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Abstract  
  

The  present   study   investigates   attitudes   towards   and   teachings   about   the   end   of   life   and   the  

soul’s   passage   to   the   next   world,   as   expressed   in   late   antique   religious   tales   in   Greek,  

particularly   from   Egypt   and   the   Sinai.   The   intellectual   setting   is   that   of   Chalcedonian  

Christianity,  but  within  those  strictures  there  was  scope  for  a  range  of  creative  treatments  and  

imaginings   of   a   topic   which   canonical   Scripture   touched   upon   in   mostly   vague   terms   or  

glancing   allusions.   While   there   was   much   speculation   and   discussion   in   what   we   may   call  

formal   theology,   the  use  of   arresting  narrative,   some  of   it  with   an   almost  dramatic   character,  

gave   exponents   of   doctrine   the   ability   to   reach   a   wider   audience   in   a  more   penetrating   and  

persuasive  way.  And,  as  the  number  of  scriptural  allusions  here  will  make  clear,  it  was  possible  

to  develop  ideas  and  images  within  the   large  gaps   left  by  Holy  Writ  which  were  nevertheless  

not  inconsonant  with  the  same.  

   Coupled  with  the  relative  freedom  allowed  for  presentations  of  a  universal  (death)  was  

an   urgency   to   do   so   which   was   particular   to   the   time   (one   of   sweeping   social   and   political  

changes   within,   and   threats   to,   the   empire).   We   consider   here   the   connection   between   the  

universal  and  the  particular,  and  some  of  the  most  important  approaches  taken  to  the  subject.  



  

  iv  

   This   work   builds   upon   that   of   a   number   of   scholars,   including   Derek   Krueger,   John  

Wortley,  Phil  Booth,  André  Binggeli,  Elizabeth  Castelli   and  Aron  Gurevich.  The   first   and   last  

chapters  of  the  dissertation  are  given  to  thematic  treatment  of  the  moments  immediately  before  

and  immediately  after  death.  The  second,  third  and  fourth  chapters  are  each  dedicated  to  one  of  

the   three   most   influential   ascetic   writers   of   the   period:   John   Klimakos,   John   Moschos,   and  

Anastasios  of   Sinai.  We   look  at  how   their  presentations  of  death  not  only   frame   the   ideals  of  

monastic  life  but  to  record  for  posterity  the  fading  ways  of  a  changing  world.  
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Exegi  monumentum  ære  perennius  
regalique  situ  pyramidum  altius…  
           —Ode  3.30  
  
So  long  as  men  can  breathe  or  eyes  can  see,  
So  long  lives  this  and  this  gives  life  to  thee.  
           —Sonnet  18  
    
  

General  Introduction  
    
In  the  Christian  thought  of  Late  Antiquity,  death  presented  the  ultimate  transition:  a  separation  

of   body   and   soul;   a   time  of   joy   and  peace   for   the   righteous   and  of   grief   and  penance   for   the  

wicked.  Although  for  most,  death  was  the  inexorable  conclusion  to  life  in  the  flesh,  a  fact  which  

the  pious  Christian  was  instructed  always  to  bear  carefully  in  mind,  a  number  of  Byzantine  text  

collections  belonging  to  the  genre  of  the  religious  tales  include  narratives  which  show  the  act  of  

dying   not   as   an   immovable   absolute   in   a   fixed   order   but   as   a   variable   process   that   could  

sometimes   be   anticipated,   delayed,   temporarily   reversed   or   even   permanently   undone.   The  

living  could  also  taste  of  death,  be  it  in  vision  or  in  the  flesh,  only  to  return  to  tell  the  dread  and  

wondrous  tale  of  their  experiences  in  the  Other  World.  

   The   prevalence   of   these   motifs   within   the   tales   tradition   suggests   that   there   was  

considerable   interest   in   such   information.   It   is   indeed   surprising   that,   despite   its   looming  

presence   in   the   Scriptures   and   its  monumental   importance   as   a  Christian   telos,   the  process   of  

death   is   not  more   fully   addressed   in   the  Bible.   Though   Scripture   reveals   the   contours   of   this  

transition,1   it  does  not   frequently  offer   the   sort  of  precise   and  exhaustive  answers   an  anxious  

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

                                                                                                                
1  The  Scriptures  do  offer  some  more-‐‑or-‐‑less  clear  information  on  both  the  general  judgment  (in  parable  of  the  sheep  
and  the  goats  (Matt.  25:31-‐‑46))  and  the  particular  judgment  (the  story  of  Lazarus  and  Dives  (Luke  16:19-‐‑31)). 
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what  rewards  and  punishments  would  await  him  there.  The  tales  tradition  thus  represents  an  

informal  and  supplementary  exploration  of  man’s  immediate  ante-‐‑  and  post-‐‑mortem  experience,  

often  in  accordance  with  and  an  enrichment  of  what  was  already  set  out  in  biblical,  apocryphal  

and  patristic  writing,   but   sometimes   also   independent   of   it.  As  Aron  Gurevich  has   observed,  

religious  tales  drew  on  “a  rich  fund  of  superstition  and  legend  in  order  to  make  Christian  ideas  

about  the  soul,  death,  resurrection  and  punishment  accessible  to  the  mass  of  the  faithful.  It  was  

impossible   to   communicate   with   them   other   than   in   the   simple   language   of   beliefs   and  

‘superstitions.’”2    

           In   partially   lifting   the   veil   between   worlds   and   affording   readers   an   opportunity   to  

partake  in  what  lies  beyond  (a  chance,  in  the  canonical  story  of  Lazarus,  not  fully  granted  to  the  

brothers   of   the   hapless   Dives3),   the   narratives   offer   their   audience   insight   by  way   of   others’  

experiences.  And  so  the  tales  tradition  includes  a  variety  of  characters  of  a  wide  range  of  types,  

from   many   backgrounds,   in   many   different   situations.   The   most   familiar   motif   is   likely   the  

untimely   death   of   a   dissolute   individual   followed   by   a   miraculous   revival,   after   which   the  

undeceased   reorients  his   life,   tasked  now  with   conveying   to  others   second-‐‑hand  what  he  has  

seen  with  his   own  eyes   –   a  Christian   analogue   to   the  Myth  of  Er.  But  not   all   tales  have   such  

explicitly  moralizing   scripts;   there   are   also   the   lofty   visions   of   great   ascetics  who  witness   the  

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

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

                                                                                                                
2  Gurevich  1992:71. 
3  Luke  16:21-‐‑31.   (Inter  alia,  “And  beside  all   this,  between  us  and  you  there   is  a  great  gulf   fixed:  so   that   they  which  
would  pass  from  hence  to  you  cannot;  neither  can  they  pass  to  us,  that  would  come  from  thence”  (v.  26).) 
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grave-‐‑robbers   from   violating   their   rest.   The   dead   also   appear   to   the   living   in   dreams,   or   the  

dreamer  himself  receives  a  preview  of  death  through  the  mirror  of  death’s  brother,  sleep.  

   The  Byzantines  conceived  of  two  eschatologies:  the  “major”  one,  which  deals  with  “the  

context  of  the  whole  history  of  Creation,”4  and  a  countless  number  of  “minor,”  individual  ones,  

experienced   by   every   man,   and   by   everyman.5   “Christianity   confers   on   each   individual   [a]  

personal   responsibility   for   his   choices   of   the   path   of   righteousness   or   sin.   This   is   why   the  

judgment  of  each  soul  is  axiomatic  in  vision  stories.”6  The  church  as  a  whole  will  need  to  wait  

together  for  the  great  and  terrible  day  of  the  Lord,7  whose  “day  and  hour  knoweth  no  man  –  no,  

not   the   angels   of   heaven[;]”8   but   each   particular   Christian,   living   as   a   microcosm   of  

Christendom,  will   see   his   personal   eschaton   “immanentized”   before   his   eyes.   These   eyes   are  

given   “dual   lenses”   to   see   near   and   far   together:   the   believer   is,   so   to   speak,   healed   of   both  

myopia  and  presbyopia,  and  in  his  experience  acquires  a  necessary  and  salvific  perspective.  By  

nature   we   respond  with   greater   alacrity   to   what   is   immediate   and   personal   than   to   what   is  

general  and  distant.  But  the  faithful  moribund  not  only  takes  his  own  cross  upon  himself9  but  is  

also   «συµμπολ[ίίτης]   τῶν   ἁγίίων   καὶ   οἰκεῖ[ος]   τοῦ  Θεοῦ»10   and   is   but   a   single  member   of   the  

larger  body  of  Christ.11  As  such,  he  must  have  a  vision  of  both  the  immediate  and  the  distant.  

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

                                                                                                                
4  Gurevich  1992:72. 
5  Gurevich  1992:77. 
6  Ibidem. 
7  Joel  2:31,  Malachi  4:5. 
8  Matt.24:36. 
9  Luke  4:27. 
10  Ephes.  2:19. 
11  Rom.  12:5;  1Cor.  10:17,  12:12-‐‑27. 
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aspicit,  inspicit  a  universal  pattern  and  macrocosmic  law  that  involves  him  in  the  greater  tale  of  

the  whole  of  Christian  history.12  

   While   universals   remain   universals,   the   urgency   of   this   greater   arch   of   history   was  

intensified   in   the   late   sixth   and   early   seventh   centuries   by   the   threats   against   orthodox  

Christianity  –  not  threats,  of  course,  to  its  soul-‐‑anchoring  celestial  truths,13  but  to  the  integrity  of  

the  terrestrial  Christian  empire  (where  the  βασιλεύύς,  in  the  new  Roman  Jerusalem  of  the  City  of  

Constantine,   was   what   we  would   call  Dei   gratiā   rex   fidei   defensor,   and  where   rendering   unto  

Caesar  constituted  rendering  unto  God).  The  danger  of  imperial  decay  or  dissolution  came  not  

only   from   internal   weaknesses,   but   from   outside,   highly   heterodox   threats:   first   were   the  

heretical  Monophysites  in  the  East,  with  their  deceptive  appeals  to  common  Christian  scripture.  

Then   there  were   the   still-‐‑Zoroastrian   Persians   to   the  Northeast   and   the   newly-‐‑Muslim  Arabs  

from  the  Southeast,  both  groups  pushing  in  with  sword  in  hand  and  the  latter  group,  with  its  

own  highly  detailed   rival   eschatology,  demanding   religious  and  political   submission.  Haldon  

finds  evidence  of  this  social  upheaval  in  an  increase  of  apocalyptic  literature.14  But,  as  we  have  

said  above  that  personal  and  general  Christian  eschata  largely  “mirror”  each  other,  the  threat  to  

the  general  state  made  a  “spectation”  of  its  reflection,  in  the  last  hours  of  an  individual,  all  the  

more  pressing.  And  so  tales  concerning  the  death  of  the  individual  are  not  so  much  in  contrast  

with,  as  a  complement  to,  the  apocalyptic  literature  of  the  time.  

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

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

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

13  «Ἡ  βασιλείία  ἡ  ἐµμὴ  οὐκ  ἔστιν  ἐκ  τοῦ  κόόσµμου  τούύτου»  (John  18:36). 
14  Haldon  1997:368. 
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literature.  The  texts  which  form  the  basis  of  this  study  –  John  Moschos’s  Pratum  Spirituale,  John  

Klimakos’s   Ladder   of   Divine   Ascent   and  The   Tales   of   the   Sinai   Fathers   by   Anastasios   of   Sinai   –  

emerge   from   a  monastic   culture  which,   having   reached   its   peak   about   a   century   earlier,  was  

now  under   threat   from   outside   forces:   invasions,   an   increasingly   heterodox   society,   religious  

persecution,  plagues  and   famine,   to  name  but  a   few.   Its   response   to   these   challenges  was  not  

mere  withdrawal   but   an   increase   in   literary   production   –   a   recording   and   “archiving”   of   the  

place’s   monastic   history   and,   in   the   threat   of   their   own   annihilation,   an   affirmation   of   the  

place’s   power   and   of   its   belonging   to   the   god   of   Orthodox   Christendom.   This   impulse   to  

preserve  and  celebrate  is  especially  visible  in  the  religious  tales  tradition,  which  by  the  nature  of  

the  genre  was  able  to  capture  a  literary  image  of  “things  as  they  are  here  and  now”  (or,  at  the  

very   least,  as   the  author  wished   them  to  appear)   through  an  extensive  composite  of  narrative  

vignettes.15   The   recording   of  monastic   culture   in   narrative   form   as   an   act   of  memorialization  

was   recently   explored   by   Phil   Booth,   who   sees   this   tendency   to   celebrate   and   remember  

particularly   in   Moschos’s   Pratum   Spirituale,   which   he   calls   “the   final   memorial   of   Greek  

monasticism’s  golden  age,  and  at  the  same  time,  an  index  of  its  crisis.”16  We  build  here,  in  part,  

on  Booth’s  work.  

   These  stories  give  comfort  to  the  monastic  community,  by  reminding  them  of  their  finite  

earthly   lives’   tie   to   heavenly   infinity   –   to   say,   in   other  words,   that   in   the   grander   scheme   of  

things  nothing   is   truly   lost;  but   they   just   as   importantly  also   show,  at  many  particular  points  

and  together  as  a  corpus  or  as  corpora,  that  at  least  in  this  realm  there  can  be  loss,  which  must  

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

                                                                                                                
15  PG  87(3).2852B  (Wortley  3). 
16  Booth  2013:127. 
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withstands  that  perdition.  It  is  not  enough  for  the  holy  man  to  work  his  work  here  below  and  

receive   his   reward   in   heaven;   his   virtue   must   be   kept   and   shared   with   those   still   walking  

through   this   vale   of   tears   below.   There   is   something   here   of   the   Lord’s   own   dictum,   that  

“Except  a  corn  of  wheat  fall   into  the  ground  and  die,   it  abideth  alone:  but   if   it  die,   it  bringeth  

forth  much  fruit.”17    

  

Overview  

The  body  of  the  thesis  is  divided  into  five  parts.  Bookending  the  middle  three  chapters,  which  

focus   on   individuals   authors   and  works,   are   explorations   of  man’s   immediate   ante-‐‑   and  post-‐‑

mortem  experiences;  these  chapters  treat  of  edifying  literature  thematically,  rather  than  by  work.  

Our   study   begins   with   the   tollgates   of   the   air,   which   find   their   Christian   beginnings   in   the  

patristic   literature   of   the   third   century   and   with   Origen.   They   achieve   “canonical”   (or  

authoritative   deuterocanonical)   status   and   prominence   in   the   fourth   century,   when,   in  

Athanasios’s  Life  of  Antony,  perhaps  the  most  famous  saint  of  all  describes  his  two  visions  of  the  

judgment  in  the  air.  The  motif  then  passes  into  the  religious  tales  tradition,  where  we  examine  

three   other   Egyptian   treatments   dating   from   the   fourth   to   the   seventh   century.   The   tales  

envision   the  condition  and  experiences  of  man   immediately  after  death  and  seek   to  move   the  

listener  to  timely  repentance  and  reform  by  carefully  mapping  out  the  heavenly  joy  that  awaits  

the  Lord’s  good  and  faithful  servants,  but  especially  to  the  eternal  woe  and  suffering  that  will  

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

                                                                                                                
17  John  12:24. 
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popular  homily  will   also  be   considered,  which   takes  one  of   the   religious   tales  as   its  narrative  

centerpiece.    

   The   second   chapter   keeps   us   in   the   late   sixth   and   early   seventh   centuries   with   John  

Klimakos’s  Ladder   of  Divine  Ascent,   the  most   influential  monastic   text   to   emerge   from   the   late  

antique   period.   Each   chapter   of   the   work   represents   a   “rung”   on   the   ladder   to   spiritual  

perfection   and   the   fifth   rung,  On  Repentance,   describes   a   visit   that   the   saintly   abbot  paid   to   a  

colony   of   self-‐‑styled   monastic   convicts   outside   of   Alexandria.   The   chapter   offers   a   fresh  

interpretation  of  Klimakos’s  visit  to  “the  Prison”  and  places  his  experiences  and  observations  in  

the  context  of  a  “journey  to  the  underworld”  using  narratives  from  the  tales  tradition  as  literary  

models.    

   The  third  chapter  draws  its  material  from  a  contemporary  and  equally  famous  text,  John  

Moschos’s   Pratum   Spirituale,   and   moves   beyond   the   cusp   of   death   and   well   into   the   grave.  

Moschos   and   his   companion   Sophronios,   later   to   become   archbishop   of   Jerusalem,   traveled  

around  Egypt  and  the  Levant  collecting  tales  about  holy  men  and  women  from  all  walks  of  life,  

in   an   effort   to   produce   an   extraordinary   panorama   of   sanctity   and   preserve   its  memory   in   a  

changing  world.  Our   attention  will   be   focused  on  where   this   impulse   to   record  and  preserve  

seems  the  strongest  –  in  tales  where  the  memory  of  a  hermit  is  miraculously  recorded  after  he  

has  already  passed  away.    

   The   fourth   chapter   also  has  preservation  as  one  of   its  principal   themes,  but   instead  of  

documenting  monastic   culture   in  a  broad   sense,  Anastasios  of  Sinai’s  Tales   of   the  Sinai  Fathers  

celebrates  and  commemorates  the  lives  of  the  holy  monks  who  dwelt  around  God’s  Mountain  

and   on   the   Sinai   peninsula.   We   will   read   Anastasios’s   tales   against   earlier   monastic   texts  
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associated  with  Sinai  and,  given  his  incredibly  prolific  writing  career  as  a  monastic  teacher  and  

itinerant  priest,  against  some  of  his  own  other  writings  as  well.    

   The  fifth  and  final  chapter  serves  as  a  complement  to  the  first  and  looks  at  what  the  tales  

tradition   has   to   say   about   man’s   interactions   with   the   fearsome   beings   that   appear   at   his  

bedside  to  drag  him  from  this  world  into  the  next,  invisible  to  all  but  the  moribund.  We  will  end  

our   discussion   by   examining   a   popular   homily  which,   as   in   the   first   chapter,   has   taken   this  

motif   as   its   narrative   core   and   will   consider   what   happens   to   a   tale   when   it   crosses   the  

boundaries  of  genre.  

  

Current  Scholarship  

The   study   builds   on   important   current   scholarship;   the   2001   volume   of   the  Dumbarton   Oaks  

Papers   on   Byzantine   Eschatology   has   been   fundamental,   particularly   the   work   of   Nicholas  

Constas,   John  Wortley  and   Joseph  Munitiz.  The  writings  of  Aron  Gurevich  on  perceptions  of  

death  and  the  afterlife  in  the  Western  Middle  Ages  have  provided  many  useful  parallels  and  a  

theoretical   framework   for   the   discussion   of   the   Spiritual   Meadow   in   addition   to   the  

aforementioned  work  of  Phil  Booth.  For  the  chapter  on  the  Ladder  of  Divine  Ascent,   John  Duffy  

and  Henrik  Rydell   Johnsén’s   studies   have  proved   especially   useful,   as   has   Jonathan  Zecher’s  

2011   thesis   on   the   representation   of  death   in   early  patristic   sources.   For   the  Anastasian   texts,  

André   Binggeli’s   edition   of   the   Tales   from   his   doctoral   dissertation   (published   version  

forthcoming)   provides   an   indispensable   and   a   philologically   thorough   foundation,   as   does  

Caner’s   sourcebook  of  Sinai-‐‑related   texts,  which  draws  very  diverse   texts   into  a   coherent  and  

tractable  whole.  
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The  Place  of  the  Dissertation  

This  dissertation  does  not   seek   to  give  a   complete  portrait  of  death  as   represented   in   the   late  

antique   tales   tradition.  We   have   decided   to   focus   particularly   on  what   the  moment   of   death  

meant   as   a   transition   and   how   this   transition   reflects   simultaneously   both   the   temporal   and  

eternal   views   of   life   which   form   the   core   of   ascetic   thought   in   that   period.   Other   important  

topics  central  to  the  Christian  view  of  death,  such  as  the  great  eschaton  and  the  resurrection  of  

the   flesh  at   the  end  of   time,  can   thus,  within   the  narrow  scope  of   this   study,  be  only   touched  

upon.    

   These  works  were  not  intended  exclusively  for  a  select  group  but  for  a  broader  audience  

and  in  response  to  the  far-‐‑reaching  changes  that  in  this  century  affected  the  people  of  the  East  

Roman   empire   in   general.   In   them   we   see   death   as   a   telling   and   particularly   concentrated  

expression   of   the   spirit   of   that   age,   and   we   argue   among   other   things   that   these   narratives  

focusing  on  the  individual  reflect  concerns  about  the  order  of  the  wider  society:  every  man  must  

pass   (usually)   once   and   for   all   from   this   present   life,   and   the   present   shape   of   eastern  

Christendom   is   also   undergoing   changes   that   will   prove   permanent.   The   writers   have   little  

power  to  “stand  athwart  history,  yelling  stop,”18  but  they  can  stand  briefly  against  the  currents  

of   their  age  and,   in  netting   together  a  web  of  stories  mostly  about   individuals  or   tiny  groups,  

“re-‐‑cord”  the  region’s  larger-‐‑scale  and  centuries-‐‑old  spiritual  and  intellectual  architecture  which  

they’ve   inherited,   «ὡς   µμήήτε   τὰ   γενόόµμενα   ἐξ   ἀνθρώώπων   τῷ   χρόόνῳ   ἐξίίτηλα   γέένηται,   µμήήτε  

ἔργα  µμεγάάλα  τε  καὶ  θωµμαστάά.»19  

                                                                                                                
18  Buckley  1955:5.  
19  Herodotus  1.1.  
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Chapter  1  
Τελωνεῖα:  The  Tollgates  of  the  Air  as  an  Egyptian  Motif  
in  Patristic  Sources  and  Early  Byzantine  Hagiography20  

  
  

The   tollgates   of   the   air   have   a   long   and   rich   history   in   Byzantine   literature   as   one   way   of  

explaining   and   envisioning   the   condition   and   experiences   of  man   immediately   after   death,   a  

part  of  the  eternal  journey  left  shadowy  and  ill-‐‑defined  in  Scripture.  Through  texts  such  as  the  

ones   that   I   will   discuss   in   this   chapter,   Christian   writers   sought   to   establish   some   kind   of  

practical  and  theoretical  guidance  for  what  the  soul  could  expect  after  leaving  the  body.  Several  

good  studies  of  Byzantine   thinking  on   the   immediate  post-‐‑mortem   state  already  exist,  but   they  

cover   a   large   sweep   of   themes   and   times.21   In   this   chapter,   I   will   consider   the   tollgate  motif  

specifically,  and  draw  my  examples  mainly  from  hagiographical  texts  emerging  from  Egypt  in  

the  third  through  seventh  centuries.  By  mapping  out  the  Christian  use  of   the  motif  over  time,  

from   its   first   attestation   in   Egypt,   I  wish   first   to   establish   that   it  was   in   this   country   that   its  

adoption  by  Christianity  began  and  to  which,   for  the  first   few  centuries  of   its  Christian  use,   it  

was  principally  tied  –  introduced  by  Origen  and  developed  by,  among  others,  Athanasios  and  

the  writers   and   collectors   of   beneficial   tales.   These   authors   used   this  motif   as   an   urgent   and  

dramatic   vehicle   for   discussing   the   weighing   of   man’s   sins   committed   in   the   flesh   and   the  

supreme   importance   of   sincere   repentance   and   good  works.   I   also   suggest   that   the   tollgates’  

theological   lesson   required   narrative   illustration,   with   characters,   setting   and   plot.   Further  

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

                                                                                                                
20  An  earlier  version  of  this  chapter  appeared  in  Roilos  2014:41-‐‑54. 
21    For  instance,  Constas  2001:91-‐‑124  and  Wortley  2001:53-‐‑69. 



  

  11  

Roman  Egyptian   religion22—will  have   to  await   future   investigation;  here  we  examine  only   its  

Christian  development.  

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

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

When  we  depart  from  the  world  and  this  life  of  ours  has  been  transformed,  some  beings  will  be  
seated  at   the  boundary  of   the  world,  as   if   they  were  exercising   the  office  of   tax  collectors,  very  
carefully  searching   to   find  something   in  us   that   is   theirs.   It   seems  to  me  that   the   ‘prince  of   this  
world’  is  like  a  tax  collector.  Hence,  the  Scripture  says,  “The  prince  of  this  world  cometh,  and  he  
[shall  find]  nothing  in  me”  (§144).  23  

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

this  world  and  securing  them  within  a  scriptural  framework.24  Origen’s  description  sets  forth  a  

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

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

to  give  account  of  the  deeds  committed  in  the  body.25  The  narrative  accounts  of  the  motif  “flesh  

                                                                                                                
22    See  discussion  in  Wortley  2001:63-‐‑64. 
23    «Οἶδα  καὶ  ἄλλους  τελώώνας,  οἳ  µμετὰ  τὴν  ἐντεῦθεν  ἡµμῶν  ἀπαλλαγὴν  ἐπὶ  τοῖς  τέέρµμασι  τοῦ  κόόσµμου  καθεζόόµμενοι  
οἱονεὶ  τελωνοῦσι  ἡµμᾶς  καὶ  κατέέχουσι,  µμήή  τι  αὐτῶν  ἐν  ἡµμῖν  ἐστιν.  Διὸ  γέέγραπται·∙  Ἔρχεται  ὁ  ἄρχων  τοῦ  κόόσµμου  
τούύτου,  καὶ  ἐν  ἐµμοὶ  εὑρήήσει  οὐδέέν»  (ed.  Rauer;  trans.  Lienhard  1996:99).  Origen  here  is  quoting  loosely  from  John  
14:30,  or  perhaps  an  alternative  version  of  the  same,  which  in  our  Bible  generally  reads  “Hereafter  I  will  not  talk  
much  with  you:  for  the  prince  of  this  world  cometh,  and  hath  nothing  in  me”  («Οὐκ  ἔτι  πολλὰ  λαλήήσω  µμεθ’  ὑµμῶν·∙  
ἔρχεται  γὰρ  ὁ  τοῦ  κόόσµμου  τούύτου  ἄρχων  καὶ  ἐν  ἐµμοὶ  οὐκ  ἔχει  οὐδέέν»).  Origen’s  reference  is  to  Jesus’  fairly  lengthy  
speech  to  his  disciples  (John  13-‐‑17)  just  before  he  willingly  faces  his  own  trials  and  scourging,  as  recorded  in  that  most  
gnostic   book   of   the   canon,   and   the   speech   is   a   collection   of   themes   in   a   Christian   context   that   believers   from   an  
Egyptian  context  (where  it  is  possible  that  the  motifs  from  the  Book  of  the  Dead  and  the  Book  of  Breathings  continued  in  
some  way  to  be  passed  down)  could  easily  accept:  other-‐‑worldly  peace  (John  14,  vv.  17-‐‑19,  22,  27);  divine  reminder  (v.  
26);  love,  comfort  and  protection  from  fear  (vv.  1,  16,  18,  21,  23,  27);  the  right  path  to  follow  (vv.  4-‐‑6);  and  an  eventual  
reunion  with   the  Gods  –   that   is,  with   the  Father  and   the  Son   (vv.  2,  3,  18-‐‑20,  28)  by  means  of   the  Holy  Ghost.  See  
further   inter   alia   12:35sq.   and   17:11-‐‑19   (walking   in   the   light   as   children   of   light,   clean   from   the  world);   12:50   (life  
everlasting);  13:5-‐‑11  (apparently  ritual/purificatory  washing);  13.33-‐‑36,  15.9-‐‑19,  16.16-‐‑22,  16.27sq.  and  17:27  (separation  
from  divinity,  the  way  back,  and  love);  and  15:26,  16:7  and  16:13  (the  Comforter  and  the  inspiring  spirit  of  truth). 

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

25    It  seems  that  the  idea  of  the  soul  being  judged  twice  after  death  –  once  in  the  temporary  and  individual  judgment  
at   the   tollgates   and   then   again   in   the   ever-‐‑lasting   and   general   one   of   the   resurrection   –   was   introduced   and  
developed   after   Origen.   Hennessy   (1988:303)   notes   that   “in   Origen’s   writing   there   is   no   difference   between  
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out”  this  basic  frame  with  other  recurring  details  and  innovations  not  found  in  Origen’s  homily:  

the  soul’s  journey  may  occur  at  the  moment  of  death  but  can  also  take  place  in  a  dream  or  in  a  

waking  vision,  when  the  soul  is  temporarily  loosed  from  the  confines  of  the  body.  Either  way,  

“the   event   is   described   so   vividly   that   the   subject   seems   actually   to   ‘go’   to   the   place   seen   in  

vision.   In   both,   the   body   lies   flat   in   this   world   while   the   spirit   moves   through   the   Other  

World.”26   The   lesser,   individual   judgment   that   follows   foreshadows   the   “final   and   general  

judgment  at  the  end  of  time.”27  In  this  intermediary  stage,  the  disembodied  soul  is  represented  

as  a  passive  and  etiolated  entity,  guided  and  goaded  by  the  threats  and  directions  of  others  and  

subject  to  overwhelming  and  crippling  emotions,  especially  terror.  While  the  soul  loses  agency  

and  direction  upon   exiting   the   fictile   body,   it   remains   a   cognizant   repository   of   the   thoughts  

and   actions   stored  up  during   its   lifetime:  memory   and  vision   become  perfect   and   the   soul   is  

suddenly  able  (or  made)  to  recall  every  event  from  the  past  with  devastating  clarity.    

   The  details   of   the   soul’s   intermediary   journey  begin   to   take   shape   in   the  Greek  Life   of  

Antony   the  Great   by  Athanasios   of  Alexandria.28   This   fourth-‐‑century  vita   is   one   of   the   earliest  

Christian   texts   to   set   the  motif   in  hagiography’s  narrative   framework,  a  genre  which   through  

vivid  descriptions  and  dramatic  dialogue  easily   lent   itself   to  pressing  home  the   immeasurable  

terrors  of  the  ordeal.29  The  Life  of  Antony  represents  a  particularly  interesting  case-‐‑study  for  the  

Christian  development  of  the  tollgate  motif  because  it  offers  two  differing  accounts  of  the  soul’s  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
particular   judgment   and  general   judgment,   nor   is   there   any   speculation   about   the   intermediate  period  between  
time  and  eternity,  which  would  extend  from  the  death  of  the  individual  until  the  general  resurrection.  This  will  be  
the  preoccupation  of  later  theology.” 

26    Baun  2007:120.   
27    Wortley  2001:61.   
28    BHG  140. 
29    Rivière  (1924:49)  viewed  this  episode  in  Antony’s  vita  as  “a  dramatized  application  of  Origenist  eschatology  to  the  
individual  case  of  Saint  Antony.” 
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post-‐‑mortem   journey   into   the   air:   two   visions   presented   as   discrete   episodes   in   consecutive  

chapters.  

   The  first  vision  (ch.  65)  describes  the  soul’s  ascent  as  an  aerial  journey  in  the  presence  of  

benevolent  guides  through  tollgates  operated  by  hostile  forces  –  in  other  words,  “what  became  

the  usual  scenario.”30  The  vision  is  an  intensely  personal  experience  for  Antony:  while  praying  

before  supper,  he  feels  his  spirit  leaving  his  body  and  senses  that  he  is  being  taken  “up  through  

the  air  by   some   (beings)”   (ὡς  εἰς  τὸν  ἀέέρα  ὁδηγούύµμενον  ὑπόό  τινων).  As   they  ascend,  Antony  

sees  “terrifying  and  bitter  (figures)”  (πικροὺς  καὶ  δεινούύς  τινας)  wishing  to  hinder  his  ascent.31  

Although  the  saint  remains  aware  during  his  aerial  voyage,  which  allows  him  to  be  both  actor  

and   spectator   in   the   “process,”   his   role   is   a   non-‐‑speaking   part.  His   soul   can   only   thrill  with  

speechless   agony   and   awe   while   his   companions   engage   in   heated   discussion   with   their  

demonic  counterparts.  At  stake  is  the  saint’s  right  to  proceed  through  the  tollgate,  the  demons  

demanding  a  full  report  of  his  deeds  from  birth  to  see  whether  he  can  be  held  accountable  for  

his  sins.  His  companions  declare  that  the  Lord  “erased”  (ἀπήήλειψεν)  Antony’s  past  sins  when  

he  became  a  monk.32  For   this   reason,   they  argue,  he  ought  only   to  be  held  responsible   for  his  

deeds   from   that   moment   on   and   can   thus   be   considered   blameless.   This   testimony   of   the  

redemptive   power   of   withdrawal   into   the   contemplative   life   was   likely   intended   both   as   a  

promise   and   a  warning   to   the  vita’s  monastic   audience   and   as   a   compelling   endorsement   for  

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

                                                                                                                
30    Wortley  2001:62.   
31    Recheis   (1958:166)  observes   that  Athanasios   is   reluctant   to   supply   these  aerial  beings   (both   the   sympathetic   and  
inimical  ones)  with  names  and  titles. 

32    Cf.   Book   12.30   of  Origen’s  Commentary   on  Matthew.  On   the   recording   and   erasing   of   sins   at   the   tollgates,   see   in  
particular  Rapp  2009:195-‐‑98. 
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monastic  state  is  seen  as  a  complete  turning  point  and  a  way  to  reset  the  counter  of  one’s  sins  to  

zero.”33  While  sincere  repentance  and  withdrawal  from  the  world  offered  a  powerful  safeguard  

against   the   harrowing   demands   of   the   “terrifying   and   bitter”   beings,   only   they   could   pass  

unfettered   who,   like   Antony,   maintained   their   souls’   spotlessness   by   avoiding   sin.   Antony’s  

spiritual   perfection   ensures   that   his   passage   through   the   tollgates   represents   a   best-‐‑case  

scenario;  the  narrative  does  not  reveal  the  experience  of  less-‐‑exalted  souls  who  at  the  tollgates  

are   weighed   in   the   balance   and   found   wanting.   (This   horrifying   experience   would   be   the  

narrative  preoccupation  of  the  later  authors  considered  below).  When  it  becomes  apparent  that  

Antony’s  vicious  prosecutors  cannot  ensnare  him,  the  trembling  saint  is  given  free  passage  and  

returns  to  his  body.  

   The  second  vision  in  Antony’s  Life  follows  immediately  after  the  first  and  differs  from  it  

quite   significantly:   after   some   of   his   disciples   question  him   about   the   fate   of   the   soul   and   its  

destination  after  death,  Antony  on  the  following  night  hears  a  voice  calling  to  him,  telling  him  

to   go   out   and   look.   There   “he   beheld   a   giant   –   horrible   and   fearsome   –   standing   up   and  

reaching  to  the  clouds,  and  beings  ascending  as  though  on  wings.  Stretching  out  his  hands,  the  

giant   hindered   some  of   them;   but   others   flew  over   and,   having  passed,  were   led  up  without  

further   care”   (66).  The  voice   then  explains   this   terrible   spectacle   in   the   sky,   revealing   that   the  

beings  that  drift  past  unfettered  are  souls  of  the  blest,  while  the  giant  who  blocks  the  way  and  

claims   the   souls   of   the   wicked   as   his   own   is   the   Adversary   (ἐχθρόός).   Antony’s   own   ascetic  

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

                                                                                                                
33  Rapp  2009:194.  See  also  Bartelink  1994:307n1. 
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the   disciples   until,   after   a   careful   examination   of   his   conscience,   he   decides   that   “the   tale   is  

beneficial  for  them…and  visions  are  often  a  consolation  (παραµμύύθιον)  for  [ascetic]  exertions.”34  

   Athanasios’s  side-‐‑by-‐‑side  placement  of  these  two  visions  was  not  an  arbitrary  choice  but  

rather,  it  seems  to  me,  a  subtle  move  to  privilege  the  vision  of  the  heavenly  tollgates  over  that  of  

the  menacing  giant  by  giving  the  former  “top  billing”  and  a  longer  treatment.  Another  version  

of  the  saint’s  vision  of  the  giant,  preserved  in  the  more  recent  Lausiac  History  but  longer  than  the  

one  here   and  possibly   retaining   older   features,   suggests   that   the   account   in  Athanasios  work  

represents,  as  Wortley  puts  it,  “a  remnant  of  a  different  tradition  (as  yet  unrecognized),”  which  

Athanasios  has  stripped  of  some  of  its  colorful  elements.35  For  in  the  Lausiac  History  we  read  that  

Antony  prayed  for  a  year  before  being  granted  the  vision,  where  the  rising  souls  of  the  dead  are  

likened  to  birds  and  where  the  giant,  with  his  sable  visage,  stands  over  a   lake  “the  size  of  the  

sea”   (ch.   21,   §17).  While  Athanasios   infuses   his   description   of   the   tollgate   vision  with   verses  

from   Paul   and   likens   Antony’s   aerial   voyage   to   the   Apostle’s   ascent   to   the   third   heaven,   he  

frames  the  second  vision  almost  as  something  of  an  afterthought:  “and  he  had  this  [vision  as  a]  

gift  as  well”  (Life  of  Antony,  ch.  66).  The  focus  here  seems  to  be  not  so  much  on  the  vision  of  the  

giant  itself  but  on  Antony’s  generosity  as  a  teacher  in  sharing  his  visions  with  his  disciples.    

   The  image  of  a  large,  menacing  creature  hampering  the  ascent  of  those  who  try  to  reach  

heaven   had   already   established   itself   elsewhere   in   early  Christian   hagiography,   notably   in   the  

Passion  of  Saint[s]  Perpetua  [and  Felicity],36  and  was  thus  likely  an  older  and  more  familiar  motif  –  

                                                                                                                
34  If  the  word  παραµμύύθιον  already  had  at  that  time  something  of  the  modern  word  παραµμύύθι  (“folk-‐‑”  or  “fairytale”),  
then  it  would  reinforce  the  idea  that  these  recountings  had  a  “moral  to  the  story.”  

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

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

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

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

looming,   dreadful   giant   of   the   second   vision.37   The  motif   of   the   tollgates  was   able,   by   its   own  

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

replace  alternative  representations  like  that  of  the  giant.38    

  

*                            *                            *  

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

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

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

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

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

37    Constas  2001:107. 
38    The   figure  of   the  gigantic   adversary,  whose  archetypal  nature  makes   it   almost  bound   to   recur   (well   known,   for  
example,   in   that   most   popular   of   English   folktales,   “Jack   and   the   Beanstock”),   does   occasionally   make   later  
appearances,   as  briefly   in   “The  Life  of  Theodosios   the  Solitary”   (Spiritual  Meadow   ch.   66,  mentioned  by  Wortley  
2001:62n47)  as  an  obstacle  for  the  protagonist  to  confront  and  overcome  in  order  to  enter  the  monastic  life.  But  in  
tales  about  the  post-‐‑mortem  ascent  of  the  soul,  the  giant  soon  loses  his  place  to  the  newer  motif.  

      Indeed,   the  τελωνεῖα   or  τελώώνια   become  so   closely   identified  with   the  demons   that   (so   to   speak)  “man”  
them,  and  the  image  becomes  so  widespread,  that  the  very  word  τελώώνιο  comes  to  mean  a  kind  of  demon  itself  
(specifically,   as   the   idea  develops,   the   terrifying  not-‐‑quite-‐‑alive,   not-‐‑quite-‐‑dead  bodies   of  unbaptized  babies).   In  
Politis   1904:860-‐‑862   we   read   that   «Τὰ   µμωρὰ   παιδιὰ   ποὺ   πεθαίίνουν   ἀβάάφτιστα   γέένονται   µμικροὶ   δαιµμόόνοι   µμὲ  
µμαῦρα   φτεράά.   Κι   ἐκεῖ   ποὺ   πετοῦν   στὸν   ἀγέέρα   καταρειῶνται   τὸν   παπᾶ   ποὺ   τ’   ἀφῆκε   ἀβάάφτιστα   καὶ  
πετροβολοῦν   τοὺς   διαβάάτες   καὶ   τοὺς   βιστηροῦν   [βλαστηµμοῦν?],   σὰν   τοὺς   ἄλλους   δαιµμόόνους.   Ἂν   περάάσῃ  
κανεὶς  τὴ  νύύχτα  καὶ  µμάάλιστα  τὰ  µμεσάάνυχτα  ἀπὸ  τὸ  µμέέρος  ποὺ  τάά   ’χουν  θαµμµμέένα  ἢ  ῥηγµμέένα,  τ’  ἀκούύει  ποὺ  
κλαίίγουν  καὶ  θωρεῖ  σπίίθες  καὶ  φωθιέές»   (entry  579,   from  Crete).  See   further,   entries  237,  584,  932,  975-‐‑977  and  
Politis’s  learned  commentary  on  pp.  860-‐‑862  (ad  fab.  237)  and  1234-‐‑1236  (ad  579),  where  he  traces  the  word  and  its  
idea(s)  from  antiquity  through  Byzantium.  
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Makarios  use   the  choices  of   imperfect  men  during   life  and   their  experience  at   the   tollgates  as  

vehicles  to  reflect  upon  free  will,  sin  and  the  power  of  repentance.39    

   In   the   first   tale,  Makarios   visits   Constantinople,  wanders   through   a   portico,   and   then  

with   his   “spiritual   eyes,   the   ones   given   to   [him]   by   the   Lord   in   order   to   understand   his  

wonders,”   observes   a   young   man   weeping   and   lamenting   at   the   entrance   of   a   brothel   (PG  

34.221).40   The   angel   explains   that   as   soon   as   his   troubled  ward   deviated   from   the   strait   and  

narrow  path  leading  to  salvation,  he  (the  angel)  could  not  approach  him,  and  so  the  unhappy  

man  remained  a  thrall  to  sin.  Although  the  angel  sees  clapping,  singing  and  laughing  demons  

circling  predatorily  around  his  protégé,  he  maintains  hope  and  prays  vigorously  to  the  Lord  that  

the  man  will  repent  of  his  wicked  ways.  

   Whereas  in  the  first  tale  there  is  still  the  hope  and  possibility  that  the  angel’s  ward  may  

come  to  sincere  repentance  of  his  sins,  the  second  is  meant  to  convey  with  fearful  urgency  that  

what   is  done  in   life  cannot  be  undone  in  death.  Makarios  witnesses  the  passage  of   four  souls.  

Two  of  them  represent  men  on  either  extreme  of  a  range  of  possible  moral  choices:  a  pious  man  

who  performed  many  good  works   in  his   life   is  welcomed  at   the  gates  of  heaven  by   flights  of  

angels  and  brought  into  the  presence  of  the  Lord,  while  a  servant  who  died  by  his  own  hand  is  

led  away  by  demons,  his  angel  looking  sadly  on.  The  primary  importance  of  this  set  of  extremes  

is  that  it  delimits  the  field  for  a  more  problematic  (and  interesting)  set  of  cases.  In  these  stories  

of   the  weighing   of   souls,  we  might   say   that   such   unambiguous   cases   calibrate   the   scales   for  

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

                                                                                                                
39    The  two  tales  attributed  to  Makarios  are  in  PG  34.221A-‐‑229A  (BHG  999n). 
40    Alexiou  (2001:26)  notes  an  important  classical  parallel  to  the  Christian  guardian  angel  in  Plato’s  Phaedo. 
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might  be  surprised  to  find  that  the  most  instructive  examples  are  actually  treatments  of  a  rather  

casuistic   nature;   but,   since   most   individuals   will   presumably   consider   themselves   neither  

perfect   nor   irredeemable,   it   is   on   this  middle   ground   that   the  writer   can   say   to   the   listener,  

“thou   art   the   man”   and,   by   presenting   another’s   case,   convey   to   the   individual   audience  

member   the   pitfalls   of   condemnation   and   possibilities   for   redemption   and   the   urgency   of  

making  correct  decisions  during  the  listener’s  own  lifetime.    

   Let   us   examine   then   in   greater   detail   the   two   more   challenging   cases   that   Makarios  

witnesses   during   his   vision.   It   begins  when   the   saint   looks   up   to   the   heavens   and   sees   “the  

angels  of   the  Lord,  some  going  up  and  others  going  down,  bearing  souls.  But  some  dark  and  

dismal  beings  were  causing  a  commotion  in  the  air,  trying  to  snatch  and  break  the  souls  of  men.  

The  angels  resisted  them  strongly  and  forcefully,  scourging  them  sorely  and  saving  the  souls”  

(224C).41   The   narrative   then   zooms   in   on   what   he   sees   –   two   angels   escorting   a   soul   to   the  

tollgate  of   fornication,  adultery  and  homosexuality  (πορνείία,  µμοιχείία,  ἀνδροµμανίία),  which  (he  

editorializes)   is   the  most   dreadful   of   all   the   tollgates.   At   this   point   the   frame   established   by  

Athanasios   is  being  expanded  by  details  of  a  more  precise  nature:  we   learn   that   each   tollgate  

has  its  own  set  of  vices  and  that  there  is  a  hierarchy  among  them.  The  angels  and  demons  that  

oversee   the  passage  of   the   souls   also  gain  definition  by  means  of  direct   speech   and  dramatic  

dialogue,  the  exchange  taking  on  the  characteristics  of  a  courtroom  procedure.  The  soul  of  the  

man   in  question,   in   a  nice   instance  of   continuity   from   the   first   tale,   is   refused  passage  at   this  

tollgate  because,  per  his  accusers,  he  was  in  his  lifetime  often  guilty  of  sexual  vice.  His  advocate  

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

                                                                                                                
41  For  a  discussion  of  the  tumult  and  disorder  that  demons  habitually  cause  in  the  air,  see  Daniélou  1956:139-‐‑40. 
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the  prosecution  refuses  to  accept  this,  they  summon  his  guardian  angel,  “the  one  given  to  him  

at   baptism,”   to   give   the   decisive   evidence   (225B).   In   a   delightful   vignette   of   the   relationship  

between   a   Christian   and   his   guardian   angel,   the   angel   is   called   forth   from   the   man’s   tomb,  

where   he   is   performing  ministrations   on   behalf   of   the   deceased.   The   guardian   angel,   as   the  

man’s   closest   associate,   is   able   to   guarantee   that   the   man   confessed   his   sins   to   a   priest   and  

repented  before  his  death,  and  so  his  soul  is  allowed  to  pass.  

   The  second  ambiguous  case  concerns  a  Christian  eunuch  whose  catalogue  of  sins   is  so  

great   and   varied   that   the   demons,   in   exasperation,   declare   their   intention   of   throwing   in   the  

towel   if   the  soul  of  such  a  man  should  pass   the   tollgate:  “If   salvation  can  come  to   this   fellow,  

then  just  take  the  whole  world  and  save  all  its  sinners  gratis,  for  we’re  toiling  in  vain!”  (228A).  

Though  in  his  life  the  eunuch  was  abusive,  guilty  of  all  manner  of  sexual  vice  and  a  murderer  to  

boot,   the   angels   remain   steadfast   in   their   support   of   him.   They   tell   the   demons,   “take   heed,  

wretched   ones:   he   has   distanced   himself   from   all   the   sins   he   committed   in   his   youth   and  

extirpated  them.  And  through  priests  he  gave  alms  and  made  offerings  to  the  Lord  God  for  the  

salvation   of   his   soul”   (228A).   They   continue   with   what   is   perhaps   the   most   programmatic  

statement  in  the  entire  tale:  “for  whatever  [sins]  men  confess  to  priests  in  lowliness  of  soul  and  

whole-‐‑hearted   lamentation,   if   they   should   cease   from   their   wicked   deeds,   the   Lord   reckons  

these  not”  (228B).  The  real  focus  of  the  tale  seems  to  be  on  the  salvific  value  of  repentance  and  

good  works,  while  the  happenings  at  the  tollgates  feature  more  as  a  dramatic  platform  for  this  

discussion.    



  

  20  

   Repentance  also  seems  to  be  the  main  narrative  purpose  of  a  seventh-‐‑century  tale  of  the  

vision   of   the  magistrate’s   officer   (ταξεώώτης)   ascribed   to  Anastasios   of   Sinai.42   In   this   story,   a  

dissolute   taxeōtēs   living   in   Carthage   during   the   time   of   Niketas   the   Patrician43   is   brought   to  

repentance   by   the   onset   of   an   epidemic   in   the   city.   Shortly   thereafter   he   withdraws   to   the  

suburbs  with  his  own  wife,44  but  then  with  a  farmer’s  wife  is  once  again  led  into  temptation  and  

dies   soon   thereafter   without   having   confessed   his   sins   to   a   priest.   His   wife   arranges   for   his  

burial  at  a  nearby  monastery  and  the  monks  bury  the  man  in  the  church  at  the  third  hour  of  that  

day.  At   the  ninth  hour,  as   the  monks  are  singing,   they  hear  a  voice  from  the  grave  calling  for  

mercy.  They  find  the  recently  deceased  man  in  the  grave  –  physically  hale  but  suffering  great  

emotional   distress.  He   asks   only   to   be   brought   to   Thalassios,   a   famous   abbot   of   the   region.45  

This   illustrious   servant   of   God   is   finally   able   to   calm   the   terrified   man,   who   has   by   now  

somewhat   collected   his   wits,   and   hear   his   story.   The   narrative   now   switches   over   to   a   first-‐‑

person  account:    

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

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

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

44   The  verb  here  is  ἰδιάάζω,  which  means  to  withdraw  into  a  contemplative  life,  perhaps  into  some  style  of  domestic  
asceticism  (cf.  Lampe  s.v.).   

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

  
The  soul  of  the  taxeōtēs  is  taken  along  the  tollgates  and  it  is  revealed  that  “each  passion  has  its  

own   customs   officers   (τελωνάάρχαι)   and   tax-‐‑collectors   (φορολόόγοι)   in   the   air”   (85).  Where   in  

Makarios’s  vision  the  exchange  between  the  soul’s  angelic  escorts  and  the  diabolical  telonarchs  

resembles  a  courtroom  where  lawyers  for  the  defense  do  their  best  to  refute  the  prosecution,  the  

taxeōtēs  here  is  witness  to  a  scene  much  more  fiscal  in  nature:  “I  saw  that  those  who  escorted  me  

carried  all  the  good  deeds  I  had  ever  done  as  if  in  a  purse  and,  taking  them  out,  weighed  them  

against  my  wicked  deeds,  all  of  which  were  produced   [at]   the   tollgates  of   the  air”   (ibid.).  The  

scales  seem  calibrated  in  such  a  way  that  one  good  deed  is  equivalent  to  one  wicked  deed.46  

   At   each   tollgate   the   heavenly   escorts   take   good   deeds   from   the   purse   to   balance   the  

weight  of   the  man’s  wicked  deeds,  until   they  reach   the   last   tollgate,  which  “stood  near   to   the  

gate  of  heaven”  (ibid.)  and  is  the  tollgate  of  fornication.  To  the  anxious  soul’s  great  dismay,  the  

purse  has  been  emptied  of  all  its  good  deeds,  but  the  diabolical  toll-‐‑collectors  still  have  a  score  

to   settle   concerning   the   man’s   adultery.   Since   this   is   the   pivotal   moment   in   the   tale,   the  

proceedings  are  described  in  great  detail:  the  soul  must  undergo  the  disturbing  experience  of  a  

forced   total   recall,   where   all   his   bodily   sins   from   the   age   of   twelve   are   set   before   him  with  

extreme   accuracy   and   abundant   volume.   His   angelic   defense   attempts   to   stay   the   flood   of  

incriminations   by   arguing   that  God   forgave   all   those   sins  when   the   taxeōtēs   relinquished   the  

city,  but  the  demons  respond  that  the  man  once  again  fell  into  fornication  and  died  in  his  sins.  

The  angels,  having  no  good  deeds   left   to  compensate   for   this   final   sin,  are   forced   to  yield   the  
                                                                                                                
46  Cf.  Matt.  5:26,  “Verily  I  say  unto  thee,  Thou  shalt  by  no  means  come  out  thence,  till  thou  hast  paid  the  uttermost  
farthing.”  The  tenth-‐‑century  life  of  Basil  the  Younger  includes  a  similar  scene,  where  a  protégée  of  the  saint  is  able  to  
pass   the   tollgates   after   being   given   gold   (accrued   from  his   good  deeds)   from   the   purse   of   her   spiritual   adviser  
Basil.  See  Constas  2001:109;  Every  1979:145  and  Sullivan  2014:242sq. 
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soul   to   the   prosecution.   Here   the   part   of   the   tollgate   experience   not   explained   in   the   vita   of  

Antony,  and  which  receives  only  cursory  attention  in  Makarios’s  second  vision  –  that  is,  what  

happens  to  the  souls  who  are  held  back  –  is  explored  in  rich  and  terrifying  detail.  

   The  taxeōtēs,  having  stood  at  the  threshold  of  Paradise,  is  shaken  with  great  emotion  as  

he   describes   what   it   is   like   to   see   “the   Gate   of   Heaven,”   only   to   be   dragged   down   to   spirit  

prison  for  unrepented-‐‑of  sins.  The  experience  of  having  one’s  misdeeds  represented  with  such  

piercing   clarity   and  harrowing   abundance   seems   to   have   the  purpose   of   drawing   the   soul   to  

absolute  self-‐‑knowledge,  a  step  in  the  process  of  true  repentance  that  can  in  no  wise  be  omitted.  

The  soul’s  fall  from  grace  is  accompanied  by  a  literal  plummeting  as  the  demons  pull  it  down  to  

the  chasms  of  the  earth,  abusing  it  all  the  while.  Anastasios’s  description  of  spirit  prison  is  as  a  

dank,   dark,   cold  place   of   never-‐‑ending  wailing   and   gnashing   of   teeth,   but   it   seems   to   be   the  

spiritual  and  physical  darkness  and  the  distance  from  God  which  causes  the  souls  such  agony.  

The  taxeōtēs’  soul  is  abandoned  by  the  demons  in  these  gloomy  parts  for  a  period  of  six  hours.  

Interestingly,  the  passage  of  time  beyond  the  grave,  at  least  in  this  tale,  seems  to  be  synchronous  

with  that  of  the  world  of  the  living.  He  then  sees  the  same  two  angels  that  escorted  him  along  

the   airways   and   pleads   with   them   until   they   finally   allow   him   to   return   to   his   body,   on  

condition  that  his  repentance  is  sincere.  The  account  of  the  re-‐‑entry  of  the  taxeōtēs’  soul  into  his  

body  reveals  some  fascinating  details:    

I   saw  my   own   nature   (φύύσις)   as   a   gleaming,   crystal-‐‑like   pearl,   and   also   the   form   of  my   dead  
body,   like  dirt  and  clay,  malodorous  and  dark.  And  I  was  vexed  and  unwilling  to  go  back  into  
my   body,   but   they   said   to   me,   “it   is   impossible   for   you   to   repent   unless   it   be   in   the   body  
wherewith  you  sinned.”  And  again  I  besought  them  not  [to  make  me]  return  to  it,  but  then  they  
said   “be   assured   that   either  you   return   to  your  body   so   that   others  may  profit   from  what  you  
have  seen  and  experienced,  or  we  will  bring  you  back  thither  whence  we  took  you”  (86sq.).  
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   The   purpose   then   of   the   soul’s   return   to   the   world   of   the   living   is   twofold:   first,   the  

taxeōtēs  must  repent  for  his  sins  in  the  flesh;  and  second,  he  is  to  serve  as  a  terrible  example  and  

an  educator   for   the   living.47  His   reluctance  and  disgust  at  having   to   re-‐‑enter   the  odious   fictile  

vessel  that  is  his  body  is  also  remarkable,  because  when  he  returns  he  begins  living  the  life  that  

puts  ascetic   (and  particularly  monastic)  men  and  women  apart   from   the   larger   community  of  

believers,  in  imitation  of  those  blessed  and  incorporeal  beings.48  He  begins  to  live  as  though  he  

had  no  body,  and  refuses  food  and  rest.  He  also  becomes  a  witness  of  God’s  power  and  mercy  

by  traveling  from  church  to  church  to  share  (like  the  ancient  mariner)  his  terrifying  experiences  

with   anyone  who  will   hear   them   (87).   The  manner   of   the   taxeōtēs’   (real)   death   is  perhaps   the  

most  descriptive  of  his  new  status:  “having  done  this  [traveling  and  preaching  repentance]  for  

forty  days,  the  man  went  to  the  Lord  [now]  pure,  having  had  foreknowledge  of  his  death  three  

days  prior   [to   it]”   (ibid.).  Foreknowledge  of  death   is  a  characteristic  spiritual  gift  of  holy  men,  

and  so  the  taxeōtēs  leaves  the  world  with  the  spiritual  talents  of  an  ascetic.49  

  
*                            *                            *  

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

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

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

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

49  Cf.  Life  of  Antony  91,  where  the  famous  saint  predicts  his  own  death.  Also  Pratsch  2005:320-‐‑25  for  a  discussion  of  
this  topos. 
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author   of   the   pseudo-‐‑Cyrillic   On   the   Soul’s   Exit   and   on   the   Second   Coming.50   This   sermon   is  

important   as   a   clear   example   of   the   influence   of   the   tales   tradition   and   its   themes   on  

contemporary   religious   literature.   In   1896   Carl   de   Boor   neatly   demonstrated   the   cento-‐‑like  

nature  of   the  homily  by  showing  that  certain  parts  of   the  sermon  were  drawn  word  for  word  

from   a   version   of   the   taxeōtēs’   vision   resembling   the   one   published   by   Combefis   in   the   17th  

century,   a   short  discourse  on   the   tollgates  by  a   certain  Theophilos  preserved   in,   among  other  

texts,   the   Sayings   of   the   Desert   Fathers.51   In   his   baroque   rhetorical   style,   pseudo-‐‑Cyril  meshed  

these   fragments  with  his  own   innovations   to  describe   the  nature  and  workings  of   an   infernal  

organization  whose  tollgates  are  operated  by  a  host  of  diabolical  bureaucrats  (1073B).  Salient  is  

that  these  first  five  tollgates,  discussed  individually,  deal  collectively  with  sins  that  the  soul  has  

committed  in  the  body  it  has  just  left  below  and  correspond  to  the  five  senses:  those  of  the  eye,  

the  nose,  the  hand,  the  ear  and  the  mouth  –  though  in  the  last  of  these,  taste  is  replaced  by  the  

abuse   of   speech,   specifically   slander   (1073B-‐‑1076B).   The   body   is   represented   as   the   main  

instrument   for   the   perpetration   of   sin   and,   as   we   saw   in   the   vision   of   the   taxeōtēs   earlier,  

correspondingly   emphasized   as   the   locus   for   repentance   of   sins   of   the   flesh,   which   the  

disembodied  soul  alone  cannot  atone  for.  The  remaining  tollgates  are  listed  in  groups  and  deal  

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

                                                                                                                
50    Περὶ  ἐξόόδου  ψυχῆς  καὶ  περὶ  τῆς  Δευτέέρας  Παρουσίίας  (PG  77.1072B-‐‑1089B).  For  a  discussion  of  the  dating  of  this  
text,  see  De  Boor  1896:306-‐‑10  and  Bartelink  1994:13.  De  Boor  also  discusses  the  question  of  which  text  came  first,  
the  homily  or  the  tale,  concluding  that  in  all  likelihood  pseudo-‐‑Cyril  had  the  tale  at  his  disposal  when  composing  
his  sermon.  See  De  Boor  1896:309. 

51    De   Boor   1896:307-‐‑10.   For   Combefis’   text,   see   Combefis   1672:324-‐‑26.   Combefis   marks   the   author   of   the   text   as  
incertus.   When   Nau   published   his   edition   of   the   vision   of   the   taxeōtēs   in   1902,   he   was   presumably   aware   of  
Combefis’   edition   and   De   Boor’s   study,   but   did   not   identify   Combefis’   incertus   with   his   own   attribution   of  
Anastasios.   It   seems  very   likely,  however,   that   these   two   texts  are  either   two   forms  of   the  same  work  or  closely  
derived   from   a   common   source.  We   are   unfortunately   somewhat   limited   in   our   comparisons   by   the   absence   in  
Combefis’  text  of  a  critical  apparatus.  For  the  Theophilos  text,  see  PG  65.200B-‐‑202A  and  Ward  1984:81-‐‑82. 
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   Pseudo-‐‑Cyril   emphasizes   that  no   sin   is   left  unpunished,  but   “each  passion  of   the   soul  

and   each   sin   has   its   particular   tax-‐‑collectors   and   toll-‐‑leviers”   (ibid.).   The   proceedings   at   each  

tollgate   are   also  described   in  greater  detail   than   in   the  previous   texts  we  have   examined:   the  

officials  examine  the  soul,  which  wears  the  shackles  fashioned  from  its  own  sins  (1076B),  while  

the  heavenly  powers  stand  by  to  act  as  advocates  reporting  all  good  deeds,  words  and  thoughts.  

