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of sin must begin with purgation. The final unitive stage starts with 
an initial purgative stage. We must die in order to rise, be stripped in 
order to be clothed, overcome pride if we are to be overcome by God. 
We cannot place our eyes upon the Kingdom if we do not take them 
off ourselves. We cannot love life with God if we do not hate life 
without him. Without embracing suffering, we cannot be embraced 
by the Suffering Servant. This purgative way has been described with 
various images. Here are two from Origen. The first is a reference to 
Genesis 26:18, where Isaac repairs water wells that had been filled in 
by the Philistines. Origen writes, “Each one of our souls contains a 
well of living water. It has in it a buried image of God. It is this well 
that the hostile powers have blocked up with the earth. But now that 
our Isaac [Christ] has come, let us welcome his coming and dig out 
our wells, clearing the earth from them. . . . We shall find living water 
in them.”12 That each one of our souls contains a well of living water 
is why Gregory the Great said we may turn inward, as well as upward 
and forward, but liturgical asceticism must release this flow of living 
water, and does so only after much digging. Asceticism is positive, 
since it is for our ultimate refreshment, but the labor expended gives 
it a negative reputation. 

Another image Origen uses is that of cleaning the house for the 
visit of a King, reminiscent of the woman in Luke 15:8. “It was not 
outside but in her house that the woman who had lost her silver coin 
found it again. . . . If you light your lamp, and make use of the illumi-
nation of the Holy Spirit, you will find the silver coin in you. It could 
not be seen in you as long as your house was dirty, full of refuse and 
rubbish, but, rid by the Word of God of that great pile of earth that 
was weighing you down, let the ‘image of the heavenly’ shine out in 
you now.”13 Mystery will come to abide in our hearts, if they are clean, 
and liturgical asceticism is cleaning the house, preparing the mind, 
purifying the soul for Mystery’s entrance. Mystery always accompa-
nies her bridegroom: she comes from heaven into the visible, hier-
archical, sacramental liturgy, and from there she wishes to go more 
deeply into our hearts by becoming our invisible, personal, mystical 
liturgy. If we prepare for her arrival. 

Asceticism and mysticism share a liturgical unity, and they will 

12 Origen, Homily on Genesis 1 and 4, quoted in Olivier Clément, The Roots of 
Christian Mysticism (Hyde Park, NY: New City Press, 1996), 131.

13 Origen, quoted in Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism, 131.
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not let go of their embrace until the Parousia. Up to that day, we must 
remain diligent in cleaning the house for Mystery’s arrival. The Say-
ings of the Desert Fathers records the following advice from a hermit:

The devil is like a hostile neighbor and you are like a house. 
The enemy continually throws all the dirt that he can find 
into your house. It is your business to throw out whatever he 
throws in. If you neglect to do this, your house will be so full 
of mud that you will not be able to get inside. From the mo-
ment he begins to throw it in, put it out again, bit by bit: and 
so with Christ’s help your house will remain clean.14

The dirt being thrown are the logismoi (evil tempting thoughts), and 
if you neglect to throw them out again, they will pile up into passions 
and your heart will be so full of mud that Mystery will not be able to 
get inside. This is the context in which to understand what Eastern 
Christian asceticism means by the passions. Here “passion” does not 
mean a strong and vehement feeling for good or ill, instead it means 
a movement of the soul contrary to nature, a faculty that is no longer 
upright. Evagrius of Pontus concluded that there are eight logismoi 
from which may grow the passions, and although we cannot prevent 
the devil from throwing dirt in, it is up to us to decide whether to 
throw the temptation back out. Here is the list: “First is that of glut-
tony, then impurity, avarice, sadness, anger, acedia, vainglory, and 
last of all, pride. It is not in our power to determine whether we are 
disturbed by these thoughts, but it is up to us to decide if they are 
to linger within us or not and whether or not they are to stir up our 
passions.”15 

Evagrius is following an ancient assessment of the soul that rec-
ognizes three faculties in a human being. A person is able to think—
this is the intellective faculty; a person has appetites that generate 
desires—this is the concupiscible faculty; and a person can be moved 
to action by having his ire stirred up—this is the irascible faculty. In 
themselves, these faculties are good gifts from God. It is only when 

14 Sayings of the Desert Fathers, ch. 11, no. 48, in The Desert Fathers: Sayings of the 
Early Christian Monks, trans. Benedicta Ward (New York: Penguin Books, 2003), 
127.

