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ASPECTS OF MONASTIC FORMATION, PROBATION,
AND EDUCATION IN ST. GREGORY PALAMAS

Ralph GREIS*

ABSTRACT. The theology of Saint Gregory Palamas is of crucial importance
for monastic spirituality. In his writings as well as in his Vita, composed by
Philotheos Kokkinos, there are several instances which deal with aspects of
a novitiate, that is, the process of becoming a monk. These elements will be
examined in the context of Byzantine monastic rules (typika) and the earlier
monastic tradition, both in East and West. In the sixth century, St. Benedict of
Nursia adopted these early Eastern traditions for Western monasticism. Therefore,
they constitute a strong common ground until today. This article attempts to show
some traits of St. Gregory Palamas’ own monastic “career,” what he himself
considered important, and what could be considered important for today.
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Introduction

As a Benedictine monk, I much depend on the Byzantine theological,
liturgical, and monastic tradition. And ever since I first came across St. Gregory
Palamas as a student, I freely admit that, without his theology, I cannot reflect on
my own faith, as a monk, theologian, and musician. Beyond my personal interest,
however, | consider the common basis and heritage of monasticism, East and
West—their shared ideas and ambitions—to be a great opportunity to enrich
both traditions, and perhaps to bridge some gaps.
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In 1924, Pope Pius XI assigned the Benedictines with the task of translating,
explaining, and promoting Byzantine theology to the West, in order to contribute
to an aspired reunion of the Churches.! As one direct result, the Benedictine
Abbey of Chevetogne in Belgium was founded by Fr. Lambert Beaudouin (1873-
1960), where two branches of the monastic community follow either the Byzantine
or the Latin rite. According to the Pope’s request, their common work is published
in various forms to this day, not least in their journal, Irénikon.2 More Benedictine
monasteries have responded to this call, including my own, in Gerleve. Perhaps
this article can be a small contribution towards the same call.

The Eastern sources of Western monasticism are well known. The Rule
of St. Benedict of Nursia, dating back to the sixth century, quotes quite a number
of Greek Fathers3 and further recommends, explicitly, reading the rules of St.
Basil of Caesarea and the writings of St. John Cassian.* In the other direction,
St. Benedict has also shown some influence in the Byzantine East.> In the tenth
century, merchants from Amalfi founded the monastery Santa Maria degli Amalfitani

1 Pope Pius XI, Letter Equidem Verba (March 21, 1924) to the Abbot Primate of the Benedictine
Confederation, in Annales Ordinis S. Benedicti 28-34/1920-1926 (Subiaco: Typis Proto-Coenobii,
1934), 76-78. The full title of the letter reads: “Epistola ad Reverendissimum D. Fidelem de
Stotzingen, Abbatem Primatem O.S.B. de praeparandis monachis pro futuro opere unionis Russiae
cum Ecclesia Catholica.” The Benedictines nevertheless focused on the whole of the Byzantine
tradition. However, with the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965), most of the work was abandoned.

2 The Bavarian Abbey of Niederaltaich is following a comparable way with two branches in one
community. Not far from Rome, the monks of the Abbey of Grottaferrata, a Byzantine foundation
from 1004, follow the Byzantine rite and a typikon in the Stoudite tradition, with close connections
with the Benedictines. Another example are the Benedictine sisters of the Monastére de 'Emmanuel
in Bethlehem, following the Byzantine rite under the jurisdiction of the Greek Catholic Patriarch of
Jerusalem.

3 The extent of quotations from Greek and Latin Fathers as well as their names easily become
clear from the critical apparatus and the indexes of the various editions, e.g.,, Rudolf Hanslik (ed.),
Benedicti Regula (CSEL 75), 2nd edn (Vienna: Holder-Pichler-Tempsky, 1977), 186-191; Timothy
Fry (ed.), RB 1980. The Rule of St. Benedict in Latin and English with Notes (Collegeville: The
Liturgical Press, 1981), 594-600; Michaela Puzicha (ed.), Quellen und Texte zur Benediktusregel
(St. Ottilien: EOS Verlag, 2007).

4 Rule of St. Benedict 73.5, ed. Hanslik, 180; RB 1980, 296-197.

5 Olivier Delouis, “Saint Benoit de Nursie a Byzance,” in Interactions, emprunts, confrontations
chez les religieux (Antiquité tardive - fin du XIXe siécle), eds. Sylvain Excoffon, Daniel-Odon Hurel,
and Annick Peters-Custot (Saint Etienne: Publications de 'Université de Saint Etienne, 2015),
73-92; Julien Leroy, “Saint Benoit dans le monde byzantin,” in San Benedetto e | Oriente cristiano.
Atti del Simposio tenuto nell ‘abbazia della Novalesa (19-23 Maggio 1980), ed. Francesco Pio
Tamburrino (Novalesa: Abbazia di Novalesa, 1981), 169-182, repr. in Leroy, Etudes sur le
monachisme byzantin. Textes rassemblés et présentés par Olivier Delouis (Bégrolles en Mauges:
Abbaye de Bellefontaine, 2007), 435-451; Photios Ioannidis, “H mapovacia tou Ociov Bevediktou
0TO XWpo TS AvatoArg,” Emotnuovikny Emnetnpida ®diroooikiis ZyoAijc tol ApiototeAeiov
Havemotnuiov Osooadovikng 2 (1991-1992): 227-268.
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on Mount Athos, which existed until the beginning of the thirteenth century.¢ There
are even a few obvious quotations from the Rule of St. Benedict in the hypotyposis
of St. Athanasius the Athonite,” which suggests that he probably had a Greek
translation of the Rule as one of his sources at hand.

While such a contemporaneous Greek translation of the Regula Benedicti
seems not to have survived, this is not the case with the Vita of St. Benedict, written
by Pope Gregory the Great (ca. 540-604) in the second book of his hagiographical
Dialogues.® The Greek translation, by one of Gregory’s later successors, Pope
Zachary (679-752),° enjoyed a wide dissemination in the East. In his Triads,
St. Gregory Palamas refers to a vision of St. Benedict who, it is said in this text,
saw “the whole world as gathered into one beam of the sun,” in order to defend
the hesychastic vision of the Tabor light.10

As the novice master of our community, one of the topics I teach the
postulants and novices is the history of monasticism and monastic spirituality.
Within a Benedictine horizon, this monastic history cannot be told from a
“Western” perspective alone, nor can it be limited to those Greek and Eastern
Fathers who served as sources for St. Benedict. The later patristic and Byzantine
monastic sources are indispensable for a proper understanding of history (and
real history is never past but present) as well as for an existential development
of one’s own spiritual life. The spirituality of Hesychasm is of a considerable
interest for Western monasticism, too, and so are the life and writings of
St. Gregory Palamas. Although the Rule of St. Benedict is written for cenobites, it
considers anchoretism as an original and legitimate, even advanced, form of

6 Delouis, “Saint Benoit,” 79; Vera von Falkenhausen, “Il monastero degli Amalfitani sul Monte
Athos,” in Atanasio e il monachesimo al Monte Athos. Atti del XII Convegno ecumenico internazionale
di spiritualita ortodossa sezione bizantina, eds. Sabino Chiala and Lisa Cremaschi (Bose: Ed.
Qiqgajon, 2005), 101-118; Agostino Pertusi, “Monasteri e monaci italiani all’Athos nell’alto
Medioevo,” in Le millénaire du mont Athos 963-1963. Etudes et mélanges, vol. 1 (Chevetogne:
Editions de Chevetogne, 1963), 217-251; Philibert Schmitz, Geschichte des Benediktinerordens,
vol. 1 (Einsiedeln; Ziirich: Benziger, 1947), 237.

7 Delouis, “Saint Benoit,” 77-81; Hans-Georg Beck, “Die Benediktinerregel auf dem Athos,” BZ
44 (1951): 21-24; Giuseppe Mercati, “Escerto greco della Regola di S. Benedetto in un codice
del Monte Athos,” Benedictina. Fascicoli trimestrali di studi Benedettini 1 (1947): 191-196.

8 Grégoire le Grand, Dialogues, vol. 2: (Livres I-1lI), ed. and trans. Adalbert de Vogiié and Paul
Antin (SC 260) (Paris: Cerf, 1979). Gregory earned the name "Ayiog I'pnydpilog 6 AudAoyog in
the East because of these Dialogues. He is also venerated as the traditional author of the
Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts.

9 Gianpaolo Rigotti (ed.), Gregorio Magno. Vita di San Benedetto. Versione greca di papa Zaccaria
(Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2001).

10 Gregory the Great, Vita Benedicti 35.2-3, ed. de Vogiié, Antin, 236-239; idem, Vita di San Benedetto,
ed. Rigotti, 102-105. See Gregory Palamas, The Triads 1,3,22, ed. Jean Meyendorff, Défense des
saints hésychastes (Leuven: Spicilegium Sacrum Lovaniense, 1959), 157.
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monastic life.11 With St. John Cassian in the background, the eremitical tradition
remains, even if it is not put into practice very often, a part of the Benedictine
spiritual heritage.

The significance of Gregory Palamas for Byzantine monastic spirituality
in general is obvious. Another question is whether he has anything to say about
becoming a monk, how candidates should be examined, who takes the responsi-
bility for postulants and novices,!2 what they should learn, how they should be
tested in everyday life, in order to find out for themselves and for the community
if they are on the right path to follow their vocation. Of course, Palamas has not
left us a cohesive ratio formationis in the modern sense, but in a number of his
writings one finds information on what he considers important in this regard.
If such elements are placed and analyzed in their proper historical context, they
may not only contribute to our historical understanding, but could also be of
some help for today.

Fr. Daniel Oltean has recently published a comprehensive study on
becoming a monk in Byzantium between the seventh and the fifteenth century,!3
providing and analyzing a vast number of sources. An older work of reference has
been written by the Benedictine Placide de Meester who collected, systematized,
and commented on canonical sources “De monachico statu,”'* including a section
de ingressu in monachicum statum with chapters de statu probationis and de
professione vitae monachalis.*> For the Latin tradition, one can refer to the various
commentaries on the Rule of St. Benedict'¢ and look for its chapter 58 on “The
procedure for receiving brothers.” Numerous monographs and articles deal with
certain aspects or take a look at different periods of monastic history.1” However,

11 Rule of St. Benedict 1.3-5; RB 1980, 168-169.

12 The terms “novice” and “novitiate” we probably owe to St. Benedict (Rule 58.20-21; cf. 58.5);
cf. Alvaro Huerga, “Noviciat,” Dictionnaire de Spiritualité 11 (Paris: Beauchesne, 1982): 483-495,
here at 484.

13 Daniel Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance. Coutumes sociales, régles monastiques et rituels liturgiques
(OLA 291) (Leuven: Peeters, 2020); for the temporal and geographical framework of his study,
see ibid., 3-4.

14 Placide de Meester, De monachico statu iuxta disciplinam byzantinam. Statuta selectis fontibus
et commentariis instructa (Rome: Typis polyglottis Vaticanis, 1942). See further Michael Wawryk,
Initiatio Monastica in Liturgia Byzantina. Officiorum schematis monastici magni et parvi necnon
rasophoratus exordia et evolutio (OCA 180) (Rome: Typis Pontificiae Universitatis Gregorianae,
1968).

15 de Meester, De monachico statu, 349-366, 366-393.

16 E.g., RB 1980, 437-466, on “monastic formation and profession;” Puzicha, Kommentar zur
Benediktusregel, 2nd edn (St. Ottilien: EOS Verlag, 2015), 609-638.

17 See, for instance, Mirko Breitenstein, Das Noviziat im hohen Mittelalter. Zur Organisation des
Eintritts bei den Cluniazensern, Cisterziensern und Franziskanern (Miinster: LIT Verlag, 2008);
Hubertus Lutterbach, Monachus factus est. Die Ménchwerdung im friihen Mittelalter. Zugleich
ein Beitrag zur Frémmigkeits- und Liturgiegeschichte (Miinster: Aschendorff, 1995).
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a comprehensive and comparative study on the novitiate in East and West remains
to be written. Given its limits, this article will neither examine the whole oeuvre
of Palamas in chronological order, nor will it search for evidence by following a
pre-established list of topics. Instead, it will take a closer look at some specific
questions as they take a characteristic shape in Palamas’ works. This cannot be
more than a first attempt which could perhaps encourage further studies.