If  the  soul  is  found  worthy  of  passage,  it  is  free  to  go  up  to  heaven;  otherwise  it  is  condemned  to  

the  netherworld.   Interestingly,   there   is  no  mention  of  how  the   judgment   is  made,  nor   is   there  

the  weighing  or  exchange  of  spiritual  currency  we  find  in  several  of  the  tales.  Pseudo-‐‑Cyril  does  

evoke   the  curious   image  of   the   storehouse  of   sins:   each  sin  and   its  particular  gate  will  not  be  

related  at  present,  but  “let  [the  sins]  be  stored  up  for  another  time”  (1076A).  This  recording  and  

storing  up  of  sins  committed  alludes   to   the  Final   Judgment  after   the  resurrection  of   the  body,  

which  is  prefigured  in  the  temporary  sentences  given  out  at  the  tollgates  of  the  air.52  The  writer  

contrasts  the  two  judgments  at  various  points  in  the  text:  whereas  at  the  minor  judgment  of  the  

tollgates,  the  terrified  soul  has  the  assistance  of  spiritual  guides  who  bring  the  infernal  customs  

officials   evidence   to  offset   the   soul’s   spiritual  ballast,   the  Final   Judgment   is   carried  out   in   the  

presence  of  angels  who  are  “merciless”  and  the  Judge  has  no  need  of  “prosecutors,  witnesses,  

evidence   or   refutations”   (1072C).   The   comprehensive   descriptions   of   the   terrors   that   the   soul  

experiences  while   passing   through   the   gates   –   the   fearsome   aspect   of   demonic   toll-‐‑collectors  

and   the   awful   torments   awaiting   the   souls   of   the   sinners   in   spirit   prison   –   give   force   to   the  

author’s  dramatic  plea   that  his  audience   turn  away  from  the  sinful  behaviors   that   lead  to   this  

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

                                                                                                                
52   Every  (1979:148)  terms  them  “the  particular  and  the  universal  judgment”. 
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*                            *                            *  

The  last  text  we  will  examine  is  roughly  contemporary  with  Anastasios  of  Sinai’s  tale  and  comes  

from  Leontios  of  Neapolis’s  well-‐‑known  seventh-‐‑century  Life   of   John   the  Almsgiver,  Patriarch  of  

Alexandria.53   This   vita   is   unusual   because   of   the   composite   and   episodic   nature   of   the   text.  

Interspersed  with   the   usual   biographical   and   narrative   topoi   concerning   the   saintly   cleric   is   a  

large  number   of   beneficial   tales.   These   tales   are  mostly  narrated  by   the  Patriarch  himself   but  

some  are  attributed  to  his  associates  Sophronios  of  Jerusalem  and  John  Moschos  or  are  cited  as  

coming  from  another  credible  source.54  

   The  motif   of   the  particular   judgment   immediately   following  death  occurs   twice   in   the  

vita.  The  first  instance  takes  place  during  the  Patriarch’s  meditations  on  death,  where  he  relates  

what   the   famous   stylite   Symeon   learned   through   revelation:   that   “when   the   soul   leaves   the  

body,  as   it   rises  up   from   the  earth,   it   is  met  by   troops  of  demons,   each   in  his  own  regiment”  

(edd.   Festugière   and   Rydén,   p.   369).   The   soul   is   then   assessed   by   consecutive   demonic  

regiments,  which  each  have  jurisdiction  over  a  particular  sin,  and  so  it  makes  its  way  to  heaven.  

Although  the  procedure  seems  largely  identical  to  the  ones  outlined  by  Anastasios  and  pseudo-‐‑

Cyril,  John  makes  no  mention  here  of  τελωνεῖα.  This  comes  later  in  the  text  when  the  Patriarch  

relates  a  story  that  he  heard  from  one  of  his  agents55  about  a  taxman  (τελώώνης)  who  gets  a  taste  

of  his  own  medicine.56  The  story  is  actually  the  first  part  of  a  narrative  triptych  where  the  toll-‐‑

                                                                                                                
53    BHG  886. 
54    The   credibility   and   trustworthiness   of   the   source   of   the   tale   is   also   emphasized   at   the   end   of   the   story   of   the  
taxeōtēs.   Anastasios   concludes   the   tale   by   saying,   “It  was   the   trustworthy   fathers,  who   set   forth   and   saw   these  
things   (themselves),  who   recounted   them   to   us   for   our   benefit”   (86).   For   editions   and   for   Sophronios   see   n.   22  
above;  for  more  on  this  subject,  Rapp  1998:431-‐‑48. 

55    Παραµμονήήτης,  a  rather  unusual  word. 
56    Like  the  tale  of  the  taxeōtēs,  this  story  is  also  set  “in  Africa”  (368). 
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collector   undergoes   a   dramatic   personal   transformation   from   a   proud   and   cold-‐‑hearted  

publican  to  a  humble  servant  of  God,  so  pious  and  charitable  that  he  sells  himself  into  slavery  

for   another’s  good  –   in   fact,   for  his  own  erstwhile   slave.  The   toll-‐‑collector’s   first   adventure   is  

one   of   the  most   entertaining   stories   in   the  whole  work:   a   group  of   beggars   have   gathered   to  

warm  themselves  in  the  winter  sun,  when  they  begin  discussing  the  alms  given  by  the  various  

houses   of   the  well-‐‑to-‐‑do.  They  praise  many   charitable  people   but   all   agree   that   a   certain   tax-‐‑

collector   named   Peter   is   the   most   pitiless   and   tight-‐‑fisted   man   they   know.   One   beggar  

challenges  his  companions   to  a  wager,   saying   that  he  will   receive  alms   from  this  Peter  before  

the  day  is  over.  Later  that  day,  when  Peter  comes  out  briefly  to  collect  a  delivery  of  bread  for  his  

meal,  he  is  so  enraged  at  the  waiting  beggar’s  request  for  alms  that  he  throws  at  the  poor  man  

the  first   thing  he  can  find,  which  happens  to  be  a   loaf  of  bread  (σιλίίγιον).  The  beggar  returns  

triumphantly   to   his   friends,   trophy   in   hand.   Two   days   later   the   tax-‐‑collector   “falls   ill   to   the  

point  of  death”  (368)  and  sees  a  vision  in  his  sleep  where  two  parties,  one  dressed  in  white  and  

the   other   in   black,   are   standing   around   a   scale   (πλάάστιγξ)  measuring   out   his   good   and   bad  

deeds.57  His  angelic  counsel  despairs  because  they  have  no  good  deeds  to  counter-‐‑balance  the  

surfeit  of  wicked  ones:    

“Have  we  nothing  at  all?”  Then  one  of  them  said,  “Indeed  we  have  nothing  except  this  one  loaf  
of  bread  which  he  gave  to  Christ  two  days  ago,  and  unwillingly  at  that.”  As  they  threw  the  loaf  
onto  the  scale,  the  balance  stood  even.  The  men  dressed  in  white  who  had  appeared  to  him  said,  
“Come  on  and  add  to  that  loaf  of  bread,  or  these  swarthy  figures  shall  take  you  indeed”  (368sq.).58  

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

58    It   is   symbolically   appropriate   that   the   sinner-‐‑pubican’s   one   good   deed   is   not   represented   figuratively   by   the  
“currency”  of  his  famously  oppressive  trade  (say,  in  the  shape  of  a  golden  coin)  but  “in  kind”  and  in  the  form  of  
life-‐‑giving   bread.  An   interesting   counterpoint   to   Peter’s   tale   in  which   a   single   unwilling   act   of   charity   covers   a  
multitude  of  sins  occurs  in  the  well-‐‑known  seventh-‐‑century  tale  of  Philentolos,  son  of  Olympios,  originally  edited  
and  discussed  by  Halkin  (1945:56-‐‑64). 
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The  story  of  Peter  the  tax-‐‑collector’s  nighttime  vision  offers  a  number  of   interesting  variations  

on   the   tollgate  motif  as  we  have  encountered   it   so   far:   in   the  Life  of  Antony  and   the  visions  of  

Makarios,   the   holy  man   is   granted   the   privilege   of   a   vision,   or   greater   light   and   knowledge  

based  on  his  own  ascetic  merit,  much  as  the  stylite  Symeon  learns  of  the  demonic  regiments  in  

the  air   through  revelation.  The  saint   is   then  able  to   instruct  his  followers   in  what  he  has  seen:  

Anastasios’s   taxeōtēs   returns   from   his   harrowing   subterranean   adventure   with   express  

instructions  from  his  heavenly  escort  that  he  be  of  profit   to  others  by  telling  his  tale;  when  he  

has  fulfilled  this  task  as  witness,  he  is  allowed  to  pass  peacefully  away.  The  angels  that  defend  

Peter  do  not  give  such  explicit  proselytizing  instructions  but  rather  confine  their  exhortations  to  

his   improvement  alone:   it   is   the  beginning  of  his   career  as   a  holy  man.  He  does  not   teach  by  

precept   (that   is,   by   recounting   his   visions)   but   by   the   example   of   his   extreme   charity,  which  

comes  as  a  result  of  his  experience  and  causes  others  to  wonder  at  his  conversion.  Self-‐‑discovery  

and  self-‐‑knowledge  are  closely  connected  with  the  education  of  others,  a   lesson  to  one  for  the  

salvation  of  many.  

*                            *                            *  

Through   the   six   texts   discussed   in   this   chapter   it   can   be   seen   that   the   old,   probably   pre-‐‑

Christian  motif  of  the  tollgates  was  defined,  refined,  developed  and  embellished,  in  a  distinctly  

Egyptian  milieu,  so  as  powerfully  to  supplement  the  limited  information  provided  by  Christian  

Scripture  about  what  one  could  expect  when  passing  from  this   life   into  the  next  and  how  one  

might   best   prepare   oneself   for   the   unknown   and   terrifying   journey   into   “the   undiscover’d  

country,  from  whose  bourne  [only  the  rarest  of  travelers]  returns[.]”  The  popularity  of  the  motif  

comes   at   least   partly   from   the   dramatic   urgency  wherewith   it   calls   the   sinner   to   repentance,  
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letting  the  hearer  see  his  own  potential  end  through  stark  images  of  judgment  and  evaluation,  

emphasizing  that  it  is  in  his  hands  whether  he  can  expect  “the  joy  of  [the  L]ord”  and  the  bliss  

that  awaits  the  “good  and  faithful  servant”  or  the  “outer  darkness  [of]…weeping  and  gnashing  

of   teeth”   that   threaten   the  sinful  and  dissolute.59   It  warns;   in   its  warning   it  exhorts;  and   in   its  

exhortation  it  teaches  that  man  must  live  like  the  angels  in  this  life,  if  he  would  dwell  with  them  

in  the  next.    

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

                                                                                                                
59   Luke  19.21-‐‑22,  29. 
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Chapter  2  
  

A  Ladder  Over  the  Wall,  
or,  Klimakos  and  A  Prison  of  One’s  Own  Making  

  

[B]ut  to  die,  and  go  we  know  not  where;  
To  lie  in  cold  obstruction  and  to  rot,  
This  sensible  warm  motion  to  become  
A  kneaded  clot,  and  the  delighted  spirit  
To  bathe  in  fiery  floods,  or  to  reside  
In  thrilling  region  of  thick-‐‑ribbèd  ice;  
To  be  imprison’d  in  the  viewless  winds  
And  blown  with  restless  violence  round  about  
The  pendent  world!  Or  to  be  worse  than  worst  
Of  those  that  lawless  and  incertain  thought  
Imagine  howling,  —  ’tis  too  horrible.  
The  weariest  and  most  loathèd  worldly  life  
That  age,  ache,  penury  and  imprisonment  
Can  lay  on  nature,  is  a  paradise  
To  what  we  fear  of  death.  
   —Claudio  to  his  sister  Isabella,  Measure  for  Measure  3.1  
  

I  the  LORD  have  called  thee  in  righteousness  […]  for  a  light  of  the  Gentiles;  to  open  the  blind  eyes,  
                  to  bring  out  the  prisoners  from  the  prison,  and  them  that  sit  in  darkness  out  of  the  prison  house.  
Ἐγὼ  Κύύριος  ὁ  Θεὸς  ἐκάάλεσάά  σε  ἐν  δικαιοσύύνῃ  […]  εἰς  φῶς  ἐθνῶν,  ἀνοῖξαι  ὀφθαλµμοὺς  τυφλῶν,  
                ἐξαγαγεῖν  ἐκ  δεσµμῶν  δεδεµμέένους,  καὶ  ἐξ  οἴκου  φυλακῆς  καθηµμέένους  ἐν  σκόότει.  
   —Isaiah  42.6-‐‑7  
  

Look  upon  mine  affliction  and  my  pain;  and  forgive  all  my  sins.  
Ἰδέέ  τὴν  ταπείίνωσίίν  µμου  καὶ  τὸν  κόόπον  µμου,  καὶ  ἄφες  πάάσας  τὰς  ἁµμαρτίίας  µμου!  
   —Psalm  24:18  (Masor.  25:18)  
  

  
Introduction  

In  his  article  on  presentation  and  style   in   John  Klimakos’s  Ladder  of  Divine  Ascent,   John  Duffy  

singles   out   a   passage   on   the   ladder’s   fifth   step   (On   Penitence)   for   its   narrative   and   dramatic  

intensity.60   The   episode   is   part   of   a   larger   narrative   arc   describing   Klimakos’s   travels   in   and  

                                                                                                                
60  Duffy  1999:14.  
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around   Alexandria   and   his   interactions   with   several   local   monastic   communities   and   their  

prominent  members.61  In  the  passage,  which  forms  the  centerpiece  of  the  fifth  chapter  as  well  as  

its  narrative  platform  for  spiritual  instruction,  Klimakos  describes  his  visit  to  a  place  known  as  

“the   Prison”   (ἡ   Φυλακήή).   Located   a   mile   away   from   the   main   monastery,   this   satellite  

community   operates   as   an   ascetic   penal   colony   where   brethren   in   urgent   need   of   spiritual  

remediation   spend   their   time   in   deep   mourning,   self-‐‑mortification   and   penitence.62   By   the  

abbot’s  leave,  Klimakos  spends  a  month  observing  the  inmates’  way  of  life  and  describes  their  

daily   rituals   of   voluntary   self-‐‑torment.   “It   is   certainly   the   strangest   part   of   the  work,”  Duffy  

notes,   “and   easily   the   most   moving.”63   Klimakos’s   description   of   the   inmates’   penitential  

regimen   is   intense   and   shocking   for   his   audience;   difficult   to   accept   and   perhaps   even  more  

difficult  to  understand.64  

   Duffy  identifies  it  as  “a  veritable  visit  to  the  underworld,  with  a  catalogue,  in  gruesome  

detail   of   self-‐‑inflicted   misery,   deprivation   and   punishment.   With   the   visitor   we   see   the  

harrowing  sights  and  hear  the  groans  and  anguished  questions  of  the  tormented.”65  Building  on  

                                                                                                                
61  See  PG  88.786D-‐‑776B  (Luibheid  93-‐‑105)  for  the  Alexandrian  portion  of  the  story.  
62  This   arrangement  of  having  monastic   settlements   located  near   a   central  monastery  would  have  been   familiar   to  
Klimakos  from  his  own  experiences  at  Sinai.  At  the  time  of  John’s  tenure  as  hegumen,  Sinai  was  a  monastic  colony  
rather  than  a  monastery.  At  its  heart  –  located  near  the  site  of  the  Burning  Bush  –  was  a  church  built  by  Justinian,  
which  is  still  extant  today.  Its  satellite  establishments,  however,  were  numerous  and  often  situated  at  a  very  great  
distance.  The  anachoretic  retreat  at  the  desert  of  Sidid  was  around  seventy  miles  away  from  the  central  site  (Flusin  
2005:197).  See  Flusin  2005:193-‐‑197,  205  for  an  overview  of  Sinai  at   the   time  of  Klimakos  and  the  placement  of   its  
subsidiary  establishments.  

63  Loc.  Cit.  
64  See  Luibheid  1982:xv  on  on  the  distaste  such  extreme  horrors  provoke.  But  for  the  idea  that  a  monk  should  be  like  a  
prisoner,  cf.   this  saying  from  the  Systematic  Collection  of   the  Apophthegmata  Patrum:  «Ἀδελφὸς  ἠρώώτησε  τὸν  ἀββᾶ  
Ἀµμµμωνᾶν   λέέγων·∙   Εἰπέέ   µμοι   ῥῆµμα.   Λέέγει   ὁ   γέέρων·∙   Ὕπαγε,   ποίίησον   τὸν   λογισµμόόν   σου   ὥσπερ   οἱ   κακοῦργοι  
ποιοῦσιν  οἱ  ὄντες  ἐν  τῇ  φυλακῇ.  Ἐκεῖνοι  γὰρ  ἐρωτῶσιν  τοὺς  ἀνθρώώπους  ποῦ  ἐστιν  ὁ  ἡγεµμὼν  καὶ  πόότε  ἔρχεται,  
καὶ   ἀπὸ   τῆς   προσδοκίίας  κλαίίουσιν.   Οὕτως   καὶ   ὁ   µμοναχὸς   ὀφείίλει   διαπαντὸς   προσέέχειν   καὶ   ἐλέέγχειν   τὴν  
ψυχὴν   αὐτοῦ   λέέγων·∙   Οὐαίί   µμοι,   πῶς   ἔχω   παραστῆναι   τῷ   βήήµματι   τοῦ   Χριστοῦ,   καὶ   πῶς   ἔχω   αὐτῷ  
ἀπολογήήσασθαι;  Ἐὰν  οὕτως  µμελετήήσῃς  διαπαντὸς  δύύνασαι  σωθῆναι»  (Sys.  Ap.  III.4,  p.  150  ed.  Guy).  

65  Ibid.  
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Duffy’s   observations,   we   here   explore   Klimakos’s   dramatic   and   emotionally   arresting  

descriptions   of   the   bodily   suffering   and   mental   anguish   of   these   monastic   penitents   as   a  

reinterpretation  of  a  familiar  topos  from  the  Byzantine  tradition  of  soul-‐‑benefitting  tales:  the  tour  

of   hell.   As   we   have   seen   previously,   the   journey   to   the   underworld   allows   the   sinner   to  

temporarily  enter   that  “undiscover’d  country  from  whose  bourne  no  traveler  returns,”  so  that  

the  horror  of  this  brief  sojourn  may  stir  him  to  sincere  repentance  and  so  prevent  a  permanent  

stay  after  life’s  end.  The  penitent  monks  at  the  Prison,  however,  have  not  been  privileged  with  

that   first-‐‑hand   knowledge   obtained   in   divinely   granted   visionary   experience   (in   the   usual  

religious   sense   of   “vision”)   and   so,   in   their   already-‐‑existent   fear   of   eternal   punishment,   feel  

impelled  to  seek  powerful  substitutes  of  their  own  devising:  not  the  unlooked-‐‑for  revelation  to  

the  mind’s  eye  of  a  divine  comedy,  but  a  man-‐‑made  morality  play  for   the  quotidian,  physical  

senses  of  hearing   and   sight.   (The   inmates   at   the  Prison,   in  other  words,   are  not   only  open   to  

being  convinced  of  the  need  for  purificatory  repentance,  but  are  keenly  dedicated  to  convincing  

themselves.  They  have  “the  motive  and  the  cue  for  passion”  and  their  performance  can  “drown  

the  stage  with  tears  /  and  cleave  the  general  ear  with  horrid  speech,  /  make  mad  the  guilty  and  

appal   the   free,   /   confound   the   ignorant,   and   amaze   indeed   /   the   very   faculties   of   eyes   and  

ears.”66)  The  Prison  is  a  reflection  not  of  a  heavenly  paradise,  but  of  “the  other  place,”67  of  which  

a  limited,  carnal  experience  might  allow  paradise  to  be  regained.  The  inclusion  of  this  scenario  

in   the   larger   work,   as   of   a   play   within   a   play,   has   the   effect   of   heightening   the   reality   and  

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

                                                                                                                
66  Hamlet  2.2.  
67  Hamlet  4.3.  
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weaves  terminology  and  images  strikingly  evocative  of  already-‐‑established  visionary  literature  

–   a   tradition   of   accounts   of   actual   heavenly   or   hellish   visions   of   a   kind   which   most   of  

Klimakos’s   audience  will   not   have   been  personally   granted,   but  which   they   are  well   familiar  

with   as   listeners   and   which   will   resonate   powerfully   with   them,   prompting   them   to   strong  

action  –  to  repentance.  

   We  have   called   their  production  a   “scenario”  and   it   is   important   to  point  out   that   the  

mimesis   is  conscious  and   intentional,   the  holy  precedents   for  descending   into  prison  and   into  

the   lowest   of   lows   including   figures   no   less   than   Joseph,  Hoshea,  Hanani   the   Seer,   Jeremiah,  

Daniel,   John   the   Baptist,   Peter,   Paul   (the   self-‐‑styled  δέέσµμιος   of  Christ68)   and   John   on  Patmos,  

besides  Samson,   the  Hebrew  youths,  arguably   Jonah,  various  kings69  and  even   Jesus  himself70  

and  many  that  he  saves.71  Not  least  among  these  is  the  prophet-‐‑king  David,  whose  songs  give  

the  monks  their  vocabulary  of  expression  and  who  (for  his  sin  of  murder)  suffered  a  prison  of  

the  mind  and  besought  Jehovah,  “Bring  my  soul  out  of  prison,  that  I  may  praise  thy  name:  the  

righteous   shall   compass   me   about;   for   thou   shalt   deal   bountifully   with   me!”72   That   this   via  

                                                                                                                
68  Eph.  3:1,  4:1,  2Tit.  1:8,  Phil.  1:1,  1:9.  
69  Actual  kings,  some  of  whom  emerged  or  (like  Croesus  at  Cyrus’s  court)  found  a  place  of  honor  (ex.  gr.  Jer.  52:33,  
«Καὶ   ἤλλαξεν   [Ἰωακὶµμ   βασιλεὺς   Ἰουδᾶ]   τὴν   στολὴν   τῆς  φυλακῆς   αὐτοῦ   καὶ   ἤσθιεν   ἄρτον   διαπαντὸς   κατὰ  
πρόόσωπον  [Οὐλαιµμαραδὰχ  βασιλέέως  Βαβυλῶνος]  πάάσας  τὰς  ἡµμέέρας  ἃς  ἔζησεν»),  or  the  Preacher’s  unnamed  
rags-‐‑to-‐‑reigning   wise   youth   (Eccl.   4:13-‐‑14,   «Ἀγαθὸς   παῖς   πέένης   καὶ   σοφὸς   ὑπὲρ   βασιλέέα   πρεσβύύτερον   καὶ  
ἄφρονα,  ὃς  οὐκ  ἔγνω  τοῦ  προσέέχειν  ἔτι,  ὅτι  ἐξ  οἴκου  τῶν  δεσµμίίων  ἐξελεύύσεται  τοῦ  βασιλεῦσαι,  ὅτι  καίί  γε  ἐν  
βασιλείίᾳ  αὐτοῦ  ἐγεννήήθη  πέένης»).  

70  Both  literally  during  the  trial  and  through  “the  least  of  these”  in  Matt.  25:33-‐‑45.  
71  «Ὅτι  καὶ  Χριστὸς  ἅπαξ  περὶ  ἁµμαρτιῶν  ἔπαθεν  δίίκαιος  ὑπὲρ  ἀδίίκων  ἵνα  ἡµμᾶς  προσαγάάγῃ  τῷ  Θεῷ  θανατωθεὶς  
µμὲν   σαρκὶ   ζῳοποιηθεὶς   δὲ   τῷ   πνεύύµματι,   ἐν   ᾧ   καὶ   τοῖς   ἐν   φυλακῇ   πνεύύµμασιν   πορευθεὶς   ἐκήήρυξεν»   (1Peter  
3:18sq.).  

72  Ps.  141:8  (Masor.  142:7)  «Ἐξάάγαγε  ἐκ  φυλακῆς  τὴν  ψυχήήν  µμου,  τοῦ  ἐξοµμολογήήσασθαι  τῷ  ὀνόόµματίί  σου,  Κύύριε,  
ἐµμέέ.  Ὑποµμενοῦσιν  δίίκαιοι  ἕως  οὗ  ἀνταποδῷς  µμοι.»  
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dolorosa  of  the  Lord  and  his  saints  –  a  place  to  pay  one’s  all73  –  is  one  for  sinners  to  walk  down  in  

imitation  is  made  clear  by  the  brother  of  the  Lord:    

Ye  have  lived  in  pleasure  on  the  earth,  and  been  wanton;  ye  have  nourished  your  hearts,  as  in  a  
day  of   slaughter.  Ye  have  condemned  and  killed   the   just;  and  he  doth  not   resist  you.   […]  Take,  
my  brethren,  the  prophets,  who  have  spoken  in  the  name  of  the  Lord,  for  an  example  of  suffering  
affliction,   and   of   patience.   Behold,   we   count   them   happy  which   endure.   Ye   have   heard   of   the  
patience  of   Job,   and  have   seen   the  end  of   the  Lord;   that   the  Lord   is  very  pitiful,   and  of   tender  
mercy.74  

  

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

   We  might   add   here   that,  while   for   our   present   purposes   the   primary  meaning   of   the  

word   φυλακήή   is   “prison”   or   “jail,”   it   comes   at   the   same   time   with   three   further   scriptural  

resonances,   all   of   which   are   appropriate   and   complementary:   it   can   be   a   sacred   “charge”   or  

commission,75   a   “watch”   or   time   of   wakefulness   and   prayer,76   and   a   ward   or   protection  

(phylactery).77  And  for  our  actors  here,  it  can  be  the  prélude  to  the  crown  of  life.78  

                                                                                                                
73  «Ἀµμὴν  λέέγω  σοι  οὐ  µμὴ  ἐξέέλθῃς  ἐκεῖθεν  [ἐκ  τῆς  φυλακῆς]  ἕως  ἂν  ἀποδῷς  τὸν  ἔσχατον  κοδράάντην»  (Matt.  5:26).  
74  James  5:10-‐‑11  (my  emphasis).  «Ἐτρυφήήσατε  ἐπὶ  τῆς  γῆς  καὶ  ἐσπαταλήήσατε.  Ἐθρέέψατε  τὰς  καρδίίας  ὑµμῶν  ὡς  ἐν  
ἡµμέέρᾳ  σφαγῆς.  Κατεδικάάσατε,   ἐφονεύύσατε   τὸν  δίίκαιον·∙   οὐκ  ἀντιτάάσσεται  ὑµμῖν.   […]  Ὑπόόδειγµμα  λάάβετε   τῆς  
κακοπαθείίας,   ἀδελφοίί   µμου,   καὶ   τῆς   µμακροθυµμίίας   τοὺς   προφήήτας,   οἳ   ἐλάάλησαν   τῷ   ὀνόόµματι   Κυρίίου.   Ἰδούύ,  
µμακαρίίζοµμεν  [he  might  as  well  have  said  ὀλβίίζοµμεν!]  τοὺς  ὑποµμέένοντας.  Τὴν  ὑποµμονὴν  Ἰὼβ  ἠκούύσατε  καὶ  τὸ  
τέέλος  Κυρίίου  εἴδετε,  ὅτι  πολύύσπλαγχνόός  ἐστιν  ὁ  Κύύριος  καὶ  οἰκτίίρµμων.»  (“[B]lest  are  those  /  whose  blood  and  
judgment  are  so  well  commeddl’d,  /  that  they  are  not  a  pipe  for  Fortune’s  finger  /  to  sound  what  stop  she  please.”)  

75   «Καὶ   φυλάάξονται   οἱ   υἱοὶ   Ισραηλ   τὴν   φυλακὴν   τοῦ   θεοῦ   καὶ   οὐ   µμὴ   ἐξάάρωσιν»   (Num.   9:19).   «Καὶ   ἐφύύλαξαν  
φυλακὰς  θεοῦ  αὐτῶν  καὶ  φυλακὰς  τοῦ  καθαρισµμοῦ»  (Neh.  12:44).  «…φυλάάσσοντες  τὰς  φυλακὰς  τῶν  ἁγίίων  
[…]  καὶ  ἡ  φυλακὴ  αὐτῶν  ἡ  κιβωτὸς  καὶ  ἡ  τράάπεζα  καὶ  ἡ  λυχνίία  καὶ  τὰ  θυσιαστήήρια  καὶ  τὰ  σκεύύη  τοῦ  ἁγίίου,  
ὅσα  λειτουργοῦσιν  ἐν  αὐτοῖς  καὶ  τὸ  κατακάάλυµμµμα  καὶ  πάάντα  τὰ  ἔργα  αὐτῶν»  (Num.  3:28-‐‑31).  Cf.  Lev.  24:12;  
Num.  1:53,  3:7-‐‑8,  8:26,  9:23,  18:3-‐‑5,  31:30,  (Deut.  33:5,  Prov.  4:5),  Ezek.  48:11,  etc.  

76   «Ἤλπισεν  ἡ  ψυχήή  µμου   ἐπὶ   τὸν  Κύύριον  ἀπὸ  φυλακῆς  πρωΐας  µμέέχρι   νυκτόός·∙  ἀπὸ  φυλακῆς  πρωΐας   ἐλπισάάτω  
Ἰσραὴλ  ἐπὶ  τὸν  Κύύριον»  (Ps.  129:6  (Masor.  130:6)  et  alibi  simm.).  «Μακάάριοι  οἱ  δοῦλοι  ἐκεῖνοι  οὓς  ἐλθὼν  ὁ  Κύύριος  
εὑρήήσει  γρηγοροῦντας  […]  καὶ  ἐὰν  ἔλθῃ  ἐν  τῇ  δευτέέρᾳ  φυλακῇ  καὶ  ἐν  τῇ  τρίίτῃ  φυλακῇ  ἔλθῃ  καὶ  εὕρῃ  οὕτως,  
µμακάάριοίί   εἰσιν  οἱ   δοῦλοι   ἐκεῖνοι»   (Luke  12:37-‐‑38;   cf.  Mark  13:33-‐‑37,   14:32-‐‑41   («τὸ  µμὲν  πνεῦµμα  πρόόθυµμον,  ἡ  δὲ  
σὰρξ  ἀσθενήής»  etc.)).  

77   «Ἐλεηµμοσύύνη   καὶ   ἀλήήθεια   φυλακὴ   βασιλεῖ   καὶ   περικυκλώώσουσιν   ἐν   δικαιοσύύνῃ   τὸν   θρόόνον   αὐτοῦ»   (Prov.  
20:28).  «Ὅτι  Κύύριος  ἀγαπᾷ  κρίίσιν  καὶ  οὐκ  ἐγκαταλείίψει  τοὺς  ὁσίίους  αὐτοῦ  –  εἰς  τὸν  αἰῶνα  φυλαχθήήσονται·∙  
ἄνοµμοι  δὲ  ἐκδιωχθήήσονται  καὶ  σπέέρµμα  ἀσεβῶν  ἐξολεθρευθήήσεται»  (Ps.  36:38  (Masor.  37:28)).  

78  Rev.  2:-‐‑10,  «Καὶ  τῷ  ἀγγέέλῳ  τῆς  ἐκκλησίίας  Σµμυρναίίων  γράάψον,  “Τάάδε  λέέγει  ὁ  πρῶτος  καὶ  ὁ  ἔσχατος,  ὃς  ἐγέένετο  
νεκρὸς  καὶ  ἔζησεν,  ‘Οἶδάά  σου  τὰ  ἔργα  καὶ  τὴν  θλῖψιν…µμηδὲν  φοβοῦ  ἃ  µμέέλλεις  πάάσχειν.  Ἰδούύ,  µμέέλλει  βάάλειν  
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Setting  the  Scene:  Death,  Mourning  and  Repentance    

In   order   to   uncover   some   of   the   spiritual   principles   that   underpin   Klimakos’s   theology   in  

general,   and   in   particular   its   application   in   the   Prison   passage,   it   is   important   to   understand  

how   he   conceives   of   monastic   repentance   in   terms   of   mourning   and   death.   Throughout   the  

Ladder,  Klimakos  emphasizes  that  the  monastic  state  is  one  characterized  by  constant  mourning:  

“Asleep   or   awake,   the  monk   is   a   soul   pained   by   the   constant   remembrance   of   death.”79   The  

monk  thus  must  always  strive  to  be   in  mourning  and  it   is   through  prolonged  and  continuous  

grieving  that  he  is  able  to  find  the  beginnings  of  his  salvation:  “The  man  turning  away  from  the  

world   in  order   to   shake  off   the  burden  of  his   sins   should   imitate   those  who   sit   by   the   tombs  

outside  the  city.”80  Hannah  Hunt  describes  the  mechanisms  of  this  process  as  follows:    

The   connection   between   remembrance   of   death   and  mourning   is   not   simply   one   of   cause   and  
effect.  Rather,  the  mourner  will  naturally  be  drawn  by  the  former  into  the  condition  of  grief  and  
mourning  which  in  turn  will  heighten  the  mourner’s  awareness  of  the  inescapability  of  their  final  
end,  and  promote  repentance.81  

  
The  connection  between  death,  mourning  and  repentance  in  the  monastic  life  is  expressed  both  

symbolically  and  physically.  Klimakos  exhorts  monks  to  “let  the  monastery  be  for  you  a  tomb  

before   the   tomb.”82   There   are   several   accounts   of   anchorites   observing   this   injunction   very  

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
ἐξ  ὑµμῶν  ὁ  διάάβολος  εἰς  φυλακήήν,  ἵνα  πειρασθῆτε  καὶ  ἕξετε  θλῖψιν  ἡµμερῶν  δέέκα.  Γίίνου  πιστὸς  ἄχρι  θανάάτου  
καὶ  δώώσω  σοι  τὸν  στέέφανον  τῆς  ζωῆς.’…Ὁ  νικῶν  οὐ  µμὴ  ἀδικηθῇ  ἐκ  τοῦ  θανάάτου  τοῦ  δευτέέρου.”»  

79   PG   88.633C   (Luibheid   74).   «Μοναχόός   ἐστιν   κατώώδυνος   ψυχὴ   ἐν   διηνεκεῖ   µμνήήµμῃ   θανάάτου   ἀδολεσχοῦσα,   καὶ  
ὑπνώώττουσα,  καὶ  γρηγοροῦσα.»  

80   PG   88.633D   (Luibheid   74).   «Μιµμείίσθω   ὁ   τὸ   ἑαυτοῦ   φορτίίον   τῶν   ἁµμαρτηµμάάτων   σκορπίίσαι   τοῦ   κόόσµμου  
ἐξεληλυθώώς,   τοὺς   πρὸ   τῶν   τάάφων   καθηµμέένους   ἔξω   τῆς   πόόλεως.»   Richard   Valantasis   (1995:801)   puts   this  
dynamic  in  a  theoretical  framework:  “the  ascetic  consequently  appears  always  to  be  in  transit,  in  process,  in  motion  
towards   a   new   subjectivity.   The   early   Christian   monks,   for   example,   experienced   themselves   as   neither   fully  
human  nor  fully  divine,  as  embodied  angels,  as  disembodied  humans,  as  living  corpses,  who  lived  in  a  society  yet  
did  not,  who  withdrew  from  society  in  order  to  create  another  so  that  at  once  they  existed  in  a  non-‐‑existence.”  

81  Hunt  2004:48.  
82  PG  88.716B  (Luibheid  74-‐‑5).  «Μνῆµμάά  σοι  πρὸ  µμνήήµματος  ὁ  τόόπος  ἔστω.»  
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literally  by  making   the   tomb  their  monastery   in  order   to  give  expression   to  compunction  and  

sorrow  in  a  suitably  symbolic  setting.83  The  imagery  of  death  has  long  played  an  important  role  

in   monastic   writing.   Drawing   on   Paul’s   teachings   in   Romans   6,   monastic   authors   used   the  

concept   of   physical   death   —   separation   of   body   and   soul   at   life’s   end   —   to   express   the  

permanent  break  with  the  ways  and  habits  of  a  previously  sinful  life  that  the  assumption  of  the  

monastic  habit  (and  more  generally  the  living  of  a  new,  truly  Christian  life)  represented.  Having  

renounced  the  world  and  its  wickedness,  monks  strive  to  make  themselves  “dead  indeed  unto  

sin,  but  alive  unto  God  through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.”84  But  Klimakos  carries  the  analogy  even  

further   in   his   chapter   on   obedience,   describing   the  monk   as   a   “blessed   living   corpse.”85   The  

reasoning   behind   this   extraordinary   statement   is   not   simply   that   a   monk   is   someone   who  

mortifies   both   his   flesh   and   his   passions   but   also,   Klimakos   asserts,   that   the  monk   ought   to  

become  corpse-‐‑like  in  his  obedience  and  humility.  He  explains:  “Obedience  is  the  burial  place  of  

the  will  and  the  resurrection  of   lowliness.  A  corpse  does  not  contradict  or  debate   the  good  or  

whatever  seems  bad,  and  the  spiritual  father  who  has  devoutly  put  the  disciple’s  soul  to  death  

will   answer   for   everything.”86   It   is   worth   keeping   the   extremity   of   this   shocking   but   very  

effective   imagery   in  mind   as  we   try   to   understand   the   Prison   episode   and   the  message   it   is  

trying  to  convey  to  the  reader.  

  

  
                                                                                                                
83  See  Hunt  2004:48.  
84  Rom.  6:11  («νεκροὺς  µμὲν  εἶναι  τῇ  ἁµμαρτίίᾳ,  ζῶντας  δὲ  τῷ  θεῷ  ἐν  Χριστῷ  Ἰησοῦ  τῷ  Κυρίίῳ  ἡµμῶν»).  
85  PG  88.680B  (Luibheid  92).  «Ὁ  ζῶν  νεκρόός,  οὗτος  ὁ  µμακαρίίτης.»  
86  PG  88.680A  (Luibheid  92).  «Ὑπακοήή  ἐστι  µμνῆµμα  θελήήσεως,  καὶ  ἔγερσις  ταπεινώώσεως·∙  οὐκ  ἀντερεῖ,  ἢ  διακρίίνει  
νεκρὸς   ἐν   ἀγαθοῖς,   ἢ   τὸ   δοκεῖν   πονηροῖς.   Ὁ   γὰρ   θανατώώσας  αὑτοῦ   εὐσεβῶς   τὴν   ψυχὴν,   ὑπὲρ   πάάντων  
ἀπολογήήσεται.»    
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The  Narrator  as  “Spiritual  Communicator”  

The   fifth   chapter  of   the   Ladder   is   in  many  ways   a  departure   from  Klimakos’s  usual  modes  of  

spiritual  instruction.  Duffy  notes  that  generally  Klimakos’s  style  resists  rigid  categorization;  he  

deftly   weaves   together   elements   from   different   literary   registers.87   His   spiritual   teaching   is  

sometimes   presented   with   aphoristic   brevity   and   clarity,   while   at   other   times   shrouded   in  

Evagrian  elusiveness  and  complexity.  This  variety  makes  the  work  unpredictable  and  keeps  the  

reader’s   interest  piqued.  Nevertheless,   leaving  the  complicated  and  much-‐‑debated  question  of  

Klimakos’s   stylistic   antecedents   and   the   degree   of   their   influence   aside   for   the  moment,   it   is  

possible   to   identify,   as  Duffy  has  done,   some  general  patterns  of   composition   in  many  of   the  

“steps”   of   the   Ladder.   He   identifies   the   following   four   recurring   elements:   “(1)   a   brief  

introductory  statement;   (2)  concise  definitions  of  a  virtue  or  a  vice;   (3)  a  general  discussion  of  

the   theme   of   the   step   combining   exegesis,   admonition,   illustrative   stories,   and   personal  

observation;  and   (4)  a   short   formulaic  closing  statement.”88   If  we  apply   this   framework   to   the  

fifth   chapter   of   the   Ladder,   we   find   (depending   on   which   version   of   the   text   we   use)   initial  

adherence  to  the  structure  set  out  above:  the  chapter  begins  with  a  brief  statement  introducing  

the  subsequent  material  while   connecting   to   the  preceding  chapter.   89  Subsequently,   there   is  a  

succession  of  short  sentences  each  beginning  with  the  word  µμετάάνοια  and  followed  by  a  brief,  

figurative   interpretation  of  what   this  virtue  should  mean  for  a  monk.  The  repetitive  “chain  of  

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

                                                                                                                
87  Duffy  1999:8.  
88  Duffy  1998:8.  
89  “Once  John  outran  Peter,  and  now  obedience  is  placed  before  repentance.  For  the  one  who  arrived  first  represents  
obedience,  the  other  repentance”  (Luibheid  121).    
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that   seize   the   audience’s   attention.90   Duffy   has   convincingly   traced   the   influence   of   liturgical  

texts   –   particularly   the   kontakion   –   on   Klimakos’s   style.91   In   this   chapter   on   repentance,   the  

rhythmical  repetitions  may  also  call  to  mind  the  important  monastic  office  of  the  psalmody.    

   After  the  chain  of  definitions,  Klimakos  proceeds  to  the  narrative  portion  of  the  chapter,  

which  occupies  a  much  larger  portion  and  more  central  place  than  comparable  sections  in  any  

of  the  other  steps.  He  explicitly  mentions  the  prominence  that  he  accords  to  his  tale:  “Let  us  give  

first  place  to  the  story  of  dishonored  workers  –  who  still  earned  respect.”  92  Another  indication  

of   the   importance  and  centrality  of   the  narrative  within   the  chapter  and  within   the  work  as  a  

whole  is  the  fact  that  he  gives  his  readers  a  brief  preview  of  the  story  in  the  previous  chapter  on  

obedience.   In   the   fourth   chapter   there   is   a   brief   account   of   a   monk   who   recovered   the  

appropriate   spirit   of   obedience   and   penitence   following   an   imprudent   lapse   into   gossip   and  

slander.93   His   superior,   seeing   that   the   brother’s   remorse   is   genuine,   sends   him   to   another  

monastery.  Taking  this  as  an  opportunity  to  reveal  more  about  this  mysterious  monastery  “for  

those  who  are  in  mourning  for  their  failures,”  Klimakos  discloses  the  following:    

A  mile  away  from  the  great  monastery  was  a  place  called  the  Prison,  where  neither  smoke,  nor  
wine,  nor  oil  for  food,  nor  anything  else  was  ever  seen,  only  bread  and  chopped  vegetables.  Here  

                                                                                                                
90  Duffy  1998:12.    
91  See  Duffy  1999:8-‐‑13.  For  another  “take”  on  chain  of  definitions  model,  see  pseudo-‐‑Cyril  of  Alexandria’s  De  Exitu  
Animi   (PG   77.1072A-‐‑B).   At   the   beginning   of   this   homily,   the   homilist   compiles   a   long   list   of   things   he   fears,  
beginning   each  phrase  with  φοβοῦµμαι   followed   by   a   direct   object   and   a   brief   explanation   of   the   object.   The   ὅτι  
clause  doesn’t  define  the  preceding  object  but  indicates  why  the  homilist  (and  the  reader  in  turn)  ought  to  be  afraid  
of  it.  

92  PG  88.764C  (Luibheid  121).  «Προτάάξωµμεν  καὶ  προτιµμήήσωµμεν  τετιµμηµμέένων  ἀτίίµμων  ἐργατῶν  διήήγησιν.»  
93  An  appropriate  verse  would  be  Psalm  140:3  (Masor.  141:3),  “Set  a  watch,  O  LORD,  before  my  mouth;  keep  the  door  
of  my  lips.”  «Θοῦ,  Κύύριε,  φυλακὴν  τῷ  στόόµματίί  µμου  καὶ  θύύραν  περιοχῆς  περὶ  τὰ  χείίλη  µμου»  (emphasis  mine).  
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were  shut  up  without  permission  to  go  out  those  who  after  entering  the  monastic  life  had  fallen  
into  sin.94  

  
We   will   return  momentarily   to   Klimakos’s   remark   that   the   brethren   were   “shut   up   without  

permission  to  go,”  but  the  austerity  of  the  asceticism  practiced  at  the  Prison  becomes  clear  even  

before   we   learn   of   the   inmates’   individual   mortificatory   regimens.   Not   only   do   the   monks’  

dietary  restrictions   include  the  more  common  monastic  abstinences,  as  from  wine  and  oil,  but  

the   absence   of   smoke   indicates   that  perhaps,   like  Evagrios   (reportedly),   the  monks  practice   a  

degree  of  homophagy  and  xerophagy.95  Klimakos  also   informs  us  about   their   living  situation:  

they   form   a   loosely-‐‑knit   community   but   remain   essentially   isolated   and   unceasing   prayer   is  

required  of  them  at  all  times.  It   is  not  entirely  clear  how  far  this  community  was  coenobitic  in  

their  daily  rhythms,  but  the  nature  of  their  fellowship  as  portrayed  in  the  fifth  chapter  suggests  

that   it   may   have   resembled   a   lavra,   in   which   brethren   are   alone   during   the   week   but   come  

together  to  celebrate  the  offices  on  the  weekends.96  Their  leader  is  a  man  called  Isaac  and  they  

occupy   their   time   with   plaiting   leaves.   He   finishes   the   brief   description   with   a   dramatic  

flourish:   “[S]uch  was   their   existence   and   their   rule,   such   their   lifestyle,   these  men  who   truly  

sought  to  face  the  God  of  Jacob.”97  The  biblical  allusion  in  this  brief  passage  is  to  the  patriarch  

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

                                                                                                                
94   PG   88.704A   (Luibheid   105).   «Τόόπος   µμὲν   ἦν   ἀπὸ   σηµμείίου   ἑνὸς   τῆς   µμεγάάλης   µμονῆς,   φυλακὴ   λεγοµμέένη,  
ἀπαράάκλητος·∙  οὐκ  ἦν  ἐκεῖσε  πώώποτε  κάάπνον  ὀφθῆναι,  οὐκ  οἶνον,  οὐκ  ἔλαιον  εἰς  βρῶσιν,  οὐχ  ἕτερόόν  τι  ἄλλο  ἣ  
ἄρτον,  καὶ  λεπτὰ  λάάχανα.  Ἐν  τούύτῳ  τοὺς  µμετὰ  τὴν  κλῆσιν  συµμποδιζοµμέένους  ἀπροΐτους  κατέέκλειεν.»  

95  Stewart  2003:249.  
96  Johnsén  2007:238.  
97   PG   88.704C   (Luibheid   105).   «Οὗτος   ὁ   βίίος,   αὕτη   ἡ   κατάάστασις·∙  αὕτη   ἡ   διαγωγήή   τῶν   ὅντως   ζητούύντων   τὸ  
πρόόσωπον  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  Ἰακώώβ.»  
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wrestlings  of  the  man  who  became  Israel  himself  (father  of  all  the  tribes  that  wandered  through  

the  Sinai).  

   Jacob  is  a  felicitous  choice  for  a  biblical  model,  given  that  the  organizing  framework  for  

Klimakos’s  work  is  that  of  the  ladder  up  to  heaven  that  the  patriarch  saw  in  his  dream.98  And  

more   particularly   to   the   theme   of   the   fifth   chapter,   Jacob’s   story   offers   a   number   of   fitting  

parallels,  most  obviously  his  wrestling  with  the  angel  of  the  Lord.99  This  stark  image  will  have  

held  much   symbolism   for   the  monks   in   their   own   struggles:   the   dark   and   arduous   night   of  

Jacob’s  trial  leads  to  a  new  dawn  bringing  divine  blessing  and  acceptance,  an  apt  metaphor  for  

repentance;   Jacob  emerges  from  his  struggle  with  God  forever  a  changed  man,  bearing  (like  a  

monk)  a  new  name;  and,  while  he  is  exhausted  and  retains  a  permanent  physical  marker  from  

his  ordeal  (his  limp),  he  gains  immeasurable  spiritual  strength  and  draws  closer  to  God  –  quite  

a  wonderful   symbol   for   the   exhaustion   and   self-‐‑mortification   that   the   penitents   give   as   their  

own   offering   to   the   Lord.   It   is   important   to   note   that,   while   all   the   episodes   of   a   biblical  

character’s   story   were   (presumably)   well   known   to   the   monks,   when   the   characters   are  

presented  as  models  in  monastic  texts,  they  are  often  frozen  in  a  particular  scene  –  a  snapshot  

extracted  to  represent  a  particular  virtue,  often  independent  of  other  episodes  of  that  character’s  

story.  Scène  becomes  tableau.100    

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

99  See  Gen.  32:24-‐‑28.  
100  See  Krueger  2010:202.  
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   One  consequence  of   the  repeated  association  of  early  monastic  people  and  places  with  

figures   and   locations   from   the   Bible   was   that   the   monks   and   their   way   of   life   “acquired   a  

biblical  veneer,   such   that   the  practice  of   asceticism  and   the   cultivation  of  virtue  engaged   in  a  

reprise   of   biblical   narrative:   the   monk   formed   himself   in   the   image   of   biblical   heroes.”101  

Clothing   monks   and   their   experiences   in   the   language   and   imagery   of   the   Bible   offered  

monastic   writers   an   expressive   mode,   with   its   conventions   and   expectations,   familiar   and  

accessible   to   anyone   at   all   conversant   with   the   Scriptures.102   The   biblical   exemplars   give   the  

monk  a  vocabulary  of   ideas   through  which  he  can  conceptualize,  and  convey,  his   identity.   In  

connecting   the   penitents   of   the   Prison   with   the   story   of   Jacob,   Klimakos   drew   on   a   well-‐‑

established  literary  tradition  in  which  writers  of  monastic  texts  from  Late  Antiquity  situate  their  

subjects’  present  way  of  life  within  the  context  and  continuity  of  sacred  legend.  

   As   Georgia   Frank   has   shown   in   her   work   on   the   anonymous  Historia  Monachorum   in  

Aegypto   (late   4th   century),  monastic   authors   often   “wrapped”   the  desert   ascetics   of  Egypt   and  

their  culture  in  “a  biblical  haze.”103  Klimakos,  as  a  monk  himself  and  as  the  author  of  a  monastic  

text  in  which  he  has  a  marked  presence  as  narrator,  not  only  frames  his  subjects  in  terms  of  the  

language   and   imagery   of   the   Scriptures   but   also   makes   use   of   them   in   creating   his   own  

narrative   persona.   And   the   obvious   biblical   correspondent   for   the   abbot   of   St.   Catherine’s   –  

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

                                                                                                                
101  Krueger  2010:206.  
102  Heim  (1985:196)  has  described  a  similar  process  in  the  narratives  of  Western  pilgrims  to  the  Holy  Land,  that  their  
desire   to   see   the   biblical   sights   (an   often   formulaicly   expressed   longing)   sets   in   motion   a   phantasmagorical  
transformation  which   turns   Jerusalem   into   a   heavenly   city:   «Tout   se   passe   comme   si  maisons   et  monuments   se  
transfiguraient  par  une  fantasmagorie  declenchee  par  des  souvenirs  bibliques  pour  devenir  patrie  celeste  à  laquelle  
il  aspire.»  

103  Frank  2000:61.  
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pilgrimage   –   is   that   other   great   shepherd   of   an   unruly   people,104   the   prophet   who   on   that  

mountain  gave  wandering  Israel  its  law.105  

  
The  Story’s  Applicability  &  Believability  

So  far,  we  have  examined  how  engaging  with  holy  men  of   the  Old  Testament  could  act  as  “a  

lens   through  which   [monks]  might   understand   themselves   and   their   ascetic   goals”   and  what  

application   this   had  within   the   framing   discussion   for   the   fifth   chapter.106   Presently,   we  will  

consider  how   imbuing  a   scene  with  biblical   resonances  might   in   fact   also  be  used   to   create   a  

“safe”  and  respectful  distance  between  the  narrative  subject,  steeped  in  repentance  and  proved  

by  continuous  ascetic  struggle,  and  an  audience  keen   to  emulate   their  zeal  yet  unequipped  to  

handle   the   severity   of   their   practice.   In   her   research   on   Christian   travel   narratives   from   late  

antiquity,  Frank  has  analyzed  the  techniques  that  the  authors  of  those  texts  use  to  “differentiate  

between   the   reader’s   world   and   the   world   in   the   text.”107   She   writes   that   “even  when   those  

worlds   overlap,   the  writer  must   establish   a   ‘clear   structural   distance.’”108   But   in   a   text   that   is  

about  monks  and  written  principally   for  monks,   the  overlap  will   inevitably  be  great.  Klimakos  

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

                                                                                                                
104   “All   we   like   sheep   have   gone   astray;   we   have   turned   every   one   to   his   own   way.”   «Πάάντες   ὡς   πρόόβατα  
ἐπλανήήθηµμεν·∙  ἄνθρωπος  τῇ  ὁδῷ  αὐτοῦ  ἐπλανήήθη  καὶ  κύύριος  παρέέδωκεν  αὐτὸν  ταῖς  ἁµμαρτίίαις  ἡµμῶν»  (Isaiah  
53:6).  

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

106  Krueger  2010:202.  
107  Frank  1998:493-‐‑4.  
108  Frank  1998:493-‐‑4.  
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describing   the   shocking   acts   of   self-‐‑mortification   at   “the   Prison.”   His   words   function   as   a  

disclaimer  and  a  warning:  

It  is  a  good  thing  to  admire  the  labors  of  holy  men;  to  imitate  them  procures  salvation.  But   it  is  
unreasonable  and  impossible  to  wish  to  imitate,  on  a  sudden  whim,  every  aspect  of  the  way  they  
live.109  

  
His  caution  operates  on  two  levels:  first  and  mostly  plainly,  admonishing  the  overeager  reader  

to  use  prudence  in  imitating  this  advanced  asceticism,  as  though  to  say  “don’t  try  this  at  home”  

–  or  at   least  not  yet   to  such  an  extreme  degree.110  Secondly,   it   signals   to   the  audience   that   the  

Prison  is  a  place  that  defies  expectation  and  even  belief.111  The  world  inhabited  by  these  “men  

who  face  the  God  of  Jacob”  (a  bright  and  fiery  god,  the  full  glory  of  whose  Jovelike  countenance  

is   more   than   man   can   bear112)   seems   to   exist   in   a   separate   reality,   where   the   rules   of  

conventional   living   do   not   apply.   Their   sometimes   wraith-‐‑like   existence,   as   we   will   see,   is  

marked  by  dramatic  extremes  and  they  continually  live  at  the  very  edges  of  human  experience:  

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

                                                                                                                
109  PG  88.704C  (Luibheid  105).  «Τὸ  µμὲν  θαυµμάάζειν  τοὺς  ἁγίίων  πόόνους  καλόόν·∙  τὸ  δὲ  ζηλοῦν  σωτηρίίας  πρόόξενον·∙  τὸ  
δὲ  ὑφ᾽  ἓν  τὴν  ἐκείίνων  µμιµμεῖσθαι  θέέλειν  πολιτείίαν,  ἄλογον  καὶ  ἀµμήήχανον.»  

110  Cf.  Matt.   13:5-‐‑6,   “Some   fell   upon   stony  places,  where   they  had  not  much   earth:   and   forthwith   they   sprung  up,  
because  they  had  no  deepness  of  earth:  and  when  the  sun  was  up,  they  were  scorched;  and  because  they  had  no  
root,   they   withered   away.”   «Ἄλλα   δὲ   ἔπεσεν   ἐπὶ   τὰ   πετρώώδη,   ὅπου   οὐκ   εἶχεν   γῆν   πολλήήν,   καὶ   εὐθέέως  
ἐξανέέτειλεν   διὰ   τὸ   µμὴ   ἔχειν   βάάθος   γῆς·∙   ἡλίίου   δὲ   ἀνατείίλαντος   ἐκαυµματίίσθη   καὶ   διὰ   τὸ   µμὴ   ἔχειν   ῥίίζαν  
ἐξηράάνθη»  

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

112  “…his  eyes  were  as  a  flame  of  fire;  and  his  feet  like  unto  fine  brass,  as  if  they  burned  in  a  furnace;  and  his  voice  as  
the  sound  of  many  waters.  And  he  had  in  his  right  hand  seven  stars:  and  out  of  his  mouth  went  a  sharp  two-‐‑edged  
sword:   and   his   countenance   was   as   the   sun   shineth   in   his   strength.   And  when   I   saw   him,   I   fell   at   his   feet   as  
dead.…”  (Revelation  1:14-‐‑17)  «…οἱ  ὀφθαλµμοὶ  αὐτοῦ  ὡς  φλὸξ  πυρόός,  καὶ  οἱ  πόόδες  αὐτοῦ  ὅµμοιοι  χαλκολιβάάνῳ  ὡς  
ἐν   καµμίίνῳ   πεπυρωµμέένοι   καὶ   ἡ   φωνὴ   αὐτοῦ   ὡς   φωνὴ   ὑδάάτων   πολλῶν,   καὶ   ἔχων   ἐν   τῇ   δεξιᾷ   αὐτοῦ   χειρὶ  
ἀστέέρας  ἑπτάά  καὶ  ἐκ  τοῦ  στόόµματος  αὐτοῦ  ῥοµμφαίία  δίίστοµμος  ὀξεῖα  ἐκπορευοµμέένη  καὶ  ἡ  ὄψις  αὐτοῦ  ὡς  ὁ  ἥλιος  
φαίίνει   ἐν   τῇ  δυνάάµμει  αὐτοῦ.  Καὶ  ὅτε   εἶδον  αὐτόόν   ἔπεσα  πρὸς   τοὺς  πόόδας  αὐτοῦ  ὡς  νεκρόός…»  Cf.   2Cor.   3:7,  
where  even  God’s  prophet  in  his  glory  could  not  be  beheld.  
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elements.   Sometimes   they   even   sink  down   into   a   state   of   spiritual   aphasia,   a   tabula  wiped   of  

human  speech  and  thought:    

Overcome  by  their  reflections  and  the  weight  of  conscience,  they  could  not  speak,  could  not  pray  
to  God,  could  not  even  make  the  beginning  of  prayer;  and  filled,  as  it  seemed,  with  darkness  and  
empty  despair,  they  offered  God  only  a  blank  soul  and  a  wordless  mind.113    

  
They  are  so  violently  struck  by  their  own  reasoning  (λογισµμοίί)  that  in  fact  their  souls  are  robbed  

of  that  very  reasoning  (ψυχὴ  ἄλογος)  and  they  become  almost  as  dumb  beasts  (ἄλογα),  which  

do  not  think  but  do  acutely  feel.114    The  reports  of  this  place  are,  in  short,  so  harrowing  that  they  

might   defy   the   credulity   even   of   an   audience   accustomed   to   the   tales   of   outlandish   self-‐‑

mortification  and  asceticism  in  which  Byzantine  hagiography  abounds.  But  the  audience  has  no  

choice   but   to   take   Klimakos   at   his   word:   he   is   their   ears   and   eyes   and   the   credibility   of   his  

description   of   the   Prison   is   entirely   dependent   upon   his   reliability   as   narrator.   Again   on   the  

Monks   in  Egypt,  which   is   famously   full  of   incredible   stories,  Frank   says   that   “[t]he  author  not  

only  sees  for  the  audience,  but  even  controls  what  is  seen…this  rhetorical  presence  preserves  the  

distance  between  the  reader’s  world  and  the  exotic  world  visited.”115  The  point  is  well  taken  as  

far  as  the  impressive  exoticism  of  travelers’  tales  –  and  in  fact  a  “tour  guide”  like  Klimakos  not  

only   controls  what   the   audience   sees   but   also   determines   how   they   see   it.   But   his   goal   is   not  

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

                                                                                                                
113PG   88.765B   (Luibheid   122-‐‑3).   «Ὑπὸ   τῆς   τῶν   λογισµμῶν   καὶ   τοῦ   συνειδόότος   ἀτιµμίίας   εὐποροῦντας,  µμηδὲ   πῶς   ἢ  
πόόθεν   τὴν   ἱκεσίίαν  ποιήήσασθαι   εὑρίίσκοντας,  µμόόνην  ψυχὴν   ἄλογον,   καὶ   νοῦν   ἄφωνον   τῷ  Θεῷ  παριστῶντας,  
σκοτίίας  πεπληρωµμέένους,  καὶ  ψιλῆς  ἀπογνώώσεως[.]»  It  was  this  abandonment  of  hope  that  Dante  famously  held  
as  most  emblematic  of  the  Inferno:  Lasciate  ogne  speranza,  voi  ch’intrate!  

114  See  preceeding  note.  (The  neuter  ἄλογον  was  already  acquiring  its  modern  sense  “horse”  (cf.  LS-‐‑J  s.v.  ἄλογος).)  
115  Frank  2000:60  (emphasis  mine).  Like  the  History  of  the  Monks  of  Egypt,  the  fifth  chapter  of  the  Ladder  is  also  largely  a  
narrative  about  a  journey.    
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“the  anthropophagi  and  men  whose  heads  /  do  grow  beneath  their  shoulders.”116  It  is  to  change  

behavior   and   save   souls,   and   this   –   the   applicability,   the   need   for   caution   and   so   forth   –  

depends   of   course   on   the   audience’s   believing   his   tale.   And,   unlike  with   the   traveler  whose  

selective   retelling   “preserves   the   distance”,   Klimakos’s   rhetorical   presence   minimizes   it,   as  

follows.  

   The   intended   readership,   whether   laymen   or   monks,   presumably   read   this   sort   of  

literature   to   confirm   and   strengthen   their   belief   system   rather   than   challenge   it,   and   so  

constituted   a   self-‐‑selected,   receptive   audience   for   a   narrative   that   requires   rather   a   large  

suspension   of   disbelief   to   accept.   Klimakos   nevertheless   feels   compelled   to   address   this  

underlying   anxiety  with   an  open  declaration:   “Believe  me,   brothers,   I   am  not  making   all   this  

up.”117  He  faces  a  similar  dilemma  to  that  of  the  ancient  historiographers  and  storytellers  who  

were  equally  keen  to  put  charges  of  narrative  falsehood  to  bed.  John  Marincola  describes  their  

procedures   for   asserting   veracity   in   a   way   that   can   also   be   applied   to   Klimakos:   “Often   in  

ancient  story-‐‑telling  the  author  steps  out  of  the  mimetic  narrative  to  guarantee…that  what  will  

seem  unbelievable   to   the   reader   actually   took   place.”118   Klimakos’s   counter   to   the   skepticism  

that  he  anticipates   is   that  he   relates  not  what  he  heard  but  what  he  himself   saw:  he   is  not  an  

(honest  but  gullible)  second-‐‑hand  relayer  of  the  fantastical,  but  an  (honest  and  grave)  first-‐‑hand  

witness  of  the  marvelous  but  real.  And  it  is  because  his  credibility  hangs  so  much  on  his  claim  

to  autopsy  that  it  is  so  important  in  this  chapter,  more  than  in  most,  that  he  make  his  narrative  

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

                                                                                                                
116  Othello  1.3.  
117  PG  88.772B  (Luibheid  125).  «Καὶ  µμὴ  µμύύθους  τὰ  εἰρηµμέένα  λογίίσησθε,  ἐρωτῶ,  ἀδελφοίί.  »  
118  Marincola  1997:82.    



