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Abstract

The practice of penitence (metanoia) lies in the core of the desert tradition of monastic
spirituality. John Climacus in the fifth step of his Ladder paid special attention to the discourse
on penitence describing his experience of visit into monastic prison where multiple male
subjects tormented their sinful flesh. Through the gory descriptions of injured corporeality John
in the parabolic way created the image of the ideal and visible repentance. | argue that in the
descriptions of corporeal suffering and self-humiliation of penitent subjects, John’s narrative
in the seventh century still relied on the metaphorical structures of the Early Christian language
of martyrdom. In John’s nararative the connection between the act of repentance and
corporeality was explicit and even accentuated.

In the edge of millennium, Symeon the New Theologian delivered to his monks a
Catechetical discourse about the practice of penitence. In this catechesis, he quoted the same
fifth step of John’s Ladder recommending his monks to consult the whole excerpt. Further in
his discourse, Symeon introduced to the audience a practice of repentance which included
individual staged performance of prayer recitations intermingled with self-beating. In this way,
as | demonstrate, Symeon attempted to set a role model to imitate for his monks. This model
relied on the reinterpretation of John’s discourse, even though the idea of sinful flesh was not
explicitly present in Symeon’s text.

I claim that for Symeon repentance was not explicitly connected with the sinfulness of
flesh but rather with historical and archetypal inability of humanity to perform proper
repentance. This inability started with Adam and Eve’s failure to repent in Paradise. Symeon
saw the history of corruptible existence as a history of portion of flesh which had been taken
by God from the Adam’s side and transmitted through generations to the Theotokos’ womb
preparing Christ’s Incarnation. For Symeon then, the act of repentance became a necessary act
performed before the reception of Eucharist. So, repentant partaking of Christ’s deified flesh
is a culmination of history of corruptible materiality. Repentant Eucharist, for Symeon,
redeems the Adams reception of fruit and his failed repentance. In this way, Symeon embeds
the penitent subject into the long history of Christian eschatology making salvation happen
through the decisive act of repentance here and now every time during the communion.
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Introduction

In his discourses, Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022), arguably the most important tenth-
and eleventh-century Byzantine spiritual writer, repeatedly quotes Matthew 4:17.% He writes:
“‘Repent (metanoeite) for the Kingdom of Heaven is at hand.” He (God) is at hand. He stands
at the gates of your hearts and mouths.”? Symeon here writes about the Eucharist and links it
to repentance. The latter thus becomes a decisive act on which salvation of both body and soul
depends. In the present study, | explore how the same theme of repentance shapes Symeon’s
views on monastic behaviour, bodily practice and the whole history of creation in his numerous
writings produced predominantly before his resignation from the post of hegoumenos of St.
Mamas monastery in 1005.

At the beginning of this undertaking, it is important to note that | read Symeon’s texts
against other texts to which Symeon can be connected in his intellectual genealogy. A central
place is reserved for the Ladder of John Climacus (ca. 579- ca. 649), composed approximately
four hundred years before Symeon’s time. Symeon repeatedly refers to this text, which was
considered to be a monastic “bible.”® In my study, | explore the connection between both
authors, to which many scholars have drawn attention but which has not been studied yet.
Thus, comparing Symeon with other authors, | particularly focus on the connection between

the views on penitence in the works of John and Symeon, especially as connected to the

! Alexander Kazhdan, A History of Byzantine Literature (800-1000) (Athens: National Hellenic Research
Foundation, 1999), 1. Kazhdan frames the rule of the Macedonian dynasty with two figures: Photios at the
beginning and Symeon the New Theologian at the end.

2 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 11.7, 236-238 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:113
(modified): “Metavogite - fyyie yap 1 Pactieio 1@V ovpavdv.” "Hyyike, Tpd TV TUAGV (oTaTOL TV KOPIIDY
Kol T®V GTOUATOV VUGV -

3 Piroska Nagy, Le don des larmes au Moyen Age (Paris: Albin Michel, 2000), 96; Alexis Torrance,
Repentance in Late Antiquity: Eastern Asceticism and the Framing of the Christian Life c. 400-650 CE (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2013), 158-159.

4 E.g. Derek Krueger, Liturgical Subjects: Christian Ritual, Biblical Narrative, and the Formation of the
Self in Byzantium (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2014), 205; John Chryssavgis, John Climacus:
From the Egyptian Desert to the Sinaite Mountain (London: Routledge, 2016), 58.