15 Evagrius, Praktikos, in The Praktikos & Chapters on Prayer (Kalamazoo: Cistercian 
Publications, 1981), 6. 
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they are misused, distorted, and falsified that they become passions. 
Maximus the Confessor describes a healthy soul by saying, “The soul 
is moved reasonably when its concupiscible element is qualified by 
self-mastery, its irascible element cleaves to love and turns away from 
hate, and the rational element lives with God through prayer and 
spiritual contemplation.”16 If the intellective faculty is docile to God 
and yields to his divine Torah, it can handle desire and ire the way a 
driver can handle the two horses pulling the chariot. But the Fall bent 
the faculties of the soul: when something went wrong above us (be-
tween ourselves and God), something immediately also went wrong 
within us (between the intellective, concupiscible, and irascible fac-
ulties). Disobedience now reigns both inside and out, and Maximus 
describes an unhealthy soul by saying, “All passionate thoughts either 
excite the concupiscible, disturb the irascible, or darken the rational 
element of the soul.”17

Evagrius has organized the eight logismoi around the three facul-
ties. A distorted concupiscible faculty results in gluttony, lust, and ava-
rice; a corrupted irascible faculty exhibits itself in sadness, anger, and 
acedia (a sort of despondent sloth); and when the intellective faculty 
goes wrong, it does so as vainglory and pride. These are the demons 
on the front line, and people already wounded by them are subse-
quently attacked by other demons. The ascetical tradition is attentive 
to the relationship between a principle and its corollary, the vine and 
its branches, the mother and her daughters. At the moment, I am only 
interested in looking at the enervating effect of these temptations, so I 
will neither go beyond these eight nor recite the advice given for bat-
tling them, I will only look at the effect they have on our capacity for 
liturgical mysticism. Let us use Evagrius’s brief description of each as 
our starting point.18

(1) “The thought of gluttony suggests to the monk that he give up his 
ascetic efforts in short order. It brings to his mind concern over a long 
illness, scarcity of the commodities of life, and finally lack of care by the 
physicians.” Evagrius is writing about ascetics in the desert who have 
taken a vow of literal poverty, but we can apply it easily enough to any 

16 Maximus the Confessor, Four Hundred Chapters on Love, IV.15 (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1985), 77.

17 Maximus, Four Hundred Chapters on Love, III.20, p. 63.
18 The “eight evil thoughts,” quoted in the following paragraphs, are defined by Eva-

grius in The Praktikos, in The Praktikos & Chapters on Prayer, 16–20.
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Christian by recalling John Climacus’s definition of poverty as “resig-
nation from care.”19 The ascetic in the desert has made the more dra-
matic resignation, but the ascetic in the city has more cares to resign 
from. The thought of gluttony suggests we cannot trust God’s prov-
idence, and therefore the soul busies itself like an ant in an anthill 
with preparations to ward off what it fears will be a future calamity. 
When the mind is focused upon an unnamed fear, it has no capacity 
for a hopeful future, for a past and fertile memory, or for present 
and charming delights. Fear distresses, fear worries, fear dreads—and 
Mystery cannot reside in a milieu of fear. Anxieties allow no room for 
the hesychasm (silent contemplation) that Mystery intends to import 
when she comes to dwell in a soul. Like damp wood impedes the 
spark, fear impedes Mystery’s company. Gluttony pushes one’s own 
needs forward egotistically, blocking all else from view. It keeps the 
soul in disarray, with plots and programs that are too noisy, which 
keep us from hearing Mystery’s still, small voice. 

Traces of the logoi have been secreted throughout creation by 
God, but they are overlooked by a gluttonous attitude that treats gifts 
like utilities. Abraham Heschel suggests that one purpose of the Sab-
bath law is to disrupt this mindset and bring about healing:

He who wants to enter the holiness of the day must first lay 
down the profanity of clattering commerce, of being yoked 
to toil. He must go away from the screech of dissonant days, 
from the nervousness and fury of acquisitiveness and the be-
trayal in embezzling his own life. He must say farewell to 
manual work and learn to understand that the world has al-
ready been created and will survive without the help of man. 
Six days a week we wrestle with the world, wringing profit 
from the earth; on the Sabbath we especially care for the seed 
of eternity planted in the soul. The world has our hands, but 
our soul belongs to Someone Else. Six days a week we seek to 
dominate the world, on the seventh day we try to dominate 
the self.20

Dominion over a nervous, gluttonous, and embezzling self is required 

19 John Climacus, step 17 of Ladder of Divine Ascent (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), 
189.

20 Abraham Heschel, The Sabbath (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1977), 13.
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if Mystery is to take up residence in us. She cannot accompany her 
bridegroom into a rapacious heart. 