  

  46  

to   the  events  he  describes  –   frightful  ones   from  which   the  human  soul  naturally   shrinks  –  he  

confronts  his  audience  with  the  scene  in  such  a  way  as  to  lessen  the  scope  for  doubt  and  thus  

widen  the  scope  for  action.119  

  

Connections  to  the  Beneficial  Tales  

In   order   to   examine   the   ways   that   Klimakos   links   his   narrative   to   the   extant   tradition   of  

otherworldly  journeys,  let  us  briefly  revisit  (from  the  previous  chapter)  one  of  the  earliest  and  

most   famous   of   Christian   hagiography’s   accounts   of   a   temporary   journey   into   the   afterlife,  

namely  chs.  65  and  66  of  Athanasios  of  Alexandria’s  Greek  Life  of  Antony  (4th  cent.).  As  we  have  

seen   previously,   visions   of   the   afterlife   usually   fall   into   two   categories:   either   the   narrator  

undergoes  the  terrible  ordeal  of  the  temporary  judgment  himself  (for  example,  Antony’s  flight  

through   the   tollgates   in  VA  65)  or  he   is  able   to  witness   the  event   from  afar   (as  with  Antony’s  

vision  of  the  menacing  giant  that  hampers  the  ascent  of  souls  rising  to  heaven  in  VA  66).  If  we  

take  Antony’s  second  vision  (the  one  of  the  menacing  giant)  as  a  paradigm  for  descriptions  of  

further   saintly  visions  of   the  afterlife,   three   important   characteristics   emerge.120  First,   the  holy  

man   is   granted,   on   account   of   his   ascetic   progress,   heightened   spiritual   perception   and  

sensitivity  to  numinous  events  concealed  from  the  casual  observer.  Second,  the  purpose  of  the  

vision  is  the  edification  of  a  group  (and  the  audience,  by  extension)  through  the  experiences  of  a  

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

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

120  Antony’s  second  vision  (VA  67)  is  explicitly  described  as  «τῶν  τε  πόόνων…παραµμύύθιον.»  
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Lastly,  the  primary  function  of  the  otherworldly  journey  (and  equally  importantly,  its  retelling)  

is  that  it  elicits  in  its  hearers  an  urgent  desire  to  repent.  

   Now  we   can   analyze   how   the   patterns   set   out   above   appear   in   Klimakos’s   narrative.  

John  begins  his  story  by  drawing  the  audience  into  a  discussion:  “Come,  gather  round.  Listen  

here  and  I  will  speak  to  all  of  you  who  have  angered  the  Lord.  Crowd  around  me  and  see  what  

he  has  revealed  to  my  soul  for  your  edification.”121  His  conversational  style  of  address,  with  its  

imperatives  and  vocatives,  creates  an  oral  overlay  for  the  written  text.  It  sets  John  up  as  both  a  

kind  of  desert  father,  imparting  the  precious  word  to  the  brethren  who  have  come  to  listen  and  

learn   and   reinforces   his   position   as   abbot,   admonishing   and   encouraging   those   of   his   flock  

made  despondent  by   sin.  Viewing   the  pedagogical   strategy  of   the  Ladder   as  a  whole,   Johnsén  

writes   “it   is   evident   that   the   starting   point   for   the   teaching   very   much   implies   a   coenobitic  

context.”122   Johnsén’s   remarks   apply   particularly   to   the   beginning   of   this   chapter,   where  

Klimakos   draws   attention   to   the   mechanisms   of   monastic   instruction:   the   monks   (or   other  

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

  
The  Vision  of  Judgment  

In   addition   to   emphasizing   the   persona   of  monastic   teacher,   John   also   presents   himself   as   a  

visionary  and  a  traveler  to  an  extraordinary  and  inaccessible  place.  The  language  of  revelation  

dots   his   speech   with   subtle   but   unmistakable   effect.   In   the   opening   lines   of   the   narrative  

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

                                                                                                                
121  PG  88.764C  (Luibheid  121).  «Συνδράάµμετε,  καὶ  προσέέλθετε,  δεῦτε  καὶ  ἀκούύσετε,  καὶ  διηγήήσοµμαι  ὑµμῖν·∙  πάάντες  οἱ  
τὸν  Θεὸν  παροργίίσαντες,  ἀθροίίσθητε  καὶ  ἴδετε,  ὅσα  πρὸς  οἰκοδοµμὴν  ὑπέέδειξε  τῇ  ψυχῇ  µμου.»  

122  Johnsén  2007:230.  This  is  not  always  the  case;  see  Johnsén  p.  235.  
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about   to  narrate  for   the  edification  (οἰκοδοµμήή)  of  many  brethren.  He  accentuates   the  otherness  

and  isolation  of  his  destination:  this  “land  of  penitents”  and  “that  place  of  true  grief”,  of  which  

he   has   initially   only   heard   reports,   is   “separate”   (ἰδιάάζουσα   –   a   marked   word   in   monastic  

literature)  and  he  describes  its  inhabitants’  way  of  life  as  both  “great  and  strange.”123  He  draws  

on   his   visionary   abilities   to   understand   the   true   meaning   and   importance   of   the   place:   “I  

actually  saw  what  the  eye  of  an  inattentive  man  never  saw,  what  the  ear  of  a  lackadaisical  man  

never  heard,  what  never  entered  the  heart  of  a  sluggard.”124  But,  unlike  Anthony,  Klimakos  is  

not  privy  to  a  supernatural  experience  of  ascent;  what  he  sees  is  monks  voluntarily  marooned  in  

a  hell  of  their  own  making,  a  mental  state  of  extreme  penitence  which  they  have  translated  into  

a   physical   reality.   The  monks   create   a   narrative   of   repentance   for   themselves   by   drawing   on  

topoi  commonly  found  in  the  “tour  of  hell”  tale:  they  imagine  themselves  being  weighed  at  the  

gates  of  heaven  by  a   stern  and   inexorable   judge.   “[S]triking   their  breasts,   as   though   standing  

before  the  gates  of  heaven,  some  would  say  to  God:  ‘Open  up  to  us,  O  Judge!  Open  up!  We  have  

shut   ourselves   out   with   our   sins.   Open   up   to   us.’”125   They   are   tossed   between   miserable  

dejection   and   wild   hope:   “How   will   it   go   for   us?   What   will   be   the   verdict?   Will   there   be  

forgiveness  for  those  in  darkness,  for  the  lowly,  for  the  convicted?”126  They  are  thrown  about  by  

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

                                                                                                                
123  PG  88.764D  (Luibheid  122).  «Ἀκούύσας  ἐγὼ  ὁ  ἀσθενὴς  µμεγάάλην  τινὰ  καὶ  ξέένην  εἶναι  τὴν  κατάάστασιν  καὶ  τὴν  
ταπείίνωσιν  τῶν  ἐν  τῇ  µμονῇ  τῇ  ἰδιαζούύσῃ  τῇ  λεγοµμέένῃ  φυλακῇ.»  

124  PG  88.765A  (Luibheid  122).  «Ἃ  ὡς  ἔτυχεν  ὀφθαλµμὸς  ἀνθρώώπου  ἀµμελοῦς  οὐκ  εἶδε,καὶ  οὖς  ῥᾳθύύµμου  οὐ  δέέχεται,  
καὶ  ἐπὶ  καρδίίαν  ὀκνηροῦ  οὐκ  ἀνέέβη.»  Cf.  1Cor.  2:9,  “Eye  hath  not  seen,  nor  ear  heard,  neither  have  entered  into  
the  heart  of  man,  the  things  which  God  hath  prepared  for  them  that  love  him”  («ὀφθαλµμὸς  οὐκ  εἶδεν  καὶ  οὖς  οὐκ  
ἤκουσεν  καὶ  ἐπὶ  καρδίίαν  ἀνθρώώπου  οὐκ  ἀνέέβη  ἃ  ἡτοίίµμασεν  ὁ  θεὸς  τοῖς  ἀγαπῶσιν  αὐτόόν»).  

125   PG   88.769A   (Luibheid   124).   «Ἄνοιξον  ἡµμῖν,   δικαστὰ,   ἄνοιξον   ἡµμῖν,   ἐπειδὴ   ἁµμαρτίίαις  ἐκλείίσαµμεν   ἑαυτοῖς,  
ἄνοιξον  ἡµμῖν.»  

126  PG  88.769B  (Luibheid  124).  «Ἆρα  τίί  τὸ  ἀποβησόόµμενον·∙  ἆρα  τίίς  ἡ  ἀπόόφασις;  ἆρα  τίί  τὸ  τέέλος  ἡµμῶν;  ἆρα  ἔστιν  
ἀνάάκλησις;  ἆρα  ἔστι  συγχώώρησις  τοῖς  σκοτεινοῖς,  τοῖς  ταπεινοῖς,  τοῖς  καταδίίκοις.»  
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rejected  –  and  rightly  so  –  for  being  worthless  and  shameful?”127  They  express  anxiety  lest  their  

guardian  angels,  the  indispensable  companions  of  errant  souls  in  the  edifying  tales  tradition,  be  

unable  to  act  as  their  advocates  on  account  of  the  magnitude  of  their  sins:    

Are  the  guardian  angels  standing  by  us,  or  are  they  still  at  a  great  distance?  For  until  they  come  
close  our  efforts  are  vain  and  futile.  Our  prayer  has  neither  the  power  of  access  nor  the  wings  of  
purity  to  reach  the  Lord,  unless  our  angels  draw  near  us  and  take  it  and  bring  it  to  the  Lord.128  

  
The  penitents  use  the  literary  topoi  associated  with  immediate  judgment  after  death  in  the  tales  

tradition  (standing  before  a  terrible  judge,  guardian  angels,  knocking  on  gates  of  heaven  only  to  

be   denied   access   on   account   of   one’s   previous  misdeeds)   as   a  working  model   for   their   own  

present   inability  to  approach  God.  They  imagine  themselves  as  already  having  departed  from  

this   life,   standing   before   the   Lord   in   judgment,   a   situation   in   which,   for   most,   there   are   no  

second   chances.  Yet   they   also   identify  with   the   redeemed   sinners   of   the   tales   and  maintain   a  

glimmer  of  hope  that  their  future  may  hold  something  other  than  eternal  despair:    

Will  the  Lord  accept  us  once  more?…Let  us  do  what  we  can.  If  he  opens  the  door,  well  and  good;  
if   not,   then   blessed   be   the   Lord  God  who   in  His   justice   has   shut   the   door   on   us.   At   least  we  
should  continue  to  knock  at  the  door  as  long  as  we  live.  Maybe  he  will  open  to  us  on  account  of  
our  [brazenness].129    

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

                                                                                                                
127   PG   88.769C   (Luibheid   124).   «Ἆρα   ἴσχυσεν   ἡµμῶν   ἡ   δέέησις   εἰσελθεῖν   ἐνώώπιον   Κυρίίου;   ἢ   ἀπεστράάφη   δικαίίως  
τεταπεινωµμέένη  καὶ  κατῃσχυµμµμέένη;»  

128   PG   88.769C   (Luibheid   124-‐‑5).   «Ἆρα   ἐπλησίίασαν  ἡµμῖν   οἱ   ἡµμῶν  φύύλακες,   ἢ   ἔτι  πόόῤῥω  ἀφ’   ἡµμῶν  ὑπάάρχουσιν;  
Ἐκείίνων   γὰρ   µμὴ   ἐγγιζόόντων   πρὸς   ἡµμᾶς,   πᾶς   ὁ   κόόπος   ἡµμῶν   ἀνωφελὴς   καὶ  ἀνόόνητος·∙   οὐ   γὰρ   ἔχει   δύύναµμιν  
παῤῥησίίας  ἡ  προσευχὴ  ἡµμῶν,  οὐδὲ  πτερὸν  καθαρόότητος  εἰσελθεῖν  πρὸς  Κύύριον,  εἰ  µμήή  τίί  γε  οἱ  ἄγγελοι  ἡµμῶν  
προσεγγίίσαντες  ἡµμῖν,  ταύύτην  λαβόόντες  Κυρίίῳ  προσενέέγκωσιν.»  

129  PG  88.769D  (Luibheid  125,  who  for  the  “shamelesness”  of  ἀναιδείία  has  the  rather  weaker  “persistence”).  «Μήήπως  
µμεταµμεληθήήσεται   Κύύριος;   Καὶ   κἂν   τῆς   πολλῆς   κολάάσεως   λυτρώώσηται   ἡµμᾶς,   ὅµμως   ἡµμᾶς   τὸ   ἐφ’   ἡµμῖν  
ποιήήσωµμεν.  Καὶ  ἐὰν  ἀνοίίξῃ,  εὖ  καὶ  καλῶς·∙  ἐπεὶ  εὐλογητὸς  Κύύριος  ὁ  Θεὸς,  ὁ  ἀποκλείίσας  ἡµμῖν  δικαίίως.  Πλὴν  
ἐπιµμείίνωµμεν  κρούύοντες,  ἕως  τέέλους  τῆς  ζωῆς  ἡµμῶν·∙  ἴσως  τῇ  πολλῇ  ἡµμῶν  ἀναιδείίᾳ  ἀνοίίξει  ἡµμῖν.»  Cf.  the  story  
of  the  Unjust  Judge  (Luke  18:1-‐‑6).  
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   In   the   chain   of   definitions   that   precedes   the   narrative   of   his   sojourn   in   Alexandria,  

Klimakos  emphasizes  the  importance  of  personal  agency  and  self-‐‑motivation  in  the  process  of  

repentance.  “Repentance,”  he  writes,  “is  critical  awareness  (αὐτοµματόόκριτος)  and  a  sure  watch  

over  oneself  (ἀµμέέριµμνος  αὐτοµμέέριµμνος).”130  In  the  seventh  step,  he  also  recommends  that  those  

seeking  true  repentence  should  “never  stop  imagining  and  examining  the  abyss  of  dark  fire,  its  

cruel   minions,   the   merciless   inexorable   judge,   the   limitless   chaos   of   subterranean   flame,   the  

narrow  descent  to  underground  chambers  and  yawning  gulfs  and  such  other  images.  Then  lust  

in   our   souls  may   be   checked   by   immense   terror,   by   surrender   to   incorruptible   chastity,   and  

receive  that  non-‐‑material  light  which  shines  beyond  all  fire.”131  In  a  desperate,  final  attempt  to  

keep   a   foot   in   the   door   to   heaven,   the   brethren   at   the   Prison   have   preempted   the   great   and  

terrible   judge   and   condemned   themselves   to   an   earthly   facsimile   of   the   torments   of   hell.   By  

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

  
Catching  Hell  

Klimakos’s   description   of   the   inmates’   “descent”   into   their   own   hell   also   effectively  

communicates  to  the  audience  that,  although  their  mental  agony  and  physical  suffering  are  very  

real,   their   identification  of   it  as  an   infernal  place   is  a  construct  of   their  own  making.  They  are  

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

                                                                                                                
130  PG  88.764B  (Luibheid  121).  Lampe’s  “condemning  by  itself”  for  the  word  αὐτοµματόόκριτος  –  a  hapax  in  Klimakos  –  
may  be   just  as   likely  as  “self-‐‑aware”  and  the   two  are  certainly  not  mutually  exclusive.   In   fact,  when  one’s  “eyes  
[are]  opened”  (Gen.  3.7),  the  one  may  well  follow  the  other.  

131   PG   88.804C-‐‑D   (Luibheid   135).   «Διερευνῶν   πυρὸς   σκοτεινοῦ   ἄβυσσον·∙   καὶ   ἀνελεεῖς   ὑπηρέέτας,   ἀσυµμπαθῆ  
κριτὴν   καὶ   ἀσυγχώώρητον,   χάάος   τε   ἀπέέρατον   καταχθόόνιου   φλογὸς,   καὶ   ὑπογείίων,   καὶ   φοβερῶν   τόόπων,   καὶ  
χασµμάάτων  τεθλιµμµμέένας  καταβάάσεις,  καὶ  τῶν  τοιούύτων  πάάντων  εἰκόόνας·∙  ὅπως  τῷ  πολλῷ  τρόόµμῳ  στυφθεῖσα  ἡ  
ἐνυπάάρχουσα  ἡµμῶν  τῇ  ψυχῇ  λαγνείία  συναφθῇ  τῇ  ἀφθάάρτῳ  ἁγνείίᾳ  καὶ  φωτὸς  ἀύύλου  πυρὸς  παντὸς  πλέέον  
ἀποστίίλβοντος  ἐν  αὐτῇ  δέέξηται  [πέένθους  δεξαµμέένη].»  



  

  51  

disheartened  angels  who   find   their   charge   stymied  at   tollgates  or   a  posse  of   infernal  minions  

rejoicing   in   the   dismissal   of   their   soul   from   the   gates   of   heaven,   it   is   their   own   remorse   that  

transports  them  there.  Klimakos  describes  them  as  follows:  the  brethren  he  sees  “seemed  out  of  

their   minds,   made   dumb   by   the   complete   darkness   of   their   despair   («γεγονόότας   ὅλους  

ἐσκωτισµμέένους»),  insensible  to  the  life  around  them,  their  minds  sunk  in  the  depths  of  humility  

(«τῷ  νοῒ  λοιπὸν  ἐν  τῇ  ἀβύύσσῳ  τῆς  ταπεινώώσεως  καταδύύσαντας»),  their  eyes  dried  up  in  the  

fire  of  despondency   («καὶ   τῷ  πυρὶ   τῆς  ἀθυµμίίας»).”132  The  darkness,   the   abyss   and   the   fire  of  

hell   exist   only   in   their   minds   as   a   result   of   their   base   and   hopeless   loss   of   will;   they   have  

essentially   thought   themselves   into   this   infernal   state.   Nevertheless,   the   descriptions   of   their  

self-‐‑imposed   torments   are   real   and   genuinely   harrowing   to   read   as   the   penitents   deprive  

themselves  of  sleep,  sustenance  and  every  other  human  comfort,  in  order  to  show  the  depth  of  

their  grief.  Klimakos’s  catalogue  of  their  suffering  also  draws  strikingly  on  the  imagery  used  to  

describe  the  state  of  the  soul  as  it  plummets  down  into  the  depths  of  hell.  In  Anastasios’s  tale  of  

the  taxeōtēs,  the  underworld  is  described  as  follows:    

The   earth   was   rent   and   we   descended   through   narrow,   gloomy   places   like   foul-‐‑smelling  
conduits,  until  [we  reached]  the  subterranean  parts  in  the  prisons  of  Hades.  There  were  the  souls  
of  sinners  who  have  slept  since  the  beginning  of  the  age  [ἀπ᾽  αἰῶνος].  [It  is],  as  Job  says,  “a  dark  
and  murky  land,  a  land  of  darkness  everlasting,  where  is  neither  light  nor  can  one  see  the  life  of  
mortal   mortal   men.”   But   eternal   pain   is   there,   limitless   grief,   ceaseless   wailing,   never-‐‑silent  
gnashing  and  sleepless  lamentation  –  all  which  things  do  endlessly  cry  out,  oh,  woe  is  me!133  

                                                                                                                
132  PG  88.765C  (Luibheid  122-‐‑3).  
133  Nau  1902a:85.  «Καὶ  διχασθείίσης  τῆς  γῆς,  κατήήλθοµμεν  διάά  τινων  στενῶν  καὶ  ζοφερῶν  τόόπων  ὡς  καναλίίσκων  
δυσώώδων,   ἕως   τῶν   καταχθονίίων   ἐν   τοῖς   δεσµμωτηρίίοις   καὶ   φυλακαῖς   τοῦ   ᾅδου,   ἔνθα   ὑπάάρχουσιν  
ἀποκεκλεισµμέέναι   αἱ   ψυχαὶ   τῶν   ἁµμαρτωλῶν   τῶν   ἀπ’  αἰῶνος   κεκοιµμηµμέένων   καθὼς   φησὶν   ὁ   Ἰώώβ,   “Εἰς   γῆν  
σκοτεινὴν  καὶ  γνωφερὰν,  εἰς  γῆν  σκόότους  αἰωνίίου  οὗ  οὐκ  ἔστι  φέέγγος  οὐδὲ  ὁρᾶν  ζωὴν  βροτῶν.”  Ἀλλ’  ὀδύύνη  
αἰώώνιος  καὶ  λύύπη  ἀτελεύύτητος  καὶ  κλαυθµμὸς  ἄπαυστος  καὶ  βρυγµμὸς  ἀσίίγητος  καὶ  στεναγµμοὶ  ἀκοίίµμητοι  ἐκεῖ  
οὐαὶ   διαπαντὸς   κράάζουσιν.»   The   Job   section   (10:20-‐‑22)   begins,   “Are   not  my   days   few?   Cease   then   and   let  me  
alone,  that  I  may  take  comfort  a  little,  before  I  go  whence  I  shall  not  return[.]”«Ἦ  οὐκ  ὀλίίγος  ἐστὶν  ὁ  χρόόνος  τοῦ  
βίίου   µμου;   Ἔασόόν   µμε   ἀναπαύύσασθαι   µμικρὸν   προτοῦ   µμε   πορευθῆναι   ὅθεν   οὐκ   ἀναστρέέψω…»   (We   have   not  
followed  the  Authorized  Version  above,  which  here  differs  too  much  from  the  Septuagint.)  
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The  darkness  of  these  underground  caverns  creates  an  emphasis  on  the  auditory  environment  

for   the   soul  of   the   taxeōtēs   and,   as   such,   it   is   the  weeping,  wailing  and  gnashing  of   teeth   that  

terrify   him   the   most.   Similarly,   in   the   Prison   the   penitents   experience   a   kind   of   dusky,  

subterranean   gloom,   but   rather   than   the   absence   of   physical   light,  what   oppresses   them   is   a  

palpable   spiritual   darkness.134   Sound   also   plays   an   important   role   in   evoking   the   terrifying  

atmosphere   of   the   Prison.   Klimakos   describes   certain  monks,   like   the   ones  mentioned   in   the  

passage   above,   who   are   rendered   speechless   by   grief,   but   others   lament   their   own   souls   as  

though  they  were  already  deceased  (PG  88.765B)  and,  most  disconcertingly,  still  others  are  so  

far  gone  in  their  emotions  that  their  behavior  is  characterized  by  a  sort  of  insensate,  animalistic  

terror  that   leaves  them  roaring  and  moaning  “like  lions”  or  with  their  tongues  hanging  out  of  

their  mouths  “in  the  manner  of  dogs.”135  This  relentless  catalogue  of  vocal  (but  not  necessarily  

verbal)   expressions   of   despair   contributes   to   the   feeling   that   one   is   witnessing   a   spiritual  

Bedlam  where  men  are  driven  to  madness,  mentally  overwhelmed  by  the  burden  of   their  sin.  

The  description  that  Klimakos  provides  of   their  appearance  adds  to  the  general  sense  that   the  

inmates  have  lost  the  ability  to  think  rationally  and  they  seem  to  almost  robbed  of  their  identity  

as  humans:    

…with  knees  like  wood,  as  a  result  of  all   the  prostrations,  with  eyes  dimmed  and  sunken,  with  
hair  gone  and  cheeks  wasted  and  scalded  by  many  hot  tears,  with  faces  pale  and  worn,  they  were  
no  different  from  corpses.  Their  breasts  were  livid  from  all  the  beatings,  which  had  even  made  them  

                                                                                                                
134  PG  88.765B   (Luibheid  122-‐‑3).   «Ὑπὸ  τῆς  τῶν  λογισµμῶν  καὶ   τοῦ  συνειδόότος  ἀτιµμίίας  εὐποροῦντας,  µμηδὲ  πῶς  ἢ  
πόόθεν  τὴν   ἱκεσίίαν  ποιήήσασθαι  εὑρίίσκοντας,  µμόόνην  ψυχὴν  ἄλογον,  καὶ  νοῦν  ἄφωνον  τῷ  Θεῷ  παριστῶντας,  
σκοτίίας   πεπληρωµμέένους,   καὶ   ψιλῆς   ἀπογνώώσεως[.]»   On   imageless   prayer,   a   not   uncontroversial   subject   in  
monastic  circles,  see  Stewart  2003:250.  

135  PG  88.765C  and  88.768D  (Luibheid  123).  



  

  53  

spit   blood.   There   was   no   rest   for   them   in   beds,   no   clean   and   laundered   clothing.   They   were  
bedraggled,  dirty  and  verminous.136  

  
In  addition,  Klimakos’s  narrative  in  the  fifth  step  noticeably  lacks  any  indication  of  the  structure  

of   this   community   and  what   the   rhythms  of   their  daily   lives  were,   even   though   in   an   earlier  

chapter  he  does  disclose  a  few  details  about  the  penitents’  “existence  and  rule.”137  This  absence  

of  a  sense  of  time  or  direction  makes  the  Prison  seem  neither  in  this  world  nor  of  it.  Rather,  it  is  

“removed   into  a  surreal   time  and  space,   separated   from  the  real  world  by  a  boundary,   rather  

fluid   but   well-‐‑known   to   everyone.”138   The   way   that   each   harrowing   sight   is   reported   also  

contributes   to   the  reader’s  sense  of  disorientation   in   following  Klimakos’s  gaze.  His  sentences  

often  begin  with  “I  saw  some…”  followed  by  four  or  five  sentences  beginning  with  “others…”  

without   indication   of   direction   or   scope.   The   reader   gets   the   sense   that,   whichever   way   he  

“looks”  in  the  text,  his  eye  is  met  with  an  unending  tableau  mort  of  suffering.139  Klimakos  himself  

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

narrator  as  well:  

                                                                                                                
136   PG   88.772A   (Luibheid   125),   emphasis   mine.   «Ἐν  ἐκείίνοις   ἑωρᾶτο   γόόνατα   ἐπεσκληκόότα   τῷ   πλήήθει  
τῶν  µμετανοιῶν·∙   οἱ   ὀφθαλµμοὶ   ἐκτακέέντες   καὶ   ἔσω  που   εἰς  βάάθος   δεδυκόότες·∙   τριχῶν  ἀπεστερηµμέένοι,   παρειὰς  
κεκτηµμέένοι  πεπληγµμέένας,  καὶ  περιπεφλεγµμέένας  τῇ  ζέέσει  τῶν  πολλῶν  δακρύύων·∙  πρόόσωπα  καταµμεµμαρασµμέένα  
καὶ  ὠχράά,  µμηδὲν  ἐν  συγκρίίσει  νεκρῶν  διαφέέροντα·∙  στήήθη  ταῖς  πληγαῖς  ἀλγοῦντα  καὶ  αἱµμάάτων  πτύύελοι  ἐκ  τῶν  
ἐν   τῷ   στήήθει   πυγµμῶν   ἐκπεµμπόόµμενοι.   Ποῦ   ἦν   ἐκεῖ   στρωµμνῆς   κατάάστασις;   ποῦ   ἐνδύύµματος   καθαρόότης   ἢ  
στερεόότης;  Ἀλλὰ  διερρηγµμέένα  καὶ  ῥυπῶντα,  καὶ  ὑπὸ  τοῦ  φθειρὸς  ἐπικεκαλυµμµμέένα.»  

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

138  Gurevich  1988:95.  
139   Or,   as   Patricia   Cox   Miller   put   it   in   her   seminal   article   “The   Body   from   Nowhere”   (1994:144),   “the   stories   of  
individual  desert  ascetics  are  not  presented  as  biographies  that  follow  a  linear  line  of  narration  from  beginning  to  
end,  nor   are   the   subjects  of   these   stories   situated   in  densely  detailed  or   richly   thickened   socio-‐‑cultural   contexts.  
Rather,   these   collections   situate   their   subjects   in   an   extended   ‘middle’   that   subverts   conventional   biographical  
narrativity.   Taking   the   form   of   snapshots   endlessly   repeated,   these   collections   not   only   deprive   their   ascetic  
characters  of  history—that  is,  of  the  perceptual  construct  from  the  horizon  that  emphasizes  the  figure-‐‑and-‐‑ground  
character  of  the  visual  field—they  also  deprive  the  reader  of  the  horizonal  perspective.”  
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I  came  close  to  despair  when  I  had  seen  and  heard  all  this  among  them  and  when  I  had  compared  
my  own  indifference  with  what  they  went  through.  What  a  dreadful  place  they  lived  in!  It  was  
dark,   stinking,   filthy,   and   squalid.   To   call   it   a   prison   or   house   of   convicts   was   an   accurate  
description.  Just  the  sight  of  it  would  teach  you  penitence  and  mourning.140  

  
The   self-‐‑reflexive   concluding   sentence   of   this   paragraph   functions   in   accordance   with   what  

Rapp  views  as  a  general  dynamic  between  narrator  and  audience  in  hagiographical  texts:  “the  

hagiographer  presents  himself  as  the  prototype  of  the  saint’s  clientele,  and  hence  as  a  model  for  

the  ideal  audience  of  his  own  text.”141  In  other  words,  just  as  hearing  and  seeing  made  Klimakos  

painfully   aware   of   his   own   indifference   (ἀδιαφορίία)   and   his   subsequent   need   to   repent   and  

mourn,  he   is   sure   that   the   sight   (θεάά)   that   the   readers  “see”   through  his   text  will  become   for  

them  a  “teacher”  (διδάάσκαλος)  of  repentance.  

     The  dramatic  effect  of  Klimakos’s  warning  message  to  his  audience  is  also  reinforced  by  

a  rhetorical  trope  borrowed  from  earlier  monastic  texts  dealing  with  the  punishments  of  hell.  In  

the   alphabetical   collection   the   Sayings   of   the   Desert   Fathers,   Abba   Theophilos   denounces   the  

transience  of  this  world  and  the  things  in  it  with  a  plaintive  string  of  rhetorical  anaphora:  «Τόότε  

ποῦ   ἡ   καύύχησις   τοῦ   κόόσµμου;   Ποῦ   ἡ   κενοδοξίία;  Ποῦ   ἡ   τρυφήή;   Ποῦ   ἡ   ἀπόόλαυσις;   Ποῦ   ἡ  

φαντασίία…;»142   In   Klimakos’s   text   a   similar   set   of   question   occurs   twice   (PG   88.768D   and  

                                                                                                                
140   PG   88.773B   (Luibheid   127).   «Ἐγὼ  δὲ   ταῦτα   ἑωρακώώς   τε   παρ’   ἐκείίνοις   καὶ   ἀκηκοώώς,   µμικροῦ   δεῖν   ἑαυτοῦ  
ἀπογινώώσκειν   ἔµμελλον,   ὁρῶν   τὴν   ἑαυτοῦ   [ἐµμαυτοῦ]   ἀδιαφορίίαν,   καὶ   συγκρίίνων   ταύύτην  πρὸς   τὴν   ἐκείίνων  
κακοπάάθειαν.  Οἵα  γὰρ  ἦν  καὶ  αὐτὴ  ἡ  τοῦ  τόόπου  κατάάστασις  καὶ  κατοίίκησις;  Ὅλη  σκοτεινήή,  ὅλη  δυσώώδης,  ὅλη  
ῥυπῶσα  καὶ  αὐχµμηράά.  Φυλακὴ  γὰρ  καὶ  καταδίίκη  εὐλόόγως  προσωνόόµμασται·∙  ὡς  καὶ  αὐτὴν  τὴν  τοῦ  χώώρου  θέέαν  
µμετανοίίας  πάάσης  καὶ  πέένθους  ὑπάάρχειν  διδάάσκαλον.»  

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

142  PG  65.200D.  It  is  interesting  to  note  that  this  quotation  is  borrowed  verbatim  in  pseudo-‐‑Cyril  of  Alexandria’s  later  
homily,  the  De  Exitu  Animi  —  a  text  which  (as  we  saw  in  the  previous  chapter)  already  itself  draws  heavily  on  pre-‐‑
existing  narratives  of  otherworldly   journeys  and  which   is   likewise  characterized  by   this  heavy,   formulaic  use  of  
anaphora.   This   frequent   repetition,   this   alliteration,   this   rhyme   and   this   assonance   make   the   trope   a   suitably  
baroque  addition  to  such  an  intricate  and  sonically  captiviting  piece  of  rhetoric.  See  PG  77.1077A.  
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88.776A)  and  is  used  to  especially  poignant  effect  in  the  latter  set,  where  penitents  express  their  

remorse   for   their   former   way   of   life   and   achievements,   “weeping   for   them   as   they   were  

children”:    

Where   is   the   purity   of   my   prayer?   The   confidence   that   was   in   it?  Where   are   the   sweet   tears  
instead  of  these  bitter  ones?  Where  is  that  hope  of  perfect  chastity  and  purification?  Where  is  that  
expectation  of  blessed  dispassion?  Where  is  my  faith  in  the  shepherd?  Where  is  the  result  of  his  
prayer  for  us?  It  is  all  lost  and  gone,  as  though  it  had  never  appeared.  It  has  vanished  as  though  it  
had  never  been  there..143  

  
The  lines  quoted  above  are  direct  speech,  as  is  much  of  the  rest  of  the  chapter.  The  frequent  use  

of  direct   speech   is  probably  meant   to  bolster  Klimakos’s   standing  as  a   reliable  witness  of   this  

extraordinary  place  and  of  the  men  who  dwell  there.  As  we  have  seen,  he  is  keen  to  remind  the  

audience   that   he   is   a   faithful   “eyes   and   ears.”   Yet   what   becomes   apparent   upon   carefully  

examining   the   woeful   utterances   of   the   Prison’s   inmates   is   that   their   speech   is   filled   with  

quotations  from  the  Old  and  New  Testaments.  The  verses  are  drawn  from  a  number  of  different  

books,  including  chiefly  the  Gospels  from  the  New  Testament,  and  from  the  Old  Testament  Job,  

Isaiah  and  Jonah,  books  especially  associated  with  repentance  and  vision.  But  by  far  the  greatest  

number   of   references   is   to   the   Psalms.  Klimakos   often   embeds   verses   from   the  Psalms   in   his  

narrative  and  speech.  In  a  particularly  distressing  passage  that  describes  the  physical  affliction  

of   the  penitents,  Klimakos   exclaims:   “the  words  of  David   could   surely  be   seen   to  be   fulfilled  

there,  for  there  were  men  in  hardship  and  bowed  down  to  the  end  of  their  lives,  going  about  all  

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

                                                                                                                
143   Luibheid   127.   PG   88.776A:   «Ποῦ   ἡ   τῆς  προσευχῆς   καθαρόότης;  Ποῦ   ἡ   ταύύτης  παρρησίία;  Ποῦ   τὸ   γλυκὺ  ἀντὶ  
πικροῦ   δάάκρυον;   Ποῦ   ἡ   ἐλπὶς   τῆς   παντελοῦς   ἁγνείίας   καὶ   καθάάρσεως;   Ποῦ   ἡ   προσδοκίία   τῆς   µμακαρίίας  
ἀπαθείίας;   Ποῦ   ἡ  πρὸς   τὸν   ποιµμέένα   πίίστις;   Ποῦ   ἡ   τῆς   αὐτοῦ   προσευχῆς   ἐν   ἡµμῖν   εὐεργεσίία   [ἐνέέργεια];  
Ἀπόόλωλε  ταῦτα  πάάντα·∙  καὶ  ὥσπερ  µμὴ  φανέέντα,  ἐκλέέλοιπεν.»  
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mind.”144   Even   the  physical  marks   of   their  mortification   are   expressed   through  David’s   song:  

“They  forgot  to  eat  their  bread;  their  drink  is  mixed  with  tears.  They  ate  dust  and  ashes  instead  

of  bread;  their  bones  stuck  to  their  flesh  and  the  were  dried  up  like  grass.”145  It  is  interesting  to  

note  that  both  of  the  psalms  alluded  to  in  the  quotations  above  (nos.  37  and  101)  form  part  of  

the  canon  of  penitential  psalms  popularized  by  Cassiodorus  (ca.  485-‐‑580),  who  in  turn  inherited  

this  tradition  from  Augustine.146  The  Psalms  also  have  a  notable  presence  in  the  direct  speech  of  

the  inmates  themselves,147  so  much  so  that  the  penitents’  words  appear  to  be  a  recitation  of  the  

psalmody  rather  than  natural  reported  speech.  Having  the  monks  express  themselves  through  

the  Psalms   is   a  particularly   appropriate   choice   since,   as  Hannah  Hunt  has  noted,   “whether   a  

hermit   or   a   coenobite,   the   monk’s   bedrock   of   daily   prayer   and   contemplation   was   the  

psalter.”148  Derek  Krueger  develops  this  insight  even  further,  drawing  an  important  connection  

between  the  recitation  of  particular  texts  and  self-‐‑representation:    

Since  all  the  monks  were  reciting  the  same  Psalms  (eventually  in  the  same  order  and  at  the  same  
time   of   the   day),   the   result   was   not   individuality,   where   each   monk   might   come   to   think   of  
himself  as  different,  but  rather   identity:   the  monk  identified  himself  with  and  as  the  speaker  of  
the   Psalms.   In   the   monastic   office,   the   monks   assumed   biblical   identities   through   liturgical  
performance.   The   monk   became   Scripture’s   mouthpiece,   and   the   Psalms   scripted   the   monk’s  
interior  self-‐‑reflection  and  outward  self-‐‑presentation.149  

  

                                                                                                                
144   PG   88.768D   (Luibheid   123).   «Ἦν   ἐκεῖ   τὰ  τοῦ   Δαυῒδ   ἐναργῶς   θεάάσασθαι   ῥήήµματα,   ταλαιπωροῦντας   ἰδέέσθαι,  
κατακαµμπτοµμέένους   ἕως   τέέλους   τῆς   ἑαυτῶν   ζωῆς·∙   ὅλην   τὴν   ἡµμέέραν   σκυθρωπάάζοντας,   πορευοµμέένους·∙  
προσόόζοντας  καὶ  σεσηµμµμέένους  σώώµματος  µμώώλωπας,  καὶ  ἀνεπιµμελήήτους  ὑπάάρχοντας…»  (cf.  Ps.  37:6-‐‑7).  

145   PG   88.768D   (Luibheid   123).   «Κατακαµμπτοµμέένους   ἕως   τέέλους   τῆς   ἑαυτῶν   ζωῆς·∙   ὅλην   τὴν   ἡµμέέραν  
σκυθρωπάάζοντας  ἐπιλανθανοµμέένους   τοῦ  φαγεῖν   τὸν  ἄρτον  αὐτῶν·∙   τὸ   δὲ  πόόµμα   τοῦ   ὕδατος  µμετὰ   κλαυθµμοῦ  
κιρνῶντας·∙   καὶ   σποδὸν  καὶ   τέέφραν  ἀντὶ   ἄρτου   ἐσθίίοντας·∙   καὶ   κεκολληµμέένα  ἔχοντας   τὰ   ὀστᾶ   τῇ   σαρκίί·∙   καὶ  
αὐτοὺς  ὡσεὶ  χόόρτος  ἐξηραµμµμέένους»  (cf.  Ps.  101:4-‐‑12).  

146  Gillingham  2012:57.  The  other  psalms  classified  in  this  category  are  nos.  6,  31,  50,  129  and  142.    
147  See,  for  example,  PG  88.769A-‐‑B  (Luibheid  124)  for  a  particularly  dense  concentration  of  psalmic  quotations.  
148  Hunt  2004:21  
149  Krueger  2010:218.  
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Krueger’s   interpretation   is  especially  meet,  considering  what  Klimakos  tells  us  concerning  the  

abbot  Isaac’s  instructions  to  his  flock:  “[H]e  demanded  of  them  that  they  pray  scarcely  without  

an  interruption.”150   If   the  monks  are  to  occupy  themselves  almost  exclusively  with  prayer  and  

the   psalmody   forms   the  most   important   text   for   their   recitations,   it   is   little   wonder   that   the  

penitents  “speak  in  psalms.”151  

   Like  the  penitents,  Klimakos  himself  also  draws  on  Scripture  to  frame  and  conceptualize  

his  visionary  experience.  His   first   source   text   is  perhaps   the   second-‐‑most   famous  vision   from  

the  New  Testament,  when  Paul  relates  his  tale  of  being  caught  up  to  the  third  heaven:  

I  knew  a  man  in  Christ  above  fourteen  years  ago  (whether  in  the  body,  I  cannot  tell;  or  whether  
out  of   the  body,  I  cannot  tell:  God  knoweth),  such  an  one  caught  up  to  the  third  heaven.  And  I  
knew  such  a  man  (whether  in  the  body,  or  out  of  the  body,  I  cannot  tell:  God  knoweth),  how  that  
he  was  caught  up  into  paradise,  and  heard  unspeakable  words,  which  it  is  not  lawful  for  a  man  to  
utter.152  

  
For  our  purposes,  three  details  of  this  vision  are  particularly  relevant:  first,  the  Apostle  cannot  

say  whether  he  was  taken  up  to  the  third  heaven  in  his  body  or  without  it.  Secondly,  he  uses  the  

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

                                                                                                                
150  PG  88.704B  (Luibheid  105).  «Ὃς  ἀπῄτει  τὴν  προσευχὴν  ἀδιάάλειπτον  σχεδὸν  τοὺς  αὐτῷ  παραδιδοµμέένους.»  
151   Zecher   (2011:203)   reads   their   use   of   Scripture   in   a   different   but   compelling   way:   “They   are   described   using  
quotations  from  the  Psalms,  and  speak  in  stock  phrases  and  Scriptural  quotations.  They  are  not,  I  think,  flesh-‐‑and-‐‑
blood  characters,  but  rather  general  types  of  ascetic  looks,  responses,  and  demeanours.  There  is  a  sense  in  which  
Climacus  leaves  the  penitents  empty  so  that  readers  may  find  space  for  themselves  in  the  Prison.  The  death  of  one  
of   these,   then,   can   be   the   death   of   any  monk.”   This   dynamic   was   also   observed   by   P.C.  Miller   in   the  Historia  
Monachorum:  “although  the  text  as  a  whole  is  presented  as  the  record  of  an  intensely  personal  journey  undertaken  
by  the  author,  who  emphasizes  repeatedly  his  seeing  and  looking  at  the  monks,  there  is  no  physical  description  of  
these   men.   Instead,   the   reader’s   gaze   is   directed   away   from   characteristics   that   would   mark   these   monks   as  
‘personalities’   and   so   detract   from   their   function   as   signifiers   of   a   subjectivity   that   they   all   share   and   that  
represents  the  highest  religious  potential  in  human  nature”  (1983:232).  

152  2Cor.  12:1-‐‑4.  «Oἶδα  ἄνθρωπον  ἐν  Χριστῷ  πρὸ  ἐτῶν  δεκατεσσάάρων  –  εἴτε  ἐν  σώώµματι  οὐκ  οἶδα,  εἴτε  ἐκτὸς  τοῦ  
σώώµματος   οὐκ   οἶδα,   ὁ   θεὸς   οἶδεν   –  ἁρπαγέέντα   τὸν   τοιοῦτον   ἕως   τρίίτου   οὐρανοῦ.   Καὶ   οἶδα   τὸν   τοιοῦτον  
ἄνθρωπον  –  εἴτε  ἐν  σώώµματι  εἴτε  χωρὶς  τοῦ  σώώµματος  οὐκ  οἶδα,  ὁ  θεὸς  οἶδεν  –  ὅτι  ἡρπάάγη  εἰς  τὸν  παράάδεισον  
καὶ  ἤκουσεν  ἄρρητα  ῥήήµματα  ἃ  οὐκ  ἐξὸν  ἀνθρώώπῳ  λαλῆσαι.»  



  

  58  

unspeakable   words,   “which   it   is   not   lawful   for   man   to   utter.”153   Klimakos,   in   framing   his  

narrative,   draws   on   the   language   of   Paul’s   vision,   albeit   with   alterations   to   the   Apostle’s  

narrative   to   suit   the   condition   of   the   Prison.   When   Klimakos   describes   the   rapture   he  

experiences  at   the  sight  of   the  penitents,  he  exclaims  «καὶ  ὅλος  τῷ  νοῒ  συνηρπάάγην,  κατέέχειν  

ἐµμαυτὸν  µμὴ  δυνάάµμενος»  (emphasis  mine).  Unlike  Paul,   there  is  no  doubt  in  Klimakos’s  mind  

whether   he  was   taken   up   in   spirit   or   in   the   body.  His   physical   presence   as   a  witness   to   the  

events   at   the   Prison   is   only   partially   responsible   for   his   visionary   experience.   Like   Paul,  

however,  Klimakos  is  able  to  see  the  things  that  remain  hidden  to  others:  to  the  outsider  it  may  

look  like  excessive  self-‐‑mortification  but  Klimakos,  with  his  privileged  vision,  is  able  to  see  that  

their  self-‐‑sacrifice  is  repentance  on  a  cosmic  scale,  an  attempt  to  remedy  the  wrongs  that  cannot  

be  righted  in  the  next  world.  Equally  important  is  the  fact  that  Klimakos  shares  the  vision  with  

his   audience:   the   precious   teaching   contained   in   the   inmates’   experiences  would   be   lost,   had  

Klimakos,   guide   and   revelator,   not   been   able   to   explain   to   his   audience   their   meaning   and  

salvific  importance.  

  

Klimakos’s  Experiences  as  a  Visionary  

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

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

                                                                                                                
153  Before  Klimakos,  Athanasios  of  Alexandria  also  used  Paul’s  account  to  compare  and  contrast  his  saint’s  vision  of  
the   heavenly   tollgates:   «Ἀλλ’   ὁ   µμὲν   Παῦλος   ἕως   τρίίτου   οὐρανοῦ   ἡρπάάγη   καὶ   ἀκούύσας   ἄρρητα   ῥήήµματα  
κατῆλθεν,  ὁ  δὲ  Ἀντώώνιος  ἕως  τοῦ  ἀέέρος  ἑαυτὸν  εἶδε  φθάάσαντα  καὶ  ἀγωνισάάµμενον  ἕως  ἐλεύύθερος  φανῇ.»  See  
also  Krueger’s  views  on  Paul’s  use  of  the  third  person  and  how  this  relates  to  instruction  and  humility.  Analyzing  
this  same  dynamic  in  the  Lausiac  History,  he  comments:  “Writing  in  the  third  person  Palladius  is  able  to  rehearse  
his  credentials  for  authority  and  authorship,  for  his  journey  to  the  paradise  of  the  desert  coupled  with  his  ascetic  
rigor  have  yielded  license  to  speak”  (1999:231.)    
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and   praying.”154   And   again   following   his   second   vision   (VA   66.6-‐‑8),   the   saint   is   reluctant   to  

share  his  experiences  with  his  disciples  until  he  is  sure  he  is  capable  of  doing  so  and  that  it  will  

be   for   their  profit.  Klimakos  approaches  his  vision  quite  differently   from  Antony.  As  we   saw  

above,  he  employs  a  Pauline  vocabulary  of  rapture  to  express  his  emotions  when  observing  the  

penitents,   which   may   seem   unexpected,   given   the   nature   of   the   harrowing   things   he   sees.  

Klimakos   admits   that   he   “was   so   pleased   by   their   grief   that   [he]   was   carried   away.”155   One  

marked  difference  between  Antony’s   two  visions   in   the  Vita  Antonii  and  Klimakos’s  visionary  

narrative  in  the  fifth  step  is  that,  while  Antony  is  granted  revelation  without  having  petitioned  

the  Lord  directly  for  this  information,  Klimakos  reports  that  “during  my  visit,  I  asked  the  good  

man  [Isaac,  the  abbot  of  the  Prison]  to  let  me  see  it.  This  great  man,  who  wished  never  to  cause  

grief   to   any   soul,   gave   his   permission.   I   went   therefore   to   the   abode   of   penitents…”156  

Klimakos’s   unexpected   joy   might   therefore   be   the   result   of   his   gaining   greater   light   and  

knowledge  upon  deliberate  request.  However,  an  even  more  compelling  reason  for  Klimakos’s  

rejoicing  –   if  we  keep   in  mind  his   self-‐‑identification  with  Paul   in   conjunction  with  his   role  as  

abbot   –   is   that  what   he   is   able   to   see   through  his   vision   is   sinners   being   “made   sorry   after   a  

godly  manner.”157  Paul  expresses  a  similar  sort  of  sentiment,  saying  “now  I  rejoice,  not  that  ye  

were   made   sorry   but   that   ye   sorrowed   to   repentance.”158   When   Klimakos   returns   to   the   main  

                                                                                                                
154  VA  65.6  (Wace  &  Schaff,  213).  «Τόότε  τοῦ  µμὲν  φαγεῖν  αὐτὸς  ἐπιλαθόόµμενος,  ἔµμεινε  τὸ  λοιπὸν  τῆς  ἡµμέέρας  καὶ  δι’  
ὅλης  τῆς  νυκτὸς  στενάάζων  καὶ  εὐχόόµμενος.»  

155  PG  88.776A  (Luibheid  128).  «Ἐγὼ  δὲ,  ὦ  φίίλοι,  λέέληθα  ἐµμαυτὸν  ἐν  τῷ  ἐκείίνῳ  ἐµμφιλοχωρῶν  πέένθει.»  
156  PG  88.764D  (Luibheid  122).  «Ἑκεῖσέέ  µμου  ἔτι  ὄντος,  ἱκέέτευσα  τὸν  δίίκαιον  παραγενέέσθαι  µμε  ἐκεῖσε·∙  καὶ  δὴ  εἶξεν  
ὁ  µμέέγας,  µμηδ’  ὅλως  ποτὲ  ψυχὴν  λυπῆσαι  θέέλων.  Παραγενόόµμενος  οὖν  ἐγὼ  ἐπὶ  τῇ  τῶν  µμετανοούύντων  µμονῇ…  »  

157  2Cor.  7:9.  «…ἐλυπήήθητε  γὰρ  κατὰ  θεόόν…»  
158  2Cor.  7:9.  «Νῦν  χαίίρω,  οὐχ  ὅτι  ἐλυπήήθητε,  ἀλλ'ʹ  ὅτι  ἐλυπήήθητε  εἰς  µμετάάνοιαν»  (emphasis  mine).  
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monastery  in  Alexandria  after  a  thirty-‐‑day  stay  at  the  Prison,  the  abbot  of  the  monastery  sees  a  

marked  difference  in  him:    

[H]e   noticed   that   I  was   very  much   changed   and   that   I   had   yet   to   recover  my   former   self.  He  
understood  what  the  change  meant,  for  he  was  a  very  wise  man.  “So,  Father  John,”  he  said,  “  you  
saw   how   these  men  were   struggling?”   “I   saw   them,   Father,   and   I  was   amazed,”   I   replied,   “It  
seems  to  me  that  those  who  have  fallen  and  are  penitent  are  more  blessed  than  those  who  have  
never  fallen  and  who  do  not  mourn  over   themselves,  because  through  having  fallen,   they  have  
pulled  themselves  up  by  a  sure  resurrection.”159  

  
Like  the  taxeōtēs,  whose  return  from  his  otherworldly  voyage  was  also  marked  by  a  sea  change  

in   character,   the   task   that   remains   for  Klimakos   is   to   educate  his  own   flock  about   the   salvific  

power  of  repentance  in  the  body.     

  
Willingly  Repenting  in  the  Flesh  

For   monks,   a   critical   component   of   repentance   is   the   decision   to   submit   themselves   to   that  

painful  process.  This  agency  differentiates   their  experience   substantially   from   those  described  

in  the  beneficial  tales:  for  the  (temporarily)  deceased,  we  are  told  in  the  tales,  the  transition  from  

this  world   to   the  next   requires   the   terrifying  evaluation  of   their   soul   in  accordance  with   their  

good  or   ill  deeds.   If   they  would  be  with  God,   they  must  be  weighed  and  not   found  wanting.  

Otherwise  –  as  we  have  seen  –  a  precipitous  fall   into  the  bowels  of  the  earth,   to  darkness  and  

suffering,   is   the  inescapable  consequence.  For  the  inmates  of  the  Prison,  whose  body  and  soul  

remain  united  and  who  are  are  thus  still  in  possession  of  their  their  agency,  suffering  in  a  place  

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

                                                                                                                
159  PG  88.776B  (Luibheid  128).  «Ὁ  δὲ  θεασάάµμενόός  µμε,  ὥσπερ  ἠλλοιωµμέένον  ὅλον  καὶ  ἐξεστηκόότα,  ἔγνω  ὁ  πάάνσοφος  
ἀλλοιώώσεως   τὸν   τρόόπον·∙   καίί   φησι,   Τίί   ἐστι,  Πάάτερ   Ἰωάάννη;  Ἑώώρακας   τοὺς   τῶν  καµμνόόντων  ἄθλους;   Ἐγὼ   δὲ  
ἔφην·∙  Καὶ   ἑώώρακα,  Πάάτερ,  καὶ   τεθαύύµμακα,  καὶ  µμεµμακάάρικα  ἔγωγε  τοὺς  πεπτωκόότας,  καὶ  πενθοῦντας,  ὑπὲρ  
τοὺς  µμὴ  πεπτωκόότας,  καὶ  ἑαυτοὺς  µμὴ  πενθοῦντας·∙  ὅτι  διὰ  πτώώσεως  ἀνέέστησαν  ἀνάάστασιν  ἀκίίνδυνον.»  
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themselves.  At  the  opening  of  the  chapter,  Klimakos  stresses  that  repentance  is  a  self-‐‑imposed  

condition:    

[Repentance]   is   the   purification   of   conscience   and   the   voluntary   endurance   of   affliction.   The  
penitent  deals  out  his  own  punishment,   for   repentance   is   the   fierce  persecution  of   the   stomach  
and  the  flogging  of  the  soul  into  intense  awareness.160  

  
The   “voluntary   endurance   of   affliction”   lies   at   the   heart   of   this   chapter   and   of   monastic  

repentance   in   general.   One   might   well   ask,   however,   why   these   willing   sufferers   choose   to  

frame   their   own   experiences   in   terms   of   the   literary   motif   of   the   involuntary   trial   and  

condemnation   of   the   sinful   soul   immediately   after   death.   First,   as   we   saw   earlier   in   our  

discussion  of   the  use  of  Old  Testament   imagery   in   the   fifth  chapter,   the  monastic   imagination  

was  formed  and  informed  not  only  by  Scripture  and  the  works  of  the  Patristic  authors  but  also  

by   the   literature  which   recorded   the   lives   of   the   holy   fathers.161   Just   as   holy  men   themselves  

could  act  as  exemplars   for   those  wishing   to   imitate   them,   thus  righteous  and  virtuous  actions  

could   serve   as   a  model   for   spiritual   endeavors   (this   is   especially   true   of   the   tales  where   the  

protagonist   is   often   a   little-‐‑known   or   singly   occurring   character).   Thus,   situating   one’s   own  

attempts   at   repentance   within   an   extant   and   well-‐‑known   tradition   of   successful   repentance  

(living   in   adherence   to   a   tried-‐‑and-‐‑tested  model)   legitimizes   that   experience   and   increases   its  

likelihood  of   success.  The   seeker  after   righteousness   thus   consciously  makes  himself   a   link   in  

the  long  catena  of  tradition,  fastening  himself  onto  the  link  that  preceded  and  assuming  a  shape  

that  can  be  latched  onto  by  the  next  link  to  come.  By  anticipating  and  realizing  the  worst-‐‑case  

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

                                                                                                                
160   PG   88.764C   (Luibheid   121).   «῾Μετάάνοιάά   ἐστι   συνειδόότος   καθαρισµμόός.   Μετάάνοια  ἑκούύσιος   πάάντων   τῶν  
θλιβερῶν  ὑποµμονήή.  Μετανοῶν  θλίίψις  γαστρὸς  ἰσχυρὰ,  καὶ  ψυχῆς  πλῆξις  ἐν  αἰσθήήσει  κραταιᾷ.»  

161  Krueger  2010:203.  
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describes  it,  that  “draw  down  the  mercy  of  God,  deeds  and  attitudes  of  body  that  quickly  win  

His   love   for   men.”162Also   extremely   important   to   the   success   of   repentance   is   the   “weight”  

added  by  the  body.  As  we  saw  in  the  previous  chapter,   in  Anastasios  of  Sinai’s  tale  about  the  

taxeōtēs   who   returns   from   the   grave,   “it   is   impossible…to   repent   unless   it   be   in   the   body  

wherewith  you  sinned.”163  This  statement  underlines  both  the  salvific  and  corrupting  potential  

of   the   body,   a   topic   that   also   comes   under   discussion   in   the   Ladder.   Though   an   in-‐‑depth  

examination  of  Klimakos’s  views  concerning  the  body  in  the  Ladder  lies  outside  the  scope  of  our  

present  discussion,  we  can  say  nevertheless  that  his  attitude,  like  that  of  many  monastic  authors  

of   his   time,   is   often   deeply   ambivalent.   In   the   26th   chapter   (On   Discernment)   he   warns,   “a  

monster  is  this  gross  and  savage  body.”164  Yet  he  also  teaches  that,  while  flesh  is  the  instrument  

of  sin,  it  is  the  only  vehicle  through  which  one  can  draw  closer  and  return  to  the  Lord  and  that  

this  paradox  is  at  the  heart  of  what  it  means  to  be  a  monk:    

The  monk   finds   himself   in   an   earthly   and  defiled   body,   but   pushes   himself   into   the   rank   and  
status   of   the   incorporeal   angels…the   monk   is   ever   embattled   with   what   he   is,   and   he   is   the  
unfailing   purifier   of   the   senses.   The   monk   is   a   body   made   holy,   a   tongue   purified,   a   mind  
enlightened.   Asleep   or   awake,   the   monk   is   a   soul   pained   by   the   constant   remembrance   of  
death.165  

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

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

                                                                                                                
162   PG   88.765   (Luibheid   122).   The   verbs   are   especially   forceful   here:   «Πράάγµματα  καὶ   ῥήήµματα   τὸν  Θεὸν  δυνάάµμενα  
βιάάσασθαι,  ἐπιτηδεύύµματάά  τε  καὶ  σχήήµματα  τὴν  αὐτοῦ  φιλανθρωπίίαν  συντόόµμως  κατακάάµμπτοντα.»  It  is  as  though  
these  brethren,  by  the  strength  of  their  compunction,  are  able  to  force  the  Lord’s  hand.  

163  Nau  1902a:86.  «Ἀδύύνατόόν  σοι  µμετανοῆσαι,  εἰ  µμὴ  διὰ  τοῦ  σώώµματος  ἐν  ᾧ  ἥµμαρτες.»  
164  PG  88.1016D  (Luibheid  232).  «Θηρίία  δὲ,  τὸ  βαρὺ  τοῦτο  καὶ  ἄγριον  σῶµμα.»  
165  PG  88.633B-‐‑C  (Luibheid  74).  «Μοναχόός  ἐστιν,  τάάξις  καὶ  κατάάστασις  ἀσωµμάάτων,  ἐν  σώώµματι  ὑλικῷ  καὶ  ῥυπαρῷ  
ἐπιτελουµμέένη.  Μοναχόός  ἐστιν  ὁ  µμόόνον  τῶν  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  ἐχόόµμενος  ὅρων  καὶ  λόόγων  ἐν  παντὶ  καιρῷ  καὶ  τόόπῳ  καὶ  
πράάγµματι.  Μοναχόός   ἐστιν,   βίία   φύύσεως   διηνεκήής,   καὶ   φυλακὴ   αἰσθήήσεων   ἀνελλιπήής.   Μοναχόός   ἐστιν  
ἡγνισµμέένον   σῶµμα,   καὶ   κεκαθαρµμέένον   στόόµμα,   καὶ   πεφωτισµμέένος   νοῦς.  Μοναχόός   ἐστιν   κατώώδυνος   ψυχήή   ἐν  
διηνεκεῖ  µμνήήµμῃ  θανάάτου  ἀδολεχοῦσα,  καὶ  ὑπνώώττουσα,  καὶ  γρηγοροῦσα.»  
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fuller’s  soap[,]”166  and  not  only  for  their  spiritual  stains  but  for  their  physical  ones  as  well,  for  it  

is  with   and   in   the   body   that   they  will   be   sanctified   in   the   resurrection.167   For   this   reason,   as  

Kallistos  Ware  has  noted,   the   soul   cannot  be   cleansed  of   sin  without   the  body:  “Even   though  

then,  as  a  result  of  the  fall,  body  and  soul  are  separated  at  death,  this  severance  is  no  more  than  

temporary,   and   we   look   beyond   it.   The  body’s   vocation,   therefore,   is   to   be   sanctified   and  

transfigured   along   with   the   soul.”168   In   the   chapter   on   fasting,   Klimakos   comments   on   this  

“symbiotic”   relationship   between   body   and   soul:   “It   is   truly   astounding  how   the   incorporeal  

mind   can   be   defiled   and   darkened   by   the   body.   Equally   astonishing   is   the   fact   that   the  

immaterial   spirit   can   be   purified   and   refined   by   the   clay.”169   But,   while   their   spirits   are   still  

clothed   in   flesh,   the   inmates   can   have   no   sure   knowledge   of   future   condemnation   or  

forgiveness.   Klimakos   captures   their   doubts   in   a   very   poignant   and   fitting  manner  when   he  

reports  the  final  moments  of  one  their  number:  “[the  others]  would  speak  to  the  dying  man:    

Brother  and   fellow  penitent,  how  is   it  with  you?  What  will  you  say?  What  are  your  hopes  and  
expectations?  Have  you  achieved  what  you  worked  so  hard  for,  or  have  you  not?  Has  the  door  
been  opened,  or  are  you  still  under  sentence?…Please  tell  us,  so  that  we  may  know  how  it  will  be  
for  us.  Your  time  is  over  and  you  will  never  have  another  chance.170  

  

                                                                                                                
166  Malachi  3:2  («ὡς  πῦρ  χωνευτηρίίου  καὶ  ὡς  πόόα  πλυνόόντων»).  
167  As  Susan  Ashbrook-‐‑Harvey  observes,  “For  the  early  Christians,  the  model  Christ  had  offered  was  the  use  of  the  
body  as  an  instrument  through  which  to  seek  eternal  life”  (2005:141).  For  the  saving  “wholly”  of  the  “whole  spirit  
and  soul  and  body”  at  the  Second  Coming,  cf.  the  Pauline  benediction  of  1Tim.  5:23,  «Αὐτὸς  δὲ  ὁ  Θεὸς  τῆς  εἰρήήνης  
ἁγιάάσαι  ὑµμᾶς  ὁλοτελεῖς,  καὶ  ὁλόόκληρον  ὑµμῶν  τὸ  πνεῦµμα  καὶ  ἡ  ψυχὴ  καὶ  τὸ  σῶµμα  ἀµμέέµμπτως  ἐν  τῇ  παρουσίίᾳ  τοῦ  
κυρίίου  ἡµμῶν  Ἰησοῦ  Χριστοῦ  τηρηθείίη.»  

