is frequently present in excess or
misdirected, but which plays an important role in spiritual life. Evagrius
employs these three terms to describe the action of the θυµικ ν, the
spiritual wellspring of the soul's ability to respond to threat, which since Plato
had been associated with feelings in the chest and with the heart.

In Timaeus Plato explains that the heart was placed in the chest by the
lesser demiurges so that reason (λ γος) might call forth 'the boiling up of

thumos' force'  in response to any wrong arising

from without or from interior desires (epithumia). 
90 

90 Plato, Timaeus 70b-c:.

Plato here describes the heart as the source of the 'boiling up of thumos'
force'. The verb ζ ω most commonly refers to a hot 'bubbling up', or even
'boiling over'; although it can be used metaphorically of cooler effervescence,

such as frothing, surging seas. 
91 

91 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, pp. 753 and 755.

Thus this metaphor could possibly be interpreted in a less violent sense as
referring simply to an inner effervescence or energy, a 'welling up'. However,
the heart was traditionally regarded as the source of inner heat, and it is
therefore more likely that Plato intends ζ ω in the sense of heated boiling. His
depiction of thumos in Timaeus is very positive, portrayed in its ideal state 
as the spirited ally and servant of the ruling principle ( γεµονικ ν or λογιστικ

ν), a relationship he depicts symbolically in the famous story of the chariot
in Phaedrus (246-8) and describes in more detail in Republic (4.440-4).

Aristotle incorporates Plato's observation into his own definition of anger as a
'boiling up' (ζ σις); but unlike Plato he applied this image not to thumos but 
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to ργ . He notes that whereas a logician would probably describe ργ  in 

moral terms, a 'naturalist' ( υσικ ς) would define it as the 'boiling of blood

and warmth around the heart'. 
92 

92 Aristotle, De Anima 403a29-403b1: 'hence a naturalist (lit. "physicist") would 
define all these things differently from a dialectician, as for example anger: the latter 
[would define it] as the desire to vex another in return, or something of that sort; 
while the former [would define it] as a boiling of blood and of warmth around the 
heart'.

Aristotle evidently intends ζ σις to be understood

end p.124

not merely as effervescence, but as true boiling, since he adds τ  θερµ ν to
his definition. Galen witnesses to the popularity of this definition, although he
avoids mentioning Aristotle by name: instead, he stresses the origins of the
definition with Plato, first citing Timaeus 70b, and then stating: the 
philosophers who came after [Plato] even made of this a definition of 

thumos, saying that it is a boiling of the heat in the heart. 
93 

93 Galen, De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis 4.8.73-4:.

He tendentiously claims in a subsequent passage that the same concept can
be found in the much earlier writings of Hippocrates.

Evagrius incorporates elements from all of these descriptions into his own 
definition of anger:

 94 
94 Evagrius, Praktikos 11, SC 171, p. 516-18

11. Anger is the sharpest passion. It is said to be a boiling up and 
movement of indignation against a wrongdoer or a presumed 
wrongdoer: [. . . ] Then sometimes it is lingering and is changed into
rancour.

As in Galen's definition, Evagrius here states that it is thumos which boils, 
rather than Aristotle's ργη. For Evagrius ργη is a species of boiling, moving
thumos. Like Aristotle, however, Evagrius offers a twofold definition: anger is
both an inwardly sensed boiling up (ζ σις) of indignation and an outward
movement (κνησις) directed against a perceived wrong. This definition of
anger as  recurs throughout Evagrius' writings.

The role of psalmody in calming or healing thumos when it begins to 'boil' 
and 'move' contrary to nature is best appreciated in light of Evagrius' 
conviction that the struggle with anger lasts until death. Whereas gluttony 
and lust, the 'passions of the body' predominate during the early years of 

spiritual growth, 
95 
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95 Ibid., 36, p. 582:.

the inner struggle against misdirected anger is a particular characteristic of
those who are more advanced. Thus Evagrius advises the gnostikos:

 96 
96 Evagrius, Gnostikos 31, SC 356, p. 146.

end p.125
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31. Exhort the elders to mastery of anger and the young to mastery of 
the stomach. For against the former strive the demons of the soul, 
and against the latter, for the most part, those of the body.

He particularly emphasizes the importance of οργησα, 'freedom from anger'
for the gnostikos, the Christian who is firm in his ascetical practice and is 
growing in his capacity for contemplation:

 97 
97 Ibid., 5, p. 92

5. All virtues clear the road before the gnostikos; but above all else 
the freedom from anger. Indeed, one who has touched knowledge yet 
is easily moved to anger is like a man who tears himself in the eye 
with a metal stylus.

And in the same work Evagrius expostulates: 'If only the gnostikos could, at 
the time when he explicates [the Scriptures], be free from anger, hatred, 

sadness, bodily suffering and anxieties!' 
98 

98 Ibid., 10, p. 102. The original Greek is lost, and the Syriac and Armenian versions
are discordant. A. and C. Guillaumont believe the passage begins with ε θε or ε ),
suggesting the optative translation given above (SC 356, pp. 102-3 n. 10).
Frankenberg, p. 547, thought the passage represents an exhortation, and offers the
following retroversion: εννοειτω ο γνωστικος ει καιρωι οτε εξηγειται ελευθερος εστι
οργης και κοτου και λυπης και παθων σωµατικων και µεριµνης ('Let the gnostikos
consider whether he is free [. . . ]'). In any case, Evagrius here recommends that the
gnostikos strive to be free of passions arising from thumos while teaching or 
explicating texts. That the last term should be 'anxieties concerning the body' rather 
than 'bodily suffering and anxieties' is suggested by a parallel passage in which 
Evagrius praises the nous 'purified from anger, [from] brooding on wrongdoing, and 

[from] bodily concerns' , 
Institutio ad monachos 23, ed. Muyldermans, p. 202.

In two chapters of the Praktikos Evagrius explains that the chanting of 
psalms helps to calm the inner boiling or churning of thumos. In chapter 71 
he writes:
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 99 
99 Evagrius, Praktikos 71, SC 171, p. 658.

71. The demonic songs move our desire and throw the soul into 
shameful fantasies. But 'psalms and hymns and spiritual songs' (Eph. 
5: 19) summon the intellect to continuous memory of virtue by 
cooling our boiling indignation and by quenching our desires.

end p.126

In chapter 15 he uses κυκ ω 'to stir or churn' rather than ζ ω to describe
frothing thumos, but the meaning is the same:

 100 
100 Ibid., 15, p. 537.

15. the wandering intellect is stabilized by reading, vigils, and prayer. 
Burning desire is quenched by hunger, toil, and solitude. Churning 
indignation is calmed by the singing of psalms, by patient endurance 
and mercy.

The third text is very similar to the preceding one and is found in Evagrius' 
Institutio ad Monachos; here, however, thumos is characterized as 
'attacking', or even 'laying waste:'

 101 
101 Evagrius, Institutio seu paraenesis ad monachos, PG 79.1236.

The wandering nous is gathered [back] through reading the divine 
oracles, and [through] vigil[s] with prayer. The [violent] inrush of 
indignation is quieted by patience and psalmody.

In two other places Evagrius mentions the effect of psalmody on indignation, 
but he does not specify which part of thumos he considers to be affected. In 
Ad monachos he writes: 'The indignation of the one singing psalms is

quieted' (Ψ λλοντος συχ ζει θυµ ς). 
102 

102 Evagrius, Ad monachos 98, ed. Gressman, p. 161.

In Peri Logismon the hermit is advised to 'to keep the heart completely 
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guarded, quieting indignation with gentleness and psalms'

  
103 

103 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 26, SC 438, pp. 248-50.

Given his interest in physiological explanations it is not surprising that 
Evagrius attempts to explain the underlying means by which psalmody 
affects the body. In the fourth chapter of Antirrhetikos Evagrius recommends 
specific scripture verses for those who are tempted by sadness and 
depression, and he invokes King David as an example of one who made use 
of the power of psalmody to change human physiology:

4.22. For the [tempting] thought that does not realize that singing the 
psalms changes the temperament  of the body and
drives away the demon

end p.127

touching one on the back and cutting at the nerves and troubling 
every part of the body: And whenever the evil spirit was upon Saul, 
David took the lyre, and played it with his hand, and Saul was 
refreshed, and was well, and the evil spirit departed from him (1 Sam. 

16: 23). 
104 

104 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos IV.22, Frankenberg, p. 505.

Evagrius here claims that singing the psalms (literally 'singing joined with the 

psalms' 
105 

105  Frankenberg (p. 505) suggests the retroversion: µελος
κολλωµενος τοις ψαλµοις.

) changes the  , 
106 

106 The noun Frankenberg translates as  is  (a form of), literally 'a 
mixing, blending, due proportion'; usually equivalent to the Greek or σ γκρασις:
Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 279.

that is the complex and delicate balance of humours thought to be
responsible for health and illness. In Praktikos 69-71 Evagrius suggests that 
'undistracted' psalmody contributes to the establishment of a new  ,

an ν κρασις, a commingling or 'complete blending' 
107 

107 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 105: 'interpenetration of sensible and 
intelligible things in creation; union of human and divine natures in Christ; union of 
Christ with Holy Spirit; Eucharistic union of human body and Eucharistic elements'.

of the self with the virtues.

In claiming that singing the psalms could have a beneficial effect on the 
temperament of the body Evagrius articulates a tradition at least as old as 
Plato. In Timaeus Plato claims that music 'adapted to the sound of the voice' 
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was given by the muses for the sake of harmony ( ρµονα). The true purpose
of music does not lie in its common use to 'provoke irrational pleasure', but
rather in its power to restore order and harmony in the soul afflicted with

disharmony ( ν ρµοστον). 
108 

108 Plato, Timaeus 47c-d:

.

The restoration of interior harmony enables the soul to more easily perceive

that celestial harmony of which the soul is herself a reflection. 
109 

109 Plato, Timaeus 90c-d.

Not all types of music are suitable for this purpose. In book 3 of the Republic
Plato explains that only song or chanting, that is music which accompanies 
and highlights speech, will do; unaccompanied instrumental solos are to be 
banned, as should certain 'inappropriate' instruments, modes, and 

rhythms. 
110 

110 Plato, Republic 3.398-400.

And in book 4 Plato describes the particular power of music ('harmony and
rhythm') to quiet and regulate the θυµοειδ ς, the 'high-spirited' or irascible

part of the soul. He recommends a mixture

end p.128

of music and gymnastics in order to maintain harmony between the 
logistikon and the thumikon, nourishing the former with beautiful words 
while 'relaxing, soothing, and taming' the latter with harmony and 

rhythm. 
111 

111 Plato, Republic 4.441e-442a.:;

Aristotle agreed with Plato that melody and rhythm have the ability to create 
inner 'simulations' ( µοι µατα) of virtues and vices, thus 'changing our souls

by our listening to them'. 
112 

112 Aristotle, Politics 1340a18: µεταβ λλοµεν γ ρ τ ν ψυχ ν κρο µενοι τοιο των.

However, he believed Plato had been too severe in his wholesale proscription

of certain modes and musical instruments. 
113 

113 Aristotle, Politics 1341b32-1342b17.

Aristotle was less opposed than Plato to the use of unaccompanied
instrumental solos and he believed that even those melodies which excite 
some individuals to religious frenzy can have a restorative healing and 

purging effect. 
114 

114 Aristotle, Politics 1342a10-11: καθισταµ νους σπερ ατρεας τυχ ντας κα  καθ
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ρσεως.

Belief in the therapeutic value of music is later attested by Galen, who
recommends the prescription of 'music therapy' to certain classes of 

patients, the music being suitably adapted to the temperament of each. 
115 

115 Galen, De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis V.6.20: 'We shall prescribe for some 
persons a regimen of rhythms and scales (modes) and exercises of such and such a 
sort, and for others another sort, as Plato taught us. We shall rear the dull and heavy 
and spiritless in high-pitched rhythms and in scales (modes) that move the soul 
forcibly and in exercises of the same kind; and we shall rear those who are too 
high-spirited and who rush about too madly in the opposite kind'.

Thus through Plato's influence music came to be regarded as a valuable
therapeutic modality, particularly useful for calming thumos.

The antecedents of Evagrius' remedies for the λογιστικ ν and θυµικ ν are
clearly to be found in Plato's recommendation in book 3 of the Republic. For 
the soul's highest principle Plato suggests 'beautiful words and teaching'

 , while Evagrius recommends reading the
divine oracles  : for soothing of thumos Plato 
counsels harmony and rhythm, for which Evagrius recommends psalmody. 
Thus in recommending psalmody as a therapeutic remedy Evagrius 
articulates 

end p.129

an ancient philosophical and medical tradition which had become almost 

commonplace among Christian theologians. 
116 

116 Athanasius writes in the Letter to Marcellinus that psalmody 'smooths away that 
which is disturbed and rough and disorderly [in the soul], healing that which saddens 
us' (Athanasius, Letter to Marcellinus, PG 27.40-1:). The example of King David's 
cure of Saul's madness had long been used as a recommendation of psalmody: e.g. 
Clement of Alexandria, Protrepticus 1.5.3-7; Basil of Caesarea, Letter 140.7: 
Exhortation to Youths; Gregory of Nyssa, On the Inscriptions of the Psalms 1.3.24.

The reason Evagrius describes the degeneration and the healing of thumos in 
such detail is that thumos is not simply an evil which ought to be 
extinguished; it is, rather, an essential weapon in the spiritual arsenal which 
must be properly controlled and employed against the enemy:

 117 
117 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 10, SC 438, pp. 184-6.

10. Our hatred against demons greatly contributes to [our] salvation 
and is helpful for [our] practice of virtue [. . . ] and the soul returns
again to primordial hatred, learning to say to the Lord as did David: I 
hate them with perfect hatred: they have become my enemies. (Ps. 
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138: 22).

The demons chiefly tempt human beings to direct the energy of thumos
'contrary to nature' against other human beings, rather than 'in accordance 
with nature' against temptations and the demons themselves. In explaining 
the proper use of anger 'according to nature' in this passage from Peri 
Logismon Evagrius does not hesitate to employ the word 'hatred'  to
describe what should be directed against the demons. The delicate task of 
distinguishing between the demonic enemy and the enemy's human dupes is 
greatly facilitated by familiarity with passages from the scriptures which can 
be employed to confound the former and convert the latter. In Evagrius' 
model of spiritual life this comprises in large measure the art of antirrhesis
which is the subject of the following chapter.

end p.130
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5 The Psalter as Spiritual Weapon

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: Evagrius believed that the spiritual benefits of chanting the 
psalms went beyond the calming effect of psalmody on the passions. The 
soul is in continuous warfare against demons that employ logismoi (tempting 
thoughts) to prevent humans from praying or perceiving God. The Book of 
Psalms is a valuable weapon that provides models of spiritual progress, as 
well as a means by which prayer and contemplation may be attained. 
Evagrius recommends the practice of psalmody in the Praktikos, 
Antirrhetikos, and De oratione. Psalms in the Antirrhetikos and antirrhetic 
texts in the Scholia on Psalms are discussed.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, psalter, spiritual weapon,
prayer

For Evagrius the spiritual benefits of chanting the psalms are not limited to 
the calming effect of psalmody on the passions. Since the demons employ 
logismoi, tempting thoughts, as distracting weapons to keep human beings 
from praying or perceiving God, the soul is in a continuous state of spiritual 

warfare. 
1 

1 Evagrius, De oratione 50, ed. Tugwell, p. 11 (cf. PG 79.1177): 'The whole war 
between us and the unclean demons concerns nothing other than spiritual prayer, 
because it is very hostile and burdensome to them, while it is salvific and very 
soothing for us'.

Victory consists in the attainment of the virtues and the practice of prayer.
The Book of Psalms is a valuable weapon in this warfare since it provides 
models of spiritual progress as well as means by which prayer and 
contemplation may be attained. An important symbol in Evagrius' writings of 

both the spiritual warrior and the contemplative is King David, 
2 

2 The motif of David as victorious spiritual warrior, capable also of repentance and 
great gentleness, is found in Peri Logismon 10, 14, and 20; Letters 11 and 56; 
scholia 10 on Ecclesiastes 2: 11(4); 12 on Proverbs 1: 20-1;; and 14 on Psalm 30: 
22. Evagrius also presents David as archetype of the Christian contemplative in Peri 
Logismon 18 and frequently in the Scholia on Psalms: scholia 6 on Psalm 4: 7(2); 2 
on Psalm 25: 3(2); 1 on Psalm 41: 3(2); 4 on Psalm 83: 5(1); 48 on Psalm 118: 
109; and 76 on Psalm 118: 164.

who successfully waged war against the Philistines 
3 

3 Evagrius symbolically equates 'Philistine' with spiritual enemy or demon in the 
prologue to the Antirrhetikos, in Kephalaia Gnostica V.30, V.36, and V.68, and in 
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Letter 58.

and who was considered to be the author of the Book of Psalms. Evagrius
regarded the images and phrases of the psalter as both a textbook and a 
spiritual arsenal for the praktikos, as well as a source of allegories on which 
the gnostikos should meditate. He describes the central importance of the 
Book of Psalms for spiritual warfare in his introduction to the Antirrhetikos:

[. . . ] and I expound openly the entire contest ( γ ν) 
4 

4  ('the entire contest'); Frankenberg suggests the retroversion:
 (ed. Frankenberg, pp. 474-5, 36αβ). The term ('agun) is a 

Syriac loan-word for γ ν, (Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 3).

of the monastic way

end p.131

of life, [that contest] which the Holy Spirit taught David by means of 
the psalms, and which was also handed on to us by the blessed 

fathers. 
5 

5 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos Prologue, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 474-5.

Here Evagrius asserts that the Book of Psalms is a means by which the Holy 
Spirit taught David the 'contest' of the praktiké. Thus the monastic practice 
of psalmody, which presupposes memorization and ongoing recollection of 
the psalms, places at the monk's disposal a rich source of biblical verses for 
use in the monastic 'contest'. The most basic use to which memorized biblical 
texts are put is the technique Evagrius calls ντρρησις, literally 'refutation' or
'contradiction'. Evagrius particularly recommends this technique in the

Praktikos, Antirrhetikos, and De oratione. 
6 

6 Evagrius, Praktikos 42; De oratione 94-9, 134-5. Bunge speculates that Evagrius 
may at one time have intended the Antirrhetikos to be published as part of the 
Praktikos, or at least to be read in conjunction with it: Bunge, 'Der Prolog des 
Antirrhetikos', p. 83.

In the practice of antirrhesis select biblical verses are employed to 
counteract the particular logismos against which the monk is struggling. 
Antirrhesis entails the deployment of biblical texts not only against the 
demons and their logismoi, but also against sinful tendencies within the self, 
and even more broadly as 'refutations' of particular groups of people and 
forms of behaviour. Furthermore, antirrhetic biblical texts may console the 
tempted soul and remind it of virtues opposed to the logismoi. Finally, 
antirrhesis also includes the offering to God of succinct biblical prayers.

5.1 Psalms in the Antirrhetikos

Despite its importance, few studies of Evagrius' Antirrhetikos have been 
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published. 
7 

7 Otto Zöckler described the overall structure and content of the Antirrhetikos in 
1893: 'Evagrius Pontikus. Seine Stellung in der altchristliche Literatur- und 
Dogmengeschichte', in Zöckler, Biblische und kirchenhistorische Studien (Munich, 
1893); however, the complete text of the Antirrhetikos was not available until 
publication of the Armenian (1907) and Syriac (1912) versions. O'Laughlin provides 
a brief introduction together with his translations of selections from the Antirrhetikos
in Wimbush, Ascetic Behavior, pp. 240-2. Bunge has written an article intended as 
an introduction to the Antirrhetikos: 'Evagrios Pontikos: Der Prolog des 
Antirrhetikos', pp. 77-105.

Although known and apparently highly regarded by his contemporaries and

biographers, 
8 

8 The Antirrhetikos is praised and recommended by: Palladius, Lausiac History 38 
and 10; Socrates, Ecclesiastical History 4.23.

the original Greek of this work is lost: Gennadius translated it into Latin, but
his version, too, has perished. As a complete work it survives only in Syriac 
and 

end p.132

Armenian translations. The Armenian version was published by B. Sarghissan 

in 1907, 
9 

9 Sarghissian, S. Patris Euagrii Pontici, pp. 217-323.

but most subsequent work has been based on Frankenberg's Syriac text,

published in 1912. 
10 

10 In 1912 W. Frankenberg published Syriac versions of Evagrius' Kephalaia 
Gnostica, Skemmata, Gnostikos, Antirrhetikos, Protreptikos, Parainetikos, and 64 
Letters, together with a facing retroversion from Syriac into Greek: Frankenberg, 
Evagrius Ponticus (Antirrhetikos pp. 472-545); Frankenberg's Syriac version of the 
Antirrhetikos is based on British Museum Syriac Add. MS 14578, fos. 34b-77a.

The Antirrhetikos has never been completely translated into any modern 
language. There are German translations of the Prologue and Books I, II, 

and VI, 
11 

11 In 1893 Otto Zöckler published D. Baethgen's translation into German of Books I
and II of the Antirrhetikos. There are frequent gaps in the text, presumably reflecting 
lacunae in the Syriac manuscript used by Baethgen (Berlin MS Sachau 302): 
Baethgen, 'Evagrius größere Schrift von den acht Lastergedanken'; this is an
appendix (Anhang I) to Zöckler's article 'Evagrius Pontikus. Seine Stellung'. A
German translation of Book VI was published in 1994 as an appendix to an article on 
Evagrius' doctrine of apatheia. It appears to be based solely on Frankenberg's Greek 
retroversion without reference to the Syriac text: Joest, 'Anhang: Übersetzung von
Antirrhetikos VI', in 'Die Bedeutung von Akedia und Apatheia'. Bunge has translated 
the Prologue from Frankenberg's edition: 'Der Prolog des Antirrhetikos', pp. 77-105.

and English translations of the Prologue with selections from Books III, IV,

and V. 
12 

12 O'Laughlin, trans., 'Antirrheticus (Selections)'. O'Laughlin bases his translation on 
Frankenberg's edition.
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While the technique Evagrius calls antirrhesis is the principal subject of his 
Antirrhetikos, it is a practice he describes and recommends in his other 
works, as well. In the Praktikos he states that when assailed by tempting 
thoughts one must deliberately and verbally contradict the offending demon 
before proceeding to prayer:

 13 
13 Evagrius, Praktikos, SC 171, p. 596.

42. Do not immediately pray when you are tempted; first speak some 
words with anger to the one oppressing you: for when your soul is 
acted upon by [tempting] thoughts prayer cannot be pure. But if you 
speak with anger to them, you will confuse and banish the ideas that 
come from your enemies. For this is the natural result of anger in the 
case of good ideas, too.

The soul darkened by tempting thoughts cannot pray purely, 
14 

14 Evagrius, De oratione 72, ed. Tugwell, p. 14 (cf. PG 79.1181): '[. . . ] it is
impossible for the nous enslaved to passions to see the place of spiritual prayer'.

end p.133

so it must first direct the energy of thumos against the demons which try to 
prevent prayer; thus anger, which tends by its nature to dissipate thoughts, 
is made to serve a holy purpose. In this text Evagrius does not specify which 
'angry words'  are to be directed against the demons.
He is less concerned with their appropriateness for a specific temptation than 

with their service in the action 'according to nature' of thumos. 
15 

15 Evagrius, Praktikos 24, SC 171, p. 556. Anger (thumos) is used 'according to
nature' (κατ  φ σιν) when it is directed against the demons, while anger directed
towards other human beings is 'against nature' (παρ  φ σιν): 'The nature of thumos
is to fight the demons and to struggle for any sort of pleasure. For this reason the 
angels suggest to us spiritual pleasure and the blessedness [coming] from it; they 
encourage us to direct our thumos towards the demons. The latter, however, 
dragging us towards worldly desires, violently force our thumos against nature to 
fight human beings, so as to darken the intellect, separating it from knowledge, and 
[thus] making it a traitor to the virtues'.

Antirrhesis, the art of refuting specific temptations with appropriate biblical 
verses, is a specific application of the general principle described here: 
namely, that verbal contradiction of the tempting demon must precede 
prayer.

Evagrius depicts the central place of the psalter in the practice of antirrhesis
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in Letter 11, where he refers the recipient of his letter to the Book of Psalms 
for examples of this art:

Therefore one must be intrepid in opposing his foe, as blessed David 
demonstrates when he quotes voices as if out of the mouth of demons 
and [then] contradicts them. Thus if the demons say, 'When will he 
die and his name be forgotten?' (Ps. 40: 5) he then also replies, 'I will 
not die, but live and proclaim the works of the Lord!' (Ps. 117: 17). 
'And if, on the other hand, the demons say, 'Flee and abide like a 
sparrow on the mountain' (Ps. 10: 1), then one should say, 'For he is 
my God and my saviour, my strong place of refuge; I will not waver' 
(Ps. 17: 3). Therefore observe the mutually contradicting voices and 

love the victory; imitate David and pay close attention to yourself! 
16 

16 Evagrius, Letter 11.2, ed. Bunge, pp. 223-4, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 574-5. 
Bunge discusses this text and its relation to the Antirrhetikos in 'Prolog des 
Antirrhetikos', pp. 97-8.

Here David is a symbol of the mature gnostikos who understands demonic 
assaults and knows how to withstand them. The Book of Psalms is depicted 
as a textbook containing examples of both the 

end p.134

demons' accusations and the words with which David counteracted them. 
Although David serves as an example of how the psalter may be used in 
antirrhesis, Evagrius explains in his introduction to the Antirrhetikos that this 
practice is even more deeply rooted in the example of Jesus, who during his 
temptation in the wilderness refuted the devil with appropriate passages 

from the scriptures (Matt. 4: 1-11; Luke 4: 1-13). 
17 

17 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos Prologue, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 472-3: 'Our Lord Jesus 
Christ [. . . ] [together with] all his teaching handed on to us what he did when he
was tempted by Satan so that in the time of battle, when the demons are fighting us 
and hurling darts against us, we [may] answer them from the holy scriptures [. . . ]'.

Evagrius locates the theoretical basis for this practice and its proper
terminology in Ecclesiastes 8: 11:

 .
For there is no rapid refutation of evil actions which comes quickly; 
thus the heart of the sons of men is confirmed within them in the 
doing of evil.

In this text the preacher laments that unless evil is quickly refuted ( ντ
ρρησις [. . . ] ταχ ) human hearts become confirmed, literally 'fulfilled', in 
doing evil. Evagrius similarly urges that antirrhesis be practised immediately 
whenever one is tempted, so that 'the unclean thoughts do not remain in us

[. . . ] staining the soul and plunging it into the death of sin'. 
18 
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18 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos Prologue, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 472-3.

Recognizing that it is often impossible to find an appropriate biblical text 
while in the throes of temptation, Evagrius undertook to search through the 
whole of sacred scripture to create a collection of verses for use in 
antirrhesis. In the Antirrhetikos he provides 492 brief biblical texts, usually 
consisting of only one or two verses, to be used as remedies against different 
manifestations of the eight principal logismoi of gluttony, lust, avarice, 
sadness, anger (thumos), acedia, vainglory, and pride. The Antirrhetikos is 
divided into eight books, each concerned with a different logismos. Each 
book begins at Genesis and works progressively through the bible, offering a 
brief description of the offending demon or habit of thought and then the 
healing verse. The verse is generally given as a reference, although 
sometimes the first few words of the verse are quoted, followed by the 
reference. Evagrius generally intends these verses to be understood in their 
literal sense. His biblical weapons against the demons do not consist of the 
symbolic definitions and syllogisms 

end p.135
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which abound in his scholia, but are based for the most part on the 

straightforward biblical narrative. 
19 

19 In a very few verses of the Antirrhetikos the question arises whether Evagrius 
intends an allegorical interpretation. In Book V (against anger (thumos)) Evagrius 
recommends: 'For the tempting thought arousing our anger against cattle that do 
not walk along the path; A righteous man has pity for the lives of his cattle, but the 
bowels of the wicked are without mercy' (Prov. 12: 10), Evagrius, Antirrhetikos V.18, 
ed. Frankenberg, p. 515 (citation corrected per O'Laughlin, 'Antirrheticus
(Selections)', p. 258). This verse could be employed as it stands, indicting the 
wicked for their lack of mercy; however, it would be even more valuable in the 
monastic context if 'cattle' signify erring brethren who stray from the 'path' of strict 
asceticism. Evagrius writes in this vein of the fallen, 'who resemble irrational cattle' 
in scholion 21 on Ecclesiastes 3: 21, SC 397, p. 92.

In the Antirrhetikos Evagrius cuts a broad swathe through the scriptures, 
offering verses from all the canonical books of the Bible. In light of his own 
predilection for gnomic utterances, it is not surprising that the sapiential 
books of the Bible are represented in the Antirrhetikos by a 
disproportionately high number of citations relative to their length: there are 
60 citations from Proverbs, 20 from Job, and 13 from Ecclesiastes. However, 
the book Evagrius cites most frequently in the Antirrhetikos is the Book of 
Psalms: of his 492 antirrhetic verses, 91 (19%) are taken from the psalter. 
Thus texts from the wisdom literature account for 184 citations (38%), or 
more than one-third of the entire work. The table below shows the number 
of verses from each of these books in the Antirrhetikos:

These figures demonstrate that although the Psalms are the book of the 
Bible most frequently cited, there are sections of the Antirrhetikos in which 
the number of citations from Proverbs exceed 

end p.136
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Antirrhetikos, 
Book

Number of 
verses

Verses from 
Psalms (% of 

book)

Verses from 
Proverbs (% of 

book)

Verses from 
Ecclesiastes (% of 

book)

Verses from 
Job (% of 

book)
I (gluttony) 69 10 (14.5) 14 (20.3) 3 (4.4) 1 (1.5)

II (lust) 65 13 (20) 6 (9.2) 2 (3.1) 5 (7.7)
III (avarice) 58 11 (19) 7 (12.1) 2 (3.5) 1 (1.7)
IV (sadness) 76 22 (28.9) 1 (1.3) 0 (0) 4 (5.3)

V (anger) 64 5 (7.8) 15 (23.4) 2 (3.1) 0 (0)
VI (acedia) 57 18 (31.6) 2 (3.5) 0 (0) 4 (7)

VII (vainglory) 43 4 (16.3) 9 (20.9) 1 (2.3) 1 (2.3)
VIII (pride) 60 8 (13.3) 6 (10) 3 (5) 4 (6.7)

TOTAL 492 91 (18.5) 60 (12.2) 13 (2.6) 20 (4.1)
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those from the Psalms: namely Books I, V, and VII. This reflects the fact that 
Proverbs represents a very rich mine of aphorisms on the subjects of 
gluttony, anger, and vainglory.