1
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construction of the penitent monastic self. However, even though John Climacus is significant
for my reading of Symeon, my main aim is to read Symeon against Symeon himself, so to
speak, in an attempt to shed light on the consistency of his discussion of penitence throughout
his oeuvre.®

Earlier studies about Symeon mostly treated the topics of spiritual fatherhood,
mysticism, theology of light, and Symeon’s relation to the earlier generations of Eastern
theologians.® Also, special attention was paid to Symeon’s affective piety expressed in ritual
weeping and gift of tears.” Symeon was studied significantly by Russian scholars who
embedded him into the history of the Orthodox Church and its tradition.® However, the interest
to Symeon in Russia appeared even before the Revolution; it happened then that most of his
and his pupil Niketas Stethatos’ works were translated and published.® Nowadays, in the
Western scholarship, Symeon’s texts are studied mostly from the interdisciplinary perspective
which involves close interaction of queer theology, literary theory, and affect theory.*°

| should point out that in my work I treat Symeon as hegoumenos and as theologian. Of
course, these identities are methodologically established for the sake of coherence of my

analysis. Symeon as hegoumenos and author creates Catechetical works for his monastic

5In his article, Istvan Perczel argued that Symeon is usually perceived as “strange” with “dangerous”
ideas if one tries to interpret them from the perspective of theologies of modernist Churches. Istvan Perczel, “The
Bread, the Wine, and the Immaterial Body,” in The Eucharist in Theology and Philosophy, eds. Istvan Perczel,
Réka Forrai and Gyorgy Geréby (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2005), 135.

6 For example, see: H. J. M. Turner, St. Symeon the New Theologian and Spiritual Fatherhood (Leiden:
Brill, 1990); Alexander Golitzin, “Earthly Angels and Heavenly Men”: The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha,
Niketas Stethatos, and the Tradition of “Interiorized Apocalyptic” in Eastern Christian Ascetical and Mystical
Literature,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers, no. 55 (2001): 125-153.

" For this, see: Irénée Hausherr, Penthos: la doctrine de la componction dans 1’Orient chrétien (Roma:
Pont. Institutum Orientalium Studiorum, 1944); Evelyne Patlagean, “Piangere a Bisanzio,” in Santita e potere a
Bisanzio (Milano: Arnoldo Mondadori Editore, 1992), 73-86; Hannah Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief: Tears of
Contrition in the Writings of the Early Syrian and Byzantine Fathers (Leiden: Brill, 2004).

8 Hilarion Alfeyev, St. Symeon the New Theologian and Orthodox Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2000).

® Symeon’s works were translated and published in the Russian Empire in 1890 and 1892. There was
also earlier translation of Practical Chapters in 1852. Symeon’s Hymns were published in 1917 as well.

10 A good example are the works on Symeon by Derek Krueger. For instance, see: Derek Krueger,
“Homoerotic Spectacle and the Monastic Body in Symeon the New Theologian,” in Toward a Theology of Eros:
Transfiguring Passion at the Limits of Discipline, eds. Virginia Burrus and Catherine Keller (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2006), 99-118.



CEU eTD Collection

community caring about the questions of discipline, monastic behaviour, and monastic
everyday life practice. Symeon as theologian in the text is preoccupied with bigger dramatic
questions such as history of creation or interpretation of Biblical narrative about transgression.
In the end of my research, | attempt to merge these authorial identities showing how penitent
subject, a monk, constructed in Symeon’s texts, existing within the context of the eleventh-
century monastic community in Constantinople becomes embedded into the bigger narrative
of Christian history of salvation.

My concern with corporeality in the works of Symeon and John comes from the fact
that penitence is often described as a corporeal experience.'! | explore this issue in close
relation with the discourse of Incarnation, a mystery that transformed the understanding of the
materiality of flesh and text as such.'? Paying special attention to the metaphorical relations
between text, food, and flesh | analyse the Eucharistic aspects of language of both authors in
question. In my study, logos as rational part of a soul, logos as textual discourse and Logos
(Christ) incarnated in flesh have an entangled metaphorical relation to each other as they of
course do in the discourse of Christianity.*® In my discussion of the possible relations between
corporeality and penitence, | return every time to the discussion of the mystery of Incarnation
which influenced, as | attempt to show, both John’s and Symeon’s writings.

In this way, my work contributes to the study of repentance in Byzantium in general
and in John’s and Symeon’s works in particular. My comparison of Symeon to other authors
deepens our understanding of his intellectual genealogy. At the same time, in my work, |

attempt to contribute to the problem of subjectivity and individualism in Byzantine and

11 Michel Foucault explored this connection in his (only recently published) fourth volume of the History
of Sexuality. For details, see: Michel Foucault, Histoire de la sexualité, vol. 4: Les aveux de la chair, ed. Frédéric
Gros (Paris: Gallimard, 2018).

121] ogos is a word that has multiple meanings. For instance, “oral expression”, “word”, “story”,
“thought”, “reason”. The sacred writings of the Bible were God’s Logos incarnate. See: Derek Krueger, Writing
and Holiness, 7. Throughout my study, | repeatedly return to play on different meanings of this word.

13 For the detailed explanation of these issues, for example, see: Virginia Burrus, Saving Shame: Martyrs,
Saints, and Other Abject Subjects (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008); Karmen MacKendrick,
Word Made Skin: Figuring Language at the Surface of Flesh (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004).