168  Luibheid  1982:29.    
169  PG  88.868C   (Luibheid  169).  «Θαῦµμα   ἰδέέσθαι  νοῦν  ἀσώώµματον  ὑπὸ  σώώµματος  µμολυνόόµμενον  καὶ  σκοπτούύµμενον·∙  
καὶ  διὰ  πηλοῦ  τὸ  ἄϋλον  ἀνακαθαιρόόµμενον  καὶ  λεπτυνόόµμενον.»  

170   PG   88,   772D-‐‑773A   (Luibheid   126).   «Τίί   ἐστιν,   ἀδελφὲ   καὶ   συγκατάάδικε,   πῶς;   Τίί   λέέγεις;   Τίί   ἐλπίίζεις;   Τίί  
ὑπολαµμβάάνεις;  Ἤνυσας   ἐκ   τοῦ   κόόπου   τὸ   ζητούύµμενον,   ἢ   οὐκ   ἴσχυσας;   Ἤνοιξας,   ἢ   ὑπεύύθυνος   ἔτι  
ὑπάάρχεις;  Ἔφθασας,   ἢ   οὐκ   ἐπέέτυχες;   […]   Τίί   λέέγεις   ἁπλῶς,  ἀδελφέέ;   Εἰπὲ   ἡµμῖν,   δυσωποῦµμεν,   ἵνα   καὶ   ἡµμεῖς  
γνῶµμεν   ἐν   ποίίοις   µμέέλλοµμεν   ἔσεσθαι·∙   σοῦ   γὰρ   λοιπὸν   ὁ   καιρὸς   ἐκλείίσθη,   καὶ   ἄλλον   οὐχ   εὑρήήσεις   ἔτι   εἰς  
τὸν  αἰῶνα.»  
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By  assuming  and  acting  out  the  worst,  they  hope  to  secure  the  best.  And  if  an  actor  must  suffer  

for  his  art,  these  actors  (prefering  “to  grunt  and  sweat  under  a  weary  life”)  elect  for  themselves  a  

role  of  suffering,   in  conscious   imitation  of  both   the   trapped  and   imprisoned  prophets  and  the  

wandering  people  of  Israel,  that  their  pain  and  terror  might  transform  the  too-‐‑too-‐‑solid  flesh  of  

their  performance   into  a   sacred  drama  of   fall,   redemption,   and  eternal   catharsis.  And  as  men  

willingly   “cast”   into   the   desert   as   self-‐‑aware   and   self-‐‑condemning   (αὐτοµματόόκριτοι)   sinners,  

voluntarily   foregoing   the   fleshpots   of   Egypt   for   the   bread   of   affliction,171   errant172   in   the  

figurative  wastes  of  Sinai,  they  hold  out  their  tender  hands  in  hope  of  tender  mercies,  seeking  

through  their  sufferings173  and  their  offering  of  a  broken  and  a  contrite  heart174  to  approach  the  

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

                                                                                                                
171  «Οὐ  φάάγῃ  ἐπ᾽  αὐτοῦ  ζύύµμην·∙  ἑπτὰ  ἡµμέέρας  φάάγῃ  ἐπ᾽  αὐτοῦ  ἄζυµμα  –  ἄρτον  κακώώσεως  –  ὅτι  ἐν  σπουδῇ  ἐξήήλθετε  
ἐξ  Αἰγύύπτου,  ἵνα  µμνησθῆτε  τὴν  ἡµμέέραν  τῆς  ἐξοδίίας  ὑµμῶν  ἐκ  γῆς  Αἰγύύπτου  πάάσας  τὰς  ἡµμέέρας  τῆς  ζωῆς  ὑµμῶν»  
(Deut.  16:3).  This  is  another  point  of  connection  between  the  expanse  of  the  wildnerness  and  the  confines  of  prison;  
cf.  1Kings  (3Kings)  22:27,  «…θέέσθαι  τοῦτον  ἐν  φυλακῇ  καὶ  ἐσθίίειν  αὐτὸν  ἄρτον  θλίίψεως  καὶ  ὕδωρ  θλίίψεως…»  

172  Cf.   Ezek.   44:12-‐‑16:   «Ἀνθ’  ὧν   ἐλειτούύργουν  αὐτοῖς   πρὸ  προσώώπου   τῶν   εἰδώώλων  αὐτῶν   καὶ   ἐγέένετο   τῷ   οἴκῳ  
Ἰσραὴλ   εἰς   κόόλασιν   ἀδικίίας,   ἕνεκα   τούύτου   ἦρα   τὴν   χεῖράά   µμου   ἐπ᾽   αὐτούύς,   λέέγει   Κύύριος   ὁ   θεόός,   καὶ   οὐκ  
ἐγγιοῦσι  πρόός  µμε  τοῦ  ἱερατεύύειν  µμοι,  οὐδὲ  τοῦ  προσάάγειν  πρὸς  τὰ  ἅγια  υἱῶν  τοῦ  Ἰσραὴλ,  οὐδὲ  πρὸς  τὰ  ἅγια  
τῶν   ἁγίίων   µμου,   καὶ   λήήµμψονται   ἀτιµμίίαν   αὐτῶν   ἐν   τῇ   πλανήήσει  ᾗ   ἐπλανήήθησαν,   καὶ   κατατάάξουσιν   αὐτοὺς  
φ υ λ άά σ σ ε ι ν    φ υ λ α κ ὰ ς   τοῦ  οἴκου  εἰς  πάάντα  τὰ  ἔργα  αὐτοῦ  καὶ  εἰς  πάάντα  ὅσα  ἂν  ποιήήσωσιν  οἱ   ἱερεῖς,  οἱ  
Λευῖται,  οἱ  υἱοὶ  τοῦ  Σαδδούύκ,  οἵτινες  ἐ φ υ λ άά ξ α ν τ ο   τὰς  φ υ λ α κ ὰ ς   τῶν  ἁγίίων  µμου  ἐν  τῷ  πλανᾶσθαι  οἶκον  
Ἰσραὴλ   ἀπ᾽   ἐµμοῦ.   Οὗτοι   προσάάξουσιν   πρόός   µμε   τοῦ   λειτουργεῖν   µμοι   καὶ   στήήσονται   πρὸ   προσώώπου   µμου   τοῦ  
προσφέέρειν  µμοι  θυσίίαν,  στέέαρ  καὶ  αἷµμα,  λέέγει  Κύύριος  ὁ  θεόός.  Οὗτοι  εἰσελεύύσονται  εἰς  τὰ  ἅγιάά  µμου  καὶ  οὗτοι  
προσελεύύσονται   πρὸς   τὴν   τράάπεζάάν   µμου   τοῦ   λειτουργεῖν   µμοι   καὶ   φ υ λ άά ξ ο υ σ ι ν    τὰς   φ υ λ α κ άά ς    µμου»  
(emphasis  mine).  

173  Cf.  i.al.  1Peter  2:19  («Τοῦτο  γὰρ  χάάρις,  εἰ  διὰ  συνείίδησιν  Θεοῦ  ὑποφέέρει  τις  λύύπας,  πάάσχων  ἀδίίκως»)  and  Neh.  
9:9   («Καὶ   εἶδες   τὴν   ταπείίνωσιν   τῶν   πατέέρων   ἡµμῶν   ἐν   Αἰγύύπτῳ   καὶ   τὴν   κραυγὴν   αὐτῶν   ἤκουσας   ἐπὶ  
θάάλασσαν  Ἐρυθράάν»).  

174   «Θυσίία   τῷ   Θεῷ   πνεῦµμα   συντετριµμµμέένον·∙   καρδίίαν   συντετριµμµμέένην   καὶ   τεταπεινωµμέένην   ὁ   Θεὸς   οὐκ  
ἐξουθενώώσει»   (Ps.   50:18   (Masor.   51:17);   cf.   33:19   (Masor.   34:18)).   As   a   sacrifice   made   in   prison,   cf.   Isaiah   61:1  
«Πνεῦµμα   Κυρίίου   ἐπ᾽   ἐµμέέ   οὗ   εἵνεκεν   ἔχρισέέν   µμε   εὐαγγελίίσασθαι   πτωχοῖς·∙   ἀπέέσταλκέέν   µμε   ἰάάσασθαι   τοὺς  
συντετριµμµμέένους  τῇ  καρδίίᾳ,  κηρύύξαι  αἰχµμαλώώτοις  ἄφεσιν  καὶ  τυφλοῖς  ἀνάάβλεψιν.».  
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evergreen  paradise  “over  Jordan”  that  their  god  had  in  that  very  wilderness  given  their  fathers  

in  the  law  of  Moses.175  

                                                                                                                
175  Cf.  Deut.  11:9-‐‑12,  12:9-‐‑12.  «Καὶ  φ υ λ άά ξ ε σ θ ε   πάάσας  τὰς  ἐντολὰς  αὐτοῦ,  ὅσας  ἐγὼ  ἐντέέλλοµμαίί  σοι  σήήµμερον,  
ἵνα   ζῆτε   καὶ   πολυπλασιασθῆτε   καὶ   εἰσελθόόντες   κληρονοµμήήσητε   τὴν   γῆν   εἰς   ἣν   ὑµμεῖς   διαβαίίνετε   τὸν  
Ἰορδάάνην  ἐκεῖ  κληρονοµμῆσαι  αὐτήήν,  ἵνα  µμακροηµμερεύύσητε  ἐπὶ  τῆς  γῆς  ἧς  ὤµμοσεν  κύύριος  τοῖς  πατράάσιν  ὑµμῶν  
δοῦναι   αὐτοῖς   καὶ   τῷ   σπέέρµματι   αὐτῶν   µμετ᾽   αὐτούύς   γῆν   ῥέέουσαν   γάάλα   καὶ   µμέέλι.   Ἔστιν   γὰρ   ἡ   γῆ   εἰς   ἣν  
εἰσπορεύύῃ   ἐκεῖ   κληρονοµμῆσαι   αὐτήήν   –   οὐχ  ὥσπερ   ἡ   γῆ  Αἰγύύπτου   ἐστίίν,   ὅθεν   ἐκπεπόόρευσθε   ἐκεῖθεν,   ὅταν  
σπείίρωσιν   τὸν   σπόόρον   καὶ   ποτίίζωσιν   τοῖς   ποσὶν   ὡσεὶ   κῆπον   λαχανείίας.   Ἡ   δὲ   γῆ   εἰς   ἣν   εἰσπορεύύῃ   ἐκεῖ  
κληρονοµμῆσαι  αὐτήήν,  γῆ  ὀρεινὴ  καὶ  πεδινήή,  ἐκ  τοῦ  ὑετοῦ  τοῦ  οὐρανοῦ  πίίεται  ὕδωρ  –  γῆ  ἣν  Κύύριος  ὁ  θεόός  σου  
ἐπισκοπεῖται  αὐτήήν.  Διὰ  παντὸς  οἱ  ὀφθαλµμοὶ  Κυρίίου  τοῦ  θεοῦ  σου  ἐπ᾽  αὐτῆς  ἀπ᾽  ἀρχῆς  τοῦ  ἐνιαυτοῦ  καὶ  ἕως  
συντελείίας   τοῦ   ἐνιαυτοῦ.   […]  Οὐ   γὰρ   ἥκατε   ἕως   τοῦ   νῦν   εἰς   τὴν   κατάάπαυσιν   καὶ   εἰς   τὴν   κληρονοµμίίαν   ἣν  
Κύύριος  ὁ  θεὸς  ὑµμῶν  δίίδωσιν  ὑµμῖν.  Καὶ  διαβήήσεσθε  τὸν  Ιορδάάνην  καὶ  κατοικήήσετε  ἐπὶ  τῆς  γῆς  ἧς  Κύύριος  ὁ  θεὸς  
ὑµμῶν   κατακληρονοµμεῖ   ὑµμῖν,   καὶ   καταπαύύσει   ὑµμᾶς   ἀπὸ   πάάντων   τῶν   ἐχθρῶν   ὑµμῶν   τῶν   κύύκλῳ,   καὶ  
κατοικήήσετε  µμετὰ  ἀσφαλείίας,  καὶ  ἔσται  ὁ  τόόπος  ὃν  ἂν  ἐκλέέξηται  Κύύριος  ὁ  θεὸς  ὑµμῶν  ἐπικληθῆναι  τὸ  ὄνοµμα  
αὐτοῦ   ἐκεῖ   –   ἐκεῖ   οἴσετε   πάάντα   ὅσα   ἐγὼ   ἐντέέλλοµμαι   ὑµμῖν   σήήµμερον:   τὰ   ὁλοκαυτώώµματα   ὑµμῶν   καὶ   τὰ  
θυσιάάσµματα  ὑµμῶν  καὶ  τὰ  ἐπιδέέκατα  ὑµμῶν  καὶ  τὰς  ἀπαρχὰς  τῶν  χειρῶν  ὑµμῶν  καὶ  τὰ  δόόµματα  ὑµμῶν  καὶ  πᾶν  
ἐκλεκτὸν   τῶν   δώώρων  ὑµμῶν  ὅσα   ἐὰν   εὔξησθε   τῷ  θεῷ  ὑµμῶν,   καὶ   εὐφρανθήήσεσθε   ἐναντίίον  Κυρίίου   τοῦ  θεοῦ  
ὑµμῶν»  (emphasis  mine).  
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Chapter  3  
Moschos:  “In  prison  hast  thou  spent  a  pilgrimage  

And  like  a  hermit  overpass’d  thy  days.”  
  
  

More  are  men’s  ends  mark’d  than  their  lives  before:    
The  setting  sun,  and  music  at  the  close,    
As  the  last  taste  of  sweets,  is  sweetest  last,    
Writ  in  remembrance  more  than  things  long  past:    
Though  Richard  my  life’s  counsel  would  not  hear,    
My  death’s  sad  tale  may  yet  undeaf  his  ear.  
   —John  of  Gaunt,  Richard  II  2.1  
  
While  I  was  with  them  in  the  world,  I  kept  them  in  thy  name:  
           those  that  thou  gavest  me  I  have  kept,  and  none  of  them  is  lost…  
Ὅτε  ἤµμην  µμετ᾽  αὐτῶν  ἐν  τῷ  κόόσµμῳ,  ἐγὼ  ἐτήήρουν  αὐτοὺς  ἐν  τῷ  ὀνόόµματίί  σου:  
           οὓς  δέέδωκάάς  µμοι  ἐφύύλαξα,  καὶ  οὐδεὶς  ἐξ  αὐτῶν  ἀπώώλετο…  
   —Intercessory  Prayer  (John  17:12)  

  

  
Introduction  

In  the  Pratum  Spirituale   John  Moschos  records  a  story  about  the  unusual  death  and  burial  of  a  

grazer  –  that  is,  an  ascetic  who  subsists  chiefly  on  a  diet  of  grasses  and  other  wild  plants.176  The  

narrators  of   the  tale,  a  group  of  fathers  belonging  to  a  monastery  situated  near  the  mountains  

where  the  ascetic  had  roamed,  recount  how  the  grazer’s  death  initially  went  unnoticed  because  

of  the  solitary  life  he’d  led,  despite  the  fact  that  he  was  “a  great  man  in  the  eyes  of  God.”177  They  

begin  their  story  by  explaining  that  the  grazer  died  “in  a  certain  small  cave”  and,  they  add,  “we  

did  not  know  [he  had  died],  for  we  imagined  that  he  had  gone  away  to  another  wilderness.”178  

                                                                                                                
176  See  Wortley  2001:38  for  a  discussion  of  grazers  in  the  Pratum.  
177   PG   87(3).2941A   (Wortley   67)   «πάάνυ   µμέέγας   κατὰ  Θεὸν.»  All   English   excerpts   from   the  Pratum   are   taken   from  
Wortley’s  translation.  

178   Ibid.  «Ἐτελεύύτησεν  δὲ  εἰς  ἓν  µμικρὸν  σπήήλαιον,  καὶ  οὐκ  ἔγνωµμεν·∙  ἐνοµμίίζοµμεν  δὲ  ἡµμεῖς,  ὅτι  εἰς  ἄλλην  ἔρηµμον  
ἀπῆλθεν.»  
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The   fathers   thus   assume  what   represents   the   likeliest   end   for   someone  who   had  made   it   his  

vocation  to  withdraw  from  society,  sever  all  ties  with  his  fellow  men,  and  eke  out  an  incredibly  

difficult  but  spiritually  rewarding  existence  in  a  small  corner  of  the  wild.  The  anchorite’s  way  of  

life  offered  him  a  profound  connection  with  God  and  sometimes  even  great  charismatic  power,  

but  inevitably  it  also  meant  that  in  the  last  hours  of  life  he  was  alone  and  that  after  death  there  

was  no  one  immediately  available  to  tend  to  his  remains.179    

   In  this  chapter  I  would  like  to  examine  some  of  the  death  narratives  of  anchorites  in  the  

Pratum  and  to  see  these  solitaries  not  as  permanent  exiles  from  human  society  but  as  vessels  of  

holiness  who  have  chosen  to  defer  their  membership  in  the  community  of  believers  until  after  

the  moment  of  their  death  –  not  as  a  rejection  of  their  fellow  men  but,  on  the  contrary,  for  the  

latter’s  good.  In  this  type  of  tale,  the  (temporary)  reintroduction  of  the  holy  man’s  body  into  the  

world  of   the   living  comes  about   through  a  variety  of  posthumous  miracles  which  ensure   that  

the   corpse   is  perfectly  preserved  until   it   is   found  or,  perhaps  more   importantly,  until   an  oral  

(and   later  written)   record  of   the   saint’s   life   and  works   is   established,  which  would  otherwise  

have  been  lost.  Through  physical  reconnection  with  the  community  of  the  faithful  by  means  of  

burial  in  the  place  where  these  faithful  live  and,  even  more  crucially,  through  the  transmission  

of   his   narrative,   the   sanctity   of   his   solitary   life   of   devotion   to   God   is   not   lost   to   his   fellow  

Christians,  who  have  him  with  them  often  in  a  physical,  and  always  in  a  literary,  sense.    

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

                                                                                                                
179  We  will  limit  ourselves  in  this  part  of  the  discussion  to  tales  where  the  deceased  anchorite  is  casting  about  to  be  
found.  This  kind  of  holy  man  who  wishes  to  be  restored  to  the  community  after  death  is  one  type  in  a  wide  and  
varied   spectrum  of   ascetic   “post-‐‑mortem”   behaviors   and   there   are  many   other   tales   of   holy  men  whose   bodies  
disappear   after   their   passing.   See   for   example   tale   90   [PG   87(3).2943A-‐‑B   (Wortley   72-‐‑73)]   for   an   instance   in   the  
Pratum  where  a  brother  can  no  longer  find  the  place  where  he  buried  two  anchorites.  
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and   recording   the   lives   and   deaths   of   these   previously   undiscovered   anchorites   –   reflects  

Moschos’s  own  narrative  agenda  for  the  Pratum  as  a  whole.  Moschos’s  years  as  a  monk,  pilgrim  

and  collector  of  tales  coincided  with  a  period  of  cultural  change  and  political  upheaval,  the  late-‐‑

sixth  and  early-‐‑seventh  centuries,  when  the  great  flowering  of  desert  monasticism  was  already  

well  past  its  peak  and  disturbances  from  the  East  threatened  to  bring  an  end  to  the  storied  way  

of  life  for  which  the  monks  of  that  region  were  celebrated  throughout  the  Christian  world.180  As  

he  indicates  in  the  proem,  Moschos,  along  with  his  companion  Sophronios,  traveled  through  the  

Middle   East   culling   the   most   radiant   blooms   of   desert   spirituality   to   set   in   his   garland   of  

virtue.181  They  were  engaged,  essentially,  in  a  sacred  work  of  memory,  as  theirs  was  one  of  the  

last   great   collections   of   monastic   religious   tales   to   emerge   from   the   end   of   antiquity.182  

Moschos’s   objective,   as   he   explains,  was   to   create   an   archive   of   his   time   and   the  people   in   it  

from   which   future   generations   might   draw   spiritual   profit   through   the   act   of   reading,   a  

necessary  supplement,  in  his  opinion,  for  those  wishing  to  live  virtuously:    

I  have  called  the  work  the  meadow  on  account  of  the  delight,  the  fragrance  and  the  benefit  which  
it  will  afford  those  who  come  across  it.  For  virtuous  life  and  habitual  piety  do  not  merely  consist  

                                                                                                                
180  For  an  in-‐‑depth  study  of  Moschos  in  his  contemporary  context,  see  Booth  2013:90-‐‑139.  
181  «Ἄλλοτε  ἄλλου  ἐν  ἄλλαις  ἀρεταῖς  ὡραϊζοµμέένου  κάάλλει  τε  καὶ  εὐπρεπείίᾳ,  ἐξ  ὧν  τὰ  καλὰ  δρεψάάµμενος  ἄνθη  
πλεκτὸν  στέέφανον  ἀκηράάτου  λειµμῶνος  λαβὼν,  προσφέέρω  σοι,  τέέκνον  πιστόότατον,  καὶ  διὰ  σοῦ  τοῖς  πᾶσι»  PG  
87(3).2852Β  (Wortley  3).  

182  For  an  overview  of  the  principal  collections  of  beneficial  tales,  see  Wortley  2001:37  n.1.  In  chronological  terms,  the  
Pratum   is   the   penultimate   collection   in   Wortley’s   list.   Phil   Booth   (2013:91)   also   notes   that   memory   and  
remembrance  occupy  a  central  role   in  the  Pratum  and  other  collections  of  γεροντικάά  which  are  “anthologies  that  
memorialize  the  deeds  and  words  of  the  eastern  Mediterranean’s  ascetic  stars.”  In  the  Pratum  in  particular,  Booth  
finds  evidence  of   this   impulse   to  preserve  memory  with   the   intention  of   recognizing  and   incorporating  a   larger  
spectrum   of   saintly   behavior   beyond   the   familiar   and   respectable   narratives   of   renunciation   of   the   world   and  
retreat  into  the  wilderness.  He  shows  how  Moschos  foregrounds  the  sanctity  of  “urban  ascetics,  pious  clerics,  and  
virtuous  kosmikoi”  and  so  shows  “the  existence  of  holiness  outside  the  limited  confines  of  the  hagiographic  desert,  
and  articulates  a  vision  of  Christian  collective  that  sees  the  potential  of  God’s  will  not  in  monasticism  alone,  but  in  
various  Christian  vocations”  (2013:117).  As  a  corollary  to  these  observations  I  would  like  to  show  in  this  chapter  
that  Moschos  not  only  gives  his  “wordly”  saints  a  novel  and  validating  literary  treatment  but  that,   in  his  hands,  
even  some  of  his  most  “unworldly”  saints  –  his  hermits,   solitaries  and  grazers  –  become  through  his  recounting  
posthumously  “socialized.”    
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of  studying  divinity;  not  only  of  thinking  on  an  elevated  plain  about  things  as  they  are  here  and  
now.  It  must  also  include  the  description  in  writing  of  the  way  of  life  of  others.183  

  
The  Pratum  is  thus  not  simply  a  panorama  of  “the  virtues  of  holy  men  who  have  distinguished  

themselves   in  our  own  times”184  but  a  carefully  curated  version  of  Moschos’s  experiences  with  

the   Eastern   monastic   world   of   his   day   inserted   into   a   narrative   framework   with   an   overtly  

edifying  purpose.  As  Booth  has  pointed  out,  the  picture  of  the  monastic  world  at  the  turn  of  the  

seventh  century  that  emerges  from  Moschos’s  text  differs  significantly  from  the  one  we  find  in  

other   sources   dating   from   the   same   era,   even   hagiographical   ones:   “Moschos   presents   [this  

world]  as  a  paradise,  a  self-‐‑sufficient  environment   in  which  pious  monks  can  depend  on  God  

for  all   their  needs…The  action,   therefore,   seems  distant  and  detached  –   far   removed  from  the  

urgent,   vivid   histories   of   Moschus’s   Palestinian   contemporaries.”185   What   fueled   Moschos’s  

archiving  instinct,  besides  a  pastoral  concern  for  the  souls  of  his  fellow  and  future  Christians?  

Booth   sees   for   the   Pratum   a   dual   function:   “Moschus’s   purpose,   therefore,   is   both   to  

memorialize   the  characters  and  communities  of   the  Eastern  deserts   in   the  age  before  disaster,  

and  to  defend  that  same  generation  from  accusations  of  moral  decadence.”186  Indeed,  that  age  of  

disaster  was  upon  them  during  Moschos’s  lifetime  and  within  a  few  decades  of  its  completion,  

Sophronios,   in   his   position   as   exiled   patriarch   of   Jerusalem,  would   look   upon   the   conquered  

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

                                                                                                                
183  PG  87(3).2852B  (Wortley  3).  
184  PG  87(3).2852B  (Wortley  3).  
185  Booth  2013:91.  But,  as  Booth  goes  to  show  in  the  rest  of  his  chapter,  despite  the  fact  that  Moschos  offers  what  is  in  
some  regards  a  picture  of  the  world  rendered  timeless  by  being  stripped  of  its  worrying  political  backdrop,  reality  
intrudes  unremittingly  and  the  Pratum  ends  up  being  “both  the  final  memorial  of  Greek  monasticism’s  golden  age,  
and  at  the  same  time,  an  index  of  its  crisis”  (idem:127).  

186  Booth  2013:116.  
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experiences,  with  longing  and  regret.187  The  Pratum  is  thus  both  a  textual  artifact  of  its  time  and  

an  archive  of  lives  lived  in  piety  which,  but  for  John  and  Sophronios’s  efforts,  would  have  been  

lost  and  so  not  yield  to  us  their  profit  and  delight.    

   In  his  study  of  earlier  collections  of  religious  tales,  Derek  Krueger  argues  that  “for  those  

separated  from  a  saint’s  holy  flesh  by  space  and  time,  a  saint’s  life  offered  for  instruction  a  text  

in  the  place  of  a  saint’s  body.”188  If  a  text  could  stand  in  for  a  sacred  body,  yet  much  more  easily  

dispersed  and  more  easily  shared,  the  author  of  this  text  would  presumably  become  the  literary  

analogue  of   the  guardian  of   a   saint’s   relics.  He   could   shape   and   control   the   saint’s   substitute  

body,   that   is   to   say   the   narrative:   how   it   was   displayed,   presented   and   disseminated.189   As  

custodians,  John  and  Sophronios  were  not  simply  in  possession  of  a  single  “textual  body”  but  of  

a  “corpus”  of  lives  and  experiences,  a  repository  of  descriptions  of  what  Moschos  in  his  proem  

calls   “the   way   of   life   of   others.”190   And   it   is   fitting   that   the   most   important   image   of   this  

“anthology”   or   “florilegium”   is   the   blossoms   of   the   field,   a   perfect   symbol   for   bedecking   the  

graves   of   the   beloved  dead   in   order   to   honor   them  and,   by   so  doing,   keep   them   in   our   own  

memory.191    

                                                                                                                
187  See  Usener  1886:501-‐‑516,  especially  pp.  508sq.   
188  Krueger  1999:218.  
189   Although   an   in-‐‑depth   discussion   of   this   matter   is   beyond   the   scope   of   this   chapter,   it   should   be   noted   that  
Moschos’s  “ownership”  of  the  literary  memories  of  the  holy  men  and  women  allowed  him  to  adjust  the  theological  
prism  through  which  holy  (and  unholy)  deeds  are  viewed.  Within  the  world  of  the  text,  those  who  are  righteous  
and  blessed  in  the  eyes  of  the  Lord  promote  and  adhere  to  the  teachings  of  Chalcedonian  orthodoxy  whereas  those  
who  defy  and  reject  them  are  often  stymied  in  the  spiritual  progress  and  easily  led  into  sin  and  error.  For  more  on  
this,  see  Booth  2013:127-‐‑136.  

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

191   The   imperative   verb   of   the   familiar   floral-‐‑themed   Sermon   on   the  Mount   verses   is   striking:   «…καταµμάάθετε   τὰ  
κρίίνα  τοῦ  ἀγροῦ…οὐδὲ  Σολοµμὼν  ἐν  πάάσῃ  τῇ  δόόξῃ  αὑτοῦ  περιεβάάλετο  ὡς  ἓν  τούύτων»  (Matt.  6:28sq.;  Luke  12:27  
has  κατανοήήσατε).  
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   In  the  past  short  while,  a  number  of  studies  have  appeared  that  deal  either  partially  or  

exclusively   with   the   Pratum.192   The   variety   of   analytical   approaches   taken   by   these   scholars  

shows  that  the  Pratum  is  a  multifaceted  text  able  to  bear  a  diversity  of  interpretations.  Especially  

relevant   to  our  present  discussion   is  Brenda  Llewellyn   Ihssen’s  study,   in  which  she  devotes  a  

chapter   to  death   and  dying.193   Ihssen   studies   the   tales   about   the  burial   of   hermits   in   order   to  

discover   “to  what   degree  Moschos’s   beneficial   tales   provide   evidence   of   tension   between   the  

monastic   community   and   the   solitary   figure.”194   Drawing   on   the   analytical   framework   and  

terminology   created   by   Richard   Valantasis   in   his   groundbreaking   study,195   she   describes   the  

following  two  types  of  asceticism.  The  first  is  the  “combative  model,”  which  sees  the  ascetic,  as  

Ihssen  puts   it,  “in   the  process  of  moving  from  one   identity   to  another,   [becoming]  a  powerful  

individual   largely   due   to   the   fact   that   their   transformation   includes   spiritual   or   demonic  

warfare.”196  While   this   type  of  asceticism   is  principally   focused  on   the  ascetic’s   inner   spiritual  

struggle,   it   can   present   a   source   of   instability   and   conflict,   should   his   behavior   “threaten   to  

redefine   for   larger  bodies   to  what  expectations   the  group  might  be  held   (either  collectively  or  

individually).”197    

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

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

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

193  See  Ihssen  2014:105-‐‑136.  
194  Ihssen  2014:118.  
195  Valantasis  1995:775–821.  
196  Ihssen  2014:118.  
197  Ibid.  
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Valantasis’   words,   “enhances   and   enriches   the   subject’s   life   within   the   dominant   culture.”198  

Ihssen   argues   that   “the   potential   for   conflict   is   introduced   when   a   figure   of   authority   or  

community   attempts   to   impose   an   integrative   model   on   an   individual   who   wishes   to   be  

transformed  and  shaped  by  the  combative  model.”199  In  the  Pratum  she  sees  a  particularly  acute  

possibility  for  this  type  of  conflict  to  arise  in  the  relationship  between  the  abbot,  a  representative  

of  a  stable  and  hierarchical  monastic  structure,  and  a  deceased  solitary,  who  has  lived  and  died  

outside   of   that   structure   and   is,   as   such,   not   bound   by   its   rules   (or   rule)   and   regulations.200  

Ihssen’s   theory   is  subtle,  but   the   tales  which  she  uses  as  case  studies   to  prove  her  argument’s  

validity   do   not   seem   to   us   to   afford   sufficient   analytical   traction   to   support   it.   In   order   to  

analyze   conflict,   it   is   necessary   to   identify   points   of   friction,   where   authority   is   explicitly  

contested,   but   –   to   our   mind   –   the   tales   she   has   chosen   for   her   discussion   do   not   offer  

unequivocal   evidence   of   resistance   from   solitaries   towards  monastic   leaders   who   attempt   to  

integrate  their  corpses  back  into  the  community.201    

   Her   discussion   begins   with   a   précis   of   tale   84,   one   with   a   plot   similar   to   the   one  

mentioned  in  the  introduction  of  this  chapter.  In  this  tale,  a  grazer  dies  alone  in  a  little  cave  and  

some  time  later  appears   in  a  dream  to  a  certain  Abba  Julian,   leader  of  a  nearby  monastery,   to  

which   the  narrating   fathers  belong.  He   instructs   this  man   to   come   collect  his   remains,   saying  

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

                                                                                                                
198  Valantasis  1995:803.    
199  Ihssen  2014:118.  
200  Ibid.  
201  Tales  84,  87,  92  and  90.  
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mountain  called  The  Deer.”202  Abba   Julian  duly   rounds  up  some  brothers  and   they  set  off   for  

the   place   indicated.   They   are,   however,   unable   to   find   the   location   of   the   anchorite’s   body  

because,   the   fathers  say,  “with   the  passage  of   time,   the  entrance   to   the  cave   [in  which  he   lay]  

had  been  covered  over  by  shrubs  and  snow.”203  The  abbot  is   just  about  to  give  up  when,  with  

perfect  dramatic   timing,   a  deer   appears   at   a   small  distance   and  begins   scratching   the  ground  

with  its  hooves.  This  spot  turns  out  to  be  the  ascetic’s  temporary  resting  place  and  the  brothers  

are   able   to   recover   his   still   incorrupt   body   and   bury   him   in   the   monastery.   In   a   reassuring  

foreshadowing   of   the   great   resurrection,   death   has   lost   something   of   its   sting   and   the   grave  

something  of   its  victory,  and   the  righteous  man’s  “corruptible   [has]  put  on   incorruption”  and  

“[we]  know  that  [his]  labour  is  not  in  vain  in  the  Lord.”204  The  grazer’s  request  is  explicit  textual  

evidence   of   his   consent:   he   is   the   one   that   comes   to   Julian   in   order   to   be   found.   Outside   of  

dreams,  the  physical  pointer  to  him  –  the  clue  that  leads  the  searching  monks  to  the  discovery  of  

his  body  –   is  a  deer,  a  peaceful  and  docile  animal.   It   is  both  symbolic  and  significant  that  this  

harmless  creature   is  moved  about  by  divinity  without  resistance.  The  deer   is  connected  to  the  

saint,  who,  through  his  primitive  mode  of  life  and  diet  had  grown  to  resemble  it  both  in  nature  

and   in   character.   All   of   this   points   to   his   wanting   to   be   found;   there   is   no   evidence   to   the  

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

                                                                                                                
202   PG   87(3).2941A   (Wortley   67).   «Λαβέέ   τινας,   καὶ   δεῦρο   ἔπαρόόν   µμε   ἐκ   τοῦ   τόόπου  ὅπου   κεῖµμαι,   εἰς   τὸ   ὄρος   τὸ  
λεγόόµμενον  ἡ  Ἔλαφος.»  

203  PG  87(3).2941A  (Wortley  68).  «Ἦν  γὰρ  διὰ  τὸν  χρόόνον  ἡ  εἴσοδος  τοῦ  σπηλαίίου  σκεπασθεῖσα  τῶν  ξύύλων  καὶ  
τῶν  χιόόνων.»  

204  «Δεῖ  γὰρ  τὸ  φθαρτὸν  τοῦτο  ἐνδύύσασθαι  ἀφθαρσίίαν  καὶ  τὸ  θνητὸν  τοῦτο  ἐνδύύσασθαι  ἀθανασίίαν.  Ὅταν  δὲ  τὸ  
φθαρτὸν  τοῦτο  ἐνδύύσηται  ἀφθαρσίίαν  καὶ  τὸ  θνητὸν  τοῦτο  ἐνδύύσηται  ἀθανασίίαν,  τόότε  γενήήσεται  ὁ  λόόγος  ὁ  
γεγραµμµμέένος,  “Κατεπόόθη  ὁ  θάάνατος  εἰς  νῖκος!  Ποῦ  σου,  θάάνατε,  τὸ  νῖκος;  Ποῦ  σου,  θάάνατε,  τὸ  κέέντρον;”  Τὸ  
δὲ  κέέντρον  τοῦ  θανάάτου  ἡ  ἁµμαρτίία,  ἡ  δὲ  δύύναµμις  τῆς  ἁµμαρτίίας  ὁ  νόόµμος·∙  τῷ  δὲ  Θεῷ  χάάρις  τῷ  διδόόντι  ἡµμῖν  τὸ  
νῖκος   διὰ   τοῦ   κυρίίου   ἡµμῶν   Ἰησοῦ   Χριστοῦ.  Ὥστε,   ἀδελφοίί   µμου   ἀγαπητοίί,   ἑδραῖοι   γίίνεσθε   –   ἀµμετακίίνητοι  
περισσεύύοντες  ἐν  τῷ  ἔργῳ  τοῦ  Κυρίίου,  πάάντοτε  εἰδόότες  ὅτι  ὁ  κόόπος  ὑµμῶν  οὐκ  ἔστιν  κενὸς  ἐν  Κυρίίῳ»   (1Cor.  
15:53-‐‑58).  
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the  community  such  that  he  made  himself  known  through  a  vision  and  a  miracle,  or  does  this  

tale   successfully   create   that   opportunity   for   relation   and   integration   on   behalf   of   Abba  

Julian?”205  Her  line  of  inquiry  raises  the  question  of  the  use  of  these  stories,  i.e.  did  Abba  Julian  

have  a  particular   agenda  he  was  pursuing   in   telling   this   tale   just   so   to   John  and  Sophronios?  

Did  he  really  “[force]  [the  corpse]  into  a  relationship  with  him?”206  Did  he  then  attempt  to  gloss  

over  this  act  of  “forced  integration”207  by  making  John  and  Sophronios  see  events  from  a  point  

of  view  which  served  the  interests  of  his  community?  These  are  certainly  interesting  questions  

but,  in  the  absence  of  extra-‐‑literary  evidence  to  corroborate  that  Abba  Julian  did  indeed  have  an  

aggressive  acquisition  policy  for  his  monastery  when  it  came  to  the  remains  of  anchorites,  such  

lines  of  inquiry  can  only  be  speculative.  As  things  stand,  we  must  take  the  text  at  its  word  and  

the   story   leads   us   to   believe   that   the   corpse   was   willing.   Any   attempt   to   “dig”   one’s   way  

through   the   layers  of  narrative   in  order   to  uncover  an  underlying  reality  of   resistance  pushes  

uncomfortably  against  the  natural  contours  of  the  story.  Even  within  the  thought-‐‑world  of  the  

text,  the  idea  of  a  passively  resistant  anchorite  corpse  is  less  than  compelling  because,  as  Ihssen  

herself   later   concedes,   “if   bodies   were   transported   to   monasteries,   it   was   only   because  

anchorites   allowed   themselves   to   be   transported.”208   But,   while   Ihssen’s   reading   of   power  

structures/struggles  does  not  easily  arise   from   the   text   in   the   stories  about  dead  anchorites,   it  

appears   to  much  greater   advantage   in  her   later  discussion  of   tales  where   corpses’   creation  of  

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

                                                                                                                
205  Ihssen  2014:120.  
206  Ibid.  
207  Ibid.  
208  Ihssen  2014:124.  
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concerning   both  monks   and   laymen).209  As   for   our   grazer,   if   he  were   able   to   appear   to  Abba  

Julian  in  a  dream  in  order  to  give  consent  for  the  removal  of  his  body  from  its  old  habitat,  he  

certainly  would  have  been  able  to  appear  in  order  to  deny  it.210  

  

PART  ONE:  The  Recovery  of  Anchorites’  Bodies  
  

The  Grazer  on  Mount  Elafos  (Tale  84)  

To  return  to  our  grazer,  his  initial  post-‐‑mortem  activities  follow  a  familiar  pattern  that  has  long-‐‑

established  hagiographical  antecedents  stretching  back  to  accounts  of  the  deaths  of  Antony  and  

Pachomios.211   At   first,   this   tale’s   almost   folkloric   consistency   of   theme   is   perhaps   its   most  

striking  feature:   the  remains  of  an  ascetic  whose  outstanding  characteristic   is  his  adherence  to  

an  extremely  restrictive  vegetarian  diet  are  revealed  by  the  very  creature  he  chooses  to  imitate.  

This  symmetry  is  once  again  reinforced  by  the  name  of  his  dwelling  place:  Deer  Mountain.  The  

natural  sympathy  that  often  exists  between  an  ascetic  and  the  inhospitable  environment  he  has  

chosen   to  make   his   abode,   a   hagiographical   topos   explored   by  Nancy  Ševčenko   in   her   article  

“The   Hermit   as   Stranger   in   the   Desert”,   here   also   functions   –   and   this   is   essential   –   as   a  

testimony  or  witness  to  the  grazer’s  sanctity  and  his  control  over  the  landscape.212    

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

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

                                                                                                                
209  See  the  section  entitled  “Combative  Corpses”  (Ihssen  2014:131-‐‑133).  
210  Cf.  tale  31  of  Anastasios  of  Sinai,  in  which  he  says  that  «Ἔθος  γὰρ  τοῦτο  τοῖς  ἁγίίοις  ἀναχωρηταῖς  καὶ  ἐν  ζωῇ  καὶ  
µμετὰ  τὸν  θάάνατον,  ὅτε  θέέλουσιν  φαίίνεσθαι,  καὶ  ὅτε  θέέλουσιν  κρύύπτεσθαι  τῇ  δυνάάµμει  τοῦ  θεοῦ.»  

211  Wortley  1996:290.  
212  Ševčenko  2000:75-‐‑86.    
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transformed  landscape  is  inhabited  by  men  and  women  who  themselves  have  been  wonderfully  

transformed.”213  Brushwood  and  snow  form  a  protective  barrier,  creating  a  natural  tomb  for  the  

holy  man’s  remains  and  guarding  them  from  both  the  elements  and  from  scavengers.  Here  the  

symbolism  of  the  sheltering  hand  of  nature  constructing  a  bower  to  preserve  a  sacred  body  also  

implicitly  speaks  to  those  old  anxieties,  well  known  long  before  Christianity,  concerning  the  fate  

of   an   unattended   corpse.214   The   deer,   a   sentient   part   of   nature,   also   miraculously   shows   its  

willingness  to  assist  the  grazer  in  the  recovery  of  his  body  by  revealing  the  corpse’s  location.    

   The  question  that  remains  unanswered  in  the  narrative,  however,  is  why  an  ascetic  who  

chose  the  snowy  mountains  as  his  habitat  in  life  –  an  environment  which  surely  denied  him  any  

rest,   safety   or   comfort   –   would   wish   to   be   readmitted   into   the   bosom   of   society   in   death.   I  

suggest   that   the  process  of   reintegration  of   the   saint’s   remains,  his   literal   reincorporation   into  

society,   is   the   vehicle   for   the  manifestation   of   his   holiness:   the   fathers   say,   after   all,   that   the  

grazer  was   “great  with  God”  during   his   life,   but   it   is   his   death   that   ultimately   unleashes   his  

thaumaturgical   strength,   whose   purpose   is   to   nourish   the   souls   of   those   who   receive   the  

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

                                                                                                                
213  Rapp  2006:102.  
214   The   anxieties   surrounding   the   proper   burial   of   those  who   die   under   exceptional   circumstances   away   from   the  
society   of   men   and   in   a   hostile,   destructive   environment,   which   are   addressed   in   the   tales   tradition   implicitly  
through  narrative,  are  treated  directly  in  Anastasios  of  Sinai’s  seventh-‐‑century  Questions  and  Answers.  Question  22,  
one  of  several  that  deal  with  this  theme,  asks  «Πῶς  τὸ  σῶµμα  τὸ  ὑπὸ  µμυρίίων  θηρίίων  καὶ  πετεινῶν  καταβρωθέέν,  ἢ  
θαλάάττῃ  καταποντισθέέν,  καὶ  ὑπὸ  ἀµμετρήήτων   ἰχθύύων  ἀναλωθέέν,  καὶ   ἐν   τῷ  βυθῷ  ἀφοδευθέέν,  καὶ  διαλυθέέν,  
πῶς  συνάάγεται  καὶ  εἰς  ἀνάάστασιν  ἔρχεται;»  (Munitiz  2006:42).  This  question  makes  explicit  the  theological  issues  
at  stake  surrounding  the  integrity  of  body  at  the  time  of  the  Resurrection,  to  which  Anastasios  duly  responds  that:  
«Εἰ  γὰρ  πιστεύύοµμεν  αὐτὸν  παντοδύύναµμον  εἶναι,  πάάντως  ὁ  ἐκ  τοῦ  µμὴ  ὄντος  εἰς  τὸ  εἶναι  τὸν  ἄνθρωπον  ἀγαγώών,  
εὐκοπωτέέρως   τὸ   πλάάσµμα   τὸ   ὑπ’   αὐτοῦπλασθὲν   καὶ   διὰ   θανάάτου   λυθὲν   ἀναπλάάσαι   καὶ   ἀνακαινίίσαι  
δυνήήσεται»   (idem:43).   Nothing   was   beyond   the   power   of   God,   though   Anastasios   confesses   that   many   of   the  
faithful  secretly  had,  as  he  puts  it,  «…σκάάνδαλον  καὶ  δισταγµμὸν  περὶ  τῆς  τῶν  σωµμάάτων  ἀναστάάσεως»  (ibid.).  For  
the  terror  and  fascination  that  could  until  fairly  recently  accompany  unstable  and  potentially  dangerous  corpses,  
see  section  37  («Βρυκόόλακες»)  in  Politis  1904:573-‐‑609  (tales  933-‐‑977).  
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and   to   bend  wild   animals   to   one’s   will   is,   in   the   context   of   the   beneficial   tales,   an   accepted  

indicator  of  extraordinary  sanctity.)    

   Thus,  the  search  party  headed  by  Abba  Julian  not  only  carries  the  ascetic’s  body  to  his  

desired   final   resting   place   but   is   also   able   to  witness   in   situ   the  miraculous   conditions   of   his  

death  and  view  the  setting  of   the  difficult   life   that  earned  him  those  spiritual  gifts.  Moreover,  

when  they  return  to  the  monastery  and  have  buried  the  man,  they  have  his  wilderness-‐‑acquired  

righteousness  right  there  with  them,  in  corporeal  and  narrative  form,  which  they  can  share  with  

subsequent  visitors  like  John  and  Sophronios  to  the  benefit,  ultimately,  of  many  souls.  Indeed,  

the  symbolism  of  what  happens  is  stark:  he  lived  as  an  ἔλαφος  upon  Mt.  Elafos  and  (as  a  saint  

will  do)  was  transfigured  upon  his  mountain.  He  had  eaten  and  incorporated  into  himself  the  

products  of  the  mountain,  until  he  went  into  the  mountain  (in  a  cave)  and  was  swallowed  up  by  

and  incorporated  into  it,215  as  witnessed  by  the  mountain  itself  in  its  symbolic  form,  the  ἔλαφος.  

His  initial  “integration”  was  his  becoming  integral  and  one  with  the  mountain.  That  is  a  place  

where   monks   can   go   off   to   seek   holiness;   but   when   the   grazer   in   his   transfigured   state   is  

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

  
Fires  in  the  Night  (Tale  87)  

The  concern  with  recording  and  transmitting  a  witness  of  a  holy   life   lived   in  seclusion   is  also  

the  focus  of  another  tale  in  the  Pratum,  number  87,  which  we  alluded  to  in  the  beginning  of  this  

chapter.   In   this   story,   the   death   of   an   ascetic  who   had  made   his   hermitage   near   the   top   of   a  

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

                                                                                                                
215  “I’m  in  the  [mountain]  and  the  [mountain]’s  in  me.”  
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phenomena.  The  framing  narrative  immediately  foreshadows  the  tale’s  happy  conclusion  as  the  

two  lay  brothers  relate  the  holy  man’s  story  to  John  and  Sophronios  while  standing  by  the  tomb  

in   the   church  where   he   has   been   laid   to   rest.   Seven   years   ago,   the   two  men   begin,   they   saw  

lights   resembling   fires,   burning   on   the   mountain’s   peak   at   night.   Attributing   the   strange  

spectacle  somehow  to  wild  animals,  they  went  up  to  investigate  but  could  discover  no  evidence  

of  the  fire  they  had  clearly  seen.  But  the  lights  –  which  burned  but  did  not  consume,  like  the  fire  

that  blazed  for  Moses  on  a  mountain  in  the  wilderness  –  continued  to  appear  nightly  for  three  

months.  Finally  they  resolved  to  return  by  night  to  where  they  had  seen  the  lights.  They  find  the  

spot  and  wait  until  dawn,  when  they  chance  upon  a  small  cave  from  which  the  light  emerges.  

Inside  the  cave,  they  see  a  deceased  anchorite  dressed  in  a  tunic  and  a  mantle,  clutching  a  silver  

cross.  Most   remarkable   among   all   these   extraordinary   incidents,   however,   is   the   fact   that   the  

anchorite   has   left   them   a   note,   which   reads   “I,   the   unworthy   John,   died   in   the   fifteenth  

indiction.”216  After  some  quick  calculation,  the  two  men  realize  the  anchorite  has  been  dead  for  

a  good  seven  years,  even  though  he  looked,  they  say,  “as  though  he  had  died  that  very  day.”217    

   This   tale   represents   in   a   number   of   ways   an   interesting   departure   from   the  

hagiographical   commonplaces   usually   associated   with   the   deaths   of   holy   men   and   women.  

Often  when  a  holy  person  dies  and  his  remains  are  accessible,  his  sanctity  in  life  is  underscored  

by  the  miraculous  preservation  of  the  corpse  in  death.  The  body  remains  suspended  in  a  perfect  

state,   unaffected   by   the   ravages   of   time,   something  we  will   soon   return   to   in   greater   detail.  

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

                                                                                                                
216  PG  87(3).2915A  (Wortley  70).  «Ἐτελεύύτησα  ἐγὼ  Ἰωάάννης  ὁ  ταπεινὸς  ἐν  ἰνδικτιῶνι  πεντεκαιδεκάάτῃ.»  
217  Ibid.  «Οὕτως  δὲ  ἦν,  ὡς  σήήµμερον  τελειωθείίς.»  
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preservation  of  the  saintly  body,  John’s  remains  are  kept  intact  for  the  purpose  of  recovery,  as  

his  note  and  the  miraculous  burning  of  the  fire  reveal  his  intention  to  make  his  presence  known  

and  to  be  found.  Unlike  Saint  Antony,  that  saintly  prototype  par  excellence,  who  desired  that  the  

location   of   his   grave   remain   unknown,   the   humble   John   and   the   other   anchorites   under  

consideration  in  this  section  choose  to  withdraw  from  the  society  of  men  during  their   lifetime  

but  wish   to   be   reabsorbed   into   it   after   death.218   This   reintegration   of   his   remains   renders   the  

holiness  he  has  gained  unto  his  fellow  men  both  physically  through  the  grave  that  is  visitable  in  

church   and,   more   lastingly,   through   the   narrative   that   the   two   elders   pass   on   to   John   and  

Sophronios.   John’s   desire   to   be   readmitted   into   the   fellowship   of   believers   also   affords   an  

opportunity  for  the  tale’s  central  miraculous  event,  which  bears  witness  to  his  extraordinary  life  

and   death:   the   appearance   of   the  miraculous   nighttime   fires   that   alert   the   two   fathers   to   the  

location   of   the   holy  man’s   body,   a   phenomenon   indicating   a   continued   synergy   between   the  

anchorite  and  his  natural  surroundings,  surroundings  which  develop  his  character  but  do  not  

overwhelm  him.  

  
Abba  George  and  Peter  the  Grazer  (Tale  92)  

The  question  of   the  dead  anchorite’s   consent   is  made  even  more  explicit   in  one  of   the   stories  

embedded  in  tale  92.  The  story  forms  the  third  element  of  a  narrative  triptych  told  by  a  certain  

Abba   George,   archimandrite   of   the   monastery   of   St.   Theodosios   near   Jerusalem.219   George  

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

219  See  PG  87(3).2949B  (Wortley  74).  
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himself   is   the  narrator  of  all   three  episodes,  but   the   first   two  stories  are  short  vignettes  of   the  

humble  and  patient  nature  of  a  Cappadocian  brother  –  a  member  of   the  archimandrite’s   flock  

also  named  George  –  who  busies  himself  with  menial  tasks  in  and  around  the  monastery.  The  

final   miracle,   which   features   our   archimandrite   as   protagonist,   involves   the   discovery   of   a  

hermit’s  body  during  the  construction  of  a  new  church.  While  the  last  tale  is  of  special  interest  

to   our   study,   I   should   first   like   briefly   to   consider   the   first   two   tales   as   a   type   of   indirect  

character  witness  for  the  abbot  in  his  role  as  steward  of  the  community  and  as  evidence  of  his  

quiet  admiration  for  humble  acts  of  sanctity  that  remain  hidden  from  the  sight  of  most.    

   The  narration  and  presentation  of  the  three  tales  also  seems  to  steer  the  audience  subtly  

towards  a  sense  of  sympathy  and  respect  for  the  archimandrite;  each  of  the  three  stories  begins  

with   the   phrase   «Διηγήήσατο   ἡµμῖν…λέέγων…»,   in   itself   not   an   uncommon   formula   in   the  

Pratum   but   one   whose   formulaic   repetition   in   this   particular   set   of   narrations   calls   to   mind  

Claudia  Rapp’s  observations  regarding  the  use  of  the  verb  in  the  Scriptures  where,  according  to  

her  findings,  “after  someone  has  an  encounter  with  God,  after  someone  witnesses  a  miracle,  or  

whenever   someone   has   a   meaningful   dream,   he   announces   this   experience   by   means  

of  diegesis.”220  

   The   first   little  story   that   the  archimandrite   tells  Sophronios  and   John  sees   the  brethren  

making   bread   in   the  monastery’s   bakery  while  George   the  Cappadocian,   a   brother   evidently  

responsible  for  some  of  the  monastery’s  grimier  tasks,  is  tending  to  the  fire.221  Hoping  to  cause  

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

                                                                                                                
220  Rapp  1998:444.  
221  Krueger  (2004:101)  notes  a  parallel  to  this  story  in  the  Life  of  St.  George  of  Choziba  (ch.  23),  who  is  also  charged  
with  cleaning  duties.  Krueger  sees  this  as  a  practical  expression  of  humility:  “Like  Christ,  this  noble  monk  lowered  
himself  in  the  service  of  others.”  
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clear  the  ash  from  oven.  George,  however,  is  unperturbed  by  their  prank:  “so  he  went  into  the  

oven  and  wiped  it  out  with  his  garment.  And  he  came  out  again  not  in  the  least  harmed  by  the  

fire.”222   The   young  Cappadocian   is   preserved   through   his   innocence,   industry   and   obedience  

and,  in  an  important  piece  of  foreshadowing  for  the  final  miracle  in  the  triptych,  emerges  from  

the  oven’s  searing  heat  with  body  unscathed  and  intact.  The  abbot  doesn’t  marvel  at  the  quiet  

display   of   sanctity   but   does   reprimand   its   instigators   for   having   put   the   unlikely   miracle-‐‑

worker  to  the  test.    

   The   second   anecdote   concerning   George   the   Cappadocian   is   even   shorter   but   again  

shows  him  employing  a  measure  of  humble  thaumaturgy  in  the  discharge  of  his  menial  tasks:  

one  day  George   is  herding   swine  when   two   lions   approach,   intending   to  make  a  meal  of   the  

animals.  He   brandishes   his   staff   and   chases   the   lions   down   to   the   banks   of   the   river   Jordan.  

Success  at  lion-‐‑taming  was  certainly  not  a  given  for  the  monks  who  populated  Moschos’s  world  

and   instances  of   the  havoc   these  wild  animals  could  wreak  on  humans  and   livestock  are  also  

recorded  in  the  Pratum.223    

   The   narrator,   the   archimandrite,   is   brief   in   his   description   of   the   event,   but   clearly  

considered  these  two  anecdotes  (even  if  a  bit  lacking  in  plot  by  themselves)  important  enough  

to  merit   transmission   and   recording.   The   purpose   of   making   the   archimandrite   witness   and  

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

                                                                                                                
222  PG  87(3).2949B  (Wortley  74).  «Εἰσῆλθεν  οὖν,  καὶ  ἐσφόόγγισεν  τὸν  φοῦρνον  εἰς  τὸ  ἱµμάάτιον  αὐτοῦ·∙  καὶ  µμηδὲν  τὸ  
σύύνολον  βλαβεὶς  ἐκ  τοῦ  πυρὸς  ἐξῆλθεν.»  

223  Lions  figure  frequently  in  the  Pratum,  usually  as  source  of  expected  evil  or  of  unexpected  good.  As  we  shall  see  
below   in   the  pseudo-‐‑Moschan   tale   from  Parisinus  græcus   1596,  when   lions   are   articled   to  human  masters   this   is  
usually  done  with   a   specific  psychophelitic  purpose   in  mind:   to   show   the  mastery-‐‑through-‐‑sanctity   of   a   certain  
abba  over  the  king  of  the  beasts  (e.g.  tales  2,  125  and  181)  or  with  a  moralizing  purpose  underlying  it  (e.g.  tales  18,  
163,  167  and  229).  Not  all  lions  were  candidates  for  reform  though:  in  addition  to  the  ones  valiantly  chased  off  by  
Abba  George   in   the  present   story,   tale  57   features  a   lion  who  kills  many  people  and   is   then  banished  by  a   local  
stylite  for  his  misdeeds.  
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involved  overseer  of  his  community,  sensitive  to  the  needs  –  and  potential  for  holiness  –  of  even  

the  humblest  of   the  brethren:  he  can  see   that   the  one  who  scours   the  ovens  may  nevertheless  

reflect   the  miracle   of   the  Three  Hebrew  Youths,224   and   a   even   a   simple  watcher   of   pigs   (“the  

good   swineherd”)   might   do   as   the   giant-‐‑slaying   Psalmist   did   while   still   a   youngest   brother  

watching  over  the  sheep.225  Through  his  narration,  the  archimandrite  reveals  that  he  is  “in  tune”  

with  subtle  manifestations  of  holiness;  this  tune  will  have  its  crescendo  when,  by  re-‐‑introducing  

Peter  the  Grazer  into  the  structure  of  the  church  and  giving  the  old  hermit  his  final  requiem,  he  

is   the   instrument  of   the   ecclesiastical  preservation  of  wilderness   sanctity   that  we  already   saw  

above  in  tales  84  and  87.    