An examination of Evagrius' use of the Psalms in the Antirrhetikos reveals 
something of his methodological approach to this work as a whole. The 
psalter is cited most frequently in Books IV (on sadness) and VI (on 

acedia). 
20 

20 There are 10 citations from the psalter in Antirrhetikos Book I (accounting for 
11% of the 91 citations from the psalter); 13 citations (14%) in Book II; 11 citations 
(12%) in Book III; 22 citations (24%) in Book IV; 5 citations (6%) in Book V; 18 
citations (20%) in Book VI; 4 citations (4%) in Book VII; and 8 citations (9%) in 
Book VIII.

In his 91 citations from the psalter he makes use of 57 of the 150 psalms. Of
these, 10 psalms are cited twice (Psalms 24, 33, 38, 41, 49, 54, 55, 61, 117, 
and 131); 4 psalms are cited 3 times (Psalms 6, 83, 118, and 139); 2 
psalms are cited 4 times (Psalms 26 and 37); 1 psalm is cited 5 times (Psalm 
34); and 1 psalm is cited 7 times (Psalm 36). Evidently Evagrius had 
favourite psalms which he found particularly rich in the spiritual material he 
was seeking. Nevertheless, despite his preferences for certain books of the 
Bible and even for individual psalms, Evagrius generally avoids using the 
same verse more than once, however rich it may be in spiritual content. 
There is only one instance of a psalm verse used more than once in the 
Antirrhetikos: Psalm 139: 6, used in III.26 and in Book VII.11.

On closer inspection it becomes clear that the 492 verses of the Antirrhetikos
are intended to serve a wider variety of spiritual purposes than Evagrius 
suggests in the Prologue. Something of this variety is indicated by the 
stereotyped phrases with which each verse begins. The majority of verses 

(301 of 492) begin with the phrase, 'For the [tempting] thought of [. . . ]'. 
21 

21 , or more frequently : for both Frankenberg suggests the 
retroversion: pro|j logismo/n.

Less then a quarter (116 verses) begin, 'For a soul [. . . ]' 
22 

22 ; Frankenberg suggests: πρ ς ψυ χ  ν.

or 'For a mind [. . . ]'. 
23 

23 ; Frankenberg suggests: π ρ  ς δ ι  ν οι α ν.

A small minority (44 verses) are introduced by the phrase, 'To [the] Lord

[. . . ]'. 
24 

24 ; Frankenberg suggests: ε ς κ ρ ι ον.

A still smaller number (32 verses) begin: 'For the demon of [. . . ]'. 
25 

25; Frankenberg suggests: π ρ ς δ α  µ ον α.

And two citations are intended 'For the angel(s) [. . . ]'

The range of different spiritual functions these verses are meant to serve 
may be conceived as a spectrum, consisting at one end of what might be 
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termed 'direct antirrhesis', a kind of exorcism which 

end p.137

specifically negates or repels the offending logismos. Evagrius often alerts 
the reader that a verse is of this type by introducing it with the phrase, 'For 
the demon [. . . ]'. At the other end of this spectrum are brief prayers which
are not directed against the demons, but are offered, rather, to God. Most of 

these are introduced with the phrase, 'For the Lord [. . . ]'. 
26 

26 O'Laughlin speculates that this designation ('for the Lord' or 'to a Lord') may 
indicate 'that in this case Evagrius is addressing [his] more illustrious or 
sophisticated [readers]' (O'Laughlin, 'Antirrheticus (Selections)', p. 253 n. 65. It is 
more probable, however, that since the majority if not all of these texts (the biblical 
reference is not always certain) contain prayers addressed to God, the introductory 
formula simply indicates that these verses are literally intended 'for the Lord'.

Evagrius evidently regards these ejaculatory prayers as 'indirectly' antirrhetic
in the sense that they invite the soul to turn towards God and away from the
demons, thus 'contradicting' the demonic goal of preventing prayer. Evagrius
believed that temptation and physical affliction have a unique power to
galvanize the soul into a type of prayer characterized by frankness or

'freedom of speech' (παρρησα). 
27 

27 Evagrius, Letter 1.2, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 564-7, (160β α), ed. Bunge, p. 211: 
'Nothing bestows such freedom of speech at the time of prayer as the temptations 
which assail the body.' The term (parehêsya') is a Syriac loan-word for π α ρ ρ η σ 
α: Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 458.

Nevertheless, the soul which suddenly turns away from its own distress
towards God may sometimes find itself mute; thus these antirrhetic prayers 

provide the stunned soul with words which may be addressed to God. 
28 

28 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos VIII.28, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 540-1: 'For the Lord, 
concerning the tempting thought of pride which, having abided within us, presents 
our nous incapable of free speech at the time of prayer; The words of the wicked 
have prevailed over us: and you, [pray] pardon our sins' (Ps. 64.4).

Between these two extremes, consisting of antirrhetic exorcism verses at 
one end and antirrhetic prayers at the other, lie the majority of texts in the 
Antirrhetikos which are neither directed against the demons nor offered to 
God, but are rather intended for the tempted soul. These verses serve a 
variety of functions: to exhort; to evoke compunction and repentance; to 
console; to inform; and often to encourage practice of the virtue opposed to 
the temptation being endured. No specific formula heralds any particular 
function. Evagrius alternately describes these different categories of verses 
as intended, 'For the soul (or "mind") [. . . ]', or 'For the tempting thought
[. . . ]'. These two introductory phrases serve a stylistic rather than a
taxonomic purpose; their alternate use avoids an endlessly repetitive 
introductory formula rather than signalling a change in content.

end p.138
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An example of a 'direct' antirrhetic text which takes the form of an exorcism 
or curse against the demon is the following: 'Against the demon of lust which 
simulates the form of a beautiful naked woman who corrupts with her steps 
and delights with her whole body in a defiling way, and snatches away the 
prudence of many so that they forget higher things; Therefore may God 
destroy you forever, may he pluck you up and utterly remove you from your 

dwelling and your root from the land of the living (Ps. 51: 7).' 
29 

29 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos II.32, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 474-5.

Similarly, demons 'which wail in the wind and afterwards cause us to listen
for them' are to be cursed with the words of 1 Samuel 17: 47: 'For it is not 
by sword or spear that the Lord delivers, for the battle is the Lord's; and the 

Lord will deliver you into our hands.' 
30 

30 Ibid., IV.24,, pp. 506-7.

Verses intended to exhort, encourage, or inform the tempted soul constitute 
the majority of the Antirrhetikos. Representative of these is the following 
admonition from Book VI (on acedia): 'For the soul that wants to experience 
whether the soul will truly be given over to demonic assaults if it is 
abandoned a little by the holy angels; My friends and my neighbours drew up 
before me and stood by; and my nearest relatives stood afar off (Ps. 37: 

12).' 
31 

31 Ibid., VI.17,, pp. 524-5.

Here the reader is warned that the angels can indeed withdraw their help,
and it is implied that this should not be risked. An example of a more 
consoling form of antirrhesis comes from Book V (on sadness). The person 
afflicted with sadness who doubts that angels stand nearby waiting to help, 
is to be reassured with the following: 'For the soul which does not believe 
that the air is full of holy angels helping us, which are unseen by the 
demons: Then Elisha prayed and said, "Lord, open the eyes of the boy so 
that he sees," and the Lord opened his eyes and he saw; and behold the 
mountain was full of horses and fiery chariots in a circle surrounding Elisha

(2 Kgs. 6: 17).' 
32 

32 Ibid., IV.27,, pp. 506-7.

Of particular relevance to the interrelationship between psalmody and prayer 
are the 44 antirrhetic prayers which Evagrius introduces with the formula 
'For [the] Lord [. . . ]'. More than half of these (25 of 44) are taken from the

Psalms. 
33 

33 The 25 verses 'For the Lord [. . . ]' from the Book of Psalms are: Antirrhetikos
II.21 (Ps. 3: 2); II.24 (Ps. 9: 7); II.25 (Ps. 12: 4); II.27 (Ps. 29: 12); III.16 (Ps. 15: 
5); III.25 (Ps. 118: 36); IV.29 (Ps. 6: 3-5); IV.31 (Ps. 16: 13); IV.35 (Ps. 31: 7); 
IV.36 (Ps. 34: 1-2); IV.37 (Ps. 34: 17); IV.41 (Ps. 38: 11); IV.43 (Ps. 68: 7); IV.45 
(Ps. 73: 19); IV.49 (Ps. 139: 11); V.12 (Ps. 118: 98-9); VI.11 (Ps. 24: 18); VI.21 
(Ps. 55: 2); VI.22 (Ps. 55: 12); VI.23 (Ps. ?); VI.27 (Ps. 142: 2); VIII.23 (Ps. 7: 2); 
VIII.24 (Ps. 35: 12); VIII.25 (Ps. 43: 7); VIII.28 (Ps. 64: 4). The remaining 19 
verses 'For the Lord [. . . ]' are: Antirrhetikos I.43 (Jer. 15: 15); I.44 (Lam. 1: 20); 
II.19 (Ezra 9: 6); II.50 (Jer. 20: 12); II.51 (Lam. 1: 9); II.52 (Lam. 1: 11); II.54 
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(Lam. 3: 55); IV.15 (Deut. 3: 24); IV.63 (Jer. 15: 18); IV.64 (Jer. 17: 18); V.33 
(Lam. 33: 58); VI.42 (Dan. ?); VII.25 (Jer. 17: 14); VIII.06 (Exod. 15: 6); VIII.10 
(Num. 10: 35); VIII.21 (2 Kgs. 19: 15); VIII.22 (Ezra 4: 59); VIII.48 (Jer. 10: 23); 
VIII.49 (Lam. 3: 31).

The majority of these verses

end p.139

are prayers of supplication varying widely in form and content, but having in 
common that they request God's assistance against a specific temptation. 
Evagrius is often quite graphic in describing the demonic attacks which 
warrant these petitions: 'To the Lord, concerning the demons that fall upon 
the skin of the body scorching like flames with their touch and then leave 
circular marks like those made by a cupping instrument. These I have often 
seen with [my] eyes and been amazed: Judge, O Lord, those that injure me, 
fight against those who fight against me. Take hold of shield and buckler, 

and arise for my help (Ps. 34: 1-2).' 
34 

34 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos IV.36, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 506-7.

Similarly Psalm 6: 3-5 or Psalm 73: 19 are to be prayed when the demons
employ optical illusions: the former in the case of disturbing, sordid 

visions; 
35 

35 Ibid., IV.29, pp. 506-7: 'To the Lord, concerning the sight of troubling and vile 
things, appearing at night; Have mercy on me, O Lord, for I am weak; heal me, 
Lord, for my bones are troubled. And my soul is greatly troubled; and you, Lord, how 
long? Return, Lord, deliver my soul, save me on account of your mercy,' (Ps. 6: 3-5).

and the latter when the apparitions are bizarre flying animals. 
36 

36 Ibid., IV.45, pp. 508-9: 'To the Lord, concerning the wild beasts appearing to fly 
in the air which make us leave the walls [of the monastery]; for we need the blessed 
elder, Macarius the Egyptian, to open his mouth, saying: Do not hand over to the 
wild beasts a soul that praises you; do not forget the souls of your poor forever (Ps. 
73: 19)'.

Evagrius also includes in the Antirrhetikos prayers other than those of 
petition. A prayer of trust and confidence from Psalm 15 is to be offered 
when demons tempt the monk to recall the financial inheritance he has 
renounced: 'To the Lord, concerning the avaricious thought that anxiously 
reminds me "you have lost the inheritance of your parents"; The Lord is the 
portion of my inheritance and my cup; you are he who restores my 
inheritance to me. The lines have fallen to me in the best places; indeed, I 

have a most excellent heritage (Ps. 15: 5).' 
37 

37 Ibid., III.16, Frankenberg, pp. 496-7.

And the monk is to pray in a spirit of rejoicing when he finally realizes the
demons' limitations: 'To the Lord, against the demon which suddenly falls 
upon the body, but cannot conquer the spirit through the unclean thoughts 
he brings near to it; You have transformed my sadness into joy; you have 
loosened my sackcloth and girded me around with joy. Therefore I will sing 

praise and not be silent (Ps. 29: 12).' 
38 

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



6 of 6

38 Ibid., II.27, Frankenberg, pp. 488-9.

end p.140
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The large number of psalm-prayers in the Antirrhetikos demonstrates that 
Evagrius included certain kinds of prayer in his working (if not his technical) 
definition of antirrhesis. This conclusion is corroborated by two chains in the 
treatise De oratione in which Evagrius describes and recommends the use of 
'brief, intense prayers' to combat the demons. In De oratione 134 Evagrius 
describes the demons' response to our attempts to 'pray against them'

 and to 'answer them back'   
39 

39 Evagrius, De oratione 134, ed. Tugwell, p. 24 (cf. PG 79.1196).

In De oratione 135 he advises that when praying 'against a demon or a
passion' (προσευχ  κατ  π θους  δαµονος) one should recall David who said,

'I will pursue my enemies and overtake them; and I will not turn back until 
they give up; I will crush them and they will not be able to stand, they will 
fall beneath my feet (Ps. 17: 38-9)'. This verse is to be 'recited at the right

time while praying' (ε καρ ωςε χ µενος λ ξεις) as an aid to humility. 
40 

40 Ibid. 135, p. 24 (cf. PG 79.1196).

In chapters 94-9 of De oratione Evagrius advises the use of antirrhetic 
prayer-verses when the demons attempt to distract the soul from pure 

prayer. The demons do this by directly assaulting the senses, 
41 

41 These assaults may consist of visions (De oratione 94 and 99), terrifying sounds 
(ch. 97), or physical harm 'to the flesh' (ch. 99).

or by more subtly masquerading as angels 42 

42 Evagrius, De oratione 95.

in an attempt to distract the soul from God by forcing it to attend to them. 
43 

43 Evagrius, De oratione 99, ed. Tugwell, p. 19 (cf. PG 79.1189): 'They are trying to 
frighten you, to test whether you are taking any notice of them or whether you 
ignore them totally'

.

Evagrius recommends that after praying for enlightenment, one should wield
the 'staff of supplication to God' by which the demons are 'driven far away

[. . . ] flogged by the power of God'. 
44 

44 Evagrius, De oratione 94, ed. Tugwell, p. 18 (cf. PG 79.1188): 'See that the
unclean demons do not deceive you with some vision: be deeply thoughtful, turn to
prayer, and call upon God to enlighten you himself as to whether the idea (ν  η µ
α) comes from him; or if not, to quickly expel the deception from you. And take
courage: the dogs will not withstand you, if you are experienced in wielding the staff
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of supplication to God against them. For they will instantly be driven far away,
invisibly and secretly flogged by the power of God'

.

This 'staff' consists of 'brief, intense prayers' taken from the scriptures, of
which Evagrius particularly recommends Psalm 22: 4, 'I will not fear evil 

end p.141

things, for you are with me.' 
45 

45 Evagrius, De oratione 97, ed. Tugwell, p. 18 (cf. PG 79.1188-9): 'Noises, crashes,
voices, and tortured [screams] will he hear—the person carefully attending to pure
prayer: but he will not cave in or surrender his rationality, saying instead to God, I 
will not fear evil things, for you are with me (Ps. 22: 4) and other similar [verses]'.

In order to avoid elation the soul should also meditate on Psalm 90: 10-11,
recalling that it is the power of God, mediated by the angels, which drives 

the demons away. 
46 

46 Evagrius, De oratione 96, ed. Tugwell, p. 18 (cf. PG 79.1188): 'Take care to 
acquire great humility and courage, and no demonic spite will accost your soul and 
the scourge will not draw near your tent, for God will give his angels charge over you 
to guard you (Ps. 90: 10-11), and unseen they will chase away from you the whole 
of the enemy manoeuvre'.

In chapter 98 Evagrius condenses his observations in a succinct
recommendation of antirrhetic prayer: 'At the moment of these sorts of 

temptations make use of a short, intense prayer.' 
47 

47 Evagrius, De oratione 98, ed. Tugwell, p. 19 (cf. PG 79.1189):.

That Evagrius stresses the importance of antirrhetic prayers twice in De 
oratione, once in the middle of this work and again towards the end, 
highlights the broad range of spiritual practices which antirrhesis
encompasses. Although Evagrius particularly emphasizes the 'contradiction' 
of demons and their operations in his definitions of antirrhesis in the 
Prologue to the Antirrhetikos and in Letter 11, examination of the texts of 
the Antirrhetikos reveals that the majority of these verses serve, rather, to 
evoke repentance, to exhort, to console, and to provide prayers for the 
afflicted soul to use. A similar range of uses is discernible in the antirrhetic 
scholia of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms.

5.2 Antirrhetic Texts in the Scholia on Psalms

In shifting from the use of psalmody in antirrhesis to the presence of 
antirrhetic texts in the Scholia on Psalms one moves not only into a different 
literary genre but also onto a different plane of activity in the life of the 
monk. Whereas the Antirrhetikos is an arsenal of texts for use in the 
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moment of temptation, the Scholia on Psalms are marginalia intended to 
enhance the gnostikos' experience of ν γνωσις, meditative reading. While
antirrhesis pertains to the battles of the praktiké, 

end p.142

the scholia are the particular concern of the gnostikos who searches out 
deeper meanings in the scriptures for his own spiritual healing and for the 
benefit of those who seek his advice. Nevertheless, as has been described, 
Evagrius' domains of praktiké and gnostiké overlap to a considerable extent; 
and it is not surprising that Evagrius' commentaries on the scriptures include 
antirrhetic scholia which comprise a spectrum of uses very similar to that 
served by the verses of the Antirrhetikos.

In the introduction to his edition of Evagrius' Scholia on Proverbs, Paul Géhin
describes six different categories of scholia found in Evagrius' exegetical 
writings. Sixth in his list are, ' "antirrhetic scholia" which Evagrius

recommends be used against a specific category of individuals'. 
48 

48 '(6.) Scholies "antirrhétiques". Évagre demande d'utiliser le verset biblique contre
une catégorie déterminée d'individus,' Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, SC 340, p. 18.

Géhin describes these 'polemical' scholia as almost always beginning in the
same way: 'This verse is to be used against [. . . ]'

 . He cites scholia 182, 215, 269,
326, and 340 on Proverbs as directed against, respectively: those who 

despise knowledge; false spiritual teachers; 
49 

49 Evagrius, scholion 182 on Proverbs 18: 13, SC 340, p. 276: 'Whoever answers a 
word before he hears it, it is folly and a reproach to him. This saying is to be directed 
towards those who have not received the knowledge of God, but who attempt to 
teach others,'.

detractors of the body; 
50 

50 Evagrius, scholion 215 on Proverbs 20: 12, SC 340, p. 310: 'The ear hears and 
the eye sees, and both are the work of the Lord. You will apply this saying to those 
speaking evil against this our body and [thus] insulting the creator'.

those who have received spiritual knowledge but who shy away from spiritual

teaching; 
51 

51 Evagrius, scholion 269 on Proverbs 24: 11, SC 340, p. 362: 'Rescue those led 
away to death; do not refrain from liberating those condemned [to death]. This verse 
should be directed towards those who have been judged worthy to receive divine 
knowledge and who neglect to teach [while] many are being led away to death
through vices'.

those who choose unworthy persons for the clerical state; 
52 

52 Evagrius, scholion 326 on Proverbs 26: 17, SC 340, p. 416: 'Like one who grasps
a dog's tail—so is he who champions the judgement of another: This verse should be 
directed towards those who choose for the priesthood or for a clerical function 
someone who is unworthy'.

and bad pastors. 
53 
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53 Evagrius, scholion 340 on Proverbs 27: 23, SC 340, p. 428: 'See that you 
thoroughly know the number of your flock, and pay attention to your herds. So this 
proverb should be directed towards the pastors of the Church, whom it behooves to 
pay close attention not to appearances but rather to hearts, and to spiritually pasture 
the sheep'.

He notes

end p.143

that this type of scholion is also encountered in the Scholia on Psalms, and 
he concludes that the procedure described in these scholia appears to be 

that which Evagrius used in the Antirrhetikos. 
54 

54 Géhin, Scholies aux Proverbes, SC 340, p. 18.

Géhin's observations provide a useful starting point for considering the
antirrhetic scholia in Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms, however his observations
need to be somewhat nuanced. First, Géhin's translation of πρ ς το ς as
'against' does not always apply in the Scholia on Psalms. Just as in the 
Antirrhetikos, many of these scholia are intended not to confront sinners, but
rather to comfort people enduring hardships. The texts are thus 'to be used
for' rather than deployed 'against' those already afflicted. For this reason, in
the translations of the texts cited above and of the scholia below 'χ ρ η σ τ 
ον [. . . ] π ρ  ς τ ο ς [. . . ]' has been more broadly rendered as 'should be
directed towards', rather then 'should be used against' ('Il faut utiliser
contre'), which Géhin employs in his translations. But even this more general
translation may not do full justice to what Evagrius intends. The term χ ρ η σ
τ ον is commonly used in the Hippocratic corpus and by ancient medical
authors such as Galen of treatments which are 'useful' or 'helpful'. When
appropriate these treatments 'are to be used' (χ ρ η σ τ ον) for the benefit
of patients. It is possible that Evagrius intends this therapeutic nuance, but it
is difficult to render this in English without overstating the case: 'this text is
to be used for [the benefit of] [. . . ]' is, indeed, implied; but Evagrius gets
this across more subtly.

Second, Géhin's criteria for identifying antirrhetic scholia need to be
augmented. There are eight texts in Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms which fulfil
Géhin's definition of antirrhetic scholia in that they employ the phrase 'χ ρ η
σ τ ον [. . . ] π ρ  ς τ ο ς [. . . ]'; however, there are nine additional scholia
in which Evagrius employs the verbal adjective λ ε κ τ ον rather than χ ρ η σ
τ ον. In these 9 scholia Evagrius recommends that the text 'is to be spoken
to' (λ ε κ τ ον π ρ  ς τ ο ς) a designated class of people. An explicit
therapeutic nuance is found in a third category of seven antirrhetic scholia in
which Evagrius employs the adjective χ ρ  σ ι µ ον, 'useful', to describe the

beneficial effect of the verse he recommends. Evagrius employs this
adjective in a medical sense in a scholion on Psalm 4: 5 found in Peri 
Logismon 16. This text affords an example of Evagrius' frequent 'recycling' of 
his exegetical scholia in other writings (described above in Chapter 
1.2.1-1.2.2). After noting that thumos may profitably be directed against the 
temptation of lust he concludes:
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end p.144

 55 
55 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 16, SC 438, pp. 206-8.

And this [text], 'Be angry and do not sin' (Ps. 4: 5), is a useful 
medicine to apply to the soul during temptations.

Although taken from a narrative text, this passage from Peri Logismon is 
typical in every way of Evagrius' antirrhetic scholia. It also restates Evagrius' 
primary definition of antirrhesis as contradiction of the logismoi and their 
authors. However, examples of 'direct' antirrhesis, verses intended solely to 
contradict the demons, are uncommon in the Scholia on Psalms. There is 
only one scholion on Psalms in which a verse is recommended for use 
against a particular class of demons:

 56 
56 Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 91: 12, (= ed. Pitra, 91: 12, vol. iii, p. 172).

V.12. And my eye has seen my enemies, and my ear will hear the 
wicked who rise against me.
7. This passage is useful for those demons who become visible to us 
and [thus] tempt us to be terrified.

Similarly, there is only one antirrhetic scholion on Psalms directed against a 
specific logismos; in this case, the temptation to pride. Here Evagrius 
employs Psalm 126: 1 to remind his reader that nothing can be 
accomplished without God's help:

 57 
57 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 126: 1, (= PG 24.20).

V. 1 Unless the Lord build the house, in vain do they labor who build 
it; unless the lord keeps watch over the city in vain do the watcher 
keeps vigil.
I. Useful is this saying for the [tempting] thoughts of pride.

In Book VIII of the Antirrhetikos (on pride) Evagrius explains in more detail 
that the pride this verse is intended to counteract is that of the gnostikos
who comes to believe that it is he, rather than the Lord working through 
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him, who builds up souls and leads them to the knowledge of God. 
58 

58 Evagrius, Antirrhetikos VIII.30, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 488-9: 'For the tempting 
thought of pride praising me on splendidly edifying souls in the perfection of divine 
knowledge; Except the Lord build the house, they that build labour in vain; except 
the Lord keep the city, the watchman watches in vain (Ps. 126: 1)'.

end p.145
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More typical of the Scholia on Psalms are fourteen antirrhetic scholia 
intended to induce compunction and repentance. Four of these concern the 
misuse of wealth. Psalm 10: 30 is intended to prick the consciences of 
wealthy persons who misuse the poor: 'He lies in wait in secret like a lion in 
his den. He lays in ambush to seize the poor; to catch the poor, by drawing 

him to himself.' 
59 

59 Evagrius, scholion 14 on Psalm 10: 30, (cf. PG 12.1196): 'This saying is to be 
directed towards the wealthy' .

Similarly, Psalm 61: 11 'is to be said to those who are greedy; If wealth 

should flow in, do not set your heart upon it.' 
60 

60 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 61: 11(3) (= ed. Pitra, 61: 11, vol. iii, p. 70):

.

And Psalm 38: 7 'is to be said to the childless rich who give no alms
whatever to the poor: He stores up treasure, and does not know for whom 

he gathers it.' 
61 

61 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 38: 7(3), (= ed. Pitra 38: 7(3), vol. iii, p. 30):.

Psalm 14: 5, 'His money he has not given in usury,' is to be said to 

usurers. 
62 

62 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 14: 5(1) (= ed. Pitra 14: 5(1), vol. ii, p. 469): 'This 
is to be said to the usurers as an obstacle to their dwelling on the holy mountain (Ps. 
14: 1)',. The 'holy mountain' probably refers to the hope of heaven which usurers 
endanger through their profiteering; but Evagrius may also intend a more local 
monastic interpretation. Although only a few metres above sea level, Nitria was often 
described as a 'mountain' ( ρ ος): Palladius, Lausiac History, esp. 7.1, but also 1.1, 
10.1, 10.4, 13.1, 13.2, 18.9, and 38.8. Thus at a mundane level Evagrius' 
observation may also imply that unreformed usurers deserve no place 'on the holy 
mountain'; that is, among the monks of Nitria and Kellia.

Five scholia are directed towards those who scorn virtue or engage in worldly 
pursuits. Evagrius states in the Scholia on Psalms that Psalm 108: 24, 'My 
knees are weakened from fasting and my flesh is changed from lack of oil', 

'is to be directed towards those who are contemptuous of temperance'. 
63 

63 Evagrius, scholion 16 on Psalm 108: 24, (= PG 12.1568-9):. In Antirrhetikos 1.18, 
(ed. Frankenberg, pp. 476-7) Evagrius explains this in more detail: 'For the tempting 
thought that rebukes us because we abstain from oil, and does not reflect on the fact 
that David did exactly this when he said, My knees are sick from fasting and my flesh 
is wasted from lack of oil (Ps. 108: 24).'

Slanderers should recall that the Lord says, The one secretly slandering his
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neighbor—him I have expelled (Ps. 100: 5). 
64 

64 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 100: 5(1) (= PG 12.1557): 'This saying is useful for 
slanderers'.

Those who frequent public amusements and socialize with heretics should be
reprimanded with Psalm 25: 5, 'I have hated the assembly of those who act 

wickedly, and with the impious I will not sit.' 
65 

65 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 25: 5 (cf. ed. Pitra, 25: 4, vol. ii, p. 483): 'These 
[words] are to be said to those who view horse-racing and the theater; or again to 
those who cultivate familiarity with heresy'.

Psalm 37: 7,

end p.146

'For my loins are filled with ridicule', 'is to be said to those who laugh much 

and take pleasure in laughable things'; 
66 

66 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 37: 8(1), (cf. PG 12.1368):.

and those who revel in drinking and music are to be reminded that David

'ate ashes as if it were bread, and mixed [his] drink with weeping'. 
67 

67 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 101: 10 (= PG 12.1557): 'This saying is useful for 
those who at the time of drinking make merry with flutes and songs'.

Four antirrhetic verses in the Scholia on Psalms are intended to exhort or 
rebuke erring monks and aspiring gnostikoi. Those who are 'neglectful of 
noctunal prayers' are to be told: 'At midnight I arose to bless you for the 

judgements of your righteousness (Ps. 118: 62).' 
68 

68 Evagrius, scholion 27 on Psalm 118: 62 (= PG 12.1600):

.

Older monks are to be reminded in the words of Psalm 118: 100 that it is not

only advanced years, but also apatheia that leads to divine knowledge. 
69 

69 Evagrius, scholion 44 on Psalm 118: 100 (cf. PG 12.1608): 'I have insight beyond 
elders: for I have sought your commandments. We should apply this saying to those 
seniors of advanced age who consider apatheia, too, to be a vehicle for the 
knowledge of God'.

Those who are learned only in profane literature but nevertheless dare to
teach are reprimanded: 'Transgressors told me idle stories, but not according 

to your law, O Lord (Ps. 118: 85).' 
70 

70 Evagrius, scholion 37 on Psalm 118: 85 (= PG 12.1604): 'This saying is to be 
directed towards those who, from external wisdom, profess to teach concerning the 
knowledge of God'.