3



CEU eTD Collection

Western medieval literature which implications | will discuss in detail a bit further in this
introduction. I consider my undertaking as a first step in the future research that will be devoted
to the synchronical comparison of Byzantine and Western spiritual affectivity and practice of
penitence in the period of tenth and eleventh centuries.

Returning to the question of penitent self or subjectivity | would claim that it deserves
special treatment in my introduction, since this notion is a key for my work. Of course, the idea
of subjectivity is closely tied with the idea of individual which has been a stumbling-block for
European intellectual tradition, and it has also caused much debate particularly in modern
scholarship on the middle ages.'* In 1985, Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein wrote
about Symeon’s “individualism”: “The tendency toward individual isolation was also reflected
in the emphasis on personal means of salvation that developed during the tenth century. The
teachings of Symeon the New Theologian epitomized this disposition.”*® Even if this is a very
interesting and provocative hypothesis, it was produced in line with the trend in the scholarship
of the time to discover the individual in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. To locate Symeon’s
“individuality” within the Macedonian Renaissance might have been a promising way to
produce in the realm of historiographical competition between the scholars of Byzantium and
the Western middle ages a Byzantine answer to the Western Renaissance of the twelfth
century.

Be that as it may, Symeon’s spiritual affectivity indeed preceded the Western practices

of weeping and affective piety of the eleventh and twelfth centuries.!” Scholarship on the

14 ots of works that I name here implicitly raised the problem of medieval individualism or its absence.
I would like to point out an important study on this issue by Aron Gurevich, Soviet-Russian medievalist, who
promoted the methodology of the Analles school in the post-soviet intellectual space: Aron Gurevich, The Origins
of European Individualism, trans. K. Judelson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995).

15 Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and
Twelfth Centuries (Berkley: University of California Press, 1990), 14.

16 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University
Press, 1927).

17 Derek Krueger, “Divine Fantasy and the Erotic Imagination in the Hymns of Symeon the New
Theologian,” in Dream, Memory and Imagination in Byzantium, eds. Neil Bronwein and Eva Anagnostou-
Laoutides (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 318.
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Western middle ages on this same matter tended to follow the patterns of the debate on
individuality, arguing that religious weeping and somatic piety became a response to the
Cluniac reform and the stronger ecclesiastical control over the lives of believers in the West.!8
In turn, recent scholarship on Symeon’s transmission of penitent archetypes in his oeuvre
assumes that, by contrast with Kazhdan, hardly we can interpret Symeon’s catechedical
guidances about true repentance as means for the production of individuals.'® This is not stated
to claim that there was no individuality in the middle ages but rather to point out that the notion
of individual is problematic as such. In current studies, the focus shifted from the individual to
the analysis of how different power structures produce the contexts in which the subjective
identities can be shaped, transformed, prescribed or suppressed.

In my analysis, | follow the conceptual framework that Derek Krueger used in his study
on the formation of penitent subjectivities in the context of Byzantine liturgical practice.
Krueger’s approach is indebted to the Foucauldian tradition of interpretation of power. Pointing
out liturgy as the main instrument of producing penitent subjects, Krueger refers to the idea of
interpellation, introduced by Foucault’s teacher, Louis Althusser, and further used by Judith
Butler.?’ According to this concept, the identity of a subject can be produced by the power
structures or agents of power through the process of naming. If a priest calls someone a sinner,
the subject who is being called tends to identify with this speech. In this way, the Byzantine
liturgy with its staged performances and recitation of sacred texts cast the congregation in the
roles of Adam, David, etc. and thus shaped the penitent subjectivities that defined every
individual present as sinner longing for redemption.

The first chapter of my thesis sets the stage for the comparison of John and Symeon. It

focuses on John’s description of a monastic prison in which multiple male subjects torture and

18 piroska Nagy, “Ritual Weeping as Ritual in the Medieval West,” The International Journal of
Anthropology 48, no. 2 (Summer 2004): 119-137.

19 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 213.

20 |bid., 24, 200.
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subdue their flesh. I pay special attention to John’s practice of authorship and to the rhetorical
instruments which shape the narrative so as to instill in the audience a desire to imitate the
practice of repentance. The descriptions of tortured flesh, penitence, humility, and the monastic
practice of self-control are impressive parts of John’s narrative. I explore the metaphorical side
of it trying to point out the discursive levels of language which come into play tying all these
themes together.

My second chapter is devoted to Symeon and the writings about penitence that he,
supposedly, addressed to the community in St. Mamas monastery. With Foucault as my starting
point, I analyse Symeon’s writings on penitence as the hegoumenos’s tools of setting patterns
of monastic behaviour within the monastery.?! | discuss Symeon’s authorial persona as
hegoumenos and the function of transmission of texts in shaping the monastic community.
Furthermore, I analyse Symeon’s practice of true repentance, which involves the recitation of
prayers and certain corporeal techniques such as self-beating. | argue that the symbolism of
some actions in Symeon’s practice was inspired by John’s discourse in the Ladder. At the end
of the chapter, I turn to the discussion of how, in the works of John and Symeon, the communal
identity of the penitent subject can be expressed through text and performance.