The Vita of St. Gregory Palamas by Philotheos Kokkinos

Before turning to Gregory Palamas’ writings, let us look at what Philotheos
Kokkinos wrote about him and his monastic career.18 Of course, Philotheos is more
a hagiographer than a biographer in the modern sense. As a personal friend of
Palamas and himself a hesychast monk, he had detailed knowledge as well as
empathy for his subject. He wrote Palamas’ Vita in the early 1360s, in preparation
for his canonization in 1368. Yet however hagiographical it may be, one does
not need to mistrust the biographical information presented in the Vita, since
Philotheos provides some valuable insights both in what he says and what he
does not say.1?

When Palamas finally followed his vocation to monastic life and set
off from his home in Constantinople to Mount Athos, accompanied by his two
brothers, he was around twenty years of age.20 Robert Sinkewicz dated this
moment two years earlier, ca. 1314, when Gregory was eighteen,2! while most
recently Norman Russell argues for as much as five years later, in 1319.22 In any

18 Philotheos Kokkinos, Adyoc i¢ Tov év ayiows matépa nudv Fpnydptov dpyiemiokomov Osooalovikng
(hereafter v.G.Pal.), ed. Demetrios Tsamis, ®ilo0éov Kwvotavtivovmorews tol Kokkivou
aytodoyika épya. A’. Osooarovikeis dytot (Thessaloniki: Kévtpov Bulavtivav Epeguvdy, 1985),
427-591; English trans. Norman Russell, Gregory Palamas. The Hesychast Controversy and the
Debate with Islam. Documents Relating to Gregory Palamas (Liverpool: Liverpool University
Press, 2020), 52-210.

19 On Kokkinos as a monastic hagiographer and his various personal relationships to his “heroes,”
including Palamas, see Mihail Mitrea, “A Late-Byzantine Hagiographer: Philotheos Kokkinos and
His Vitae of Contemporary Saints” (PhD diss., The University of Edinburgh, 2018). The importance
of hagiographic literature as a source of information, especially in the field of monastic studies,
is also apparent from Oltean’s monograph, Devenir moine a Byzance, which evaluates no less
than 193 vitae of saints; cf. ibid., 364-374.

20 Meyendorff, Introduction a l'étude de Grégoire Palamas (Patristica Sorbonensia 3) (Paris:
Editions du Seuil, 1959), 50.

21 Robert Sinkewicz, “Gregory Palamas,” in La théologie byzantine et sa tradition, vol. 2: (XIlle-XIXe s.),
eds. Carmelo Giuseppe Conticello and Vassa Conticello (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 131-188,
here at 131.

22 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 40.
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case, Palamas entered monastic life as an adult, after having lived in the “world.”
[ will come back to Palamas’ spiritual and educational dimensions of childhood
and youth below.

Starting the journey of ca. 600 km in autumn, the Palamas brothers
decided after a bit more than half the distance to spend the winter in one of the
monasteries on Mount Papikion, close to present-day Mosynopolis.23 None of its
monasteries has survived, and no documents associated with the place have been
preserved either.2¢+ However, the Monastery of St. George on Papikion is mentioned
as a dependency, in the Typikon of Gregory Pakourianos, of the Monastery of the
Mother of God Petritzonitissa in Backovo (Bulgaria), dating from 1083.25 It is
not clear if Palamas and his brothers found shelter in exactly this monastery.

Philotheos writes that the Palamas brothers took part in the “philosophical
life” of the monks on Mount Papikion, that is, in a monastic sense, in their life of
ascesis and prayer as the true Christian philosophy. There is no mention, however,
of him, as a guest and newcomer being introduced into monastic life by some
monk of the community. Rather, it was the other way round, that is, Palamas
himself impressed them such that he seemed “to be a truly great and wonderful
man in speech and manner, in the way he looked and walked, in his sense of
recollected attentiveness, in a word in everything by which a man of God is
naturally portrayed and described.”2¢ This is hagiographical language, but the
possibly true content points back to what Palamas had already learned before;
moreover, the hagiographer does not say that Palamas would have prompted a
spiritual father to tell him that he could not teach him anything anymore.

If the monastery in question could indeed have been St. George, as a
dependency of BacCkovo, the question remains whether the aforementioned
Typikon of Pakourianos was also valid for the monastery on Papikion, some 150
km south, on the other side of the Rhodope mountains—and what would the
monks there have done with Pakourianos’ regulation, according to which no
Greeks should be accepted as monks or priests?2? The same Typikon orders the
education of the “lads” (pelpaxia) to take place in the monastery of St. Nicholas,

23 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 14, ed. Tsamis, 41, trans. Russell, 65.

24 Michel Kaplan, “Monasteries. Institutionalisation and Organisation of Space in the Byzantine
World until the End of the Twelfth Century,” in Diverging Paths? The Shapes of Power and Institution
in Medieval Christendom and Islam, eds. John Hudson and Ana Rodriguez (Leiden: Brill, 2014),
321-350, here at 348.

25 Typikon of Pakourianos 2 and 33E, ed. Paul Gautier, “Le Typikon du sébaste Grégoire Pakourianos,”
REB 42 (1984): 5-145, here at 37 and 129; English trans. Robert Jordan in Byzantine Monastic
Foundation Documents: A Complete Translation of the Surviving Founders’ Typika and Testaments
(hereafter BMFD), eds. John Thomas and Angela Constantinides Hero (Washington, DC: Dumbarton
Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2000), 524 and 556.

26 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 14, trans. Russell, 65.

27 Typikon of Pakourianos 24, ed. Gautier, 105, trans. Jordan, 547.
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close to St. George.28 As they are also called “maidia” in the same chapter, these
“striplings” are minors, not adults. The Typikon instructs that an old priest of
the community shall take responsibility for them and instruct them in the Holy
Scriptures.2? This, too, did not apply to Palamas, and so his novitiate proper only
starts with his arrival on Mount Athos in the following Spring.

According to Philotheos, upon his arrival at Vatopedi, Palamas took the
hesychast monk named Nikodemos as a spiritual father.3° When Palamas “went
where he was dwelling in hesychia,” this implies that Nikodemos was not living
in the monastery, but in a hermitage.3! Palamas was tonsured by Nikodemos,
and he placed himself under his direction in obedience, immediately (e06vg),
connected with an agreement (cuv61kn).32 The twofold use of the word “obedience”
(bmotayn) in this context could at the very least allude to the “€véupa tijg
vmotayiig” as the novice’s habit, which is given together with the tonsure, and
a profession (which—notably the “ocuvbnkn” mentioned above—must not be
confused with those vows which later constitute a lifetime commitment).33 If,
however, one considers Palamas’ Letter to Paul Asen on the issue of the “Great
Schema” (see below), there is also the possibility that at this point he was simply
vested with the regular habit. Neither option can be ruled out completely.

The subsequent visionary experience of Palamas is introduced by Philotheos
as follows: “He had already completed his second year, eagerly practicing fasting
(vnoteia), keeping vigil (dypumvia), watchfulness (vijig) and unceasing prayer
(&SidAeimtog mpooevyn) to God, day and night.”34 The ascetical exercises show
the content of formation under the focus of the “eager practice” (¢melyw) of the
beginner. The “second year” points to the customary three years of novitiate, as
decreed by Emperor Justinian in his Novellae.35 However, Oltean has shown that
while a number of monasteries followed this triennium, in reality many did
not.36

28 The localization of St. Nicholas “mAnciov 100 kdotpov” obviously means “close to the fort [of
Mosynopolis].”

29 Typikon of Pakourianos 31, ed. Gautier, 115-117, trans. Jordan, 550-551. On schools for children
inside monasteries, with the focus both on receiving the children as prospective novices or,
independently from this, with the freedom of future choice (or even to receive them already
as novices), see Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 91-138.

30 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 17, ed. Tsamis, 46, trans. Russell, 70-71.

31 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 71: “In the vicinity.” Meyendorff, Introduction, 51: “habitant les environs
de Vatopédi.”

32 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 17-18, ed. Tsamis, 46-47, trans. Russell, 71.

33 OQltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, esp. 241-245, shows in detail the various and often differing
customs, at which moment tonsure, vesting, and vows are taking place.

34 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 18, ed. Tsamis, 47, trans. Russell, 71.

35 Justinian, Novellae 5.2 and 123.35; Rudolf Schéll and Wilhelm Kroll (eds.), Corpus luris Civilis,
4th edn, vol. 3 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1912), 29, 618.

36 Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 51-52, 254-256.
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It is worthwhile to compare Philotheos’ account of Palamas with older
monastic sources and with the rules and typika of the Athonite monasteries,
which, during the time of Palamas and Philotheos, were already in effect for
about 350 years. As monks at the Great Lavra, both will have known them for
sure, and whether, and how, they were or were not followed. For instance, the
initial Rule of Athanasios for the Lavra mentions only two or three weeks that
the candidate has to stay in the hospice for probation.3” Monastic legislation on
this initial aspect of probation begins as early as with Pachomius:

If anyone who comes to the door of the monastery with the purpose of
quitting the world and to be considered among the brothers, he will not
have the freedom to enter. They will start by informing the father of the
monastery. The candidate will stay some days in the exterior, at the door.
They will teach him the Lord’s Prayer and the Psalms that he is able to learn.
He will send carefully the proofs to show that his will motivates him [to
join]. This is to make sure that they have not committed a crime, and,
troubled by fear, fled without delay to the monastery; or that he is a slave of
someone. This will allow us to discern if he will be able to quit his relatives
and to despise material wealth.38

Much harsher sounding is what John Cassian brings from the Egyptian
desert to the West:

Whoever seeks to be received into the discipline of the coenobium is
never admitted until, by lying outside for ten days or more, he has given
an indication of his perseverance and desire, as well as of his humility
and patience. And when he has embraced the knees of all the brothers
passing by and has been purposedly rebuked and disdained by everyone,
as if he wished to enter the monastery not out of devotion but out of
necessity, and has been visited with numerous insults and reproaches and
has given proof of his constancy, and by putting up with taunts has shown
what he will be in time of trial, and when the ardor of his intention has
been proven and he has thus been received, he is asked with the utmost
earnestness if, from his former possessions, the contamination of even a
single copper coin clings to him.3°

37 English trans. George Dennis in BMFD, 225; cf. Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 52-53, 241.

38 Pachomius, Praecepta 49; Amand Boon (ed.), Pachomiana Latina (Leuven: Bibliotheque de la
Revue d’histoire ecclésiastique, 1932), 25-26.

39 John Cassian, Institutions 1V, 3.1, ed. Jean-Claude Guy, Jean Cassien, Institutions cénobitiques (SC 109)
(Paris: Cerf, 2001), 124-125; The Institutes, trans. Boniface Ramsey (New York: The Newman
Press, 2000), 79-80; cf. Puzicha, Quellen, 484.

300



ASPECTS OF MONASTIC FORMATION, PROBATION, AND EDUCATION IN ST. GREGORY PALAMAS

This is a bit more lenient in the Rule of St. Benedict:

Do not grant newcomers (noviter veniens) to the monastic life an easy
entry, but, as the Apostle says, “Test the spirits to see if they are from
God” (1 Jn 4:1). Therefore, if someone comes and keeps knocking at the
door, and if at the end of four or five days he has shown himself patient
and bearing his harsh treatment and difficulty of entry, and has persisted
in his request, then he should be allowed to enter and stay in the guest
quarters for a few days. After that, he should live in the novitiate (cella
noviciorum), where the novices study, eat and sleep.*0

Later Byzantine documents connect this first probation with an interro-
gation of the candidate. For instance, in the eleventh-century Rule of Christodoulos
for the Monastery of St. John the Theologian on Patmos we read:

Whenever a layman arrives asking to be admitted [...], first he must be
carefully interrogated by the superior, and closely examined concerning
his circumstances, lest he be come to the monastery not simply out of
the love of God and desire to save his soul, but constrained by earthly
contingencies, creditors, perhaps, or extreme poverty and disinclination
to work, or numerous children, so that he is come to the monastery as to
a refuge that will furnish escape and dispense from effort.4

If this admission to the novitiate is connected with a liturgical rite, there
have been different customs concerning whether and in which garments the
postulant should be vested, or if he is to be tonsured now or later.42 The Life of
Palamas does not rule out that this took place with him, but neither does not
mention it. There is also no trace of a scrutinium, a formal interrogation. Perhaps
the way that the Typikon of Evergetis prescribes for candidates to be treated
differently according to their origin was applied to Palamas:

If they are distinguished people (tepipaveig) or come from people known
to you for a long time and have a close knowledge of our way of life (Statta),
they should be tonsured within the customary period of time, if perhaps
they themselves ask for this and are accepted. But if they are common and
unknown (T®v TuXOVTWV Kal @yvwotol), after an interval of seven days
after their arrival here they should assume the [novice’s] rags (Tt pakn)
and put on the monastic headdress (mepikeataia).43

'

0 Rule of St. Benedict 58.1-5, ed. Hanslik, 146-147, trans. RB 1980, 266-267.
41 English trans. Patricia Karlin-Hayter in BMFD, 592.
42 Qltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 241-245.