Those who lack discretion in their exegesis of scripture are to be reproved:
'Kindly is the man who shows mercy and lends; He will steward his words 

with judgement (Ps. 118: 85).' 
71 

71 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 111: 5, (= ed. Pitra, 111: 5(2), vol. iii, p. 231; cf. 
PG 12.1572): 'The saying is to be directed towards those who thoughtlessly disclose 
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the mysteries of the sacred scriptures indiscriminately: and so Paul says, "Let a man 
thus account us as ministers of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God" (1 Cor. 
4: 1)'.

In contrast to these thirteen antirrhetic scholia intended to induce 
compunction are eight scholia on Psalms intended to encourage persons in 
distress. In scholion 6 on Psalm 89: 12(1), 'to number your right hand, that 
it be made known', Evagrius explains that the term 'right 

end p.147

hand' refers to the proclamation 'not of punishment, but rather of love of 

mankind'. 
72 

72 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 89: 12(1) (= PG 12.1552): µ  π  κ ολ σ ε ι, λ λ′

π  φ ι λ α ν θ ρ ω π γ ν ω ρ ι σ σ θ ω σ ου  δ ε ξ ι .

He then provides an antirrhetic scholion recommending that this verse be

offered, 'to those who have repented and hold knowledge in high esteem'; 
73 

73 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 89: 12(1):

.

that is, those who are moving beyond servile fear of the Lord to emulate
God's love for human beings. The soul 'given over to grief' should ask, Why, 

then, are you sad, my soul? And why do you trouble me? (Ps. 41: 12).' 
74 

74 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 41: 12, (= ed. Pitra, 41: 8, vol. iii, p. 37): 'These 
[words] are necessary in the circumstance of a soul given over to grief'.

Those enduring persecutions are to reflect on the verse, 'away from of the 

voice of the slanderer and reviler (Ps. 43: 17)'. 
75 

75 Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 43: 17(1), (cf. PG 12.1426): 'This is to be said to 
those who are patient in persecutions'.

Priests who are badly served are to be consoled with the text: 'My eyes will 

be on the faithful of the land, that they may dwell with me (Ps. 100: 6).' 
76 

76 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 100: 6 (= PG 12.1557): 'The saying is to be
directed towards priests who are served by most wicked servants' (χ ρ η σ τ ον τ  η
τ ν π ρ ς τ ο ς ε ρ α τ ι κ ο ς π η ρ ε τ ου µ ν ου ς π  δ ο λ ω ν π ον η ρ οτ τ
ω ν).

Four of these eight consoling scholia are antirrhetic prayers. Those who 

experience providential abandonment by God 77 

77 Abandonment which is simultaneously an expression of divine providence in 
discussed below in Chapter 6.3.

are to pray, 'It was good for me that you humbled me, that I might learn 

your righteous deeds (Ps. 118: 71).' 
78 

78 Evagrius, scholion 31 on Psalm 118: 71 (= ed. Pitra, 118: 83(1), vol. iii, p. 284): 
'This saying is to be directed towards those who are abandoned by God for the 
benefit of [their] soul'.
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Christians who live with irreverent and sinful persons are encouraged to

pray: 'Do not destroy my soul together with the impious (Ps. 25: 9).' 
79 

79 Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 25: 9(1) (= PG 12.1276): 'These words are said as 
if the capable and the just are destroyed together [with] the impious. Thus Abraham 
also says to God, "Would you destroy together the just with the impious, and shall it 
be for the just as for the impious?" (Gen. 18: 23). Now this saying is to be directed 
towards pious men or women living together with wicked [persons]'.

Those who are falsely accused should pray, 'Do not hand me over to the 

souls of those who afflict me (Ps. 26: 12).' 
80 

80 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 26: 12(1) (= ed. Pitra 26: 12, vol. iii, p. 1): 'In the 
circumstance of false accusation these [words] are to be said'.

And those

end p.148

required to bear witness to their faith are to pray, 'To you, O Lord, have I 

lifted up my soul (Ps. 24: 1).' 
81 

81 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 24: 1-3 (cf. PG 27.144): 'In the circumstance of 
bearing witness these words are to be said'.

As in the Antirrhetikos, the antirrhetic verses of the Scholia on Psalms serve 
a wide variety of spiritual purposes. In antirrhesis, broadly understood, the 
ascetical practices of psalmody and meditation on the scriptures are directed 
towards specific goals in the project of spiritual improvement. Verses from 
the scriptures, especially from the Psalms, are used to confound the demons 
and neutralize their effects in the soul, and to encourage repentance and 
spiritual improvement. Furthermore, in antirrhesis the relationship between 
psalmody and prayer occasionally becomes one of identity: texts which have 
been memorized through the practice of psalmody can serve as the soul's 
own words to God in times of temptation and affliction.

In comparing the orientation of the Antirrhetikos with that of the antirrhetic 
verses in the Scholia on Psalms a progression can be discerned from 
preoccupation with one's own spiritual improvement in the former text, to a 
broader concern for others in the latter. Whereas most of the biblical verses 
in the Antirrhetikos are intended for a single demon, habit of thought, or 
afflicted soul, the antirrhetic scholia are generally intended for groups of 
people who share a common affliction. To some extent this corresponds to 
Evagrius' model of spiritual progress: whereas the praktikos employs the 
weapons of the Antirrhetikos in the battlefield of his own soul, the gnostikos
discovers in the Scholia on Psalms healing texts which are not only 
therapeutic for himself, but which may also be offered to the diverse groups 
of people who seek his advice.

end p.149
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6 The Psalter as Contemplative Vision

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: Evagrius believed that that Book of Psalms afforded a vision of the 
whole creation, including the daily struggles of the praktike, as refulgent with 
divine meaning. The psalter can serve as a training ground for the Christian 
contemplative, a kind of workshop in which the gnostikos learns to perceive 
the divine logoi in the events of salvation history recounted in the psalms. 
This chapter examines the dynamic relationship between praktike and 
theoretike, and suggests a reciprocal relationship between spiritual progress 
and biblical exegesis.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, psalter, spiritual progress,
biblical exegesis, Christ, Christian contemplative

For those who are making spiritual progress the practice of psalmody is more 
than a means of calming the passions and contradicting the demons. 
Evagrius believed the Book of Psalms affords a vision of the whole of 
creation, including the daily struggles of the praktiké, as refulgent with 
divine meaning. The psalter can serve as a training-ground for the Christian 
contemplative, a kind of workshop in which the gnostikos learns to perceive 
the divine logoi in the events of salvation history recounted in the psalms. 
Once this art has been learned the gnostikos is able to turn from the Book of 

Psalms to the 'divine book' of creation 1 

1 The contemplation of beings is a 'divine book': Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 
16(2). This scholion is cited and discussed below in section 6.3.

where these logoi are perceptible everywhere, especially in the daily struggle 
against sin. Evagrius depicts this contemplative function of psalmody in Peri 
Logismon 17:

  
2 

2 Evagrius, Peri Logismon 17, SC 438, pp. 212-14, lines 32-9.

And if, weary from our toil, a certain acedia overtakes us we should 
climb up a little onto the rock of knowledge and converse with the 
psalter (cf. Ps. 48: 5), plucking with the virtues the strings of 
knowledge: let us again tend our sheep as they pasture below Mount 
Sinai, so that the God of our fathers may also call to us out of the 
bush (cf. Exod. 3: 1-6) and grant us the logoi of the signs and the 
wonders (cf. Exod. 7: 9; 11: 9-10).

Here Evagrius positions the Book of Psalms at the midpoint of an oscillating 
movement from ascetical toil into contemplative knowledge and back again 

into ascetical practice. From the tedium of our daily struggle we 3 

3 At the beginning of Peri Logismon 17 (SC 438, pp. 208-10, lines 1-18) Evagrius 
employs the second person singular in reference to the shepherd who symbolizes the 
praktikos. Midway through the chapter (p. 210, line 19) he introduces the first 
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person plural, which he employs intermittently throughout the rest of the chapter, 
making it clear that we, his readers, are the shepherd.

are to 'climb up', to 'take refuge', 
4 

4 νατρ χω can mean both 'climb up' and 'take refuge', Liddell and Scott,
Greek-English Lexicon, p. 104.

on the 'rock

end p.150
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of knowledge' which signifies Christ, 
5 

5 In scholion 4 on Psalm 60: 3(3) Evagrius' only comment on the verse, 'you lifted 
me up on a rock' is a citation of 1 Cor. 10: 4: 'and the rock was Christ'

. Driscoll discusses Peri Logismon 17 and other instances 
where Evagrius identifies 'the rock' with Christ, 'the manifold wisdom of God', in 
'Penthos and Tears', p. 156 n. 27, and The 'Ad Monachos', p. 242.

where 'conversation with the psalter'  cures
our acedia and enables us to hear the call of God and perceive 'the logoi of 

signs and wonders' 
6 

6 The phrase 'the signs and the wonders'  refers throughout the 
Septuagint and the New Testament to the events of salvation history, especially to 
the events of the Exodus: Exod. 7: 3; 11: 9; 11: 10; Deut. 6: 22; 7: 19; 11: 3; 28: 
46; 29: 2; 3 Macc. 6: 32; Ps. 77: 43; 104: 27, 134: 9; Wisd. 8: 8; Isa. 8: 18; 20: 3; 
Jer. 39: 20; Dan. 4: 37; Matt. 24: 24; Mark 13: 22; John 4: 48; Acts 2: 19; 43; 4: 
30; 5: 12; 6: 8; 7: 36; 14: 3; 15: 12; Rom. 15: 19.

in the 'pasture' of asceticism to which we must regularly return. The phrase
'conversation with the psalter', and in particular the verb προσοµιλ ω,
suggest an alternating rhythm of attention to the biblical text followed by

intervals of prayer; 
7 

7 It is chiefly in his texts on prayer that Evagrius uses the verb προσοµιλ ω and its
cognates. De oratione 34, ed. Tugwell, p. 8 (cf. PG 79.1173): 'For what is higher 
than conversing with God and being occupied in communion with him?'

. 
Similarly in De oratione 3, ed. Tugwell, p. 3 (cf. PG 79. 1168): 'prayer is a 
conversation of the nous with God' ; it is a state in 
which one may 'converse with him without intermediary'.

in other words, the monastic practice of psalmody. However, Evagrius does
not write here of 'psalmody', but rather of the ψαλτ ριον. This term, like the

English 'psaltery', can refer either to the Book of Psalms or to the instrument

of psalmody; 
8 

8 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 1540.

and it is likely that Evagrius intends both meanings here. 
9 

9 Driscoll discusses the probability that both these meanings are intended in 'Penthos 
and Tears', pp 155-6. The pastoral imagery which recurs throughout Peri Logismon
17, especially the shepherd's 'psalter[y], kithara, rod and staff' (SC 438, p. 210,
lines 9-10) naturally evokes King David, who is associated with both psalter and
psaltery: archetype of the biblical shepherd who goes apart to 'pluck the strings' of
the harp, David is also the traditional author of the Book of Psalms. A less likely
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interpretation is suggested by Evagrius' frequent allegorical definition of ψαλτ ριον

as the nous in the Scholia on Psalms (but not in Peri Logismon). The psaltery and 
kithara are defined in scholia 2-3 on Psalm 32: 2(1)-(2) (cf. PG 12.1304): '2. The 
kithara is the praktike soul moved by the commandments of God. 3. The psalter[y] is 
the purified nous, moved by spiritual knowledge'. These two scholia are combined in 
scholion 2 on Psalm 91: 4 and repeated in condensed form in scholion 2 on Psalm
107: 3(1) and in scholia 2-3 on Psalm 150: 3(2). Thus 'conversation with the 
psalter[y]' could possibly signify 'conversation with the nous'; but this would be an 
unusual way of describing prayer, and it is otherwise unattested in Evagrius' 
writings.

Although this image presupposes

end p.151

the monastic practice of psalmody, Evagrius is more concerned to emphasize 

here the spiritual insight which may be drawn from the Book of Psalms, 
10 

10 Evagrius specifically describes the psalter as a source of 'spiritual teaching' in 
scholion 1 on Psalm 80: 3 (= ed. Pitra, 80: 3(4), vol. iii, p. 136). The verse 'take up
the psalm' (λ βετε ψαλµ ν) means 'take up spiritual teaching' (λ βετε διδασκαλαν
πνευµατικ ν). Bunge discusses this scholion in Geistgebet, p. 14 n. 12.

rather than psalmody as an ascetical discipline.

In this relatively brief text Evagrius symbolically depicts the dynamic 
interrelationship between praktiké and theoretiké. In so doing he also 
suggests a reciprocal relationship between spiritual progress and biblical 
exegesis. In the following sections of this chapter this interrelationship will 
be studied from two different but interrelated perspectives. First, in section 
6.1 the central place of Christ in Evagrius' exegesis of the psalter will be 
studied by means of five scholia which contain a controversial definition of 
Christ. Second, in section 6.2 Evagrius' teaching that the scriptures reveal 
the hidden logoi of God will be considered from the perspective of two 
particular logoi which recur throughout the psalter, the logoi of providence 
and judgement.

6.1 Christ in the Psalter

The theme encountered most frequently in Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms is 
Jesus Christ, whom Evagrius explicitly mentions at least once in 107 of the 
149 psalms on which he comments in the Scholia on Psalms, referring to 

Christ by name, by title, or by citation of Christ's words from the gospels. 
11 

11 In the remaining 42 psalms of the Scholia on Psalms Christ is often implicit in 
allegorical symbols which Evagius elsewhere identifies with Christ.

The title χριστ ς is explained or employed in 159 scholia, 
12 

12 Scholia 3 on 3: 5; 4 on 5: 8(2); 6 on 5: 9(1); 7 on 5: 10(1); 1 on 9: 1; 2 on 9: 
5(2); 4 on 9: 12(1); 9 on 9: 19(2); 12 on 9: 26(3); 1 on 14: 1(2); 2 on 15: 5(1); 7 
on 15: 9(3); 4 on 17: 7(3); 7 on 17: 12; 10 on 17: 16(2); 13 on 17: 24(1); 2 on 18: 
5-6; 4 on 19: 9; 1 on 20: 4(2); 3 on 21: 7(1); 4 on 21: 10(1); 7 on 21: 16(3); 8 on 
21: 19(1); 16 on 21: 30(3); 4 on 22: 5(1); 8 on 24: 16; 2 on 25: 3(2); 1 on 26: 
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2(1); 4 on 26: 5(1-2); 2 on 27: 2(2); 5 on 28: 7; 1 on 30: 2(2); 2 on 32: 2(1); 8 on 
32: 9; 7 on 33: 9(1); 2 on 34: 3(1); 15 on 34: 26(2); 5 on 35: 10(1); 6 on 35: 
10(2); 18 on 36: 20(3); 2 on 37: 5; 2 on 39: 3(3); 9 on 39: 11; 2 on 42: 3(2); 8 on 
43: 13; 14 on 43: 14(1); 15 on 43: 24(1); 3 on 44: 4(1); 4 on 44: 5(1-2); 5 on 44: 
5(3); 6 on 44: 6(1); 7 on 44: 8(2-3); 8 on 44: 10; 5 on 46: 9(2); 1 on 47: 3(1); 2 
on 47: 3(2); 6 on 47: 11(3); 7 on 47: 15(1.3); 1 on 49: 2(2); 2 on 49: 3(2-3); 4 on 
49: 6(2); 4 (bis) on 49: 6(2); 2 on 53: 7(2); 2 on 56: 4(3); 4 on 60: 3(3); 1 on 61: 
2; 1 on 63: 2(2); 5 on 64: 10; 7 on 64: 10; 10 on 67: 14(1-2); 13 on 67: 19; 13 
(bis) on 67: 19; 15 on 67: 24(1); 11 on 68: 20(1-2); 14 on 68: 23; 4 on 69: 5(2); 6 
on 70: 18(2); 1 on 71: 1; 7 on 71: 11(2); 9 on 71: 15(1); 1 on 71: 16(2); 4 on 73: 
11; 1 on 74: 4(1); 9 on 76: 14(1); 10 on 76: 15; 11 on 76: 16(1); 13 on 76: 17(3); 
5 on 77: 16(1); 2 on 79: 5(1); 4 on 79: 8(2); 3 on 84: 10(1); 7 on 85: 11; 5 on 87: 
8(1); 2 on 88: 5(2); 4 on 88: 7(2); 5 on 88: 9(2); 8 on 88: 13 (2); 10 on 88: 20(1); 
12 on 88: 23(1); 13 on 88: 25(2); 14 on 88: 26(2); 15 on 88: 30; 19 on 88: 40 (2); 
25 on 88: 52(2); 2 on 89: 4; 2 on 90: 4(3); 9 on 90: 16(2); 2 on 91: 4; 8 on 93: 
15(1); 9 on 93: 18(2); 11 on 93: 20; 4 on 94: 7(1-3); 5 on 94: 7(4); 7 (bis) on 94: 
11(2); 3 on 97: 6(1); 2 on 98: 3(3); 11 on 101: 19(2); 7 on 104 11(1); 10 on 104: 
15; 5 on 105: 9(1); 1 on 106: 3; 6 on 107: 10(2); 13 on 108: 18(1); 15 on 108: 20; 
1 on 109: 3(1); 2 on 109: 3(3); 4 on 109: 7; 4 on 111: 5; 3 on 113: 8(1); 3 on 114: 
7(1); 6 on 117: 22; 7 on 117: 24; 2 on 118: 3; 5 on 118: 7; 19 on 118: 46; 25 on 
118: 61; 48 on 118: 109; 55 on 118: 124; 58 on 118: 130; 73 on 118: 160; 2 on 
119: 4; 3 on 119: 5(1); 4 on 119: 7; 2 on 126: 1; 4 on 131: 6(2); 5 on 131: 7(2); 6 
on 131: 8; 10 on 131: 11(2); 3 on 132: 2(3); 2 on 134: 6; 4 on 135: 23; 4 on 136: 
7; 5 on 136: 9; 10 on 138: 18(2); 8 on 139: 13; 1 on 140: 2(1); 2 on 142: 2(2); 6 
on 144: 15(2); 3 on 150: 3(2).

and of 130 scholia in which Evagrius

end p.152

comments on the title κ ριος, he applies this title to Christ in the majority of

instances. Christ is invoked as 'savior' in twenty-four scholia 13 

13 Scholia 17 on Psalm 9: 35(4); 2 on 13: 3(9); 6 on 13: 7(1); 11 on 17: 18(1); 8 
on 21: 19(1); 5 on 23: 8(2); 8 on 34: 11; 1 on 42: 3(1); 4 on 56: 6(1); 2 on 68: 3; 
9 on 68: 15; 1 on 74: 4(1); 7 on 77: 19(2); 10 on 77: 25(1); 2 on 84: 9(2); 2 on 
87: 5(2); 17 on 106: 33(1); 7 on 107: 10(3); 15 on 108: 20; 4 on 109: 7; 3 on 111: 
4(1); 6 on 117: 22; 5 on 131: 7(2); 6 on 144: 15(2).

and the name 'Jesus' appears in eight. 
14 

14 Scholia 15 on Psalm 43: 24(1); 1 on 71: 1; 2 on 86: 5(1-2); 18 on 88: 
37(2)-38(1); 2 on 89: 4; 5 on 94: 7(4); 3 on 108: 6(2); 6 on 117: 22; 55 on 118: 
124.

Of the numerous instances in which Evagrius refers to Christ by quoting
Christ's words from the gospels, most frequent are citations employing the 
phrase 'I am' ( γ  εµ); all but two of which are taken from Christ's 'I am' 
statements in the Gospel of John. These citations are distributed fairly evenly 
throughout the Scholia on Psalms, appearing 31 times in 29 different 

scholia: 
15 

15 In two instances Evagrius employs two different 'I am' statements in the same 
scholion: scholion 7 on Psalm 85: 11 contains both 'I am the way' and 'I am the 
truth'; scholion 1 on 42: 3(1) contains both 'I am the light of the world' and 'I am 
the truth'.

'I am the life' (John 11: 25; 14: 6) is used in nine scholia; 
16 
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16 Scholia 2 on Psalm 6: 6(1); 4 on 29: 6(1-2); 11 on 37: 20(1); 5 on 48: 10(2); 5 
on 65: 9(1); 8 on 79: 19(2); 6 on 87: 11(1); 9 on 113: 25(1); and 1 on 123: 3.

'I am the way' (John 14: 6) in eight; 
17 

17 Scholia 2 on Psalm 13: 3(9); 13 on 17: 24(1); 2 on 58: 5(1); 1 on 66: 3(1); 7 on 
85: 11; 7 on 118: 15; 17 on 118: 37(2); and 25 on 118: 61.

'I am the truth' (John 14: 6) in five; 
18 

18 Scholia 2 on Psalm 25: 3(2); 1 on 42: 3(1); 2 on 53: 7(2); 2 on 56: 4(3); 7 on 
85: 11

'I am the bread which came down from heaven' (John 6: 41) in four; 
19 

19 Scholia 12 on 21: 27(1); 17 on 36: 19(2); 10 on 77: 25(1); 21 on 104: 40(2).

'I am the good shepherd' (John 10: 11, 14) in two; 
20 

20 Scholia 7 on Psalm 47: 14(2-3)-15(1, 3) and 4 on Psalm 94: 7(1-3).

'I am the light of the world' (John 8: 12; 9: 5) once; 
21 

21 Scholion 1 on Psalm 42: 3(1).

'I am (lit. "it is I")—do not fear' (Mark 6: 50) once; 
22 

22 Scholion 1 on Psalm 63: 2(2).

and 'I am your salvation' once. 
23 

23 Evagrius does not pretend this is a citation of Christ's words; rather he suggests 
that Christ should be understood as the one who speaks to the soul the words of 
Psalm 34: 3, say to my soul, I am your salvation: 'This is the soul's salvation: the 
Lord saying to it "I am your salvation" ', scholion 3 on Psalm 34: 3(2) (= PG 
12.1312).

end p.153

This pre-eminence of the person and words of Christ is not confined to 
Evagrius' exegesis of the Book of Psalms. Christ also figures prominently in 

Evagrius' Scholia on Proverbs and on Ecclesiastes; 
24 

24 Of Evagrius' 384 scholia on Proverbs the title 'Christ' occurs in 39; the name 
'Jesus' once; and the title 'saviour' eighteen times. Of his 73 scholia on Ecclesiastes
'Christ' occurs in twelve;'Jesus' once; and 'saviour' in two.

however, the Scholia on Psalms is considerably longer than these works and 
it therefore contains a considerably larger number of references to Christ. An 
association between Christ and the psalter is common in patristic authors; 
however, Evagrius' approach differs significantly from that of his 
predecessors and contemporaries. In her study of patristic commentaries on 
the psalter M.-J. Rondeau coined the term l'exégèse prosopologique to
describe the widespread interest of early commentators in the question,
'whose face (πρ σωπον) lies behind the psalm?' Or put more simply, 'who is
praying the psalm?' She points out that patristic exegesis of the psalter often
begins with the determination whether a text should be regarded as David's

prayer, as the prayer of Jesus Christ, or as our own prayer. 
25 
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25 Rondeau, Commentaires, vol. ii, pp. 21-89.

Evagrius' constantly recurring references to Jesus Christ in the Scholia on 
Psalms, however, only rarely represent 'prosopological' attribution to Christ 

of the sentiments expressed in the psalm. 
26 

26 An example is scholion 3 on Psalm 34: 3(2), cited above, n. 23. Scholion 1 on 
Psalm 43: 2(1) (cf. PG 12.1421) is the sole instance in which Evagrius uses πρ
σωπον in Rondeau's sense. Here he suggests that the 'countenance' behind the
psalm is either the Jewish diaspora or gentiles who hear 'the word' from Jews:.

Instead, the person or sayings of Christ explicate the inner meaning of the
psalm, that δ ναµις which is the goal of undistracted psalmody and which
reveals the logoi, the divine purposes, concealed beneath the images and 
words of the psalms.

Evagrius presents Christ as the exegetical key to the psalter in a wide variety 
of ways in the Scholia on Psalms. Sometimes his only explication of a verse 
from the Psalms consists of a brief citation of Christ's words from the gospel. 
More often he presents Christ as the underlying meaning of images which 
recur throughout the psalter, such as 'king', 'shepherd', 'judge', 'wisdom', 
and 'sun'. Thus the words and person of Christ continually recur throughout 
the Scholia on Psalms in a wide variety of contexts. In his exegesis of Psalm 
126: 1 Evagrius presents a rationale for his approach, explaining that Christ 
will be perceived and comprehended in a variety of different ways according 
to one's level of spiritual maturity:

end p.154

  
27 

27 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 126: 1, cf. PG 12.1641-4.

V. 1 Unless the Lord builds the house, in vain do they labour who build 
it; unless the lord keeps watch over the city in vain does the watcher 
keep vigil.
2. Insofar as the soul may be compared to a house, it possesses 
within itself the Christ as master of the house; if it then becomes a 
city it possesses within itself the Christ enthroned as king. And if it 
then becomes a temple, it possesses the Christ within itself as [the] 
existing God. For [it is] through the praktiké [that] it acquires him as 
master of the house, through natural contemplation as king; and 
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finally through theologia as God. And the two necessarily follow the 
third, just as the first follows the second; but the second and the third 
do not necessarily follow the first.

At the level of praktiké Christ is 'master of the house': he provides a model 
of correct behaviour as well as ethical instruction in the struggle to avoid sin 
and attain virtue. To this level correspond many of the scholia which describe 

the struggles of the praktiké in general terms, 
28 

28 Christ is example or teacher of the praktiké in: scholia 4 on Psalm 18: 9; 1 on 
Psalm 26: 2; 2 on Psalm 27: 2; 1 on Psalm 30: 2; 8 on Psalm 32; 9 on Psalm 32; 15 
on Psalm 42: 23; 3 on Psalm 44: 4; 4 on Psalm 44: 5; 6 on Psalm 44: 6(1); 13 on 
Psalm 67: 19; 7 on Psalm 85: 11; on Psalm 100: 8; 13 on Psalm 108: 19; 25 on 
Psalm 118: 61; 2 on Psalm 119: 4; 4 on Psalm 119: 7; 1 on Psalm 126: 1; 4 on 
Psalm 136: 7; 5 on Psalm 136: 9; 1 on Psalm 143: 1; 5 on Psalm 143: 7-8.

as well as scholia which treat of particular virtues and vices. At the level of
physiké Christ is 'enthroned as king' of his 'city': that is, the universe which 
he created. The majority of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms are concerned with 
this level. They encourage the reader to interpret the words and images of 
the psalter as symbols of the great cosmic drama of creation, fall, and 
redemption. Evagrius' frequent evocation of the person and sayings of Christ 
enable the language and imagery of the psalter to reflect Christ's work as 
creator, redeemer, and cause of our sanctification. A few scholia pertain to 
theologia, the summit of Evagrius' model of spiritual progress, 

end p.155
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where the divine nature itself is contemplated and where Christ is 

acknowledged as 'our God'. 
29 

29 'The Christ is our God who shepherds us' , 
scholion 7 on Psalm 47: 15(1.3) (cf. PG 12.1441). 'For our God is the Christ'

, scholion 1 on Psalm 49: 2(2) (cf. PG 12.1449 and PG 
27.229d-232a). 'The divine judge is the Christ' (  δ  θε ς κριτ ς στιν  Χριστ ς),

scholion 4(b) on Psalm 49: 6(2) (cf. PG 12.1452 and PG 27.232). 'You are the God 
who works wonders [. . . ] This is the Christ; for Christ is the power and the wisdom 
of God. (1 Cor. 1: 24)', scholion 10 on Psalm 76: 15 (cf. PG 12.1540).

Thus the Scholia on Psalms contain a very large number of texts which attest 
to the central place of Christ in Evagrius' theology. However, modern studies 
of Evagrius' theology, especially of his christology, have concentrated 
particularly on a definition of Christ which Evagrius employs five times with 
minor variations in the Scholia on Psalms and once in Kephalaia Gnostica

VI.14: 
30 

30 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.14: 'The Christ is not connatural with the Trinity.
Indeed, he is also not essential knowledge; but he alone always has essential
knowledge inseparably [with]in him. But Christ—I mean he who has come with God
the Word and [who] in spirit is the Lord—is inseparable from his body; and by that
union he is connatural with his Father, because he is also essential knowledge.'

'By "Christ" I mean the lord who, with God the Word, has dwelt among [us],'
 . This

definition is found with minor variants in: scholia 7 on Psalm 44: 3; 10 on 
Psalm 104: 15; 2 on Psalm 118: 3; 5 on Psalm 131: 7; and 4 on Psalm 88: 
7(2). Of these five scholia, only the first four have been previously studied: 
the fifth, scholion 4 on Psalm 88: 7, is attested only in Vaticanus Graecus
754 and is not available in any published collection. It has, however, been 
transcribed in Rondeau's unpublished collation of the Scholia on Psalms
which is used in this monograph, and it will be considered here together with 
the other four texts.

This formula has been cited as evidence of an heretical Christology which 
Evagrius is alleged to have concealed in his ascetical treatises, but which is 
supposedly discernible in these scholia and in the Kephalaia Gnostica. A. 
Guillaumont maintains that this formula and the scholia which contain it 

attest to a 'christologie très particulière' 
31 

31 A. Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', p. 147. Evagrius' Christology is 
discussed in pp. 146-56.

which was described and condemned in the 15 Anathemas Against Origen
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published by Justinian in 553. 
32 

32 These fifteen anathemas are separate both from Justinian's Letter to Menas of 
543, which contains nine anathemas against Origen, and the fourteen canons of the 
Second Council of Constantinople, which, in addition to anathematizing Origen, also 
condemn the teachings of Arius, Eutyches, Eunomius, Macedonius, and Nestorius. 
The 15 Anathemas Against Origen of 553 which Guillaumont particularly associates 
with Evagrius' Kephalaia Gnostica ('Évagre et les anathématismes antiorigénistes de
553', pp. 221-6; Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 133-70) were formerly edited and 
printed with the Letter to Menas and the canons of Constantinople III (Mansi
(Florence, 1759), vol. ii, cols. 283c-288a); however, recent scholarship has 
questioned their association with the council, and they are thus not included in either 
Denziger or the Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum. The most recent edition of the 15 
Anathemas Against Origen of 553 is that of Diekamp: Die Origenistische 
Streitigkeiten (publ. 1889), pp. 90-6.