   The  final  tale  recounts  an  occasion  when  the  abbot  George,  as  mentioned,  is  involved  in  

the   construction  of   a   church.  As   the  men  are  digging   the   foundation,  George  has  a  nighttime  

vision  in  which    

a  monk,  very  much  an  ascetic,  appeared  to  me  in  my  sleep.  He  wore  a  tunic  of  sack-‐‑cloth  and  on  
his  shoulders  he  had  an  over-‐‑garment  made  of  rushes.  In  a  gentle  voice  he  said  to  me:  “Tell  me,  

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

225  “And  David  said  unto  Saul,   ‘Thy  servant  kept  his   father’s   sheep,  and   there  came  a   lion,  and  a  bear,  and   took  a  
lamb  out  of  the  flock.  And  I  went  out  after  him,  and  smote  him,  and  delivered  it  out  of  his  mouth.  And  when  he  
arose  against  me,  I  caught  him  by  his  beard,  and  smote  him,  and  slew  him.  Thy  servant  slew  both  the  lion  and  the  
bear:  and  this  uncircumcisèd  Philistine  shall  be  as  one  of  them,  seeing  he  hath  defied  the  armies  of  the  living  God.’  
David  said  moreover,  ‘The  LORD  that  delivered  me  out  of  the  paw  of  the  lion,  and  out  of  the  paw  of  the  bear,  he  
will   deliver   me   out   of   the   hand   of   this   Philistine.’   And   Saul   said   unto   David,   ‘Go,   and   the   LORD   be   with  
thee.’…And  David  put  [Saul’s  armor]  off  him.  And  he  took  his  staff  in  his  hand,  and  chose  him  five  smooth  stones  
out  of  the  brook,  and  put  them  in  a  shepherd’s  bag  [ἐν  τῷ  καδίίῳ  τῷ  ποιµμενικῷ]  which  he  had,  even  in  a  scrip;  and  
his  sling  was  in  his  hand:  and  he  drew  near  to  the  Philistine”  (1Sam.  17:34-‐‑40).    
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Abba  George,  did  it  really  seem  to  you,  sir,  that  after  so  many  labours  and  so  much  endurance,  I  
should  be  left  outside  the  church  you  are  building?”  Out  of  respect  for  the  elder,  I  said  to  him,  
“Who  in  fact  are  you,  sir?”  He  said:  “I  am  Peter  the  Grazer  of  the  holy  Jordan.”226  

  
George  immediately  realizes  what  kind  of  man  his  nighttime  visitor  is:  the  figure’s  coarse  attire  

(including  a  garment  of  rushes  –  not  an  unusual  accoutrement  for  a  hermit  but  a  fitting  touch  

for  someone  who  claims  the  banks  of  a  river  as  his  abode)  and  the  gentle  voice  which  he  uses  to  

issue  his  reprimand  make  the  grazer  instantly  recognizable  to  George  as  someone  who  is  πάάνυ  

ἀσκητήής  even  before  identifying  himself.227  In  his  work  on  visionary  literature  in  the  mediaeval  

West,  Aron  Gurevich  suggests  that  those  who  experienced  visions  were  able  to  understand  and  

“evaluate  [their]  own  individual  experience,  practical  or  spiritual,”  when  they  could  “correlate  

it  with  tradition.”228  In  other  words,  the  visionary  is  able  to  make  sense  of  what  he  sees  because  

it  connects  with  his  understanding  of  the  world  around  him,  which  is  shaped  and  informed  by  

the   cultural   tradition   of  which  he   is   a   part.  George   recognizes   and   accepts   the   apparition   for  

what   he   is   because   his   appearance   and   demeanor   correspond   to   a   well-‐‑established  model   of  

holiness  in  his  cultural  tradition;229  the  only  point  on  which  his  curiosity  remains  to  be  satisfied  

is  the  question  of  who  this  elder  is.  Accordingly,  when  the  the  grazer  applies  for  inclusion  in  the  

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

                                                                                                                
226   PG   87(3).2949D   (Wortley   74-‐‑75).   «Φαίίνεταίί   µμοι   κατὰ   τοὺς   ὕπνους   µμοναχόός   τις   πάάνυ   ἀσκητήής,   φορῶν   ἀπὸ  
σειρᾶς  κολόόβιον,  καὶ  µμικρὸν  εἰς  τοὺς  ὤµμους  αὐτοῦ  ἐπιρριπτάάριον  ἀπὸ  ψιαθίίου·∙  καὶ  λέέγει  µμοι  πραείίᾳ  τῇ  φωνῇ·∙  
Εἰπέέ,  κῦρι  ἀββᾶ  Γεώώργιε,  ἁπλῶς  ἔδοξέέν  σοι  µμετὰ  τοσούύτους  κόόπους  καὶ  τοσαύύτην  ἄσκησιν  ἔξω  µμε  ἐᾶσαι  οὗ  
κτίίζεις   ναοῦ;   Ἐγὼ   δὲ   τὸ   ἱεροπρεπὲς   τοῦ   γέέροντος   αἰδεσθεὶς,   λέέγω   αὐτῷ·∙  Ὄντως   γὰρ   σὺ,   κύύριε,   αὐτὸς   τίίς  
ὑπάάρχεις;  Ὁ  δὲ  ἔφη  Ἐγώώ  εἰµμι  Πέέτρος  ὁ  βοσκὸς  τοῦ  ἁγίίου  Ἰορδάάνου.  »  

227  For  more  on  monastic  attire  and  the  weaving  of  rushes,  see  Talbot  1987:231  and  Maguire  1993:39-‐‑70.  
228  Gurevich  1992:125.    
229  As  Gurevich  explains  it,  “an  event  possessed  authenticity  only  insofar  as  it  could  be  placed  under  a  corresponding  
model”  (1992:125).  
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elder,”230  only  asks  him  his  name.  The  following  day,  when  George  alters  the  building  plans  of  

the  church  in  order  to  oblige  Peter’s  request,  he  finds  the  grazer’s  body  “just  as  I  had  seen  him  

in  my   sleep”   and   creates   for   him   a   fitting   tomb   in   the   church,  where   he   is   buried.231   Peter’s  

agency   in   the   recovery   of   his   body   is   significant:   his   appearance   in   Abba   George’s   dream  

suggests  that  even  post  mortem  his  spirit  retains  a  careful  solicitude  for  the  fate  of  the  flesh  it  has  

cast  off.  Moreover,  he  explicitly  tells  Abba  George  that  he  understands  the  process  of  honoring  

his  corpse  with  a  burial  place  inside  the  church  as  a  reward  for  his  ascetic  struggles.  In  none  of  

the  other  tales  is  that  connection  made  with  such  unequivocal  clarity.232    

   Of   all   the   tales   under   examination   in   this   chapter,   this   one   is   perhaps   also   the   most  

programmatic  expression  of  what  I  understand  to  be  one  of  the  principal  objectives  of  John  and  

Sophronios’s  literary  undertaking:  the  incorporation  of  the  holy  man’s  body  into  the  foundation  

of  the  the  monastery’s  new  church  –  an  appropriate  resting  place  for  one  called  Πέέτρος  –  results  

in   the   construction  of   a  µμνηµμεῖον.   The  building  plans   are   altered  and  a  place  of  memory  and  

remembrance  established  where  visitors  may  come  to  inquire  after  the  identity  of  the  interred  

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

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

232   Ihssen  again   sees   in   this   tale   the  possibility   that   it   is  designed   to   supress  any  hint  of  Peter’s   resistance   to  being  
incorporated  into  George’s  building  program  for  the  greater  prestige  of   the  archimandrite’s   institution  but  –  as  I  
have   argued   above   –   such   an   interpretation,   to   my  mind,   is   not   easily   supported   in   the   text   itself.   See   Ihssen  
2014:122.    
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body,  is  framed  within  his  tomb  in  the  local  church).233  Like  Abba  George,  John  and  Sophronios  

mean  to  recollect,  preserve  and  honor  the  memory  of  holy  men  and  women  whose  stories  might  

otherwise  have  been  lost  or  remained  hidden.  They  also  construct  a  kind  of  µμνηµμεῖον  for  Peter,  

but   their  monument   is  not  a   tomb   for   storing  physical   remains  but   rather  a   repository  where  

memory  and  narrative  stand  in  for   the  absent  body  to  which  a  reader  does  not  have  access.234  

Their  creative  role  as  builders  of  textual  monuments  can  be  restated  in  the  following  way:  John  

and  Sophronios  through  their  inclusion  of  Abba  George’s  account  “did  not  simply  preserve  the  

story”  of  Peter  the  Grazer’s  life  and  death,  “but,  in  fact,  [they]  created  it.”235  

  

Salvaging  the  Dead  (Tale  120)  

In  the  previously-‐‑discussed  tale,  the  grazer  Peter  plays  a  pivotal  role  in  securing  the  discovery  

of   his   body   and   its   subsequent   interment   in   the   new   local  monastery   church.  He   does   so   by  

personally  appearing   to   its  archimandrite  and  making  an  urgent  appeal   to   the  man’s  sense  of  

reverence  for  his  ascetic  achievement.  The  grazer  on  Deer  Mountain  (tale  84)  also  appears  in  a  

dream  to  the  abbot  of  the  monastery  where  he  will  eventually  be  buried;  and  John  the  Humble  

(tale  87),  though  choosing  a  different  medium  (writing),  is  also  able  to  communicate  the  details  

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

                                                                                                                
233  In  classical  and  late  antiquity,  much  more  than  today,  Greek  and  Roman  gravestones  asked  that  passers-‐‑by  stop  
for  a  moment  and  think  upon  the  buried.  Simonides’  epitaph  for  the  300  («Ὦ  ξεῖν’,  ἀγγέέλλειν  Λακεδαιµμονίίοις  ὅτι  
τῇδε  /  κείίµμεθα,  τοῖς  κείίνων  ῥήήµμασι  πειθόόµμενοι»)  is  only  the  most  famous  of  these.  

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

235   I  borrow  here   from  Elizabeth  Castelli,  who   in  her  book  on  memory  and  martyrdom   (2004:25)  observes   that   the  
authors  of  accounts  of  martyrdoms  “did  not  simply  preserve  the  story  of  persecution  and  martyrdom,  but,  in  fact,  
created  it.”  
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remarkable  for  its  lack  of  information  about  the  anchorites  who  are  meant  to  be  recovered,  taken  

back  to  civilization  and  buried  there.  We  know  virtually  nothing  about  the  three  elders  whose  

bodies   are   the   subject:   their   names   are   never  mentioned   and   there   are   no   notes   or   visions   to  

explain  how  they  found  themselves  in  those  inhospitable  surroundings,  what  made  them  stay  

and   how   long   they   had   been   there.   Had   they   gotten   lost,   or   was   it   through   an   unfortunate  

mishap  that  they  became  stranded  in  the  place  where  they  died?  The  text  simply  does  not  tell  

us.236  More  than  any  of  our  previous  deceased  solitaries,  these  anchorites  are  “defined  only  by  a  

few   simple   lines   about   their   death.”237   The   text   reveals   only  where   their   bodies  were   found,  

what  they  looked  like  in  death  and,  perhaps  most  significant  of  all  (for  otherwise  there  would  

be  no  story)  the  fact  that  divinity  intervened  to  allow  for  the  recovery  of  their  remains.    

   The   story  goes   as   follows:  while   John  and  Sophronios   are   staying   at   the  monastery  of  

Raïthou,   a   coastal   settlement   located   at   the   south-‐‑western   edge   of   the   Sinai   peninsula   on   the  

Gulf   of   Suez,   they  hear   a   curious   tale   from   some   fishermen   from  Pharan.238  Resonances   from  

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

237  The  phrase  is  Brenda  Ihssen’s;  see  Ihssen  2014:116.  
238   Tales   115-‐‑121   [PG   87(3).2980B-‐‑2984C   sqq.   (Wortley   95-‐‑99)]   are   all   set   in   or   around   the   monastery   of   Raïthou.  
According  to  Caner,  Raïthou  was  one  of  the  “three  major  Christian  centers  on  the  southern  peninsula,”  the  others  
being  the  Holy  Mountain  and  the  oasis  town  of  Pharan  (modern  Feiran),  mentioned  above  (Caner  2010:2).  Pharan  
was  located  inland  to  the  north  formed  the  most  important  urban  center  on  the  peninsula.  Tale  127  of  the  Pratum  
indicates   that   the   monastery   on   the   mountain   fell   under   the   ecclesiastical   jurisdiction   of   the   bishop   of   Pharan  
(Caner  2010:15).  Pharonite  fishermen  and  others,  such  as  merchants  and  traders,  who  depended  on  the  sea  for  their  
livelihood,  kept  a  “permanent  base”  near  Raïthou  “for  fishing,  trade  and  importing  supplies”  as  their  own  city  was  
land-‐‑locked  (Caner  2010:36).  To  get  an  idea  of  the  distances  between  the  two  places,  Caner  mentions  that  “the  walk  
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two  well-‐‑known  events  in  the  Gospels  twine  lightly  through  this  brief  narrative  and  strengthen  

its  salvific  message.  The  first  of  these  is  the  conversion  of  Peter  and  his  brother  by  the  Lord  at  

the  Sea  of  Galilee,  for  these  fishermen,  like  Peter  and  his  brother,  became  by  divine  intervention  

fishers  of  men,  though  their  catch  consists  not  of  of  the  quick  but  of  the  dead.  While  the  fishers  

are  making  their  way  home  from  a  succesful   fishing  trip  “on  the  other  side  of   the  Red  Sea[,]”  

adverse  weather  conditions  force  them  to  drop  anchor  at  a  place  called  Pteleos  and  await  a  calm  

sea.239  For  ninety  days  they  are  marooned  in  this  spot  until  they  decide  to  disembark:  “venturing  

into  that  great  wilderness,  we  found  three  anchorites  dead  under  one  stone.  They  wore  habits  of  

palm  fibre  and  their  cloaks  were  lying  beside  them.”240  Instead  of  finding  an  empty  tomb  behind  

the   stone   (as   did   the   Lord’s   disciples   three   days   after   his   death),   these   fishermen   discover   a  

temporary  resting  place  where  the  miraculous  resides  in  the  presence  of  the  three  bodies  rather  

than  in  their  absence.  The  miraculous  properties  of  the  corpses  themselves  are  confirmed  when  

the   stranded  men   begin   their   own  divinely-‐‑inspired   salvage  work:   as   soon   as   they   bring   the  

elders’   remains   on  board,   the  weather   turns   and   they   are   able   to  weigh   anchor   and   continue  

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

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

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

240  PG  87(3).2984C  sqq.  (Wortley  98-‐‑99):  «καὶ  διερχόόµμενοι  τὴν  µμεγίίστην  ἔρηµμον  ἐκείίνην,  ηὕροµμεν  ὑπὸ  µμιᾶς  πέέτρας  
τρεῖς  ἀναχωρήήτας  τεθνηκόότας…indutos  colobiis  de  sibino,  melotesque  illorum  juxta  eos  erant  positae.»  
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winds   shifted   into   a   favorable   direction.   We   sailed   with   a   following   wind   and   came   to  

Raïthou.”241  The  purpose  of   this  restoration  –   for  so  concludes   the  narrative  –   is   that   the   three  

anchorites  can  find  their  final  resting  place  at  Raïthou:  “the  fathers  buried  them,  together  with  

elders  of  former  times.”242  The  absence  of  specific  details  in  this  tale,  both  about  what  brought  

the  anchorites  to  this  remote  place  and  how  the  process  of  recovery  was  to  be  achieved,  invites  a  

greater   variety   of   interpretations   than   the   previous   tales.   The   fishermen,   after   all,   find   the  

bodies  under  a   stone  and   thus   the   resolution  of   their  problem   is   achieved,  more  or   less,  by  a  

process  trial  and  error.  It  is  only  after  a  waiting  ninety  days  for  the  weather  to  change  that  they  

venture   on   land   and   light   upon   the   means   of   their   departure.   I   would   like   to   offer   an  

interpretation  that  I  believe  fits  well  with  Moschos’s  narrative  program  as  I  have  outlined  it  in  

the   introduction:   the   three   brethren,   like   the   two  Gregories   described   in   the   subsequent   tale,  

were  during  their  lifetime  likely  connected  to  the  community  at  Raïthou.  According  to  Bernard  

Flusin,  during   the  period   in  which  Moschos  was  writing   it  was  uncommon  for  ascetics   in   the  

Sinai   peninsula   to   linger   in  permanent   solitude;   periods   of   complete   seclusion  were  part   and  

parcel  of  the  monastic  life  but  these  would  usually  be  followed  by  or  alternated  with  a  return  to  

one  of   the  semi-‐‑anchoretic  or  coenobitic  establishments  which  dotted  the   landscape.243   Instead  

of  withdrawing  inland  to  find  solitude  in  the  sandy  barrens  of  the  desert,  these  brethren  chose  

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

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

242  Ibid.:  «Patres  autem  sepelierunt  eos  cum  antiquis  senibus.»  
243  Flusin  2006:198.   In  his   study  of  monasticism   in   the  Sinai  desert  at   the   time  of   John  Klimakos   (late  6th  –  early  7th  
cent.),  Flusin  writes  that  «les  forms  extrêmes  de  l’anachorèse  –la  parfaite  solitude  au  désert,  dans  un  ermitage  ou  
une  grotte–,  si  elles  sont  attestées,  semblent  souvent  avoir  été  pratiquées  de  façon  temporaire.»  For  an  example  of  
such  hybrid  monastic  practices,  see  Anastasios  of  Sinai’s  tale  I.31  in  which  Anastasios  and  his  companion  Kosmas  
live  at  a  hermitage  at  Goudda  but  set  out  every  morning  seeking  solitude  and  hesychia  in  the  desert.  
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the  difficulties  and  dangers  facing  those  wishing  to  navigate  it,  Flusin  notes  that  the  Red  Sea  did  

not  represent  «un  obstacle  infranchissable»  for  those  traveling  between  Sinai  and  the  mainland.244  

The  two  Gregories  are  a  good  example  of  monks  willing  to  brave  the  sea,  as  their  remote  abode  

is  not  supplied  with  a  source  of  fresh  water  and  thus  they  must  undertake  trips  to  the  mainland  

to   fetch  provisions.   It   is  probable,   then,   that   the  anachoresis  of   the   three  brothers   in   this  “great  

wilderness”  was   of   a   temporary   nature   and   that   their   deaths   create   an   undesired   permanent  

separation  from  the  community  at  Raïthou.  The  restoration  of  the  link  is  accomplished  through  

the   fisherman   from  Pharan,  whose   stated   intention   from   the  very   first  was   to   sail   to  Raïthou.  

They   become   the   unwitting   instruments   of   salvage   in   the   hands   of   the   Lord,  who   intends   to  

restore  the  plenitude  of  the  monastic  body  –  to  reattach,  even  after  death,  the  severed  members  

of   a   spiritual   community.   Thus,   even   in   death   the   anchorites’   connection   to   a   community   of  

believers   (in   this   case   a  monastic   community)   is   persistent   enough   to   be   (re)established.   The  

way  that  their  interment  is  described  is  also  revealing:  through  the  burying  of  their  bodies  the  

anchorites  are   joined  to  “the  elders  of   former  times”  and  become  members  of  a  community,  a  

body   of  men  whose   traditions   and  memory   stretches   back   into   the   distant   past.   But   perhaps  

even   more   importantly,   along   with   the   bodies   themselves,   the   fisherman   bring   back   to   the  

community  of  living  brethren  the  story  of  the  miraculous  discovery  of  their  remains.  And  this,  

with  every  telling  and  retelling  to  visitors  such  as  John  and  Sophronios,  constitutes  the  greater  

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

  
  

                                                                                                                
244  Flusin  2006:193-‐‑4.  
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A  Sea-‐‑Change  Into  Something  Rare  and  Strange  (Tale  76)  

In  all  of   the   tales  we  have  encountered  so   far,   the  body  of  a  deceased  anchorite,   sanctified  by  

ascetic   struggle  or  made  holy  by  an  ascetic  death,   retains  a  measure  of   the   sanctity   its  owner  

bestowed  on  it  in  life  even  when  spirit  and  flesh  have  been  separated.245  We  may  note  that  it  is  

not  expressly  mentioned  in  the  text   that  any  of   the  recovered  bodies   take  on  the  properties  of  

λείίψανα   (in   the  Christian   cultic   sense   of   the  word,   by  which   I  mean   especially   thaumaturgic  

relics).   But,   as   Ihssen   has   pointed   out,   the   possession   of   relics   was   indubitably   a   boon   to   a  

monastic  community,  given  that  the  saint’s  remains  were  a  posthumous  repository  of  his  or  her  

holiness.246  As  a  point  of  contrast,  I  would  like  briefly  to  examine  another  curious  story  from  the  

Pratum   (tale   76),  which   represents   an   interesting   and  very  dramatic   reversal   of   this   theme:   in  

this  narrative,  a  ship  is  prevented  from  continuing  its  journey  while  the  body  of  a  (living)  sinner  

remains  on  board.247  The  story  is  reported  by  an  Abba  Palladios,  a  Thessalonian  monk  attached  

to  the  Lithazomenon  monastery,   located  to  the  west  of  Alexandria,  who  in  turn  heard  it   from  a  

shipmaster.248  A  sea   journey   is   interrupted  when   the   ship,   sailing   to  an  unknown  destination,  

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

246  Ihssen  2014:121.  
247  PG  87(3).2928D-‐‑2929D  (Wortley  57-‐‑59).  
248  Palladios  is  the  narrator  of  tales  69-‐‑76  and  176  and  is  also  mentioned  in  tale  171.  It  is  unclear  whether  Palladios  is  
the   abbot   of   this  monastery   or  whether   he   is   simply   a  member   of   their   community.   In   tale   67,   PG   87(3).2920A  
(Wortley   51),   we   learn   that   he   «ἔχοντα   τὸ   µμοναστήήριον   αὐτοῦ   εἰς   τὸν  Λιθαζόόµμενον…»   but   this   doesn’t  
necessarily  mean  he   is   the   abbot.   In   tale   171,  PG  87(3).3037C   (Wortley   140),  Moschos   tells   the   story  of   a   certain  
reader   and   calligrapher   called   Zoïlos  who,   having   died,   «ἐτάάφη   εἰς   τὸν  Λιθαζόόµμενον,   ἐν   τῷ   µμοναστηρίίῳ   τοῦ  
ἀββᾶ  Παλαδίίου»  but   the  mention  of  Palladios  might   just  be   intended   to   refresh   the   reader’s  memory  about   the  
monastery’s  connection  with  this  (relatively)  prominent  earlier  narrator.  For  more  information  on  the  Lithazomenon  
monastery,  see  Gascou  2003:657-‐‑8.  
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languishes   in   a   windless   pocket   on   the   high   seas   for   a   fortnight,   even   though   ships   sailing  

around  them  are  attended  by  favorable  winds  and  making  good  progress.  The  shipmaster  sees  

that   any   efforts   on   the   part   of   his   crew   to   alter   the   situation   are   bootless   and   so   he   turns   to  

prayer.  While  in  prayer,  he  hears  a  voice  (but  sees  no  face)  speaking  to  him:  “throw  out  Maria  

and  you  will  make  good  way.”249  It  transpires  that  there  is  a  woman  named  Mary  on  board  who  

is  guilty  of  an  unspeakable  crime:  she  was  in  love  with  a  soldier  who  refused  to  marry  her,  since  

she  was   a  mother.   In   a   bid   to   secure  his   love,   she   killed  her   children   and  declared  herself   at  

liberty   to   enter   into   an   alliance   with   the   man.   Her   potential   suitor,   having   learned   this  

information,  would  have  nothing  more   to  do  with  her.   (The  name  of   this   infanticide,  while   a  

common  one,  may  be  deliberately  chosen   to  make  her  an  “anti-‐‑Mary”   in  matters  maternal.250)  

Understanding  the  divine  command,  the  shipmaster  tricks  the  wretched  woman  into  boarding  a  

dinghy,  which  promptly   sinks,   thus   freeing   the   ship  of   its   burdensome   cargo   and   ensuring   a  

speedy   onwards   journey.251   The   story   of   the   drowning   of  Mary   acts   as   a   counterpoint   to   the  

tales   of   holy   corpses   examined  previously:   of   itself   a   body  does  not  have   inherent   value   to   a  

community.  Rather,  it   is  the  deeds  that  are  wrought  while  its  occupant  is  in  the  flesh  that  will  

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

                                                                                                                
249  PG  87(3).2929A  (Wortley  58).  «Βάάλε  κάάτω  Μαρίίαν,  καὶ  εὐπλοεῖς.»  
250  Cf.  Matt.  1:18-‐‑20,  24sq.,  «…Μνηστευθείίσης  γὰρ  τῆς  µμητρὸς  αὐτοῦ  Μαρίίας  τῷ  Ἰωσήήφ,  πρὶν  ἢ  συνελθεῖν  αὐτούύς,  
εὑρέέθη   ἐν   γαστρὶ   ἔχουσα   ἐκ   Πνεύύµματος  Ἁγίίου.   Ἰωσὴφ   δὲ   ὁ   ἀνὴρ   αὐτῆς,   δίίκαιος  ὢν   καὶ   µμὴ   θέέλων   αὐτὴν  
παραδειγµματίίσαι,   ἐβουλήήθη   λάάθρᾳ   ἀπολῦσαι   αὐτήήν.   Ταῦτα   δὲ   αὐτοῦ   ἐνθυµμηθέέντος,   ἰδοὺ   ἄγγελος   Κυρίίου  
κατ᾽  ὄναρ  ἐφάάνη  αὐτῷ,  λέέγων,  Ἰωσήήφ,  υἱὸς  Δαυίίδ,  µμὴ  φοβηθῇς  παραλαβεῖν  Μαριὰµμ  τὴν  γυναῖκάά  σου·∙  τὸ  γὰρ  
ἐν   αὐτῇ   γεννηθὲν   ἐκ   Πνεύύµματόός   ἐστιν   Ἁγίίου…Διεγερθεὶς   δὲ   ὁ   Ἰωσὴφ   ἀπὸ   τοῦ   ὕπνου,   ἐποίίησεν   ὡς  
προσέέταξεν   αὐτῷ   ὁ   ἄγγελος   Κυρίίου   καὶ   παρέέλαβεν   τὴν   γυναῖκα   αὑτοῦ,   καὶ   οὐκ   ἐγίίνωσκεν   αὐτὴν   ἕως   οὗ  
ἔτεκεν  τὸν  υἱὸν  αὑτῆς  τὸν  πρωτόότοκον…»  

251   Tale   173   offers   a   variation   on   the   “marooned   at   sea”   theme.   In   this   tale,   an   anchorite   «οὗτος   ἠναγκάάσθη   διὰ  
χρείίαν  τινὰ  κατελθεῖν  ἐν  Κωνσταντινουπόόλει·∙  καὶ  δὴ  εἰσῆλθεν  ἐν  πλοίίῳ»  (PG  87.3.3042C  (Wortley  142)).  The  
ship   is   similarly   afflicted   by   adverse   weather   conditions   and   when   the   supply   of   fresh   water   is   running  
dangerously  low,  the  anchorite  prays  to  God  and  works  a  miracle  that  turns  the  briny  seawater  into  potable  water  
in  front  of  the  rejoicing  crew  and  passengers.  
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recovered  by  their  communities  and  are  viewed  as  a  sacred  and  desirable  objects  because  they  

are  a  material  witness  to  a  life  lived  in  holiness,  so  the  body  of  Mary  is  the  repository  of  her  past  

sins.  Because  she  did  not  repent  of  her  sins,  contact  with  and  proximity  to  her  body  causes  those  

around  her  to  suffer  for  her  misdeeds  as  well.  God  is  willing,  however,  to  suspend  the  action  of  

his  vengeance  until   she  has  been  singled  out,  but  he  does  create  a  circumstance   in  which   this  

process  of  singling  out  becomes  a  necessity.  But,  just  as  in  the  case  of  the  hermits,  the  thing  that  

does  remain,  even  when  the  body  is  no  longer  accessible,  is  the  story.  The  body  is  lost  but  the  

story   is   preserved,   not   so  much   (in   this   case)   as   a   blessing   but   as   a  warning.  Her  miasma   is  

swallowed  up  in  that  all-‐‑cleansing  place,  the  sea.252  

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

A  Unique  Method  of  Self-‐‑Preservation  

In  the  tales  we  have  examined  until  now,  nature  (in  the  form  of  natural  phenomena  or  animal  

helpers)   or   the   hermit   himself   (through   appearances   in   dreams)   has   played   a   crucial   role   in  

facilitating   the   discovery   of   the   anchorite’s   remains.   In   the   following   tale   the   hermit   is   so  

organically  situated  within  his  environment  that  his  transition  from  life  to  death  is  initially  quite  

difficult  to  grasp  for  the  monk  who  finds  him.  The  narrator  of  the  story,  a  monk  from  Antioch  

(Θεοῦ  πόόλις)  tells  John  and  Sophronios  of  an  incident  which  occurred  when  he  was  traveling  in  

the  vicinity  of  Mt.  Amanon.253  Ascending  the  mountain,  he  came  upon  a  cave  where  he  found  

what  he  thought  was  an  anchorite  kneeling  in  prayer.  The  little  story  is  worth  quoting  in  full:    

I  went  in  and  found  an  anchorite,  kneeling  down  and  with  his  hands  stretched  out  to  heaven.  
The  hair  of  his  head  reached  down   to   the   floor.  Thinking   that  he  was  alive,   I  made  an  act  of  
obeisance  before  him  saying:   “Pray   for  me,   father.”  As  he  made  no   reply,   I  got  up  and  went  
close  to  him,  intending  to  embrace  him.  When  I  touched  him  I  found  that  he  was  dead,  so  I  left  
him  and  went  out.254  

  
The  rich  symbolism  of  this   in-‐‑some-‐‑ways-‐‑rather-‐‑unsettling  tale  needs  to  be  unpacked  in  order  

to   explain   the   element   of   shock   that   clings   to   mistaking   a   corpse   for   a   living   man   and  

discovering  one’s  error  only  upon  bestowing  a  zealous  embrace.  The  emphasis  in  the  discovery  

is  not  on  the  fact  that  the  anchorite  is  dead  but  that  in  death,  as  in  life,  he  remains  exactly  the  

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

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

254   PG   87(3).2915E-‐‑D   (Wortley   71-‐‑72).   «Εἰσελθὼν   εὑρίίσκω  ἀναχωρητὴν   κλίίναντα   µμὲν   τὰ   γόόνατα   αὐτοῦ,   τὰς   δὲ  
χεῖρας  ἐκτεταµμέένας  ἔχοντα  εἰς  τὸν  οὐρανὸν,  ἔχοντα  δὲ  τὰς  τρίίχας  τῆς  κεφαλῆς  ἕως  ἐδάάφους.  Ἐγὼ  δὲ  νοµμίίσας  
αὐτὸν  ζῇν,  ἔβαλον  αὐτῷ  µμετάάνοιαν,  λέέγων·∙  Εὖξαι  ὑπὲρ  ἐµμοῦ,  Πάάτερ.   ῾Ως  οὖν  οὐδὲν  ἀπεκρίίθη  µμοι,  ἐγερθεὶς  
ἀπῆλθον  πλησίίον  αὐτοῦ  ἀσπάάζεσθαι  αὐτόόν.  Καὶ  κρατήήσας  αὐτὸν  εὗρον  αὐτὸν  νεκρόόν.»  
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man’s   common   lot.   The   sense   of   wonderment   surrounding   the   miraculously   preserved   holy  

corpse   is   heightened   even   further  when   the  monk   soon   thereafter   comes   upon   another   cave-‐‑

dwelling  anchorite  (a   living  one,  this  time),  who  is  able  to  give  him  further  information  about  

the  deceased.   First   he   asks   the  monk,   “did   you   get   anything   from   there?”255  When   the  monk  

answer  in  the  negative,  he  continues,  “Naturally,  brother,  for  the  elder  had  been  dead  for  fifteen  

years.”256   This   causes  no   small   amount   of  wonder   because,   the  narrator   adds,   “yet   he  was   as  

though  he  had  died  only  an  hour  before.”257  The  ascetic  is  permanently  frozen  in  an  attitude  of  

earnest   prayer   that   renders   the   way   he   spent   his   life   visible   to   any   onlooker;   his   lifetime   of  

devotion  to  God  is,  so  to  speak,  inscribed  upon  his  body.  Through  the  holiness  acquired  in  his  

lifetime,   he   has   transformed   his   tomb   into   a   shrine   and   fashioned   himself   into   a   visually  

arresting  relic  that  people,  like  the  narrator  of  the  tale,  could  come  and  embrace  in  veneration;  

as  such,   the  saint  had  no  need   to  be   taken  away  and  buried   in  a  church.  Yet   the  brother  who  

visited  the  dead  hermit’s  “shrine”  was  able  to  carry  off  an  intangible  relic  from  his  encounter:  

the   story   of   this   man’s   exceptional   holiness,   which   can   be   transmitted,   reproduced   and  

disemminated  without  losing  any  of  its  potency.  

  

Arrangements  for  Burial  (Tale  170)  

The  element  of  surprise  is  also  very  much  at  work  in  the  next  tale  we  will  examine.  The  surprise  

(or  perhaps  rather  “the  reveal”)  is  twofold  and  very  skilfully  narrated,  so  that  the  reader  is  left  

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

                                                                                                                
255  PG  87(3).2915D  (Wortley  72).  «Μήή  τι  ἐκεῖθεν  ἔλαβες;»  
256  Ibid.  «Φύύσει,  ἀδελφὲ,  ἔχει  ὁ  γέέρων  τελειωθεὶς  ἔτη  δεκαπέέντε.»  
257  Ibid.  «Οὕτως  δὲ  ἦν  ὡς  πρὸ  µμιᾶς  ὥρας  κοιµμηθείίς.»  
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Sophronios  meet  two  fathers  who  have  been  on  a  pilgrimage  to  Sinai.  Having  visited  the  Holy  

Mountain,  they  set  off  to  their  own  monastery  near  Jerusalem.  Their   journey  home  is  delayed,  

however,  when  they   lose   their  way  in   the  desert:  “for  many  days  we  were  borne  along   in   the  

wilderness   as   though  we  were  on   the  high   sea.”258  The  unexpected   comparison  of  wandering  

about   in   the   desert   to   finding   oneself   afloat   on   the   open   sea   reflects   the   perilous   conditions  

facing  the  pilgrim  wishing  to  travel  from  Sinai  to  Palestine.  The  passage,  whether  done  by  land  

or  by  sea,  was  a  risky  undertaking,  as  several  tales  from  the  Pratum,  especially  that  of  the  two  

Gregories  above,  will  attest.  The  narrative  frame  of  the  fathers’  encounter  with  the  hermit  in  this  

tale  calls  to  mind  the  situation  the  marooned  fishermen  from  Pharan  (tale  120):  both  the  fathers  

and   the   fishermen   are   sent   drifting   aimlessly   in   the   wilderness   through   the   exigency   of  

circumstances,   but   in   each   case   it   transpires   that   their   wanderings   are   in   fact   directed   by   a  

divine   purpose   which   leads   to   the   discovery   of   a   hermit’s   corpse.   While   the   fathers   are  

traveling,  they  catch  sight  of  a  cave  in  the  distance  located  next  to  a  small  desert  oasis.  Despite  

the  relative  brevity  of  the  tale,  Moschos’s  talent  as  a  storyteller  shines  here  as  the  unveiling  of  

the  hermit’s  identity  proceeds  very  gradually  and  with  a  good  deal  of  narrative  suspense:  as  the  

fathers  approach  the  cave,   they  see  human  footsteps.  When  they  enter   the  cave,   they  hear   the  

sound  of  someone  breathing  but  see  no  occupant.  Continuing  their  search,   they  find  a  person  

lying   in  a  manger  of   sorts,  but  when   they  address  him   they   receive  no  answer.  Then,   finally,  

they  take  hold  of  the  body  and  find,  like  the  startled  brother  in  the  previous  tale,  that  the  body  

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

                                                                                                                
258  PG  87(3).3037A  (Wortley  139).  «Καὶ  ἐπιφερόόµμεθα  ὡς  ἐπὶ  πελάάγους  ἐν  τῇ  ἐρήήµμῳ  ἐπὶ  πολλὰς  ἡµμέέρας.»  
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elsewhere   in   the   Pratum,   where   pious   bystanders   arrive   just   in   time   to   bury   an   expiring  

hermit.259  This  is  exactly  what  happens  now  too,  but  with  a  rather  unexpected  twist:    

[W]e  took  [the  hermit’s]  body  from  where  it  lay  and  dug  a  grave  for  him  there  in  the  cave.  
One  of  us   took   the  pallium  he  was  wearing  and  wrapped  the  elder’s  body   in   it;  and  we  
buried   him   in   it.   But  we   discovered   that   it   was   a  woman   –   and  we   glorified   God.  We  
performed  the  office  over  her  and  buried  her.260  

  
The   chief   point   of   interest   of   this   story,   the   fact   the   hermitess   was   a   woman,   is   thus   only  

revealed  at   the  very  end  of   the   tale.  Apart   from  the  wretched  Mary  –  who  is  not  an  anchorite  

and  also  principally  serves  as  an  exemplar  for  vice  rather  than  virtue  –  our  survey  of  tales  has  

been   lacking  so   far   in  women.  The  vast  majority  of   tales   in   the  Pratum   feature  men  practicing  

this   physically   demanding   and   unforgiving  mode   of   life.   Tale   170   is   one   of   two   in   which   a  

woman   lives   such   a   life   of   seclusion   in   the   wilderness.   The   other,   tale   19,   reports   a   cave-‐‑

dwelling   female  anchorite  paying  a  visit   to  an  abba   in  search  of  water  and  memorably   telling  

him,   “Abba,   I   too   follow   this  way   of   life,   sir.”261   Regrettably   (but   predictably),   the  woman   is  

introduced  mostly  as  a  source  of  carnal  temptation  for  the  hermit  she  visits  and  we  don’t  learn  

more  about  her  way  of  life  other  than  that  she  lives  nearby  and  is  in  the  habit  of  traveling  across  

the  desert.  Given   the   feeling   of   prurient   anxiety   that   clings   to   that   earlier   encounter   between  

male  narrator   and   anchoritess,   perhaps  we   should  not   be   surprised   that   the  hermitess   in   this  

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

                                                                                                                
259  See  Tale  90  for  an  example  of  this  motif.  (Wortley  73-‐‑73)  
260  PG87(3).3037B  (Wortley  139).  «Λαβόόντες  οὖν  τὸ  σῶµμα  αὐτοῦ  ἐκ  τοῦ  τόόπου  ὅπου  ἔκειτο,  ὠρύύξαµμεν  ἐν  αὐτῷ  τῷ  
σπηλαίίῳ,  καὶ  εἷς  ἐξ  ἡµμῶν,  ὃ  περιβέέβλητο  παλλίίον  ἀφελόόµμενος,  εἰς  αὐτὸ  ἐνετυλίίξαµμεν  τὸ  σῶµμα  τοῦ  γέέροντος,  
καὶ  ἐν  αὐτῷ  τοῦτο  ἐκηδεύύοµμεν.  Ηὕροµμεν   [δὲ]  ὅτι  γυνὴ  ὑπῆρχεν.  Καὶ  ἐδοξάάσαµμεν  τὸν  Θεόόν.  Καὶ  ποιήήσαντες  
τὸν  κανόόνα  ἐπάάνω  αὐτῆς,  ἐθάάψαµμεν  αὐτήήν.»  

261  PG  87(3).2865Β  (Wortley  13),  «Κῦρι  ἀββᾶ,  κἀγὼ  τὴν  πολιτείίαν  ταύύτην  µμετέέρχοµμαι.»  
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breathing  out  her   last  before  they  have  a  chance  to  converse  with  her.262  Once  again,  what  the  

visitors   carry   away  with   them   is   not   the   hermitess’s   body   but   rather   the   tale   of   her   blessed  

sexless  existence  in  the  deepest  wilderness.    

  

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

In  addition  to  the  post-‐‑mortem  power  of  the  holy  man  in  the  world  of  natural  phenomena,  there  

is  also  the  topos  of  peaceful  and  blessed  co-‐‑existence  of  man  and  beast,  especially   lions,  which  

continues  after  death.  This  topos  has  a  long  history  and  an  impressive  hagiographical  pedigree.  

The   best-‐‑known   example   of   such   a   symbiosis   occurs   in   the   aforementioned   Life   of   Mary   of  

Egypt,  where  Abba  Zosimas,   being   frail   of   body  and   lacking   in   suitable   implements,   is   faced  

with  hard  and  arid  desert  soil  and  almost  despairs  of  being  able  to  dig  a  suitable  grave  for  the  

holy  woman,  until  a  great  lion  arrives,  shows  himself  affectionate  and  obedient  to  the  old  man’s  

will,  and  promptly  begins  scratching  the  ground  with  his  paws.263  A  similar  event  takes  place  in  

the  Life  of  Paul  of  Thebes  attributed  (interestingly)  to  Jerome,264  where  two  lions  miraculously  

appear   to   assist  Antony  with   the   burial   of   Paul’s   remains,   join   in   the  mourning   by  means   of  

loud  roars,  and  refuse  to  be  separated  from  the  holy  man  until,  like  Jacob  with  the  angel,  they  

have   received   a   blessing   from   his   hands.265   We   also   find   several   instances   of   friendly   or  

unusually  docile   lions   in   the  beneficial   tales;  of   these,   the  delightful   story  of  Abba  Gerasimos  

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

                                                                                                                
262  For  more  examples  of  female  cave  dwellers  see  Talbot  2014:2.  
263  See  Talbot  1996:91-‐‑92.    
264  See  Wortley  1996:201.  
265  White  1998:83.  
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received  the  most  scholarly  attention,266  but  there  is  another,  lesser-‐‑known  tale  in  a  codex  unicus,  

Parisinus  græcus  1596.267  Strictly  speaking,  this  tale  does  not  belong  in  the  corpus  of  the  Pratum;  

but,  given  that   it   is   found  in  a   famous  collection  of  Paterika  which  also  contains  many  tales   in  

common  with  the  Pratum  and  that   the   tale  of   Jordanes   is  already  widely  known,  whereas   this  

one   is  not,   I   ask   indulgence   to   include   it.   In   this   tale   a   “great  monk”  had  a   servant   (οἰκέέτης)  

named  John,  who  he  initiated  into  the  monastic  way  of  life  and  taught  to  read  both  Greek  letters  

and  the  Holy  Writ.268  After  leaving  John  with  some  final  words  of  wisdom,  he  retreated  into  the  

desert.  The  narrative   then  skips  ahead   twenty-‐‑five  years  and  we  are   told   that   the  great  monk  

has  been  subsisting  on  sea-‐‑onions   (σκίίλλαι)  and   that  he   lives  with   two   lions,  who  even  share  

his   diet.269   Interestingly,   unlike   the   story   of   Gerasimos   (who,   like   St.   Jerome   and   reflecting   a  

folktale  motif  going  back  at   least   to  Æsop,   removed  a   thorn   from   the   lion   Jordanes’  paw  and  

thus  won  him  over  as  trusty  companion),   there   is  no  explanation  of  how  this  monk’s  unusual  

living  arrangement  came  about:  his  peaceable  co-‐‑habitation  with  the  lions  is  simply  presented  

to  us  as  fact  and  the  miraculous  turn  in  the  plot  begins  after  the  holy  man’s  passing.  Upon  his  

death,  the  lions  mourn  the  monk  for  three  days  and  then  dig  a  grave  a  full  fathom  deep  in  order  

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

                                                                                                                
266  See  ex.  gr.  Ševčenko  2000:82  and  Rapp  2006:101-‐‑102.  At  the  end  of  the  tale,  Moschos’s  explanation  for  the  animal’s  
extraordinary   sorrow   at   his  master’s   passing   (cited   by  Rapp   at   2006:102)   is   that   it  mirrors  Adam’s   prelapsarian  
dominion  over  all  creatures  of  the  earth:  «τοῦτο  δὲ  γέέγονεν,  οὐχ  ὡς  ψυχὴν  λογικὴν  ἔχοντος  τοῦ  λέέοντος·∙  ἀλλ᾽  
ὡς,  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  θέέλοντος  δοξάάσαι  τοὺς  δοξάάζοντας  αὐτόόν,  οὐ  µμόόνον  ἐν  τῇ  ζωῇ  αὐτῶν  ἀλλὰ  καὶ  µμετὰ  θάάνατον,  
καὶ  δεῖξαι  ποίίαν  εἶχον  τὰ  θηρίία  ὑποταγὴν  πρὸς  τὸν  Ἀδὰµμ  πρὸ  τοῦ  αὐτὸν  παρακοῦσαι  τῆς  ἐντολῆς,  καὶ  τῆς  ἐν  
Παραδείίσῳ  τρυφῆς  ἐκπεσεῖν»  (PG  87(3).2970B).  

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

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

269  See  Wortley  1996:289n18  for  a  discussion  of   this  bitter  vegetable  and  for  a  more  general  overview  of  the  dietary  
habits  of  ascetics,  refer  to  Talbot  2014:4.  
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rule  which  was  passed  on  to  him  by  his  teacher,  the  blessed  man  appears  to  him  in  a  dream  and  

tells   him,   “Behold,   your   two   small   brothers   are   expecting   you;   the   Lord   Jesus   Christ  will   be  

your  guide.”270    

   John,  ever  the  last  word  in  faithful  obedience,  sets  out  and  follows  the  angel  of  the  Lord,  

who  guides  him  to  the  place  where  his  former  master  dwelt.  When  he  arrives,  the  lions  run  out  

to   greet   him   and   receive   his   blessing.   John   then  more   or   less   takes   up   the   thread  where   his  

master  left  off,  and  at  the  end  of  his  life  he  too  is  buried  by  the  lions.  In  his  analysis  of  the  tale,  

Wortley  comments  on  the  lions’  unusually  anthropomorphic  behavior:  they  are  vegetarian,  seek  

for  blessings,  and  observe  the  burial  customs  of  human  society.  This  is  unusual  but  not  unheard  

of  in  the  beneficial  tales,  and  indeed  has  some  (less  developed)  precedent  in  the  biblical  story  of  

Daniel.  What   is  more   interesting   and   unprecedented   is   that   he   calls   the   lions   John’s   siblings  

(ἀδέέλφια).   It   shows   how   complete   the   animals’   assimilation   into   human   rhythms   and  

behaviors,  as  far  as  possible  for  them,  has  been.  In  fact,  the  monk  has  followed  a  reverse  pattern  

to   the   one   we   find   often   in   this   sort   of   story,   especially   in   the   stories   of   grazers,   where   the  

ascetic,  as  Nancy  Ševčenko  puts  it,  becomes  so  integrated  into  the  landscape  that  he  “begin[s]  to  

resemble  physically  the  animal  he  [has]  displaced.”271  

   For  the  monk  of  this  story,  however,  it  is  the  other  way  around:  he  turns  his  little  corner  

of  wilderness  into  a  κοινόόβιον  with  his  two  leonine  disciples  and  teaches  them  a  rule,  just  as  he  

will  do  with  John,  which  rule  they  follow  even  after  his  death.  He  then  appears  in  a  dream  and  

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

                                                                                                                
270  Wortley  1996:289-‐‑90.  «ἰδοὺ  γὰρ  τὰ  δύύο  ἀδέέλφιάά  σου  ἐκδέέχονταίί  σε·∙  ὁ  δὲ  Κύύριος  Ἰησοῦς  Χριστὸς  ὁδηγήήσει  σε.»  
271  Ševčenko  2000:78.  
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with   an   ordinary   monastery   of   men,   John   is   called   out   from   his   brethren   to   become   their  

spiritual   father.)  Again,   this   is   a   variation   on   the   traditional   script,   and  here   the   holy  man,   a  

newcomer  and  an  intruder  into  the  wilderness,  is  able  to  bend  nature  to  his  will  by  means  of  his  

asceticism  and  personal  virtue,  so  that  the  landscape  he  inhabits  becomes  accommodating  and  

suitable   for   his   purposes   and   its   inhabitants   either   leave   him   in   peace   or   become   his   active  

helpers  and  guardians.  In  this  case,  the  monk  recreates  in  the  wilderness  the  living  conditions  

he  had  with  John,  taking  for  disciples  the  noblest  of  the  sentient  beings  there  available.    

   There  is  a  mutual  attraction  between  righteous  man  and  righteous  nature.  We  saw  above  

how  the  grazer  on  Mt.  Elafos  desired  to  become  meek  and  obedient;  his  virtue  lay  in  cultivating  

(if  such  a  gardening  term  be  not  inappropriate)  the  laudable  Christian  traits  that  allowed  him  to  

tame   himself   and   to   become   one   with   what   we   might   call   the   noble   savagery   of   nature’s  

peaceful  side,  as  symbolized  by  the  deer.  This  was  a  success.  But  it  was  an  even  more  stunning  

success  when  John’s  spiritual  father,  already  tamed,  encountered  the  ferocious  aspect  of  nature,  

as  symbolized  by  the  lion.  Nature  and  man  once  again  came  together,  in  a  kind  of  gravitational  

pull,  but  this  time  the  greater  weight  of  glory272  was  in  the  man  –  the  monastically  trained  man  –  

and  it  was  nature  that  conformed.  

   But  the  outstanding  message  of  this  tale  is  not  only  that  everything  in  creation  is  subject  

to  man  and  that  through  personal  righteousness  even  the  most   inhospitable  surroundings  can  

be  made  into  a  haven  for  spiritual  growth,  but  that  in  such  an  arrangement  as  the  monk  creates,  

the  divine  economy  is  made  clearly  manifest.  It  is,  once  again,  this  witness  of  God’s  power  that  

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

                                                                                                                
272  Cf.  2  Cor.  4.17,  «Τὸ  γὰρ  παραυτίίκα  ἐλαφρὸν  τῆς  θλίίψεως  ἡµμῶν  καθ’  ὑπερβολὴν  εἰς  ὑπερβολὴν  αἰώώνιον  βάάρος  
δόόξης  κατεργάάζεται  ἡµμῖν.»  
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witnesses   to  his   faith   in  God’s  greatness  by  his  willingness   –   like  his   forerunner,   the  prophet  

Daniel   –   to   testify   of   his   belief   by   giving   himself   over   to   wild   beasts;   in   cases   like   that   just  

related,  it  is  the  saint’s  preservation  –  also  like  Daniel’s  –  that  constitutes  a  sign  of  divine  power  

and   providence.   In   both   cases   the   saint’s   holy   life   culminates   and   is   consummated   in   an  

impressive   interraction   with   the   highest   and   most   ferocious   of   God’s   non-‐‑human   natural  

creation,  an  interraction  which  opens  up  a  testimony  of  God’s  might  to  onlookers,  listeners  and  

readers.  

  
Chapter  3:  Conclusion  

What  then  can  we  say  in  conclusion  to  this  small  and  by-‐‑no-‐‑means-‐‑exhaustive  survey?  Of  the  

many  possible  approaches  to  these  stories,  the  one  I’d  like  to  end  with  here  is  the  importance  of  

their   (at   least   according   to   believers)   power   to   instruct   and   to   bless.   They  might   for   example  

exhort   a   listener   far   removed   from   the   stories’   locale   to   choose   edification   of   the   soul   over  

pleasures   of   the   flesh,   while   at   the   same   time   reminding   a   Christian,   who   subscribes   to   a  

religion  with  resurrection,  of  the  importance  of  the  body.  

   Whether  a  saint’s  remains  were  physically  present  among  the  greater  society  (following  

the   example   of   the   tombs   of  Abraham   and   the   other   patriarchs)   or  were   understood   to   have  

been   miraculously   whisked   away   (somewhat   after   the   examples   of   Enoch’s   translation,   the  

Lord’s  assumption,  or  the  Virgin’s  dormition),  it  was  essential  that  the  virtue  and  power  which  

he   had   accumulated   through  his   efforts  while   body   and   soul  were  united  not   remain   to   him  

alone   nor   be   withheld   from   the  more   common   lot   of   men,   who   had   a   greater   need   of   such  

things.   An   East   Roman   Bishop   Berkeley  might   have   asked,   “if   a   saint   is   transfigured   in   the  
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wilderness   and   nobody’s   there   to   see   it,   does   it   really   happen?”   Today   we   would   probably  

demand  photographs.   Important   is   that   such  an  end   that  benefited   the  saint  alone  would,   for  

the  larger  audience  of  Christians,  have  been  a  waste,  a  loss.    

   Tales  of  the  kind  we’ve  been  looking  at  prevent  this  loss  and  share  to  some  degree  that  

soul-‐‑benefiting  virtue  with  a  greater  population,  be  it  a  community  of  monks  or  the  church  as  a  

whole.  They  take  the  corporeal  and  tangible,  which  is  necessarily  limited  to  a  single  place,  and  

put   it  onto  pages   that  can  be  copied,  and   into  ears   that  are   linked   to  mouths   (which  speak   to  

other  ears,  and  so  forth).  They  convert,  in  other  words,  a  rare  and  finite  commodity  into  a  form  

where  it  can  be  shared  again  and  again  and  suffer  little  diminution.  (Indeed,  such  tales  are  often  

liable   instead  to   increase!)  And,  though  the  religious  significance  of  recording  a  culture  hero’s  

final  transfiguration  and  reporting  it  to  others  is  widespread  –  one  thinks  of  Œdipus  at  Colonus,  

Empedocles   on   Mt.   Ætna,   Romulus   and   Cæsar   in   Ovid,   and   of   course   the   Buddha   –   the  

importance   of   keeping   such   tales   from   oblivion   is   particularly   appropriate   to   a   religion   like  

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

  
  

While  I  draw  this  fleeting  breath,  
When  mine  eyes  shall  close  in  death,  
When  I  soar  to  worlds  unknown,  
See  Thee  on  Thy  judgment  throne,  
Rock  of  Ages,  cleft  for  me,  
Let  me  hide  myself  in  Thee.  
   —Augustus  Montague  Toplady,  1763  
  

The  seventh  century  ushered  in  a  period  of  great  unrest   for  Christians  on  the  Sinai  peninsula,  

leaving   in   its   wake   famine,   pestilence   and   the   ever-‐‑looming   danger   of   attack   by   agressive  

invaders.  The  anxiety  that  such  disruptive  and  destructive  events  caused  within  the  community  

of   believers   is   documented   in   a   contemporary   source,   the   Questions   and   Answers  

(Ἐρωταποκρίίσεις)  of  Anastasios  of  Sinai.  During  the  difficult  conditions  of  the  time,  with  large  

parts   of   the   desert   flooded   by   a   hostile   and   perhaps   theodicic   deluge   spilling   out   of  Arabia,  

Anastasios  instructs  his  readers  and  hearers  on  how  to  weather  the  world-‐‑storm  overwhelming  

their   society   and,   by   keeping   an   eye   fixed   on   the   never-‐‑changing   lodestar   of   their   faith,   to  

navigate   through   the   political   and   spiritual   undulations   of   a   radically   changing   earthly  

landscape.  Anastasios’s   identity,  biography  and  œuvre  have   stoked   flames  of   scholarly  debate  

spanning  several  centuries  but,  in  contrast  to  John  Klimakos  and  John  Moschos,  whose  literary  

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

large  corpus  of  texts  connected  with  the  name  Anastasios.273    

                                                                                                                
273  Baggarly  and  Kuehn  2007:xiv.  
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   Many  of  these  works  are  “pastoral  in  nature,  reflecting  [Anastasios’]  concern  to  shore  up  

Christian  communities  in  this  time  of  crisis.”274  The  Questions  and  Answers,  a  pastoral  work  par  

excellence,  has  always  attracted  a  good  deal  of  scholarly  attention,  owing  to  the  importance  and  

uniqueness   of   the   text   as   a   reflection   not   only   of   the   preoccupations   and   concerns   of   the  

common  man  but   also  as   a   source  of   informal   theology  and   lay  piety   in   the   seventh   century,  

that  “time  of  uncertainty,”  as  John  Haldon  has  called  it.275  The  varied  subject  of  these  concerns  is  

evident  from  the  wide  range  of  theological,  practical  and  scientific  questions  which  Anastasios  

fields  from  members  of  his  congregation  and  others  he  met  during  his  ministry.  But,  as  Munitiz  

has   shown,276   certain   patterns   and   thematic   repetitions   emerge   that   allow   us   to  

“extrapolate…the   sort   of   questions   that   were   troubling   his   audience”   in   particular.277   For  

example,  several  of  the  answers  provide  elementary  guidelines  for  what  a  person  might  do  and  

say   if   required   to   defend   his   faith   against   religious   opponents.278   Such   occasions,   we   may  

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

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

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

276  Munitiz  2006:l-‐‑li.  
277  Munitiz  1998:235sq..  
278  Although  this  apologetic  and  polemical  bent  is  more  pronounced  in  other  works  such  as  the  Hodegos,  which  has  
been  described  as  “a  vademecum   to  assist   the  ordinary  Christian   to  withstand   the   criticism  of  unorthodox   fellow  
believers,  with  particular  reference  to  the  situation  in  Egypt,”  it  also  occupies  an  important  place  in  the  Questions  
and   Answers   (Munitiz   1998:234).   For   an   example   of   such   a   question,   see   Appendix   20,  Question   1   in   Munitiz  
2006:208-‐‑210.  
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living,   to   their   spiritual   counselor’s   great   dismay,   in   an   increasingly   heterodox   society.279  

   Another  matter  which  seems  to  have  been  a  pressing  source  of  concern  for  Anastasios’s  

audience   was   questions   about   “the   ever   present   threat   of   death.”280   Munitiz   remarks   that  

“Anastasios   and  his   correspondents   are   particularly   fascinated   by   the   problems   of   death,   life  

after  death  and  predestination.”281  Here  we  also   find  a  great  variety  of  questions:   some  of   the  

queries   address   very   general   and   rather   abstract  matters   concerning   the   end   of   the  world.282  

Others  deal  with  perennial  concerns  such  as  the  fate  of  unattended  bodily  remains,  a  question  

we  discussed   in   a  monastic   context   in   the  previous   chapter.283   Still   other   questions  bring   into  

focus   the   contemporary   context   of   Christians   living   areas   under   occupation   where   dying   a  

martyr’s  death  was,  even  for  a  layman,  not  simply  a  possibility  but,  at  times,  a  reality.284    

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

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

                                                                                                                
279  Anastasios  not  infrequently  answers  questions  of  the  type  «ἆρα  πάάντα  τὰ  κακὰ  ὅσα  ἐποίίησαν  ταῖς  χώώραις  καὶ  
τοῖς  λαοῖς   τῶν  Χριστιανῶν  οἱ  Ἄραβες,  κατὰ  κέέλευσιν  πάάντως  καὶ   ἐπιτροπὴν  Θεοῦ  ἡµμῖν  ταῦτα  πεποίίηκαν;»  
(Question  101;  Munitiz  161).  

280  Munitiz  1998:242.  
281  Munitiz  1998:239.  
282  Question  94  (Munitiz  149)  asks  «Ἔχει  ὅρον  χρονικὸν  ἡ  συντέέλεια  τοῦ  κόόσµμου;»  Questions  of  the  end  of  the  world  
do  seem  to  align  themselves  with  the  surge  in  apocalyptic   literature  that  Haldon  (1997:368)  finds  evidence  for  in  
the  seventh  century. 

283  Thus,  question  22  for  example  asks  «Πῶς  τὸ  σῶµμα  τὸ  ὑπὸ  µμυρίίων  θηρίίων  καὶ  πετεινῶν  καταβρωθέέν,  ἢ  θαλάάττῃ  
καταποντισθέέν,   καὶ   ὑπὸ   ἀµμετρήήτων   ἰχθύύων   ἀναλωθέέν,   καὶ   ἐν   τῷ   βυθῷ   ἀφοδευθέέν,   καὶ  διαλυθέέν,   πῶς  
συνάάγεται  καὶ  εἰς  ἀνάάστασιν  ἔρχεται;»  This  question  makes  explicit  the  theological   issues  at  stake  surrounding  
the  integrity  of  body  at  the  time  of  the  Resurrection,  to  which  Anastasios  responds  that:  «Εἰ  γὰρ  πιστεύύοµμεν  αὐτὸν  
παντοδύύναµμον  εἶναι,  πάάντως  ὁ  ἐκ  τοῦ  µμὴ  ὄντος  εἰς  τὸ  εἶναι  τὸν  ἄνθρωπον  ἀγαγώών,  εὐκοπωτέέρως  τὸ  πλάάσµμα  
τὸ  ὑπ’  αὐτοῦ  πλασθὲν  καὶ  διὰ  θανάάτου  λυθὲν  ἀναπλάάσαι  καὶ  ἀνακαινίίσαι  δυνήήσεται.»  Nothing  was  beyond  
the  power  of  God,  though  Anastasios  confesses  that  many  of  the  faithful  secretly  had,  as  he  puts  it,  «σκάάνδαλον  
καὶ  δισταγµμὸν  περὶ  τῆς  τῶν  σωµμάάτων  ἀναστάάσεως.»  Quæstiones  et  Responsiones  22  (Munitiz  98,  trans.  42).  

284  Ex.  gr.  question  89,  «Πόόθεν  ὁρῶµμέέν  τινας  πολλάάκις  νῦν  προθύύµμως  ἑαυτοὺς  προδιδόόντας  εἰς  θάάνατον  ὑπὲρ  τῆς  
ὀρθοδόόξου  πίίστεως  καὶ  ἐρχοµμέένους  εἰς  αὐτὸ  τὸ  ἀποθανεῖν,  εἴτε  ἀπὸ  παρακλήήσεως  ἀνθρώώπων,  εἴτε  και  αὐτοὶ  
οἱ   τύύρρανοι   µμεταβαλλόόµμενοι   ἀπολύύουσιν   αὐτούύς;   Πόόθεν   χρὴ   λογίίζεσθαι   εἶναι   τὴν   τοιαύύτην   ἀπόόλυσιν,   ἐκ  
Θεοῦ,  ἢ  ἐξ  ἀνθρώώπων»  (Munitiz  143).  
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[Anastasios’]  audience.”285  The  practical  answers  that  he  offers   in  response  to  sometimes  quite  

complicated   theological   questions  bear   the   imprint   of  his   long   experience   as  preacher   and  an  

instructor   in   the   faith.   Dagron   has   commented   on   the   “supplementary”   nature   of   this   work  

(and,   by   extent,   this   genre),   noting   that   it   allows   Anastasios   to   explore   the   gray   areas   of  

Christian   anthropology   «dont   la   théologie   officielle   se   soucie   peu   où   les   hagiographes   ont  

l’habitude  de  broder  leurs  contes.»286  His  œuvre  also  includes  a  sizable  and  important  collection  

of  edifying  tales  which  speak  to  the  other   integral  part  of  his   formation  as  a  religious  thinker:  

his  lifelong  association  with  the  monastic  community  of  Mount  Sinai  and  his  enduring  love  and  

reverence  for  the  Fathers  who  taught  and  supported  him  in  his  formative  years  as  a  monk  there.  

The  tales  represent  a  different  kind  of  index,  in  which  some  of  the  themes  discussed  directly  in  

the  Questions  and  Answers  receive  an  indirect  narrative  treatment.    