43 Typikon of Evergetis 37, ed. Paul Gautier, “Le Typikon de la Théotokos Evergétis,” REB 40 (1982):

5-101, here at 78-81; English trans. Robert Jordan in BMFD, 494-495.
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According to Robert Jordan, “this was an enormously influential chapter.” He
also lists a number of later typika that copied it in whole or in part.#* Palamas
in fact was from a distinguished family and, without doubt, familiar with the
monastic way of life. This could perhaps explain his immediate admission to the
novitiate.

For the novitiate proper, the Typikon of Emperor John Tzimiskes (an
intervention into an internal conflict at the Great Lavra around 970/1) prescribes
one year of novitiate, which has to be spent within the monastic enclosure, not
in a hermitage:

All who come to you and promise to receive the monastic tonsure ought
to be received by each one of the superiors. By no means should they be
permitted outside the spiritual enclosure. They should not be tonsured
right away, but should observe the ecclesiastical canon by devoting one
year to being trained in monastic life. They should give evidence that their
resolve is firm and unshakable. When they show that such is the case, then,
the superior may judge that they be clothed in the monastic habit.45

Here are tonsure and vesting signs not for the beginning of the novitiate, but for
its completion.

Philotheos calls the elder Nikodemos a “teacher and father” (kaBnyntrg
kal tatrp) of Palamas.46 These spiritual fathers seem to have been appointed
sometimes by the abbots, but in most cases chosen by the novices themselves,
respectively with the consent of the abbot.*” John Cassian reports for Egypt in
the fourth century that the novices were confided in groups of ten to a responsible
monk assigned by the abbot.*8 St. Benedict in the West apparently took it from
Cassian when he determined that in his monasteries one novice master was to
be appointed per community.4°

44 Jordan in BMFD, 505, n. 37.

45 Typikon of Emperor John Tzimiskes 3, ed. Philipp Meyer, Die Haupturkunden fiir die Geschichte
der Athoskléster (Leipzig: ]. Hinrichs’sche Buchhandlung, 1894), 143; trans. Dennis in BMFD,
236.

46 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 20, ed. Tsamis, 48, trans. Russell, 73.

47 Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 235, 253, 256. In some instances, the word “fjyo0pevog”
denotes not only the superior of the monastery, but apparently in some cases also the spiritual
father, in the literal sense of a guide, as a “fjyovpevog mvevpatikds.” The discontent novices
mentioned in the Typikon of Tzimiskes will therefore not always have moved to another
monastery, but changed their spiritual director; see the Typikon of Emperor John Tzimiskes, ed.
Meyer, Die Haupturkunden, 144 (1l. 20-21), trans. Dennis in BMFD, 236.

48 John Cassian, Institutions 1V, 7, ed. Guy, 130-131, trans. Ramsey, The Institutes, 81-82; Oltean,
Devenir moine a Byzance, 260, with more examples from the early Egyptian tradition.

49 Rule of St. Benedict 58.6, ed. Hanslik, 147, trans, RB 1980, 267.
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While Palamas’ training and practice in the ascetical and spiritual life are
presented by Philotheos in customary terms, the place of his novitiate obviously
was not a monastic enclosure, but, from the start, a hermitage. Anchorites were at
the very origins of monastic life itself. The cenobitic foundations and rules of St.
Pachomius, however, are a reaction to the difficulties and incapacities of many
early hermits. Knowing the Pachomian coenobitism at first hand, St. Basil remains
altogether skeptical of the anchoretic life as a whole.50 John Cassian then reports
how the Egyptian anchorites of his time,

dwelling first for a long time in cenobia, having been carefully and thor-
oughly instructed in the rule of patience and discretion, having mastered
the virtues of both humility and poverty and having totally destroyed
every vice, penetrate the deep recesses of the desert in order to engage
in the terrible combat with demons.5?

Again, Benedict of Nursia adopts this for his own Rule in the Latin West. The
true anchorites

have come through the test of living in a monastery for a long time, and
have passed beyond the first fervor of monastic life. Thanks to the help
and guidance of many, they are now trained to fight against the devil.
They have built up their strength and go from the battle line in the ranks of
their brothers to the single combat of the desert. Self-reliant now, without
the support of another, they are ready with God’s help to grapple single-
handed with the vices of body and mind.52

Such a preparation of future anchorites in the cenobitic life is documented
for the older Palestinian monasteries.>3 The Typikon of St. Athanasios for the
Great Lavra, written some ten years after the earlier Rule, lists a number of
preconditions which a prospective hermit has to learn beforehand and which
are to be checked carefully by the superior:

If anyone with the support and cooperation of God should ever desire to
exchange the bother of obedience for the solitude and individual residence
in a kellion, let him inform the superior of his wish. Let him, in turn,
carefully examine the man’s condition. If indeed he does possess the
strength and diligence required of those who reside in the kellia, if he

5]

0
51

5]

2
3

5]

Basil of Caesarea, Regulae fusius tractatae 7, PG 31, 927-934.
John Cassian, Institutions V, 36.1, ed. Guy, 246-247, trans. Ramsey, The Institutes, 137-138; cf.
Puzicha, Quellen, 35.

Rule of St. Benedict 1.3-5, ed. Hanslik, 18-19, trans. RB 1980, 168-169.
Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 255-256.
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has been previously exercised ()61 Tpoyvpvacbei) in obedience, if he
has learned (paBwv) to stay in a cell with concentration and strict guard
over his mind, if he has learned to pray and keep vigil, to control himself,
to exercise abstinence, to meditate, to devote himself (ueAetdv) to the
study of the Scriptures with humility, and attach some importance to
working with his hands, then let him be permitted to do this.>*

The relation of later hesychast monks to a basic cenobitic formation, as
well as the attitude of the responsible superiors, would be worth a study of its
own.55 When Philotheos, himself a hesychast monk, recounts that Palamas is
apparently bypassing such a cenobitic novitiate, this is obviously understood
neither as a mistake nor as problematic. When Palamas’ spiritual father Nikodemos
died in the third year of his “novitiate,” he left their common hermitage not for
Vatopedi, but for the Great Lavra. There he was “deemed worthy of hospitality
and reception” (kal &eviag kel kal UTOSoxTG [...] GElwbeig) by the monks.56 In
the beginning, this may have implied also terminologically the status of a
guest,57 but the Great Lavra was to become the home monastery of Palamas. In
fact, Philotheos reports that the superior made Gregory participate in the regular
service in the refectory (émpeieloBal tijg Kowiig T@V GSeA@®V Tpamélng) and
in the liturgical service of the cantors (toilg YdAAovow €v Td vad cvvictacbot
kat ouvddewv). The examples of the common liturgy and serving in practical duties,
read together with the information that Palamas stayed for another three years
in the Great Lavra, sharing the common life of the brethren (puével ap’ avtoig kat
ouvdlatpifet Tpelg 6Aovg éviavuTtons),58 altogether sound like a kind of belated
novitiate and probation in such aspects of monastic life as Palamas probably had
not yet experience in his hermitage.

54 Typikon of Athanasios the Athonite for the Lavra Monastery, ed. Meyer, Die Haupturkunden,
116; English trans. Dennis in BMDF, 261.

55 Nikodemos, the first spiritual father of Palamas, was originally a monk from Mount Auxentios,
where the young Gregory could have passed a visit himself. The Typikon of Michael VIII Palaiologos
for the Monastery of the Archangel Michael on Mount Auxentios near Chalcedon, dating to 1261-
1280/1, exhorts: “Without trial let no one be tonsured [...] Those who come from the lay state to
the monastic manner of life [...] ought not to be received straightaway and without strict probation
[...] Care must therefore be had in putting the [novice’s] rags on anyone before getting to know
what he is like by time and experience. Have him brought in with the brothers and let him
remain, wearing his customary garments for a period of at least six months.” English trans.
Dennis in BMFD, 1228. However, we have no information what of his own earlier experiences
Nikodemos might have implemented on Mount Athos.

56 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 20, ed. Tsamis, 48, trans. Russell, 73.

57 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 73, translates “There he was welcomed as a guest by the fathers.”

58 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 20, ed. Tsamis, 48, trans. Russell, 73.
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The probation of a novice in manual labor and in the daily duties of the
monastic community is an integral part of many Byzantine typika. In general,
“all the brothers must work,”s? and the Typikon of the Black Mountain orders a
rotation of work assignments, with references to Pachomius, Basil, and Cassian.é?
Here, there is no mention of novices, while the Typikon for the Monastery of the
Archangel Michael on Mount Auxentios prescribes that “the one who has been
chosen [that is: admitted to the novitiate] must be exercised in every service in
the community, no matter what sort of secular dignity or position he held.”¢1 The
Typikon of Evergetis (and other typika adopting this passage) decides that the
novices “should be appointed to tasks according to their abilities (toig kata
Suvapy Siakoviaig) and observed to see if they carry out these with perseverance
and humility (ueb’ \mopoviig [...] kal Tamewwoews).”62 From what Philotheos
writes, we may assume that during his first three years in the cenobium of the
Great Lavra Palamas joined such a cycle of duties, no matter what his “canonical
status” might have been at that time. However, Philotheos does not tell us anything
about a formal or even liturgical act of integration into the community, or, after
the interrupted “novitiate” with Nikodemos, about some kind of profession
or further vesting. Also, when after completing the three years of common life
Palamas again sets out for a solitary life at the skete of Glossia, there is no mention
of the superior examining his aptitude. Rather, his extraordinary capacities are
described by the hagiographer as openly visible to everyone.

In summary, Palamas’ Vita by Philotheos Kokkinos does not explain to
us how a regular novitiate on Mount Athos in his time would have looked like.
Analyzing nearly 200 Byzantine saints’ lives, Oltean states that “le noviciat est
parfois attesté dans I’hagiographie,” that is, not in every instance. For some authors,
as Oltean notes, omitting the novitiate would have been a means of underlining the
ascetic qualities of the future saint (this corresponds to Philotheos’ endeavor
to write the Life of his friend as a part of the canonization process), while on
the other hand the novitiate would have been better presented for those
coming from a humble social background,t3 which was obviously not the case
with Palamas. Therefore, Philotheos’ information has to be set carefully against
the background of earlier and contemporaneous documents.é* Nevertheless, if

59 Typikon of the Black Mountain 82, trans. Robert Allison in BMFD, 408-409.

60 Typikon of the Black Mountain 78, trans. Allison, 407 (cf. ibid., 423, n. 78).

61 Typikon of Michael VIII Palaiologos for the Monastery of the Archangel Michael on Mount
Auxentios 12, trans. Dennis in BMFD, 1228.

62 Typikon of Evergetis 37, ed. Gautier, 78-81, trans. Jordan in BMFD, 494; word-for-word also in
Kosmosoteira 51, Mamas 22, and in other typika.

63 Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 259.

64 A comparison with the other vitae composed by Philotheos for contemporaneous figures
shows similar elements. For instance, Sabas the Younger and Isidore Boucheir both stem from
a noble background, but Sabas especially receives a harsh treatment from his spiritual father;
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Palamas is commencing his monastic life proper not in a coenobium, but with a
spiritual father in his hermitage, this may shed some light on the actual practice
during the monastic, and specifically hesychastic, renewal of the fourteenth
century.