Guillaumont and

end p.156

those who accept his conclusions 33 

33 Refoulé undertakes a detailed study of Evagrius' Christology which generally
agrees with Guillaumont's findings in 'La Christologie', pp. 251-66. Guillaumont's and 
Refoulé's conclusions have been accepted by most scholars, including: Géhin,
Scholies à L'Ecclésiaste, pp. 50-1; Kline, 'Christology', pp. 169-72; Grillmeier, Christ 
in Christian Tradition, pp. 377-84; and Bamberger, Praktikos, pp. xxxiii-xxxv, 
xlviii-lix, lxxi-lxxxi;'Desert Calm', pp. 190-2. Two scholars who disagree with this 
consensus are Gabriel Bunge and Jeremy Driscoll.

maintain that Evagrius taught an Origenist Christology which 'shifts the
subject of the incarnation' from the second person of the Trinity to the 

(created) intellect of Christ. 
34 

34 Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, p. 382.

In their view Evagrius did not believe that God the Word, the second person
of the Trinity, took on flesh in the incarnation. They allege that Evagrius 

regarded the incarnation as the assumption of flesh by the 'Christ-nous', 
35 

35 Kline, Bamberger, and Grillmeier (cited in n. 33 above) employ the term 
'Christ-nous' to explain the heretical Christology they attribute to Evagrius. However, 
this term is not found in any of Evagrius' writings. Indeed, if Guillaumont is incorrect 
in his interpretation of Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77 (see n. 37 below), then Evagrius 
never expressed in writing any opinion whatever concerning the nous of Christ.

that mysterious, unfallen being described by Origen in De principiis 2.6.3-6, 
who alone of all the logikoi remained 'inseparably and indissolubly united' 

with God from the beginning. 
36 

36 'illa anima [. . . ] ab initio creaturae et deinceps inseparabiliter ei atque
indissociabiliter inhaerens' (Origen, De principiis 2.6.3, lines 100-1, SC 252, p. 314). 
In the absence of the original Greek it is uncertain whether Origen describes this 
being as a nous or, as Rufinus' translation of anima suggests, as a soul.

They therefore conclude that in Evagrius' theology Jesus Christ is not truly
the incarnation of the logos, the Word of God and the second person of the 
Trinity: he is, rather, the enfleshed 'Christ-nous' and therefore a unique 
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vehicle or instrument through whom the (non-incarnate) Word of God 

interacts with the material world. 
37 

37 The attribution to Evagrius of this 'christologie très particulière' is based principally
on A. Guillaumont's interpretation of Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77, where he maintains 
that Evagrius defines 'Christ' as 'nous united to knowledge of the Unity': 
Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 151-6. A different interpretation of 
Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77 is suggested below in Appendix 1.

Although the conclusion that Evagrius held or taught the Christology 

condemned in the 15 Anathemas Against Origen has been challenged, 
38 

38 Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 173 n. 178; p. 400 n. 92;'Hénade ou Monade?',
pp. 86-91.

the scholia in which many scholars claim to find traces of

end p.157

this Christology provide a useful starting-point for considering the 
significance of Christ in Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms.

6.1.1. Scholion 7 on Psalm 44: 3

  
39 

39 Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 44: 8(2-3) (cf. ed. Pitra, 44: 3(3), vol. iii, 
pp. 40-1), Vaticanus Graecus 754, of. 123v, correcting Rondeau's
transcription of this scholion. In her collation Christ is τ ν µετ  λ γου πιδηµ

σαντα κ ριον, whereas the MS has. Vaticanus Graecus 754, of. 123v is 
reproduced below in Appendix 2 for comparison with of. 219v (scholion 4 on 
Psalm 88: 7(2)) and of. 258v (scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15).

V. 8. Therefore God your God has anointed you with the oil of 
rejoicing beyond your fellows.
7. Every celestial power has been provided with the contemplation of 
creatures, but the Christ has been provided beyond all his fellows: 
that is, he has been anointed with the knowledge of the Monad. This is 
why he alone is said to sit at the right [hand] of the Father (cf. Eph. 1: 
20; Col. 3: 1; Heb. 10: 12). By 'Christ' I mean the Lord who, with 
[the] divine Word, has dwelt [among us].

This verse from Psalm 44, the 'Royal Wedding Psalm', has been used by 
early Christian writers beginning with the author of the Letter to the Hebrews 
to contrast Christ with the angels and to highlight the unique attributes of 
Christ (Heb. 1: 5-10). Patristic authors with whom Evagrius was familiar 
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employed this verse both to describe the relationship between the divinity 
and humanity of Christ and to contrast Christ with created beings. Thus 

Origen 40 

40 For Origen, Christ's soul is 'anointed with the oil of gladness', that is the word of 
God, as a reward for its love and thus 'made Christ' ('Dilectionis igitur merito 
unguitur oleo laetitiae, id est anima cum verbo dei Christus efficitur') De principiis
II.6.4, SC 252, p. 316, lines 139-41. He goes on in De principiis II.6.6 to distinguish 
between Christ's anointing and that of his fellows by describing Christ's soul as the 
'vase' containing the 'oil of gladness', which ointment is the word of God and wisdom 
('[. . . ] oleo laetitiae, id est verbo dei et sapientia [. . . ] Christus [. . . ] vas ipsum
quod substantiam continet unguenti'), p. 322, lines 205-15. Christ's fellows are said 
to 'run in the perfume of his ointments' (Ps. 44: 9). Christ's soul is the 'vase' which 
contains the ointment itself, 'of whose fragrance the prophets and apostles were 
made worthy partakers' ('Illi enim in odore unguentorum eius concurrisse dicuntur, 
ista autem anima vasculum unguenti ipsius fuit, ex cuius flagrantia participantes 
digni quique prophetae fiebant et apostoli'), p. 322, lines 205-8.

end p.158

and Gregory Nazianzen, 
41 

41 Gregory Nazianzen, In seipsum ad patrem (Oration 10) 35.832.5-7:
.

interpret this verse as a description of the 'anointing' by divinity of Christ's
humanity. Since the text of Psalm 44: 8, 'anointed [. . . ] beyond your
fellows', implies an anointing of both the bridegroom and his companions, 
these commentators distinguish between the anointing bestowed on 
creatures (which they usually associate with baptism) and that superior 
anointing which pertains only to Christ. Evagrius was familiar with this 

interpretation; 
42 

42 Kephalaia Gnostica VI.21, is probably based on this scholion. It more closely 
resembles the approach of Gregory Nazianzen (Oration 10. 35 and Oration 30. 21) 
and Origen (De principiis II.6) in that both Christ and 'the others' are described as 
anointed: 'The anointing either indicates knowledge of the Unity or [it] designates 
the contemplation of beings. And if Christ is anointed more than others, it is evident 
that he is anointed with knowledge of the Unity. Because of this, he alone is said to 
be seated at the right of his Father; the right which here, according to the rule of the 
gnostikoi, indicates the Monad and the Unity.'

however, his exegesis of this text differs from that of his predecessors in the
unusual emphasis he places on the distinction between Christ and the
heavenly powers. This he achieves by contrasting the similar verbs χρ ω, 'to
furnish what is needful' and χρω, 'to anoint'.

That Evagrius is here contrasting, that is drawing attention to dissimilarity, 
rather than simply comparing Christ with 'his fellows' is not apparent in the 
version of this text which was available to A. Guillaumont. Prior to M.-J. 
Rondeau's study of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms the only published version of 

this text was that of Pitra. 
43 

43 Pitra's text of Origenes in Psalmos in Analecta Sacra, vols. ii-iii is based on several 
Vatican MSS, including Vaticanus Graecus 1685. Rondeau describes inaccurate 
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transcriptions and other difficulties associated with Pitra's text in Commentaires, vol. 
ii, pp. 121-3 and 'Le Commentaire sur les Psaumes', pp. 307-28.

In this version only forms of the verb χρω appear;χρ ω is not found: Christ
and the heavenly powers are both described as 'having been anointed' (κ
χρισται). Thus the version of this text which Guillaumont and his followers
used lends itself to the interpretation that the distinction between Christ and
'his fellows' is more quantitative than qualitative: both are 'anointed' with
contemplation, although Christ's is the higher contemplation.

M.-J. Rondeau's transcription is based on Vaticanus Graecus 754 (of. 

123v). 
44 

44 Vaticanus Graecus 754, of. 123v is reproduced below in Appendix 2.

In this version it is clear that Evagrius particularly emphasizes the distinction
between Christ and the powers of heaven. The celestial powers have been
provided (κ χρηται) with contemplation, while Christ has been anointed (κ
χρισται) with gnosis. More specifically, the powers of heaven have been 
provided with 

end p.159

the contemplation of creatures, that is theoria physiké; while Christ's 
anointing signifies theologia, a gnosis of God which transcends the diversity 
of creation. These are themes which Evagrius reiterates elsewhere in the 
Scholia on Psalms, especially in his explication of Psalm 88 where the holy oil

of anointing 'signifies the knowledge of God—essential knowledge', 
45 

45 Evagrius, scholion 11 on Psalm 88: 21(2):
. (= PG 

12.1549a). This definition is repeated in Kephalaia Gnostica IV.18 and IV.21.

and where 'Christ alone is exalted in the knowledge of the Father'. 
46 

46 Evagrius, scholion 13 on Psalm 88: 25(2) (= ed. Pitra, 88: 43, vol. iii, p. 165):.

Evagrius further sharpens this contrast between Christ and the celestial 
powers by explaining that whereas the celestial powers have been given the 
power to contemplate things that have been created, only Christ has 
knowledge 'of the monad'  . This is the only occurrence in the
Scholia on Psalms of the philosophical term  µον ς, which Evagrius employs

in only two other works: the Epistula fidei and the Kephalaia Gnostica. In 
these texts  µον ς is used either alone or in combination with  ν ς, 'the

unity'. Bunge has studied Evagrius' use of these two terms and concludes
that he employs them with careful precision. According to Bunge, the
occurrence of  µον ς together with  ν ς, as in the phrase, 'the

contemplation of monad and henad', 
47 

47 Evagrius, Epistula fidei 7.7, ed. Courtonne, p. 30: τ ν ν δος κα  µον δος θεωραν.

always refers to 'the divinity itself [. . . ] the absolute and non-numerical
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unity of the divine essence'. 
48 

48 Bunge, 'Hénade ou Monade?', pp. 80, 82-3.

Evagrius sometimes employs this double phrase as a synonym for the
Blessed Trinity: the first term, ν ς, emphasizes 'the absolute unicity of the

divine essence'; while the second, µον ς, 'implies the trinity of persons'. 
49 

49 Ibid., p. 81.

However, when µον ς is used by itself, as it is in this scholion, Bunge
believes that Evagrius intends it to mean 'the beatific state of non-numerical
union between the creature and its creator [. . . ] a state of participation

bestowed upon created beings by God through grace'. 
50 

50 Ibid., p. 83.

Thus the phrase Evagrius employs here, 'knowledge of the monad', either
hearkens back to the original state of union between God and his creatures 
which preceded the fall, or looks forward to the eschatological destiny of the 

logikoi. 
51 

51 Ibid., p. 82.

In this text Evagrius does not define 'gnosis of the monad' in philosophical 
terms. Instead, in the second sentence of this scholion he 

end p.160
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employs two strikingly different images of Christ, one static and the other 
dynamic, to depict two closely related concepts: first, Christ's union with God 
the Father; and second, the extension of that union to the logikoi. He first
employs a familiar biblical image to portray Christ's unique relationship with
the Father: 'This is why [Christ] alone (µ νος) is said to sit at the right
[hand] of the Father.' Next he employs his definition of Christ to portray
Christ as the mediator of this relationship, the means by which God the Word
extends that relationship to those 'among whom he sojourns' ( πιδηµ σαντα):

'By "Christ" I mean the Lord who, with [the] divine Word, has dwelt [among
us].'

The interrelationship between these two concepts is intriguing, and it is 

echoed in three other scholia on this psalm. 
52 

52 This is the second of four closely related scholia on Psalm 44 in which Evagrius 
employs spatial and relational imagery (i.e. standing below or standing at the right) 
to depict both Christ's relationship with the Father, and that relationship of the 
logikoi with the Father which Christ mediates. In scholion 4 on Psalm 44: 5 the 
truthful, the gentle, and the just are said to 'rule beneath Christ';

 (cf. PG 12.1429), while in 
scholion 5 on Psalm 44: 5(3) the 'right hand of God' is defined as Christ, together 
with 'the divine word within him',  (MS 
Vaticanus Graecus 754, of. 123v). In scholion 8 on Psalm 44: 10 the queen who 
stands at the right of her lord and husband is a symbol of the holy souls who, united 
through faith and virtue, stand together at the right hand of Christ: (cf. PG 12.1432).

The first image is static and suggests repose: Christ's unique (µ νος)
relationship with the Father is symbolized by his enthronement at the
Father's right. Yet this image of union can be eschatologically applied to the
whole of creation, for it portrays what is only temporarily unique to Christ.
Essential knowledge, which Evagrius here calls 'knowledge of the Monad', will
eventually be restored to all the logikoi through Christ's salvific acts and 
teaching. The second image, in contrast, depicts the extension of divine 
union to created beings through Christ's unique role as saviour. Here Christ 
is 'the Lord who with the divine Word has dwelt', literally 'has made his 
home', with the beings he created. Paradoxically the static, royal symbol of 
union depicts a temporary uniqueness which Christ will ultimately share with 
all the logikoi, while the more dynamic image of Christ's saving descent 
portrays what will forever remain unique to Christ: namely, the saving work 
of the incarnate Word of God.

end p.161
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6.1.2. Scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15

  
53 

53 Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15 (cf. PG 12.1564), MS Vaticanus 
Graecus 754, fo. 258v. This page of the MS is reproduced in Appendix 2, for 
comparison with fo. 123v and fo. 219v, containing scholia 7 on Psalm 44: 
8(2-3) and 4 on Psalm 88: 7(2).

V. 15. Do not touch my anointed ones
10. Because those who are kind partake of Christ they are called 
'kind'; whereas the Christ who partakes of the Father is called 'Christ' 
[anointed]. By 'Christ' I mean the Lord who, with God the Word, has 
dwelt [among us].

As in the scholion just discussed, Evagrius is here concerned to clearly 
distinguish between Christ and created beings. Whereas in scholion 7 on 
Psalm 44: 8 he distinguishes between Christ and the powers of heaven, here 
he contrasts Christ with human beings. Evagrius accomplishes this by 
contrasting two similar words: the title,  Χριστ ς, 'the anointed one'; and
the appellation,ο χρηστο , 'the kind ones' or 'the honest folk'. And as in the 
previous scholion, the only version of this text which was available to A. 
Guillaumont and his followers obscures Evagrius' emphasis on dissimilarity. 
Unlike Rondeau's transcription of MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 258v given
here, the version of this scholion found in Migne lacks the termο χρηστο:

there the titleο  χριστο  is used of both Christ and his followers. 
54 

54 'Origen', Selecta in Psalmos, PG 12.1564:.

The contrast between χριστ ς and χρηστ ς is traditional patristic wordplay

which Evagrius may have encountered in Clement of Alexandria 55 

55 Clement, Stromateis 2.4.18.3.1; 6.17.149.5.

or Didymus the Blind, 
56 

56 Didymus, De Trinitate 39.712.6.

and which he evidently enjoyed, since he makes use of it both here and in

scholion 7 on Psalm 33: 9(1). 
57 

57 In commenting on the verse "γε σασθε, κα  δετε, τι χρηστ ς  κ ριος", Evagrius
explains: (cf. PG 12.1308).

In order to employ this wordplay Evagrius paraphrases the text of Psalm
104: 15, changing the object of the sentence from 'my anointed ones' (ο
χριστο  µου) to 'those who are kind' (ο χρηστο). His decision to paraphrase 
the biblical text in this way is noteworthy since he was unquestionably 
familiar with 

end p.162
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another time-honoured wordplay which would have permitted him to leave
the text intact. The comparison between Christ's title and the baptismal
chrismation which allows the newly baptized to be calledο χριστο , 'the 

christs', is extremely common in patristic sources: 
58 

58 Cf. Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 1532 on the frequent use of χριστ ς to
designate Christians anointed in baptism.

indeed, Evagrius was present in Constantinople when Gregory Nazianzen
preached his Fifth Theological Oration which makes this very point.

For Gregory Nazianzen, Christ's title (Χριστ ς) signifies the complete

presence (παρουσα) in Christ of God, 'the one who anionts'. 
59 

59 'He is "Christ" (anointed) because of [his] divinity: for this is the anointing of the 
humanity which [anointing] sanctifies not through [its] action, as with the other 
anointed ones; but rather through the complete presence of the one who anoints'

, 
Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 30 (4. Theol.), SC 250, p. 272.

In this scholion Evagrius similarly explains that the title Χριστ ς signifies that
Christ 'partakes of the Father'  . He employs the verb

µετ χω, 'to partake in, share' or even 'to have communion' in something, 
60 

60 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 864.

to define Christ's anointing just as he used 'knowledge of the Monad' to
define 'anointing' in scholion 7 on Psalm 44: 8 above. In this scholion the
title Χριστ ς signifies Christ's relationship of communion with the Father. In
an analogous way, but at a significantly lower spiritual level, 'those who
partake of Christ'  are 'kindly folk' (χρηστο). Evagrius is 
able to establish a link between these two analogous but distinct forms of 
communion through his concluding definition of Christ as 'the Lord who, with 
God the Word, has dwelt [among us]'. By employing this definition Evagrius 
is able to draw attention to both Christ's mediation of communion with the 
Father (his dwelling [among us]) and his role as the unique manifestation of 
God the Word.

6.1.3. Scholion 4 on Psalm 88: 7(2)

A third scholion in which Evagrius distinguishes between Christ and created 

beings was not available to Guillaumont: 
61 

61 The first sentence of this scholion is in Pitra, 88: 9(2), vol. iii, p. 160: however 
Pitra's version lacks the second sentence which contains Evagrius' definition of 
Christ, and which is found only in Vaticanus Graecus 754.

end p.163
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62 

62 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 88: 7(2) (cf. ed. Pitra, 88: 9, vol. iii, p. 
160), MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 219v. This page of the MS is reproduced 
in Appendix 2 for comparison with fo. 123v and fo. 258v, containing scholia 7 
on Psalm 44: 8(2-3) and 10 on Psalm 104: 15.

V. 7. And who will be like the Lord among the sons of God?
4. No reasoning nature is like the Christ: for while [reasoning nature] 
knows the contemplation of things which have come to be, he [the 
Christ] also understands the very one who created all things. For I call 
'Christ' the Lord who, with [the] divine Word has dwelt [among us].

Here Evagrius distinguishes between the gnosis which may be attained by 
'reasoning nature' and that πιστ µη which is Christ's alone. The logikoi are 

part of creation and they are able to know God indirectly through the 
contemplation of creation. Evagrius' statement that the logikoi 'know the 
contemplation of things which have come to be' is another way of saying that 
they know the contemplation of themselves and the world of which they are 
part. Christ, in contrast, understands not only creation but also 'the very one 
who created all things'. This phrase can be interpreted in two ways. The 
theme of Christ the creator recurs throughout the Scholia on Psalms: 
Evagrius calls Christ  δηµιουργ ς in scholia 2 on Psalm 89: 4 and 4 on 

Psalm 135: 23, and  κτζων in scholion 3 on Psalm 44: 4(1). 
63 

63 Christ's role in creation is implied in numerous scholia, including the following: 1 
on Psalm 95: 4(2); 14 on Psalm 102: 19; 4 on Psalm 113: 10(2); 40 on Psalm 118: 
91; 3 on Psalm 138: 7; 8 on Psalm 138: 16(2); and 5 on Psalm 143: 7(2-3).

The concept of Christ's unique πιστ µη may therefore refer to his

'understanding' of both creation and its creator; that is, himself. A second
possible interpretation is that Evagrius intends τ  π ντα ποι σαντα as a

reference to God the Father, who is often described as ποιητ ς, 'maker', in

creedal formulae with which Evagrius was probably familiar. 
64 

64 Tanner, Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, vol. i, 'The Profession of Faith of the 
318 Fathers [of Nicea]', p. 5: 'We believe in one God the Father all-powerful, maker 
of all things both seen and unseen'. Also of interest is 'The Exposition of the 150 
Fathers' which was later attributed to the First Council of Constantinople, in which 
Evagrius took part. Although the final form of this creed may date from well after 
Evagrius' time, it is based on the Creed of Nicea and contains ancient elements 
(Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, p. 22). Here, too, the Father is 'maker of heaven and earth', 
Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, p. 24.

According to this interpretation Christ is unlike 'reasoning nature' in that he
'understands' both creation and the Father.

end p.164
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6.1.4. Scholion 2 on Psalm 118: 3

  
65 

65 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 118: 3 (cf. PG 12.1588).

V.3. For those who work lawlessness have not walked in His ways
2. If those who work lawlessness are not those who walk in the ways
of God, it follows that those who work justice are those who will walk 
in the ways of the Lord. Therefore the ways of the Lord are the 
contemplations of beings, 'in which we shall walk, accomplishing 
justice' (cf. Ps. 14: 2). But if our justice is the Christ, 'for he has 
become our wisdom from God, our justice and sanctification and 
redemption' (1 Cor. 1: 30), Solomon says well in Proverbs that 
wisdom is the 'beginning of the ways' (Prov. 8: 22) of the Lord—which
[wisdom] is the Christ. And I call 'Christ' the Lord who, with the divine
word, has dwelt [among us].

This scholion illustrates Evagrius' love of syllogism and progressive 
definition; however, his introduction of what at first seem to be extraneous 
citations from 1 Corinthians and Proverbs make the thread of his logic 
somewhat difficult to follow. The underlying schema of his exposition 
becomes clearer when it is noted that he repeats and interweaves three 
concepts throughout this scholion: first, 'justice', a virtue which for Evagrius 

can stand for all the virtues; 
66 

66 Evagrius alludes in scholion 2 on Psalm 118: 3 to Psalm 14: 2: 'He who walks 
blamelessly and works righteousness'. In scholion 2 on Psalm 2(1) Evagrius notes 
that 'insofar as one works justice, so he also [works] temperance and courage and 
love, and the remaining virtues' ( σπερ ργ ζεται τις δικαιοσ νην, ο τω και σω ροσ

νην κα  νδρεαν κα  γ πην κα  τ ςλοιπ ς ρετ ς) (cf. PG 12.1208).

second, 'the contemplation of beings'; and third, 'wisdom', which is both a
title of Christ and a virtue which Evagrius elsewhere defines as 

'contemplation of the logoi of corporeal and incorporeal beings'. 
67 

67 Evagrius, Praktikos 89; Gnostikos 44.

These three concepts represent spiritual ascent from the virtues of the
praktiké into two successive levels of theoria physiké.

Evagrius begins by employing the concept of justice to distinguish between 
those who do and those who do not walk in the ways of the Lord. He then 
invokes 1 Corinthians 1:30 to equate justice 

end p.165
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and wisdom (as well as other qualities) with Christ. He next cites Proverbs 
8:22 where wisdom is described as the beginning of the ways of the Lord. He 
concludes that since Christ is wisdom, Christ is therefore also the beginning 
of the Lord's ways. Thus through a rather tortuous series of definitions 
Evagrius equates Christ with both the starting-point of the spiritual journey 
in the praktiké (justice) and its mid-point in the physiké (the contemplation 
of beings). To complete this thought it only remains to link Christ with 
theologia, which Evagrius accomplishes in his concluding definition: Christ 
comes 'with the divine Word', the Second Person of the Trinity and the object 
of theologia.

6.1.5. Scholion 5 on Psalm 131: 7

The fifth and final scholion which contains Evagrius' controversial definition of 
Christ is intelligible only if it is considered in context. It is part of a cluster of 
five consecutive, interrelated scholia on Psalm 131 in which definitions are 
foreshadowed in one scholion, presented in another, and developed in a 
third. Scholia 2-6 on Psalm 131: explore and allegorically interpret the 
central theme of Psalm 131; the discovery of the ark of the covenant in 
Ephratha and its transfer to 'the place of the Lord' in Jerusalem, where it was 
venerated and regarded as a source of blessing. In scholion 2 Evagrius 
defines 'the place of the Lord' as 'the pure nous'. In scholion 3 he introduces 
the theme of Jesus' humanity by identifying Ephratha with the Virgin Mary, 

whom he again mentions in scholion 9. 
68 

68 Evagrius mentions the Virgin Mary by way of drawing attention to Christ's 
humanity in only five places in the Scholia on Psalms: twice in this psalm (scholia 3 
and 9 on Psalm 131), and in scholia 4 and 9 on Psalm 21, and 15 on Psalm 67: 
24(1).

In scholion 4 he identifies Christ with wisdom. It is against this background
that his controversial definition of Christ appears in scholion 5:
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69 

69 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 131: 7 (cf. ed. Pitra, 131: 7, vol. iii, p. 330).

end p.166

V. 7. Let us worship in the place where his feet stood
5. We worship the flesh of the Savior not because of its nature, but 
because the Christ is in it: and just as the flesh may be worshipped 
because of the Christ, so the Christ [may be worshipped] because of 
God the Word within him. By 'Christ' I here mean the reasoning and 
holy soul who with God the Word dwelt in the life of men: for flesh 
alone cannot naturally receive God, because our God is wisdom. Now 
it is in a good heart that Solomon says wisdom will rest (cf. Prov. 13: 
43): and while nothing of what is constituted by the four elements is 
able to receive knowledge, what is known to us is God.

Evagrius' definition of Christ as one who comes 'with the Word of God'
necessarily draws attention to the question of Christ's divine nature. In this
scholion, however, Evagrius repeatedly emphasizes the humanity of Christ
through such images as the flesh of Christ, Christ's soul, and the four
elements. In the first sentence of the scholion Evagrius explains why it is
legitimate to venerate the flesh of the savior. He raises this question in
response to the first word of Psalm 131: 7, the verb προσκυν ω, 'to worship'
or 'to prostrate'. However, Evagrius' concern with worship of 'the savior's
flesh' makes sense only in light of his earlier allusion to Christ's human
origins through his definition in scholion 3 of Mary as 'Ephratha', the place
where the ark was found. As he will go on to explain in scholion 6, he
regards the ark of the covenant as a symbol of Christ's flesh and an
invitation to meditate on the mystery of God's presence in material

things. 
70 

70 'Now the flesh is the ark of the Christ, while the ark of God is the Christ, since 
"God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself" (2 Cor. 5: 19)'

, 
Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 131: 8 (cf. ed. Pitra, 131: 8, vol. iii, p. 330).

Evagrius does not explain whether 'worship of the saviour's flesh' refers to 
ritual liturgical gestures (perhaps prostrations at the eucharistic celebration), 
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or interior acts of devotion directed towards the humanity of Christ. 
71 

71 For Evagrius 'the flesh and blood of Christ' can signify the whole of Christ's earthly 
life: 'for, he named "his flesh and blood" his whole mystical dwelling [among us]'

. Evagrius, Epistula fidei
4.23-4, ed. Courtonne, p. 28.

Whatever the source of his concern, Evagrius explains that adoration offered
to the saviour's flesh reaches beyond 'nature' to the Christ 'within it' 
. He goes on to explain that Christ deserves worship 'because of the Word of 
God within him'  , a point he will re-emphasize
very 

end p.167

shortly in scholion 6 by citing St Paul's christological formula in 2 

Corinthinans 5: 19: 'God was in Christ'   
72 

72 Cited above, n. 70.

At this point in his exposition Evagrius has established a three-fold distinction 
between Christ's flesh, 'Christ', and the Word of God. This distinction is 
intended primarily as a rationale for the veneration of God through material 
things: as a christological definition, however, it is open to an Apollinarian 

interpretation, 
73 

73 It could be interpreted in an Apollinarian sense as implying that Christ may be 
sufficiently described as the union of human flesh and the Word of God, without any 
reference to Christ's human soul. There is some suggestion that Evagrius was 
sensitive to the charge of Apollinarianism. In Palladius' story of Evagrius' temptation 
and examination by three demons desguised as clerics, his last opponent is an 
Apollinarian (Lausiac History 38.11, ed. Bartelink, p. 200). Additionally, the only use 
of the word 'heretic' in Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms is directed against the 
Apollinarians: 'The heretics are those speaking evil against the soul of Christ, 
denying it'

, 
scholion 15 on Psalm 108: 20 (cf. ed. Pitra, 108: 19(1), vol. iii, pp. 224-5).

and it is understandable that Evagrius immediately expands upon it by
introducing a significantly modified form of his favourite definition. Here he 
does not call Christ 'the lord', as in the other four scholia, but 'the holy and 

reasoning soul'. 
74 

74 To some extent this counters Apollinarius' contention that the divine logos
replaced some part of Christ's psychic apparatus. However, in the Coptic version of 
the Lausiac History and the associated Greek fragments, Evagrius' debate with the 
Apollinarian demon centres on the nous, rather than the soul of Christ (ed. Butler, 
Lausiac History, pp. 132-5).

This designation of Christ as a soul rather than a nous particularly 
emphasizes Christ's possession of a material body and thereby his humanity, 
since in Evagrius' metaphysics the soul exists only in relation to the material 
world as an intermediary between body and nous.

Evagrius further modifies his definition by adding what is otherwise only 
implicit in the verb πιδηµ ω, with its suggestion that Christ dwells 'among his
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own' or 'among us'. 
75 

75 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 521.

Here he explicitly states that Christ dwelt 'in the life of men'. This
emphasizes the material world into which Christ comes, and it lends 
Evagrius' definition a more personal element by explicitly linking it to the 
world of the reader. This personal element is also discernible in Evagrius' use 
in the first and last sentences of grammatical forms which include the 
reader: 'We adore the flesh of Christ', and, 'What is known to us is God'.