In the last chapter, I turn to the theological dimension of Symeon’s works. I focus on
his interpretation of the Book of Genesis and Creation, comparing his discourse with homilies
on the same subject by John Chrysostom. After the discussion of how Symeon reshapes the
original narrative of Adam and Eve’s transgression by introducing the concept of repentance,
I turn to Symeon’s interpretation of the history of creation as the history of a portion of flesh

once taken from Adam’s side. I argue that in this part, Symeon’s focus on flesh and its history

2L Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York:
Vintage Books, 1995).
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culminating in the process of Incarnation underscores, in the end, repentance and the Eucharist

as the main means for salvation against the background of Christian eschatological linearity.
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Chapter 1. John Climacus’ penitent self

1.1. John Climacus and Symeon the New Theologian

However distant texts may be from one another in time and space, they tend to
overcome both. Modern scholarship often links Symeon the New Theologian’s views on
corporeality and penitence in the eleventh century to the ideas on these topics by John Climacus
expressed in his Ladder approximately four hundred years before.?? This chapter aims to
question this continuity by analysing John’s views on penitence. While the idea of a strong
tradition and continuity occurs in most works where John and Symeon are mentioned together,
I would like to raise the question of similarity and difference once again, since Symeon lived
in a very different period and a very different location: he was an urban monk in Constantinople
rather than a desert ascetic. In my view, the application of ideas about desert monasticism to
the urban environment of eleventh-century Constantinople have wider contextual implications.
It is a well-known fact that Symeon relied on the writings of John and that they influenced him
heavily throughout his life. Niketas Stethatos wrote in the Life of Symeon:

While he (Symeon) was there he searched through his family library and took

out the Ladder of the divine John. He studied this and, like some good soil,

received the seed of the word in his heart and prepared himself day by day to
grow and bear fruit [Lk. 8:5-15].2%

A study of Symeon’s ideas can thus shed light on the reception of John’s writings in
eleventh-century Byzantium. | explore the possibility of a dialogue between these two figures
and the refraction of ideas, since, to use Niketas’s comparison, Symeon is among those who

hear the word, retain it, and by persevering produce a crop [LK. 8:15]. Niketas also describes

22 See e.g. John Chryssavgis, John Climacus: From the Egyptian Desert to the Sinaite Mountain (New
York: Routledge, 2018), 76.

23 Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian 1.6, 21-24 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 17.
"EvBev tot kol TV €k Tpoydvav pgvvicag Piprodnkny Aappaver v Kiipoka tod Oeoneciov Todvvov ékeibev,
1i Kol TPOGOUA@Y MG Y7 TIC Ayabn tov omdpov tod Adyov £v Tf] Kapdig £6€xeto kol avgavely donuépat Kol Kol
Kaproeopeiv avtov tapeokevale [cf. Lk 8:5-15].
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how after reading John’s text Symeon changed his practices of prayer. He began to pray among
the dead to remember the inevitable end:

And then, while he was studying the aforementioned book, he found this

sentence there: Insensitivity (anaisthesia) is the demise of the soul and the death

of the intellect before the death of the body. When he read this saying, Symeon

found the treatment that he sought in that book, and he began praying among

tombs while he kept vigil, painting an image (eikona) of the dead upon his heart.

He also began an all-out war against this insensitivity (anaisthesia), engaging

in more rigorous fasting and vigils and meditating on the remembrance of death
and the judgement to come.?*

Insensitivity (anaisthesia) — step eighteen of the Ladder — is a concept John uses to
describe the life of one who constantly remains in self-contradiction and shows fake piety.?®
Symeon’s desire to rush immediately to step eighteen of the Ladder is worth noting here. As is
common in hagiography, Niketas depicts Symeon as a living saint even before his admission
to the monastery.?® Symeon’s desire to engage in a battle with insensitivity also demonstrates
his opposition to the fake piety and insensitive spirituality of his own period. In his own
writings, Symeon wrote a lot about ritualism which conflicted with his own and his spiritual
father Symeon Eulabes’s ideas of emotional spiritual devotion.?” Thus, through this dialogue
with the Ladder Niketas shows how his urban protagonist was paradoxically linked to the
desert monastic tradition of penitence, mourning and prayer, using it to address the issues of
the ritualistic urban spirituality of his own time.

A discussion of John’s ideas and language of penitence is therefore required to fully

understand how Symeon adopted, adapted and changed them in his own thinking. In this vein,

24 Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian 1.6, 33-39 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 19:
“A1d kol T} elpnpévn PIPA® mposoAidy edpev Emi AéEswg 0BT Exovcay - AvarcOncia £6TL VEKPOGIC Wuyfic Kol
Bdvatog voog mpo Bavdatov copatoc. Todto dg avéyve T pijpe 6 Topedv v Ogpomeiav &v Tf| Totavty Pifrm
{nmioag Kol ebpaV, TPOSNOYETO &V GOPOIG AypLTV®V, gikOVa VeEKp®DY {OYpapdV &v Ti] Kapdig avtod Kai dhov Tov
Kot avTig IPETO TOAEUOV, VINOTELQ HEV EDTOVOTEPQ ¥PNOAEVOG Kol Aypunvig, uviun 6€ Bavdtov Kol kpicemg
adoAeoy@v.” For the quotation from Climacus, see: John Climacus, The Ladder 18; PG 88:932; trans. Luibheid
and Russell, 191.