Finally, a look at the monastic formation of Gregory Palamas has to take
into account the education and experiences of his childhood and adolescence.
The atmosphere at home was one of intellectual learning combined with a
profound piety. His father was the 5§16&oxalAog of the emperor’s grandson, the
future Emperor Andronikos III, while the whole family kept a frequent, even
daily (according to Philotheos), contact with monks and spiritual fathers. From
the very beginning of their lives their souls “should be directly moulded and
broadened by holy discourses and teachings” (tfjg €ig Tov Blov elcdSov TOTG iepoig
AGYoLS kal Tals SitbaokaAiotg HOUGS TUTIGVTAL Kol TAATTWVTOL TAS PUXKG).65

Preparing for service at the emperor’s court, the young Gregory studied
literature, grammar, and rhetoric, the so-called “outer learning” (60paBev
madeia), o6 physics and logic, “in a word, all Aristotelian studies” (AmA®G oL
101G AplotoTeAkoig). His learning earned him the admiration of the Grand
Logothete at that time, Theodore Metochites.¢7 Of course, the hagiographer wants
to emphasize his intellectual prowess in view of the future theological and
philosophical debates, but we do not have to doubt that this education in fact
took place. However, as secular studies did not satisfy him, the young Palamas
sought the company of monks, especially those coming from Athos, and “placed
himself under them” (kai povaotals p&Adov kai matpdol omovdaiolg kat
Si8aokdAoLs Tii§ dpetiic eauTov UTETIOEL).68 Finally, Philotheos calls Theoleptos
of Philadelphia a “matnp kai puotaywyog” for Palamas. Theoleptos was a monk
on Mount Auxentios (similar to Nikodemos, Palamas’ spiritual father) before
his appointment as metropolitan. Palamas himself mentions Theoleptos among
his teachers,®® and if Russell’s calculation is correct that Palamas set out for
Athos only in the autumn of 1319, this would be chronologically possible (against
Sinkewicz).70

cf. Mitrea, “A Late-Byzantine Hagiographer,” 184-199. However, here too, Philotheos does not
provide a distinctive structure of the novitiate or a relation to one of typika. On the other hand,
a prolonged novitiate as requested by the candidate himself is a hagiographic commonplace
to emphasize one’s humility and obedience; cf. Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 259.

65 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 7, ed. Tsamis, 33-34, trans. Russell, 58.

66 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 10, ed. Tsamis, 36, trans. Russell, 60.

67 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 11, ed. Tsamis, 37-38, trans. Russell, 61-62.

68 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 11, ed. Tsamis, 38, trans. Russell, 62.

69 Palamas, Triads 1,2,12, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 98-99.

70 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 63, n. 119; cf. Sinkewicz, Gregory Palamas, 132.
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In short, when Palamas arrived on Athos, he disposed of a profound
secular, theological, and spiritual learning and was in no need of any kind of basic
education in this regard. A modern novice master, too, has to consider carefully
what his candidates might already bring with them and what they still need.
However, no academic diploma and no personal references can dispense one from
an existential probation if a novice is on the right way and in the right place to
follow his vocation, and if he fits into the life of the community. According to the
Vita by Philotheos, with the arrival of Palamas on Athos these aspects seem not
to have been in question any longer. On the other hand, monastic formation and
probation are a life-long process. For Palamas, as for most novices then and now,
the real challenges still lay ahead. Thus the novitiate is not the time to overcome
all problems, but to learn how to deal with them when they do arise.

The Vita of St. Peter the Athonite

The first literary opus from Palamas’ pen is a hagiographical work, a Vita
of St. Peter the Athonite, who was, according to tradition, the first hermit on Athos,
probably in the ninth century.’! Explaining the intention of this work, Meyendorff
writes that “a Byzance, 'éloge public d’un saint était un exercice souvent proposé
au rhéteur débutant, a I'issue de ses études. [...] Pour acquerir le droit d’enseigner,
on pronongait un discours d’essai devant le chapitre des moines.””2 Therefore,
such an inaugural lecture has to prove both one’s rhetorical capabilities as well
as a mastery of the content.

If, with the hesychastic revival, St. Peter became a model, a prototype
for the Athonite hermits,”3 and “la spiritualité que le docteur hésychaste décrit
chez St. Pierre est donc celle qu'il désire voir adoptée a I’Athos,”74 then we should
take a look to see if Palamas has anything to tell us about St. Peter’s monastic
formation. Concerning the saint’s biography, information is sparse. Conversely,
however, we have to be careful not to conclude from the absence of certain topics
that Palamas considered them irrelevant.

The beginnings of the monastic career of St. Peter are rather quickly told.”>
Born in Constantinople, he took part as a young soldier in a military campaign

71 See, e.g., Mitrea, “Old Wine in New Bottles”? Gregory Palamas’ Logos on Saint Peter of Athos
(BHG 1506),” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 40.2 (2016): 243-263, here at 246.

72 Meyendorff, Introduction, 383.

73 Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 249-250.

74 Meyendorff, Introduction, 383.

75 Cf. Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 247-248, who compares Palamas’ account with the earlier source, i.e.,
the Vita of Peter by Nicholas, another Athonite monk.
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against the Arabs and was captured. In captivity, he made a vow to make a pil-
grimage to Rome, to the tomb of his patron, and to assume the monastic habit
there. After his liberation, miraculously procured by St. Nicholas of Myra, he
fulfilled his promise and went immediately to Rome. There, again with the help
of St. Nicholas, he was called by the Pope (most probably Gregory IV, who died
in 844), who initiated him into the monastic way of life and vested him with the
garments suitable for this way of life (0 6¢ TamTag €0OVG AVTOV PETATTEPTIETOL KOl
HUET TOUTW TNV poviipn Sloutav kal HETap@EVVVOL TV Ti} Slaitn 76 TpooiKovo oy
OTOANV).77

The “novitiate” is reduced here to merely five words, “pvet tovtw TV
povnpn Siartav,” followed by vesting the “novice,” which is itself a reduction of
Palamas’ model, the Vita of St. Peter by the Athonite monk Nicholas.”8 [t remains
unclear how long St. Peter remained in Rome (he is considered by some to be a
legendary figure anyhow?79), and if there was any further instruction. On his way
back from Rome, he had a vision of the Theotokos, calling him to settle on Mount
Athos, destined to become a permanent monastic heritage under her protection.
Arriving there, Peter embarks on fifty-three years of solitude, thus becoming a
model of Athonite hesychasm.

The greater part of his ascetic life, as narrated in the Vita, consists of
four assaults by the Devil, whose temptations Peter resists (§§ 21-32). According
to a number of rules and typika, in order to fight the Devil, the hermit has to be
prepared thoroughly in cenobitic life and has to be examined by his superior to
see whether he has obtained this capacity. Here, this aspect is completely missing.
However, this does not necessarily mean that Palamas recommends for his
Athonite brethren to bypass such a preparation, but rather signals how great
the dangers lurking in solitude can be.

In the last year of his life, St. Peter is discovered by a hunter, to whom
the holy man subsequently narrates his life (and thus makes it known to the
world). When the hunter wishes to stay and join St. Peter in his hesychastic life,
the latter sends him back to his secular life for a year, to take care of his family,
to serve Christ tending the hungry and the needy, but also to do some basic
spiritual (hesychastic) exercises:

76 “Sudtn” is obviously a misspelling in the critical text.

77 Palamas, Adyoc¢ €i¢ Tov Bavuaoctov kal iodyyelov Biov ToU ociov kal Ocopopov TaTPOs NUDV
[étpov ol v T dyiw bpet T ABw doknoavtog (hereafter Adyoc) 10, ed. Panagiotis Christou
in PS,vol. 5, 166-167.

78 Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 254; cf. the synoptic table of both vitae at 261.

79 Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 246.
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Pay attention to yourself, detach yourself from the earthly pleasures and
worries as far as you can, take constant care of the remembrance of God
in your heart, implanting the meditation of his name as engraved in the
hidden inner chambers of your soul; converse with books and sayings
[of the Lord and the Fathers] as much as you have days and hours.

TPooéxEW 8¢ ocauT®, Kal Talg ynivatg omdon Svvapg ndovais te Kal
pepipvatg dmotagduevog mapdpovov Tpev v Tij off kapdia v tob
O£0D pvrunVv, TV €1’ OVOUATL TOVTOU HEAETNV TOTG €V KPUTIT® THi G Yuxfig
Tapeiolg avaypamtov womep £vBéuevog Belolg te BiBAolg kal Aoyiotg
gvtuyxdvewy doat Nuépat te kol dpar.s

These are not only characteristic topics of a hesychastic spirituality, but
respectively also aspects of a novitiate, and St. Peter shows himself as a spiritual
father to the hunter. A “normal” novitiate would have started with a separation
from the world and attaching oneself to one’s spiritual father. By sending the
hunter back home first, he may have intended—feeling that his time would
come soon—to complete his earthly life in solitude, without a companion (or
even novice). On the other hand, St. Peter—and Gregory Palamas—here attest
that it is possible to live the essentials of a hesychastic spirituality also under
the conditions of a secular life in the world.8! Such a kind of “urban hesychasm”
was rather frequent in the time of Palamas.82 Philotheos Kokkinos writes that
the young Palamas encountered Athonite monks in Constantinople who supported
his vocation, and surely there were such monks whom Barlaam the Calabrian
met in Constantinople and asked about hesychastic practices.

This episode can also imply the basic importance of proving one’s vocation
to the monastic life and preparing for the next steps. Almost 1200 years after Pope
Gregory IV, whose application of the novitiate was summed up in the words
“Uuel toVtw TV poviipn Slatav” and in the vesting of the candidate, his current
successor, Pope Francis, has issued the Apostolic Constitution Vultum Dei quaerere
regarding women'’s contemplative life, which decrees, amongst other things, that
the formation of nuns has to last altogether at least nine years.83 As a follow-up,
the Roman Dicastery for the Religious has issued an “implementing instruction”
with the title Cor orans, wherein these nine long years are unfolded. The first of

80 Palamas, Adyog 39, ed. Christou, 184-185.

81 Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 257.

82 E.g, the case of Isidore Boucheir as told in his Life by Kokkinos; cf. Mitrea, “A Late-Byzantine
Hagiographer,” 127, 192-193, 230.

83 Pope Francis, Apostolic Constitution Vultum Dei quaerere on women'’s contemplative life (July
22,2016), § 15, https://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/apost_constitutions/documents/
papa-francesco_costituzione-ap_20160629_vultum-dei-quaerere.html. The question remains why
this applies only to women, while men can continue to be allowed to take solemn vows after
about four years and a half.
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these is now called the “aspirantate”84 and has to precede the actual entry into
a monastery. It involves continuing one’s previous secular life, praying and
reflecting on one’s vocation, and working on possible “weak points,” accompanied
by regular visits to the envisaged monastery. Only then may follow the postulate,
novitiate, and temporary vows (which in turn have to be prolonged twice). As
these demands are the same for the whole Latin Church worldwide, the following
question arises (together with Palamas’ Vita by Philotheos as well as his Vita of
St. Peter and the person of the hunter): How should one deal with the individual
spiritual, intellectual, and other needs of a respective candidate? How should this
responsibility be assumed?

With his “journeyman’s piece” (the Vita of St. Peter) Gregory Palamas
qualified for his subsequent work as a monastic teacher, spiritual father, and not
least a capable defender of Orthodoxy. One could (cautiously) call it a special part
of the “novitiate,” namely, to acquire the ability to write such a piece, that is,
knowledge of Holy Scripture, the Church Fathers and (at least some) philosophers,
and the texts of councils and synods; and also, to acquire and exercise the necessary
verbal skills and, most importantly, to integrate all this into a personal, existential
theological and spiritual identity. Although the prospect of becoming a teacher
does not apply to all novices, it is altogether indispensable for a living and
sustainable monastic tradition (tradition understood in the way that there is
not only something to be passed on, but also someone to pass it on, keep it alive,
enhance it, and hand it over).

According to Philotheos, Palamas wrote the Vita of St. Peter after two years
in the hermitage of St. Sabas,8 when he was atleast 36, or even 38. After no less
than thirteen to fifteen years of monastic experience, he was definitely not a novice
any more. However, monastic formation is not something resolved and completed
once and for all, but a life-long process, in ascetism, in prayer, in studying the
Scriptures and theology, and in caring for one’s fellow human beings. Palamas
describes the fifty-three years Peter spent in hesychia on Mount Athos not as
something static, but as a continuous inner growth.86 Palamas himself would
experience something similar, although in completely different circumstances,
in the following decades of his eventful life.

84 Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life, Cor orans.
Implementing instruction of the Apostolic constitution Vultum Dei quaerere on women’s
contemplative life (April 1, 2018), §§ 251.262-268, https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/
congregations/ccscrlife/documents/rc_con_ccscrlife_doc_20180401_cor-orans_en.html

85 Cf. the timeline of Palamas’ biography as reconstructed by Russell, Gregory Palamas, 45;
Sinkewicz, “Gregory Palamas,” 151, dates it to 1332, while Meyendorff, Introduction, 383, to
1334-1335. Sinkewicz, “Gregory Palamas,” 131, calculates it earlier, considering that Palamas
left Constantinople to join monastic life already in 1314.