Evagrius now raises the question how material beings, 'compounded of the 
four elements', can be fit receptacles for the immaterial knowledge of God. 
He presents his question as a paradox: on the one hand flesh 'cannot 
naturally receive God'; yet God is 

end p.168

known to 'rest' in 'a good heart' as wisdom, and as wisdom he is thus 'known 
to us'. The solution to this paradox also explains why Evagrius positions his 
christological definition at the middle rather than the end of the scholion, as 
in the other four scholia which contain it. The 'good heart' in which wisdom 
rests is Christ 'our God'. Evagrius' definition thus serves a dual purpose in 
this scholion: it explains why the veneration of something created is 
permissible and it also explains why Christians worship Christ. Christ is 
worshiped not only 'because of God the Word within him'; but also because 
he is the mediator between God and creation. Since Christ has come 'into the 
world of men', we who 'are compounded of the four elements' are made 
capable of receiving Christ 'who is wisdom', and through him the knowledge 
of God.

The five scholia which contain Evagrius' controversial definition of Christ all 
have in common that they simultaneously highlight both the uniqueness of 
Christ and his role as mediator. Christ alone comes 'with the Word of God': 
he 'partakes of the Father' (scholion 10 on Psalm 104); he has 'knowledge of 
the Monad' (scholion 7 on Psalm 44); he 'understands the whole of creation' 
(scholion 4 on Psalm 88); he is identifiable with each level of spiritual 
progress (scholion 2 on Psalm 118); and his is the 'good heart' in which 
'wisdom rests' (scholion 5 on Psalm 131). Yet each of these unique qualities 
is also a source of mediation: through the universe Christ has created we are 
'provided with the contemplation of creatures' (scholion 7 on Psalm 44); we 
'know the contemplation of beings' (scholion 4 on Psalm 88); by partaking of 
Christ we become 'kindly folk' (scholion 10 on Psalm 104); through Christ 
who is 'justice' and 'wisdom' (praktiké and physiké) we make spiritual 
progress (scholion 2 on Psalm 118); and through 'the flesh of Christ' 
material beings have access to the immaterial God (scholion 5 on Psalm
131).

Before concluding this discussion of Evagrius' Christology it will be helpful to 
consider one final scholion on Psalms which helps to provide a context for 
Evagrius' teaching on prayer:
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76 

76 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 22: 5, cf. PG 12.1261-4.

end p.169

V. 5(1). You have prepared before me a table in the presence of those 
who afflict me
4. At first as a shepherd Christ shepherds the sheep; but now 
henceforth as a friend he calls [his] friends to the table. 'For I no 
longer call you servants', says the saviour, 'but friends' (John 15: 4). 
For fear of God produces a servant, while knowledge of mysteries 
[produces] a friend.

The movement from praktiké to gnostiké, from 'fear of God' to 'knowledge of 
mysteries', is here presented as ascent from the status of servant or slave to 
that of friend. Christ's gift of knowledge is depicted as an ennobling invitation 
to share with a new-found friend at table. Evagrius undoubtedly intends his 
reader to interpret the 'knowledge of mysteries' shared at the 'table' of 
Christ as essential knowledge, that gnosis of the Father which Christ alone 
can share with others, and which is the subject of the christological scholia 

on Psalms 44 and 104 discussed above. 
77 

77 Although Evagrius' juxtaposition of the terms 'mysteries' and 'friends at table' 
raises the question of a eucharistic interpretation of this scholion, it does not appear 
that Evagrius is concerned in this text with sacramental theology.

This image of servants elevated by essential knowledge to the status of 
friendship and table fellowship with Christ suggests a possible explanation of 
one feature of Evagrius' texts on prayer which some commentators have 
regarded with suspicion: namely, the relative paucity of direct references to 
Christ in Evagrius' texts on prayer. In De oratione Christ is unambiguously 

mentioned by name or title only three times. 
78 

78 The title 'Christ' appears in De oratione Introduction and ch. 115; the title 'Son of 
God' is used once in ch. 59. Evagrius' uses of the title 'Lord' in De oratione are much 
more ambiguous than in the Scholia on Psalms, where this title generally refers to 
Christ. In De oratione the majority, if not all of these appear to refer to 'the Lord of 
Hosts'; that is, the Father.

On closer examination, however, it becomes apparent that Christ is in no
sense neglected in this treatise: on the contrary, Evagrius cites Christ's 

words on prayer from the gospels fourteen times in De oratione. 
79 

79 Evagrius, De oratione 17, 21, 30, 31, 33, 39, 59 (twice), 88, 102, 113, 147, 151 
(twice).
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One who attains that 'pure prayer' which Evagrius recommends in De 
oratione enjoys a state analogous to the 'friend' depicted in this scholion. 
Christ is not as it were 'in front of' or 'above' the one who prays: the imagery 
of this scholion suggests that Christ 'sits beside' the gnostikos who 
understands mysteries, sharing 'as with a friend' his knowledge of the 
Father. For the one who 'prays purely' it is not so much a question of calling 
Christ by name or invoking him by title: rather, the friend who 'sits with 
Christ at table' has carefully attended to Christ's teaching on prayer and now 
imitates his example. Whereas in the Scholia on Psalms and in the practice 
of psalmody Evagrius emphasizes the 

end p.170
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perception of Christ in the 'richly diverse wisdom' of salvation history and 
creation, in De oratione and during the interval for prayer which follows each 
psalm Evagrius encourages the laying aside of images and words in order to 
enjoy that 'immaterial and uniform' wisdom which is Christ's gift of 
knowledge of the Father.

The six scholia discussed in this chapter give some indication of the variety 
of ways in which Evagrius invites the reader of the Scholia on Psalms to 
perceive Christ within the psalter. This perception makes possible another 
level of contemplative interpretation of the psalms, which will now be 
considered. Having perceived Christ in the psalter it becomes possible to 
discern in the saving and sanctifying acts of Christ the logoi, the deeper 
purposes of God, and in particular the logoi of judgement and providence.

6.2 The Logoi of Judgement and Providence

The rich tapestry of salvation history recounted in the psalter provides 
Evagrius' gnostikos with glimpses of the complex process God employs to 
draw the logikoi back into union with himself. In his exegetical writings 
Evagrius repeatedly emphasizes that the perception of this deeper level of 
salvation history requires attention to two particular logoi, judgement and 
providence. In his explication of Psalm 138 Evagrius invites the reader of the 
Book of Psalms to regard the whole of creation as a 'book' which can be 
contemplated or 'read' by means of the logoi found in the scriptures:

 80 
80 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 16 (cf. PG 12.1662).

V. 16. And in your book all shall be written.
8. The book of God is the contemplation of bodies and incorporeal 
[beings] in which a pur[ified] nous comes to be written through 
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knowledge. For in this book are written the logoi of providence and 
judgement,

end p.171

through which book God is known as creator, wise, provident, and 
judging: creator through the things that have come from non-being 
into being; wise through his concealed logoi; provident through those 
contributing to our virtue and knowledge; and furthermore judge, 
through the variety of bodies of the reasoning beings, and through the 
multiform worlds and the [beings] who comprise those ages.

In this scholion Evagrius condenses the whole of theoria physiké, 'the 
contemplation of bodies and incorporeal [beings]', into a succinct formula: 
'the logoi of providence and judgement'. This formula is unique to Evagrius, 
so much so that its occurrence in a text has been regarded by some scholars 

as a reliable indicator of Evagrian authorship. 
81 

81 Balthasar, 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', p. 104. Although this phrase is unique to 
Evagrius, the concepts which it conveys are also found in Origen. Of particular 
interest in the association of judgement and providence is Origen's description of the 
diversity of celestial, terrestrial, and infernal orders (which Evagrius particularly 
associates with the logoi of judgement) in De principiis 2.11.5 lines 163-76. Origen 
continues with a description of 'the judgement of divine providence' (lines 176-85). 
This text is discussed in greater detail in below, n. 101.

In this scholion the logoi of providence and judgement include the divine 
appellations of 'creator', 'wise', 'provident', and 'judge', titles which Evagrius 
explicitly assigns to Christ throughout the Scholia on Psalms. 'Providence' is 
here defined as what God does to help the logikoi attain the goals of the 
praktiké and the theoretiké, namely 'our virtue and knowledge'. God's role as 
judge is here associated with the pluriformity of 'bodies [. . . ] ages, and
worlds'. As has been described in sections 6.1 and 6.2 above, the 
pluriformity of creation is a characteristic which Evagrius particularly 
associates with Christ. The logoi of providence and judgement thus reflect 
Evagrius' overall christological emphasis in the psalter.

As with every other aspect of spiritual advancement, the perception of these 
inner meanings presupposes God's grace; ascetical effort and contemplative 
skill do not suffice, unaided, to apprehend them. In his exegesis of Psalm 
100 Evagrius explains that perception of the logoi of providence and 
judgement can only be attained with God's assistance:

 82 

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



3 of 6

82 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 100: 2(1) (cf. ed. Pitra, 100: 2(2), vol. iii, p. 
191).

end p.172

V.2. I will sing [a psalm] and I will understand in blameless ways. 
When will you come to me?
2. The one saying to God, When will you come to me, recounts how 
and in what way he prepared to receive him. But take note of this: 
that apart from God it is impossible to comprehend the logos of 
providence and judgement; and therefore the one who wishes to 
grasp this logos cries to God for assistance, having declared himself 
blessed as for one thing alone.

Here juxtaposition of the verbs 'I will sing'  and 'I will understand'
(συν σω) suggests to Evagrius the effort to comprehend  the logoi of

providence and judgement in the text of the psalm. He warns that this is
impossible without God's assistance (βο θεια).

In order to properly interpret Evagrius' references to the logoi of providence 
and judgement in his Scholia on Psalms it will be helpful to consider these 
references together with explanations of these logoi which occur in his other 
writings, particularly his other exegetical works and the Kephalaia Gnostica. 
Evagrius introduces the theme of these logoi at or near the beginning of his 
Scholia on Psalms, on Proverbs, and on Ecclesiastes. In his first scholion on 
Ecclesiastes Evagrius associates the logoi of providence and judgement with 
'knowledge of ages and worlds' and with the person of Christ in his roles as 
creator and teacher.

 83 
83 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Ecclesiastes 1: 1, SC 397, p. 58.

I.1. The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king of Israel in 
Jerusalem.
1. The 'church' of purified souls is true knowledge of ages and worlds 
and of the judgement and providence [manifest with] in them. The 
Preacher is Christ, the progenitor of this knowledge: or the Preacher is 
the one purifying souls through ethical contemplations and leading 
them to natural contemplation.

For 'the pure' who constitute the Church, judgement and providence are 
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perceptible in 'the knowledge of ages and worlds', which knowledge comes 
from Christ the creator. It is of interest that Evagrius here introduces the 
logoi of providence and judgement despite the fact that neither term is used 
in the first verses of 

end p.173

Ecclesiastes. That he does the same in his second scholion on Proverbs 
where these terms are likewise absent suggests that Evagrius regards these 
two logoi as essential introductory tools for those who would practise 
contemplative exegesis.

Here as in scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 16(2), cited above, 
84 

84 Pp. 171-2.

Evagrius employs the logoi of providence and judgement as a shorthand 
summary of theoria physiké, the midpoint of his model of spiritual progress. 
He does the same in the Scholia on Proverbs. After defining 'proverb' in the 
first scholion as 'a saying which by means of sensible things conveys the 

meaning of intelligible things', 
85 

85 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Proverbs 1: 1, SC 340, p. 90:

.

Evagrius lists in the second scholion five logoi which, taken together, 
comprise spiritual knowledge:

 86 
86 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Proverbs 1: 1, SC 340, p. 90.

1.1. The proverbs of Solomon, son of David, who reigned in Israel.
2. The kingdom of Israel is spiritual knowledge comprising the logoi
which concern God, incorporeal and corporeal [beings], judgement, 
and providence; or [it is knowledge] revealing the contemplations of 
ethics, physics, and theology.

This same ordering of logoi is found in the first century of the Kephalaia 

Gnostica, 
87 

87 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica 1.27, ed. Guillaumont, p. 29: 'Five are the principal 
contemplations under which all contemplation is placed. It is said that the first is 
contemplation of the adorable and holy Trinity; the second and third are the 
contemplation of incorporeal beings and of bodies; the fourth and the fifth are the 
contemplation of judgement and of providence.'

and a related, although not identical list is found in Evagrius' explication of

Psalm 72. 
88 

88 Evagrius, scholion 15 on Psalm 72: 23 (cf. ed. Pitra, 72: 23, vol. iii, p. 96): 'With 
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God is said to be: first, the one who knows the Holy Trinity; and next after him one 
who contemplates the logoi concerning the intelligible [beings]; third, then, is one 
who also sees the incorporeal beings; and then fourth is one who understands the 
contemplation of the ages; while one who has attained apatheia of his soul is justly 
to be accounted fifth'

.

This sequence of the logoi of providence and judgement in a hierarchy of 
contemplative objects suggests why these logoi are emphasized so 
frequently in Evagrius' writings. The highest object of contemplation is God; 
next comes 

end p.174

God's creation, that is the corporeal and incorporeal logikoi, including all the 
'ages and worlds' of angels, human beings and demons. But for Evagrius, the 
real significance of created things lies in the witness they provide as to the 
purpose and intentions of their creator. Thus more important than details 
concerning the ranks or ordering of the logikoi are their logoi, the inner 
purposes of God to which they attest. The logoi of providence and 
judgement, which occur last in this list, provide a means of probing beneath 
the diversity of creation so as to perceive all created things as active 
participants in the ongoing spectacle of creation, fall, and restoration.

Evagrius encourages meditation on the logoi of providence and judgement in 

his letters 89 

89 In Letter 1.2-4 Evagrius recommends Job as an example of one who meditated on 
judgement and providence (discussed by Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 331 n. 5). 
In Letter 7.1 he laments his own inability to understand these logoi fully. In Letter
6.4 he pleads: 'I beg your son [Aidesios], who is my brother, to compel his flesh 
and, as far as he is able, to subdue it through prayer and fasting and vigils [. . . ] He
should concern himself with reading the scriptures, which not only testify that 
[Christ] is the Redeemer of the world, but also that he is the creator of the ages, and 
of the judgement and providence in them' (Letter 6.4, lines 10-13; Bunge, Briefe aus 
der Wüste, p. 219).

and in the Gnostikos, where he attributes the following injunction to Didymus 

the Blind: 
90 

90 The phrase 'the logoi of providence and judgement' is not found in any of 
Didymus' extant writings. Didymus writes at least twice of the 'logos of providence' 
and he associates judgement with providence in ten texts; however, he employs 
neither the phrase 'the logoi of providence and judgement' nor 'the contemplation of 
providence and judgement'.
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 91 
91 Evagrius, Gnostikos 48, SC 356, p. 186.

48. 'Exercise yourself continuously in the logoi of providence and 
judgement', says the great gnostikos and teacher Didymus, 'and strive 
to bear in your memory their material [expressions]; for nearly all are 
brought to stumbling through this.
And you will discover the logoi of judgement in the diversity of bodies 
and worlds, and those of providence in the means by which we return 
from vice and ignorance to virtue or knowledge.'

Here, as in the scholion on Psalm 138 cited above, 
92 

92 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 10(2), cited above, pp. 171-2.

Evagrius offers very condensed definitions of the logoi of providence and 
judgement. Meditation on these logoi entails an appreciation of 

end p.175
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creation from the perspective of its origin and destiny. The variety and 
multiplicity apparent within creation, 'the diversity of bodies and worlds', 
should evoke meditation on 'judgement'. As will be described, the logos of 
judgement enables the gnostikos to perceive within the constantly changing 
pluriformity of creation both the consequences of the first 'movement' away 
from God and God's salvific response, unique for each individual. The logos
of providence is to be sought in the free choices of the logikoi and in the 

means God employs to assist the logikoi in making spiritual progress. 
93 

93 'The providence of God accompanies free will; but his judgement considers the 
order  of the logikoi.' Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.43, ed. Guillaumont, p. 
235 [the term  (taksa) is a Syriac loan-word for τ ξις: Smith, Compendious 
Syriac Dictionary, p. 173].

6.2.1 Judgement and the Variety of Bodies

In revealing the rich diversity of creation and history the Book of Psalms also 
bears witness to that series of progressive transformations which Evagrius 
calls 'judgements', through which God provides the logikoi with the bodies 
and worlds they require in order to make spiritual progress. As was 
described above, Evagrius introduces this concept somewhat artificially in the 
Scholia on Ecclesiastes and on Proverbs by emphasizing the logoi of 
providence and judgement at the beginning of these works, despite the fact 
that these terms do not appear in the texts he is explicating. In the Scholia 
on Psalms, however, he is able to do this more naturally, since the word 
'judgement' appears in the first psalm:

 94 
94 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 1: 5(1) (cf. PG 12.1097-1100).

V. 5(1). Therefore the ungodly shall not rise in judgement,
8. Judgement is for the just the passage from a body for asceticism to 
angelic things: but for the ungodly it is the change from a body for 
asceticism to darkened and gloomy bodies. For the ungodly will not be 
raised in the first judgement, but rather in the second.
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Here 'judgement' does not necessarily mean punishment or disaster: rather,
it is a 'change' (µετ θεσις) and a 'passage' (µετ βασις) from one kind of body
to another. In the Scholia on Proverbs Evagrius 

end p.176

makes this point even more forcibly by distinguishing vindictive punishment
(τιµωρα) from judgement (κρσις):

 95 
95 Evagrius, scholion 275 on Proverbs 24: 22, SC 340, p. 370.

[. . . ] Punishment is one thing and judgement is another. Punishment
is deprivation of [both] apatheia and the knowledge of God together 
with physical pain; while judgement is the creation of an age which 
distributes to each of the reasoning beings a body corresponding to its 
state.

Here, as in scholion 8 on Psalm 1, judgement is an act of creation (γ νεσις),
'according to the state of each', of the bodies and worlds which the logikoi
inhabit. Nevertheless, Evagrius' comments on the first psalm make it clear 
that although 'judgement' does not necessarily describe punishment or 
retribution, meditation on the logos of judgement will necessarily have a 
sobering effect on the contemplative, since the body and world most suited 
to the next stage of spiritual development may be either 'angelic' or 
'darkened and gloomy'.

If this understanding of 'judgement' is regarded as a legal metaphor, then it 
more closely resembles the language of civil than criminal law. However, it is 
possible that Evagrius is here employing terminology which is not properly 
legal at all. As was noted above in Chapter 4.1, Evagrius often makes more
extensive use of therapeutic analogies than forensic ones to explain his
model of spiritual progress; and it is possible that his use of the term κρσις,
'judgement', reflects the ancient medical understanding of this term, rather
than its legal use. For Evagrius Christ is more accurately portrayed as the
divine physician who desires the soul's healing than a dread lord who

threatens coercive punishment. As has been described, 
96 

96 Chapter 4.1, esp. n. 19.

the term κρσις was used in classical medicine to describe a 'critical period'
which precedes or accompanies a significant turning-point in an illness. The
κρσις heralds a change leading to either improvement or deterioration in the
patient's condition. Evagrius similarly employs the term κρσις to describe a
fundamental transformation which facilitates movement either upwards
towards virtue and knowledge or downwards into vice and ignorance.

These texts illustrate why Evagrius particularly associates the logos of 
judgement with the diversity of creation. Only the nous, the 
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end p.177

image of God and the core of personal identity, persists throughout
successive judgements: everything else compounded of the four
elements—body, emotions, aptitudes, and the world in which these gifts are
exercised—reflects the most recent judgement received by each reasoning
being. For Evagrius' gnostikos the contemplation of the logos of judgement is 
thus equivalent to contemplation of the diversity of creation. The 'richly 
variegated' diversity of creation is a reflection of the dynamic relation 
between God and creation: the body and environment of every logikos, 
whether in heaven, on earth, or in hell, bears witness to Christ's power to 
create and transform, and it reflects as well a divine judgement which has 
provided each reasoning being with the resources (or limitations) it requires 
in order to move closer to God.

The complexity of the logos of judgement in Evagrius' thought is most clearly 
expressed in the Kephalaia Gnostica. In this work Evagrius uses the term 
'judgement' to describe three distinct but related events. First, 'judgement' 
may refer to God's original, providential creation of the material universe in 
response to the kinesis or fall of the logikoi. Second, 'judgement' may 
describe a series of transformations at which each logikos receives a new 
body and environment suited to its changed spiritual state. Finally, 
'judgement' may designate that final, complete transformation which will 
restore all things to union with God. An example of the first use, judgement 
understood as the creation of the material world, is the following description 
of the divine epinoia or titles:

  
97 

97 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.20, ed. Guillaumont, p. 225.

VI.20. Before the movement, God was good, powerful, sage, creator 
of the incorporeals, father of the logikoi and omnipotent; after the 
movement, he has become creator of bodies, judge, governor, 
physician [. . . ]

Here Evagrius distinguishes between titles which are proper to God in his 
role as 'creator of the incorporeals' and those which pertain to his role as 
'creator of bodies', such as 'judge' and 'physician'. It is only in regard to the 
secondary creation of the material universe, not in regard to the original 
creation of the logikoi, that 

end p.178

God is called 'judge'; thus the creation of bodies is the first act of divine 
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judgement. The relationship between this first judgement and those 
subsequent periodic transformations of bodies and worlds which Evagrius 
also calls 'judgements' is described in a later chapter of the same book:

  
98 

98 Ibid., VI.75, p. 249.

VI.75. The first knowledge that is in the logikoi is that of the Blessed 
Trinity; then there took place the movement of freedom, the beneficial 
providence and the non-abandonment, and then the judgement, and 
again the movement of freedom, providence, the judgement, and that 
up to the Blessed Trinity. Thus a judgement is interposed between the 
movement of freedom and the providence of God.

Here judgement and providence comprise God's answer to the kinesis or fall 
from 'first knowledge' of the logikoi. God responds to the misuse of free will 
by an act of judgement which consists of the creation of the material 
universe. In this new material world free choice is again possible for the 
logikoi; and there then follows that cascading cycle of free will, providence, 
and judgement which comprises time and history. The interweaving of the 
terms 'providence' and 'judgement' in this text illustrates the close 
interrelationship between Evagrius' cosmology and his soteriology: the ages 
and worlds of the logikoi are the result of divine judgements, and they exist 
solely to facilitate the reunion of the logikoi with God. Although one can 
describe the interaction between God and his creatures sequentially, defining 
separate events or movements as Evagrius does here, the distinction 
between these events is somewhat artificial. Judgement and providence, as 
Evagrius uses the terms, are two aspects of divine grace, the former 
providing periodic transformations and the latter offering ongoing assistance 
in the movement towards reunion with God. By inviting the gnostikos to 
'meditate frequently' on these logoi Evagrius encourages the Christian 
contemplative to regard the whole history of creation from the perspective of 
divine 

end p.179

union. Everything should remind the gnostikos of the consequences of past 
and future choices (judgement) and of the potentially beneficial nature of all 
relationships between reasoning beings (providence).

While Evagrius' first and second uses of the term 'judgement' are not always 
easy in practice to distinguish from each other, his description of the final 
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judgement is quite distinctive. The creation of the material world(s) and the 
subsequent cycle of successive changes, both of which Evagrius calls 
'judgement', have in common that they make use of matter, either by 
creating or by transforming it. The last judgement, in contrast, is restoration 
of all fallen noes to their naked, incorporeal state of union with God. In 
Evagrius' theology this final judgement is not so much a transformation as it 
is an annihilation of the material world:

  
99 

99 Ibid., II.77, p. 91. So also III.66: 'Just as the first trumpet has made
known the genesis of bodies, so in the same way will "the last trumpet"
make known the destruction (or "corruption"— ) of bodies .'

11.77. [In] the last judgement it is not the transformation of bodies 
that will be made manifest: rather, it will make known their 
destruction.

Evagrius considers the hierarchical orders of the logikoi to be a particularly 
fruitful object of meditation for those who wish to understand the logos of 
judgement. Throughout his Scholia on Psalms Evagrius interprets words and 
phrases which recur in the psalter as allegorical symbols of the celestial, 
terrestrial, and infernal orders. In scholion 5 On Psalm 118: 7 the verse 'the 
judgements of your justice' permits Evagrius to present to his readers an 
extensive list of themes and images which reveal the varied ranks of 
reasoning beings and thus comprise the logos of judgement:

 100 
100 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 118: 7 (cf. ed. Pitra, 118: 7, vol. iii, pp. 
254-5).

end p.180
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V. 7. I will give you thanks, O Lord, in uprightness of heart, when I 
have learned the judgements of your justice.
5. He glorifies God in uprightness of heart—the one who has learned
from the Lord the logoi concerning judgement: why it is that 'the 
heaven of heavens belong to the Lord, while the earth he has given to 
the sons of men' (Ps. 113: 16); and what the logos is of the 
subterranean demons and why they have not become human beings; 
what the origin is of Hades; and what Paradise is; and what 'the 
Jerusalem above' is (Gal. 4: 26); and [what] its Zion is, from which 
the Christ is said to come, for it says, 'there shall come from Zion the 
Deliverer, and he will turn back impiety from Jacob' (Isa. 59: 20); and 
what the logos is of Israel's falling away and of the gentiles' 
substitution [for Israel]; the reason why we men have not all been 
called from the beginning, having received the law of Moses; why we 
have become the heritage of the angels, while Israel is 'the portion 
instructed by the Lord', and 'the allotment of his inheritance' (Leut. 
32: 9); how the inheritance of the angels had believed; and how, in 
contrast, 'the portion of the Lord' (Deut. 32: 9) disbelieved; and the 
reason David says, 'Your judgements are a great abyss' (Ps. 35: 7); 
and [why] Paul says, 'O the depth of the riches [and] wisdom and 
knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judgements and how 
inscrutable his ways!' (Rom. 11: 33).

This unusually long scholion consists of a chain of biblical citations and 
paraphrases which probably reflect Origen's discussion of 'rational natures'

 in De principiis 1.5. 
101 

101 In De principiis 1.5.1, lines 18-19, Origen cites St. Paul's list of 'thrones, 
dominions, principalities, and powers'; in 1.5.2, lines 42-61, he implies that Paul's 
reference to 'terrestrial and infernal' beings refers to certain classes of demons; in 
lines 67-9 he cites Deut. 32: 8-9 on Jacob as the Lord's portion (pars domini), Israel 
as the Lord's [measuring] line (funiculus hereditatis eius), and other nations as the 
'portion of the angels' (pars autem angelorum dicuntur ceterae nationes). This latter 
phrase, the 'portion' or 'inheritance' of the angels is of particular interest since it 
appears to be unique to Origen, and Evagrius uses it in two different forms in this 
scholion: . This phrase is not found in the 
scriptures: Origen derives it from the division of nations 'according to the number of 
the angels of God' (Deut. 32: 9). Shorter chains of texts which probably also derive 
from De principiis 1.5 are found in Evagrius' Letter 57.4 and in scholion 2 on Psalm
134: 6.

Evagrius frames his series of texts and allusions as riddles which

end p.181
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invite allegorical explanation. Although this scholion thus takes the form of 
unanswered questions, its underlying heuristic goal is clear: through 
sequentially pondering the answers to Evagrius' questions the reader is 
expected to mentally descend and ascend the hierarchical ranks of creation, 
reflecting as he does so on the origin and purpose of creation. Evagrius 
begins by mentioning in order heaven, earth, and the subterranean depths, 
the respective dwelling places of angels, men, and demons. He then he 
re-ascends from hell to paradise and invites the reader to ponder an 
allegorical distinction between the heavenly Jerusalem and 'its Zion'. He goes 
on to suggest that some of the titles and promises associated with Israel in 
the Old Testament are allegories of the angelic state, while Israel's infidelity 
is a symbol of our lesser human status and a reminder of our need for 
angelic guidance. Thus Evagrius encourages his reader to contemplatively 
ascend and descend the ranks of the logikoi, meditating on the logoi or 
reasons for the diverse fates of the different orders.

Solutions to most of the riddles proposed here are found scattered 
throughout the Scholia on Psalms. 'Zion' may either symbolize God the 

Father 
102 

102 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 13: 7 (cf. PG 12.1205): 'Here Zion is a symbol of 

the Father' .

as seems to be the case in this scholion, or it may represent the nous, 
103 

103 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 147: 2(1) (cf. PG 12.1677): 'Zion signifies the 

nous'
.

that is, reasoning nature in the most exalted state of contemplating heavenly

things. 
104 

104 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 110: 14 (= ed. Pitra, 101: 14, vol. iii, pp. 194-5): 
'Here "Zion" means the reasoning nature naturally disposed to behold the things of 
heaven'.

'Jerusalem' often stands for the soul, as contrasted with the nous. 
105 

105 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 147: 2(1) (cf. PG 12.1677): 'Jerusalem signifies
the soul' (Ἱερουσαλ µ τ ν ψυχ ν σηµανει). Similarly, in Scholion 6 on Psalm 50: 20 

(= ed. Pitra, 50: 20(3-5), vol. iii, pp. 52-3), 'the walls of Jerusalem signify the soul's 
apatheia'.

More details concerning the 'heaven of heavens' and the 'subterranean
demons' are provided in scholion 2 on Psalm 134:
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 106 
106 Evagrius, scholion 2 on Psalm 134: 6 (cf. PG 12.1653 and ed. Pitra, 134: 
5-6(3), vol. iii, pp. 333-4).

end p.182

6. all that the Lord willed he did in Heaven, and on earth, and in the 
sea, and in the depths.
2. Just as Heaven is a dwelling for the holy powers, so is the earth for 
human beings. For [Scripture] says, 'The heaven of heavens belong to 
the Lord, but the earth He has given to human beings' (Ps. 113: 16). 
And just as in the figuratively interpreted 'seas' dwell the demons 
which oppose us, within which 'the dragon, too, was made to play in 
them' (Ps. 103: 26), so also in the allegorically interpreted depths
there are the subterranean demons, to which the terrestrial demons 
pleaded in the gospels that the Christ would not send them (cf. Matt. 
8: 31). The more accurate knowledge of their worlds and their various 
bodies is stored up in the logoi concerning judgement.