2 John Climacus, The Ladder 18.

26 Hannah Hunt, The Joy-Bearing Grief, 177.

27 For example, Symeon’s Fourth Catechetical Discourse on Penitence where he describes how amazed
and frustrated the public was at the words of Symeon Eulabes about the everyday weeping and communion. For
this, see: Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de Catanzaro, 70-89.

9
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I will focus on the way John describes penitent subjects in the Ladder. Most pertinent here is
the fifth step of the Ladder, entitled “On intensive and manifest repentance (metanoia), where
one also speaks about the life of the holy damned, and about the Prison.”?® Here John
allegorically describes how exemplary penitence should be performed. John tells the story of
his dwelling in a place called “prison” where various male figures torment their flesh with
ineffable torture.?® They are mortifying their flesh to repent and get an answer from God. Since
this relation of body/flesh and self-explorative knowledge seems to be crucial for John’s
writing, this chapter considers it in detail. In the following chapter | will explore whether the

same idea can be traced in Symeon’s writings.

1.2. Prologue to Climacus’ views on penitence

In the Eastern Christian tradition, the penitent self could be constructed in different
ways. According to Derek Krueger, in Byzantium, the primary instrument of shaping the
common penitent identity for Christians was the ritual performance of Psalms, Biblical
readings, and liturgical poetry during the liturgy. Identified with Biblical archetypes, speakers
were themselves becoming the subjects of divine judgement and mercy.* In this way, Scripture
and liturgical texts provided the instruments for self-control in thoughts (logismoi) while
conscience itself (syneidos or syneidesis) was playing the role of an inner impartial judge and

an instrument for critical self-analysis.3! In the Ladder, the parable about the prison exemplifies

%8 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 121: Ilepi petavoiog
pepepyvnuéVIC Kai évapyodg, &v fj ko Blog tdv dyinv katadikwy - kol mepl Tfig puAaxic.

2 Based on John’s biography and his ascetic dwellings in Egypt, John Chryssavgis calls the place
described by John “Alexandrian prison.” Chryssavgis also argues that John’s text was written for the monks in
cenobium. In this way, prison of penitents is a synonym to cenobitic type of living. Chryssavgis, John Climacus,
23.

30 Derek Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 2.

31 Derek Krueger gives an example for such view of conscience from John Chrysostom’s Seventeenth
Homily on Genesis. Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 14-15.
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subjects undergoing the liminal and painful process of repentance, the description of which
John presents as his real-life experience of encountering penitent subjects. In this part of his
narrative, which | will call a parable on penitence, sin is a condition that obscures the
conscience, making it heavy and impure:

Overcome by the disgrace of their reflections and their conscience, they could

not speak, could not pray to God, could not even make a beginning of prayer;

and filled, as it seemed, with darkness and empty despair, they could offer God
only a blank (alogon) soul and a voiceless (aphonon) mind.*2

Here, John describes the intense mental state of the penitent subjects in the process of
repentance, whereby their intellectual faculties do not function properly. As John shows
further, the only attitude towards the self that these penitents can maintain is the mortification
of the flesh. The submission of the external that prevails over the internal.

So, the experience of penitence for John is deeply corporeal. The subjects of the parable
about the prison alienate the part which they consider to be responsible for sin — the flesh. To
some extent, then, sin eradicates the self, it is an inner schism between the spiritual and material
in which a fragmented subjectivity suffers. The condition of sin is a loss of subjective unity:
the bodily parts of the subject are not subdued to the mind which loses its ability to lucidly
control the self. An ability to speak and to control the self is the core of subjectivity for John.
Thus, his penitent subjects eradicate the remnants of their self in the process of repentance to
show their unworthiness and to distance themselves from God. In a way, they prefer to lose the
rest of their humanity because they are ill with sin and thus do not deserve salvation. The only
spiritual instrument that can restore the defiled subjectivity is mourning as a part of repentance.