86 Mitrea, “Palamas’ Logos,” 254.
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Gregory Akindynos as a Novice of Gregory Palamas

It is reasonable that Gregory Palamas himself took on the duty of a
spiritual father initiating novices into monastic life and hesychastic spirituality;
he surely assumed this responsibility when he was superior of the monastery in
Esphigmenou (1335/6).87 Another hagiographical work by Philotheos Kokkinos,
namely the Life of Isidore Boucheir, bears witness that the latter was tonsured
(and consecrated deacon) by Palamas.88 He remained his friend and comrade
in theological and political disputes. As newly elected patriarch in 1347, Isidore
appointed his former teacher as archbishop of Thessaloniki.

Another novice of Palamas was Gregory Akindynos,8° who calls him in
one occasion “kat dSeA@OG IV Kal PAog kal atp.”99 Palamas himself mentions
that Akindynos was his disciple, “although not studying until completion” (ap’
NUES el Kol un 81 téAoug pottnoag).2! In Contra Akindynum VII, 16, 59, Palamas
reports that Akindynos came to him as a teacher (0Utog (¢ S18ackdAw ot
épxfto). After some days, Akindynos told him of a vision of light (p&®¢ T Bewpeiv),
which seemingly appeared to him from within as a human face (Sia@atvew
év8o0ev GvBpweLOV TL TpOGwTOV). Palamas then told him about the deceptions
of the Devil and offered to keep him in order to free him from his delusion.
However, some of the older and experienced monks at the Lavra heard about
this; they gave “not a good testimony” on Akindynos to the superior (oUx ayadd&
TVA LPTUPNOAVTEG VTR TPOG TOV TOTE Tpoeot®dta) and did not allow him
into their common life (Tpog cuvoiknow ovk elacav). “So he went away from us
together with that illumination [that appeared to him] endued with a form” (Anfipe
TolvuV TOB' UGV PETA THG EoXMUATIOHEVNG EKELVNG VTR YwTo@aveiag).92 Hence,
Akindynos’ opposition to hesychastic spirituality seems not to have existed in
the beginning, but on the contrary he would have overdone it as a novice, refusing
the correction of his “novice master.”93 Polemical texts have to be read cautiously
concerning such personal details, but, in any case, this example shows the pitfalls
of an early and un-reflected fervor monasticus as well as the necessity of a proper
supervision.

87 Meyendorff, Introduction, 63-64.

88 Mitrea, “A Late-Byzantine Hagiographer,” 127, 193.

89 Meyendorff, Introduction, 61-63; Juan Nadal Cafiellas, “Gregorio Akindinos,” in La théologie
byzantine, vol. 2, 189-314, here at 194-195.

90 Meyendorff, Introduction, 62, n. 94.

91 Palamas, Contra Acindynum 111, 2, 1, ed. Christou in PS, vol. 3, 161; Meyendorff, Introduction,
62, n.94.

92 Palamas, Contra Acindynum VII, 16, 59, ed. Christou in PS, vol. 3, 505-506.

93 See Andreas P. Zachariou’s article in this issue.
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John Meyendorff and Juan Nadal Cafiellas report that Akindynos delivered
a paean to the Great Lavra in front of the assembled community and its abbot,
encouraged by Palamas, but his performance failed.?* As this seems to have
taken place as early as in Akindynos’ formative period, it was probably not yet
intended as an “inaugural lecture” to receive the venia legendi, as was presumably
the case with Palamas’ Vita of St. Peter. However, it shows that Palamas as a teacher
also attached some importance to this dimension of learning.

Akindynos does not seem to have had the opportunity for further learning
from this failure; to the contrary, as Patriarch Kallistos I informs us, the monks
of Lavra voted openly against him: “lua@ @wvij kai £vi otopatt ‘Siwxtntw’ épecav
amavteg ‘0 Akivbuvog amo Tiig povijc.”” 95 Today, in Benedictine monasteries,
there is a secret vote of the convent to determine whether a novice should
be admitted to profession. This vote is prescribed and without doubt important,
but if it fails, it raises the question for the novice master and the superiors if the
novice was properly accompanied in his personal and spiritual development,
including telling him in good time to leave if he is inept for the common life.

The Beginning of the Hesychast Controversy and the Triads

The year 1335 saw the beginning of the dispute between Gregory Palamas
and Barlaam of Calabria, initially on various issues of theological argumentation
and the use of Aristotelian logic and then on hesychast spirituality (the “Hesychast
Controversy” proper).9¢ With his Triads, Gregory Palamas responded to Barlaam,
defending the monks from the latter’s accusation of heresy. Barlaam himself was
a Byzantine monk from southern Italy, not an outsider to the monastic tradition,
but apparently not completely versed in the characteristics of its spirituality.
The question regarding his monastic formation in his original monastery of St.
Elias at Galatro in Calabria®” and what he had learned as a novice in monastic
and spiritual life will not be addressed here.

94 Meyendorff, Introduction, 61, n. 88; Nadal Cafiellas, “Gregorio Akindinos,” 194-195.

95 Quoted after Meyendorff, Introduction, 61, n. 88.

96 Concerning the history of the Hesychast Controversy, its protagonists, contexts, and contents,
see Russell, “The Hesychast Controversy,” in The Cambridge Intellectual History of Byzantium,
eds. Anthony Kaldellis and Niketas Siniossoglou (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017),
494-508; idem, Gregory Palamas, 10-17; Sinkewicz, “Gregory Palamas,” 132-134; Meyendorff,
Introduction, 65-94; idem, Défense, viii-xxiv; with a special focus on the role of Barlaam, see
Giuseppe Schiro (ed.), Barlaam Calabro. Epistole greche. I primordi episodici e dottrinari delle
lotte esicaste (Palermo: Istituto Siciliano di studi bizantini e neogreci, 1954).

97 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 11.
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“Poussé par son universelle curiosité ou par un vrai désir de vie monas-
tique, le Calabrais s’était mise a I’école d'un moine de Thessalonique.”%8 In any
case, he clearly intended to obtain a better understanding of the theological and
spiritual background of his opponent or even to look for a weak point. However,
it seems not to have been a “novitiate,” to have confided himself to a spiritual
father, or even a kind of continuous education, but rather an investigation. The
first of these presumably “urban hesychasts” whom Barlaam engages was a certain
Ignatius, whom we find as an addressee of two letters by Barlaam, together with
other monks called David Disypatos, Joseph Kalothetos, and “the good Luke.”9?
They seem to have been monks of good reputation.100 Moreover, Barlaam mentions
in this context a certain youth (pepakiokog) who told him about his experiences in
hesychastic prayer and whom he in turn tried to convince to abandon this. While
Giuseppe Schiro quotes John VI Kantakouzenos that this “lad” would have been
a fool and thus a bad informant, 101 Russell assumes he might “simply have been
a polite fiction on Barlaam’s part in order to avoid attributing heretical doctrines
to his correspondent and his correspondent’s friends.”102 It seems at least arguable
that this “lad” could have been a novice, conversing in public before completing his
basic monastic formation.103

The three treatises of Palamas’ first Triad each begin with a question posed
by a young monk or even a novice to his spiritual father. Even if this is only a
literary device, there is no doubt that Palamas would indeed have answered in
this way to a real novice, and possibly even did so. The first Triad thus presents
us with a kind of extensive “novitiate class.” In the first treatise, the “novice”
tells his father he had heard certain people say that for a monk it would be
necessary to study “profane wisdom” (¢w co@ia) and “Hellenic education” (ka8’
"EAMnvag maideia) in order to avoid ignorance, while his own experience had
taught him the opposite. So he asks his father to teach him how to defend the truth
(88axbijval Toug vTEP ThiG dANBeiag Adyoug).104 The answer that secular learning

98 Meyendorff, Défense, xiv.
99 Meyendorff, Défense, xiv; Russell, Gregory Palamas, 12-13; Schiro, Barlaam Calabro, 187-194;
cf. the text of Barlaam’s respective Letters 4-8 in Schiro, Barlaam Calabro, 315-330.

100 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 12-13; Meyendorff, Défense, xvii; Meyendorff, Introduction, 70: “Les
moines qu'il rencontra étaient peu instruits et incapables de satisfaire dans le domaine de la
spiritualité ses aspirations d’intellectuel sceptique.”

101 Schiro, Barlaam Calabro, 191.

102 Russell, Gregory Palamas, 12.

103 Cf. the case of Isidore Boucheir who only after some time under the direction of Gregory of
Sinai was sent by the latter to assume an “urban hesychast apostolate,” which he carried out
in Thessaloniki for ten years; cf. Mitrea, “A Late-Byzantine Hagiographer,” 126-127,192-193,
230; cf. supra n. 82.

104 Palamas, Triads 1,1, first question; ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 4-7.
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is neither from God nor necessary for a Christian, and respectively monastic life,
does not have to be expounded here in detail. Palamas is speaking here about
monastic life in general, not on a methodological level about teaching novices,
while the literary situation implicates exactly this. It is worth mentioning the
metaphor that the potentials of secular education should be used like snake
venom as an antidote against attacks from this very direction.1%5 This entails that
these aspects of the £é€w maideia not only have to be learned but also discerned
and clarified.

In the first treatise of the second Triad, dealing with the same subject,
Palamas states that he does not want to deprive the monks of secular education:
“Therefore the time before entering the monastic way of life is appropriate for
all those who do not take things easy to acquire of all kinds of literary [education]
(éyw & ovk GmooTePETV povayoVs. Tkavog yap 6 Tpod Tol v moAlteiav Tad TV
VTEADETV XpOVOG TTPOG AGYOU KTijoLv TavTolay 101G 00 pabuvpolg).106 This is what
Palamas himself (and many others) did, as is attested by Philotheos in his Life
of Palamas197 and by the quality of his own writings.

Byzantine typika do not have much to say about this topic and there is
nothing in the Rule of St. Benedict. According to the Vita of Benedict by Gregory
the Great,

he was born in Nursia of distinguished parents, who sent him to Rome for
aliberal education (liberalis litterarum studiis; éAeVBEPIKOV YPAUUATWV
S18ax11). When he found many of the students there abandoning themselves
to vice, he decided to withdraw from the world he had been preparing
to enter; for he was afraid that if he acquired any of its learning he would
be drawn down with them to his eternal ruin. In his desire to please God
alone, he turned his back on further studies, gave up home and inheritance
and resolved to embrace the religious life. He took this step, fully aware
of his ignorance; yet he was truly wise, uneducated though he may have
been.108

While the motivation to choose the monastic life sounds basically connatural
in St. Benedict and St. Gregory Palamas, the latter completed his studies before
leaving the imperial capital for solitude. However, monasteries in East and West
have become places of education and research, of schools and libraries. In the

1
1
1
1

o

5 Palamas, Triads 1,1,21, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 58-61.

6 Palamas, Triads 11,1,35, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 296-297.

7 Kokkinos, Adyo¢ 10-11, ed. Tsamis, 36-38, trans. Russell, 60-62.

8 Gregory the Great, Vita Benedicti, ed. de Vogiié, Antin, 126-127; idem, Vita di San Benedetto,
ed. Rigotti, 102-105; English trans. Odo J. Zimmermann and Benedict R. Avery, Life and
Miracles of St. Benedict (Collegeville: The Liturgical Press, 1984), 1.

o o o
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present Benedictine ratio formationis, at least in my own Beuronese congregation,
a graduation certificate, graduation from vocational training, or an academic
degree are the regular prerequisites to be accepted as a postulant. The decisive bit,
then and now, seems to be the “home address” of the various subjects of education
and their common goal to seek God alone.109

In the second treatise in the first Triad, Palamas’ interlocutor asks his
“spiritual father” about the criticism he has heard about the hesychastic way of
prayer, especially, when the novices were exhorted to look at themselves and by
their respiration send their mind within themselves (toig dpxapiois Tapatvotvtoag
€@’ eauTtoULg BAEmEY Kal SLd TG dvamvoiig elow TEUTEY TOV oikelov volv).110
As in the introductory question, Palamas mentions the novices explicitly. In § 7 of
this second treatise, he refers to St. John Climacus to explain this method of prayer
as indispensable for those who truly want to become monks (toug [...] d¢ dAn0dg
yeveéaBau [...] povayoi), especially for beginners, who are to be introduced into the
monastic life (udAota tovg eloayouévoug). This time, learning is not about
acquiring a certain knowledge, but about exercising an existential practice. For
none of these beginners does any of this happen without labor, and their teacher
is not a word, but toil, and the experience resulting from toil (o0 Adyog, GAA&
TOVoG Kai 1) SLd Tévwy Telpa SI8&oKaA0G).