   The  collection  known  as  The  Tales  of  the  Sinai  Fathers,  the  first  of  the  two  collections  that  

make   up   the   corpus   of   Anastasian   tales,   seems   to   be   framed   especially   (but   not   exclusively)  

with  a  monastic  audience  in  mind.287  The  Tales  of  the  Sinai  Fathers  is  unique  among  the  edifying  

tales  collections  of  late  antiquity,  because  of  its  narrow  geographical  focus.  Where  Moschos  and  

Sophronios   traveled   far   afield   in   Egypt   and   the   Levant   to   gather   their   blooms   of   virtue,  

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

                                                                                                                
285  Munitiz  1998:235-‐‑6.  
286  Dagron  1992:61.  
287   Caner   (2011:65)   surmises   that   both  Anastasios   and  Moschos’s   tales  were   probably  written   “to   edify   coenobitic  
monks  safe  within  their  fortified  compounds.”  We  will  discuss  the  local  aspect  of  these  tales  later  in  the  chapter.  
These  sorts  of  details  are  useful  and  recognizable  only  by   the  cognoscenti.  Because  of   the   lack  of  a  preface,   these  
ideas  can  only  emerge  from  the  text  itself.  Anastasios’s  habit  of  accentuating  the  couleur  locale  in  his  tales  (by  which  
I  mean  that  he  is  rather  particular  about  supplying  the  names  and  backgrounds  of  the  characters  which  populate  
his   tales  and   the  places  where   their  narratives  unfold)  could  suggest   that   the  work  was   intended  principally   for  
readers  who  had  at  least  a  passing  acquaintance  with  the  monastery  and  its  environs  –  was,  in  other  words,  by  and  
for  the  monks  of  Sinai  –  but  this  hypothesis  would  be  difficult  to  prove  (since  the  inclusion  of  such  details  might  
just  as  well  be  to  increase  credibility  or  verisimilitude  for  an  audience  not  familiar  with  the  area).  
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the   lives   of   the   saintly   men   who   lived   around   it.   The   purpose   of   the   collection   remains  

somewhat  difficult  to  discern,  given  that,  unlike  the  Pratum,  the  Tales  have  no  preface  or  explicit  

statement   of   intent.   In   the   introduction   to   his   English   translation   of   the   tales,   Donald   Caner  

remarks   that   “there   is   no   over-‐‑arching   narrative   or   obvious   thematic   connection   between  

[Anastasios’s]   stories,   besides   the   holiness   of   the   Sinai   and   its   Christian   inhabitants.”288   The  

tales’  most  recent  editor,  André  Binggeli,  refines  Caner’s  observation  by  suggesting  that,  while  

the   tales   “are   very  much   in   the   spirit   of   earlier  monastic   collections   and   the   influence   of   the  

Historia  Monachorum  or   the  The  Spiritual  Meadow   is  evident…this  collection  starts  with  a  novel  

section   devoted   to   miracles   that   took   place   on   Mt   Sinai,   suggesting   that   the   holy   place   itself  

contributed   to   the  holiness  of   the   fathers  who   lived   in   the   surrounding  desert.”289  The  mountain   thus  

forms  a  spiritual  anchor   for  monks  of  Sinai,  an  enduring  “witness   to   theophany”290  animating  

the  spiritual  lives  of  those  who  dwell  in  its  shadow  and  encouraging  them  to  take  a  dim  view  of  

this  world   and   its   vicissitudes   and   to   keep   their   eyes   trained   on   the   place  where  Moses   and  

Israel  gazed  upon  the  Lord  in  his  majesty,291  an  ever-‐‑present  physical  reminder  of  the  possibility  

of  communion  with  the  Divine.  

   Caner  has  shown  how  the  fifth  century  had  marked  a  turning-‐‑point  for  monasticism  on  

the  Sinai  peninsula  with  regards  to  its  fame  and  reputation  throughout  the  wider  empire.  After  

the  destruction  of  Sketis  at  the  beginning  of  that  century,  the  Sinai  desert  gained  custody  of  the  

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

                                                                                                                
288  Caner  2010:173.  
289  Binggeli  2014:149-‐‑150  (emphasis  mine).  
290  Heim  1985:197.  
291  Ex.  33:12,  Num.  14:14,  Deut.  5:4  and  34:10.  
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remote   Egyptian   oases,   beyond   all   worldly   interference   or   concern.”292   It   is   likely   that,  

particularly   in   the   minds   of   its   visitors   and   pilgrims,   the   presence   of   such   ascetics   only  

increased   the   air   of   sanctity   and   sublimity   that   clung   to   these   already-‐‑hallowed   grounds.  

Contributing   to   this   process   of   mythologizing   the   peninsula   was   also   the   development   of  

various  Sinai  martyr  traditions  and  their  cults,  with  their  close  ties  to  the  coenobitic  monasteries  

at   the   foot   of   the  mountain   itself   and   at   the   nearby   settlement   of   Raïthou.   The   fifth-‐‑century  

Narrations   of   pseudoNeilos,   a   work  whose   novelistic   storytelling   and  wealth   of   couleur   locale  

have  made  it  an  enticing  object  for  students  of  early-‐‑Christian  narrative,  but  whose  questionable  

historicity  has  continued  to  frustrate  historians,  as  well  as  the  fifth-‐‑  or  sixth-‐‑century  Ammonios  

Report,  an  equally  intriguing  but  problematic  text,  reflect  the  growth  and  increasing  popularity  

of  the  martyr  cults  at  both  Sinai  and  Raïthou.293  The  establishment  of  a  martyr  tradition  at  Sinai,  

Caner  adds,  was  what  helped  secure  its  position  as  one  of  the  major  centers  of  the  faith,  thereby  

“completing  a  process  of  Christianization.”294    

   Stories   about   monks   suffering   and   dying   for   the   faith   at   the   hands   of   ruthless  

“barbarians,”   which   form   the   thematic   core   of   pseudoNeilos’s  Narrations   and   the  Ammonios  

Report,   also   have   a   substantial   presence   in   Moschos’s   Pratum.   Though   his   focus   extends   far  

beyond  the  Sinai  desert,  Moschos  includes  several  rather  gruesome  tales  about  hapless  monks  

made   vulnerable   by   their   isolation,   their   mistreatment   and   sometimes   their   murder   by  

bloodthirsty   and   predatory   enemies.295   Moschos’s   tales   seem   to   “emphasize   atrocities.”296  

                                                                                                                
292  Caner  2010:65.  
293   For   a   thorough   discussion   of   these   two   texts   that   also   touches   on   questions   such   as   dating,   historicity   and  
reception,  see  Caner  2010:54-‐‑57.  

294  Caner  2010:64.  
295  See  the  Pratum,  tales  21,  99,  133,  155.  
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Though  such  stories  were  likely  gathered  with  the  intention  of  promoting  a  nascent  martyr  cult,  

and   as   such   form   notoriously   unreliable   witnesses   –   as   Caner   prudently   notes,   “the   safest  

course  may  be  to  use  early  Sinai  history  to  understand  the  Narrations  and  the  Report,  rather  than  

the  other  way  around”297  –  nevertheless,  when  all  the  heroic  suffering,  over-‐‑the-‐‑top  depictions  

of  senseless  cruelty  and  narrative  liberties  are  “skimmed  off  the  top,”  what  remains  is  a  picture  

of  monastic  life  in  which  managing  a  modus  vivendi  with  the  other  inhabitants  of  the  peninsula  

seems  to  have  been  a  greatly  challenging  proposition  more  often  than  not.298  

     As  the  third  and  last  major  Sinai-‐‑focused  monastic  narrative  source  to  emerge  from  the  

late   Antique   period,   The   Tales   of   the   Sinai   Fathers   is   born   out   of   a   rich   and   complex   literary  

tradition.  In  the  rest  of  this  chapter,  we  will  investigate  how  the  Tales  partake  in  and  perpetuate  

the   thematic   interests   and   spiritual   objectives   of   that   tradition,   but   also   how,   by   being   the  

discrete   literary  product  of  a  particular   time  and  place  and  the  work  of  a  monk  with  a  strong  

pastoral  vocation,  it  is  set  apart  as  something  distinct  and  situated  in  its  contemporary  context.    

   One   of   the   most   evident   breaks   with   tradition   in   this   text   is   the   de-‐‑emphasizing   of  

martyrdom.   As   we   will   see   later   in   the   chapter,   there   certainly   is   evidence   in   the   stories   of  

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

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
296  Caner  2010:67.  
297  Caner  2010:56.  
298   For  more   on   relations   between   the  monks   and   their   various   neighbors,   see  Caner   2010:50sqq.  What’s   of   course  
entirely  erased  (or  perhaps  we  ought  to  say  omitted)  from  such  stories  emerging  from  the  dominant  culture  on  the  
peninsula,  is  any  kind  of  narrative  that  represents  the  monks  as  anything  but  peaceful  benefactors  to  those  around  
them.  Despite  indications  of  a  profitable  mutual  dependency,  their  good  is  rewarded  with  destruction,  depredation  
and   aggression   (cf.   Psalm   109:5).   Caner   (2010:50)   includes   an   instructive   example   where   he   reads   a   piece   of  
contemporary  hagiography  “against  the  grain,”  in  order  to  reveal  a  possible  instance  of  monastic  “colonization”  of  
Bedouin   land:   “The   Life   of   Theognis,   written   by   a   seventh-‐‑century   monk   at   Elusa,   describes   how   one   Saracen  
threatened  a  monk,  not  to  obtain  money  or  food,  but  merely  to  intimidate  and  drive  him  out  of  the  cave  he  was  
occupying.  Since  it  is  common  for  Bedouin  to  use  caves  to  pen  their  sheep,  perhaps  this  story  reflects  a  shepherd’s  
effort  to  reclaim  such  a  pen  from  a  monastic  squatter.”  
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narrative   of   active   or   even   passive   resistance.  What   takes   its   place   is   a   landscape   that   seems  

almost  inured  to  the  harmful  and  disruptive  intrusions  of  reality.299  Anastasios,  Caner  suggests,  

infuses  many  of  his  stories  with  a  “dreamlike  or  nostalgic  feel,  perhaps  because  many  seem  to  

reach  back  into  earlier,  more  tranquil  periods  of  Sinai  history.”300  We  will  study  the  process  of  

literary   world-‐‑building   in   the   tales   and   focus   particularly   on   the   sacralizing   effect   of   the  

mountain   as   a   locus   of   immense   spiritual   power   which   imparts   an   otherworldly   gloss   to   its  

surroundings  and  the  devout  Christians  who  inhabit  it.  We  examine,  in  connection  with  this,  a  

number  of  tales  where  this  psalmodic  harmony  is  jarred  by  the  faulty  notes  of  a  cacophonous,  

contemporary   reality;  we  argue   that   such   tales   reflect   and  acknowledge   the   “era  of  profound  

stress   and   transition”301   in   which   they   were   written,   offering   examples   and   examplars   for  

imitation  that  guide  and  shore  up  an  anxious  readers  and  listeners  of  the  age.    

   Lastly,  we  will  consider  the  legacy  of  John  Klimakos,  whose  presence  looms  large  over  

the  Tales.  Marinides  has  described  Klimakos’s  appearances   in   the  Tales,   some  of  which  record  

the  famed  abbot  and  influential  monastic  thinker’s  speech  and  actions,  as  a  way  of  presenting  

the  teachings  contained  in  the  “forbiddingly  monastic  Ladder”  and  making  them  “accessible  to  

laypeople.”302  Elsewhere  and   in  a  similar  vein,  Binggeli   suggests   that   the   tales  were  not   just  a  

vehicle   for   presenting  Klimakan   thought   but   that   the   collection   itself  was   formed   in   order   to  

“celebrate   [Klimakos’s]  memory.303  Building  on  these   two  ideas  –   that  central  objectives  of   the  

                                                                                                                
299  For  refuge  to  the  mountain  as  a  classic  response  to  danger,  cf.  Luke  21:20-‐‑21,  «Ὅταν  δὲ  ἴδητε  κυκλουµμέένην  ὑπὸ  
στρατοπέέδων  τὴν  Ἰερουσαλήήµμ,  τόότε  γνῶτε  ὅτι  ἤγγικεν  ἡ  ἐρήήµμωσις  αὐτῆς.  Τόότε  οἱ  ἐν  τῇ  Ἰουδαίίᾳ  φευγέέτωσαν  
εἰς  τὰ  ὄρη,  καὶ  οἱ  ἐν  µμέέσῳ  αὐτῆς  ἐκχωρείίτωσαν…»  

300  Caner  2010:173.  
301  Caner  2010:173.  
302  Marinides  2014:343.  
303  Caner  2010:173n4.  
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Tales   are   to   commemorate   the   sainted  abbot’s   life   and   service   to   the  Sinai   community  and   to  

explain   his   teachings   to   a   wider   audience   –   we   intend   to  make   a   particular   study   of   stories  

about  the  death  of  monks  and  to  see  whether  Klimakan  teaching  informs  (or  perhaps  we  should  

say,   is   embedded   in)   the  way   these   events   are  presented.  We  base   that   line  of   inquiry  on   the  

premise  that  if  the  tales  represent  kind  of  a  mise  en  scène  of  the  monastic  teachings  set  forth  by  

Klimakos   in   the  Ladder,   it   should  not  come  as  a  surprise   that   repentance,   the  remembrance  of  

death,  and  mourning  occupy  a  central  position  in  the  thought-‐‑world  of  the  tales  as  well.304    

  

Anastasios  as  a  Sinai  Monk  

Most  of  what  is  known  about  Anastasios  and  his  time  at  Sinai  comes  from  his  writing;  the  tales  

in  particular  are  surprisingly  self-‐‑referential  and  it   is  possible   to  glean,   from  seemingly  casual  

remarks  which  he  tacks  on  to  various  tales,  a  great  deal  of  information  about  his  life,  the  people  

he  knew  and  the  places  he  lived  and  visited.  305  Thus,  from  the  first  tales  collection  we  learn  (tale  

I.29)   that,   having  had   a   great   ascetic   for   a   spiritual   father,   he  himself   advanced   in  his   ascetic  

practice;   in   the   second  collection,   the  Edifying  Tales,  he  mentions  a  disciple  of  his  own  named  

John  (II.5).  He  also  seems  to  have  practiced  various  forms  of  monasticism,  spending  three  years  

as   a   hermit   at   the   satellite   colony   of   Arselaiou   (I.14),   whose   precipitous,   inhospitable   terrain  

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

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

305  Marinides  2014:337.  
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companion  but  made  a  habit  of  withdrawing  to  the  desert  for  solitary  contemplation  during  the  

day   (I.31).   In   addition   to   his   monastic   vocation,   he   also   seems   to   have   had   some   medical  

experience;  he  mentions  in  tale  I.3  that  he  was  warden  of  the  monastery’s  infirmary.  

   The   abundance   of   personal   information   that   the   attentive   reader   can   discover  

throughout   the   tales   caused   Bernard   Flusin   to   propose   an   intriguing   theory.   Any   monastic  

writer  with  an  autobiographical   impulse  is  faced  with  a  number  of  problems  when  seeking  to  

transmit  the  events  of  his  life  to  posterity  through  the  written  word.  Bound  on  the  one  hand  by  

the  monastic  imperative  to  humility  above  all  and,  on  the  other,  by  the  overwhelming  sanctity  

of  the  subject(s)  he  is  supposed  to  be  describing,  there  remains  little  room  for  personal  narrative  

and  so  a  measure  of  invention  had  to  be  found  for  the  author  to  achieve  his  end.  Flusin  calls  this  

strategy   biographie   deguisée   and   suggests   that   Anastasios   sometimes   speaks   of   his   own   deeds  

and   accomplishments   using   an   unnamed   stand-‐‑in   for   himself,   who   he   refers   to   in   the   third  

person.306    

     
The  Identity  of  Anastasios  

The   exceptional   richness   and   variety   of   the   Anastasian   corpus   has   in   the   past   given   rise   to  

theories  that  there  were  several  people  named  Anastasios  writing  in  the  seventh  century.  A  case  

in  point  for  how  divisive  the  question  of  authorship  could  be  is  found  in  the  work  known  as  the  

Hexaemeron.   According   to   its   modern   editors,   this   lengthy,   learned   commentary   on   the  

beginning   chapters   of   Genesis   has   historically   been   attributed   to   three   different   Anastasii,307  

                                                                                                                
306  See  Flusin  1991:397-‐‑400  and  tale  C.10  («οἶδα  ἐγώώ  τινα»).  
307  Baggarly  and  Kuehn  2007:xiv,  “The  first  is  Anastasius  I,  patriarch  of  Antioch  from  559-‐‑570  and  again  from  593-‐‑598.  
The  second  is  Anastasius  II,  Patriarch  of  Antioch  from  599-‐‑609.  The  third  is  Anastasius  of  Sinai,  priest  and  monk  of  
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though  the  current  consensus,  supported  by  this  most  recent  edition,   is   that   the  work  belongs  

genuinely   to  Anastasios   of   Sinai.308   For   the   tales,  matters  were   equally   unresolved   for   a   long  

time,  owing  in  part  to  difficulties  surrounding  the  identity  of  the  author  but  also  because  of  the  

considerable  challenges  inherent  in  producing  a  critical  edition  of  a  popular  Byzantine  religious  

tales  collection  with  such  a  sizeable  corpus  of  manuscript  witnesses.  François  Nau  published  a  

version  of  the  tales  based  on  two  Parisian  manuscripts  in  1902-‐‑03  and  until  recently  this  careful  

edition  was  the  standard  version  of  the  text.  In  recent  years,  two  events  have  paved  the  way  for  

a  new  critical   engagement  with   the   tales:   first,   in   an  article  published   in  1991,  Flusin   showed  

that  both  of   the  tales  collections  traditionally  associated  with  the  name  Anastasios  were   likely  

from   the   pen   of   a   Cypriot-‐‑born   but   (at   least   for   some   part   of   his   life)   Sinai-‐‑based  monk   and  

priest  by  that  name,  who  was  still  writing  around  the  turn  of  the  eighth  century.309  Additionally,  

building  on  the  work  of  Paul  Canart,  Flusin  was  able   to  prove  through  careful  analysis  of   the  

most   important   testimonia   that   the   order   of   the   tales   was   not   as   “fluctuant”   as   had   been  

previously   surmised.310   His   student,   the   Swiss   scholar   André   Binggeli,   then   carried   these  

important  beginnings   to   their  necessary   conclusion  by  preparing  a   critical   edition,   translation  

and  commentary  for  his  doctoral  work  in  2001.311  Although  Binggeli  has  yet  to  publish  his  work  

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

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

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

309  Flusin  1991:395.  
310  Flusin  1991:384.  By  identifying  and  resolving  an  unintentional  break  in  the  text  introduced  by  scribal  error  in  one  
of  the  principal  witnesses,  the  Vaticanus,  he  was  also  able  to  propose  a  order  for  the  tales  that  reflected  the  sequence  
found  in  other  manuscripts.  

311  Anastase  le  Sinaïte,  Récits  sur  le  Sinaï  et  Récits  utiles  à  l’âme.  Édition,  traduction,  commentaire  (University  of  Paris).  
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already   supersedes   Nau’s   1902/03   edition,   both   because   it   was   collated   from   a   much   larger  

number  of  manuscript  witnesses   and   includes   a  valuable   apparatus  drawn   from  his   collation  

work,  and  also  because  it  includes  several  tales  not  present  in  Nau’s  edition.312    

   Binggeli  also  preserves  the  custom,  emerging  from  the  manuscript  tradition,  of  dividing  

Anastasios’s   tales   into   discrete   sets:   the   above-‐‑mentioned  Tales   of   the   Sinai   Fathers   (Διηγήήσεις  

τῶν   Πατέέρων)   and   also   the   Edifying   Tales   (Διηγήήµματα   Στηρικτικάά).   This   second   collection  

differs  a  great  deal  from  the  first  in  its  thematic  focus  and  its  geographical  locations:  these  tales  

look  far  beyond  the  confines  of  the  Lord’s  Mountain  to  narrate  stories  occuring  in  Alexandria,  

Jerusalem  and  even  Cyprus,  among  other  places.  Their  focus,  as  Flusin  puts  it,  is  the  problems  

caused   by   «le   grand   mal   qui   menace   la   chrétienté   au   temps   d’Anastase[;]»   that   is   to   say,  

religious  opponents   (particularly  Muslims  and  Monophysites)  and  demons.313  The   two  sets  of  

tales,  when  joined  together  as  a  textual  unit,  have  faced  a  problem  similar  to  that  of  the  overall  

corpus   of  Anastasian  works,   though   on   a   smaller   scale,   in   that   scholars   (and  Nau   is   notable  

among   them)  have   found   it  difficult   to   reconcile   the  differences   in   these  collections  and  have,  

consequently,  wondered  whether  they  could  have  been  authored  by  the  same  person.  Binggeli,  

following  Flusin   and  what   appears   to   be   the   emerging   consensus,   accepts   both   collections   as  

being  by  a  single  author.    

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

An  instructive  place  to  begin  examining  Anastasios’s  portrayal  of  Sinai  as  a  place  where  the  veil  

between   this  world   and   the   next   is   especially   thin,   and   contact  with   the   divine   is   a   frequent  

occurrence,   is  miracles  involving  pilgrims.  From  other  sources,  most  notably  the  travelogue  of  

Egeria  (late  4th  cent.)  and  the  accounts  of  the  Piacenza  pilgrim  (6th  cent.),  we  are  relatively  well  

informed   about  what   it   was   like   to   be   a   pilgrim   on   and   around   the  Holy  Mountain   in   Late  

Antiquity.   Anastasios’s   stories   provide   an   interesting   supplement   to   these   earlier   pilgrims’  

accounts   by  offering  narratives   from   the  perspective   of   host,   rather   than  guest   or   visitor.  His  

tales  show  that  the  monks  of  the  monastery  at  the  foot  of  the  mountain  practiced  an  expansive  –  

and,  one  imagines,  fairly  lucrative  –  form  of  hospitality  in  looking  after  the  many  visitors  who  

traveled  to  the  Holy  Mountain  each  year.  Two  tales  give  us  an  idea  of  the  numbers  of  pilgrims  

present   visiting   the   site   in  Anastasios’s   time.  Tale   I.12  preserves   a  delightful   vignette   of   John  

Klimakos  during  his  time  as  hegumen.  While  presiding  over  a  mealtime  gathering  of  his  flock  

and  600  pilgrims,  the  sainted  abbot  notices  an  unknown  person  coordinating  the  suppers  of  the  

brethren  and  the  assembled  guests:  

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

  

                                                                                                                
314  I.12  (Binggeli  184-‐‑185;  Caner  182),  «Ἀµμέέλει  γοῦν  ἐν  µμιᾷ  εἰσελθόόντων  ἐνταῦθα  περίίπου  ἑξακοσίίων  ξέένων,  ἐν  τῷ  
καθέέζεσθαι  αὐτοὺς  καὶ  ἐσθίίειν  θεωρεῖ  ὁ  ὅσιος  Ἰωάάννης  ὁ  πατὴρ  ἡµμῶν  τινὰ  κονδροκούύρευτον  ἀναβεβληµμέένον  
Ἰουδαϊκῶς   σινδόόνα   περιτρέέχοντα   καὶ   κατ᾽   ἐξουσίίαν   ἐπιτρέέποντα   τοῖς   τε   µμαγείίροις   καὶ   οἰκονόόµμοις   καὶ  
κελλαρίίταις   καὶ   λοιποῖς   ὑπουργοῖς.   Μετὰ   οὖν   τὸ   ὑπάάγειν   τὸν   λαὸν   καθεσθέέντων   φαγεῖν   τῶν   ὑπηρετῶν,  
ἐζητεῖτο   ἐκείίνοις   ὁ   παντὶ   περιτρέέχων   καὶ   ἐπιτάάττων   καὶ   οὐχ   ηὑρίίσκετο.   Τόότε   ὁ   τοῦ   Χριστοῦ   δοῦλος   ὁ  
ἡγούύµμενος  λέέγει.  Ἐάάσατε  αὐτόόν.  Οὐδὲν  ξέένον  ἐποίίησεν  ὁ  κῦρις  Μωϋσῆς  εἰς  τὸν  ἴδιον  τόόπον  διακονήήσας.» 
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John’s  casual  attitude  to  the  prophetic  apparition  emphasizes  that  Sinai  was  a  place  where  the  

divine  presence  was  easily  and  frequently  entwined  with  the  lives  and  experiences  of  those  on  

the  mountain.  Moreover,   as  Klimakos  notes  by   saying   that   it   is   natural   to   find  Moses   “in  his  

own  place,”   the   spiritual  proximity   to  God  and  his  prophet   that   they  enjoyed  was,   in   a   large  

part,   due   to   their   physical   presence   in   that   most   holy   place.   Moses’s   unobtrusive   presence  

among  the  brethren  and  pilgrims  suggests  that  to  the  minds  of  those  present,  the  Mountain  was  

a  place  where  biblical  history  was  potent  and  actualized:  illud  tempus  was  also  hoc  tempus.  

   The   tremendous   spiritual   power   of   Sinai   as   a   site   of   pilgrimage   is   attested   in   another  

tale,  where  no  fewer  than  800  pilgrims  have  an  intense,  collective  encounter  with  divine  fire  on  

the   summit   of   the   mountain.   It   was   the   custom,   Anastasios   tell   us,   of   800   Armenians   to  

undertake  a  yearly  pilgrimage  to  Sinai  to  offer  prayers  upon  the  mountain.315  Having  gathered  

at   the   summit,   the   pious   travelers   suddenly   appear   to   be   engulfed   in   a   great   fire.316  After   an  

hour  of  devotions  and  fearful  pleas  for  mercy,  the  flames  cease  and  it  transpires  that  not  a  single  

pilgrim  has  suffered  harm  from  the  conflagration.  Anastasios  concludes   the   tale  with  a  report  

that  the  Armenian  pilgrims  were  left  with  an  imprint  of  the  manifestation  of  the  divine  presence  

in  a  beautifully  symbolic  way:   though   they   themselves  were  hale  and  hearty,   the   tips  of   their  

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

                                                                                                                
315  I.4  (Binggeli  174;  Caner  176). 
316  Ibid.  Holy  fire  strikes  fear  and  awe  into  faithful  and  infidel  alike:  in  the  Ammonios  Report,  holy  fire  is  similarly  used  
as   a  deterrent  when  a  group  of   Sinai  monks   is  under   attack   and  a   awesome  manifestation  of  divine   fire   on   the  
summit   of   the   mountains   scares   away   the   “Saracens”   (which   seems   to   be   ethnic   denomination   rather   than   a  
religious  one  here)  who  are  threatening  them.  See  Caner  2010:151sq.  
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country,   as   if   speaking   aloud,   that   ‘Today   on   the  Holy  Mountain   of   Sina   the   Lord  was   seen  

again  in  fire.’”  They  have  become  (like  Aaron317)  prophets  to  their  own  people  in  Armenia.  

   Though  such  large-‐‑scale  public  displays  of  God’s  power  are  uncommon318  –  the  example  

with   the   Priests   of   Baal   is   a   rare   one   –   Sinai   holds   a   special   position.   It   is   the   archetypal  

mountain.319   The   mountain   itself   stands   between   heaven   and   earth;   its   wilderness   stands  

between  the  nations;   things  here  can  happen   in   the  plural:  “And  [the  Egyptians]  will   tell   it   to  

the  inhabitants  of  [Canaan]:  for  they  have  heard  that  thou  [art  the  Lord]  among  this  people;  that  

thou,  Lord,   art   seen   face   to   face;   and   that   thy   cloud   standeth  over   them;   and   that   thou  goest  

before  them,  by  day  time  in  a  pillar  of  a  cloud,  and  in  a  pillar  of  fire  by  night.”320  Here,  even  a  

large  group  of  eight  hundred  Armenians  can  play  the  role  of  the  Camp  of  Israel.  

   Anastasios   cleverly   uses   imagery   from   the   books   of   Exodus   and  Daniel   to   situate   the  

pilgrims’  experiences  in  a  scriptural  framework  and  to  show  that  the  Lord’s  manifestation  to  his  

prophet   animated   the   space   where   it   occurred   with   such   an   enduring   abundance   of   divine  

power   that   it   was   possible   even   centuries   later   for   a   large   group   of   humble   pilgrims   to  

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

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

                                                                                                                
317  Ex.  4:16,  7:1.  
318  “[T]he  gift  of   the  vision  of  God,  however,  was  not  something  associated  primarily  with   laypeople,  but  with   the  
mystical  initiate,  the  solitary  Moses-‐‑like  figure  of  the  desert  anchorite”  (Marinides  2014:319).  

319  Its  position  as  such  is  seen  in  the  second  hemistich  of  Deborah’s  exlamation:  «Ὄρη  ἐσαλεύύθησαν  ἀπὸ  προσώώπου  
Κυρίίου  Ἐλωΐ  -‐‑  τοῦτο  Σινᾶ  [even  Sinai  itself]  ἀπὸ  προσώώπου  Κυρίίου  θεοῦ  Ἰσραήήλ!»  (Judges  5:5).  

320  Num.  14:14  «…ἀκηκόόασιν  ὅτι  σὺ  εἶ  Κύύριος  ἐν  τῷ  λαῷ  τούύτῳ,  ὅστις  ὀφθαλµμοῖς  κατ  ὀφθαλµμοὺς  ὀπτάάζῃ,  Κύύριε,  
καὶ  ἡ  νεφέέλη  σου  ἐφέέστηκεν  ἐπ᾽  αὐτῶν  καὶ  ἐν  στύύλῳ  νεφέέλης  σὺ  πορεύύῃ  πρόότερος  αὐτῶν  τὴν  ἡµμέέραν  καὶ  ἐν  
στύύλῳ   πυρὸς   τὴν   νύύκτα.»   For   the   pillar,   cf.   Ex.   13:21-‐‑22,   14:19-‐‑20,   33:9-‐‑10.   Note   the   plural   also   in   Deut.   5:4,  
«Πρόόσωπον  κατὰ  πρόόσωπον  ἐλάάλησεν  Κύύριος  πρὸς  ὑµμᾶς  ἐν  τῷ  ὄρει  ἐκ  µμέέσου  τοῦ  πυρόός.»  
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head  singed.”321  But  Anastasios  parts  ways  with  the  biblical  story  briefly,  in  order  to  underscore  

an  important  point:  while  the  youths  emerged  from  the  furnace  completely  unaffected  (“neither  

were   their   coats   changed,   nor   the   smell   of   fire   had   passed   on   them”),   the   pilgrims   retain   a  

witness   of   their   Moses-‐‑like   encounter   with   the   Lord,   not   on   their   bodies   but   on   that   most  

Mosaic/Aaronic  of   symbols:   they   return   to   their  homeland  with   char-‐‑tipped  staves   in  hand,  a  

souvenir   (in   the   original   sense   of   the   term)   of   their   experience.  Any   listener   familiar  with   the  

Books  of  Moses  will  surely  have  recognized  the  importance  of  using  a  staff  as  a  sign  –  after  the  

fire  itself,  it  is  the  first  sign  the  Lord  uses  when  introducing  himself  to  Moses,  and  one  whereby  

Moses  and  Aaron  testify  of  the  Lord  to  others.322    

   Besides  the  staff  and  the  fire,  the  other  two  signs  the  Burning  Bush  gives  Moses  are  his  

(Moses’s)  hand,323  which  holds  the  staff,324  and  water,  which  the  staff  brings  forth.325  While  the  

staff-‐‑bearing  pilgrims  in  our  story  walk  away  unharmed,  in  other  tales  the  marks  of  the  divine  

presence  can  be  actual  destruction  of  the  hand.  For  instance,  in  tale  I.5  (Binggeli  176;  Caner  177)  

a  monk,  hiding  in  the  shrine  at  the  summit,  where  he  wasn’t  supposed  to  be  at  night,  attempts  

to  trim  the  wick  in  one  of  the  lamps.  Sparks  fly  out  and  by  divine  command  half  of  his  body  is  

“withered”   («ἐξηράάνθη»).   In   Moses’s   encounter   with   divine   fire,   the   prophet’s   hand   was  

transfigured  (“leprous”   in  Hebrew,  «ὡς  χιώών»  in  the  Septuagint)  and  then  quickly  restored;326  

but  the  damage  to  this  monk’s  withered  hand  is  a  mark  he  must  wear  in  perpetuity.  In  tale  I.26  

                                                                                                                
321  Dan.  3:27.  
322  Ex.  4:1-‐‑5,  4:17,  7:9-‐‑12,  7:17,  14:16.  For  fire,  note  that  the  entire  mountain  can  be  in  flame:  «Καὶ  ἐπιστρέέψας  κατέέβην  
ἐκ  τοῦ  ὄρους  καὶ  τὸ  ὄρος  ἐκαίίετο  πυρίί,  καὶ  αἱ  δύύο  πλάάκες  ἐπὶ  ταῖς  δυσὶ  χερσίίν  µμου»  (Deut.  9:15). 

323  Ex.  4:6-‐‑8.  
324  Ex.  4:2:  «Τίί  τοῦτόό  ἐστιν  τὸ  ἐν  τῇ  χειρίί  σου;»  
325  Ex.  4:9  (see  also  7:17-‐‑21,  14:16,  14:21-‐‑29).  
326  Ex.  4:6-‐‑7.  
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a  certain  Abba  Orentios  makes  his  burned  hand  –  also  punishment  for  earlier  disobedience  –  a  

signature   of   his   humility;   from   this,   “God’s   favor   did   not   abandon   the   old   man.”327   These  

various  signs  show  that  the  people  involved  have  been,  if  not  transfigured,  then  most  certainly  

transformed  by  their  contact  with   the  divine,  and  with   their  Mosaic   tokens   they  advertise  not  

only  that  God  lives  and  manifests  himself  to  his  faithful  but,  most  importantly,  that  he  does  so  

on  Mount  Sinai.  

   For  the  monks  who  acted  as  guides  and  companions  to  these  visitors  to  the  biblical  past,  

the  scriptural  overlay  that  the  surrounding  topography  acquired  left  an  even  more  pronounced  

imprint  on  their  way  of  life.  Anastasios  traces  the  effect  on  monks  of  living  in  such  a  spiritually  

charged  environment  in  a  story  that  resembles  the  experiences  of  the  Armenian  pilgrims.  This  

tale   is   also   the   first   in   the   collection,   so   it   is   not   unreasonable   to   assume   that  Anastasios   (or  

whoever   arranged   the   tales   after   him)   looked   to   this   story   to   set   the   tone   for   the   rest   of   the  

narratives.  The  tale  in  question  also  describes  a  journey  to  the  mountain’s  summit  but,  instead  

of  a  large  group  of  pilgrims,  the  party  consists  of  only  two  fathers:  an  older,  more  experienced  

monk  and  his  younger   companion.  Anastasios   adds   in  passing   that   the   senior  partner  of   this  

duo  “is  still  alive”  at  the  time  he  records  this  story.328  It  should  be  noted  that,  while  Anastasios  

does  much  to  celebrate  the  mystique  (if  we  may  call  it  that)  of  the  Mountain,  describing  Sinai  as  

a  place  teeming  with  numinous  potential,  he  is  careful  not  to  sever  its  ties  with  the  reality  of  his  

audience,  making  sure  it  remains  a  “visitable”  place  both  physically  and  spiritually.  This  small  

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

                                                                                                                
327  Binggeli  201;  Caner  188,  «Οὐ  µμὴν  ἡ  τοῦ  Θεοῦ  χάάρις  τοῦ  γέέροντος  ὑπεχώώρησε.»  
328  Binggeli  170;  Caner  174,  «ὁ  καὶ  περιώών».  
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in   nearly   all   of   the   tales   collections   under   consideration   in   this   thesis   –   serves   as   just   such   a  

device   for   bridging   the   reader’s   horizons   of   experience   with   the   exceptional   miracles   and  

encounters  with  the  divine  which  he  reads  about  in  the  tales.  This  man  may,  like  Moses,  have  

seen  the  Lord  face  to  face,  but   in  this  present  day  he  is  still  alive  to  tell   the  tale.   In   it,  and  not  

unimportantly,  Anastasios  also  reminds  readers  of  his  own  familiarity  with  the  fathers  and  their  

world.  The  pair’s  ascent  coincides  with  their  entry   into  the  realm  of  supernatural  experiences;  

this   entry   is   signaled   gradually,   first   by   the   introduction   of   an   otherworldly   fragrance  which  

they  notice  as   they  approach   the   church  on   the   summit.  The  disciple,  being  unaccustomed   to  

such   immediate   contact   with   the   divine,   rationalizes   that   it   must   be   the   church’s   custodian  

burning  incense;  but  the  older  monk,  grasping  the  true  nature  of  the  divine  scent,  tells  him  “this  

is   no   earthly   fragrance.”329   Their   encounter   then   develops   from   an   olfactory   into   a   visual  

experience  (which  in  the  hierarchy  of  encounters  with  divinity  ranks  higher  than  a  scent  alone)  

and  they  see  the  church  at   the  summit  “blazing  inside   like  a  fiery  furnace,  with  fire   flickering  

out   of   all   its  windows.”330  When   the  disciple’s   initial   terror   subsides,   “as   into   a   furnace,   they  

fearlessly   entered   the   shrine   and   prayed.”331   As   in   the   story   of   the   Armenian   pilgrims,   the  

imagery  and  quotations   from   the  book  of  Daniel   connects   the   experiences  of   the   fathers  with  

those  of  the  three  Hebrew  youths,  but  even  more  significant  here  are  the  allusions  to  Exodus  34,  

when  Moses  appears  to  the  Israelites  having  stood  face  to  face  with  the  Lord.  When  day  breaks,  

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

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

    
As   with   Moses,   the   mystical   encounter   has   left   the   two   fathers   with   a   visage   made  

supernaturally  bright,  which  they  cannot  conceal  from  a  “slave  of  the  Lord”  (a  term  Anastasios  

also   applies   to   John   Klimakos   above).   Whether   or   not   they,   like   Moses,   are   unaware   of   the  

radiance  they  wear  upon  their  countenances,  they  are  met  (as  Moses  was  by  the  prophet  Aaron)  

by   a   figure   that   can   discern   them.   And,   though   they   try   to   hide   the   experience   from   that  

spiritually  gifted  custodian,  he  –   like  a  cartographer  of   the  soul  –  can  read  upon  their  “maps”  

the  unmistakable   image  of   the  great   and  sacred  mountain,  where  God  and  man  come   face   to  

face.333  

  

Spiritualized  Men  

The  mountain   thus   gives   a   deeply   spiritual   cast   to   the   lives   and   the   asceticism  of   the   fathers  

who  live  around  it,  as  though  they  participate  in  a  lasting  communion  with  the  divine  because  

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

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

333  Cf.  Ex.  33:12  («ἐνώώπιος  ἐνωπίίῳ»),  Deut.  5.4  and  34:10  («πρόόσωπον  κατὰ  πρόόσωπον»),  Num.  14:14  («ὀφθαλµμοῖς  
κατ᾽  ὀφθαλµμούύς»).  For  the  face-‐‑to-‐‑face  experience  as  terrifying,  in  an  episode  where  a  fiery  staff  is  again  involved,  
see   Judges  6:21-‐‑24.   In   the  Ammonios  Report  §17,   there   is  also  a   curious   story  about   the   face  of  a  holy  man  called  
Joseph  shining  brightly  after  his  death.  In  fact,  this  embedded  tale  assembles  several  of  the  tropes  associated  with  
“holy  death”  at   Sinai   that   are  discussed   in   this   chapter;   Joseph  disappears   for  many  years,   to   the  dismay  of  his  
disciple  Gelasios,  only   to  reappear  mysteriously.  He  claims  he  was   in  his  cell   the  entire   time  during  his  absence  
and  had  no  knowledge  of   the  passing  of   time.  He  has  foreknowledge  of   the  time  of  his  death  and  attends  to  his  
own   funeral   arrangements.   The   luminous   visage   at   death   is   clearly   also   meant   to   suggest   some   kind   of  
transfiguration.  See  Caner  2010:159.  
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many  of  the  fathers   in  Anastasios’s  tales  take  on  a  numinous,  ephemeral  quality  of  their  own;  

appearing  and  disappearing  at  will  by  shimmering  in  and  out  of  their  spectators’  field  of  vision.  

Caner  remarks  that  “such  figures  embodied  the  mysteries  of  ‘God’s  Mountain,’  and  are  almost  

always   described   as   disappearing.”334   The   evanescent   quality   of   their   life   is   also   reflected  

particularly  in  the  way  Anastasios  portrays  their  deaths:  they  live  not  so  much  “with  one  foot  in  

the  grave”  as  already  beginning  to  step  on  the  threshold  into  paradise.  Tale  I.31  demonstrates  

how,  owing  to  their  advanced  asceticism,  certain  fathers  inhabiting  the  Sinai  wilderness  appear  

as  supernatural  creatures,  able   to  circumvent   the  ordinary   laws  of  nature.  The  tale   is  narrated  

by  Anastasios  himself  and  reveals  interesting  details  about  the  patterns  of  worship  and  ascetic  

practice  that  he  and  his  companion,  a  monk  named  Kosmas  the  Armenian,  followed.  While  the  

pair   lived   in   cells   at   Goudda,   which   Anastasios   calls   “a   place   with   a   garden,”   it   was   their  

custom  to  venture  out  into  the  desert  in  order  to  “meditate  in  contemplation  of  God.”335  

When  he  had  gone  about  two  miles  away  from  his  cell,  he  came  upon  the  mouth  of  a  cave.  
Inside  it  he  saw  three  men  lying  down,  wearing  tunics  made  of  palm  fibres.  He  did  not  know  
if  they  were  alive  or  dead.  He  decided  to  go  back  to  his  cell  and  get  a  censer  and  then  return  
to   the  holy   fathers.  With  great  precision  he  marked   the  place  by  setting  up  cairns.  Then  he  
came  to  his  cell,  and  got  the  censer  and  Abba  Kosmas,  and  went  back.  They  searched  for  the  
place  and  the  markers  with  great  effort  but  were  unable  to  find  them.  336     

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

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

336  I.31  (Binggeli  206;  Caner  191),  «Καὶ  ἀποµμακρύύνας  τοῦ  κελλίίου  ὡσεὶ  µμίίλια  δύύο  περιπίίπτει  εἰς  στόόµμιον  σπηλαίίου  
τινὸς   καὶ   ὁρᾷ   ἔνδον   τρεῖς   τινας   ἀνακειµμέένους   φορούύντας   σίίβινα   κολόόβια·∙   οὐκ   οἶδεν   εἴτε   ζῶντας   εἴτε  
τεθνεῶτας.  Ἐλογίίσατο  οὖν  ὑποστρέέψαι  ἐν  τῷ  κελλίίῳ  καὶ  ἐνέέγκαι  θυµμιατήήριον  καὶ  οὕτως  εἰσελθεῖν  πρὸς  τοὺς  
ἁγίίους  πατέέρας.  Καὶ  σηµμειωσάάµμενος  κατὰ  πᾶσαν  ἀκρίίβειαν   τὸν   τόόπον  καὶ  σκοπέέλους  βαλὼν  ἦλθεν   εἰς   τὸ  
κελλίίον,   καὶ   λαβὼν   τὸν   ἀββᾶν   Κοσµμᾶν   ἀπῆλθε·∙   καὶ   πολλὰ   ζητήήσαντες   τὸν   τόόπον   καὶ   τὰ   σηµμεῖα   οὐκ  
ἠδυνήήθησαν  εὑρεῖν.  Ἔθος  γὰρ  τοῦτο  τοῖς  ἁγίίοις  ἀναχωρηταῖς  καὶ  ἐν  ζωῇ  καὶ  µμετὰ  τὸν  θάάνατον,  ὅτε  θέέλουσιν  
φαίίνεσθαι,  καὶ  ὅτε  θέέλουσιν  κρύύπτεσθαι  τῇ  δυνάάµμει  τοῦ  θεοῦ.»  Binggeli  (2005:515)  rightly  notes  that  the  switch  
to  the  third-‐‑person  narration  that  occurs  in  the  first  line  of  the  quotation  is  awkward,  and  concludes  that  «il  ne  peut  
s’agir  d’abba  Cosmas  qui  réapparaît  dans  la  suite  du  récit  –   ;  cette  mise  à  distance  permettait  sans  doute  à  notre  
auteur   de   parler   plus   librement   de   l’apparition   miraculeuse   don’t   il   fut   personellement   témoin.»   This   is  
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The   stated   purpose   for   this   daily   retreat   into   the   desert   is   to   “meditate   in   contemplation   of  

God,”  which  is  perhaps  why  he  cannot  tell  whether  the  elders  in  the  cave  are  dead  or  alive  –  nor  

are  we  the  audience  told  which  is  the  case.  The  desert  for  Anastasios  is  a  place  where  the  most  

profound   contemplation   is   possible   and   these  monks   appear   to   him   so   far   advanced   in   their  

theoria   of   the   Lord   that   they   exist   in   a   continuous   state   of   imperturbable   peace,   and   the  

ambiguity  as   to  their  state  (alive  or  dead)   is  already  enough  to  make  them  a   liminal  creatures  

poised  between  this  world  and  the  next.  

   Anastasios’s   actions   upon   his   discovery   of   the   cave,   with   its   mysterious   occupants,  

suggest  that  he  believes  the  fathers  to  have  left  this  life.  This  is  again  not  explicitly  stated  but  his  

actions  reveal  his  line  of  thinking,  as  we  will  see.  Upon  seeing  the  brethren  still  and  reclining,  he  

decides   to   return   to  his  own  cell   to   fetch  a  censer   (θυµμιατήήριον).  Caner  suggests   that   such  an  

instrument   could   serve   to  mask   the   odor   of   death   in   the   cave   and   to  provide   light   in   a   dark  

space.337  But  beyond  such  practical  applications,  other  tales  show  that  censers  also  performed  an  

important  ritual  function  at  the  moment  of  death,  as  for  example  in  tale  I.20,  the  last  in  a  series  

of  narratives  tales  which  witness  the  extraordinary  thaumaturgy  of  Abba  George  of  Arselaiou.  

This   last   tale   fittingly   gives   an   account   of   the   “great   father’s   death,   or   rather,   his   migration  

through  death  to  eternal   life.”  338  George  falls  gravely  ill  and  asks  a   local  Christian  to  travel  to  

the  town  of  Aila  (around  200  miles  away)  in  order  to  fetch  a  loved  one  for  a  final  reunion  before  

death.  The  man  is  gone  for  twelve  days,  but  on  the  last  day  the  moribund  elder  asks  his  disciple  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
undoubtedly  the  case  and  an  accepted  technique  in  hagiography  with  precedents  in  the  Vita  Antonii  and  its  origin  
in  Paul.  Putting  a  vision  into  the  third  person  is  a  simple  way  to  increase  its  credibility.  

337  Caner  2010:191n2.  
338   I.20   (Binggeli   194;  Caner  185),   «ὁ  θάάνατος  τοῦ  µμεγάάλου  τούύτου  πατρὸς  γέέγονε,  µμᾶλλον  δὲ  ἡ  µμετάάστασις  διὰ  
θανάάτου  πρὸς  ζωὴν  αἰώώνιον».  
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to  light  the  censer,  because  he  senses  that  the  expected  travelers  are  about  to  return.  Anastasios  

tells  us,    

after   the  brother   lit   the  censer,  behold!  The   [Christian]  Saracen  and   the  old  man’s  dear  one  
from  Aila  entered  the  cave.  The  old  man  said  a  prayer,  embraced  them  both  and  partook  of  
the  Holy  Mysteries,  laid  himself  back  down  and  departed  to  the  Lord.  339    

  
The  burning  of   incense   ritually  marks  what  Anastasios   calls   the   “migration   through  death   to  

eternal  life.”  The  image  is  a  fitting  symbol  –  precious  smoke  wafting  and  rising  out  of  the  heavy  

body  of  a  censer  –  and  one  that  appears  also  in  the  liturgy  for  the  dead.  At  the  same  time,  and  

with  the  sense  of  place  (Sinai)  being  ever  in  the  reader’s  mind,  one  surely  thinks  of  the  repeated  

injunctions   to   Aaron,   especially   in   Exodus   30,   to   burn   incense   as   an   offering.   Smoke,  

furthermore,   can   represent   not   only   the   ascending   prayers   of   the   saints340   but,   in   the   other  

direction,  the  condescending  presence  of  the  Lord  upon  his  mountain  or  within  his  temple.341  

                                                                                                                
339  I.20  (Binggeli  194;  Caner  185),  «Καὶ  ποιήήσαντος  τοῦ  ἀδελφοῦ  τὸ  θυµμιατήήριον,  ἰδοὺ  εἰσῆλθεν  καὶ  ὁ  Σαρακηνὸς  
καὶ   ὁ  ἀγαπητὸς   τοῦ  γέέροντος   ἐκ   τοῦ  Ἀϊλᾶ   εἰς   τὸ  σπήήλαιον.  Καὶ  ποιήήσας   εὐχὴν   ὁ   γέέρων  καὶ  ἀσπασάάµμενος  
ἀµμφοτέέρους  καὶ  µμεταλαβὼν  τῶν  ἁγίίων  µμυστηρίίων,  ἀνακλίίνας  ἑαυτὸν  ἀπῆλθε  πρὸς  Κύύριον.»  In  tale  57  of  the  
Pratum,   Abba   Julian   the   Stylite   suddenly   tells   his   disciples   to   burn   incense   outside   of   the   scheduled   intervals.  
When  asked  why  they  are  to  do  this,  the  elder  answers  that  Symeon  of  Aegaion,  another  stylite,  is  dead  and  that  he  
saw   the   great  man’s   soul   rising   to   heaven.   The   point   of   the   story   is,   of   course,   to   reveal   Julian’s   extraordinary  
discernment  but,  as  Wortley  remarks  (1992:245),  the  story  is  something  of  a  topos,  and  each  time  incense  is  used  as  
a   ritual  marker   for   the   passage   of   the   soul   from   this   life   to   the   next.   For   another   similar   instance   of   this  motif,  
where  a  monk  belonging  to  the  Lavra  of  St.  Sabas  is  aware  of  his  own  imminent  death  and  asks  his  disciple  to  light  
a  censer,  see  tale  30  in  Garitte  1966:423.  While  in  Anastasios’s  tale  Abba  George  asks  his  disciple  to  light  the  censer  
for   the   arrival   of   his   guest,   the  monk   in   the   story   in  Garitte’s   collection   is   not   expecting   any   attendants   for   his  
passing,  but  the  event  attracts  the  notice  of  many  when  the  sweet  smell  permeates  the  air  for  a  three-‐‑mile  radius.  It  
is  worth  quoting  this  story  here  (translated  by  Garitte  from  Georgian):  «Et  die  parasceve  (paraskevi),  hora  tertia,  
[monachus]  dixit  discipulo  suo:  “…Accipe  ignem  et  pone  incensum.”  Et  ille  fecit  ita  et  statim  illuminata  est  domus  
splendidius  quam  sole;  impleta  est  aromate,  ita  ut  perveniret  ad  tria  milia  (milion)  aroma  eius;  et  multi  mirati  sunt  
odorem   incensi.   Et   dixit   discipulo   suo:   “Pax   tibi,   fili  mi,”   et   obdormivit   somno   dulci;   et   sepeliverunt   eum   cum  
patribus;  et  nos  dedimus  gloriam  Deo  qui  glorificat  dignos  (servos)  suos.»  

340   E.g.   Ps.   141:2   («Κατευθυνθήήτω   ἡ   προσευχήή   µμου   ὡς   θυµμίίαµμα   ἐνώώπιόόν   σου   ἔπαρσις   τῶν   χειρῶν   µμου   θυσίία  
ἑσπερινήή»)   and  Rev.   8:4   («Καὶ   ἀνέέβη   ὁ   καπνὸς   τῶν   θυµμιαµμάάτων   ταῖς   προσευχαῖς   τῶν  ἁγίίων   ἐκ   χειρὸς   τοῦ  
ἀγγέέλου  ἐνώώπιον  τοῦ  Θεοῦ»),  with  which  compare  Homeric  κνίίση   and   the  biblical   “sweet   savour”  of  Levitical  
burnt  sacrifices  (the  ὀσµμὴ  εὐωδίίας  which  enters  into  God’s  own  wrath-‐‑  and  smoke-‐‑breathing  nostrils).  

341  E.g.   Ex.   19:18   («Τὸ   δὲ   ὄρος   τὸ  Σινᾶ   ἐκαπνίίζετο   ὅλον   διὰ   τὸ   καταβεβηκέέναι   ἐπ᾽  αὐτὸ   τὸν  Θεὸν   ἐν  πυρίί,   καὶ  
ἀνέέβαινεν  ὁ  καπνὸς  ὡς  καπνὸς  καµμίίνου  καὶ  ἐξέέστη  πᾶς  ὁ  λαὸς  σφόόδρα»),  Isaiah  4:6  («Καὶ  ἥξει  καὶ  ἔσται  πᾶς  
τόόπος  τοῦ  ὄρους  Σιὼν  καὶ  πάάντα  τὰ  περικύύκλῳ  αὐτῆς  σκιάάσει  νεφέέλη  ἡµμέέρας  καὶ  ὡς  καπνοῦ  καὶ  ὡς  φωτὸς  
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   Anastasios  concludes  his  account  of  the  disappearing  fathers  with  a  generality  about  the  

anchorites  of  Sinai,  “for  it  is  custom  among  the  holy  anchorites,  both  in  life  and  after  death,  to  

reveal  themselves  and  to  conceal  themselves  whenever  they  want,  by  the  power  of  God.”342  This  

statement  again   touches  on   the  unresolved  ambiguity   from  earlier  on   in   the   tale,  whether   the  

elders  were  dead  or  alive;  in  the  end,  the  question  is  left  open.  For  this  reason  also,  however,  the  

tale  is  paradigmatic  for  Anastasios’s  depiction  of  deceased  monks  in  his  tales.  They  are  shown  

to  be  adhering  to  a  mode  of   life  and  death  that  has  existed  there  since  Biblical   times.  The  tale  

shows  that  they  have,  in  fact,  advanced  beyond  the  simple  binaries  of  life  and  death,  presence  

or  absence,  and  that  this  is  a  function  of  their  great  holiness.  This  class  of  spiritually  advanced  

monks  exists  on  a  different  plane  from  the  rest,  whom  death  has  taken  away  at  last  but  whose  

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

  
  

Miracles  of  Self-‐‑Preservation  

While  the  Mountain  acts  as  a  conduit  for  spiritual  power,  it  also  forms  the  focal  point  of  a  harsh  

and   barren   landscape   which   serves   as   a   proving   ground   for   those   seeking   proximity   to   the  

Lord.  As  in  the  writing  of  John  Klimakos,  the  mountain  looms  large  in  the  tales  and  represents,  

as  Marinides  writes,  “a  constant  invitation  and  challenge  to  the  monk  who  has  left  the  pleasures  

and  cares  of  the  world  to  struggle  in  hunger,  thirst,  and  obedience  in  the  desert.”343  The  rugged  

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

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
πυρὸς   καιοµμέένου   νυκτὸς   πάάσῃ   τῇ   δόόξῃ   σκεπασθήήσεται»),   Ps.   144:5   («Κύύριε,   κλῖνον   οὐρανούύς   σου   καὶ  
κατάάβηθι  ἅψαι  τῶν  ὀρέέων  καὶ  καπνισθήήσονται»)  and  Rev.  15:8   («Καὶ  ἐγεµμίίσθη  ὁ  ναὸς  καπνοῦ  ἐκ  τῆς  δόόξης  
τοῦ  Θεοῦ  καὶ  ἐκ  τῆς  δυνάάµμεως  αὐτοῦ…»).  

342  I.31  (Binggeli  190;  Caner  206).  
343  Marinides  2014:319.  
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success.  In  the  tales,  the  rhythms  of  daily  life  for  the  monks  are  shaped,  to  a  large  degree,  by  the  

requirements  for  survival  in  an  environment  where  water  and  food  are  not  naturally  abundant  

and   where   there   is   a   constant   threat   of   predation   both   from   wild   animals   and   hostile  

men.  Anastasios’s  monks  are  seen  tending  little  gardens  and  guarding  their  crops  from  the  local  

fauna   and   their   dwellings   from   vermin.344   They   find   shelter   at   the   bottom   of   ravines   and  

navigate   precipitous   terrain   to   maintain   and   strengthen   the   bonds   of   brotherhood.345  

Accordingly,  much  of  their  thaumaturgy  addresses  and  resolves  problems  that  arise  from  living  

under  such  dangerous  conditions:  monks  save  their  disciples  from  deadly  snakebites;  bountiful  

gardens   and   fruit-‐‑laden   trees  miraculously   appear   in   the   depth   of   winter,   and   they   are   able  

through   prayer   to   create   a   miraculous   multiplication   of   scarce   supplies.346   As   paradigms   of  

charitable  love,  the  brethren’s  efforts  for  the  preservation  of  life  frequently  extend  beyond  their  

own  needs  to  providing  for  the  needs  of  the  local  population  and  even  those  of  wild  animals.347  

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

                                                                                                                
344  Monks  tending  gardens:  I.21,  I.25,  I.34.  In  tale  I.21,  a  monk  hits  upon  a  mutually  advantageous  arrangement  with  a  
leopard:  he   sets   the   leopard  as  a  watch  over  his   crops  with   the   instruction   to  make  a  meal  of  any  χοιρόόγρυλλα  
found   in   the   garden.   Although   scholars   disagree,   it   appears   a  χοιρόόγρυλλον   is   some   kind   of   rabbit   or   hare   (a  
“coney”   according   to   the   LSJ   s.v.);   see   Caner   2010:186n77.   Wortley   also   calls   them   “rock   rabbits”  
(home.cc.umanitoba.ca/~wortley/general.html).  For  a  cave  filled  with  vermin  see  I.27.  

345  Monks  living  in  ravines:  I.14,  I.21,  I.30,  I.32,  I.35.  Navigating  precipitous  terrain:  I.15,  I.20,  I.21.    
346  Rescue  from  poisonous  snakes:  I.19.  Scarcity:  in  tale  I.17  the  monastery  is  coping  with  a  shortage  of  olive  oil  at  a  
time  when   “the   road   from  Palestine  was   beset   by  barbarians.”  The  brethren’s  prayer   over   the   oil   vats   creates   a  
wondrous   supply   of   oil   that   fills   the  monastery’s   needs,   a  miracle  with   both   folkloric   and   scriptural   precedent  
(1Kings  17:8-‐‑16).  

347   In   tale   I.18,  a  monk  called  George,  who  eats  only  bitter  capers  himself,  points  a  group  of  starving  Saracens   to  a  
place  where   they  might   find  and  hunt   a  herd  of  wild  goats.  Tale   I.24   sees  George  bringing   rain  down   from   the  
heavens   for   a   herd   of  mountain   goats   suffering   from   under   a   recent   drought.   Anastasios’s   tales   of   the  monks’  
interactions  with   animals   have   enough  gentle   delight   to   rival  Moschos’s   best:   in   one   touching   little   story   (I.22),  
John  the  Sabaïte  heals  the  blind  eyes  of  a  young  coney  and  is  offered  a  cabbage  by  the  nursling’s  grateful  mother,  
only   to   refuse   the  animal’s  gift  with  a  gentle   reprimand   for  having  stolen   the  vegetable   from  one  of   the   fathers’  
gardens.  
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extensions  of  or  supplements  to  the  barren  landscape,  ensuring  by  their  miraculous  intervention  

that  this  holy  desert  remains  liveable  for  themselves  and  for  others  who  dwell  in  it.  