Hannah Hunt points out that mourning is a primary function of monastic identity and essential

32 Here, John uses this word (alogon) frequently and I translate it in this context as “blank”. Later on in
the text its meaning will shift to the subjects who are deprived of human characteristics, particularly the primary
human characteristic of speech. John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:765; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 122: [...]
VIO ThG TV AOYIoUAY Kol Tod cuveldotog dtipicg evmopodvtac, unde ndg §| mobev v ikeciov momoacHol
gvpiokovtag, poVNV yoynv droyov, kol vodv Gemvov 1@ Oed ToploTOdVIaG, oKOTING TETANPOUEVOLS, Kol WIATC
ATOYVADGEMG.
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for penitence in the desert tradition; this also applies to John’s case. A monk is someone who
mourns the loss of innocence.® In John’s words:
Theology and mourning do not go together, for one dissipates the other. The

difference between a theologian and a mourner is that the one sits on a
professorial chair while the other passes his days in rags on a dungheap.®*

The passage to some extent points to the dichotomy between desert and city.® Late
antique monastic withdrawal from the world was entwined with negative perceptions of urban
space, with a refusal to provide a coherent theological doctrine, and not least with the discourse
of Early Christian martyrdom.3® John is not preoccupied with the history of creation within the
Biblical narrative, but rather with the archaeology of the individual self only, and this puts him
at odds with Symeon, as will be shown in the following chapters. Unlike Symeon’s, John’s
ideas concern the self in the present, it turns inwards to unlock understanding and rarely locates
itself within a huge picture of Christian history. John’s authorial persona, as we will see, is
embedded in the tradition of desert monasticism expressing the practice of repentance in its
limits. He presents his project not as a coherent teaching but as a demonstration of excerpts
from personal experiences, finding material in the rhetorical and narrative structures of the

Ladder to which we are turning now.%’

1.3. John’s Ladder and his authorial persona

One can hardly characterise the Ladder in prescriptive terms. Regardless of genre, the

Ladder is indeed a literary testimony of how people live their corporeal existence and overcome

33 Hannah Hunt, “The Monk as Mourner: Gendered Eastern-Christian Self-ldentity in the Seventh
Century,” The Journal of Medieval Monastic Studies 2 (2013): 23.

34 John Climacus, The Ladder 7, PG 88:805; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 139: Ovy appdlet nevBodot
Beoloyia - Stodvow yap adT®V 10 TEVOOG TEPLKeEY. O pEv yap T €mi Opovov KabNpUEve S1800KAAKE EOIKEY - O
0¢, 1® rompiag Kol cakKov dlatpifovrt.

% Douglas Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert: Scripture and the Quest for Holiness in Early
Christian Monasticism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 55.

36 Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, 4.

37 The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, trans. by Benedicta Ward (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications,
1975), XXI.
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their passions. John examines these issues through a combination of confessions, observations,
parables and anecdotal stories which transcend the boundaries of one specific genre.*® Parallels
can be found in the Historia Lausiaca and Apophthegmata Patrum, which are also collections
of field notes, sayings, and experiences of desert dwellers. Such a collage method of narrative
structure makes the identity of both author and audience unclear. The variety of authorial
strategies masks the intended audience of the text: was it written for the community of the
Monastery of Burning Bush only or also for lay people? Most scholars link this question to
John’s biography and identity which both remain problematic.3®

One way to read this text is considering John as a hegoumenos writing for his monks in
the early seventh century. From this perspective, John is an author who guides his reader,
presumably a monk, through the lists of vices and virtues, collected stories and various habitual
examples, which can serve as models for imitation. At the same time, the Ladder has many
stories about lay life and memories of the life that was left behind, so it may also have served
as a guide for lay people. It tells a story of a person who managed to live through the pleasures
of lay life before rejecting it, and to learn the joys of the spirit afterwards in the monastic
dwelling.%° This liquidity of the narrative, unbridled by genre frames, granted the text with
extreme popularity in different periods and different geographical regions of the Christian
world.*

The ladder metaphor used by John to describe the process of spiritual growth appeared
earlier in Origen’s to illustrate the way in which soul possibly ascents to heaven.*> Some
scholars argue that the ladder is not only a way to structure a step-by-step narrative but also to

underscore the idea that Earth and Heaven are connected to each other, as in the process of

38 Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief, 62.

3% Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief, 63.

40 Chryssavgis, John Climacus, 15-20.

41 Hunt, “The Monk as Mourner,” 24.

42 See, for example: Origen, Contra Celsum VI1.21.

13



CEU eTD Collection

Transfiguration.*® Thus the metaphor illustrates the connection between the sacred and the
profane, and makes clear that the profane can be elevated and transformed.

The authorial persona created by John is also connected with penitence as textual
structure. It revolves around the idea of monastic humbleness. In Christian literary discourse,
authorship is obviously a practice of creation which was the domain of God only, so the practice
of Christian authorship became closely related to the idea of humiliation. When writing a text,
an author projected a Christian self that could fit into the discourse of humility and modesty
before God the Creator, while imitating Him at the same time.** Throughout the Ladder, John
makes various intrusions to present himself as penitent and unworthy; he uses himself as an
example of penitence and inserts into his narrative descriptions of his literary penitents as real
examples he had witnessed with his own eyes.