Learning a handicraft or an art is impossible if one remains in the
distance of “theory.” It needs practical involvement. If one wants to learn to play
the piano, it does not suffice to understand the keyboard and the notes, but one has
to practice, exercise, with patience and perseverance, to be critically attentive,
to see the goal, and to avoid bad habits. First of all, one has to understand the
music, otherwise all technical studies are meaningless. And for all this one has
an indispensable need for the direction of a good teacher, whom one trust and
whom one allows to work on oneself. The same applies to learning a spiritual
practice. For such a process of learning, a relationship of mutual confidence and
transparency is absolutely necessary to evade the danger of manipulation or
even spiritual abuse. What may sound like a rather modern problem we find in
fact considered already in some middle Byzantine typika, for example in the
Typikon of Emperor John Tzimiskes for the monasteries of Athos:

A layman who has come to one of the superiors [fyyoupuévwv, here in the
sense of “spiritual director,” see below] and stays with him for six months
or an entire year, but who becomes dissatisfied with the superior’s direction
for certain causes and has good reason to claim that he has not been helped
by him, may give himself to another spiritual director (eig €Tepov fjyoUevov

109 See Rule of St. Benedict 58.7, ed. Hanslik, 147, trans. RB 1980, 266-267.
110 Palamas, Triads 1,2, second question, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 72-73.
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Tvevpatikov TapadidooBat), whomsoever he might select, provided that
other persons testify that this new director is irreproachable and capable
of helping souls.111

“Lord, teach us to pray,” the disciples ask Christ (Lk 11:1). Teaching
novices to pray means to share in Christ’s ministry, with all its responsibility. The
issue of teaching and learning how to pray is a highly sensitive matter. Therefore,
it seems important that a Benedictine novice today can rely on a separation of
the forum internum from the forum externum, and always has the right to approach
his abbot directly. All the more it is important to find and live a solid balance
between confidence and transparency, to avoid dangerous dependencies as well
as the risk of playing one spiritual director off against another.

A problematic relationship of its own kind between a novice and his
spiritual father arises in the question preceding the third treatise of the first Triad.
The young monk reports that the adversaries of the hesychasts would falsely
pretend they wished to become disciples [of hesychast fathers], but were not
willing to learn earnestly (A¢yovol 8" dpwg UTokpBfjval pev padntidvtag, GAN
oUk eVUaBETG): “Therefore they put into writing the things they heard the teachers
telling them that they should cling to and believe in” (810 ypapfj S186var té tapa
TV SI8aoKAAWVY TIPOG aToUG Asydpueva Atmapiioal te kal meloat). Such a sham
novitiate and deceptive novices should hopefully not appear in our monasteries
today, or should be quickly identified. In the case mentioned in the Triads, they
write that their teachers would assert that they should give up all the Holy
Scriptures as something bad, but rather devote themselves only to prayer, by which
the evil spirits would be driven away (ypa@ouaot Toivuv @aval Toug S18ackovtag
aVtolg Ttdong pev Fpagfig lepds wg TTovnpds dpelodal, Tpooavexey 8¢ povn ti
gOxfl, 8U Mg dmedavvesBat pév T movnpd mvedpata).112 Something similar is
expressed in the first treatise of the second Triad: “"EAeye [sc. Barlaam] yap wg
£81860M Tap” Ekelvwv OV kaTydpEy, TV pév Bsiov oy Fpagny dvw@eAf Tdot
TaVTATacLy glvat” 113

Palamas in turn admits that beginners in hesychasm should indeed abstain
from long readings and devote themselves to the “prayer of a single thought” [i.e.,
the Jesus Prayer] until this has become an uninterrupted habitus of their mind
(A@eioBal pev yap Ttoug Apxopévoug MoLXAlelv HaKPAS AVAYVOOEWS Kol
TIPOCAVEXELY Tf] LOVOAOYLOT®W TIPOCEVXT], LEXPLS GV E§LV TIVa oXOTeV TOD T TNG
adladeintwg éxecBal kata Siavolav).114 Therefore, he is speaking only of a

111 Meyer, Die Haupturkunden, 144, trans. Dennis in BMFD, 236-237.

112 Palamas, Triads 1,3, third question, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 102-105.
113 Palamas, Triads 11,1,2, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 229.

114 Palamas, Triads 1,3,2, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 108-109.
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temporary reduction. Even more, he suggests that novices will find better conditions
later, when they will be able to read the Scriptures on a foundation of continuous
prayer. Palamas returns to a similar accusation in the first treatise of the third
Triad, that some of the monks would consider reading the Scriptures as [a source
of] confusion (t®v Aoyiwv dvdyvwoiv cvyyvov ofovtal): “However, we do not
know among us any hesychast who would not devote himself to the Scriptures
(if he has learned to read); and those who do not know to read you can regard
as ‘living books,’ for they recite the greater part of the Scriptures by heart.”115
With the word of Jesus, “if you would believe Moses, you would believe me, too”
(Jn 5:46), Palamas understands Christ himself commanding us to explore the
Scriptures (tag iepag Mpaag épevvav évteidato) and to find eternal life in
them.116 The benchmark is to be in accord with the Prophets, with the Apostles,
and with all the Fathers (t0 @povelv po@nTalg, ATOoTOAOLS, TTATPAGL TTAOLY
amA®g), since through all of the them the Holy Spirit is speaking.117

Even more important than reading and understanding the Scriptures,
Palamas considers, is putting the Word of God into practice, quoting Rom 2:13:
“Un Tovg dxpoatds Tol VOOV, ToLG 8¢ o Tas owbnoeaBat’118 and “tiv Tp&&Lv
8¢ €lboteg, GAX" 00 TNV YV@OLY, cwlovoav.”119 Whoever listens to the Word of
God and acts accordingly (cf. Mt 7:24) will possess God within himself (6 Tov
o Kuplov Adyov dkoVwv kal oL@y, avTtov v eautd ktdtal). In other words, “He
who has acquired God within himself by keeping his commandments no longer
needs to study the Scriptures, but knows them all exactly without studying”
(0082 Thig padoews TV Fpapdv Sefoetal, GAAX kal xwplg aUTg TTdoag oidev
AakpLB®G).120 First, this means studying the Scriptures thoroughly and keeping
the commandments. If secondly, though, at a certain point a “possession” of God
should be taken for granted, this would be rather problematic. The objective
criterion of the Scriptures would be somehow internalized and thus be missing
for a discernment of spirits. Throughout his writings, however, Palamas does not
only show a comprehensive knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, but takes them
as his essential point of reference in a way that he does not lose their objectivity.

115 Palamas, Triads 11,1,11, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 246-247: AA& TGV pév €@’ Hu@dV ouxaldvtwy
oU8éva Eéyvwev 06 ToTG Aoyiolg 00 TpocavEXEL YPAUUATH HEPABNKWG, KAl TOUG uT| ypappata
eidotag 8ot tig av BiPAoug dAAag éudixous amod otfovug Ta mMAslova TV Aoyiwv LELUDS
amayyélovtag.

116 Palamas, Triads 11,1,43, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 312-313.

117 Palamas, Triads 11,1,42, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 312-313.

118 Rom 2:13 reads “SikaiwOnoovta,” the variants “cwBnoovtal” or “cwbnoecBal” are not
attested. If Palamas is quoting by heart, does this imply that he knows the Scriptures well,
shows shortcomings, or is even another step further as he knows how to use them sensibly in
various contexts?

119 Palamas, Triads 11,1,11, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 246-247.

120 Palamas, Triads 11,1,43, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 314-315.
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As already mentioned, a prerequisite for studying the Bible and then
putting it into practice is the ability to read or to memorize biblical texts. In no.
95 of St. Basil's Shorter Rules we have the question whether the newly accepted
(i.e., the postulants, respectively the novices) should immediately learn parts of
the Scriptures by heart (El cup@épet Toig dpTL Tpocep)opévolg 0BVG TO GO TV
Tpapdv ekpavOaver). St. Basil answers that each one should learn by heart what
he needs (to yap mpog v xpeiav £kaotov ekpavOavelv €k Tiic BeomvevoTou
[paiis dkdAovBov kal dvaykoiov). The answer to the following question, no. 96,
whether everyone should be allowed to learn reading and writing according to
his own wish (Et mavti t® BovAopévw émitpemely Sl ypdpupata povOavew, 1
avayvwopacl Tpoaéyewv), St. Basil leaves for the superior (tpogotwg) to decide. 121

Learning the Scriptures by heart (especially if one is not able to read)
requires listening to someone else reading aloud. The question arises whether
there was a special reader reciting the sacred texts repeatedly to the novices to help
them memorize them. Subsequently one may ask if it would not be easier to teach
all of them to read for themselves. That is what St. Pachomius prescribes:

If someone is not able to read (litteras ignorabit), then he shall go in the
first, third and sixth hour to someone who can teach him and is assigned
for this, and he shall stand in front of him and shall study with the
greatest intentness (studiosissime) [...] and even if he does not want to
read, he shall be compelled to do so (compelletur). There shall be no one
in the whole monastery who does not learn reading (discat litteras) and
comprehends something from the Scriptures, at least from the New
Testament and the Psalms.122

This is also the demand of St. Benedict who assigns in chapter 48 of his
Rule several hours each day for each brother to read, without exception; they
shall be free for reading (lectioni vacent) as well as occupied with it (occupari
debent in lectione), especially on Sundays.123 At the beginning of Great Lent all
brothers receive a single volume of the Bible which they shall read completely
until Easter (in quibus diebus quadragesimae accipiant omnes singulos codices
de bibliotheca, quos per ordinem ex integro legant). In this case, bibliotheca does
not denote a library, but the whole of the Bible, so that everyone receives a
different one of the various biblical books.124 Neither here nor in chapter 58 on

121 Basil of Caesarea, Regulae brevius tractatae 95-96, PG 31, 1148-1150.

122 Pachomius, Praecepta 139-140, ed. Boon, Pachomiana Latina, 47-48; cf. Puzicha, Kommentar, 516.

123 Rule of St. Benedict 48.1, 4,5, 10,13, 14, 17, 20, 22, ed. Hanslik, 125-130, trans. RB 1980, 248-253.

124 Puzicha, Kommentar, 525-526. Here, however, we may indeed see the beginnings of a monastic
library as the necessary place where the codices were kept.
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the reception of novices does Benedict speak about teaching them, but it seems
reasonable to assume that many, if not most of them, were still in need of
acquiring literacy after entering monastic life.

It is a bit astonishing that in the Byzantine typika “relatively little is said
about literacy or reading.”125 In the twelfth-century Typikon for the Monastery
of St. John the Forerunner in Phoberos, the chapter on tonsuring novices has the
addition (compared to its model in the Typikon of Evergetis) that the newcomers
first have to read the procedures in the rule and to promise to observe everything
drawn up in it.126 Strictly, this would presuppose literacy as a precondition for
entering monastic life, but probably this was not the case. “The most interesting
reference to literacy is in [the Typikon of] Neilos Damilas of Crete, where reading
aloud was said to be more important than psalmody.”127 Palamas, as already
seen, knows both literate and illiterate monks, but all of them have to engage in
the Holy Scriptures. Learning to read them or learning them by heart with the
help of another one’s recitation are both part of the education of a “novice.” To put
the Word of God into practice after hearing it takes even more work and will
not come to fruition without the accompaniment of a spiritual director.

The Question of the “Great Schema”

The matter of the monastic habit in connection with the way of becoming
a monk (which garment is given when, what are the accompanying liturgical rites,
what do they signify for the canonical status of the novice or monk, etc.) are
discussed comprehensively by Oltean.128 Different regional traditions mingle in
various developments, leading again to different results and open questions. How
do the “small habit” (pkpov oxfjpa) and the “great habit” (péya oxfjpa) relate
to each other? Do they correspond to succeeding stages of the monastic “career”?
If the uikpov oxfjua is not the habit of the novices (that should be the paoov), is
it a kind of intermediate form for a limited period (as the temporary vows of
the Benedictines, which precede solemn vows)? Or do the two habits relate to

125 Giles Constable, “Preface” to BMFD, xxviii.

126 Rule of John for the Monastery of St. John the Forerunner in Phoberos, trans. Jordan in BMFD,
872-953, here at 929; cf. the Typikon of Evergetis 37; ed. Gautier, 78-81, trans. Jordan in
BMFD, 494-495.