   One  of  the  most  curious  stories  in  the  Tales  of  the  Sinai  Fathers  belonging  to  this  category  

occurs  towards  the  end  of  the  collection.  It  features  a  miracle  of  self-‐‑preservation  in  which,  as  in  

the   story   of   the   three   hermits   in   a   cave,   an   ascetic   becomes   integrated   into   his   surroundings  

while  seeking  communion  with  the  divine;  it  is  worth  quoting  in  full:  

In  the  dreadful  ravine  called  Sidid  a  holy  man  used  to  dwell  along  with  his  disciple.  One  day  
the  old  man  sent  his  disciple  to  Raïthou.  Three  days  later  he  was  in  the  desert  by  the  Crossing  
Point.   While   focused   on   divine   contemplation,   he   saw   his   disciple   coming   from   afar.  
Thinking  him  to  be  a  Saracen,  he  changed  his  shape  into  a  palm  tree  to  escape  notice.  When  
the  disciple  came  to  the  place,  he  saw  a  palm  tree.  Bewildered,  he  struck  it  with  a  cup  of  his  
hand,  saying,  “When  did  this  palm  tree  come  here?”  Transported  by  a  divine  hand,  the  old  
man  got  back   to   the   cave  before   the  disciple  did.  He  welcomed  him  and  cheerfully   said   to  
him  the  next  day,  “what  was  it  that  I  did  to  you  that  made  you  box  my  ears  yesterday?”  The  
disciple   threw  himself  on   the  ground,  denying  and  disowning   the  deed.  Then   the  old  man  
told  him  the  reason  for  the  palm  tree  –  that  it  had  been  he,  and  that  he  had  instantly  changed  
into  the  form  of  a  palm  tree  because  he  had  been  occupied  by  divine  contemplation  and  did  
not  want  to  be  interrupted  by  any  human  encounter.348  

  
In   this   amusing   incident,   Anastasios   seems   to   embrace   the   fantastical   elements   of   the   desert  

tradition,   familiar   from   works   like   the   fourth-‐‑century   Historia   Monachorum   in   Aegypto,   with  

greater   alacrity   than   he   is   wont   to   do.   The   hermit   of   Sidid   is   truly   a   worthy   heir   of   his  

thaumaturgically  gifted  predecessors  at  Wadi  Natrun.  Sidid  is  also  mentioned  in  tale  I.30  as  the  

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

                                                                                                                
348   I.32   (Binggeli   206;   Caner   191),   «Καὶ   γοῦν   ἐν   τῷ   χειµμάάρρῳ   τῷ  φοβερῷ   τοῦ  Σιδὶδ  ᾤκει   ἀνὴρ   ἅγιος   ἔχων  µμεθ᾽  
ἑαυτοῦ  καὶ  τὸν  οἰκεῖον  µμαθητήήν.  Καὶ  ἐν  µμιᾷ  ἀποστείίλαντος  αὐτοῦ  αὐτὸν  εἰς  Ῥαϊθοῦ,  µμετὰ  τρεῖς  ἡµμέέρας  ὢν  ἐν  
τῇ  ἐρήήµμῳ  τῇ  κατᾶ  τῆν  διάάβασιν  ὁ  γέέρων  καῖ  τῇ  θείίᾳ  ἐνατενίίζων  θεωρίίᾳ  ὁρᾷ  τὸν  ἴδιον  µμαθητὴν  ἀπὸ  µμήήκοθεν  
ἐρχόόµμενον,  καὶ  νοµμίίσας  αὐτὸν  Σαρακηνὸν  εἶναι  µμετεµμορφώώθη  εἰς  φοίίνικα  διαλαθεῖν  βουλόόµμενος.  Ἐλθὼν  οὖν  
κατὰ   τὸν   τόόπον   ὁ   µμαθητὴς   ὁρᾷ   τὸν  φοίίνικα   καὶ   κρούύει   αὐτὸν   τῇ  παλάάµμῃ   ἑαυτοῦ,   ἐξιστάάµμενος   καὶ   λέέγων·∙  
Πόότε  γέέγονεν  ὁ  φοῖνιξ  οὗτος  ὧδε;  Θείίᾳ  οὖν  χειρὶ  µμετενεχθεὶς  ὁ  γέέρων  προέέλαβε  τὸν  µμαθητὴν  ἐν  τῷ  σπηλαίίῳ,  
καὶ  δεξάάµμενος  αὐτὸν  λέέγει  πρὸς  αὐτὸν  τῇ  ἐπαύύριον  χαριέέντως·∙  Τίί  ἔπταισάά  σοι,  ἀδελφὲ,  ὅτι  δέέδωκάάς  µμοι  χθὲς  
κόόσσον;  Ἔρριψεν  οὖν  ἑαυτὸν  εἰς  τὴν  γῆν  ὁ  µμαθητήής,  ἀρνούύµμενος  καὶ  ἀγνοῶν  τὸ  πρᾶγµμα.  Τόότε  εἶπεν  αὐτῷ  ὁ  
γέέρων   τὴν   αἰτίίαν   τοῦ   φοίίνικος   ὅτι   αὐτὸς   ἦν,   καὶ   ὅτι   ἐν   τῷ   εἶναι   αὐτὸν   εἰς   θείίαν   ἀδολεσχίίαν   καὶ   µμὴ  
βουλόόµμενον  ὑπὸ  συντυχίίας  ἀνθρωπίίνης  διασκεδασθῆναι,  ἐξαυτῆς  εἰς  τὴν  τοῦ  φοίίνικος  µμετεµμορφώώθη  ἰδέέαν.»  
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disciples  are  able  to  glimpse  a  deep  ravine  with  a  hermit’s  cell  and  a  garden  with  “trees  bearing  

all  kinds  of  fruits  out  of  season.”  When  they  draw  close,   in  order  to  obtain  a  blessing  from  its  

cultivator,  the  tree  disappears  in  the  twinkling  of  an  eye.349  The  hermit  in  tale  I.32  possesses  an  

even  greater  mastery  over  the  landscape  than  the  miraculous  cultivator  from  tale  I.30,  as  he  is  

literally   able   to   become   a   part   of   it.   Beyond   its   comic   value,   the   story   shows   how   “deeply  

rooted”  and  enmeshed  the  hermit  has  become  in  these  “dreadful”  surroundings.  His  choice  to  

transform  into  a  date  palm  seems  a  logical  one,  given  the  relative  prevalence  of  that  tree  in  the  

desert.350   From   other   tales   and   from   earlier   sources   we   learn   that   date   palms   were   an  

indispensable   resource   for   monks   living   in   the   desert,   and   in   the   previously   discussed   tale  

about  the  dead  hermits  in  the  cave  (I.31),  Anastasios  mentions  that  they  are  wearing  garments  

from  palm  fibers.  In  the  Ammonios  Report,  the  narrator  describes  a  monk  named  Moses  who  not  

only   wore   clothing   made   from   palm   fibers   but   also   subsisted   on   a   diet   consisting   solely   of  

dates.351   The   most   notable   parallel   to   the   story   of   this   desert   “dendrite”   also   occurs   in   the  

Ammonios   Report,   when   the   narrator,   having   witnessed   the   terrible   carnage   of   his   fellow  

Christians  at  the  hands  of  merciless  Blemmyes  (those  “men  whose  heads  do  grow  beneath  their  

shoulders”)  conceals  himself  behind  palm  fronds  to  escape  his  enemies’  notice:  

As  these  things  happened,  almost  all  of  my  blood  left  me.  I  lay  still  as  a  corpse,  sure  that  they  
would  also  inspect  the  palm  branches  and  find  me  hiding.  I  kept  peering  through  the  palm  
fronds  to  see  when  they  would  come  to  me.  As  the  saying  goes,  I  saw  death  before  my  eyes,  
and  continually  supplicated  God  Who  loves  mankind  to  save  me  if  it  pleased  him.  They  came  
right  up  to  me,  but  when  they  saw  that  there  were  only  palms,  they  withdrew  in  contempt.  

                                                                                                                
349  Caner  2010:190.  
350   Cf.   Egeria’s   Travelogue   §14,   where   Egeria   describes   the   Pharan   desert   as   containing   “no   fields   or   vineyards.  
Nothing  else  but  water  and  palm  trees”  (see  Caner  2010:216).  Also  the  Piacenza  Pilgrim  §40  (see  Caner  2010:259-‐‑60).  

351  See  Caner  155-‐‑156.  
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They  went  away  without  discovering  the  place  I  was  in,  since  God  had  darkened  their  eyes  
and  hearts.352    

    
What   the   narrator   in   the  Ammonios   Report   attempts   (and   achieves)   through   concealment   and  

camouflage,   using   the   fronds   of   the   palm   tree,   the   hermit   can   achieve   by   completely  

transforming   himself   into   the   very   tree   itself.353   The   father   at   Sidid   has   thus   developed   his  

thaumaturgy   in   such   a   way   that   it   is   in   complete   harmony   with   his   surroundings   and   his  

transformation   is   undiscoverable   even   to   his   own   disciple,   who  merely   wonders   at   the   new  

greenery  in  his  living  environment.    

   It   is   something   of   a   hagiographical   topos   that   the   spiritual   power   resulting   from  

extremely  advanced  asceticism  (or  martyrdom  for  that  matter)  remains  largely  unattainable  for  

the  average  Christian,  whether   layman  or  monk.  The  narrator  usually  assures   the   reader   that  

attempts   at   exact   imitation   are   not   expected   or  might   even  be  deemed  presumptuous.   But,   if  

stories  of  such  power  are  largely  meant  to  be  aspirational  or  exemplary,  it  stands  to  reason  that  

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

                                                                                                                
352  Ammonios  Report  §31  (Caner  166  (adapted);  Combefis  122-‐‑23),  «Ἐγὼ  τούύτων  γινοµμέένων  οὐδεµμίίαν  ῥανίίδα  αἵµματος  
εἶχον·∙  ἀλλ’  ὅλος  ἐκείίµμην  ὡσεὶ  νεκρόός·∙  ἐν  βεβαίίῳ  εἶχoν,  ὅτι  πάάντως  καὶ  τοὺς  θάάλλους  τῶν  φοινίίκων  ἔχουσιν  
ἐρευνῆσαι,  κᾀµμὲ  εὑρήήσουσιν  κεκρυµμµμέένον.  Kαὶ  συνεχῶς  διὰ  τῶν  βαίίων  παρέέκυπτον   ἰδὼν  πόότε  καὶ  πρόός  µμε  
ἥξουσιν,   ὡς   προειρήήται   [sic?],   ἐν   ὀφθαλµμοῖς   µμου   βλέέπων   τὸν   θάάνατον,   καὶ   ἐδεόόµμην   τοῦ  Θεοῦ   σῶσαι   µμε   εἰ  
ἀρεστὸν  αὐτῷ  ἐστιν.  Ἔρχονται  οὖν  καὶ  πρόός  µμε,  καὶ  θεωρήήσαντες  ὅτι  βαίία  εἰσίίν,  ὡς  δῆθεν  καταφρονήήσαντες  
αὐτῶν,  ἀνεχώώρησαν,   τοῦ  Θεοῦ  σκεπάάσαντος   τὰς  καρδίίας  καὶ   τοὺς  ὀφθαλµμοὺς  αὐτῶν,   ἵνα  µμὴ   ἐρευνήήσωσιν  
τὸν  τόόπον  ἐν  ᾧ  ἤµμην.»  A  modern  and  much  improved  edition  of  the  text,  edited  by  Katsanes  and  Tsames  in  1990,  
exists  but  I  have  been  unable  to  consult   it  and  so  must  rely  on  Combefis’  1660  edition  to  provide  the  Greek  text,  
which  diverges  at  certain  points  from  the  version  Caner  is  translating.  

353   People   turning   into   trees   for  protection   is,   of   course,   a  motif  with   a   long   tradition   in  various   cultures,   its  most  
famous  iteration  being  the  story  of  Apollo  and  Daphne.  An  interesting  contemporary  parallel  for  trees  concealing  
people  from  their  religious  opponents  comes  from  the  Hadith:  “The  last  hour  would  not  come  unless  the  Muslims  
will  fight  against  the  Jews  and  the  Muslims  would  kill   them  and  until  the  Jews  would  hide  themselves  behind  a  
stone  or  a  tree,  and  a  stone  or  a  tree  would  say:  ‘Muslim,  or  the  servant  of  Allah,  there  is  a  Jew  behind  me;  come  
and  kill  him.’  Only  a  very  thorny  tree  known  as  the  gharqad,  which  is  painful  to  touch,  will  be  loyal  to  the  Jews  and  
not  reveal  their  identity,  ‘for  it  is  the  tree  of  the  Jew’  (6985  [Ṣaḥīḥ]).  Another  sign  of  the  approaching  Hour  will  be  
that   ‘the  sun  would  rise   from  the  West’   (7039)”  (Swarup  2002:177,  §15.36  “Some  signs  of   the   last  hour”).  For   the  
modern  reception  of  this  hadith  see  Juergensmeyer,  Kitts  and  Jerryson  (edd.)  2013:484.  
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modeled  by  the  advanced  Christian,  and  to  adapt  and  implement  it  in  his  own  life,  even  if  on  a  

more  modest  scale.  The  representation  of  monks  in  these  tales  –  if  the  tales  are  indeed,  as  Caner  

has   suggested,   meant   for   an   audience   of   monks   safely   cloistered   within   fortified   monastery  

walls   –   would   seem   to   be   intended   as   a   model   of   sanctity   meant   not   to   replace   but   to  

supplement,   with   practicable   goals,   the   ideals   of   an   already   strongly   established   martyr  

tradition   at   Sinai.   The  monks   of  Anastasios’s   stories   are   heroes   at   coping.   They   deal  with   the  

difficulties  inherent  in  desert  life,  such  as  famine,  drought,  and  shortages  of  supplies,  and  do  so  

with  Christ-‐‑like  humility,  perseverance  and  supreme  competence.  Several  of   their  miracles,  as  

we  have  seen,  neutralize  the  exigencies  of  their  arduous  existence,  thereby  keeping  this  difficult,  

hard-‐‑won   life   of   devotion  viable   for   those   around   them,   and   for   themselves,   to  preserve   and  

continue  a  monastic  tradition  that  stretched  hundreds  of  years  back  in  time.  They  encourage  the  

audience  of  Anastasios’s   tales,   in   turn,   to  cope  as  well  as   they  can   in  spite  of   the   trying   times  

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

  
The  Translation  of  Abba  Conon  and  Another  Great  Father  

The  father  at  Sidid  concealed  himself  initially  because  he  did  not  wish  to  come  into  contact  with  

a   “Saracen.”   Whereas   in   the   Ammonios   Report   it   is   clear   that   the   narrator   hides   from   his  

assailants  because  they  intend  to  do  him  harm,  such  is  not  made  explicit  in  tale  I.32.  The  hermit  

transformed  himself  because  he  did  not  want  to  be  interrupted  by  anyone,  not  even  his  disciple.  

Still,  the  mention  of  Saracens  draws  attention  to  the  fact  that  there  were  other  desert  dwellers,  

who,   as  Moschos’s   Pratum   so   emphatically   witnesses,   could   present   a   real   danger   to   Sinai’s  

Christians.  While  Anastasios  mostly  seems  to  avoid  stories  of  gore,  there  are  certain  moments  in  
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the  tales  where  echoes  of  reality  seem  to  penetrate  the  wondrous  and  timeless  mist  which  clings  

to  his  carefully  crafted  narrative  landscape.  The  danger  of  attack  or  depredation  always  loomed  

in   the  desert   and,   for   those  motivated  by  desperation  or   ill  will,   an  unarmed  Christian  monk  

made  a  relatively  easy  target.  Particularly  vulnerable  to  such  attacks  were  anchorites,  who  did  

not   have   the   immediate   protection   of   monastery   walls   or   the   strength   in   numbers   that   the  

cœnobitic  communities  enjoyed.354  One  of  the  tales  relates   just  such  an  unhappy  circumstance,  

in  which  no  fewer  than  six  monks  were  murdered  during  an  “attack  by  savage  barbarians.”355  

Among   the   dead   was   Abba   Conon   the   Cilician,   known   to   us   from   at   least   two   tales   in   the  

Pratum.356  According  to  the  narrator,  Conon  possessed  the  gifts  of  discernment  and  prophecy;  in  

other   words,   he   was   a   man   who   had   attained   an   exceptional   degree   of   sanctity.   The  

appropriately  named  Abba  Martyrios,  who  was  at  that  time  dwelling  in  the  region  of  the  Red  

Sea  –  a  place  where  a  few  centuries  earlier  Antony  the  Great  had  performed  such  great  spiritual  

deeds  –  witnessed  the  attack  and  took  it  upon  himself  to  provide  a  proper  burial  for  the  dead  

monks.  Having  found  a  suitable  cave,  he   laid  the  men  inside,  placed  a  slab  (πλάάξ)   in   front  of  

the  opening,  and  inscribed  their  names  upon  it.  (There  is  probably  a  Mosaic  echo  here  as  well,  

the   lawgiver’s   tables  being   referred   to  as   the  πλάάκες  λίίθιναι357   and,  also  appropriate  here,   as  

the  πλάάκες  τῆς  διαθήήκης.358)  Later,  Martyrios  returned  to  see  whether  the  grave  was  still  intact,  

fearing  hyenas  and  other  scavengers.  He  did  find  it  still  intact,  but  when  he  removed  the  slab  he  
                                                                                                                
354  One  would   imagine   that   their   relative   poverty   also  made   them   less   attractive   targets   for   those   seeking   to   gain  
riches,  but  perhaps  that  is  not  the  point.  An  anchorite  in  the  hand  might  be  better  than  several  cœnobites  in,  so  to  
speak,  the  bush.  

355  Tale  I.10  (Binggeli  182;  Caner  180),  «ἐπιδροµμήή  τινων  βαρβάάρων  ἀγρίίων».  
356  Tales  3  and  22  in  the  Pratum.    
357  Ex.  31:18,  32:15,  34:1,  Deut.  4:13,  5:22,  9.9-‐‑11,  10:1,  10:3,  1Kings  8:9.  (Cf.  also  2Cor.  3:3  for  an  interesting  spin.)  
358  Ex.  34:28,  Deut.  9:9,  9:11  («τὰς  πλάάκας  τὰς  λιθίίνας,  πλάάκας  διαθήήκης»),  1Kings  8:9  («πλάάκες  λίίθιναι,  πλάάκες  
τῆς  διαθήήκης  ἃς  ἔθηκεν  ἐκεῖ  Μωϋσῆς»),  Heb.  9:4.  
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saw  “that  two  of  the  bodies  had  been  translated  by  the  Lord  from  where  he  stood.”  These  were,  

the  tale  concludes,  “the  body  of  Abba  Conon  and  of  another  great  elder.”  The  Greek  participle  

used   for   “translated”   is   µμετατεθείίς,   the   same   one   we   find   in   Genesis   when   the   narrator  

(reputedly  Moses)  mentions  Enoch.  For  an  audience  steeped  in  the  stories  and  the  language  of  

the  Old  Testament,  the  textual  echo  would  have  signaled  that,  like  Enoch,  Abba  Conon  and  the  

other   great   elder   had   been   men   who   “walked   with   God.”   Though   they   did   not   escape   the  

experience   of   tasting   death,   their   righteousness   and   God’s   power   were   nevertheless   made  

manifest  in  that  they  “[were]  not;  for  God  took  [them].”359  And,  in  fact,  for  the  story  to  have  its  

power,   it  was  necessary  –  as  with  that  other  famous  tale  of  an  empty  tomb  –  that  their  bodies  

first  be  seen  deceased.  

   Both  the  mountain  and  its  biblical  past  profoundly  shaped  the  life  and  asceticism  of  the  

monks   who   lived   around   it.   If,   as   Caner   puts   it,   “the   solitary   was   the   absolute   hero   of   this  

distant  desert  landscape”  and  his  surroundings  “offered  almost  unparalleled  opportunities  for  

obtaining   the   solitude   essential   to   hesychia,”   it   would   stand   to   reason   that   dying   were   also  

principally   a   private   and  unattended   activity   in   this   dispersed   community.360  And   yet,   in   the  

tales,   just  as  we  have  seen  manifestations  of  God  as  public  events,  so  it  is  often  at  and  around  

the  moment  of  death  that  the  ties  of  monastic  brotherhood  find  their  most  poignant  expression  

and  that  the  company  of  other  humans  becomes  not  only  desirable  but  even  essential.  The  story  

of   Abba   George   of   Arselaiou   shows   that   the   assembly   of   the   right   group   of   people   was  

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

                                                                                                                
359  Gen.  5.24  «Καὶ  εὐηρέέστησεν  Ἐνὼχ  τῷ  Θεῷ,  καὶ  οὐχ  ηὑρίίσκετο,  ὅτι  µμετέέθηκεν  αὐτὸν  ὁ  Θεόός.»  
360  Caner  2010:64  and  2010:24.  
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George,   the   principal   objective   for   the   reunion   between   the   abba   and   his   ἀγαπητόός   was   to  

arrange  a   final   farewell,361   in  other  stories  we   learn   that  having  an  attendant   (or  several)  at  or  

after   one’s   death   could   also   serve   more   practical   purposes.   Several   of   the   hermits   in  

Anastasios’s  tales  face  a  dilemma  which,  as  we  saw  in  the  previous  chapter,  also  kept  hermits  in  

the  Pratum   occupied  until  well   into   the   afterlife:   if   one  dies   in   solitude,  what   is   to   become  of  

one’s   earthly   remains?362   In   contrast   to   the  grazers  of   the   Judæan  desert,  whose  desire   to   live  

untrammelled  by  worldly  constraints  could,  if  we  may  believe  Moschos’s  telling  of  it,  be  readily  

gratified  in  that   lonely  place,  Anastasios  shows  many  of   the  hermits   living  near  the  Mountain  

tempering  their  intense  desire  for  solitude  with  the  maintenance  of  a  basic  network  of  support  

and   communication   with   a   few   of   their   fellow   brethren.   Such   networks   likely   owed   their  

existence,  at   least   in  part,   to   the   idiosyncracies  of  Sinaitic  monasticism,  and  it  must  have  been  

more  difficult  for  those  monks  to  find  perfect  seclusion  in  a  wilderness  that  saw  as  much  traffic  

from   travelers   as  did   the   Sinai  desert   in   that  period.363  As   Flusin  puts   it,   Sinai   in   the   seventh  

century  was  «certainement  un  lieu  où  l’on  pratique  la  solitude.  Mais  en  même  temps,  du  fait  en  

particulier  des  pèlerinages,  c’est  un  point  de  convergence  en  un  centre  de  rayonnement,  où  les  

contacts   et   les   échanges   sont   intenses.»364   But,   beyond   the   fact   that   Sinai   was,   by   certain  

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

                                                                                                                
361  I.20  (Binggeli  194;  Caner  185).  
362  Cf.  note  11  above.  
363  For  the  main  pilgrimage  routes  and  the  distances  between  the  important  points  on  those  routes,  see  Caner  2010:24.  
Caner  also  points  out,  however,  and   it   is   important   to  bear   that   in  mind  when  reading   these  stories,   that  not  all  
monastic  settlements  were  clustered  around  the  Mountain  and  that  certain  monks  had  traveled  rather  far  afield  to  
stake  out  their  little  bit  of  wilderness.  For  the  geographical  spread  of  the  monastic  settlements,  see  Flusin  2006:197  
and  especially  Caner  2010:33.  

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

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

  

Blest  be  the  Tie  that  Binds  

The  most   important  attendant  and  assistant   in  the  final  stages  of  an  elderly  or   invalid  monk’s  

life  was  usually,   and  naturally,   his   disciple.  Among   the  most   intimate   portraits   of   death   that  

Anastasios   presents,   where   no   more   than   two   or   three   people   witness   the   passing   of   a  

moribund  elder,   the  disciple  provides  palliative   care   leading  up   to   the  moment  of  death  and,  

perhaps  most   importantly,  attends   to   the  appropriate  ritual   functions  which  mark   the  monk’s  

passing.   George   of   Arselaiou’s   disciple   plays   a   rather   minor   role   in   the   story,   because  

Anastasios  foregrounds  the  miraculous  foresight  which  enables  George  to  delay  his  death  until  

his  dear  friend  has  arrived.  Nevertheless,  we  are  able  to  gather  that  the  disciple  stayed  with  his  

bed-‐‑ridden   (or   rather,  mat-‐‑ridden)  master  while   the   local  man  was  on  his   errand   to   fetch   the  

friend.  When   death   drew   near   for   George,   the   disciple   lit   the   censer   and   prepared   the   final  

sacrament  so  his  elder’s  “migration”  might  begin  with  the  appropriate  ceremony.    

   The  tale  of  abba  Epiphanios  the  Recluse  (ἔγκλειστος)  also  offers  insight  into  how  monks  

balanced   their   continual   search   for   ascetic   hesychia   with   their   obligations   towards   the  

community.  Despite  his  nickname,  it  seems  that  Epiphanios  maintained  significant  connections  

with   a   number   of   his   fellow   brethren,   even   throughout   his   time   of   confinement.   The   most  

interesting  of  these  relationships  is  mentioned  quite  subtly:  while  introducing  this  great  recluse,  

he  calls  the  man  “my  abba  Epiphanios,”  365  at  which  Binggeli  notes  that  this  likely  indicates  that  

                                                                                                                
365  Binggeli  204;  Caner  189,  «ὁ  ἐµμὸς  ἀββὰς  Ἐπιφάάνιος».  
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he  was  at  one  time  our  narrator’s  spiritual  advisor  (ἐπιστάάτης).366  Another  important  person  in  

Epiphanios’s   circle   of   friends   was   abba   Stephen   of   Byzantium,   himself   the   subject   of   a  

noteworthy   monastic   death   story,   which   we   will   return   to   in   the   next   chapter.   Anastasios  

describes   Epiphanios   as   Stephen’s   “companion   in   the   world   and   in   his   way   of   life,”367   and  

Epiphanios’s  life  (as  we  observe  it  indirectly  through  his  associations  with  friends  and  disciples)  

exemplifies   some   of   the   fluidity   in   monastic   practice   that   Flusin   has   noted   in   the   Sinai  

community  of  the  time.368  Narration  of  tale  I.29  begins  at  “the  beginning  of  his  seclusion”;  so  it  

is   likely   that,   prior   to   this   event,   Epiphanios   had   lived   a   semi-‐‑anachoretic   or   even   cœnobitic  

life.369  His  disciple/servant  (ὑπηρέέτης)   is  then  perhaps  also  a  holdover  from  before  the  time  of  

his   seclusion.   We   learn   about   Epiphanios’s   daily   routine,   however,   because   the   narrative  

episode  marks   the   occasion   when   he   breaks   the   established   pattern   (exceptio   probat   regulam).  

Under  normal  circumstances,  this  abba  made  it  his  practice  “not  to  meet  anyone  –  not  even  his  

own   servant   –   before   the   fourth   hour.”370   Significantly,  Anastasios   adds   that   this   custom  had  

been   “handed   down   to   him   long   ago,”   meaning   that   even   if   such   partial   seclusion   was   not  

widely  practiced  by  Sinai  monks,  it  at  least  had  some  historical  precedent.371  Foreknowledge  of  

his  own  death  –   the  province  of   the  spiritually  advanced  –  causes  Epiphanios   to   issue  special  

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

of  his  impending  passage:  

                                                                                                                
366  Binggeli  2005:513n138.  
367  Tale  I.29  (Binggeli  204;  Caner  189),  «ἑταῖρος  καὶ  ἐν  κόόσµμῳ  καὶ  ἐν  τρόόπῳ».  
368  Flusin  2006:194.  
369  Binggeli  204;  Caner  190,  «ἐν  ἀρχαῖς  τοῦ  ἐγκλεισθῆναι.»  Another  possibility  is  that  his  seclusion  is  linked  with  his  
illness,  which  is  discussed  in  the  beginning  and  is  the  eventual  cause  of  his  death.  

370  Ibid.,  «µμὴ  συντυγχάάνειν  ἐκτὸς  ἀνάάγκης  πρὸ  ὥρας  τετάάρτης  τινίί,  µμήήτε  αὐτῷ  τῷ  οἰκείίῳ  ὑπερέέτῃ.»  
371  Ibid.,  «ἔθος…αὐτῷ  πάάλαι  παραδεδοµμέένον.»  
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He  said  in  the  evening  to  his  disciple,  “Tomorrow  before  dawn,  open  the  gate  and  come  to  
me  inside,  because  there  is  a  certain  necessity  that  I  want  to  show  you.”  The  slave  of  Christ  
was  not  lying.  For  in  the  morning  when  the  disciple  opened  and  came  in,  he  found  that  the  
saint  had  positioned  himself  towards  the  east  and  had  departed  to  the  Lord.372  

  
It   is   curious   that,   unlike   the   death   scenes   we   will   discuss   in   the   next   chapter,   Epiphanios  

chooses   to   keep   his   death   a   private   occasion   and,   while   telling   his   disciple   that   there   is   an  

«ἀναγκαῖον   τίίποτε»   which   his   master   wishes   him   to   see,   the   disciple   is   not   invited   to   be  

present  at  the  moment  when  he  breathes  his  last.  The  way  Epiphanios  arranges  the  discovery  of  

death   and   the   purpose   of   this   ploy   merit   further   investigation;   highly   important   for  

understanding   the  message   of   this   tale,   it   seems,   is   that   Epiphanios   was   our   narrator’s   own  

ascetic  teacher.  In  Anastasios’s  telling,  his  master  left  this  world  in  the  same  way  he  had  spent  

his  years   in   it   –   that   is,  with  a  view   to   edifying  others.  This  didactic   (and  deictic)   function  of  

Epiphanios’s   passing   is   further   underscored   by   the   elder’s   rather   marked   use   of   the   word  

ἀναγκαῖον  to  describe  the  event  to  his  disciple.  In  its  neuter  form,  the  word  occurs  infrequently  

in  the  collections  of  beneficial  tales  we  are  considering  for  this  study.  The  most  common  lexical  

meaning  is  rendered  by  Caner  as  “necessity”  or,  more  literally  “a  necessary  thing.”  Prima  facie,  

that   is   certainly  what’s   intended  here,  meaning   there   is   an   imperative   task   for   the  disciple   to  

complete   in   burying   the   elder’s   bodily   remains.373   But,   interestingly,   another   perhaps   more  

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

                                                                                                                
372   Ibid.,   «λέέγει   τῇ   ἑσπέέρα   τῷ   ἰδίίῳ   µμαθητῇ   ὁ   δοῦλος   τοῦ   Χριστοῦ·∙  Αὔριον   ἀπὸ   νυχέέων   ἐλθὲ   καὶ   στρέέψον   τὴν  
θυρίίδα  καὶ  εἴσελθε  πρόός  µμε  ὅτι  θέέλω  ἀναγκαῖον  τίίποτε  δεῖξαι  σοι.  Καὶ  οὐκ  ἐψεύύσατο  ὁ  δοῦλος  τοῦ  Χριστοῦ·∙  
ἀνοίίξας  γὰρ  καὶ  εἰσελθὼν  τὸ  πρωὶ  ηὗρε  τὸν  ὅσιον  σχηµματίίσαντα  ἑαυτὸν  κατὰ  ἀνατολὰς  καὶ  ἀπελθόόντα  πρὸς  
Κύύριον.»    

373  Variants  of  ἀναγκαῖος  with  the  meaning  “necessary”  are  also  predominantly  used  this  way  in  the  the  Pratum:  PG  
87(3).2889A  («διάά  τινας  ἀναγκαίίας  χρείίας»)  and  PG  87(3).3104A  («τὰ  ἀναγκαῖα»)  and  in  the  Ladder:  PG  88.860B  
(«ἐν   προσευχῇ   σταθέέντας   ἀναγκαίίων   πραγµμάάτων   ὑποµμιµμνήήσκει,   καὶ   πᾶσαν   µμηχανὴν   ποιεῖ   ἐκεῖθεν   ἡµμᾶς  
φορβιᾷ  εὐλόόγῳ  ἀποσύύραι  ἡ  ἄλογος»).  
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connect  it  with  teachings  about  the  remembrance  of  death.  Thus  in  the  Pratum,  Abba  Palladios  

gives  the  following  instruction:    

[M]y  children,  since  we  know  what  kind  of  times  these  are  and  what  kind  of  labor  is  required  
of  us,  let  us  strive  for  the  self-‐‑knowledge  that  is  attained  by  means  of  the  solitary  life.  For  at  
this  stage,  it  is  required  (ἀναγκαῖον)  of  us  that  we  sincerely  repent,  so  that  we  may  indeed  be  
temples  of  God.  For  it  will  not  be  honor  such  as  the  world  gives  that  we  will  receive  in  the  
world  to  come.374    

  
Similarly,  in  Step  6  of  the  Ladder,  On  the  Remembrance  of  Death,  Klimakos  adjures  his  audience  that,  

just  as  bread  is  the  most  essential  (ἀναγκαιόότερον)  of  all  foods,  so  the  thought  of  death  is  the  
most   essential   of   all   works.   The   remembrance   of   death   brings   labors   and   meditations,   or  
rather,  the  sweetness  of  dishonor  to  those  living  in  the  community,  whereas  for  those  living  
away   from   turbulence   it   produces   freedom   from  daily  worries   and  breeds   constant  prayer  
and  guarding  of  the  mind,  virtues  that  are  the  cause  and  the  effect  of  the  thought  of  death.375    

  
Epiphanios’s   explanation   of   what   is   ἀναγκαῖον   occurs   through   an   image   rather   than  

explanation.   For   his   disciple,   the   sight   of   his   ascetic  master’s   corpse,   arranged   facing   East   in  

readiness  to  meet  first  death  and  then  the  Lord,  acts  as  an  arresting  visual  reminder  of  what  is  

most   needful   for   a  monk   to   have   –   that   is,   as  Klimakos   puts   it,   to   have   the   remembrance   of  

death  as  a  “constant  spouse,”  a  thought  always  occupying  the  mind.376  The  visual  character  of  

this   final   piece   of   ascetic   instruction   is   already   signaled   by   Epiphanios  when   he   promises   to  

“show”   (δεῖξαι)   his   disciple   something   the   next  morning,   but   it   plays   into  what  Munitiz   has  

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

                                                                                                                
374   PG   87(3).2920C-‐‑D   (Wortley   52),   «…εἰδόότες,   τέέκνα,   τοίίνυν   τὸν   καιρὸν,   ποίίας   ἐργασίίας   δεῖται,   ἐπιγνῶµμεν  
ἑαυτοὺς  διὰ  τῆς  ἡσυχίίας.  Ἐν  τούύτῳ  γὰρ  τῷ  καιρῷ  ἀναγκαῖον  χρήήσασθαι  ἡµμᾶς  τῇ  καλῇ  µμετανοίίᾳ,  ὅπως  ναοὶ  
Θεοῦ  χρηµματίίσωµμεν.  Οὐ  γὰρ  ἡ  τυχοῦσα  ἡµμῖν  γίίνεται  τιµμὴ  ἐν  τῷ  µμέέλλοντι  αἰῶνι.»  

375PG  88.793Α  (Luibheid  132),  «Ὡς  πασῶν  τροφῶν  ὁ  ἄρτος  ἀναγκαιόότερος,  οὕτως  πασῶν  ἐργασιῶν  ἡ  τοῦ  θανάάτου  
ἔννοια·∙  µμνήήµμη  θανάάτου  γεννᾷ  ἐν  µμὲν  τοῖς  ἐν  µμέέσῳ  πόόνους  καὶ  ἀδολεσχίίας·∙  µμᾶλλον  δὲ  ἀτιµμίίας  ἡδύύτητα·∙  παρὰ  
δὲ  τοῖς  ἐκτὸς  θορύύβου  φροντίίδων  ἀπόόθεσιν  καὶ  εὐχὴν  διηνεκῆ,  καὶ  νοὸς  φυλακήήν.»  

376  PG  88.667D  (Luibheid  87,  modified),  «σύύµμβιον  ἀναπόόσπαστον.»  
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an  audience  that  sees  more  easily  than  it  hears.”377  So  the  stark  image  evoked  by  this  short  tale  –  

the  unexpected  discovery  of  a  corpse  –  is  a  blunt  and  concrete  reminder  of  the  transitoriness  of  

life  and  the  need  to  prepare  accordingly.  

   While  Epiphanios  in  his  death  narrative  turns  himself  into  a  “paradigm”  for  his  disciple  

to  contemplate  and  imitate,  the  emphasis  in  the  third  such  tale  (those  featuring  the  relationship  

between  spiritual  advisor  and  disciple  at  the  moment  of  death)  is  the  importance  of  a  disciple’s  

obedience   and   service.  This   comes  out  more   than   in   the  previous   two   tales.  Tale   I.15  offers   a  

short  but  touching  vignette  of  the  affectionate  and  supportive  relationship  between  an  elder  and  

his  disciple  right  until  the  very  end.  It  also  provides  a  fuller  picture  of  monastic  burial  than  the  

previous   two   tales:   whereas   these   cut   off   at,   respectively,   the   moment   of   death   and   the  

discovery  of   the  body,   the   story  of  death  of  Michael   the   Iberian   follows  him  and  his  disciple  

Eustathios   all   the  way   to   the   former’s   grave.   Binggeli   observes   that   in   this   and   in   other   tales  

there   is   a   fair   amount   of   casual   prosopographical   detail;   he   calls   these   pieces   of   information  

“anecdotal.”378   The   disciple   Eustathios,   for   example,   is   described   as   being   “now   in   Babylon  

seeking   treatment   for   his   hand.”379   Some   of   the   monks   are   known   historical   persons   and  

Binggeli  has  a  fairly  good  guess  for  Michael  the  Iberian’s  historical   identity.380  But  “Eustathios  

with   the   injured   hand”   is   the   kind   of   identification   that   is   so   specific   that   it   consigns   him   to  

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

                                                                                                                
377  Munitiz  1995:234.  
378  Binggeli  2001:497n71.  
379  Binggeli  188;  Caner  183,  «τὸν  καὶ  ἐν  Βαβυλῶνι  παραγενόόµμενον  περιοδευθῆναι  τὴν  ἑαυτοῦ  χεῖρα  βουλόόµμενον.»  
Cf.   tale   I.29   in   which   Epiphanios’s   disciple   is   mentioned,   one   «πολίίτης   Ζαχαρίίας   χρυσοχόόος   ἐν   Βαβυλῶνι  
γενόόµμενος»  (Binggeli,  204).  

380  See  Binggeli  2001:497n71.  Binggeli  also  notes  that  Anastasios  worked  in  the  hospital  at  Sinai  and  so  would  have  
been  familiar  with  the  patients.  For  more  on  Anastasios’s  medical  training  and  on  his  background  more  generally,  
see  Dagron  1992:64  and  Marinides  2014:370-‐‑372.  
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surcroît.»381    

   In  the  case  of  this  particular  disciple,  Binggeli’s  view  that  such  small  asides  are  meant  to  

be   anecdotal   seems   especially   applicable   and   it   is   worth   asking  why   he   includes   them.   One  

possibility   is   that   the   mentions   of   this   kind   of   highly   specific   detail   works   to   “clear”   some  

miraculous  haze  that  permeates  this  wondrous  desert,  making  it  seem  less  like  a  land  of  endless  

and   undifferentiated   pious   marvels.   The   mention   of   a   brother   seeking   treatment   for   a   hand  

injury  anchors  the  narrative  once  again   into  the   lived  (and  livable)  experience  of   the  audience  

who   (mostly   likely)   do   not   inhabit   a   world   of   “diaphanous   moments   when   heavenly  

apparitions   appear  on  Mount  Sinai,  dreams   transport  monks   to  distant   landscapes,   or  monks  

themselves  vanish  or  change  shape.”382  For  Anastasios,  as  for  the  authors  and  compilers  of  other  

Byzantine   collections   of   edifying   tales   and  miracles,   the   souci   de   crédibilité   was   an   important  

concern,  and  one  way  to  address  doubts  surrounding  credibility  was  for  the  author,  «à  fournir  

les   plus   de   renseignements   et   de   details   concrets   possibles.»383   These   details   shore   up   the  

credibility  of  the  story  and,  in  turn,  that  of  Anastasios  as  a  narrator.  Another  possibility  is  that  

the  mention  of  otherwise  little-‐‑known  brethren  serves  as  a  nod  to  those  in  the  know  among  the  

local   audience,   the   brethren   who   had   been   at   Sinai   long   enough   to   remember   the   time   of  

Klimakos   and   other   such   luminaries   or   to   have   heard   stories   about   them   from   their  

contemporaries.   If   the   tales   do   indeed   represent   a   sort   of   monastic   Festschrift   to   honor   this  

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

                                                                                                                
381  Binggeli  2001:497n71.  
382  Caner  2010:172.  See  tale  I.32  (Binggeli  207;  Caner  191).    
383  Déroche  1993:99.  In  his  study  on  the  Miracles  of  St.  Artemios,  Déroche  notes  (ibid.)  that  the  author  of  the  collection  is  
keen   to   record   details   such   as   the   name,   age,   social   status,   precise   dates   and   topographical   information   about  
Constantinople.  



  

  140  

the   identity   of   Abba   Michael’s   disciple)   about   Klimakos’s   important   associates   and  

contemporaries.  The  death  of  Abba  Michael,  the  main  event  in  tale  I.15,  takes  place  at  Arselaiou,  

one  of  the  hermit  colonies  that  was  home  to  the  aforementioned  Abba  George  and,  at  least  for  a  

while,  to  our  narrator  himself.  Speaking  from  personal  experience  then,  Anastasios  says  in  tale  

I.14  that  “Arselaiou  is  a  place   located  in  a  ravine  that   is  hard  to  reach.”384  Tale  I.15  shows   just  

how  difficult  it  was  to  navigate  this  terrain,  especially  for  the  elderly  and  infirm:  

When  Abba  Michael  fell  sick,  Eustathios  stood  by  his  side  and  wept.385  You  see,  the  tomb  of  
the  Fathers  that  is  in  that  place  has  a  very  difficult  and  dangerous  access  down  smooth  rock.  
So  Abba  Michael  said  to  Abba  Eustathios,  “Child,  bring  me  [the  things  I  need]  to  wash  and  
take  communion.”  Once  that  was  done,  he  said  once  more:  “You  know,  child,  the  descent  to  
the  tomb  is  dangerously  slippery.  If  I  die  [here],  you  run  the  risk  of  having  to  carry  me  down.  
You  might  fall  off  the  cliff  and  die.  So  come,  let’s  do  it  together,  step  by  step.”  Once  they  had  
descended,  the  old  man  said  a  prayer  and  embraced  Eustathios,  saying,  “Peace  be  with  you,  
child.  Pray  for  me.”  He  lay  down  in  the  burial  place  and  departed  to  the  Lord  with  joy  and  
exultation.386  

  
  Michael’s   passing   represents   the   intersection   of   the   future   and   the   past   as   his   spiritual  

“progeny”  accompanies  him  to  take  his  place  in  the  “Tomb  of  the  Fathers.”  The  tale  represents  

both  the  transience  and  permanence  of  the  monastic  life  on  the  Holy  Mountain,  where  the  great  

work  to  draw  closer  to  the  Lord  is  made  timeless  by  generation  upon  generation  of  monks,  each  

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

                                                                                                                
384   I.14   (Binggeli   187;   Caner   183),   «Τὰ   Ἀρσελάάου   τόόπος   ἐστὶ   χείίµμαρρος   δυσχερὴς   διακείίµμενος,   ἐν   ᾧ   κἀγὼ   ἐπὶ  
τριετίίαν  ᾤκησα.»  

385  The  disciple’s  name  is  delightfully  fitting  for  his  role  in  this  tale.  
386   Tale   I.15   (Binggeli   188;   Caner   183).   «Ἀσθηνήήσαντος   οὖν   τοῦ   ἀββᾶ   Μιχαήήλ,   παρίίστατο   αὐτῷ   κλαίίων   ὁ  
Εὐστάάθιος.   Τὸ   γοῦν   µμνηµμεῖον   τῶν   πατέέρων   τὸ   ὂν   αὐτόόθι   πάάνυ   δυσχερῆ   καὶ   ἐπικίίνδυνον   λειοπετρίίαν   τὴν  
κατάάβασιν  κέέκτηται.  Λέέγει  οὖν  πρὸς  τὸν  ἀββᾶν  Εὐστάάθιον  ὁ  ἀββᾶς  Μιχαὴλ·∙  Τέέκνον,  φέέρε   ἵνα  νίίψωµμαι  καὶ  
κοινωνήήσω.  Καὶ   τούύτου  γενοµμέένου,  πάάλιν  λέέγει  αὐτῷ·∙  Οἶδας,   τέέκνον,   ὅτι   ἐπικίίνδυνόός   ἐστι   καὶ   ἐξόόλισθος  ἡ  
κατάάβασις   τοῦ   µμνηµμείίου,   καὶ   ἐὰν   ἀποθάάνω   κινδινεύύεις   τοῦ   βαστάάξαι   µμε   καὶ   κατελθεῖν,   µμήήπως   πέέσῃς   καὶ  
ἀποθάάνῃς  εἰς  τὸ  κρηµμνόόν.  Ἀλλᾶ  δεῦρο,  ἄγωµμεν  ἀµμφόότεροι  µμικρὰ  µμικρὰ.  Καὶ  κατελθόόντων  αὐτῶν,  ἐποιήήσεν  
εὐχήήν,   καὶ   ἀσπασάάµμενος   τὸν   Εὐστάάθιον   ὁ   γέέρων   εἶπεν·∙   Εἰρήήνη   σοι,   τέέκνον,   καὶ   εὔχου   ὑπὲρ   ἐµμοῦ.   Καὶ  
ἀνακλίίνας  ἑαυτὸν  ἐν  τῷ  τάάφῳ  µμετὰ  χαρᾶς  καὶ  ἀγαλλιάάσεως  ἀπῆλθε  πρὸς  Κύύριον.»  
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Chapter  4:  Conclusion  

A  final   tale   records  one  of   the  most  humorous  events   in   the  Tales   collection   in   the  wake  of  a  

deadly   outbreak   of   the   plague,   surrounding   the   death   of   two  monks   at   the  monastery   of   St.  

Catherine.  The  first  monk,  having  died  in  old  age  after  a  life  of  pious  devotion,  is  laid  to  rest  at  

the   cemetery,   close   to   the   fortified  monastery.  When   the   plague   claims   another   victim   –   this  

time  a  younger  and  less  sedulous  man  –  the  brothers  bury  his  remains,  according  to  custom,  on  

top  of  those  belonging  to  the  elder.  A  third  death  takes  the  brothers  back  to  the  cemetery  once  

more,  but  this  time  their  gloomy  task  is  unexpectedly  interrupted  by  what  they  later  learn  to  be  

a  rather  brazen  act  of  post-‐‑mortem  disobedience:  

When   they  went   to   deposit   [the   third   body],   they   found   that   the   saintly  man   had   himself  
tossed  the  sinful  brother’s  tabernacle  to  the  ground.  At  the  time,  they  thought  that  this  had  
happened  by  accident  and  not   through  any  miracle,   so   they  picked  up  the  brother  and  put  
him  back  above   the   father.  But   the  next  day  when   they   came   they   found   that   the  virtuous  
father  had  thrown  the  brother  off.387  

  
Word  of  these  events  reaches  the  hegumen,  “a  saintly  father”  in  his  own  right  and  none  other  

than   John   Klimakos   himself.388   “[He]   came   and   entered   the   tomb.   Addressing   the   deceased  

elder,  who  was  called  John,  he  remarks,  ‘Abba  John,  during  your  lifetime  you  were  gentle  and  

forbearing.”389  Then,  replacing  the  negligent  monks’  remains  on  top  of  the  elder’s  body  with  his  

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

                                                                                                                
387   I.8   (Binggeli   179;  Caner  179),   «Ἦλθον  τοῦ  καταθέέσθαι   τὸ  λείίψανον  αὐτοῦ  καὶ  ηὗρον  ὅτι  ἀπέέρριψε  χαµμαὶ   ἐξ  
αὐτοῦ  ὁ  ὅσιος  ἀνὴρ  τὸ  σκήήνωµμα  τοῦ  ἁµμαρτωλοῦ  ἀδελφοῦ.  Εἶτα  νοµμίίσαντες  ὅτι  ἐκ  τοῦ  συµμβάάντος  γέέγονε  καὶ  
οὐ  κατάά  τινα  θαυµματουργίίαν,  πάάλιν  λαβόόντες  τέέθηκαν  ἐπάάνω  τοῦ  πατρὸς  τὸν  ἀδελφόόν.  Καὶ  ἐπὶ  τὴν  αὔριον  
παραγενάάµμενοι  ηὗρον  ὅτι  ἀπέέρριψε  τὸν  ἀδελφὸν  ὁ  ἐνάάρετος  πατήήρ.»  

388  See  Binggeli  2001:490n40.  
389   (Binggeli   179;   Caner   179),   «εἰσελθὼν   ἐν   τῷ   µμνήήµματι   λέέγει   τῷ   µμνήήµματι   λέέγει   τῷ   τεθνεῶτι   γέέροντι,   Ἰωάάννῃ  
καλουµμέένῳ·∙  Ἀββᾶ  Ἰωάάννη,  ἐν  τῇ  ζωῇ  σου  πρᾷος  καὶ  µμακρόόθυµμος  ὑπῆρχες.»  
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as  God  puts  up  with  the  sins  of  the  world.”390  Anastasios  concludes  the  tale  by  mentioning  that  

“from  that  day  onwards,   the  old  man  never   tossed  off   the  brother’s   tabernacle.”391  Klimakos’s  

urgent   appeal   to   Abba   John   emphasizes   the   very   same   values   which   Anastasios   shows  

throughout   the   tales   as   the   strength   and   foundation   of   Sinai’s   monastic   community   and   its  

safeguard   against   the   vicissitudes   of   a   changing  world:   the   importance   of   patience,   humility,  

self-‐‑sacrifice,  brotherly  love,  obedience  and  most  importantly,  an  unwavering  faith  in  the  Lord’s  

commitment   to  His  people.  By  documenting   the   rich  heritage  of   Sinai’s  monastic   culture   and  

cherishing  its  memory,  Anastasios  seeks  to  shape  and  sustain  its  future  by  strengthening  a  new  

generation  of  monks  and  pilgrims  and  to  remind  them  that  seeking  communion  with  the  Divine  

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

                                                                                                                
390  Idem.,  «Καὶ  λαβὼν  τὸ  λείίψανον  τοῦ  ἀδελφοῦ  ἰδίίαις  χερσὶ  τίίθησιν  αὐτὸ  ἐπάάνω  τοῦ  γέέροντος  καὶ  λέέγει  πάάλιν  
πρὸς  αὐτόόν·∙  Βάάσταξον  τὸν  ἀδελφόόν,  κἂν  ἁµμαρτωλὸς  ἦν,  ἀββᾶ  Ἰωάάννη,  καθὼς  βαστάάζει  ὁ  Θεὸς  τὰς  ἁµμαρτίίας  
τοῦ  κόόσµμου.»  

391  Idem.,  «Καὶ  ἀπ᾽  ἐκείίνης  τῆς  ἡµμέέρας  οὐκέέτι  ἀπέέρριψε  τὸ  σκήήνωµμα  τοῦ  ἀδελφοῦ  ὁ  γέέρων.»  
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Chapter  5  

The  Final  Conversation  

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

Ὅτι  ἐξελίίποµμεν  ἐν  τῇ  ὀργῇ  σου  καὶ  ἐν  τῷ  θυµμῷ  σου  ἐταράάχθηµμεν.    
   Ἔθου  τὰς  ἀνοµμίίας  ἡµμῶν  ἐνώώπιόόν  σου.  Ὁ  αἰὼν  ἡµμῶν  εἰς  φωτισµμὸν  τοῦ  προσώώπου  σου.    
   Ὅτι  πᾶσαι  αἱ  ἡµμέέραι  ἡµμῶν  ἐξέέλιπον  καὶ  ἐν  τῇ  ὀργῇ  σου  ἐξελίίποµμεν,    
   τὰ  ἔτη  ἡµμῶν  ὡς  ἀράάχνην392  ἐµμελέέτων.  
         —Ψαλµμόός  89:7-‐‑9  («Προσευχὴ  τοῦ  Μωϋσῆ»)  
  
And  they  that  were  with  me  saw  indeed  the  light,  and  were  afraid;    
       but  they  heard  not  the  voice  of  him  that  spake  to  me.    
  

Οἱ  δὲ  σὺν  ἐµμοὶ  ὄντες  τὸ  µμὲν  φῶς  ἐθεάάσαντο  καὶ  ἔµμφοβοι  ἐγέένοντο,    
       τὴν  δὲ  φωνὴν  οὐκ  ἤκουσαν  τοῦ  λαλοῦντόός  µμοι.  
         —Acts  22:9  
  
Who  hath  believed  our  report?  And  to  whom  is  the  arm  of  the  LORD  revealed?  
Κύύριε,  τίίς  ἐπίίστευσεν  τῇ  ἀκοῇ  ἡµμῶν,  καὶ  ὁ  βραχίίων  Κυρίίου  τίίνι  ἀπεκαλύύφθη;  
      —Isaiah  53:1  

  

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

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

monk   dying   completely   alone.393   As   at   the   death   of   Abba  George   of   Arselaiou   (I.20),   two   or  

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

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

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

                                                                                                                
392  ἀράάχνη:  insubstantial  gossamer,  “the  baseless  fabric  of  this  vision.”  
393  The  tale  of  Abba  Epiphanios  the  Recluse  (I.15)  is  a  notable  exception.  
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scene  became  a  popular  topos  in  seventh-‐‑century  monastic  literature,  and  within  this  especially  

the  interrogation  of  a  swooning  monk  was  found  to  be  such  an  effective  narrative  platform  for  

an   urgent  memento   mori   about   the   importance   of   repentance   and   the   daily   remembrance   of  

death,   that  we   find   it   not  only   in   the   edifying   tales   tradition  but   also   in   several   sermons  and  

hymns  dating  from  or  around  this  period.  In  this  type  of  scene,  a  monk  in  the  throes  of  death  is  

called   to   give   an   account   of   his   actions   in   life   before   an   unseen   demonic   host.   The   dramatic  

spectacle  unfolds  before  a  stricken  and  fearful  audience  of  fellow  monks,  who  are  able  to  catch  

only  half  of   the  exchange  (the  answers  but  not   the  questions)  and  at   the  moment  of  death  are  

left  painfully  uncertain  about  the  outcome  of  the  moribund’s  ordeal.  This  “final  conversation”  

represents,   in  some  ways,  an  alternative   to   the   tollgates  we  explored   in   the   first  chapter.  Both  

have  as  their  principle  objective  to  urge  their  audience  to  contemplate  their  own  mortality  and  

to  consider  how  they  might  best  prepare  for  the  relentless  interrogation  that  they  too  will  face  at  

that  dreadful,  inevitable  moment.  But,  whereas  the  story  of  the  journey  through  the  tollgates  of  

the  air  is  necessarily  told  in  retrospect,  after  its  subject  has  returned  from  the  dead,  the  deathbed  

scene  offers  its  audience  what  Peter  Brown  has  called  “visible  signs  of  the  presence  of  the  other  

world”   through   the   dying   man’s   reactions   to   the   imposing   assembly   of   invisible   powers  

crowding  around  his  bed.394  Bringing   this  dramatic   trial  down   from   the  distant   ether   into   the  

intimate  surroundings  of  the  deathbed  made  the  experience  more  immediate  and  urgent  for  the  

spectators,  turning  it  into  an  inescapable  and  agonizing  confrontation  with  the  horror  of  death.  

In  this  chapter,  we  will  examine  the  occurrence  and  development  of  what  we  will  call  the  “final  

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

                                                                                                                
394  Brown  1999:299.  
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compare  these  to  other  instances  where  the  motif  occurs  in  homilies  and  hymn.  This  will  allow  

us  to  consider  broader  questions  of  genre  and  audience:  how  the  motif  is  transformed  when  it  

passes   from   the   simple   and   concise   language   of   the   tales   into   the   explicit,   yet   carefully  

oratorical,  expression  of  the  homily.    

  

The  Lord  is  My  Portion  

Two   instances   of   a   final   conversation   occur   in   the   tales   of   Anastasios.   The   first   of   these,   the  

death   of  Abba  Orentios,  Anastasios   hears   from   a   certain  Abba  Abraham.   The   story   offers   an  

example  of  the  importance  of  an  audience  for  shedding  light  on  the  process  of  death:    

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

  
The  account  of  Orentios’s  death  is  extremely  sober  and  almost  oblique  in  its  description  of  the  

process  of  the  death  struggle.  What  it  describes,  mostly  through  reported  speech,  is  clearly  the  

dying   abba’s   psychomachia.   The   narrator   alludes   to   Orentios’s   perception   of   “the   angelic  

presence”  but   it   is   really   only  when  he   asks   those   in   attendance   (at   least   four  people)   if   they  

have  noticed   the   flock  of   ravens  present  at  his  deathbed   that   it  becomes  clear   that  Orentios   is  

seeing   a   great   deal   more   than   is   visible   to   the   eyes   of   those   seated   around   him.395   The  

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

                                                                                                                
395  There  are  examples  of  demons  appearing  as  birds  elsewhere  too:  most  notably  in  the  Pratum,  tale  105,  where  they  
appear   as   crows.   (A   similar   image   is   alive   in   modern   poetry   as   well;   cf.   Wallace   Stevens’   “Thirteen   Ways   of  
Looking  at  a  Blackbird”  and  Seamus  Heaney’s  “The  Blackbird  of  Glanmore.”)  
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repeated   requests   for   prayers   emphasize   that,   despite   the   presence   of   a   small   crowd  offering  

prayers  at  his  death  bed  (among  them  even  a  bishop!),   the  ordeal  of  facing  the  angels  and  the  

demonic   ravens   is   one   that   Orentios   had   to   experience   alone.   In   the   following   story,   which  

recounts  the  death  of  Abba  Stephen  of  Byzantium,  Anastasios  once  again  avoids  all  pretense  of  

narrative  omniscience  and  refuses  to  fill  in  the  blanks  for  his  readers  as  to  what  the  dying  elder  

sees.   The   story   is  more   detailed   in   its   descriptions   than   the   previous   one,   however,   perhaps  

because   Anastasios   himself   was   an   eyewitness   to   the   Stephen’s   death   and   knew   the  man   in  

life.396  A  dramatic  portrait  of  Stephen’s   last  moments  emerges   in  which  the  perceptible  half  of  

Stephen’s  conversation  is  reported:  while  Anastasios  and  another  abba,  named  Theodosios,  are  

keeping  vigil  over   the  dying  man  and   reciting   for  him  a  psalm  specifically   for   the  dying   (the  

lengthy,  so-‐‑called  “blameless  psalm”397),  Stephen  suddenly  grows  animated:  

[T]he  dying  man  suddenly  cast  a  sharp  glance  and  spoke  harshly  to  someone  visible  to  him,  
saying,   “Why  have  you  come  here?  Get   to  outer  darkness!  You  have  no  business  with  me.  
The  Lord   is  my  portion.”  Then  when  we  came   in  our  recitation   to   the  verse   that  says  “The  
Lord  is  my  portion,”  Abba  Stephen  gave  up  his  spirit  to  the  Lord.398  

  
The  sharp  glance  and  harsh  words  which  he  directs  at  what  appears,  to  others  present,  as  empty  

space  are  both  mysterious  and  alarming;  Peter  Brown  is  right  to  point  out  that  the  dying  man’s  

reactions   to   the   beings   that   he   alone   can   see   are   “quite   as   chilling   as   any   incident   of  

possession.”399   The   narrative   is   suggestive,   without   revealing   the   entire   picture.   Anastasios’s  

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

397  Ps.  118  (Masor.  119).  
398  I.28  (Caner  189;  Binggeli  203),  «Ἐξαίίφνης  βλοσυροῖ  τὸ  ὄµμµμα  αὐτοῦ,  ὁ  τελευτῶν,  καὶ  ἐµμβριθῶς  λέέγει  πρόός  τινα  
ὀφθέέντα  αὐτῷ·∙  Τίί  ἦλθες  ὧδε;  Ὕπαγε  εἰς  τὸ  σκόότος  τὸ  ἐξώώτερον·∙  οὐκ  ἔχεις  τίίποτε  σὺ  πρὸς  ἡµμᾶς.  Μερίίς  µμου  ὁ  
Κύύριος.  Ὡς  οὖν  ἐφθάάσαµμεν  στιχολογοῦντες  εἰς  αὐτὸν  τὸ  στίίχον  τοῦ  εἰπεῖν·∙  Μερίίς  µμου  ὁ  Κύύριος,  παρέέδωκεν  τῷ  
Κυρίίῳ  τὸ  πνεῦµμα  ὁ  ἀββᾶς  Στέέφανος.»  Cf.  v.  57,  «Μερίίς  µμου  εἶ,  Κύύριε,  εἶπα  τοῦ  φυλάάξασθαι  τὸν  νόόµμον  σου.»  

399  Brown  1999:299.  
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reticence   to   “lift   the   veil”   on   the   mystery   and   describe   “the   Powers”   with   whom   the   dying  

monk   is   conversing   underscores   that   in   the   reckoning,   the   individual   alone   will   be   held  

accountable   before   the   angel   of   death,   and   the   presence   and   assistance   of   his   friends   and  

brothers  will  be  of  no  avail.400  Stephen’s  argument  with  the  unseen  demonic  forces  also  twines  

cleverly  with  the  “soundtrack”  of  his  death;  for,  in  dying  at  the  brothers’  utterance  of  the  phrase  

juste,  he   confirms   to   those   left   behind   that   it   is   the   Lord   that   has   indeed   been   his   portion   in  

death  –  and  not   the  demons  who  have   come   for  his   soul.  The  epilogue   to  Stephen’s  demonic  

tussle   reveals   the  means  whereby   Stephen   gained   his   portion   in   the   Lord;   as  Anastasios   and  

Theodosios  search  for  something  to  wrap  the  body  in  for  burial,  “we  found  none,  even  though  

he  had  once  known   such  wealth   and  glory.”401   Stephen’s   exemplary  poverty,   earned   through  

humility   and   renunciation   following   his   previous   worldly   life   of   the   abundance   and   riches,  

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

  
A  Good  Death  

Owing   to   the   virtue   they   acquired   in   life,   Orentios   and   Stephen   both   experience   a   peaceful  

death,  despite  the  worrying  presence  of  unseen  opponents  prior  to  their  passing.  Orentios  even  

departs  with  “peace  and   joy.”  This  peace  at   the  moment  when  soul   is   rent   from  body  reflects  

established   patterns   of   holy   death   in   Byzantine   hagiography,   which   “uniformly   stresses   the  

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

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

401  Caner  189;  Binggeli  203.  
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from  the  bonds  of   the  body  and  union  with   the  divine.”402  But,  as  Zecher  has  pointed  out,   for  

monks  a  peaceful  death  does  not  necessarily  signify  a  “good”  death;  “burial  is  of  no  importance;  

sickness,  violence,  and  mourning  are  often  signs  of  nothing.”403  He  explains  that  “the  ascetic’s  

attitude   toward   his   own   death,   which   expresses   his   way   of   life—either   as   prepared   or  

unprepared   for   death   and   the   judgment   which   follows—”   will   be   indicative   of   the   type   of  

experience   he   will   have.404   Zecher’s   analysis   focuses   primarily   on   desert   literature   from   an  

earlier   period,   but   his   observations   hold   equally   true   for   the   seventh   century.   To   illustrate  

Zecher’s   observation,   the   story   of   the   death   of   Abba   Stephen   the   Cypriot   shows   that   for   an  

ascetic,  a  painful  death  may  function  as  a  complement  to  a  life  lived  in  endurance,  suffering  and  

abstinence  for  the  Lord’s  sake  and  can  improve  a  righteous  person’s  post-‐‑mortem  standing  with  

the   Lord.   By   way   of   introduction,   Anastasios   mentions   that   Abba   Stephen   was   a   personal  

acquaintance  of  his  and,  most   importantly,   that  he  was  a  paragon  of  righteousness:  “he  was  a  

most  peaceable  man  and  a  partaker  in  the  Holy  Spirit,  adorned  with  every  virtue.”405  His  death,  

however,  was  a  painful  trial:  

When  he  was   about   to   die,   he   burst   out   in   such  welts   as   I   think   no  man   ever   saw  before.  He  
languished   for   many   days,   then   died.   One   of   those   who   knew   his   diligence   and   way   of   life  
became  troubled,  thinking  to  himself,  “How  has  such  a  person  succumbed  to  such  a  force?”  Then  
the  blessed  Stephen  appeared  to  him  in  a  dream  and  said,  “Lord  Brother,  even  if  for  a  little  while  
I  was  made  loathsome,  nevertheless  I’ve  found  greater  freedom  of  speech  with  Christ.”406  

                                                                                                                
402  Podskalsky  2005.  
403  Zecher  2011:197.  
404  Ibid.  
405   I.38   (Binggeli   213;   Caner   194),   «…ἀνδρὸς   εἰρηνικωτάάτου   καὶ   πνεύύµματος   ἁγίίου   µμετόόχου   καὶ   πάάσῃ   ἀρετῇ  
κεκοσµμηµμέένου.»  