In this text the 'heaven of heavens' describes the dwelling place of the 

heavenly powers, 
107 

107 'Heaven' may also allegorically describe the fact that the logikoi bear Christ 
within themselves: 'the noetic heaven is the reasoning nature which carries within 
itself the sun of justice'

, Evagrius, 
scholion 3 on Psalm 148: 4(1) (= PG 12.1680).

whose ranks and distinctions are detailed in other scholia; 
108 

108 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 148: 4(2), (cf. PG 12.1680 and ed. Pitra, 148: 4, 
vol. iii, pp. 360-1): 'And all of these waters [above the heavens] signify the holy and 
reasoning ranks dwelling in various worlds, which the holy apostle had indicated with 
other names calling [them] thrones, dominions, principalities, and authorities (Col. 
1: 16)'.

whereas the earth is the dwelling of 'the sons of men'. The subterranean
demons which are described here in greater detail than in scholion 5 On 
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Psalm 118 recur in other scholia: their dwelling place is often figuratively 

called 'the depths', 
109 

109 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 70: 20 (= PG 12.1521): 'Here the depths
designate the place of the subterranean demons; but there are some who call the 
demons themselves depths on account of the boundlessness of their wickedness'.

although the demons may themselves be called by that term; 
110 

110 Evagrius, scholion 13 on Psalm 76: 17(3) (= PG 12.1540): 'The depths indicate 
the subterranean powers which were terrified at the arrival of the Christ'. Evagrius 
also mentions the subterranean demons in the following scholia: 1 on Psalm 55: 
3(1); 5 on Psalm 62: 11; 10 on Psalm 68: 16(3); and 8 on Psalm 103: 9.

and they are frightening even to the terrestrial demons from which, as

end p.183

this text makes clear, they are to be distinguished. 
111 

111 Evagrius' allusion to Matt. 8: 31 implies that the terrestrial demons preferred to
be sent into the Gaderene swine, rather than being sent to the subterranean
demons. Origen writes similarly of demons delivered over to other 'opposing powers'
for punishment: παραδδονταιγ ρ δυν µεις ντικεµεναι δυν µεσιν τ ραις ντικειµ ναις
ες κ λασιν, Fragmenta in Jeremiam 25.28-9

The angelic and demonic hierarchies provide the gnostikos with vivid 
reminders of the series of divine judgements which have brought into being 
the great diversity of creation. As the gnostikos looks beyond the 'bodies and 
worlds' of the logikoi into the choices which caused these judgements, and 
especially as he reflects on his own role and purpose in this diversity, the 
gnostikos moves from the logos of judgement to that of providence.

6.2.2 Providence and the Mediators of Spiritual Progress

Evagrius uses the term 'providence' to describe God's ongoing provision of 

what each logikos requires in order for it to return to divine union. 
112 

112 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica IV.89, ed. Guillaumont, p. 175: 'Who will recount 
the grace of God? Who will scrutinize the logoi of providence and how the Christ 
leads the reasoning nature by [means of] varied worlds to the union of the Holy 
Unity?'

The reader of Evagrius' Scholia on Psalms discovers that although providence 
is ultimately ordered toward eschatological reunion with God, it is also 
present in everyday experience: providence is the basis of both the ascetical 
labour of the praktiké and the contemplative search of the gnostiké. In 

scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 16, 
113 

113 Cited above, pp. 171-2.

God's 'book', which Evagrius defines as the contemplation 'of bodies and
incorporeal beings', includes the following description of the logos of 
providence:
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 114 
114 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 138: 16 (cf. PG 12.1662).

[. . . ] For in this book are written the logoi of providence and 
judgement, through which book God is known as creator, wise, 
provident, and judging. [. . . ] provident through those contributing to
our virtue and knowledge [. . . ]

Here Evagrius employs the key terms 'virtue' and 'knowledge' to indicate 
that providence is active throughout the spiritual journey in both praktiké
and gnostiké. In every aspect of daily life it is providence which affords the 
possibility of acting virtuously and seeking 

end p.184

God. At the level of the praktiké providence is the grace which helps one 
resist sin and strive for virtue. For the gnostikos providence assists in the 
acquisition of spiritual knowledge.

Fundamental to Evagrius' understanding of providence is his conviction that 
providence is mediated: God's providential care is effected among the logikoi
chiefly by other (usually higher-ranking) logikoi. Evagrius may have this in 
mind in his description of God in this text as 'provident through those 

contributing  to our virtue and knowledge'. He may
intend the reader to understand  as an allusion to ministering
logikoi, either angelic or human; but it is also possible that this refers more 
broadly to any divinely contrived circumstances which promote virtue and 
knowledge. In other scholia he explains more clearly the role of higher 
logikoi in mediating providence. In the psalter God's providential love is often 

symbolized by the metaphor of God's 'hand'; 
115 

115 In commenting on Psalm 94: 4, 'For in his hand are the ends of the earth,' 
Evagrius notes: 'here, hand means the providence of God', scholion 1 on Psalm
94.4(1) (= PG 12.1255).

more specifically, God's 'hand' refers to the angels who mediate God's
providence:

 116 
116 Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 16: 13 (= ed. Pitra, 16: 13, vol. ii, p. 470; 
cf. PG 12.1221).
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V. 13. Deliver my soul from the ungodly; [draw] your sword because 
of the enemies of your hand.
7. [. . . ] And the holy angels are the beneficent hand of God, through 
which God providentially cares for the sensible world, which [angels] 
are opposed by the demons who do not wish 'all men to be saved and 
come to knowledge of the truth' (1 Tim. 2:4).

According to Evagrius every order of intelligence above the human level is 
entrusted with responsibility for mediating divine providence. Angels are 
entrusted with responsibility for human beings; archangels are responsible 

for angels; 
117 

117 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica V.4 and V.24.

and so on into 'ages and worlds' of which human beings know nothing. In the
Scholia on Proverbs Evagrius portrays this chain of providential care which 
has at its summit Christ, 'who keeps watch over all':

 118 
118 Evagrius, scholion 38 on Ecclesiastes 5: 7-11, SC 397, p. 128.

end p.185
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Know that God keeps watch over all through Christ; and furthermore 
he exerts his providence over all through the holy angels, who have 
abundant knowledge of things on earth (cf. 2 Sam. 14: 20).

In the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius portrays Christ's place at the summit of 
this chain of mediation by identifying Christ as 'the right hand of God':

 119 
119 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 47: 11 (= PG 12.1440). Christ is similarly 
the 'right arm of God'  in scholia 10 on Psalm 70: 18(2) and 
11 on Psalm 76: 16(1).

V. II. Your right hand is full of justice.
6. The Christ is the right hand of God, filled with justice, hence [the 
saying]: 'and from his fullness we have all received' (John 1: 16).

Thus those who would mediate divine providence must first receive 'from the 
fullness' of Christ. This mediation of God's providential love which originates 
in Christ is for Evagrius a defining characteristic of the angelic state, just as 
misdirected thumos characterizes the demons. However, the mediation of 
providence is not an exclusive prerogative of angels. Just as human beings 

who give themselves over to wrath become in a sense demonic, 
120 

120 Evagrius, Letter 56.4, ed. Bunge, p. 272, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 604-5: 'do not 
consider a demon to be anything other than a human being aroused by anger and 
deprived of perception!'

so the gnostikos who has turned from vice to virtue and is growing in the gift 
of contemplation becomes increasingly able to share in the angelic work of 
mediating divine providence. The gnostikos, understanding of the logos of 
providence enables him to teach others how to increase in virtue and 
knowledge. In fact, this knowledge carries with it an impulse, almost a 
compulsion, to aid those further down in the ranks of the logikoi. Evagrius 
describes this in the Kephalaia Gnostica:
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121 

121 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.76, ed. Guillaumont, p. 249.

end p.186

VI.76. If He who has ascended above all the heavens has 
accomplished everything (Eph. 4: 10), it is evident that each of the 
ranks of celestial powers has truly learned the logoi concerning 
providence, by which they rapidly impel towards virtue and the 
knowledge of God those who are beneath them.

In the Scholia on Psalms Evagrius conveys this concept in a series of four 
scholia which allegorically interpret the imagery of Psalm 134: 7, 'He brings 
up clouds from the extremity of the earth, he has made lightnings for the 
rain; he brings forth winds from his treasuries.' Evagrius explains that 'cloud' 
signifies 'the reasoning nature [which] has been entrusted with the logoi

concerning providence'. 
122 

122 Evagrius, scholion 3 on Psalm 134.7(1) (cf. PG 12.1653): νε λη στν σις λογικ

 το ςπερ  προνοας λ γους πεπιστευµ νη.

'Lightning' represents the efficacious use of these logoi: 'spiritual teaching 

which brings the reasoning soul forth from vice'. 
123 

123 Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 134.7(2) (cf. PG 12.1653): στραπ  στν διδασκαλ

απνευµατικ  λογικ ς ψυχ ς π  κακας παν γουσα.

Like the cloud, the 'winds' signify those who have made spiritual progress
and who are now obliged to help others. They must now assist the spiritual 

'grain' sown in others' souls to 'germinate', 
124 

124 Evagrius, scholion 5 on Psalm 134.7(3) (= ed. Pitra, 134:7, vol. iii, p. 334):

.

thereby raising them up 'from the praktiké to the most perfect 

knowledge'. 
125 

125 Evagrius, scholion 5(b) on Psalm 134.7(3):.

The logoi of providence entail not only beneficent action on behalf of others 
for the sake of their spiritual advancement, but also the ability to retain trust 
in God even when all evidence of providential assistance has vanished. In 
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Psalm 72: 16 the psalmist laments the material prosperity of sinners, 
concluding, 'I tried to understand this, but it is too laborious for me.' 
Evagrius comments: 'Laborious it is to comprehend the logos concerning 

providence.' 
126 

126 Evagrius, scholion 11 on Psalm 72: 16(2) (= PG 12.1528):.

He agrees with the psalmist that only 'when we enter the sanctuary of God,

then will we understand the logos which concerns providence'. 
127 

127 Evagrius, scholion 12 on Psalm 72: 17(1) (= PG 12.1528):.

In other words, it is in conversation with God who dwells within the 'temple'
of the nous that explanation of this apparent discrepancy may be sought. 
The gnostikos seeking to understand the logos of providence must hold 
together a seeming contradiction. On the 

end p.187

one hand, in Psalm 106 Evagrius identifies God's providential love with the 
divine 'mercy':

 128 
128 Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 106: 21 (cf. ed. Pitra, 106: 21-2(1), vol. 
iii, p. 217). He also equates providence with mercy in commenting on Psalm 
100: 1, 'Of mercy and judgement will I sing to you, O Lord.' Here Evagrius 
notes: 'He wishes to sing of the logos of providence and judgement'. Scholion 
1 on Psalm 100: 1 (= PG 12.1557).

V. 21. Let them acknowledge to the Lord his mercies.
10. The one who understands the logoi of providence—he extols the
Lord's mercies.

Paradoxically, however, this 'mercy' which Evagrius equates with providence 
may sometimes take an unexpected, painful form. Cries of anguish and pleas 
for divine assistance which recur throughout the psalter provide 
opportunities for Evagrius to explain that God sometimes abandons (

γκαταλεπει) the soul, not in condemnation but rather out of mercy. 
129 

129 J. Driscoll discusses Evagrius' teaching on providential abandonment in 'Evagrius 
and Paphnutius on the Causes for Abandonment by God', pp. 259-86.

It may seem at the time as if this abandonment signifies the withdrawal of
providence:

 130 
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130 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 93: 18 (cf. PG 12.1553).

V. 18. Your mercy, Lord, helps me.
9. Here the mercy of Christ signifies his providence, by which a man is 
either helped or abandoned. But a man is helped when [providence] 
works in him, abandoned when it withdraws from him.

This seeming abandonment should not, however, be interpreted as a 
complete withdrawal of divine aid, but rather as a providential act of God 
intended to lead the soul to repentance. Palladius writes that he and 'the 
blessed Evagrius' received this teaching concerning God's providential 

abandonment from the reclusive. Abba Paphnutius 
131 

131 It is uncertain whether this is the same Paphnutius 'the buffalo' (bubalis) whom 
Cassian describes as 'the priest of Skete' in Conferences 3.1, CSEL 13, p. 68. The 
doctrine of the 'three renunciations' which Cassian attributes to Paphnutius Bubalis 
bears some resemblance to the teaching on abandonment described by Palladius' 
Paphnutius 'Kephalas'.

whom they met during a visit to the community of Abba

end p.188

Chronius. 
132 

132 Palladius, Lausiac History 47, ed. Bartelink, pp. 226-36.

The visitors were perplexed by the example of fallen monks. They could not
understand why God sometimes allows good monks to abandon ascetical 
practice and give themselves up to sin, and so they sought Paphnutius' 
opinion. Paphnutius explained that God sometimes withdraws the 'angel of 

providence' 
133 

133 Ibid., 47.9, p. 230: .

from the proud, abandoning them 'for their own good'. 
134 

134 Ibid., 47.6, p. 228:.

This 'abandonment' by the grace that keeps monks from sinning is

paradoxically a manifestation of divine compassion 135 

135 Ibid., 47.12, p. 234:.

and of God's desire that the proud should learn humility. By this means some
of the proud are able to sense within themselves 'the change wrought by 
abandonment'; these then correct themselves 'both in intention and in 

deed'. 
136 

136 Ibid., 47.6, pp. 228-30:.

Others who are afflicted with more intractable pride are permitted by God to
fall into actual sin, so as to learn from their resultant humiliation and shame 

how to gradually correct themselves. 
137 

137 Ibid., 47.8, p. 230:.

Paphnutius taught that God 'providentially' abandons not only the proud, but
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also the just: sometimes as in the case of St Paul this occurs so as to 

prevent their falling into pride; 
138 

138 Ibid., 47.15, p. 236: 'lest I be too haughty' (να µ  περαρωµαι), 2 Cor. 12: 7).

or in the case of Job, 'so that hidden virtue might be made manifest'. 
139 

139 Ibid., 47.14, p. 234:. Palladius explains this phrase by citing Job 40: 3 (40: 8 in 
some editions): 'Do not annul my judgement, nor think I have dealt with you for any 
other [reason], than that you might appear just.' He explicates this text by 
attributing to God a soliliquy in which he explains that Job's friends thought Job 
served God because of his wealth. Thus, God explains, 'I who see the hidden things
[. . . ] cut off [your] riches in order to show them that your way of life ("philosophy")
is pleasing to me', Lausiac History 47.15, ed. Bartelink, p. 236.

Guillaumont has questioned Palladius' account of how Evagrius received this 

doctrine 140 

140 In his commentary on Gnostikos 28 Guillaumont suggests that Palladius' 
attribution of this teaching to Paphnutius is a fiction, and that Palladius actually 
received it directly from Evagrius (Le Gnostique, pp. 141-2). Driscoll, on the other 
hand, is inclined to accept Palladius' account. He presents evidence that the Sitz im 
Leben described by Palladius is a reasonable one: namely, anxiety about the 
significance of failed monks; and he points out that there is good evidence that 
Evagrius did receive a significant amount of his teaching from other desert fathers, 
'Evagrius and Paphnutius on the Causes for Abandonment by God', pp. 259-86.

which, in any case, ultimately derives from Origen. 
141 

141 Origen De principiis 3.1; De oratione 29.17: in both cases Origen's explanation of 
providential abandonment follows a discussion of the hardening of Pharaoh's heart.

Whatever role Paphnutius may have played in its

end p.189

transmission, it is likely, given Palladius' acknowledged reverence for 
Evagrius' teachings, that his account also reflects Evagrius' reworking of the 
doctrine of providential abandonment. In chapter 28 of the Gnostikos
Evagrius recommends study of 'the five reasons for abandonment', a 

doctrine which was taken up and adapted by later monastic authors. 
142 

142 These include Maximus Confessor, Centuries on Charity IV. 96, and 
Pseudo-Damascene (cited by Nicetas), PG 96.1412. Portions of Palladius' account are 
also incorporated into Pseudo-Macarius Homily 54 (Suppl.). The relationship between 
these later adaptations and Evagrius' original doctrine is discussed by Guillaumont, 
Le Gnostique, pp. 136-41.

The causes (αται) or species ( δη) 
143 

143 It is not certain which (if either) of these two terms Evagrius employs. 
Guillaumont's reconstruction of Gnostikos 28 is somewhat tentative (Le Gnostique, 
pp. 135-41, esp. p. 136): the Syriac and Armenian texts are discordant, and Greek 
fragments of uncertain value exist only in the texts of Maximus Confessor and 
Pseudo-Damascene mentioned above, n. 142.

of abandonment which Evagrius catalogues include: first, the manifestation
of hidden virtue; second, the reestablishment through chastisement of 
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neglected virtue; third, abandonment as a cause of salvation for others; 
fourth, the establishment of humility; and fifth, hatred of the sin which 

necessitated the abandonment. 
144 

144 As Driscoll notes, 'it is not easy to know for sure exactly where in the text to 
place the numbers that divide [the five causes of abandonment]', 'Evagrius and 
Paphnutius on the Causes for Abandonment by God', pp. 277-8. Also Guillaumont, Le 
Gnostique, p. 138.

This division of the causes of abandonment into five represents Evagrius'
only systematic explication of this doctrine: elsewhere in his writings and 
especially in the Scholia on Psalms examples of these five causes are found 
scattered among other texts.

Guillaumont regards Evagrius' comments on Psalm 37: 12 as an example of
the second of these five causes of abandonment: namely, the proving (δοκιµ

) or punishment (κ λασις) of the negligent. 
145 

145 Guillaumont Le Gnostique, p. 138.

This God accomplishes by withdrawing the heavenly powers which mediate
his providence and which would otherwise assist the soul in avoiding sin:

 146 
146 Evagrius, scholion 8 on Psalm 37: 12 (= PG 12.1368). Evagrius cites and 
interprets Psalm 37: 12 in the same way in Antirrhetikos VI.17.

V.12. and my nearest [relatives] stood afar off.
8. Perhaps this refers to certain holy powers that withdraw in the time 
of temptation so that the one tempted may be proven or punished.

end p.190
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In his discussion of Psalm 89:3 Evagrius describes abandonment which leads 
to humility, the fourth of his five causes:

 147 
147 Evagrius, scholion 1 on Psalm 89: 3 (cf. ed. Pitra, 89: 3(1), vol. iii, p. 
167).

V. 3. Do not turn a man back to humility
1. Sometimes a man is turned back to humility, when [God] abandons 
him on account of his sin.

As was described above in Chapter 5.2, Evagrius recommends that those 
who have been 'humbled' by divine abandonment 'for their own good' should 
seek consolation by meditating on Psalm 118: 71:

 148 
148 Evagrius, scholion 31 on Psalm 118: 71 (= ed. Pitra, 118: 83(1), vol. iii, 
p. 284).

V. 71. It was good for me that you humbled me, that I might learn 
your righteous deeds.
31. This saying is to be directed towards those who are abandoned by 
God for the benefit of [their] soul.

Hatred of sin, the fifth of Evagrius' five causes, is encouraged in several 
places in the Scholia on Psalms; however, in these scholia he does not 

specifically describe abandonment as the source of this hatred. 
149 

149 Evagrius, scholion 6 on Psalm 96: 10:

. 
'Perfect hatred' of evil is recommended in scholion 12 on Psalm 138: 22.

Evagrius' explication of Psalm 36:25 provides a clear example of his first 
cause, abandonment which reveals hidden virtue:
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 150 
150 Evagrius, scholion 20 on Psalm 36: 25 (cf. ed. Pitra, 36: 25(1), vol. iii, 
pp. 11-12).

V. 25. And I have not seen the just who had been forsaken.
20. It does not say 'who was forsaken' but rather who had been 
forsaken, that is until I [the Lord] shall come: for because the just are 
indeed abandoned

end p.191

for a [brief] time for the sake of testing, the Lord says to Job: 'do not 
think I have dealt with you for any other [reason], than that you 
might appear just' (cf.Job 40: 3).

Evagrius concludes this scholion with a citation of Job 40: 3, the same verse 
Palladius attributes to Chronius and Paphnutius in their discussion of 

providential abandonment. 
151 

151 See above, n. 139.

For both Evagrius and Palladius Job typifies the just man abandoned by God
for the sake of proving or testing (δοκιµ ), so that hidden virtue, in this case 

the virtue of justice, may be made manifest:  .

Presuming that Guillaumont is correct and that Palladius' text reflects 
Evagrius' developed doctrine of abandonment, then this scholion also 
suggests Evagrius' third cause: abandonment which is of benefit to others. 
Palladius explains that the Lord's consoling explanation also contains a 
warning to Job's erstwhile 'friends' and a recommendation to them of Job's 

whole way of life, his ιλοσο α. 
152 

152 See above, n. 139.

Job's abandonment thus not only reveals his hidden virtue, it serves as an
example to others. Here Evagrius allows the scholion itself to serve this 
second purpose. By understanding that Job's apparent abandonment served 
to demonstrate his justice, the reader of the scholion, like Job's friends, 
derives benefit from the inner meaning of Job's abandonment.

There are hints in the Scholia on Psalms of a doctrine concerning divine 
providence which Evagrius makes more explicit in his other writings. He 
believed that although the logos of providence is most clearly perceived in 

the exercise of free will by the logikoi, 
153 
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153 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.43, ed. Guillaumont, p. 235: 'The providence of 
God accompanies free will; but his judgement considers the order of the logikoi.'

it also concerns their very existence. Furthermore, that compassion which is
God's providence reaches down not only into the celestial and human ranks, 
enabling angels and human beings to become agents of providence, but it 
extends as well to all those reasoning beings (presumably including the 
demons) caught in 'vice and ignorance':

  
154 

154 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica VI.59, ed. Guillaumont, p. 243.

end p.192

VI. 59. Twofold is the providence of God: one part, it is said, guards 
the sustasis of bodies and incorporeal [beings]; and the other urges 
the logikoi (reasoning beings) away from vice and ignorance towards 
virtue and knowledge.

Evagrius' most daring description of the depths to which divine providence 
condescends is his exegesis of the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 
16: 19-31). Although he does not explicate this parable in the Scholia on 
Psalms, two of the doctrines which underlie his exegesis are to be found 
there. First is his teaching concerning the 'seeds of the virtues':

 155 
155 Evagrius, scholion 3 on Psalm 125: 5 (cf. PG 12.1641).

V. 5. Those who sow in tears will reap in joy.
3. Those who labour at the praktiké with painful effort and tears are 
sowing in tears; those who effortlessly receive a share in knowledge 
are reaping with rejoicing. However, one should note in this saying 
that we come into [this] life possessing all the seeds of the virtues. 
And just as tears fall with the seeds, so with the sheaves there is joy.

For Evagrius the 'seeds of the virtues' represent our capacity to cooperate 
with divine providence and make spiritual progress. Since, as will be 
described, Evagrius believed that these 'seeds' can never be destroyed, it 
follows that the possibility of cooperating with providence and returning to 
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God always remains, even for logikoi which have moved very far from God. 
The second doctrine underlying his exegesis of the parable of the rich man 
and Lazarus and which also occurs in the Scholia on Psalms concerns the 
nature of hell:

 156 
156 Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 9: 18(1)(cf. PG 12.1189).

V. 18. Let sinners be turned back to hell.
7. Just as Paradise is the school of the just, so also hell is the sinners' 
house of correction.

end p.193

Here Evagrius describes hell as a κολαστ ριον, a 'house of correction' or

'place of punishment', in contrast to the παιδευτ ριον or 'school' which he,

like Origen, identified with heaven. 
157 

157 Origen describes remedial punishment in De principiis 2.10.5-8, and celestial 
education in 2.11.5-7.

Whereas in classical Greek κολαστ ριον could describe a house of

correction, 
158 

158 Liddell and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, p. 971.

a term which at least hints at the possibility of eventual release, the patristic
use of this word favours the considerably less optimistic 'place of 

punishment', 
159 

159 Lampe, Patristic Greek Lexicon, p. 765.

without any implication of reprieve. That Evagrius favours the remedial
rather than the punitive definition of this term is suggested in the Scholia on 
Proverbs, where Evagrius explains that in the 'place of torment' (Luke 16: 
28) where the rich man laments, it is still possible for him to learn about 
mercy and even to grow in previously unknown compassion for others:

 160 
160 Evagrius, scholion 62 on Proverbs 5: 14, SC 340, pp. 152-4.

V. 14. I was almost given over to every evil in the midst of the 

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved



5 of 6

congregation and assembly.
62. There was [a time] when evil did not exist, and there will be [a 
time] when it no longer exists; but there was never [a time] when 
virtue did not exist and there will never be [a time] when it does not 
exist. For the seeds of virtue are indestructible.
And this man convinces me, who was almost but not completely given 
over to every evil, as does the rich man who was condemned to hell 
because of his evil, and who had pity on his brothers (Luke 16: 
19-31). For to have mercy is the outstanding seed of virtue.

Here Evagrius suggests that it is possible for the sufferings of hell to bring to 
fruition the imperishable 'seeds of virtue' which were originally implanted 
within the soul at its creation. He was aware that this exegesis of the parable 
of the rich man and Lazarus is very different from the considerably more 
pessimistic interpretation 

end p.194

familiar to his contemporaries; 
161 

161 In his letter to the monk Krekopios Evagrius acknowledges the more conventional 
interpretation of this parable with which Krekopios was familiar. He prefaces his own 
more radical exegesis with the following observation: 'And since you mention 
Lazarus and the rich man, that Lazarus was gladdened through knowledge while the 
rich man was tormented by the flames of ignorance, you should also know this
[. . . ]' (Evagrius, Letter 59.3, ed. Bunge, p.279, ed. Frankenberg, pp. 608-9.

nevertheless, Evagrius appears not only to have been convinced (πεθειδ µε)
but also deeply committed to this interpretation, since he repeats it with only
minor variations in five different places in his writing: in the Scholia on 
Proverbs cited here; in Kephalaia Gnostica 1.40; in Peri Logismon 31; and in 
Letters 43.3 and 59.3.

By asserting that the imperishable seeds of justice implanted within us at our 
creation are still perceptible in those who suffer in the 'house of correction' 
which is hell, Evagrius enables the gnostikos to retain hope concerning the 
ultimate fate of all, even those whose sins create for them darkened bodies 
and worlds. By encouraging the reader of the Scholia on Psalms to perceive 
the logos of providence both in God's assistance and in seeming 
abandonment by him, and by further emphasizing the role of the logikoi in 
mediating this providence, Evagrius encourages the gnostikos to glimpse the 
purposes of God in every verse of the psalter, and thus in every conceivable 
human circumstance. This perception, however, is a preparation for 
something even higher. The logoi of providence and judgement which reveal 
the person and purposes of Christ beneath the text of the psalter are not the 
final end of contemplation. They are like medication which promotes healing; 
but in comparison with that final end to which they bear witness, 'the logoi of 

the ages and the worlds are vain'. 
162 

162 Evagrius, Scholion 2 on Ecclesiates, SC 397, pp. 58-60: 'To those who [have] 
entered the intelligible Church, and who are amazed by the contemplation of created 
[beings] the word says: "O friends, do not think that this is the final goal stored up 
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for you in the promises: these are all vanity of vanities in the presence of the 
knowledge of God Himself. Just as medications are vain after the final healing, so too 
after receiving the knowledge of the Blessed Trinity are the logoi of the ages and the 
worlds vain" ' (

).

Psalmody and all it affords serves therefore as a preparation for that 'pure
prayer' which is akin to theologia, during which the nous peers beyond the 
diversity of creation to behold something of the Blessed Trinity.

end p.195
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8 Conclusion

Luke Dysinger OSB 
Abstract: This chapter presents a synthesis of the writings of Evagrius 
Ponticus discussions in this volume. It argues that the monastic discipline of 
psalmody reflects the Evagrius' vision of the spiritual life. The underlying 
rhythm of spiritual progress consists of the movement between poles of 
praktike, physike, and theologike; that is, progress from concern with moral 
and spiritual improvement to perception of God in and beyond creation.

Keywords: Evagrius Ponticus, psalmody, spiritual life

Evagrius' mystical theology has been variously characterized as apophatic, 
iconoclastic, and even as questionably Christian. However, the studies in 
which such generalizations occur tend to emphasize the apophatic aspect of 
Evagrius' theology without commensurate attention to the specific liturgical 
and ascetical context in which Evagrius explicates his doctrine. Evagrius' 
frequent admonitions to lay aside all thoughts and mental images 'at the 
time of prayer' presuppose a monastic culture constantly steeped in the rich 
language and imagery of the scriptures, particularly the Book of Psalms. 
Evagrius' injunctions concerning 'the time of prayer' do not refer to 
prolonged exercises in formless contemplation of God, but rather to the 
'refreshing' interval which followed each chanted psalm or reading at the 
daily canonical prayers and during the psalmody and scripture meditation 
which filled most of the monks' waking hours. It is clear from descriptions by 
his contemporaries, particularly John Cassian, that the 'prayers' which 
followed each psalm and reading were not protracted. Evagrius, who 
supported himself as a copyist and spent a portion of each day seeing 'five or 
six pilgrims who came from afar, attracted by his wisdom and asceticism', 
would have had less time to devote to the intervals of silent prayer between 
psalms and readings than many of his reclusive monastic contemporaries in 
the desert of Kellia. Evagrius' spiritual teaching presumes that wordless, 
imageless prayer takes place in an oscillating, dynamic relationship with 
word-filled, image-filled psalmody and biblical meditation, from which it 
regularly arises and into which it quickly returns.

A balanced assessment of Evagrius' spiritual theology must take into account 
this monastic 'background rhythm' of alternating psalmody and prayer. In his 
treatise De oratione Evagrius describes the somatic and spiritual components 
of the daily monastic oscillation between prayer and psalmody. Prayer is to 
be offered gently and calmly, so as to awaken the nous to divine 
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contemplation, its 

end p.196

highest power and function. Psalmody facilitates this prerequisite calm by 
quieting the passions, especially the passion of thumos, and by restoring 
physical and emotional balance. Evagrius particularly recommends that the 
one chanting the psalms practise 'undistracted psalmody', by which he 
means attention to the underlying spiritual meaning of the text. Undistracted 
psalmody is an opportunity for theoria physiké, perception of the 'richly 
diverse wisdom' of Christ who created and sustains the universe. From the 
multiform wisdom of psalmody the monk can at regular intervals ascend into 
the uniform and immaterial wisdom of divine gnosis, or theologia, an 
experience of God which transcends words and concepts.