127 Constable, “Preface,” xxviii; Testament and Typikon of Neilos Damilas for the Convent of the
Mother of God Pantanassa at Baionaia in Crete 13, trans. Alice-Mary Talbot in BMFD, 1462~
1482, here at 1475: “for prayer and reading are like two eyes.”

128 Qltean, Devenir moine a Byzance; while the first part of the book is entirely devoted to this
issue (9-86), it frequently recurs especially in the third part on postulate, novitiate, and
profession (217-316).
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permanently different “levels” of monastic life, the simpler monks sticking with
the small habit for a lifetime, while the great habit would show a higher degree
of spiritual perfection? Or perhaps the small habit was for the cenobites, while the
hermits took on the great one? There is evidence for quite a number of diverging
customs, 129 while at the time of Gregory Palamas the division of small and great
habit according to hierarchical degrees was common.130

Against this background, Palamas receives a request from the hieromonk
Paul Asen, who asked if he should take on the great habit. In his response,131
Palamas approves of his taking on the péya oxfjua, but has to offer some basic
considerations as well as some personal advice for his correspondent. Beginning
with the common vocation of all baptized Christians, to show in deeds, words, and
thoughts that they have mastery over the passions and are developing in virtue,
have love for God and one’s neighbor (§ 2), he continues with the special features
of a monastic vocation, which are withdrawal from the world, renunciation of
pleasures, and the inclination of oneself totally to the love of God (w¢ &v 6Awg
vevoag Tpog TNV Belav dyammyv, § 3). The subsequent sentence, “toUto £€0TL
TO péya Kal povaykov oxijpa” (§ 4), hints at the twofold meaning of the word
“oxfina.”132 First, the shape, appearance, bearing of a (monastic) figure. Secondly,
derived from there, the monastic vestment. The Latin word “habitus” is in this
case a faithful translation of the Greek “oxfjua.” Then, Palamas points out, with
direct reference to St. Theodore the Stoudite, that the monastic oxfjua/habitus
is essentially one and the same. The brief original sentence in the Testament of
Theodore the Stoudite reads: “You shall not grant what they call the little habit, and
after that the great one, for the habit like baptism is one according to the usages
of the fathers.”133 Palamas adds:

So it seems to me that those who later divided the form of the prescribed
garments restricted and took away the analavon and the koukoulion
from the young monks because [these garments] are the most venerable
symbols for onlookers and constitute a way of formally showing off in
front of those inducted into the monastic life yet still pursuing [i.e., or
not yet firm in] holy humility.

129 Qltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 11-12, 65-77.

130 Peter J. Hatlie, “The Answer to Paul Asen of Gregory Palamas: A Fourteenth Century Apology
for the One, Grand and Angelic Schema,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 33 (1989): 35-
51, here at 35.

131 Meyendorff, Introduction, 384-385, gives no date of composition, Hatlie, “The Answer,” 35,
and Sinkewicz, “Gregory Palamas,” 151, date this letter around 1334.

132 Palamas, Letter to Paul Asen, PS, vol. 5, 247-250, here at 247-248; Hatlie, “The Answer,” 46-49.

133 Testament of Theodore the Studite for the Monastery of St. John Stoudios in Constantinople, in
BMFD, 67-83, here at 78, no. 12.
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S0KeT 6€ poL Tovg VoTEPOV €V TOTG VEVOULopEVOLS TEpLBoAaiols TO oxfjua
HeploaVTaG TIAPAKATACKEW Kol A@eAéaBal TV apyaplwv TOV Avaiafov
T€ Kol TO KOUKOUALOV, (16 TOTG Op@DOL GEUVOTATA Kol TOTG El0ayOUEVOLS (G
£TL TIPOG TNV lepav Tamelvwov amayéot pading TPog EoxnNUATIOPEVV
¢miSel€lv pebeAkoueva. 134

If we have to read this together with the Athonite Rule (§ 18)135 and the
latter indeed means that the tpogpydpevog after two or three weeks in the hospice
is already vested in the ordinary habit,136 then the term “dpydaptog” in this letter
does not denote a novice in the strict sense, 137 but a young monk, who is still at
the beginning and “slcayouevog,” but already vested, tonsured, and professed.
If we link this with the information from Philotheos’ Vita that Palamas was
tonsured by his spiritual father Nikodemos rather quickly, made his vows, and
then submitted himself in obedience to him, 138 then we should add that Palamas
was probably also vested with the regular habit.

Like Theodore the Stoudite, Palamas does not so much oppose the great
or the small habit, but their division as such. On the other hand, he does not
criticize the intention to keep the novices away from the fallacious impression
that the monastic habit, in this case the Great Schema, would be a kind of honor
in which to boast, instead of rather carrying it as a yoke. Palamas approves of his
correspondent receiving the great habit. Wearing it in public, however, should be
a constant exhortation to exercise himself in humility. When he shall bring the
outward symbols (i.e., his dress) into agreement with the inward disposition of
his soul (tolg £&w ovpBdrolg cuvddovoav éxev omevdNG TNV EvTog THiG YPuxiig
oov 81abeav),139 then this again shows the ambiguity of the word “oxfjua.” The
apxaplog will have to work on himself to get his outer and inner shape into
harmony (ouvddw), and as an eloaydpevog, that is, a novice, he literally has to
be introduced to this, for which he needs help from his spiritual father.

The Theotokos in the Temple as a Kind of Hesychastic Novitiate?

The second literary work of St. Gregory Palamas, written right after the
Vita of St. Peter the Athonite, is his Homily 53 for the Feast of the Entry of the

134 Palamas, Letter to Paul Asen, PS, vol. 5, 248-249; Hatlie, “The Answer,” 48-49.

135 Rule of Athanasios the Athonite for the Lavra Monastery 18, ed. Meyer, Die Haupturkunden,
135-136; trans. Dennis in BMFD, 225.

136 Qltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 52-53.

137 The novice proper is normally designated with the term paco@dpog. Palamas, however, does
not use this term.

138 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 17-18, ed. Tsamis, 47, trans. Russell, 71.

139 Palamas, Letter to Paul Asen 5, ed. Christou in PS, vol., 5, 249; Hatlie, “The Answer,” 48-49.
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Theotokos into the Temple. Palamas’ corpus of homilies largely date from his
years as metropolitan of Thessaloniki. Only four or five of them were delivered
to a monastic audience.14? The extensive encomiastic Adyog¢ on the Presentation
was written at the hermitage of St. Sabas, close to the Great Lavra.!4! In several
instances Palamas depicts the Theotokos dwelling in the Holy of Holies as a
child, as a mpwtdtuToC of hesychastic life.142 He follows closely the narration of
the Protoevangelium of James. As Mary spends her childhood years from age
three to twelve in the Temple, a time critical for education and formation, we
may look for possible traces of a “novitiate” here.143

First, there is the separation from the world. Palamas omits in his
account that according to the Protoevangelium (6.1) the little child already had
a kind of sanctuary in the bedroom at home to keep it ritually pure. He starts
with her being brought to the Temple by her parents, which further unfolds in the
quasi-liturgical procession with the “daughters of the Hebrews” carrying candles,
and the High Priest receiving her and quoting Psalm 45(44):11-12: “Hear, o
daughter [...], forget your people and your father’s house, and the king will desire
your beauty.”144

The outward separation is followed by the inner one: “She lived, as though
in paradise, in a place removed from the earth, or rather, as though in the courts
of heaven [...]. Thus she led an unencumbered life without cares or occupation,
free from sorrow, with no share in base passions, above that pleasure which is
inseparable from pain.”1%5 The negative separation from the things below is
connected with the positive attachment to the things above: “Through the beauty
of what she saw [in the Holy of Holies], she immediately cast her mind’s eye to the
unseen beauties,”146 and these in the end are not “something” but God Himself:
“She lived for God alone and was sustained and preserved only by Him [...].
Obviously she saw only God, making God her delight and continually waiting on
Him.” 147

140 Ralph Greis, Von der Menschenfreundlichkeit Gottes. Analyse und Kommentar der Homilien des
Gregor Palamas in liturgietheologischer Perspektive (Miinster: Aschendorff, 2021), 1040.

141 Greis, Von der Menschenfreundlichkeit Gottes, 580-581; Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 37, ed. Tsamis, 68,
trans. Russell, 92; Meyendorff, Introduction, 60, 391.

142 Cf. Mitrea, “Monasticism and Kinship in Byzantine Hesychastic Hagiography,” Greek, Roman,
and Byzantine Studies 61 (2021): 396-422, here at 396-398.

143 An interesting question in its own right, which we must omit here, is that of children given to
monasteries by their parents; cf. Oltean, Devenir moine a Byzance, 91-138.

144 Palamas, Homily 53, 25 (cf. also 53, 30 and 53, 50), ed. Basil Pseftonkas in PS, vol. 6, 563;
English trans. Christopher Veniamin, Saint Gregory Palamas. The Homilies (Waymart, PA: Mount
Thabor Publishing, 2009), 425.

145 Palamas, Homily 53, 47, ed. Pseftonkas, 575, trans. Veniamin, 435.

146 Palamas, Homily 53, 46, ed. Pseftonkas, 574, trans. Veniamin, 435.

147 Palamas, Homily 53, 47, ed. Pseftonkas, 575, trans. Veniamin, 435.
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This may remind us of Palamas’ Vita of St. Peter the Athonite who “went
up the mountain and entered into the innermost sanctuary” (kai Gvépn to 6pog
kal elo€du Ta dduta), while “ta &duta” also appear as the dwelling place of the
Theotokos in Homily 53, 20.148 There St. Peter committed himself to God only
(Oe® pove ta kad’ eavtov émtpéPag).149 It may remind us as well of the Life
of St. Benedict who turned his back on his studies in Rome “in his desire to please
God alone” (LOvw Oe® dpéoar émBupunoag).150 The Rule of St. Benedict in turn
expresses as a basic demand for every monk that, “The love of Christ must come
before all else” (nihil amori Christi praeponere),15! while for a novice (and for those
examining him) the first “concern must be whether the novice truly seeks God”
(et sollicitudo sit, si revera Deum quaerit).152

We find Mary’s separation from the world connected with some classical
hesychastic tropes: She “chose to live in solitude and out of sight of all, inside the
sanctuary. There, having loosed every bond with material things, shaken off every
tie and even risen above sympathy towards her own body, she united her mind
with its turning towards itself and attention (cuvije Tov vodv tf] TpoG EquToOV
otpo@i) kal mpoooyxfi), and with unceasing holy prayer” (kai mpoooxfj kat 8t
adiaAeimtw Oela Tpooevyii). She saw the glory of God and divine grace (5§6§av
0pa BeoD kai Belav émomTevel xdpv).153

Obviously, for the little child there is no need to learn these things like
a novice; everything is already there. Palamas emphasizes that little Mary “did
not learn anything from lessons by studying with teachers. Instead, making her
sovereign mind obedient to God in everything, she decisively abandoned human
instruction and so received abundant instruction from above.”154 Thus God himself
takes the place of the spiritual director. There is no need for any secular, philo-
sophical education which is described in the usual skeptical patterns (§§ 51, 58).
More important is hesychia, not so much a subject to be learned but a teacher
itself: “The virgin found that holy stillness was her guide” (tnv tepav fouvyiav
evplokel xelpaywyadv), and under the guidance of hesychia we are set free from
the things below and incline ourselves to God (tfjg &m0 Tiig kB’ Njovyiav dywyiic
OTL 8L aTiig dmoAuouefa T@OV KATw Kot GUVVEDOUEV TIPOG TOV ObY). 155

148 Palamas, Homily 53, 20, ed. Pseftonkas, 561, trans. Veniamin, 423.

149 Palamas, Adyog 17, ed. Christou, 171.

150 Gregory the Great, Life of St. Benedict, ed. de Vogiié, Antin, 126-127; idem, Vita di San Benedetto,
ed. Rigotti, 102-105; trans. Zimmermann, Avery, 1.