406   I.38   (Binggeli   213;   Caner   194),   «καὶ   γὰρ   µμέέλλοντος   τελευτᾶν…ἐξέέβρασεν   ἐκβρασµμὸν   οἷον   τάάχα   οὐδεὶς   τῶν  
ἀνθρώώπων  ἐθεάάσατο·∙  καὶ  ἐπὶ  πολλὰς  ἡµμέέρας  διατρίίψας  ἐτελεύύτησεν.  Τίίς  οὖν  τῶν  γινωσκόόντων  τὴν  ἐργασίίαν  
καὶ  τὸν  βίίον  αὐτοῦ  ἐδυσχέέραινεν,  εἰς  ἑαυτὸν  λογιζόόµμενος  ὅτι  ἆρα  τίίνος  χάάριν  ὁ  τοιοῦτος  ἄνθρωπος  τοιαύύτῃ  
ἀνάάγκῃ   περιέέπεσεν;   Φαίίνεται   οὖν   αὐτῷ   κατ᾽   ὄναρ   ὁ   µμακάάριος   Στέέφανος   καὶ   λέέγει·∙   Κῦρι   ἀδελφέέ,   εἰ   καὶ  
ἐσιάάνθηµμεν  µμικρόόν,  ἀλλ᾽ὅµμως  ηὕροµμεν  περισσοτέέραν  παρρησίίαν  πρὸς  τὸν  Χριστόόν.»  
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For  Stephen,  death  acted  as  a  refiner’s  fire  for  the  soul,  burning  off  the  remaining  dross  so  that  

he  might   gain   even  greater  παρρησίία   in   the  hereafter.   Both  Caner   and  Binggeli   note   that   the  

phrase   “adorned   with   every   virtue”   is   drawn   from   3rd   Maccabbees   6:1,   where   it   is   used   to  

describe  Eleazar,  high  priest  of  the  Jews,  whose  prayer  frees  his  people  from  the  oppression  of  

king  Ptolemy;  in  other  words,  someone  whose  παρρησίία  with  power  is  great.407  To  an  audience  

steeped  in  martyr  stories,  as  the  local  audience  would  have  been,  the  name  would  probably  also  

call   to  mind   the   other   Eleazar,   the   teacher   and   fellow  martyr   of   the   seven   brothers   from   the  

second  and  fourth  books  of  the  Maccabees.  His  painful  demise  became  a  prototype  for  a  noble  

death  in  the  Jewish  and  Christian  tradition;  the  association  then  strengthens  the  suggestion  that  

Stephen’s  death  itself  is  a  form  of  martyrdom.408  Perhaps  most  striking  in  this  tale,  however,  is  

the  fact  that  Stephen  himself  comes  back  from  beyond  the  grave,  in  order  to  visit  the  monk  who  

had   deemed   this   death   unworthy   of   one   so   virtuous,   and   to   reassure   him   that   the   overall  

outcome  of  all  his  suffering  was  positive.  

  
The  Uncertain  Judgment  

John   Klimakos’s   Ladder   of   Divine   Ascent   also   contains   an   account   of   a   final   conversation,  

providing  an  earlier  comparandum  for  Anastasios’s  treatment  of  the  topos.  Even  more  significant  

than  its  temporal  antecedence,  however,  is  the  fact  that  the  Ladder  was  likely  a  formative  text  for  

Anastasios  as  a  religious  thinker.  As  we  saw  in  the  previous  chapter,  the  tales  bear  witness  that  

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

                                                                                                                
407  Ibid.,  not.  ad  hunc  loc.  
408  For  more  on  Eleazar’s  noble  death,  see  Van  Henten  et.  al.  2002:72-‐‑76.  
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imagines   that   the  Ladder,  his  strict  blueprint   for  spiritual  perfection,  had  a  profound  influence  

on   later   generations   of  monks   and   their   attitude   towards   death.   The   tale   about   an   elder   also  

called   Stephen   is   embedded   in   the   seventh   step   of   the   Ladder,   On   Joy-‐‑Bearing   Grief,   and  

highlights  a  set  of  concerns  that  remain  largely  unmentioned  in  Anastasios’s   telling  –  namely,  

the   bystanders’   response   to   the   perceptible   half   of   the   otherworldly   scene   unfolding   before  

them.  Another  noteworthy  difference  is  the  special  attention  paid  to  the  uncertainty  and  anxiety  

about   the   final   conversation’s   outcome.  While   in   the   cases   of  Anastasios’s  Abba   Stephen   and  

Abba  Orentios   it   is   fairly   clear   to   the  bystanders   that,   after   an   initially   arduous   struggle  with  

those  unseen  powers  who  would  reckon  with  them,  their  deaths   lead  them  into  the   joy  of   the  

Lord  and  not  elsewhere,  Klimakos  purposefully  places  the  tale’s  emotional  accent  in  a  different  

way  and  signals  this  by  stating  that  the  purpose  of  the  tale  is  “an  inducement  to  most  valuable  

mourning   and   sorrow.”409   Klimakos’s   objective,   then,   is   to   have   the   story   pack   an   emotional  

punch  by  making  it  as  personal  as  possible.  So,  as  is  often  the  case  in  edifying  tales  when  there  

is  an  audience  present  when  a  miracle  takes  place  or  is  recounted,  their  reactions  are  meant  to  

model  the  appropriate  response  for  the  reading  or  listening  audience.  Klimakos’s  account  goes  

into  considerably  greater  depth,  both  in  the  dying  elder’s  backstory  and  in  the  report  of  his  final  

conversation.  The  detail   is  given,  as  Caner  notes,  with  a  specific  purpose  in  mind:  to  establish  

Stephen   as   an   irreproachable   model   of   ascetic   excellence.410   Stephen   had,   Klimakos   tells   us,  

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

                                                                                                                
409  PG  88.812A  (Luibheid  142  ),  «Πρὸς  δὲ  ὄντως  πέένθους  ἐναργεστάάτου,  καὶ  ὀδύύνης  ὀνησιφόόρου.»  
410  Caner  2010:67.  
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and  he  was  bedecked  with  other  good  achievements.”411  At  some  point,  he  deemed  his  regimen  

insufficiently   austere   and   moved   with   his   two   disciples   to   an   even   more   remote   and  

inhospitable   wilderness   at   Siddim.   Having   persevered   in   his   ascetic   labors,   at   last   he  

succumbed  to  a  fatal  illness.  On  his  sickbed  “he  went  into  ecstasy  of  mind  and  with  open  eyes  

he  looked  to  the  right  and  left  of  his  bed,  as  if  he  were  being  called  to  account  by  someone.”412  

Like   Stephen   of   Byzantium,   Abba   Stephen   is   able   in   his   ecstasy   to   see   things   that   remain  

invisible  to  other  people.  This  is  also  a  sign  of  his  spiritual  advancement  because,  as  Klimakos  

mentions  earlier  in  the  chapter,  “blessed  is  the  monk  who  with  the  eyes  of  his  soul  can  fix  his  

gaze  upon   the  powers  of   the   spiritual  world.”413   Stephen’s   final   conversation   is   framed   like   a  

prosecution   being   conducted   in   public.   It   calls   to   mind   the   proceedings   at   the   tollgates   we  

discussed  in  an  earlier  chapter,  but  with  the  important  distinction  that  the  dying  elder  serves  as  

his   own   defense   counsel.   As   with   Orentios   and   the   other   Stephen,   the   audience   hears   only  

Stephen’s  responses  to  his  relentless  interlocutors:  

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

                                                                                                                
411  PG  88.812Β  (Luibheid  142),  «Χρόόνους  τε  ἰκανοὺς  ἐν  µμοναδικῇ  διατρίίψας  παλαίίστρᾳ,  νηστείίας  τε  µμάάλιστα  καὶ  
δάάκρυσι  κατακεκοσµμηµμέένος,  καὶ  ἑτέέροις  ἀγαθοῖς  πλεονεκτήήµμασι  περιηνθισµμέένος  ὑπάάρχων.»  

412  PG  88.812C  (Luibheid  142)  «Ἐξίίσταται  τῷ  νοῖ  καὶ  τῶν  ὀφθαλµμῶν  ἀνεῳγµμέένων  κατενόόει  εἰς  τὰ  δέέξια,  καὶ  εἰς  τὰ  
ἀριστερὰ  τῆς  κλίίνης·∙  καὶ  ὡς  ὑπόό  τινων  λογοθετούύµμενος.»  

413   PG   88.809A   (Luibheid   140,   adapted).  We  might   even   say   something   like   “who   can   stare   down   powers   (only)  
perceptible   to   reason.”   «Μακάάριος   µμὲν   ὁ   µμοναχὸς   ὁ   τοῖς   τῆς   ψυχῆς   ὄµμµμασιν   ταῖς   νοεραῖς   δυνάάµμεσιν  
ἐνατενίίζειν  δυνάάµμενος.»  Besides  the  loaded  adjective  νοερόός  (originally  philosophical,  but  see  Lampe  s.v.  for  its  
wide  range  of  uses   in  patristic  sources),   this  pronouncement  concerning  vision  echoes  that   in   the  Sermon  on  the  
Mount,  «Μακάάριοι  οἱ  καθαροὶ  τῇ  καρδίίᾳ,  ὅτι  αὐτοὶ  τὸν  Θεὸν  ὄψονται»  (Matt.  5:8).  The  beatific  wording  in  the  
context  of  death  may  at  the  same  time  invoke  the  “blameless  psalm”  above,  which  begins  «Μακάάριοι  οἱ  ἄµμωµμοι  ἐν  
ὁδῷ   οἱ   πορευόόµμενοι   ἐν   νόόµμῳ   Κυρίίου.»   (And,   given   Stephen’s   name,   we   might   even   add   from   James   1:12,  
«Μακάάριος  ἀνὴρ  ὃς  ὑποµμέένει  πειρασµμόόν,  ὅτι  δόόκιµμος  γενόόµμενος  λήήψεται  τὸν  στέέφανον   τῆς  ζωῆς  …»)  
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answer.”  And  yet  he  had  been  a  monk  for  almost  forty  years  and  he  had  the  gift  of  tears  as  
well.  414  

  
What  makes  Stephen’s  half  of  this  interchange  so  emotionally  arresting  is  its  jarring  exposition  

of   the   intense   self-‐‑scrutiny   that  all  must  undergo  at   the  end  of   life,  when  every  past  action   is  

brought  to  bear  on  the  fate  of  the  soul.  This  abba,  whose  lengthy  and  imposing  ascetic  résumé  

Klimakos  includes  for  our  perusal,  represents  for  all   intents  and  purposes  the  best   imaginable  

guinea  pig  for  such  a  harrowing  ordeal.  Forty  years  of  tears,   fasting  and  strict  repentance,   the  

training   of   two   pious   disciples   to   follow   in   his   footsteps,   the   gift   of   tears   and   a   reportedly  

miraculous  control  over  wild  animals  have  left  him  as  prepared  as  he  could  possibly  be  to  face  

the   merciless   inquisitors.415   But,   while   Stephen   conducts   himself   with   exemplary   fortitude,  

showing  in  his  parries  of  false  accusations  that  his  indeed  was  an  examined  life,  he  is  powerless  

to   defend  himself   against   sins   he  was  unaware   of   having   committed.416   The  warning  message  

that   emerges   from   this   exemplum   is   that  which  Zecher   calls   the   “uncertain   judgment.”  For,   in  

spite   of   all   his   penitence   and   preparation,   there   are   no   guarantees   of   salvation,   even   for   the  

spiritually   advanced   like   Stephen.417   For   the   spectators   as   well,   things   remain   uncertain   and  

                                                                                                                
414  PG  88.812C-‐‑D  (Luibheid  142),  «καὶ  ὑπόό  τινων  λογοθετούύµμενος,  ἔλεγε  πάάντων  ἀκουόόντων  τῶν  περισταµμέένων,  
ποτὲ  µμεν·∙  “Ναὶ,  ὄντως,  ἀλήήθεια,  ἀλλ’  ἐνήήστευσα  τοσούύτους  χρόόνους  ὑπὲρ  τούύτου.”  Εἶτα  πάάλιν,  “οὐχὶ,  ὄντως  
ψεύύδεσθε,   τοῦτο   οὐκ   ἐποίίησα.”  Καὶ   πάάλιν·∙   “Ναὶ,   ἀληθῶς   τοῦτο,   ναίί·∙   ἀλλ’   ἔκλαυσα,   ἀλλὰ   διηκόόνησα.”  Καὶ  
πάάλιν,  “Οὐχὶ,  ὅλως  κατηγορεῖτέέ  µμου.”  Ἔστι  δὲ  ὅτε  εἴς  τινα  ἔλεγε  “Ναὶ,  ἀληθῶς,  ναίί·∙  καὶ  πρὸς  τοῦτο  τίί  εἰπεῖν  
οὐκ  οἶδα·∙   ἐν   τῷ  Θεῷ   ἐστιν   ἔλεος.”  Καὶ   ἦν  ἀληθῶς  θέέαµμα  φρικτὸν   καὶ  φοβερὸν,   ἀόόρατον   καὶ   ἀσυγχώώρητον  
λογοθέέσιον·∙   καὶ   τὸ   φοβερώώτερον,   ὅτι   καὶ   ἃ   οὐκ   ἐποίίησε,   κατηγόόρουν   αὐτοῦ.   Βαβαίί,   ὁ   ἡσυχαστὴς   καὶ  
ἀναχωρητὴς   ἔλεγεν   εἴς   τινα   τῶν   ἑαυτοῦ  πταισµμάάτων,   ὅτι   “Πρὸς   ταῦτα   εἰπεῖν   οὐκ   οἶδα,”   ἔχων  που  λοιπὸν  
περὶ  τὰ  τεσσαράάκοντα  ἔτη  µμοναχὸς,  καὶ  ἔχων  τὸ  δάάκρυον.»  

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

417  Zecher  2011:213.  
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incomplete.   Having   only   partial   knowledge   of   what   was   said   in   the   exchange   between   the  

moribund   and   his   accusers,   their   understanding   of   Stephen’s   final   conversation   remains  

tantalizingly  incomplete,  as  though  they  were  listening  in  to  half  of  a  phone  conversation.  And  

what’s  more,  they  are  left  wholly  in  the  dark  concerning  the  final  outcome  of  the  trial.  Klimakos  

finishes   the   tale  of  Abba  Stephen  on   that  note  of  uncertainty:  “So   there  he  was  now,  called   to  

account,  and  he  died  while  it  was  happening,  leaving  us  unsure  of  the  judgment  passed  on  him,  

of  his  final  end  or  sentence,  or  of  the  verdict  rendered  him.”418    

  

Dying  among  Friends  and  Brothers  

Several  scholars  have  noted  the  curiously  public  nature  of  such  dramatic  descriptions  of  death,  

where  dying   is   done   in   front   of   an   audience   of   subdued   and  mournful   friends   and  brothers.  

Caner  proposes  that  “seventh-‐‑century  monastic   literature  tended  to  focus  on  deathbed  scenes,  

highlighting   a   moment   when   monks   watched   to   find   out   whether   their   practices   or   leaders  

were  effective  or  not.”419  Peter  Brown  in  turn  notes  the  spectacle  that  is  inherent  in  such  events:  

“witnessed  by   the  companions  of  monks,  or  nuns  or  simply  by   the  members  of  any  Christian  

family,  death  ushered  every  Byzantine   into  an  orchestra  seat,   just  as   the  curtain  was  about   to  

rise   on   the  most   awesome   spectacle   of   all.”420  While   the   narrative   focuses   extensively   on   the  

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

                                                                                                                
418PG   88.812D   (Luibheid   142)   «καὶ   οὕτω   λογοθετούύµμενος,   τοῦ   σώώµματος   ἐχωρίίσθη,  τίί   τὸ   κρῖµμα,   ἢ   τὸ   πέέρας,   ἢ  
ἀπόόφασις  αὐτοῦ,  ἢ  τὸ  τέέλος  τοῦ  λογοθεσίίου  κατάάδηλον  µμὴ  ποιησάάµμενος.»  The  uncertainty  that  the  monks  face  
regarding   the  ultimate   fate   of   their   friend   is   a  departure   from   the   standard  version  of   the   script  where,   as   Jane  
Baun  puts   it,   “the  more   typical   edifying   tale   is   unequivocal,   showing   the   person   in   question   as   either   saved   or  
damned”  (2007:123).  

419  Caner  2010:66-‐‑67.  
420  Brown  1999:300.  
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hour   of   death,”   the   moment   when   he   gives   up   the   ghost   also   marks   the   point   when   his  

experiences,   emotions,   fears   and   ultimate   fate   are   beyond   the   grasp   and   ken   of   his  

companions.421   And   at   that   point   it   is   often   not   the   deceased’s   experiences   but   those   of   the  

audience  that  really  dominate  the  narrative’s  conclusion  and  deliver  the  tale’s  edifying  message.  

It   is  possible   that   the   literary  popularity  of   this  version  (or  vision)  of   the  temporary   judgment  

grew  alongside,   and   even   to   some  extent   outgrew,   literary   accounts  of  visions  of   the   afterlife  

(like   that  of   the   tollgates)  because   the  “unseen  drama”  of   the  ante-‐‑mortem  deathbed   judgment  

had   a   much   greater   and   more   immediate   degree   of   audience   involvement.422   The   bystander  

could  see  for  him-‐‑  or  herself  what  shape  the  trials  at  the  hour  of  death  took,  rather  than  having  

to   learn   these   things   from   others.   Not   everyone   had   the   chance   to   encounter   a   desperate  

penitent   returned   from   the  Other  World,   but  most   people  would   at   some  point   in   their   lives  

witness   the  death  of  a   friend  or  a   loved  one  and,  as  Brown  puts   it,   “what  mattered   in   such  a  

deathbed   scene  was   that   this  was   an   experience   of   the   other  world   that   all   could   and,   indeed,  

would  share.”423  The  edifying  force  of  such  tales,  then,  surely  hinges  on  cataloguing  the  reactions  

of  the  assembled  bystanders  who  represent  the  internal  audience  of  the  story.  As  we  see  in  the  

account   of   Abba   Stephen’s   death,   Klimakos   plays   up   the   terror   that   the   dramatic   spectacle  

unfolding  before  them  inspires  in  its  viewers.  The  sight  of  the  death  of  one  of  their  own  leaves  

the   spectators   saddened,   shaken   and,   most   important   of   all,   filled   with   a   deep   remorse   and  

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

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

423  Brown  1999:299  (my  emphasis).  
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to   the   task   of   facing   this   terrifying   and   inevitable   ordeal.   As   stand-‐‑ins   for   the   tale’s   external  

audience,   their   contrition  moves   the   readers   and   listeners   of   the   tale,   in   turn,   to   contemplate  

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

  
Homily  and  Tale  

An  account  of   a   final   conversation  also  occurs   elsewhere   in   the  Anastasian   corpus,   in   a   short  

homily  known  as  the  Sermo  in  Defunctos.424  The  Patrologia  (a  reprint  of  a  late-‐‑18th-‐‑century  edition)  

attributes  the  sermon  to  Anastasios  Sinaites  and  this  attribution  has  for  the  most  part,  it  seems,  

been  accepted  or  at  least  not  actively  questioned  by  scholars.425  This  is  perhaps  not  surprising:  

the  existence  of  a  number  of  tales  and  a  homily  on  the  same  subject  is  typical  of  the  richness  of  

the   Anastasian   corpus   and   mirrors   instances   where   questions   put   to   Anastasios   in   the  

Quaestiones  et  Responsiones   find  their  answers  also   in  the  narratives  of   the  tales.   In  considering  

the  thematic  coherence  that  exists  between  many  of  Anastasios’s  works,  Munitiz  writes  that  “an  

unusual  advantage  for  the  appreciation  of  Anastasios  as  a  preacher  is  the  existence  of  his  other  

writings.   In   many   ways   these   shed   a   remarkable   light   on   his   mind.”426   Munitiz,   whose  

experience   with   Anastasios   and   his   writings   (both   as   a   commentator   and   as   an   editor)   is  

considerable,  is  not  so  sanguine  however  about  the  authenticity  of  this  sermon  and,  because  of  

its  generic   character,  deems   the  attribution  merely  plausible  at  best.  He  writes   that   the   theme  

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

                                                                                                                
424  The  text  can  be  found  in  PG  89.1192-‐‑1201.  
425  See  for  example  Brown  1999:300n46.  
426  Munitiz  1998:221.  
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be   Anastasian,   but   could   also   have   been   written   by   almost   any   other   Byzantine   writer.”427  

Munitiz’s  objection  is  certainly  justified  when  we  compare  the  work  to  other  short  homilies  on  

similar  themes.  For  a  fairly  representative  sample  of  their  general  correlation,  we  may  compare  

the   opening   passages   of   Anastasios’s   sermon   to   the   first   few   lines   of   a   homily   attributed   to  

Ephraem  Syrus,   the  Sermo   in  eos  qui   in  Christo  obdormierunt.428  Except   for  minor  variants,   these  

two  texts  are  the  same.  What’s  more,  another  homily  attributed  to  (pseudo-‐‑)Ephraem,  the  Sermo  

de  Secundo  Adventu  et  Iudicio,  includes  phrases  that  occur  both  in  Anastasios’s  Sermo  in  Defunctos  

and  in  pseudo-‐‑Cyril’s  De  Exitu  Animi  et  Secundo  Adventu,  a  text  discussed  at  length  in  the  first  

chapter  of  this  study.  

   What   does   this   mean   for   the   alleged   Anastasian   authorship   of   this   sermon?   First,   it  

should  be  noted  that  both  Anastasios  and  Ephraem  (much  like  Cyril  of  Alexandria  and,  perhaps  

most   famously,   John   Chrysostom)   were   well-‐‑known   and   prolific   homilists   whose   name-‐‑

recognition   often   exerted,   in   the   course   of   textual   transmission,   a   kind   of   centripetal   pull   on  

smaller  anonymous  or  pseudonymous  sermons,  thus  attracting  them  into  their  “orbit.”  Bearing  

this   pattern   in  mind,  we   can   outline   a   number   of   possible   scenarios   for   the   composition   and  

development  of  this  text  but,  pending  further  investigation,  they  must  remain  tentative.  It  may  

be   that   this   work’s   original   date   of   composition   must   indeed   be   sought   closer   towards   the  

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

                                                                                                                
427  Munitiz  1998:232.  
428  CPG  4028.  Compare  Anastasios’s  Sermo  in  Defunctos,  PG  1192A:  «Τίί  τοῦτο  σήήµμερον,  ἀγαπητοίί,  σπουδαίίως  ὁµμοῦ  
τε  καὶ  ἀξίίως  συνήήχθηµμεν;  Συνεκάάλεσεν  γὰρ  ἡµμᾶς  ἅπαντας  οἱ  πρὸς  Χριστὸν  ἀφ᾽  ἡµμῶν  κληθέέντες  ἀδελφοίί.  Διὸ  
καὶ  προσέέλθωµμεν  προθύύµμως  πρὸς  Χριστὸν  ὑµμνῳδίίαν»  with   the  beginning  of  Ephraim  Syrus’s   text:   «Τίί   τοῦτο  
σήήµμερον,   ἀγαπητοίί,   σπουδαίίως   ὁµμοῦ   τε   καὶ   ἀξίίως   συνήήχθηµμεν;   Συνεκάάλεσαν   γὰρ   ἡµμᾶς   ἅπαντας  
ὁµμοθυµμαδὸν   οἱ   πρὸς   Χριστὸν   ἀφ’   ἡµμῶν   κληθέέντες   ἀδελφοίί.   Διὸ   καὶ   συνήήχθηµμεν   προθύύµμως   πρὸς   Χριστοῦ  
ὑµμνῳδίίαν.»  For  the  full  work,  see  Phrantzoles  1995:94-‐‑118.  



  

  157  

states  were  a  noted  matter  of  interest  to  the  Desert  Fathers  and  evidence  of  this  survives  both  in  

the  Apophthegmata  Patrum  and,  perhaps  significantly,   in  the  Vita  Antonii.  Another  possibility  is  

that   the   sermon   is   in   fact   Anastasian   (meaning,   either   by   Anastasios   himself   or   someone  

working   closely   in   the   tradition),   but   that   in   the   process   of   transmission   it   somehow   also  

became  attached  to  the  Ephremic  corpus.  Lastly,  Anastasios  himself  may  have  come  across  the  

sermon   and   adapted   it   for   his   own   use,   thus   attaching   his   own   name   to   it.   For   a   working  

hypothesis,   however,   we   will   suppose   that   in   terms   of   its   particular   focus   on   the   final  

conversation  –  this  being  the  central  event  which  the  homily  is  built  around  –  it  would  seem  to  

fit   in  very  well  with  the  preferred  themes  of  seventh-‐‑century  monastic   literature,  which  as  we  

noted   earlier,   had   a   peculiar   partiality   for   the   deathbed   scene.429   In   contrast   to   the   evident  

relationship  between  the  tale  of  the  taxeōtēs  and  the  pseudo-‐‑Cyrillic  homily  discussed  in  the  first  

chapter,   where   the   significant   textual   overlap   forges   an   undeniable   connection,   the   Sermo   in  

Defunctos  closely  resembles  the  final  conversation  tales  –  not  in  form,  but  in  their  substance  and  

in   their   concord  of   sentiment  –   that   is   to   say   that   they   treat   the   same  event  and  draw  similar  

lessons  from  the  narrative  which  they  describe.  It  is  also,  at  this  point  when  no  reliable  modern  

edition   of   the  Sermo   in  Defunctos   exists,   difficult   and  perhaps   even  unadvisable   to   attempt   to  

establish  any  sort  of  primacy  between  the  tales  and  the  homily,  i.e.  which  influenced  the  other.  

Were   they   somehow   developed   independently?   Both   perhaps   separately   looking   towards   a  

common  earlier  tradition?  

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

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

                                                                                                                
429  Brown  1999:299.  
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tradition   and   popular   preaching   which   deserves   to   be   explored.   As   a   medium   for   spiritual  

edification,   the   homily   and   the   religious   tale   share   many   common   elements:   both   seek   to  

elevate,   instruct   and   exhort,   and   for   this   purpose   storytelling   was   “a   helpful   vehicle   for   the  

transmission  of   [Christian]  values  and  the  religious  knowledge  supportive  of   them.”430  Stories  

thus  formed  the  “stock  in  trade”  for  many  preachers  and  there  is  another  well-‐‑known  sermon  

attributed  to  Anastasios,  the  Homily  on  the  Sixth  Psalm,  which  has  no  fewer  than  three  religious  

tales   embedded   for   illustrating   the   gift   of   tears.   In   Munitiz’s   opinion,   these   three   short  

narratives   account   also   for   the   continued   scholarly   interest   in   what   is   otherwise   an  

unremarkable   text.431   The   tales   tradition   (along   with   those   homilies   which   use   tales   as   their  

narrative   centerpieces)   was   able   to   address   subjects   that,   owing   to   their   lack   of   Scriptural  

precedent,  slipped  through  the  net  of  “formal”  theology.432  They  represent  an  effort  to  reconcile  

lived  experience  with  a  Christian  belief  system  and  offer   the  result  of   this  process  swathed   in  

layers  of  storytelling  and  morality.  In  the  case  of  stories  reporting  a  final  conversation,  we  may  

imagine  that  these  sought  to  account  for  the  “movements  of  the  dying  person”  which,  as  Peter  

Brown   has   noted,   “were   often   terrible   to   observe.”433   Such   tales   thus   belong   to   a   category   of  

                                                                                                                
430  Berkey  2001:19.  
431  Homilia  in  sextum  Psalmum  (CPG  7751),  PG  89.1077-‐‑116.  Munitiz  (1998:231)  also  notes  the  echoes  of  other  genres  in  
this  homily,  “the  popular  nature  of  such  a  homily  is  clear  enough.  Its  distinctive  feature  is  the  colour  given  by  the  
three  stories.  One  thinks  at  once  of  the  collections  of  stories  attributed  to  Anastasios  the  Monk  [by  which  Munitiz  
means  both  sets  of  tales]  and  even  in  the  Questions  and  Answers  one  finds  examples  of  similar  stories.  Thus  even  if  
one  might  prefer  not  to  include  this  homily  in  the  Anastasian  corpus,  the  argument  from  internal  evidence  is  weak.  
It  is  the  type  of  homily  that  he  might  well  have  written  and  distributed.”    

432   This   was   not   always   the   case   however,   and   in   Basil   of   Caesarea’s  Homily   on   Baptism   the   great   doctor   of   the  
Orthodox  church  calls  upon  his  audience  to  imagine  their  own  psychomachia  (which  has  no  Scriptural  but  plenty  of  
classical   precedents)   and   arrange   their   lives   according   to   the   outcome   they  wish   to   see   in   that  moment:   «Νῦν  
ὥσπερ   ἐπὶ   τρυτάάνης   ἑστάάναι   νόόµμιζέέ   σου   τὴν   ψυχήήν,   ἔνθεν   ὑπ’   ἀγγέέλων,   κἀκεῖθεν   ὑπὸ   δαιµμόόνων  
διελκοµμέένην.  Τίίσιν  ἄρα  δώώσεις  τὴν  ῥοπὴν  τὴν  καρδίίας;»  (PG  31.432B).  

433  Brown  1999:299.  
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Christian   lore   containing   a   liberal   admixture  of   “superstition   and   legend.”434  The   inclusion  of  

extra-‐‑scriptural  traditions  was  apparently  not  seen  as  problematic  by  the  authors  and  compilers  

of   the   religious   tales,   and   the   wide   net   that   they   cast   for   their   tales   is   accounted   for   by  

Anastasios  in  the  proem  to  his  second  tales  collection:    

Good  tales  are   those   that  shine  a   light  on  God’s  Church,  which  strengthen  one’s  knowledge  of  
the  divine,  rouse  souls  towards  the  Lord  and  lead  them  away  from  error.  They  stir  those  who  are  
slothful  in  spirit,  they  steady  those  who  are  shaken,  they  bring  compunction  to  hard  hearts,  and  
they   enlighten   those   who   are   foolish.   Every   divinely-‐‑inspired   and   useful   piece   of   writ   bears  
witness  to  this  fact.435  

  
Good  tales  will  thus  be  known  by  the  fruits  which  they  bear  in  their  readers  and  not  where  they  

came  from;  or,  as  Marinides  puts   it,  “the  primary  criterion  of   inspired  scripture  was  that   it  be  

inspiring,   i.e.   that   it  produce   the   effects   listed  by  Anastasios.”436  Christianity   is,   as  Berkey  has  

said   of   Islam   and   of   “all   the   great   religions[,]…not  monolithic   or   consistent”   but   filled  with  

contradicting   or   competing   traditions.437   Re   the   Christian   tradition(s)   treated   here,   we   said  

earlier  that  these  tales  are  “often  in  accordance  with”  teachings  indisputably  canonical.  Where  

they  might,  by   the  scrupulous  reader,  be   thought   to  be  at  variance   therewith,   their  orthodoxy  

and  acceptability  are  established  not  only  by  their  edifying  force  but  also  by  the  probity  –  moral  

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

                                                                                                                
434  Gurevich  1992:71.  
435(Binggeli  215)  «Διηγήήµματα  γὰρ  ἀγαθὰ  ἐκκλησίίαν  Θεοῦ  φαιδρύύνει,  πρὸς  θεογνωσίίαν  κρατύύνει,  τὰς  ψυχὰς  πρὸς  
Θεον   ἐγείίρει,   ἀπὸ   πλάάνης   ἐπιστρέέφει,   τοὺς   ῥᾳθύύµμους   ἐξυπνίίζει,   τοὺς   σαλευοµμέένους   στηρίίζει,   τοὺς  
σκληροκαρδίίους  κατανύύσσει,  τοὺς  ἀφελεῖς  φωτίίζει.  Καὶ  µμαρτυρεῖ  τοῦτο  πᾶσα  γραφὴ  θεόόπνευστος  ὠφέέλιµμος  
ὑπάάρχουσα.»  

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

437  Berkey  2001:19.  
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   Religious  and  popular  homilies  overlap  not  only  in  their  themes  but  also  in  their  style.  

In   an   influential   article   on   Byzantine   levels   of   style,   Ihor   Ševčenko   argued   that   the   best  

conditions   for   the   stylistic   comparison   of   two   texts   occurs   when   the   comparanda   display  

“alternative  forms,  but  the  same  or  related  content:  consecutive  reworking  of  the  same  text  by  

its  author:  an  original  that  can  be   juxtaposed  with  its  paraphrases,  done  by  another  author  or,  

finally,  works  of  the  same  author  dealing  with  similar  topics  or  falling  within  the  same  literary  

genre.”438   While   it   remains   to   be   determined   whether   Anastasios’s   tales   and   the   Sermo   in  

Defunctos  are  works  by  the  same  author,  it  is  certain  that  these  works,  though  both  belonging  to  

a  class  best  termed  “popular  religious  literature,”  represent  two  different  literary  treatments  of  

the  same  topos.  Both  are  also  meant  for  oral  performance  and  tend  to  the  same  lesson,  but  do  so  

by  different   routes   –   the   low   road   and   the  middle.439  And,  however  we   today  may   judge   the  

quality   of   their   results,   both   attempts   were   justified   by   scriptural   precedent,   the   one   author  

following   the   example   of   the   Evangelists,   who   present   their   doctrines   through   a   narrative  

almost   approaching   drama,   the   other   working   in   a   more   expository   and   self-‐‑consciously  

rhetorical,   Pauline   vein.   The   thematic   overlap   between   the   tales   and   the   homily   allow   us   to  

make  a  case  study  of  how  stories  are  used  in  popular  preaching.  How  is  the  topos  transformed  

when  it  passes  from  the  simple  and  concise  language  of  the  tales  into  the  explicit  yet  carefully  

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

                                                                                                                
438  Ševčenko  2001:199.  
439  In  terms  of  its  stylistic  register,  if  we  follow  the  definitions  set  out  by  Ševčenko,  the  tales  would  belong  to  the  low  
level   as   the   religious   tale   generally   “uses  largely   paratactic   structures;   its   vocabulary   contains   a   fair   number   of  
words  unattested   in   standard  dictionaries   or   coming   from   languages   other   than  Greek,   its   verbal   forms   are  not  
Attic;   its  Scriptural  quotations,  more  frequently  than  not,  come  from  the  New  Testament  and  Psalter”  (2001:291).  
The  sermon  falls   into   the  middle  category,  where  “periods  are  rarely  attempted  and  fill-‐‑words  and  clichés  more  
abundant,  it  requires  the  use  of  a  patristic  lexicon,  and  its  Scriptural  quotations  are  more  frequent  than  its  classical  
ones.”  
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omitted   as   they   appear   in   each   treatment   and   to  what   effect?  We  will   now   see  how   the   final  

conversation  fares  in  the  hands  of  a  homilist.  

        
The  Sermo  in  Defunctos  

The  sermon  begins  with  a   lengthy  preamble  reflecting  upon  the  blessed  state  of   the  deceased.  

They,   the  homilist  writes,   “have  departed   from   the   storm  and   the   rough  waters   of   the  world  

and  have  moored   in   the  most  serene  havens,”   leaving   the  survivors  bereft   in   the  midst  of   the  

tempest.440  But  this  blessed  repose,  the  homilist  continues,  comes  at  a  tremendous  cost.  In  order  

to   reach   this  placid  haven,   the  moribund  must  weather  another   storm  even  more  violent  and  

inescapable  than  the  trials  of  this  false  world  –  that  is,  to  give  account  and  be  judged  for  one’s  

deeds  in  it:  “great  then  is  [their]  fear  and  terror  and  great  also  the  mystery  and  the  moment  of  

crisis,  when  we  depart  for  [the  place]  whence  no  one  has  returned.”441  While  we  cannot  firmly  

conclude   that   the   sermon   is  exclusively  geared   towards  an  audience  of  monks,442   the  homilist  

poses  a  number  of  direct  questions  which  ask  the  audience  to  picture  a  scene  very  similar  to  the  

ones  Anastasios  describes  at  the  deaths  of  abba  Orentios  and  Theodosios:  “Do  you  not  see,  tell  

me,  when  we  sit  around  those  brothers  that  are  dying  or  fighting  for  their  soul,  do  we  not  see  

terrible  things  then?”443  Munitiz  correctly  notes  that  this  sermon  “gives  a  realistic  account  of  the  

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

                                                                                                                
440   PG   89.1193A,   «Ἐξῆλθον   τοῦ   χειµμῶνος   καὶ   κλύύδωνος   τοῦ   κόόσµμου,   καὶ   εἰς   παγγαλήήνους   προσώώρµμισαν  
λιµμέένας.»  

441   PG   89.1196C,   «Mέέγας   ὁ   τόότε   φόόβος,   µμέέγας   ὁ   τόότε   τρόόµμος,   µμέέγα   τὸ   µμυστήήριον,   µμεγάάλη   ἡ   περίίστασις,   ὅτε  
ὑπάάγοµμεν,  ὅθεν  οὐδεὶς  ἐπανέέλυσεν.»  

442  The  addressees  are  simply  called  ἀγαπητοίί  and  «οἱ  πρὸς  Χριστὸν  ἀφ᾽  ἡµμῶν  κληθέέντες  ἀδελφοίί»  (PG  89.1192A).  
443   PG   89.1196C,   «Οὐχ   ὁρᾷς,   εἰπέέ   µμοι,   ἡνίίκα   πρὸς   τοὺς   ἀδελφοὺς   τοὺς   τελευτῶντας   ἢ   ψυχορραγοῦντας  
παρακαθήήµμεθα,  οὐ  φοβερὰ  τόότε  ὁρῶµμεν;»  
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of  dying  are  abundant:444    

[H]ow   they   endure,   how   they   are   shaken,   how   they  wail,   how   they   sweat   cold   and   bitter  
sweat,   like  men   at   harvest   in   the   field,   how   they   gnash   their   teeth   and   grow   alarmed   and  
petrified,  how  they  leap  up  from  the  bed,  attempting  to  flee  but  unable  to  do  so,  seeing  things  
which  they  never  saw  before  and  hearing  [things]  from  the  Powers.445    

    
Passages   like   this   one   are   perhaps   what   Munitiz   had   in   mind   when   he   commented   on   the  

generic   nature   of   this   homily.   Indeed,   most   deathbed   scenes   follow   a   standard   script   of   the  

drama  of  death  being  “performed”  before  a  hushed  and  fearful  crowd  of  intimates.    

   The   singularity   of   this   sermon,   however,   lies   in   the   prominent   role   assumed   by   the  

internal  audience  and   the  peculiarly  complete   information   that  Anastasios  provides  about   the  

actual  moment  of  death  (to  be  differentiated  from  the  death  struggle);  these  seem  to  act  both  as  

a   supplement   to   and  a   commentary  on   the   tales.  As  we   saw   in   the   tales,   one  of   the  principal  

functions  of  the  attendants  is  to  provide  palliative  care  for  the  dying  person.  In  the  sermon  as  

well,   those   present   at   the   deathbed   serve   the  moribund  with  watchful   solicitude,  wiping   his  

brows   and   eyes   and   applying   water   to   his   parched  mouth.446   Their   charity   is   attended   by   a  

curious  mix  of  fear  and  greediness  for  information.  Interestingly,  the  terror  that  the  bodily  and  

emotional  torments  of  the  dying  man  inspire  in  his  audience  creates  a  physical  response  in  them  

that   to   a   certain   degree   mirrors   his   symptoms:   upon   seeing   his   suffering,   they   too   begin   to  

tremble  and  their  faces  grow  wet,  not  with  perspiration  but  with  tears.447  The  intense  sensations  

                                                                                                                
444  Munitiz  1998:232.  
445  PG  89.1196C,  «Πῶς  ἀνέέχονται,  πῶς  ταράάττονται,  πῶς  στενάάζουσι,  πῶς   ἱδροῦσι  ψυχρὸν  καὶ  πικρόόν,  ὡς  οἱ  ἐν  
ἀγρῷ   θερισταίί;   Πῶς   οἱ   µμὲν   τοὺς   ὀδόόντας   τρίίζουσιν,   οἱ   δὲ   θαµμβοῦνται   καὶ   ταράάττονται;   Πῶς   κλίίνης  
ἀναπηδῶσι,   φεύύγειν   βουλόόµμενοι,   µμὴ   δυνάάµμενοι   δέέ;  Ὁρῶντες   ἅπερ   οὐδέέποτε   ἑωράάκασι,   καὶ   ἀκούύοντες   ὑπὸ  
τῶν  ἐξουσιῶν…  »  

446   PG   89.1196D,   «Ἀπαλείίφοµμεν   τὸν   ἱδρῶτα   τοῦ   προσώώπου   αὐτῶν,   ἐκµμάάσσοµμεν   τοὺς   τούύτων   ὀφθαλµμούύς,   τὴν  
γλῶσσαν  φλεγοµμέένην  δροσίίζοµμεν  ὕδατι…»  See  also  1197D.  

447  “Oh,  I  have  suffer’d  /  with  those  that  I  saw  suffer!”  (Tempest  1.2).  
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of   ἔλεος   καὶ   φόόβος   produced   by   this   terrifying   spectacle   of   death   allow   the   bystanders   to  

experience  a  lighter  version  of  that  dreadful  passage,  where  the  physical  changes  are  reversible  

but  the  psychic  effect,  they  hope,  will  be  a  profound  and  lasting  one.  Their  fear,  however,  does  

not   seem   to   diminish   their   inquisitiveness   as   they   question   the   dying  man   and   try   to   extract  

morsels   of   information   from   his   halting   speech:   “inclining   the   ear   so   that  we  might   hear   his  

stammered  words,  we  question  him  saying:  how  do  you  see  yourself  now?  Do  not  be  afraid;  the  

Lord  will  give  succor,   for  he   loves  mankind.”448  Catharsis  must  come  in  the  end.  This  “scene”  

calls  to  mind  the  fifth  step  of  the  Ladder,  in  which  the  prisoners  seek  similar  answers  from  one  of  

their  number  who  is  about  to  die.449  

   The   next   section   of   the   sermon   focuses   on   a   ritual   that   is   also   often   alluded   to   in  

Anastasios’s  descriptions  of  death:  the  final  farewell.  Some  of  the  stylistic  differences  between  a  

sermon  and  a  religious  tale  begin  to  emerge  clearly  here:  if  we  take  the  death  of  Abba  Michael  

the   Iberian450   as   a   representative   of   a   typical   final   farewell   among   the   monks   Anastasios  

describes,451  we  see  that  mostly  these  encounters  are  heartfelt  but  also  rather  short  and  to-‐‑the-‐‑

point,  or  are  at   least  described  so.  The  dying  brother   in  the  sermon,  however,  seems  to  revive  

temporarily  from  his  death-‐‑throes  to  assume  the  role  of  orator  on  his  deathbed  and  to  deliver  

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

                                                                                                                
448   PG  89.1196D  «Τὸ  οὖς  προστίίθεντες,   ἵνα   τὸν  ψελλισµμὸν   τῶν  αὐτῶν  ἀκούύσωµμεν  ῥηµμάάτων.  Εἶτα   ἐπερωτῶµμεν  
λέέγοντες,  Πῶς  βλέέπεις  σεαυτὸν  ἄρτι;  Μὴ  φοβοῦ,  βοηθεῖ  ὁ  Θεόός·∙  φιλάάνθρωπος  γάάρ  ἐστιν.»    

449  PG  88.772D-‐‑773A  «Τίί  ἐστιν,  ἀδελφὲ  καὶ  συγκατάάδικε,  πῶς;  Τίί  λέέγεις;  Τίί  ἐλπίίζεις;  Τίί  ὑπολαµμβάάνεις;  Ἤνυσας  ἐκ  
τοῦ  κόόπου  τὸ  ζητούύµμενον,  ἢ  οὐκ  ἴσχυσας;  Ἤνοιξας,  ἢ  ὑπεύύθυνος  ἔτι  ὑπάάρχεις;  Ἔφθασας,  ἢ  οὐκ  ἐπέέτυχες;  […]  
Τίί  λέέγεις  ἁπλῶς,  ἀδελφέέ;  Εἰπέέ  ἡµμῖν,  δυσωποῦµμεν,  ἵνα  καὶ  ἡµμεῖς  γνῶµμεν  ἐν  ποίίοις  µμέέλλοµμεν  ἔσεσθαι·∙  σοῦ  γὰρ  
λοιπὸν  ὁ  καιρὸς  ἐκλείίσθη,  καὶ  ἄλλον  οὐχ  εὑρήήσεις  ἔτι  εἰς  τὸν  αἰῶνα.»  

450  Tale  I.15,  discussed  in  the  previous  chapter.  
451  Tale  I.15  (Binggeli  188;  Caner  183),  «Καὶ  κατελθόόντων  αὐτῶν,  ἐποιήήσεν  εὐχῆν  καὶ  ἀσπασάάµμενος  τὸν  Εὐστάάθιον  
ὁ  γέέρων  εἶπεν·∙  Εἰρήήνη  σοι,  τέέκνον,  καὶ  εὔχου  ὑπὲρ  ἐµμοῦ.  Καὶ  ἀνακλίίνας  ἑαυτὸν  ἐν  τῷ  τάάφῳ  µμετὰ  χαρᾶς  καὶ  
ἀγαλλιάάσεως  ἀπῆλθε  πρὸς  Κύύριον.»  
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encouragement   of   his   disconsolate   companions.   In   this   instance,   the   homilist   is   truly   able   to  

capitalize  on  the  moments  that  will  carry  the  greatest  emotional  weight  with  his  audience  and  

elaborate  on  those  as  he  sees  fit.  The  tales  frequently  include  direct  speech  but,  more  often  that  

not,   these   are   a   few   sentences   rather   than   entire   speeches.   The   subject   of   the   moribund’s  

discourse  is,  predictably,  regret  and  the  necessity  for  timely  repentance:  

Have  mercy   on  me,   friends,   have  mercy   and   give  me   aid.   Take   pity   on  me   and   pray   on  my  
behalf,  so  that  I  may  find  some  remission  for  my  sins,  that  I  may  receive  some  small  measure  of  
mercy.  I  do  not  seek  much,  because  I  have  sinned  a  great  deal.  Oh,  how  I  deceived  myself.  How  I  
deluded  myself  saying,  “I  am  still  young,  for  now  I  will  enjoy  life!  I  will  revel  in  worldly  things  
and  indulge  my  flesh  and  then  later  will  repent,  for  God  loves  mankind  and  surely  will  forgive  
me.”  Thinking  these  sorts  of  thoughts  everyday,  I  wickedly  wasted  my  life.452  

  
While   this   “catalogue   of   regrets”   is   something   of   a   set   piece   in   homilies   of   this   type   –indeed  

there  is  a  very  similar  passage  in  the  De  Exitu  Animi453  –  the  homilist  has  tailored  the  element  to  

fit  into  his  narrative  scheme.  The  dying  man  addresses  his  companions  and  continually  pleads  

with  them  for  assistance  and  prayers.  As  the  external  audience,  we  are  constantly  reminded  of  

the  presence  of  the  internal  audience,  who  must  witness  this  fearful  scene  at  first  hand.  

   When,  at   last,   the  dying  man  begins   to  slip  out  of   consciousness,   there   is   curiously  no  

verbatim  report  of  the  final  conversation.  What  happens  instead  is  a  detailed  description  of  the  

physical  symptoms  of  death:    

[S]uddenly  the  tongue  is  loosed,  the  mind  takes  leave,  and  the  eyes  are  changed.  Then  at  last  the  
despotic  Powers  draw  close…He  quivers  and   is  beside  himself,   seeing   those   fearsome  Powers,  
seeing   their  strange  and  powerful   forms,  seeing   their  rank  which  he  has  never  yet  seen  before.  
These  things  the  departing  one  then  sees,  no  longer  regarding  us,  but  towards  those  beckoning  

                                                                                                                
452  PG  89.1197C-‐‑D,  «Ἐλεήήσατε,  ὦ  φίίλοι,  ἐλεήήσατε  καὶ  βοηθήήσατε.  Συµμπαθήήσατέέ  µμοι  καὶ  προσεύύξασθε,  ἵνα  εὕρω  
ἐκεῖ   µμικρὰν   ἄφεσιν,   ἵνα   λάάβω   µμικρὸν   ἐκεῖ   ἐλεος.   Οὐ   ζητῶ   πολύύ,   ὅτι   ἥµμαρτον   πολύύ.   Οἴµμοι   πῶς   ἐµμαυτὸν  
ἠπάάτησα!  Πῶς  ἐµμαυτὸν  ἐνέέπαιξα  λέέγων,  “Νέέος  εἰµμὶ  ἔτι,  τέέως  ἀπολαύύσω  τῶν  τοῦ  βίίου!  Ἐντρυφήήσω  τῷ  κόόσµμῳ.  
Θεραπεύύσω   τὴν   σάάρκα   καὶ   ἐν   ὑστέέρῳ   µμετανοῶ.   Φιλάάνθρωπος   γάάρ   ἐστιν   ὁ   Θεόός,   καὶ   πάάντως   συγχωρήήσει  
µμοι.”  Ταῦτα  ἐννοῶν  καθηµμέέραν  τὴν  ἐµμαυτοῦ  ζωὴν  κακῶς  ἐδαπάάνησα.»  

453  See  PG  77.1073A  sqq.  
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Powers  he  gazes,  wonderstruck.  Perhaps  he  tries  to  whisper  some  imprecations  at  them  as  long  
as  his  tongue  is  able  to  speak.454  

  

When  the  spark  of  life  leaves  the  dying  man’s  body  and  his  survivors  are  left  with  only  a  shell,  

they   too,   though  grieved  and  dejected,  have  been  forced  to  accept  not  only  his  death  but  also  

their  own:    

[B]ut  we,  having  interred  the  mortal  body,  we  attend  to  the  dead  man  with  zeal  at  that  moment.  
And,  having  left  him  there,  we  return  homewards,  gloomy  and  downcast,  we  ourselves  awaiting  
the  inexorable  moment  of  death.455    
  

The  enduring  popularity  of  the  deathbed  scene  both  in  religious  tales  and  in  popular  sermons  

becomes   readily   apparent   with   a   pressing   question   that   the   homilist   puts   directly   to   the  

audience  at  the  end  of  the  work:  “if  the  death  of  your  brother  will  not  chasten  you,  then  no  one  

can  be  of  any  use  to  you.  If  you  do  not  repent  upon  seeing  a  corpse,  when  will  you  turn  away  

[from   sin]?”456   The   ideal  monastic   life,   according   to   the   teachings   of  Klimakos,   consists   of   an  

unending  brush  with  death;  a  monk  is  supposed  to  have  an  “unforgettable  memory  of  death”  at  

the  forefront  of  his  mind  at  all  times.457  Like  the  inmates  of  Klimakos’s  “Prison,”  the  monks  who  

attend   the  death   struggles   of   their   brethren   are   seeking   a   literal   and  metaphorical   near-‐‑death  

experience   by   carefully   observing   the   throes   of   others.   The   slightly   uncomfortable   feeling   of  

                                                                                                                
454   PG   89.1199A,   «Ἐξαίίφνης   δεσµμεῖται   ἡ   γλῶσσα,   ἀναπολεῖ   ὁ   νοῦς,   ἀλλοιοῦνται   οἱ   ὀφθαλµμοίί,   ἡνίίκα   αἱ  
δεσποτικαὶ   δυνάάµμεις   λοιπὸν  παραγέένωνται…Ὅλος   θαµμβεῖται   καὶ   ἐξίίσταται   ὁρῶν   δυνάάµμεις  φοβεράάς,   ὁρῶν  
µμορφὰς   ξέένας   καὶ   κραταιάάς,   ὅρων   τάάξιν   ἣν   οὐδέέποτε   ἐθεάάσατο·∙   ταῦτα   ὁ   ἀπαγόόµμενος   ὁρᾷ,   ἡµμᾶς   δὲ   οὐκέέτι  
καθορᾷ,   ἀλλὰ   πρὸς   τὰς   καλούύσας   δυνάάµμεις   θαµμβηθεὶς   ἐξίίσταται.   Ἴσως   δὲ   καίί   τινας   δεήήσεις   πρὸς   αὐτὰς  
ποιεῖται  ψιθυρίίζων,  καθὼς  ἡ  γλῶσσα  λαλεῖν  δύύναται.»  

455   PG   89.1200D,   «Ἡµμεῖς   δὲ,   τὸ   θνητὸν   σῶµμα   κηδεύύσαντες,   πρὸς   τὸν   καιρὸν   κοµμίίζοµμεν   µμετὰ   σπουδῆς   τὸν  
τεθνεῶτα.   Καὶ   ἐκεῖσε   καταλιπόόντες,   οἴκαδε   ἀναστρέέφοµμεν,   στυγνάάζοντες   καὶ   κατηφεῖς,   ἐκδεχόόµμενοι   καὶ  
αὐτοὶ  τῆν  ἀπαραίίτητον  τοῦ  θανάάτου  ὥραν.»  

456   PG   89.1201B,   «Εἰ   µμὴ   γὰρ   ὁ   θάάνατος   τοῦ   ἀδελφοῦ   σου   σωφρονίίσει   σε,   ουδεὶς   δύύναται   σε   ὠφελήήσειν.   Εἰ   µμὴ  
νεκρὸν   βλέέπων   µμετανοήήσεις,   πόότε   λοιπὸν   ἐπιστρέέψεις;»   This   does   not   sit   entirely   comfortably   with   what  
Abraham   says  when   refusing   to   inform  Dives’   brethren   about   the   post-‐‑mortem   state   of   their   brother’s   soul:   «Εἰ  
Μωϋσέέως  καὶ  τῶν  προφητῶν  οὐκ  ἀκούύουσιν,  οὐδ’  ἐάάν  τις  ἐκ  νεκρῶν  ἀναστῇ  πεισθήήσονται»  (Luke  16:31).  

457  PG  77.725A,  «µμνήήµμη  ἀνεπίίληστος  ἐξόόδου».  
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voyeurism  that  attends  the  spectacle  (and  the  graphic  description)  of  death  is  mitigated  by  the  

soul-‐‑piercing  compunction  which  such  a  scene  induces  in  the  spectator  and  then  in  turn  in  the  

auditor.    

   In   the   tale   of   Stephen   of   Byzantium,   Klimakos   also   demonstrates   the   impossibility   of  

“cheating”  death:  despite  their  earnest  endeavor  to  glean  as  much  as  they  can  from  their  dying  

brother,  the  spectators  are  left  in  great  uncertainty,  catching  only  half  of  the  crucial  conversation  

and   finally,   not   having   learned   anything   new   but   simply   (and   crucially)   being   reminded   of  

what   they   already   knew:   how   important   it   is   to   avoid   “being   found   unready   in   that   fateful  

moment.”458  The  use  of  the  final  conversation  as  narrative  centerpiece  shows  the  importance  of  

the  story   to   the  speech.  Bare  exhortation  or  a  straightforward  enumeration  of  principles,  even  

good  ones,  has   almost  nothing  of   the   traction   it   can  when  driven  by  narrative  or  drama.  The  

didactic   force   of   narrative   that   our   homilist   recognizes   in   composing   his   sermon   here   is  

something  that  even  modern  textbook  writers  understand  when  beginning  each  chapter  with  a  

case  study.  When  it  is  told  right,  an  edifying  tale  will  not  simply  bring  about  a  “tickling  of  the  

ears,”  but  a  profound  “change  in  morals.”459  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

                                                                                                                
458  PG  89.1200D  «Ἡµμεῖς  µμὴ  ἀνέέτοιµμοι  εὑρεθῶµμεν…ἐν  τῇ  ἀνάάγκῃ  ἐκείίνῃ.»  
459  Marinides  2014:46.  
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General  Conclusion  

A   famous   episode   from   the   seventh-‐‑century   Life   of   John   the   Almsgiver   by   the   hagiographer  

Leontios  of  Neapolis  reveals  this  sainted  cleric’s  great  fondness  for  reading  religious  tales:  “Our  

Saint,  who  was  adorned  with  so  many  good  deeds,  was  not  wanting  in  this  respect  either,  for  he  

dearly  loved  reading  the  lives  of  the  holy  fathers,  especially  of  those  who  practised  almsgiving.”  

Once,   when   the   patriarch   had   spent   hours   reading   about   the   exceptionally   charitable   St.  

Serapion,  he  became  inspired:    

He  was  so  overcome  and  filled  with  admiration  for  his  goodness,  that  he  burst  into  tears  and  then  
summoned  all  his  own  officials  and  read  all  these  portions  about  St.  Serapion  to  them  and  said:  
“On  my  soul,  you  lovers  of  Christ,  see  how  greatly  a  man  is  edified  by  reading  the   lives  of   the  
holy  fathers.  For,  believe  me,  until   today  I  really  thought  that  I  was  doing  a  little  something  by  
giving   away   the  monies  which   came   to  me,   for   I   did  not   know   that   some,  when  overcome  by  
pity,  even  sold  themselves!”  

  
Apart   from   a   tantalizing   glimpse   into   the   reading   habits   (presumably   silent)   of   one   of   the  

luminaries  of  the  seventh-‐‑century  Alexandrian  church,  this  vignette  suggests  that  for  their  late-‐‑

antique   readers,   religious   tales   were   not   merely   an   “appendix”   to   the   Scriptures   and   the  

writings  of  the  Fathers  of  the  Church  but  a  γραφήή  in  their  own  right,  as  Anastasios  calls  them,  

capable  of  filling  their  readers  with  an  inspiration  that  brings  them  closer  to  God.  After  reading  

about   Serapion,   the   Almsgiver’s   heart   is   set   alight   with   such   pious   admiration   for   the   man  

whose   chief   virtue   is   one   that   he   himself   seeks   above   all   to   emulate.   The   religious   tales,   in  

addition  to  being  a  “mirror  for  monks,”  thus  form  a  collection  of  “scriptures”  (with  a  small  s)  

that  was   just   as   crucial   to   the   shaping  of   individual  piety   as   the   stories  of   the  Savior   and  his  

disciples.  

   It  is  not  surprising  then,  given  the  formative  power  that  the  tales  held  over  the  personal  

beliefs   of   their   audience,   that   death   –   that   most   universal   of   human   universals   –   assumes   a  
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central   position   in   the   collections   we   have   examined   in   this   study.  Where   Scripture   (with   a  

capital  S)   offers   only   parables,   hints,   outlines   and  perhaps  mutually   contradictory   views,   the  

stories,  as  Wortley  has  noted,  “fill   in  details  and  supplementary  matter  of  various  kinds”  and  

provide  practical  and  poignantly  illustrated  guidance  for  the  anxious  believer  unsure  how  best  

to  approach  the  dreadful  moment  of  reckoning.460    

Beyond   the   pastoral   function   of   the   tales,   death   also   emerges,   especially   for   the   tale’s  

monastic  audience,  as  “a  symbolic  framework  within  which  to  cultivate  and  communicate  the  

contours   of   Christian   ascetic   identity.”461   And   not   only   their   identity,   but   their   very  

understanding   of   life.   This   attitude   informs   the   behavior   of   the   spectators   at   their   brother’s  

deathbed  and  makes  keen  their  hunger  for   information:  having  been  given  the  opportunity  to  

attend  a  “dress  rehearsal”  of  their  own  eventual  demise,  they  want  to  know  if  their  life  lived  in  

the  service  of  this  ultimate  τέέλος  is  being  lived  well.  If  they  still  miss  the  mark  (ἁµμαρτάάνειν),  a  

poignant  session  with  the  death  of  someone  like  them  –  either  in  the  flesh  or  through  the  word  –  

instructs  them  how  to  correct  their  aim.  The  penitent  sinner  who  has  been  permitted  to  return  

after  a  terrifying  brush  with  the  Powers  of  the  air  is  sent  back  for  the  same  reason  –  to  become  

an  example  unto  many  and  to  teach  and  emphasize  the  importance  of  repentance  in  the  flesh.  

But,   while   the   tales   teach   that   death   is   an   end   –   to   our   heavy   corporeal   load,   to   the  

transitory  pleasures  of  this  life  (this  “worldwynn”  as  we  might  say),  and  to  the  stark  but  finite  

and  ultimately  surmountable  struggles  and  trials  of  this  existence  –  they  also  emphasize  that  it  

is  not  the  end.  The  letter  killeth,  but  the  inspired  tale  giveth  life.  And,  just  as  deeds  done  in  the  

                                                                                                                
460  Wortley  2001:69. 
461  Zecher  2011:212. 
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corruptible  flesh  leave  their  imprint  on  the  incorruptible  soul,462  so  the  light  of  a  saint,  even  of  a  

solitary  hermit,  when  glowing  bright  with  virtue,  will  not   stay  hidden  under   the  bushel   (this  

fictile   vessel)   but   is   revealed,   celebrated   and   “translated”   into   stories   for   the   instruction   of  

others.   And   these   stories,   coming   down   from   the   ever-‐‑standing   mountain,   “elevate”   their  

audience  and  invite  them,  one  by  one,  to  ascend,  to  bring  their  talents,  and  to  enter  as  faithful  

servants  into  the  joy  of  the  Lord.463  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

                                                                                                                
462  Cf.  1Cor.  15:53  (in  re  the  resurrection). 
463  Matt.  25:21-‐‑23. 
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