(2) “The demon of impurity impels one to lust after bodies. It attacks 
more strenuously those who practice continence in the hope that they will 
give up their practice of this virtue.” We can easily enough connect this 
remark to the virtue of chastity because chastity defends purity even 
among those who have not taken a vow of continence. The Catechism 
quotes Persona Humana when it states, “Individuals should be en-
dowed with this virtue according to their state of life [CDF, Persona 
humana 11]” (2349). Chastity is not a weak, timid, puritanical aversion 
to pleasure; it is a power, a strength, a virtue. According to John Paul 
II, it “signifies spiritual energy capable of defending love from the 
perils of selfishness and aggressiveness, and able to advance it towards 
its full realization.”21 Love is always in need of defense because the 
demon of impurity ceaselessly stresses selfishness and aggressiveness. 
Chastity is that defense. Love for another human being is a training 
drill for loving God, and the demon of lust ruins the opportunity by 
looking at the person as an object to be exploited. Buber’s I–Thou is 
degraded to an I–It. The personal mystery of the other is overlooked.

A true mystic’s chastity is coupled with patience and chivalry; it 
gives and does not assimilate; it creates space between two persons 
where secret truths can be brought to bloom; it does not judge by 
appearance but sees personal beauty (the beauty of the interior per-
son). Mystery can only put down her roots in purity, which is why the 
Scriptures are adamant that worship be attended by purification. Sin 
itself can be understood as impurity—not only or even mainly of the 
sexual kind but an adulteration of mind and will. Mystery will only 
reside where there is purity because she wants to guide the pure in 
heart to see God (Matt 5:8). Purity is unmixed, undefiled, and inno-
cent, as are Mary and all the saints.

(3) “Avarice suggests to the mind a lengthy old age, inability to perform 
manual labor at some future date, famines that are sure to come, sickness 
that will visit us, the pinch of poverty, the great shame that comes from 
accepting the necessities of life from others.” The avaricious person is al-
ways eager to procure one more advantage because he can never be 
sure he has enough, even though the last harvest is already rotting in 
his overstuffed barns. He does not know that this night his very life 

21 John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation On the Role of the Christian Family in the 
Modern World Familiaris Consortio (November 22, 1981), §33.
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may be required of him—and then who will own what he has ava-
riciously accumulated? (Luke 12:20). The avaricious person already 
shows hints of the upcoming, final vice of pride, because he will feel 
ashamed not to be independent, self-reliant, sovereign. He does not 
know that Mystery always requires koinonia and mutuality, which are 
characteristics of the perichoresis she serves. 

The avaricious person thinks that moments of mystery cannot 
happen unless all conditions are met in advance, and thus he spends 
so much time arranging favorable conditions that he misses Mystery 
as she walks by, hand in hand with Christ. The avaricious person 
thinks he must buttress himself against famine, sickness, poverty be-
fore he can be happy, but the demon of avarice has lied to him about 
this, because Mystery is spiritual and can sovereignly choose the tim-
ing of her visit. Her arrival does not depend upon us adequately staff-
ing, training, and arranging our temporal goods. The avaricious man 
will limit himself to one child so he can afford two cars, not knowing 
that he need not first own a mansion in the suburbs before Mystery 
will visit: she comes even to the poorest of Israel who are befriended 
by God. 

(4) “Sadness tends to come up at times because of the deprivation of 
one’s desires. Certain thoughts first drive the soul to the memory of home 
and parents, or else to that of one’s former life. Now when these thoughts 
find that the soul offers no resistance but rather follows after them and 
pours itself out in pleasures that are still only mental in nature, they then 
seize her and drench her in sadness. On other occasions it accompanies an-
ger.” Mystery’s joyfulness is incompatible with a moping disposition. 
This is not well-placed sadness, appropriate sadness, spiritual sadness; 
it is brooding caused by a bruised ego, sullenness over the denial of 
an ill-informed desire, dejection over docility. On occasions, it ac-
companies anger; on other occasions, anger accompanies it. When 
the restrictions come from God, we become angry at him; when they 
come from other persons we become angry at them, even a loved one; 
and it is a sad spectacle to see someone angry at reality itself when 
natural restrictions limit the attainment of some fantastic desire. 
John Climacus compares an angry person to a “voluntary epileptic” 
and says, “Angry people, because of their self-esteem, make a pitiable 
site, though they do not realize this themselves. They get angry and 
then, when thwarted, they become furious.”22 When a person’s fan-

22 John Climacus, step 8 of The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 149.
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tasies create yet stronger desires, the mind is drenched in yet greater 
sadness upon their disappointment. As a result, thoughts turn away 
from the asceticism of the moment and retreat to the memory of eas-
ier and more pleasant times. The saddened person cannot resonate 
to Mystery’s joyful nature and demeanor. The strings of a harp will 
not vibrate sympathetically to a tuning fork unless those strings are 
undamped.