151 Rule of St. Benedict 4.21, ed. Hanslik, 33, trans. RB 1980, 182-183; cf. Rule of St. Benedict 5.2,
72.11.

152 Rule of St. Benedict 58.7, ed. Hanslik, 147, trans. RB 1980, 266-267.

153 Palamas, Homily 53, 59, ed. Pseftonkas, 582, trans. Veniamin, 441.

154 Palamas, Homily 53, 18, ed. Pseftonkas, 560, trans. Veniamin, 422.

155 Palamas, Homily 53, 52, ed. Pseftonkas, 578, trans. Veniamin, 437-438; Veniamin’s translation
seems to be missing a line.
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Young Mary learns everything without a human teacher, and on her
own initiative. Most of the “contents” of monastic life are not to be acquired
once and for all during the novitiate but are subject to a life-long process of
learning and practicing. The Theotokos, however, simply does what a hesychast
novice has to exercise for a long time and she is gifted with a vision of the glory
of God from the beginning. There is no need for her to fight any vices, and when
she practices mév &pétng i80g, there is no word about any struggles (§ 50).

According to Evagrius Ponticus, after separation from the world and the
TpaktTikn [Téxvn] of ascetism, there follows the Bewpia @uowk). This means that
by contemplating the Adyor of the created things one can reach an indirect
knowledge of their transcendent Creator. In Palamas’ Homily, it is Abraham and
Melchizedek who are meditating on the kosmos as the great proof of God (t6 péya
to0TO Setypa ToU Oeod, TOV péyav toditov kdopov), and by what the natural
laws proclaim they recognize God who is above them (T@AA’ 6oa Tavta Adyw
@UoEWG TeEAOUIEVA TOV UTtEp TadTa Oeov knpUTTEL 8L aidvog). Mary, however,
cannot use any of these intermediate cognitive steps, as she is too young (t&
yap Tiig NAkiag oUmw ouvexwpel), but also does not need them; she simply
recognizes God (Ogdv évvoel).156

The way Palamas recounts the young Virgin’s encounter with the Holy
Scriptures seems to be a bit closer to how novices might approach it: on every
Sabbath, Mary listens to the liturgical readings in the Temple (®wg 8¢ kai T®v
Mwaof] yeypappévwy kal TV Tolg GAAOLG TIPO@PNTALG EKTIEQACUEVWV KATNKPOATO
HETX OUVECEWG GKPOTATNG, TOU AaoD Tavtog éEwbev £kdotou caffatov Tadta
S1e€16vTog). Hence she hears about Adam and Eve, how they were created in the
image and likeness of God, settled in paradise, she hears about their sin, being
expelled from paradise, and about the subsequent continuous deterioration of
man’s situation.!57 On the one hand, these belong to the basic tropes of a liturgical
anamnesis of the history of salvation as we find it in the postsanctus of the Anaphora
of St. Basil. In the Divine Liturgy, the account of creation, original sin, and corruption
leads via God’s help through the Law, Angels, and Prophets to the Incarnation of
Christ. This, and how Mary is in fact a very part of the Incarnation, Palamas
shows here and in many other homilies.158 On the other hand, in this Homily the
situation of man provokes Mary’s compassion (oiktov Aafofoa) and her incessant
intercession (mpéofewa) to God, and she turns herself to him with all her mind
(6Aw v®).152 We do not find here a monastic or hesychastic vocabulary of prayer,
but the harmony of Sacred Scripture, prayer, and (at least implicitly) liturgy.

156 Palamas, Homily 53, 28-29, ed. Pseftonkas, 565, trans. Veniamin, 426.

157 Palamas, Homily 53, 48, ed. Pseftonkas, 575-576, trans. Veniamin, 435-436.

158 Greis, Von der Menschenfreundlichkeit Gottes, 601-603; cf. ibid., 453-458.

159 Palamas, Homily 53, 48, ed. Pseftonkas, 576, trans. Veniamin, 435-436; cf. the tpecfeia again
in Homily 53, 49 and 53, 61.
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Reaching the age of twelve, Mary has spent nine years in the Temple
(Protoevangelium of James 8.2). This might evoke the aforementioned legislation
that came recently from Rome that nuns have to undergo at least nine years of
basic monastic formation. More important, however, seems the fact that Mary in
the end leaves the Temple. She “forsakes the world for the world’s sake” (§ 50),
and for the sake of the world, for her ministry in the Incarnation of God, she again
leaves the Temple.160 Therefore, Mary’s “novitiate” is a preparation for a ministry
outside.

Palamas’ Homily 40 on St. John the Baptist shows a number of similar
features. This homily, too, was delivered on Mount Athos, 161 where the preacher
is speaking of “us, whose life is monastic.”162 Again, he represents the Forerunner
of Christ as a model for hesychastic life; firstly, as living in solitude: “As the
world was unworthy of him, he dwelt continuously in desert places from his
earliest years, leading a frugal life without cares or worldly concerns, a stranger
to sadness, free from coarse passions and above base, material pleasure, which
merely beguiles the body and its senses.” And again, the separation from the world
entails a total attachment to God: “He lived for God alone, beholding only God and
making God his delight.” We have seen this “0e® pévw” in very similar words
in Homily 53, 47. Instead of the Temple, we here have the desert, and instead of
“kaBamep év mapadeiow” for the Theotokos, “it was as if he [the Baptist] lived
somewhere exalted above the earth.”163

What kind of formation could John the Baptist have followed? What could
he have learned during his years in solitude? In his Triads, Palamas states that
it was not profane philosophy or secular education at all:

Where in the desert were the schools of the vain (but as they say, ‘saving’)
philosophy? Where were the voluminous books and those who cling to
them all their lives and try to convince others [to do the same]? But
where in these books are precepts for the eremitic and virginal life? Where
is their struggle written down, to exalt them for the sake of imitation by
those who get to read them?164

In Homily 40, Palamas does not mention any education or formation of
John the Baptist at all, but it is evident that he needed to be versed in the Sacred
Scriptures, in the Prophets and the history of Israel, to announce the coming of
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0 Palamas, Homily 53, 32, ed. Pseftonkas, 567, trans. Veniamin, 428.
1 Palamas, Homily 40, 26, ed. Pseftonkas, 440, trans. Veniamin, 323.
2 Palamas, Homily 40, 20, ed. Pseftonkas, 437, trans. Veniamin, 320.
3 Palamas, Homily 40, 6, ed. Pseftonkas, 430, trans. Veniamin, 314.
4 Palamas, Triads 1,1,4, ed. Meyendorff, Défense, 16-17.
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Christ and the Kingdom of God as a prophetic message, as well as in the Law of
Moses, to denounce the adultery of Herod Antipas.

In this context (the beheading of the Baptist, Mk 6:14-30), Palamas
interprets Herod and Herodias as his own opponents:

Standing accused by the prophetic, apostolic and patristic words which
we offer, initially it is as if they shut them up in books [like the Baptist in
prison], saying: “Let them stay in there, and may nobody use them or
pronounce them,” for they do not listen to the Lord who tells us, “Search
the scriptures; for in them ye shall find eternal life” (cf. Jn 5:39).165

With Jesus’ own words Palamas declares the importance of the Scriptures and
exhorts the assembly to explore them. Homilies 40 and 53, both delivered in a
cenobitic monastic setting, presuppose more than just basic biblical knowledge
on the part of the listeners. In addition, there should also have been novices
present, and such a homily as part of the liturgical celebration clearly form part
of the monastic formation. Again, this does not fit with Barlaam’s accusation
that the hesychast monks would despise the Sacred Scriptures or even forbid
the novices to read them.

“And he was in the deserts, it says, till the day of his shewing unto Israel”
(cf. Lk 1:80).1¢¢ Like the child Mary, John the Baptist has to leave his hermitage
when the time of his ministry has come: “But did John, the Lord’s Baptist and
Herald, leave that peaceful wilderness? He did, but he was sent by the Lord to give
his people knowledge of salvation (cf. Lk 1:77) and to rebuke the disobedient.”1¢7
Like the Theotokos and John the Baptist, St. Gregory Palamas and other hesychast
monks had to leave their beloved hermitages, be it to minister as bishops, to
engage in theological debates, or even to take up political issues. It remains an
open question if the preparation for such ministry, even outside a cenobitic setting,
could reasonably be called a “novitiate.” If it is about following a vocation from
God, to serve Him in His brothers and sisters, then  would say: yes. And it seems
to me to be one of the questions for the twenty-first century whether we should
not actively promote respective possibilities for the sake of the Church and our
monasteries.

165 Palamas, Homily 40, 17, ed. Pseftonkas, 436, trans. Veniamin, 319.
166 Palamas, Homily 40, 6, ed. Pseftonkas, 430, trans. Veniamin, 314.
167 Palamas, Homily 40, 26, ed. Pseftonkas, 440, trans. Veniamin, 323.
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Concluding Remarks: “Enlighten My Darkness”

Neither Philotheos Kokkinos in his Vita of St. Gregory Palamas nor Palamas
himself in his own writings have left us a ratio formationis, that is, regulations
for the formation and education of novices. These we find, of various kinds and
differing extent, in the legislation of Byzantine emperors (e.g., Justinian), the
canons of councils and synods, and in typika. From all these, however, we cannot
reasonably reconstruct a monolithic, comprehensive, and consistent version.
With the examples analyzed above, I have tried to look at Palamas’ own monastic
life against this contemporary background, to show conformities and differences,
and also some affinities with the Western monastic tradition. More important,
it would indeed seem, is how these details contribute to the larger picture of
Palamas’ own personality, beginning with his childhood in a pious home, already
influenced by monastic spirituality, his comprehensive secular education, even
before entering monastic life, his mastery of the Sacred Scriptures and the Fathers,
his ascetic endeavors, his continuous prayer, his love for the hesychastic life as
a living communion with God, and also his willingness to leave his favorite way
of life, when necessary, to accept this, too, as a call, as a vocation from God.

Philotheos reports in his Vita that Palamas in the third year of his
original “novitiate” with Nikodemos, “eagerly practicing fasting, keeping vigil,
watchfulness and unceasing prayer to God day and night,” in some way adopted
the Theotokos as his inner “novice master,” as a guide, patron, and intercessor
(06nyoVv te Kl mpootdtv Opod Kal pecitv mpoiotapévw tnv Oeopuntopa). One
day, St. John the Evangelist appeared to him, sent by the Theotokos, to ask him
why he kept crying “Enlighten my darkness, enlighten my darkness” all the time.
Palamas, in his answer, recognizes himself as full of passion and sins (i.e., the
darkness) and thus asks for God’s mercy and illumination “to know his saving will
and put it into practice.” The “apostolic visitor” then comforts and assures him of
the constant accompaniment by and support from the Theotokos.168 There are
several aspects worth accentuating.

First, whatever I may have learned, added to my shelf of knowledge and
capabilities as a kind of possession, be it biblical, theological, or philosophical,
be it ascetic discipline or the various forms of prayer, nothing can substitute for the
will of God and, even more, for putting it into practice. The greater the knowledge,
the greater the need for light. It may be a hagiographic topos, but St. Gregory will
have sensed its truth. Moreover, such illumination, if it is granted, is not once
and for all, but the quest for it is a lifelong task. In this sense, the novitiate does
not end before death. Secondly, I would like to take St. Gregory’s vision as an

168 Kokkinos, v.G.Pal. 18, ed. Tsamis, 46-47, trans. Russell, 71-72.
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encouragement for a broad education of novices, according to everyone’s gifts,
the needs of the respective communities, and the Church, just as it was in the case
of St. Gregory. At the same time, | must keep this constantly under the heading of
“enlighten my darkness” in order to discern the spirits within myself. Philotheos
reports another, later vision of St. Gregory. A vessel full of milk in his hand
started to flow over, the milk turning into excellent wine, which however was
wasted. With reference to Jesus’ parable of the talents (Mt 25:14-30), Palamas
is then told not to waste his gifts but to use them for the good of all, thus beginning
to write, teach, and subsequently engage in the theological debates of his time.169
The theologians and spiritual directors, monks and fellow Christians, which we
need today, should know not only their subject matters, but also their own
darkness. If their confidence in God’s help is part of their life, then it is also an
important part of the message itself. Thirdly, there is the Theotokos as a peculiar
“novice master.” She was willing to receive God Himself within her. In her, God
became incarnate. From her, He comes to the world. Every Christian is called to be
God’s temple (1 Cor 3:16, 6:19). I consider this an important part of our monastic
spirituality which we must also convey to all that come to us, not least to the
novices.
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