Evagrius believed in the therapeutic and didactic power of psalmody. Medical 
terminology and therapeutic metaphors recur throughout his writings: thus 
the 'diverse wisdom' of psalmody is also an encounter with Christ the divine 
physician, whose words and example enable others to become 'physicians of 
the passions'. The Book of Psalms is also the means by which the Holy Spirit 
taught King David 'the whole contest of the monastic way of life', including 
the art of spiritual warfare. The alternating rhythm of psalmody and prayer 
both stores in memory and brings to consciousness an arsenal of texts which 
may be wielded against the demons in antirrhesis (verbal 'contradiction'), or 
used as prayers in the moment of temptation. Whereas the ascetical 
praktikos employs antirrhesis chiefly in the battlefield of his own soul, the 
contemplative gnostikos employs memorized verses from the Psalms and 
other scriptures to exhort, to encourage, and to heal both himself and those 
who seek his advice.

For Evagrius the oscillating rhythm of psalmody and prayer is the 
training-ground of the Christian contemplative. In his longest work, the 
Scholia on Psalms, Evagrius interprets the images and words of the psalter 
as reflections of the great cosmic drama of creation, fall, and redemption, 
allegorically attested in the psalter and daily encountered within the soul of 
the one who chants the psalms. In the psalter the monk encounters Christ 
'the Lord who, with the Word of God, has dwelt with us', a definition Evagrius 
employs at intervals throughout the Scholia on Psalms in order to highlight 
simultaneously the uniqueness of Christ and his role as mediator. By moving 
back and forth between the 'diverse wisdom' of psalmody and the 'uniform 
wisdom' of pure prayer the monk learns to perceive the divine logoi in the 
events of salvation history and in his own struggle with temptation.

end p.197

Evagrius particularly emphasizes the importance of two logoi, judgement and 
providence. In the diverse ranks of created beings which the psalms depict, 
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the gnostikos contemplates a series of progressive transformations which 
Evagrius calls 'judgements'. These are 'transformations' through which God 
provides reasoning beings with the bodies and worlds they require in order to 
make spiritual progress. All differences in status, especially the various ranks 
of angels, human beings, and demons, remind the gnostikos of successive 
judgements which have brought this diversity into being. The logos of 
providence asserts that in addition to the status it enjoys or endures, every 
reasoning being is also continuously supplied by God (usually through the 
mediation of other reasoning beings) with the specific means required for 
spiritual progress. By interpreting the psalms in light of the logoi of 
providence and judgement the gnostikos learns to glimpse the purposes of 
God in every conceivable human circumstance.

The monastic discipline of psalmody reflects in miniature the broad sweep of 
Evagrius' vision of the spiritual life. The underlying rhythm of spiritual 
progress consists of movement between the poles of praktiké, physiké, and 
theologiké; that is, progress from concern with moral and spiritual 
improvement to perception of God in and beyond creation. An anologous 
movement takes place in the monastic ascesis of interwoven psalmody and 
prayer, during which the monk perceives in the mirror of the psalter his need 
for reform, and regularly arises from chanting the 'manifold wisdom' of Christ 
in the psalms to rest briefly in undistracted, wordless 'conversation with the 
Father'. An appreciation of the intimate interrelationship between psalmody 
and prayer in Evagrius' own life and in the lives of those for whom he wrote 
helps to counterbalance the tendency to emphasize the apophatic or 
'iconoclastic' character of his writings, especially his texts on prayer. If 
Evagrius' understanding of the spiritual life is to be properly apprehended, 
then texts such as De oratione in which he emphasizes pure prayer should 
be read together with his considerably more voluminous exegetical writings, 
especially the Scholia on Psalms, in which he lays stress on the kataphatic 
and christological dimensions of spiritual experience.

end p.198
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Appendix 1 The Nous of Christ in the Kephalaia Gnostica

Introduction

As is described above in Chapter 6.1, Evagrius is regarded by many scholars 
as having held and taught in a furtive and allusive way a Christology which 
would otherwise have been judged as heretical according to the standards of 
his day. A. Guillaumont maintains that Evagrius taught an Origenist 
Christology which 'shifts the subject of the incarnation' from the second 

person of the Trinity to the (created) intellect of Christ. 
1 

1 Grillmeier, 'Evagrius Ponticus', p. 382; A. Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', 
pp. 146-56.

Thus it is alleged that Evagrius did not believe that the Word of God became
flesh in the Incarnation, but rather that the Incarnation consisted in the 
assumption of flesh by the solitary nous which had not fallen from divine 
union in the primordial kinesis. This incarnate nous served as the instrument 
through which the second person of the Trinity both created and interacts 
with the material universe. The principal basis for the attribution to Evagrius 
of this doctrine is Guillaumont's interpretation of Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77, in 
which he alleges that Evagrius defines 'Christ' as 'nous united to knowledge 

of the Unity'. 
2 

2 A. Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 151-6.

Refoulé, Grillmeier, Kline, and Bamberger all quote Guillaumont on this point
and accept his interpretation of this text.

The Anathemas

The first anathemas which include Evagrius' name may have been issued in 
association with the Second Council of Constantinople (the Fifth Ecumenical 
Council) in 553. In the surviving texts of the council's fourteen anathemas 

there is no mention of Evagrius; 
3 

3 Anathema 11 condemns the writings of Arius, Eunomius, Macedonius, Apollinaris, 
Nestorius, Eutyches, and Origen; Theodore of Mopsuestia is condemned in anathema 
12, Theodoret is condemned in anathema 13, and anathema 14 is directed against a 
letter falsely attributed to Ibas. Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, pp. 119-20.

however, accounts by two contemporaries of the council who
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had access to the conciliar decrees suggest that the names of both Evagrius 
and Didymus may originally have appeared together with that of Origen in 
the list of condemned heretics. Cyril of Scythopolis, writing late in the sixth 

century, 
4 

4 The dates of Cyril's hagiographic works are uncertain: all that can be said is that 
they were written in the last half of the sixth century. Dates are only available for 
the early part of Cyril's life: he came under the influence of St Sabba 'as a child' in 
531 (Life of Sabba 75) and was tonsured in 543. From 544 he was associated with 
the monastery of St Euthymius, which foundered as a result of the Origenist 
controversy; and from 557 he lived in the monastery of St Sabba.

chronicled in detail the sixth-century Origenist controversies in the

monasteries of Palestine 5 

5 Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of Kuriakos 12-13, ed. Schwartz, p. 230, lines 12-14. Cyril 
describes the so-called isochrist monks who allegedly taught 'that we will be equal to 
Christ in the apokatastasis', one of several doctrines Cyril claims they 'received from 
Pythagoras, Plato, Origen, Evagrius, and Didymus', rather than 'the God who spoke 
through the apostles and prophets':

.

and describes the Fifth Ecumenical Council as having condemned 'in the
presence and with the accord of the four patriarchs' the doctrines of Origen 
and Theodore of Mopsuestia, as well as 'that which was said by Evagrius and 

by Didymus concerning the pre-existence and the apokatastasis'. 
6 

6 Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of St. Sabas, ed. Schwartz, p. 199, lines 4-6:

.

The historian Evagrius Scholasticus (c.536-600) similarly states that the 
council had been aware of 'many blasphemies of Didymus, Evagrius, and 

Theodore (Askidas)'. 
7 

7 Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History 4.38, p. 189, lines 26-9: νην
χθησαν α τοις κα  ∆ιδ µου κα  Ε αγριου κα  Θεοδ ρου τεραι πολλα  βλασ ηµαι µ λα

σπουδαως τ  περ  το των κλεξαµ νοις.

Further evidence that Evagrius and Didymus were condemned by name in 
553 is provided by lists drawn up at later councils which state or imply that 
Origen, Didymus, and Evagrius were named in the anathemas of the Fifth 
Ecumenical Council. Thus canon 18 of the Lateran Synod of 649 requires the 
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faithful to 'reject and anathematize the infamous heretics together with all 
their writings, down to the last dot' who had been condemned in the 
preceding five ecumenical councils. The last three names in this list of 

twenty-one condemned authors are Origen, Didymus, and Evagrius. 
8 

8 Lateran Synod of 649, canon 18, Denzinger, Enchiridion symbolorum, §518-19
(reproducing Acta Conciliorum Oecumenicorum, 2nd ser., 1.364-87:.

The

end p.200
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Exposition of Faith of the Third Council of Constantinople (680-1) specifically 
states that the Second Council of Constantinople ('the fifth holy synod, the 
latest of them which was gathered here') had condemned Theodore of 
Mopsuestia, Origen, Didymus, and Evagrius, as well as Theodoret and 

pseudo-Ibas. 
9 

9 Exposition of Faith of the Third Council of Constantinople, Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, 
p. 125.

Thus the names of Origen, Didymus, and Evagrius became linked in the
tradition of conciliar decrees, and the trio continued to be condemned in 

anathemas of later synods and councils. 
10 

10 The Second Council of Nicaea in 787 anathematized the 'mythical speculations'
(µυθε µατα) of Origen, Evagrius, and Didymus; and the Fourth Council of
Constantinople in 870 anathematized 'Origen with his useless knowledge, Theodore
of Mopsuestia and Didymus along with Evagrius, who also, although of the same or
different opinions, were ensnared in the same pit of damnation' (Origenem etiam qui
vana sapuit, et Theodorum Mopsuestiae; Didymum quoque pariter et Evagrium, qui
etiam secundum easdem et diversas opiniones eodem perditionis irretiti sunt
barathro), Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, pp. 135 and 161.

In addition to the fourteen anathemas of the Fifth Ecumenical Council, two 
other documents are of importance with regard to Evagrius' condemnation. 
The first was issued in 543, ten years before the council, and consists of a 
letter with appended anathemas written by the Emperor Justinian to the 
Patriarch Menas. Justinian quotes from the De principiis in order to expose
Origen's errors in detail, and he concludes with ten anathemas summarizing
the condemned doctrines. The errors condemned in the ten anathemas
include the following: the pre-existence and fall of souls through satiety (κ
ρβς) of divine contemplation, and their chastisement through descent into
bodies (anathema 1); the pre-existence of Christ's soul (anathema 2); the
uniting of Christ's body with both his pre-existent soul and the divine Word
(anathema 3); that Christ assumed the form of all the heavenly powers
(anathema 4); that in the world to come Christ will also be crucified for the
demons (anathema 7); that the resurrected body will be spherical and
immaterial (anathema 5); that the celestial bodies (sun, moon, stars, and
firmament) are ensouled, reasoning beings (anathema 6); that the power of
God is limited or that creation is eternal (anathema 8); and that a
restoration (apokatastasis) of demons and evil human beings will put an end 

to temporal punishment (anathema 9). 
11 

11 Text in Acta Conciliorum 3.213, reprinted in Denziger, §403-11.
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The second text which must also be considered was formerly considered part 
of the declarations of the Fifth Ecumenical Council. Like the condemnation of 
Origen in 543 it consists of a letter from the Emperor Justinian with attached 
anathemas. In this letter 
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Justinian writes to the council fathers 'concerning Origen and his 
sympathizers', to warn them about the teachings of certain monks of 
Jerusalem whom he describes as devotees not only of Origen, but also of 

Pythagoras and Plotinus. 
12 

12 Diekamp, Origenistische Streitigkeiten, p. 90:

.

Associated with his letter are fifteen anathemas which until the late
nineteenth century were generally appended to the fourteen anathemas of 

the Fifth Ecumenical Council; 
13 

13 Some manuscripts of these fifteen anathemas specifically ascribe them to the 
council fathers:

, 
Diekamp, Origenistische Streitigkeiten, p. 90.

however, studies by Diekamp in 1889 led to the conclusion that these fifteen

additional anathemas were not part of the original conciliar decrees. 
14 

14 Their exclusion from recent editions of the conciliar texts is briefly discussed in 
Tanner, Decrees, vol. i, pp. 105-6 and Denzinger and Hünermann, Enchiridion, p. 
189.

These 'Fifteen Anathemas of 553' condemn several of the doctrines which
had been described in 543, namely: the pre-existence of souls and the
apokatastasis (anathema 1); the fall of 'incorporeal intellects' (ν ας σωµ

τους) 
15 

15 Diekamp, Origenistische Streitigkeiten, p. 90

and their consequent embodiment as heavenly powers, human beings, or
demons (anathemas 2 and 4); the doctrine that the celestial bodies (sun, 
moon, and stars) are fallen intellects (anathema 3); the spherical shape of 
the resurrected body (anathema 10); and the restoration of all fallen powers 
in the apokatastasis (anathema 12) to a state identical to that which they 
had possessed in the beginning (anathema 15). But as Guillaumont has 

discussed in detail, 
16 

16 Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 146-56.

the principal difference between these anathemas and those of 543 lies in
the 'very particular Christology' explicated in anathemas 6-9, 11, and 14 of 
553, which correspond to anathemas 2 and 3 of 543, concerning the 
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pre-existent soul of Christ. 
17 

17 Ibid., p. 147.

Guillaumont believes that the source of this 'christologie très particulière' is
Evagrius; however, in order to properly assess his conclusions it will first be 
necessary to consider the scope and content of Evagrius' most controversial 
work, the Kephalaia Gnostica.
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The Structure and Content of the Kephalaia Gnostica

A complete assessment of the Kephalaia Gnostica has always proven elusive, 
partly because of the complex and often bewildering structure of this work, 
and also because the complete text survives only in Syriac and Armenian 
translations with extant Greek fragments and parallels available for only 
about one-sixth of the complete text. An even more fundamental textual 
problem obscured its proper assessment until relatively recently. 
Frankenberg's 1912 edition of the Syriac text (which includes a commentary 

by the seventh-century anti-Origenist abbot, Babai the Great) 
18 

18 Codex Vaticanus Syriacus 178.

contains no evidence of the controversial Origenist doctrine condemned by
the councils. Matters were clarified in 1958, when Antoine Guillaumont 
published the critical edition of a new Syriac version based on a manuscript 

tradition he designated S2. 
19 

19 Guillaumont, Les six Centuries des 'Kephalaia Gnostica'.

This version exists in only a single manuscript. 
20 

20 British Library Add. MS 17.167: Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 201-2.

Although known in antiquity, it had been denounced by ancient Syriac
authors as the work of heretical forgers who were alleged to have 
intentionally altered texts by 'the blessed abbot Evagrius' in order to justify 

their own teachings. 
21 

21 In his commentary on the Kephalaia Gnostica, Babai the Great (abbot of Mt Izla 
from 604 to 628) warned his readers aganst 'alterations conforming to heretical 
opinions' (ed. Frankenberg, pp. 44-5), by which he apparently meant the 
unexpurgated S2 version. It is interesting to note that this allegation of heretical 
'insertions' into the master's texts had been invoked much earlier in Origenist 
tradition: Rufinus employed it (in spite of Jerome's vituperative protests) to justify 
his own avowedly expurgated translation of Origen's De Principiis.

The surviving Greek fragments of the Kephalaia Gnostica uniformly attest to 

the priority of the S2 version, 
22 

22 Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', pp. 201-2.

revealing the more widespread S1 tradition to be a drastic re-editing of 
Evagrius' text, in which all passages suggestive of controversial Origenist 
doctrine had been either eliminated or modified. This (expurgated) S1

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2005. All Rights Reserved

Dysinger OSB, Luke , Assistant Professor, Department of Moral Theology and Church History, 
Saint John's Seminary, Camarillo, California

Psalmody and Prayer in the Writings of Evagrius Ponticus

Print ISBN 0199273200, 2005 
pp. [203]



2 of 2

version appeared very quickly, possibly anticipating by several decades the 
anathemas of 543 and 553. The Syriac manuscript evidence places it no later 
than the first third of the sixth century; and an Armenian translation of S1

may have been made sometime in the fifth century, that is within a century 
of Evagrius' death in 399. The existence of both expurgated and 
unexpurgated versions of Evagrius' works during the sixth century reflects an 
uneasy attitude of reverence for his writings combined with anxiety 
concerning their orthodoxy 
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which is well-attested elsewhere in the monastic literature of the period. 
23 

23 Abba Barsanuphius (d. c.543) was once asked whether it is permissible to read 
Evagrius. He replied that although one must not accept Evagrius' [unorthodox] 
teachings, his texts may be read according to the example of the angels in the 
parable of the wheat and the tares, who keep what is good and reject the bad:

 (PG 
86.891-902. A much darker admonition concerning Evagrius is given by John 
Moschus (c.550-619) who tells the story of a monk who visited Kellia and, despite 
warnings that 'the demon which misled Evagrius' still inhabited the place, insisted on 
staying in Evagrius' cell. Within a week the monk had committed suicide (The 
Meadow 177).

The Kephalaia Gnostica was never intended to be read in isolation from 
Evagrius' other works. He describes it as the final volume of a spiritual 
trilogy consisting of Praktikos, Gnostikos, and Kephalaia Gnostica. In the 
conclusion to the prologue of the Praktikos Evagrius sets out what he hopes 
to accomplish in these texts:

  
24 

24 Evagrius, Praktikos Introduction 9, SC 171, p. 492.

But concerning the life of the praktikos and the gnostikos I now 
propose to describe in detail not [merely] what I have heard or seen, 
but what I have also been taught by [the elders] to say to others. I 
have compactly divided matters of the praktiké into a hundred 
chapters, and matters of the gnostiké into fifty plus the six hundred.

Evagrius here explains that his trilogy has an underlying two-fold division 
based on the division of Christian life into praktiké and gnostiké. The one 
hundred chapters of the Praktikos constitute the first division, while the fifty 

chapters of the Gnostikos and the 540 chapters of the Kephalaia Gnostica 25 

25 There is no satisfactory explanation for the discrepancy between the six hundred 
chapters Evagrius promises and the actual five hundred and forty chapters of the 
Kephalaia Gnostica. In the seventh century Abbot Babai the Great included with his 
text and commentary on the Kephalaia Gnostica a 'Supplement' of sixty chapters, 
taken mostly from a work now known as the Skemmata. It does not seem originally 
to have had any connection with the Kephalaia Gnostica: Muyldermans, 'Evagriana' 
pp. 44-8; and 'Évagre le Pontique', pp. 73-83.
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constitute the second. As is described above in Chapter 1.2.2, the Kephalaia 
Gnostica is the longest and most obscure of these three books. Although 
divided into six 'centuries', each consisting of ninety sentences or kephalaia, 
the significance of this division is not immediately apparent, nor is there an 
orderly progression of ideas within each century. In the introduction 

end p.204
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to the Praktikos Evagrius warns his readers to expect just this kind of 
obscure explication in the Kephalaia Gnostica:

  
26 

26 Evagrius, Praktikos Introduction 9, SC 171, pp. 490-2.

And some things I have concealed and shadowed over, so that we do 
not give holy things to dogs nor cast pearls before swine (Matt. 7: 6). 
But these will be clear to those who have themselves embarked on the 
same search.

Here he states that his meaning will be clear only to those who are following 
the same 'search' or 'path' as he. The word χνος literally means 'track,
trace' or 'clue'. It suggests a hunt for prey which leaves traces on a track or
path, which are only visible to those who know what to look for. And, indeed,
the five hundred and forty sentences of the Kephalaia Gnostica appear to 
present a very meandering path. A large number of these kephalaia are 
citations from Evagrius' exegetical scholia; but they generally lack any 
indication of the text being explicated. Nearly one-sixth of the sentences are 
allegorical definitions of words or concepts, such as 'crown of justice' (I.75), 
'chariot of knowledge' (II.51), 'moon' (III.52)', stars' (III.62), 'tunic' (IV.74), 
'cloud' (V.13 and V.16), 'fish-hook' (V.37), 'arrow', (VI.53), and 'stone knife' 

(VI.66). As has been described, 
27 

27 Above, Chapters 1.3.2.4 and 3.1, esp. pp. 66-7.

Evagrius considered familiarity with allegorical definitions to be an essential
skill for the gnostikos.

At first glance these scattered definitions appear to lack any clear association 
with each other or with ideas presented in nearby kephalaia. On closer 
inspection, however, the definitions are sometimes drawn from a common 

biblical chapter or verse, 
28 

28 Examples include: Exodus 28-9, from which many of the definitions in Kephalaia 
Gnostica IV.28-72 are taken; and Eph. 6:17, which supplies the subjects of many 
definitions in Kephalaia Gnostica V.28-34.

or occur in (albeit scattered) clusters which progressively explicate a
common theme, such as the celestial bodies and heavenly powers 
(III.37-65), symbols of priestly sacrifice (IV.12-79), symbols of spiritual 
warfare (IV.28-82), and successive articles of the Nicene Creed (VI.28-61). 
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Since the definitions comprising these thematic clusters are separated, often 
widely so, from each other by intervening sentences which explicate very 
diverse concepts, the existence of these clusters only becomes apparent to 
the reader after multiple rereadings of the text.
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The only hint Evagrius gives as to the underlying structure of this work is 
found in the last sentence of the book: 'Scrutinize our words, O our brothers, 
and explicate with zeal these centuries, according to the number of the six 

days of creation.' 
29 

29 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica Conclusion, ed. Guillaumont, p. 257

This seems to refer only superficially to the creation narrative in Genesis

1-2: 
30 

30 There is, for example, no obvious correlation between the assignment of 
definitions (such as those of stars, mountains, angels, or human beings) to any 
particular century in the Kephalaia Gnostica and the day of creation assigned to 
those objects in Genesis 1-3.

instead, the six centuries of the Kephalaia Gnostica seem intended to 
encompass the whole of history, from the primordial Monad to the 
apokatastasis. Thus the first century begins with 'the unopposed good', 
which is rapidly followed by 'opposition' (1.2-4, 10), principles and qualities 
(1.5-8) and assorted discussions of demons, temptation, and human 
psychology. The second century invites meditation on those aspects of 
creation's multiplicity which most directly affect human beings. The third 
century invites the reader to contemplate the heavens through definitions of 
the world (III.36), the sun (III.44), the moon (III.52), the stars (III.37 and 
62), and the angels (III.65). The fourth century progresses through symbols 
of priesthood and sacrifice, described above. The fifth century invokes the 
symbols of cloud (V.13 and 16) and resurrection (V.22 and 25), then 
progresses through symbols of spiritual combat (V.28-45) to images of the 
heavenly city (V.74-82) and the heavenly temple (V.84). The sixth and last 
century invites meditation on themes apparently drawn from the creed, 
including the Father (VI.28-30), the difference between begetting and 
engendering (VI.31-32), the crucifixion (VI.38 and 40) and death of Christ 
(VI.40-2), the 'living and the dead' (VI.61); and the century culminates in 
the theme of spiritual submission (VI.68-70).

Evagrius' division of this work into centuries 'according to the days of 
creation' provides more than an invitation to meditate on cosmic history. 
Many passages invite the reader to apply the allegorical method to lofty 
theological concepts in order to appreciate these doctrines in more personal, 
spiritual terms, or as it might be put today, at a more existential, 
psychological level. The Kephalaia Gnostica is above all else a workbook for 
meditation. Evagrius seems relatively uninterested in providing unambiguous 
theological definitions: his purpose is to tantalize, not necessarily to satisfy. 
He invites his reader to 'scrutinize', that is to search more deeply in his texts 
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and in the history of creation itself for the God who lies behind the letter of 
the text and the external appearances of creation. 
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The Syriac word  , used to translate the opening verb in Evagrius' last
sentence, 'Scrutinize our words [. . . ]', means 'to trace, track, seek out,

investigate' 
31 

31 Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 424.

, possibly translating the Greek ξιχνε ω. Throughout the Kephalaia Gnostica
Evagrius invites such 'scrutiny' through the use of allusion, hints, paradox, 
and above all through symbolic imagery drawn chiefly from the scriptures. It 
therefore follows that one would need to exercise great care in using texts 
from the Kephalaia Gnostica to assess the orthodoxy of Evagrius' dogmatic 
theology. Nevertheless, this is precisely what theologians from Justinian 
down to the present have attempted to do.

Evagrius' 'Hidden Doctrines'

Four years after producing his critical edition of the Kephalaia Gnostica, 
Antoine Guillaumont published a study of this text demonstrating that 
Evagrius' writings had played a more significant role in the Origenist 
controversies of the sixth century than had previously been realized. As has 
been described, none of the sixth-century anathemas or anti-Origenist 
chroniclers specify any particular doctrine as having originated with Evagrius. 
Guillaumont pointed out, however, that whereas Justinian's anathemas of 
543 are directed against specific doctrines taken from Origen's De principiis, 
the subsequent anathemas of 553, although not mentioning Evagrius by 
name, specifically condemn doctrines which appear to be present in the 
Kephalaia Gnostica. The clearest example is anathema 8 of 553:

  
32 

32 Diekamp, Origenistische Streitigkeiten, p. 93, lines 23-34.

8. If anyone does not say that the divine Word, consubstantial with 
God the Father and [God the] Holy Spirit, who was incarnate and 
became man, one of the Holy Trinity, is Christ in the proper sense; but 
[says] instead that he is incorrectly so-called because (as they put it) 
of the self-emptying nous which unites itself to God the Word, and 
which is referred to as Christ in the proper sense: and further that the 
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latter [Word] because of the former [nous] is [called] Christ and the 
former [nous] because of the latter [Word] is [called] God—let him be
anathema!
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Strikingly similar to the last phrase of this anathema is the text of Kephalaia 
Gnostica IV.18:

The intelligible anointing is the spiritual knowledge of the holy Unity, 
and the Christ is he who is united to this knowledge. And if this is so, 
the Christ is not the Word in the beginning, just as he who is anointed 
is not God in the beginning; rather the latter [God] because of the 
former [anointed] is the Christ, and the former [anointed] because of 

the latter [God] is God. 
33 

33 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica IV.18, ed. Guillaumont.

Guillaumont believes that the last phrase of anathema 8 (from κα κυρως λεγ
µεν ον [. . . ]) is a direct citation from Kephalaia Gnostica IV.18. This is 

certainly possible; although as Bunge has noted, this text appears to be a 

citation by Evagrius of Gregory of Nazianzen's Oration 30. 
34 

34 Bunge, Briefe aus der Wüste, p. 163 n. 178 and p. 400 n. 92. Gregory Nazianzen, 
Oration 30 (4. Theol.), SC 250, p. 272: 'He is "Christ" (anointed) because of [his] 
divinity: for this is the anointing of the humanity which [anointing] sanctifies not 
through [its] action, as with the other anointed ones; but rather through the 
complete presence of the one who anoints'

.

However, the first part of this anathema describes a doctrine which is not
attributable to Evagrius: nowhere does he write of a divine 'kenotic nous'

 which effects Christ's 'spiritual anointing'. Thus,
although anathema 8 of 553 may well contain a citation from the Kephalaia 
Gnostica, it cannot be regarded as solely, or even as primarily directed 
against Evagrius, since the majority of the anathema describes a doctrine 
which Evagrius did not teach.

Nevertheless, having concluded that the author (or authors) of the 15 
anathemas of 553 knew the Kephalaia Gnostica, Guillaumont proceeded to 
search this work for evidence of the 'christologie très particulière' which he
regarded as characteristic of the 15 anathemas. He bases his claim to have 
found such a Christology in Evagrius on the following citation from Kephalaia 
Gnostica 1.77: '[. . . ] intellect is the Christ who is united to the knowledge

of the Unity.' 
35 

35 Guillaumont, Les 'Kephalaia Gnostica', p. 152: '[. . . ] intellect est le Christ, qui est
uni à la science de l'Unité'.

It should be noted that this is a partial citation of a longer text, the
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preceding portion of which Guillaumont neither cites nor discusses; 

nevertheless this text is quoted in the same partial way by Refoulé 36 

36 Refoulé, 'La Christologie d'Évagre et l'Origénisme', p. 252.

and Grillmeier 
37 

37 Grillmeier, 'Evagrius Ponticus', p. 381.

in their discussions of Evagrius' Christology. This text
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is absolutely crucial because it is the only passage in all of Evagrius' works 
where he appears to speak openly of, and even to define, the nous of Christ.

However, when Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77 is considered in its entirety it 
becomes less certain that Evagrius is here speaking of the nous of Christ at 
all, much less attempting to define it. The full text, with Guillaumont's 
translation rendered into English, is as follows:

1.77. The second nature is the sign of the body, and the first [nature] 
is [the sign] of the soul. And the nous is the Christ who is united to 

the knowledge of the Unity. 
38 

38 Evagrius, Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77, Guillaumont, pp. 52-3: 'La nature 
seconde est le signe du corps, et la (nature) première le (signe) de l'âme; et
le nous est le Christ, qui est uni à la science de l'Unité.'

What becomes apparent when the full text is considered is that the phrase 
cited by Guillaumont is not an isolated definition: it is, rather, the third and 
concluding statement in a progressive analogy which juxtaposes two parallel 
models of mystical ascent. One is human and invites introspection; the other 
is cosmic and encourages reflection on our eschatological destiny. On the 
one hand Evagrius offers the threefold anthropological model of body, soul, 
and nous, a sequence which illustrates for him the hierarchical ordering of 
different levels of creation, perceptible both in the exterior world of cosmic 
history and in the interior world of human psychology. In the Letter to 
Melania this sequence provides an analogy for God's indwelling and activity 

at different levels of creation. 
39 

39 Evagrius, Letter to Melania 15, ed. Frankenberg, p. 514: 'And just as the [human] 
nous acts in the body through the mediation  of the soul, in the same way the 
Father acts ( , prob.) through the mediation of the "soul" [i.e. the Son and the 
Spirit] in his "body", which is the [human] nous.' The same notion of hierarchical 
mediation is expressed in Kephalaia Gnostica 1.56: 'The nous teaches the soul, and 
the soul the body; and only the "man of God" (Deut. 33: 1) knows the man of 
knowledge.' Evagrius elsewhere points out that this inner hierarchy can also be a 
reminder of the dire consequences of failing to seek God. In scholion 6 on Psalm 48: 
12, commenting on the verse 'Their graves shall be their homes forever', Evagrius 
employs the anthropological model of body/soul/ nous to suggest the possibility of 
spiritual decay through sin: 'The unclean grave of the nous is the soul; and the grave 
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of the soul is the body' (cf. PG 12.1445).