John’s chapter “On talkativeness and silence,” for instance, is one of the shortest
in the Ladder, illustrating the vice and virtue in question by means of the text itself. He also
says there: “I would prefer not to write too much about this, despite the urgings of my wily
passions.”* Consequently, the practice of authorship is presented as a practice of self-control
and self-exercise in humiliation and control of passions through the work of the narrative. Even
though the act of writing is an act of silence, at the same time, here we can assume that writing
was a manner of speech for John.*® Thus, John places himself in an even more severe self-
restriction than Gregory Theologian used to by pledging silence for the holiday of Lent and
replacing verbal silence with writing. John considers his text as an act of speech towards the

audience. Thus, the authorial persona manifested in the text is presented as pursuing the same

43 Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief, 63.

4 Derek Krueger, Writing and Holiness, 2-3.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 11; PG 88:852: “Tlgpi molvAoyiag kai cionfic.” Kai moAkd nepi To0tmv
gymye ypaoew o0 fovlopat, kav ol Tod mabdv Tavovpyiot ToDTO TOLEIV TPOTPERMVTOL.

46 Krueger, Writing and Holiness, 3.
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virtuous patterns of behaviour as prescribed in the text, and the text in this way mirrors the
practice of ascetic life.

The parable about prisoners shows John walking in the realm of mourning and
describing what he sees. It is inserted into the text as a story which illustrates the main idea of
the chapter—penitence. John starts his parable by addressing his potential listeners in this way:
“Come gather round, come closer and listen, and | will tell a story (diegesomai) to you, to all
of you who angered God; gather around me and see the great thing He revealed to my soul for
your edification.”*’ Here we once again arrive to an act of speech within the text. John’s appeal
introduces a story within a plot which intensifies the truthfulness of John’s account for his
readers/listeners, since he, as an author, refers to his extra-textual “real” experience. In his own
words, he is not a producer of a story—it was God who showed (hypodeiknumi) it to him.

The narrative strategies within the text present a difficult combination of mimesis and
diegesis.*® John narrates a story within a story, and in this story, which is located on the
metadiegetic level John himself is a protagonist. However, in the embedded story, John
reproduces the multiple voices which he hears in the prison. There he switches to first-person
narration identifying his authorial voice with the penitent subjects of the prison. Throughout
the whole narration, it is important to ask who is speaking at any given point. Is it the voice of
John’s narrator or the voices of the penitents in the prison? This mimetic technique of
identification with penitents is an instrument used for a better association of reader/listener
with the characters of the narrative. Most of those characters speak with quotations from the

Psalms from time to time, which links their penitent identity to that of David, an important

47 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764: Zuvdpdpuete, koi npocéddete, dedte kai dkovoete, Kol
duynoopot vuiv, Tavtes oi 1oV Oedv mapopyicavieg, aBpoichnrte kal idete, Goa mPog olkodopny vEdeIEe T o]
pov. Diegesis (narration, story) is an important notion for literary theory. Plato’s distinction between diegesis and
mimesis was key to the differentiation of the manner of authorial speech in literary texts. See: Plato, Republic,
Book I11. I refer to this term here so that it could be clearer in my further argument that John, as an author, switches
between different modes of narration: diegetic and mimetic.

48 Plato, The Republic 111.5-6.
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archetype of Christian penitence.*® In some places, John interjects to indicate that he is quoting
others but sometimes his quotations from the imprisoned penitents continue uninterrupted for
a considerable length. This semi-mimetic style through which John associates himself with
penitent subjects of the prison blurs the boundary between the author, the characters, and the
reader for the sake of identification and imitation.

John’s parable plays an expressive rhetorical role in the Ladder. As we noticed above,
John constantly switches between the modes of narration in this place, as it seems, to stimulate
a response in the reader/listener and to transmit an emotion. The narrative setting shares the
same characteristics with the bodies of the penitents, it functions as an extension of the sinful
corporeality. Sensory perception is preoccupied with smell, dirt, and sight of the animal
condition of the fallen but penitent monks. The distinct border between the real and unreal is
also blurred in this part of the text because of John’s explications: “And don’t you count the

things told as myths, I beg, brothers.”>°

1.4. The prison and the corporeality of penitence

The prison which John describes in his narrative appears even earlier than the fifth step
devoted to penitence. In the earlier fourth step “About the blessed and always remembered
obedience,”®! John gives an elaborate description of the monastic prison where the fallen
monks dwell. They live there without any food besides bread and vegetables and constantly

pray under the command of a certain Isaac. John adds that they live separately, maximum two

49 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 17-23.
%0 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:772: Koi un po0ovg o eipnpévo Loyioncde, Epotd, adelpot.
51 John Climacus, The Ladder 4; PG 88:677: Tlepi tic paxopiog, koi GeyvioTton vraKofic.
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per one cell, and “they truly sought the face of the God of Jacob.”*? By mentioning the name
of Jacob, John directly refers to the name of his text—the Ladder—which is an allegory of
Jacob’s Ladder.