(5) “The most fierce passion is anger. In fact it is defined as a boiling 
and stirring up of wrath against one who has given injury—or is thought 
to have done so. It constantly irritates the soul and above all at the time 
of prayer it seizes the mind and flashes the picture of the offensive person 
before one’s eyes. If it persists longer it is transformed into indignation.” 
Mystery is driven away by the two-fisted pummeling of anger and 
sadness. She must wait for the virtues of peace and fortitude to bring 
the soul to the calmness that she needs. Turbulent water cannot hold 
a reflection, and an angry heart cannot hold the image of God. John 
Cassian says, “No matter what provokes it, anger blinds the soul’s 
eyes, preventing it from seeing the Sun of righteousness.”23 If we are 
blind, how will we see Mystery in her approach? John Climacus says, 
“There is no greater obstacle to the presence of the Spirit in us than 
anger.”24 If anger drives out the Holy Spirit, to whom will Mystery 
pilot us? An angry spirit is unteachable, so Mystery will not waste her 
tutelage. Anger may be external, in which case we have forfeited the 
peace with our neighbor that is required to taste the mystery of the 
love of God; or it may be internal, in which case we have forfeited the 
peace with God that is required to taste the mystery of community. 

Anger makes a person less likely to listen to reason, and Logos 
(reason) is the master of Lady Mystery. Anger isolates a person, while 
on the contrary, Mystery is communal. Indignation refuses to extend 
pity, while on the contrary, Mystery is concordant (“hearts together”). 
Indignation asserts rights, while on the contrary, Mystery is humble. 
John Climacus explains how tenaciously entangled with fallen nature 
this passion is when he hears Anger say, “I come from many sources 
and I have more than one father. My mothers are Vainglory, Ava-
rice, Greed. And Lust too. My father is named Conceit. My daugh-
ters have the names Remembrance of Wrongs, Hate, Hostility and 

23 John Cassian, “On the Eight Vices,” in The Philokalia, vol. 1 (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1979), 83.

24 John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 147.
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Self-Justification.”25 These are not the kin of Mystery.
(6) “The demon of acedia—also called the noonday demon—is the one 

that causes the most serious trouble of all.” Evagrius goes on to describe 
the noonday demon in an amusing manner. First the demon makes it 
seem that the sun barely moves and the day is fifty hours long; then 
he makes the monk look out the window to see if an approaching 
visitor would provide an excuse to interrupt his work; then he makes 
the monk calculate how long it is to mealtime; finally, this demon 
instills a hatred for the place, for the life, and for the labor. It is the 
reason why the ascetical literature of the desert repeatedly and cease-
lessly advises the monk to “stay in his cell,” and I think this ascetical 
advice can be transplanted from the desert to the city as advice for 
spouses to stay in their marriage, employees to stay honest, the sick to 
stay hopeful. Do not cease to labor in whatever asceticism your state 
of life demands of you. Acedia means a lethargy or listlessness born 
from despondency over having to do one’s spiritual duties. This is 
probably how the word came to be translated as “sloth,” but it means 
more than what the Puritans meant by laziness. Acedia it is a desire 
for something less—less strenuous and less toilsome. It will settle for 
lesser housemates than Mystery. It shares with the devil the expecta-
tion that everything good is boring. It is a dissipated soul, scattered 
and dispersed, one that will not do the labor required to minister to 
Mystery. The mind flits like a sparrow tied with a string on its foot 
because the will has not housebroken the moods. Mystery requires 
a longer fascination than this state of mind wants to give her; the 
ascent to Mystery requires more exertion than this soul will give her; 
the charm of Mystery requires more courtesy than this boredom can 
give her. 

(7) “The spirit of vainglory is most subtle and it readily grows up in 
the souls of those who practice virtue. It leads them to desire to make their 
struggles known publicly, to hunt after the praise of men. This in turn leads 
to their hearing fancied sounds, or crowds of people who touch their clothes. 
This demon predicts besides that they will attain to the priesthood. It has 
men knocking at the door, seeking audience with them.” We smile at the 
picture of such a man, even described from across the centuries, but 
only so long as we are not looking in a mirror. Vainglory is comical in 
others, but it stings to have it pointed out in ourselves. It is especially 
dangerous because it grows greater as we practice the other virtues: 

25 John Climacus, The Ladder of Divine Ascent, 150–151.
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incredibly, this is a vice that feeds on virtues, making it especially 
dangerous. The man with a vainglorious mind goes back and forth like 
a shuttlecock between himself and what he thinks others are thinking 
about him. Therefore he has no peace in his interior conversation, he 
cannot look on high because he is concerned with the opinion of those 
around him, and he is more concerned with his current social rank 
than any happiness that heaven may offer. He would prefer to have 
other people knocking at his door than to have Mystery knock at his 
door, because he wonders: What could she possibly contribute to my glory?