For Evagrius the body represents the lowest and 'most dense', that is to say
the least spiritual, level of the human person. Above it in dignity 
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is the soul, which, although spiritual, exists as a consequence of the fall and 
serves as the mediator between nous and body. The nous or intellect is the 
highest level and true centre of the human person: it is the image of God 
and is solely capable of both perceiving the 'light' of God and being 
'illuminated' by that light.

Corresponding to these levels of human psychology Evagrius offers the
analogy of: (3) second nature—(2) first nature—(1) Christ. Another way of
saying this would be: (3) fallen nature—(2) original (unfallen) nature—(1)
Christ.

Seen as a whole, it becomes clear that in this chapter Evagrius is presenting 
a symbolic analogy rather than a theological definition. In Guillaumont's 

translation the full significance of the term  , which means 'sign,

portent', or 'ensign, standard, banner' 
40 

40 Smith, Compendious Syriac Dictionary, p. 339.

is obscured. In this context Evagrius clearly intends it to mean 'symbol' or

'sign', and the underlying Greek term is probably σ µβολον. 
41 

41 Frankenberg considers  the equivalent of su/mbolon in his retroversion of 
Kephalaia Gnostica II.26 and III.60. This suggests that Evagrius is here employing a 
formula he customarily uses in his exegetical writings to suggest symbolic analogies: 
'X is the symbol of Y'. However, he renders the same term as  in Kephalaia 
Gnostica III.29, III.47, IV.21, and IV.43; as τ πος in II.70 and III.67; and as σκοπ ς
in IV.81. In the sole instance where a Greek fragment exists (IV.68) the Greek word
translated by  is λ γος ( π χουσι λ γον: 'signify' or 'convey the meaning').

Whatever the underlying Greek may be, the use of this term at the beginning
of the chapter makes it clear that Evagrius is presenting a symbolic analogy 
intended to facilitate contemplation: thus, 'the second nature is the sign of 

the body'. Guillaumont's translation acknowledges that  , although not
repeated, is implied in the second phrase; thus he translates: 'the first 

[nature is] the [sign] of the soul'. But in the third phrase the implied  is
inexplicably absent from Guillaumont's translation. Based on what precedes 
it, a better translation would be: 'Christ is [the sign of] the nous, who is 
united to the knowledge of the Unity.'

This would suggest that Kephalaia Gnostica 1.77 is not primarily 
christological: rather, the reader of the text is being invited to meditate 
simultaneously on two parallel symbols of spiritual ascent. The first is 

anthropological 
42 
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42 Although the term 'anthropological' is used here, this threefold model would also 
apply to angels or demons as well; since as has been described, Evagrius believed 
that they, too, are fallen noes with bodies and souls.

and consists of the threefold 'signs' of body, soul, and nous. From the 
perspective of Evagrius' cosmology these three 'signs' also suggest the fallen 
state of the nous. Thus the second, 
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parallel set of concepts for meditation is a more overt reminder of the origin 
and destiny of the nous: second (fallen) nature; first (unfallen) nature; and 
Christ who enjoys knowledge of the Unity. The capstone of this passage is 
clearly the reference to 'knowledge of the Unity', which Evagrius elsewhere 
refers to as 'essential knowledge'. Christ now 'knows the Unity', and the 
implication is that the reader, too, should ascend from 'the sign of the body' 
through the 'sign of the soul' to the 'sign of the nous' in order to 'know' what 
Christ knows.

It has been suggested here that the principal text on which modern criticism 
of Evagrius' Christology is based should be looked at in full and in greater 
depth than has been customary hitherto; and that when this is done it 
becomes difficult if not impossible to establish with any certainty that 
Evagrius wrote anything on the subject of the nous of Christ. This does not 
mean that I think Evagrius did not believe in the pre-existent nous of Christ, 
nor that I consider such a doctrine to be compatible with orthodox 
Christology, either of Evagrius' day or our own. What I do believe is that 
Evagrius was aware of the problem. I do not believe the consequences of 
incorrectly stating Who or What became incarnate were any less obvious to 
Evagrius than they are to us. Evagrius, however, had explicated his whole 
cosmology and spirituality on the basis of Origen's doctrine of the 
pre-existence of noes, and he could not easily set that doctrine aside, no 
matter how troubling the consequences. Knowing that there was no 
theological solution to his problem, I believe he chose to keep absolutely 
silent on the question of Christ's nous, and that he thus remained true to his 
own admonition:

  
43 

43 Evagrius, Gnostikos 41, SC 356, p. 166. Cited by Socrates, Ecclesiastical 
History 3.7, 23-4, ed. Hansen, p. 199.

41. Every proposition has a predicate or a genus, or a distinction, or a 
species, or a property, or an accident, or that which is composed of 
these things. But on the subject of the Blessed Trinity, nothing of what 
has been said [here] is admissible. In silence let the ineffable be 
adored!
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Appendix 2 Select Pages From MS. Vaticanus Grœcus 754

The text of the Scholia on Psalms used in this volume is that of M. J. 
Rondeau, based on MS Vaticanus Graecus 754. In three of the scholia 
discussed in Chapter 6, Rondeau's text differs significantly from the versions 
printed in Migne, Patrologia Graeca, and Pitra, Analecta Sacra, in ways which 
affect the interpretation of Evagrius' Christology. For this reason 
reproductions are included of the following:
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 MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 123v, containing Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 44: 8(2-3) 
(cf. ed. Pitra, 44: 3(3), vol. iii, pp. 40-1).

 MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 219v, containing Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 88: 7(2) 
(cf. ed. Pitra, 88: 9, vol. iii, p. 160).

 MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 258v, containing Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15 
(cf. PG 12.1564).

 Details of the relevant portions of the three preceding pages.
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 MS
Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 123v. Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 44:8(2-3) 
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(cf. ed. Pitra, 44: 3(3), vol. iii, pp. 40-1).
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 MS
Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 219v. Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 88:7(2) (cf. 
ed. Pitra, 88: 9, vol. iii, p. 160).
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 MS
Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 258v. Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15 (cf. 
PG 12.1564).
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 MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, 

fo. 123v. Evagrius, scholion 7 on Psalm 44:8(2-3) (cf. ed. Pitra, 44:3(3), vol. 
iii, pp. 40-1).

MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 219v. Evagrius, scholion 4 on Psalm 88:7(2) 
(cf. ed. Pitra, 88: 9, vol. iii, p. 160).

MS Vaticanus Graecus 754, fo. 258v. Evagrius, scholion 10 on Psalm 104: 15 
(cf. PG 12.1564).
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Scholies a L'Ecclésiaste, SC 397 (Paris: Cerf, 1993).

 —— Scholia on Proverbs, ed. and trans. Paul Géhin, Évagre le Pontique Scholies
aux Proverbes, SC 340 (Paris: Cerf, 1987).

 —— Scholia on Psalms, cited according to an unpublished collation, ed. and 
graciously provided M.-J. Rondeau, based on Vaticanus Graecus 754 (10th cent. MS, 395 

fos., Psalmi et cantica cum catena, Karo-Lietzman Cat., pp. 39-41).  A 'key' which
facilitates extraction of over 95 per cent of this collation from published sources is found in 
Rondeau's article, 'Le Commentaire sur les Psaumes d'Évagre le Pontique', Orientalia 

Christiana Periodica 26 (1960), pp. 307-48.  In this thesis references are also
provided, when possible, to published sources listed in Rondeau's key: Origen, Selecta in 
Psalmos, PG 12.1053-1685, TLG canon 42.58; Athanasius, Expositiones in Psalmos, PG
27.60-589, TLG canon 2035.61; and Origen, Fragmenta in Psalmos 1-150, ed. J. B. Pitra, 
Origines in Psalmos, in Analecta Sacra, vols. ii and iii (vol. ii Paris: Tusculum, 1884; vol. 
iii: Venice: St Lazarus Monastery, 1883), vol. ii, pp. 444-83; vol. iii: pp. 1-364. TLG canon 
42.44.

 —— Skemmata (Capita Cogniscitiva), ed. J. Muyldermans, 'Evagriana', Le
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Muséon 44 (1931), pp. 37-68, 369-83.

 —— Tractatus ad Eulogium, PG 79.1093-1140; longer recension ed. J. 
Muyldermans, 'Evagriana de la Vaticane', Le Muséon 54 (1941), pp. 4-7, 9.

 Evagrius Scholasticus, Ecclesiastical History, ed. J. Bidez and L. Parmentier 
(London: Methuen, 1898). TLG canon 2733.1

 Galen, De dignoscendis pulsibus libri iv, ed. C. Kühn, Claudii Galeni opera omnia, 
vol. viii (Leipzig: Knobloch, 1824; rpr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1965), pp. 766-961. TLG canon 
57.60.

 —— De libris propriis (cit. Kühn), ed. J. Marquardt, I. Müller, and G.
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Helmreich, Claudii Galeni Pergameni scripta minora, vol. ii (Leipzig: Teubner, 1891; rpr. 
Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1967), pp. 91-124. TLG canon 57.100.

 —— De melancholia (ap. Aëtium), ed. A. Olivieri, Aëtii Amideni libri medicinales
v-viii, Corpus medicorum Graecorum 8.2 (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1950), pp. 143-6. TLG
canon 57.121.

 —— De methodo medendi, ed. C. Kühn, Claudii Galeni opera omnia, vol. x 
(Leipzig: Knobloch, 1825; rpr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1965), pp. 1-1021. TLG canon 57.66.

 —— De naturalibus facultatibus (cit. Kühn), ed. J. Marquardt, I. Müller, and G.
Helmreich, Claudii Galeni Pergameni scripta minora, vol. iii (Leipzig: Teubner, 1893; rpr. 
Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1967), pp. 101-257. TLG canon 57.10.

 —— De placitis Hippocratis et Platonis, ed. P. De Lacy, Galen: On the Doctrines 
of Hippocrates and Plato, Corpus medicorum Graecorum 5.4.1.2, pts. 1-2 (Berlin: 
Akademie-Verlag, 1978, 1980). TLG canon 57.32.

 —— De propriorum animi cuiuslibet affectuum dignotione et curatione (cit.
Kühn), ed. W. de Boer, Corpus medicorum Graecorum 5.4.1.1 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1937),
pp. 3-37. TLG canon 57.28.

 —— De sectis ad eos qui introducuntur (cit. Kühn), ed. J. Marquardt, I. Müller,
and G. Helmreich, Claudii Galeni Pergameni scripta minora, vol. iii (Leipzig: Teubner, 
1893; rpr. Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1967), pp. 1-32. TLG canon 57.4.

 Gennadius, De viris inlustribus, ed. E. Richardson, Texte und Untersuchungen 
14.1 (Leipzig, 1896), pp. 57-97.

Gregory Nazianzen, Carmina de se ipso, PG 37.969-1029, 1166-1452. TLG canon 2022.61

 —— Epistulae, ed. P. Gallay, Saint Grégoire de Nazianze, Lettres, vol. i: Epist. 
1-100, vol. ii: Epist. 103-201, 203-249 (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1964, 1967). TLG canon 
2022.1.

 —— Oration 2 (Apologetica), ed. and trans. J. Bernardi, Grégoire de Nazianze
Discours 1-3, SC 247 (Paris: Cerf, 1978), pp. 84-241. TLG canon 2022.16
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 —— Oration 7 (Funebris in laudem Caesarii fratris), ed. F. Boulenger, Grégoire
de Nazianze. Discours funèbres en l'honneur de son frère Césaire et de Basile de Césarée
(Paris: Picard, 1908), pp. 2-56. TLG canon 2022.21.

—— Oration 8 (In laudem sororis Gorgoniae), PG 35.789-817. TLG canon 2022.21.

 —— Oration 28 (Theol. Or. 2), ed. and trans. P. Gallay, Grégoire de Nazianze
Discours 27-31 (Discours Théologiques), SC 250 (Paris: Cerf, 1978), pp. 100-75. TLG
canon 2022.8

 —— Oration 30 (Theol. Or. 4), ed. and trans. P. Gallay, Grégoire de Nazianze
Discours 27-31 (Discours Théologiques), SC 250 (Paris: Cerf, 1978), pp. 226-75. TLG
canon 2022.10.

 —— Oration 32 (De moderatione in disputando), ed. and trans. C. Moreschini, 
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Grégoire de Nazianze Discours 32-37, SC 318 (Paris: Cerf, 1985), pp. 82-155. TLG canon 
2022.40.

 —— Oration 38 (In theophania), ed. and trans. C. Moreschini, Grégoire de
Nazianze Discours 38-41, SC 358 (Paris: Cerf, 1990), pp. 104-49. TLG canon 2022.46.

 Gregory Nazianzen, Oration 43 (Funebris oratio in laudem Basilii Magni 
Caesareae in Cappadocia episcopi), ed. and trans. J. Bernardi, Grégoire de Nazianze
Discours 42-43, SC 384 (Paris: Cerf, 1992) pp. 116-307. TLG canon 2022.6

—— Testamentum (Exemplum Testamenti Testamentum. S. Gregorii), PG 37.389-96.

 Gregory of Nyssa, De beatitudinibus (orationes 7), PG 44.1193-1301. TLG canon 
2017.53. Gregorii Nysseni de beatitudinibus, ed. J. Callahan, Gregorii Nysseni opera 7 
(Leiden: Brill, 1992), pp. 77-170.

 —— De oratione dominica orationes V, ed. F. Oehler, Gregor Bischof von Nyssa 
Abhandlung von der Erschaffung des Menschen und fünf Reden auf das Gebet (Leipzig: 

Engelmann, 1859), pp. 202-314. TLG canon 2017.47.  Gregorii Nysseni de 
oratione dominica, ed. J. Callahan, Gregorii Nysseni opera 7 (Leiden: Brill, 1992), pp. 
5-74.

—— Dialogus de anima et resurrectione, PG 46.12-160.

 —— In Canticum canticorum (homiliae 15), ed. H. Langerbeck, Gregorii Nysseni 
opera 6 (Leiden: Brill, 1960). TLG canon 2017.32.

 —— In inscriptiones Psalmorum, ed. J. McDonough, Gregorii Nysseni opera 5 

(Leiden: Brill, 1962), pp. 24-175. TLG canon 2017.27.  English: Gregory of 
Nyssa's Treatise on the Inscriptions of the Psalms, trans. R. Heine (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1995).

 —— Vita sanctae Macrinae, ed. and trans. P. Maraval, Grégoire de Nysse. Vie de
sainte Macrine, SC 178 (Paris: Cerf, 1971), pp. 136-266. TLG canon 2017.41.

 Gregory of Nyssa [pseudo-], De creatione hominis sermo primus, ed. H. Hörner,
Gregorii Nysseni opera, suppl. (Leiden: Brill, 1972), pp. 2-40. TLG canon 2017.34.
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 Hippocrates De morbis popularibus (Epidemiae), ed. É. Littré, Oeuvres Complètes
d'Hippocrate, vols. ii, iii, v (Paris: Baillie, 1840, 1841, 1846; repr. Amsterdam: Hakkert, 
1961, 1962). TLG canon 627.23.

 —— De prisca medicina (Ancient Medicine), ed. É. Littré, Oeuvres Complètes
d'Hippocrate, vol. i (Paris: Baillie, 1839; repr. Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1973), pp. 570-636. 
TLG canon 627.1

 —— Prognosticon, ed. É. Littré, Oeuvres Complètes d'Hippocrate, vol. ii (Paris: 
Baillie, 1840; rpr Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1961), pp. 110-90. TLG canon 627.3

 —— De flatibus, ed. É. Littré, Oeuvres Completes d'Hippocrate, vol. vi (Paris: 
Baillie, 1849; repr. Amsterdam: Hakkert, 1962), pp. 90-114. TLG canon 627.21
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Historia monachorum in Aegypto: see above under 'Anonymous'.

 Homer, The Iliad, ed. T. Allen, Homeri Ilias, vols. ii-iii (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1931). TLG canon 12.1.

 —— The Odyssey, ed. P. von der Mühll, Homeri Odyssea (Basel: Helbing and 
Lichtenhahn, 1962). TLG canon 12.2.

 Ignatius of Antioch, Letter to the Ephesians (Ep. 1), Epistulae vii genuinae 
(recensio media), ed. and trans. P. T. Camelot, Ignace d'Antioche. Polycarpe de Smyrne. 
Lettres. Martyre de Polycarpe, 4th edn., SC 10 (Paris: Cerf, 1969), pp. 56-78. TLG canon 
1443.1.

 —— Letter to the Trallians (Ep. 3), Epistulae vii genuinae (recensio media), ed. 
and trans. P. T. Camelot, Ignace d'Antioche. Polycarpe de Smyrne. Lettres. Martyre de 
Polycarpe, 4th edn., SC 10 (Paris: Cerf, 1969), pp. 94-104. TLG canon 1443.1.

 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, ed. and trans. A. Rousseau and L. Doutreleau, 
Iréneé de Lyon. Contre les hérésies, livre 3, vol. ii, SC 211 (Paris: Cerf, 1974). TLG canon 
1447.2.

 Jerome, Dialogue Against the Pelagians (Dialogi contra Pelagianos libri 3), ed. C. 
Moreschini, S. Hieronymi presbyterii opera, pt. 3: Opera polemica 2, CCSL 80 (Tournai: 
Brepols, 1990).

 —— Commentary on Jeremiah (In Hieremiam libri 4), ed. S. Rieter, CCSL 74 
(Tournai: Brepols, 1960).

 —— Letter 133 (ad Ctesiphontem adversus Pelagium), ed. I. Hilberg, Epistulae, 
CSEL 56. 1 (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1996), pp. 241-60.

Moschus, John, The Meadow (Pratum Spirituale), PG 87.2851-3112.

 Niceta of Remesiana, De vigiliis and De utilitate hymnorum, ed. C. H. Turner, 
Journal of Theological Studies 24 (1923), pp. 233-52, 305-20.

 Origen, Commentarii in evangelium Joannis (lib. 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 10, 13, 19, 20, 28, 
32), ed. and trans. C. Blanc, Commentaire sur saint Jean, 5 vols., vol. i: SC 120 (bks. 1, 
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2, 4, 5); vol. ii: SC 157 (bks. 6, 10); vol. iii: SC 222 (bk. 13); vol. iv: SC 290 (bks. 
19-20); vol. v: SC 385 (bks. 18-19) (Paris: Cerf, 1966, 1970, 1975, 1982, 1992). TLG
canon 2042.5.

 —— Commentarium in Cant. Canticorum, ed. and trans. L. Brésard and H.
Crouzel, 2 vols., SC 375 (bks. 1-2); 376 (bks. 3-4) (Paris: Cerf, 1991, 1992).

 —— Commentarium in evangelium Matthaei (lib. 12-17), ed. E. Klostermann, 
Origenes Werke, vols. x.1-2, GCS 40.1-2 (Leipzig: Teubner, 1935, 1937), x.1, pp. 69-304; 
x.2, pp. 305-703. TLG canon 2042.30.

 —— Contra Celsum, ed. and trans. M. Borret, Origène. Contre Celse, SC 132, 
136, 147, 150 (Paris: Cerf, 1967, 1968, 1969). TLG canon 2042.1.

 —— De oratione, ed. P. Koetschau, Origenes Werke, vol. ii, GCS 3 (Leipzig: 
Hinrichs, 1899), pp. 297-403. TLG canon 2042.8.

 —— De principiis, Greek text ed. H. Görgemanns and H. Karpp, Origenes vier
Bücher von den Prinzipien (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesells-chaft, 
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1976). Latin text ed. and trans. H. Crouzel and M. Simonetti, SC 252 (Paris: Cerf, 1978).

TLG canon 2042.2.  English: Origen on First Principles, trans. G. W. Butterworth 
(London: SPCK, 1936).

 Origen, Fragmenta in Lucam (in catenis), ed. M. Rauer, Origenes Werke, vol. ix, 
2nd edn., GCS 49(35) (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1959). TLG canon 2042.2.

 —— Fragmenta in Jeremiam (in catenis), ed. E. Klostermann, Origenes Werke
vol. iii, GCS 6 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1901), pp. 199-232. TLG canon 2042.10.

 —— In Exodum (homiliae 1-13), ed. and trans. M. Borret, Origène. Homélies sur
L'Exode, SC 321 (Paris: Cerf, 1985). TLG canon 2042.23.

 —— In Jeremiam (homiliae 12-20), ed. E. Klostermann, Origenes Werke, vol. 3, 
GCS 6 (Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1901). TLG canon 2042.21.

 —— In Leviticum (homiliae 8-16), ed. and trans. M. Borret, Origène. Homélies
sur Lévitique, vol. ii, SC 287 (Paris: Cerf, 1981). TLG canon 2042.24.

 —— In Psalmum 36 (homiliae 1-5), ed. and trans. E. Prinzivalli, Origène.
Homélies sur Les Psaumes 36 à 38, SC 411 (Paris: Cerf, 1995), pp. 50-255.

 —— Philocalia sive Ecloga de operibus Origenis a Basilio et Gregorio Nazianzeno 
facta (cap. 1-27), ed. J. A. Robinson, The Philocalia of Origen (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1893). TLG canon 2042.19.

 Palladius, The Lausiac History, ed. C. Butler, The Lausiac History, Texts and 

Studies, 6. 1. (Cambridge, 1904);  Recensio G, ed. G. Bartelink, Palladio. La 

storia Lausiaca (Verona: Fondazione Lorenzo Valla, 1974). TLG canon 2111.1. 
Greek fragment, 'Tale of the Three Demons Disguised as Clerics', ed. J. B. Cotelier, 

Ecclesiae Graecae Monumenta, vol. iii, pp. 117-20.  Coptic version ed. E.
Amélineau, De Historia Lausiaca. Coptica fragmenta inedita (Paris: Leroux, 1887), pp. 

111-21.  English: trans. and ed. R. Meyer, Palladius: The Lausiac History, Ancient 
Christian Writers 34 (New York: Paulist Press, 1964).

 Philo of Alexandria, De vita contemplativa, ed. L. Cohn and S. Reiter, Philonis 
Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, vol. vi (Berlin: Reimer, 1915; rpr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 
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1962), pp. 46-71. TLG canon 18.28.

 —— Quod omnis probus liber sit, ed. L. Cohn and S. Reiter, Philonis Alexandrini 
opera quae supersunt, vol. vi (Berlin: Reimer, 1915; rpr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962), pp. 
1-45. TLG canon 18.27.

 Plato, Phaedrus (cit. Stephanus), ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. ii (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1901; repr. 1967), 111.227a-279c. TLG canon 59.12.

 —— Timaeus (cit. Stephanus), ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. iv (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1903; repr. 1968), 111.17a-92c. TLG canon 59.31.

 —— Republic (cit. Stephanus), ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. iv (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1902; repr. 1968), 11.327a-621d. TLG canon 59.30.

 —— The Laws (cit. Stephanus), ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. v (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1907; repr. 1967), 11.624a-969d. TLG canon 59.34.

 —— Protagoras (cit. Stephanus), ed. J. Burnet, Platonis opera, vol. iii (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1903; repr. 1968), 11.624a-969d. TLG canon 59.22.
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 Plotinus, Enneads, ed. P. Henry, Plotini opera, 3 vols (Leiden: Brill, 1951, 1959, 
1973). TLG canon 2000.1

 Plutarch, Quaestiones convivales (Stephanus 612c-748d), ed. C. Hubert, 
Plutarchi moralia, vol. iv (Leipzig: Teubner, 1938). TLG canon 7.112.

 Porphyry (Porphyrius Tyrius), De abstinentia, ed. A. Nauck, Porphyrii philosophi 
Platonici opuscula selecta, 2nd edn. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1886; rpr. Hildesheim: Olms, 
1963), pp. 85-269. TLG canon 2034.3.

 Rufinus (Rufinus Tyrannius), Historia monachorum sive de vita sanctorum 
patrum, ed. E. Schultz-Flügel, Patristische Texte und Studien 34 (Berlin: De Gruyter,
1990).

 Socrates (Socrates Scholasticus), Ecclesiastical History, ed. W. Bright, Socrates' 
Ecclesiastical History, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1893). TLG canon 2057.1;

 ed. G. Hansen, Sokrates, Kirchengeschichte, GCS(NF) 1 (Berlin: 
Akadamie-Verlag, 1995).

 Sophocles, Philoctetes, ed. A. Dain and P. Mazon, Sophocle, vol. iii (Paris: Les 
Belles Lettres, 1967), pp. 10-66. TLG canon 11.6.

 Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, ed. J. Bidez and G. Hansen, Sozomenus 

Kirchengeschichte, GCS 50 (Berlin: Akadamie-Verlag, 1960). TLG canon 2048.1; 
2nd rev. edn. ed. J. Bidez and G. Hansen, Sozomenus Kirchengeschichte, GCS(NF) 5 
(Berlin: Akadamie-Verlag, 1995).

Vaticanus Graecus 754 (olim 241), 10th cent. MS, 395 fos., missing fos. 1 and 22 (Psalmi 
et cantica cum catena, Karo-Lietzman Cat., pp. 39-41), microfilm: 350 × 255 mm.

Secondary Sources

 Amundsen, D. Medicine, Society, and Faith in the Ancient and Medieval Worlds
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).

 Baethgen, D. (trans.), 'Evagrius größere Schrift von den acht Lastergedanken',
'Anhang I' (Appendix) to O. Zöckler, 'Evagrius Pontikus. Seine Stellung in der altchristliche
Literatur- und Dogmengeschichte', in Biblische und kirchenhistorische Studien (Munich, 
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1893), pp. 105-25.

 Balthasar, H. U. von, 'Die Hiera des Evagrius', Zeitschrift für katholische
Theologie 63 (1939), pp. 86-106, 181-206.

 —— 'Metaphysik und Mystik des Evagrius Ponticus', Zeitschrift für Aszese und
Mystik 14 (1939), pp. 31-47.

 Bamberger, J. E., Evagrius Ponticus: The Praktikos and Chapters On Prayer
(Kalamazoo: Cistercian, 1972).

 —— 'Desert Calm, Evagrius Ponticus: The Theologian as Spiritual Guide', 
Cistercian Studies 27.3 (1992), pp. 195-8.

 Bauer, W. (ed.) and W. Arndt and F. Gingrich (trans.), A Greek-English Lexicon 
of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1952).
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 Binns, J., Ascetics and Ambassadors of Christ: The Monasteries of Palestine, 
314-631 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994).

 Blowers, P. (ed. and tran)s., The Bible in Greek Christian Antiquity, based on De 
Tous les Temps, vol. i: Le monde grec ancien et la Bible, ed. C. Mondésert (Notre Dame:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1997).

 Bousset, W., Apophthegmata, vol. iii: Evagriosstudien (Tübingen, 1923), pp.
281-341.

 Bowersock, G., Fiction as History: Nero to Julian, Sather Classical Lectures 58 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994).

 Brakke, D., 'The Greek and Syriac Versions of the Life of Antony', Le Muséon 107 
(1994), pp. 29-53.

 Brésard, L., and H. Crouzel (eds.), Origenes, Commentarium in Canticum 
Canticorum, SC 375 (Paris, 1991).

 Bridel, P. 'Le Site des Kellia et son exploration par la Mission Suisse', Les Kellia, 
ermitages coptes en Basse-Egypte, Musée d'art et d'histoire (Geneva: Tricorne, 1989), pp.
21-32.

 Brock, S., The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo: 
Cistercian, 1987).

 Brown, P., The Body and Society: Men, Women, and Sexual Renunciation in Early 
Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988).

 Bunge, G., Akedia: Die geistliche Lehre des Evagrios Pontikos vom Überdruβ
(Cologne: Luthe-Verlag, 1983).

 —— 'Évagre le Pontique et les deux Macaire', Irenikon 56.2 (1983), pp. 215-27; 
continued in Irenikon 56.3 (1983), pp. 323-60.

 —— Evagrios Pontikos. Briefe aus der Wüste, Eingeleited, übersetzt und
kommentiert von Gabriel Bunge (Trier: Paulinus Verlag, 1986).
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 —— Evagrios Pontikos. Praktikos oder der Mönch, Hundert Kapitel über das
geistliche Leben (Cologne: Luthe-Verlag, 1989).

 —— 'Evagrios Pontikos. Der Prolog des Antirrhetikos', Studia Monastica 39 
(1997), pp. 77-105.

 —— Das Geistgebet, Studien zum Traktat 'De oratione' des Evagrios Pontikos
(Cologne: Luthe-Verlag, 1987).

 —— Geistliche Vaterschaft: Christliche Gnosis bei Evagrios Pontikos, Studia 
Patristica et Liturgica 23 (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 1988).

 —— 'Hénade ou Monade? Au sujet de deux notions centrales de la terminologie
Évagrienne', Le Muséon 102 (1989), pp. 69-71.

 —— 'Introduction aux fragments coptes de l'Histoire Lausiaque', Studia 
Monastica 32 (1990), pp. 79-129.

 —— 'Mysterium Unitatis: Der Gedanke der Einheit von Schöpfer und Geschöpf in
der evagrianischen Mystik', Freiburger Zeitschrift für Philiosophie und Theologie 36 (1989), 
pp. 449-69.

 —— ' "Der Mystische Sinn der Schrift" Anlässlich der Veröffentlichung der
Scholien zum Ecclesiasten des Evagrios Pontikos', Studia Monastica 36 (1994), pp. 
135-46.
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 —— 'Origenismus-Gnostizismus: zum geistesgeschichtliche Standort des
Evagrios Pontikos', Vigiliae Christianae 40 (1986), pp. 25-7.

 —— Quatre ermites égyptiens. D'après les fragments coptes de l'Histoire
Lausiaque, trans. A. de Vogüé, Collection Spiritualité Orientale 60 (Bégrolles-en-Mauges:
Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 1994).

 —— 'The "Spiritual Prayer": On the Trinitarian Mysticism of Evagrius of Pontus',
Monastic Studies 17 (1987), pp. 191-208.
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