(8) “The demon of pride is the cause of the most damaging fall for the 
soul. For it induces the monk to deny that God is his helper and to consider 
that he himself is the cause of virtuous actions. Further, he gets a big head 
in regard to the brethren, considering them stupid because they do not all 
have this same opinion of him.” Vainglory is similar to pride, but the 
former wants honor from other human beings, and the latter snatches 
credit from God. The proud man considers himself the cause of his 
virtuous actions and salvation, and so denies the most essential feature 
of the liturgical mysticism offered by God: its gratuitousness. Mystery 
is free, unforced, supererogatory, and liberating, in contrast to pride 
that always calculates the value of an action and computes the utility 
of an effort because it is ultimately seeking self-reliance. Pride is born 
from philautia: self-love. Pride is so full of self-achievement that there 
is no space for grace. Mystery cannot remain when we have remade 
the cosmos in our own image, placed ourselves in its center, and taken 
charge of our own salvation in every detail. The activity of God that 
puts Mystery in motion is politely declined by the proud man. There 
will be no Mystery in hell because the proud are so full of themselves 
that she will not be able to fit. There will be no Mystery in hell because 
we will not let her turn our incurvatus in se right-side out again.

These are the eight logismoi that hinder liturgical mystery. They 
are the passions (plural) that are the world (singular). Maximus says, 
“The one who has self-love has all the passions.”26 Isaac the Syrian 
can see the many in the one, the one in the many. “When we wish to 
give a collective name to the passions, we call them world. And when 
we wish to designate them specifically according to their names, we 
call them passions.”27 What we are really battling in toto is worldliness. 

26 Maximus the Confessor, Four Hundred Chapters on Love, III.8, p. 62.
27 Isaac the Syrian, Homily 2, in The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian (Bos-

ton: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 1984), 14–15.
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Christ’s bride will not take up residence in a house that is impure. She 
will not dwell there. Why not? Because the evil thoughts repel Mys-
tery, each in their own way, and altogether. Let the eight logismoi 
ferment into passions, and self-love reigns, and the world is stripped 
of Mystery, a condition called “worldliness.” Worldliness is caused by 
haughty cleverness, closed empiricism, profaned secularism, private 
judgment, desecrated philosophy, coarsened nature, and shortsighted 
vision, which is why Gregory the Great calls a person wicked for suc-
cumbing to worldliness. 

For the wicked, while they neglect in their hearts to go on 
to the things of eternity, and do not observe that all things 
present are fleeting, fix their hearts on the love of the present 
life, and as it were therein construct for themselves the foun-
dation of a long abode, because by desire they are established 
in earthly things. . . . For one may see great numbers minding 
temporal things alone, seeking after honors, open-mouthed 
after the encompassing of good things, looking out for noth-
ing after this life.28 

This state of affairs has not changed since he described it. The wicked 
person lives only outwardly, focused only on what is below, and only 
concerned with the temporary. The good world as God’s cosmos has 
been corrupted into a fallen world of rebellion, and we must know 
how to battle it if we are to be successful.

An unsuccessful battle plan consists of the frequent but erroneous 
conclusion that we must abandon the world in order to find Mystery. 
This is false. Liturgical asceticism does not serve liturgical mysticism 
by calling upon us to forsake the world but by calling upon us to spir-
itualize it. Vladimir Solovyov affirms the point by saying, “[T]he pur-
pose of Christian asceticism is not to weaken the flesh, but to strength-
en the spirit for the transfiguration of the flesh.”29 Liturgical asceticism 
does not seek to free the spirit from the body, it seeks to use body and 
spirit together, freely, for liturgical purpose. Mysticism springs from 
liturgical asceticism because asceticism quickens the light of Mount 
Tabor bestowed at liturgy, by which a person sees the world anew, 

28 Gregory the Great, Moralia in Job, vol. 2 (n.p.: Ex Fontibus, 2012), 224.
29 Vladimir Solovyov, “The Jews,” in A Solovyov Anthology, ed. S. L. Frank (London: 

SCM Press, 1950), 120.
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