In the fifth step, “On painstaking and visible repentance (metanoia) of which the life of
holy convicts consists, and about the prison”, John turns to the detailed description of the things
he saw in prison while spending there a month out of curiosity.>® He describes—with terror
and pleasure—scenes of severe penitence and mortification. This part of the Ladder is
significantly focused on the body (soma) and flesh (sarx) which John seems to use without a
clear distinction. John’s use of terms does not present a strict dogmatism or coherent system.
Corporeality for him stands for an entity that should be subdued, even though both, soma and
sarx, are not negative as such. They were created by God, and God “neither caused nor created
evil and, therefore, those who assert that certain passions come naturally to the soul are quite
wrong.”>* Rather, man turns his natural impulses into sin through wrong intention and
application in thoughts (logismoi). Flesh as a domain of these impulses demands control by the
mind. Controlling the mind (nous) through penitence and prayer is therefore a monk’s primary
task. That is why John pays so much attention to the documentation of thoughts: he, for
instance, recounts that he saw a monk wearing a tablet for inscriptions (ptychion) on his belt.
This tablet served to record the monk’s thoughts (logismoi), including temptations and
impulses; the documented thoughts were then shown to the hegoumenos or spiritual father.>
Thus the act of writing was also both an important practice in self-examination and prevented

the self from fallacy by revealing it publicly.

52 John Climacus, The Ladder 4; PG 88:704: A%t 7 Swymyn tdv dviwg (ntovviov 10 tpdcwmov tod
®cod Takmp.

%3 It is important to note that John asked the hegoumenos for a long time to send him there to see the true
penitence. John Climacus, The Ladder 5; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 122.

54 John Climacus, The Ladder 26; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 251.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 4; PG 88:701; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 105.
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In John’s work, both soma and sarx are connected to the ideas of knowledge and self,
thus deeper exploration of their use in context may reveal details about the process of
constructing penitent subjectivity in Late Antiquity. John Chryssavgis shows that John’s use
of these notions is extremely ambivalent and that there is no strict relation to be discovered.*
According to the apostle Paul, however, to whom John also refers, sarx is a kind of carnal will
which has its own agency and can obscure the self. > John writes that flesh desires flesh as
blood desires blood, clay desires clay, and worms desire worms, showing that matter is always
in the desire of the same matter.>® Flesh is ambiguous because it is a friend and an enemy at
the same time; John quotes the apostle Paul and argues that, in this passage, the apostle speaks
about flesh: “Who will deliver me from this body of death?” (Rom. 7:24).%° In the end, one
should be afraid not of death, since Christ died and rose, but of lapsing into sin which deprives
one of salvation.

Flesh is also crucial for the definitions of repentance which John gives in the beginning.
According to him, firstly, “repentance is ever distrustful of continuous corporeal calling.”®°
The idea of body as a stranger which has its own “thinking” and demands pertains here. The
struggle against this voice constitutes one of the main aims of monastic penitential practice. A

second definition of repentance in Climacus’ Ladder is “uncared self-caring.” ' This

paradoxical definition goes hand in hand with “self-interpretative thought (logismos).”%? The

% Chryssavgis, John Climacus, 68.

5" Rom. 8:6: The mind of the flesh is death, but the mind of the Spirit is life and peace.
(t0 yap epovnua Tiig capkog Bavatog, 10 8¢ epdvnue Tod Tveduatog (on kai eiprivn). According to
Chryssavgis, in Paul’s Epistles “flesh” denotes the whole person, which is fallen, while the “spirit” denotes the
whole person redeemed. See: Chryssavgis, John Climacus, 67.

%8 John Climacus, The Ladder 15; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 174.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 15.; PG 88:885; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 175: Tiv pév &unv tadtny
Kol ovK EunVv ExBpav eidnv cdpka, ITadAiog pev Bdvatov tpoonydpevoe - Tic pe yap, engl, pPOoETUL K TOD CONOTOG
100 Bavatov tovtov; (Rom. 7:24).

80 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764: Metdvold 86Tl GOUATIKAC KOTOKANGE®MS SINVEKNG
avelmotio.

61 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764: apépyuvog odTopépiuvog.

62 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764: abdtopatokpirog Aoyiopoc.
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process of caring about the self is not understood in classical antique terms of taking care of
the body but rather in terms of taking care of thoughts, the above mentioned logismoi. This is
rather a care about the internal self. Finally, “repentance is a forceful suppression of a stomach,
and torment of a soul during strong perception.”®® Fasting and forcing the soul into perception
go together: the control of food consumption is a way to gain control over both body and soul.
The focus for John here is on sensitivity (aisthesia), the core quality of the soul to focus on
penitence (metanoia) and mourning (penthos), as discussed at the beginning of this chapter.®*
Symeon, after reading John’s Ladder, fought against his own insensitivity (anaisthesia). Thus,
the body with all its filth and incomprehensibility should be transformed and elevated through
the redirection of desire.®® This desire does not only concern food but also erotic desire. Ideally,
sexual temptation should be transformed into praise of God:

| was told once about the astonishing level of chastity attained by someone.

‘There was a man who, having looked on a body of great beauty, at once gave

praise to its Creator and after one look was stirred to love God and to weep

copiously, so that it was marvellous how something that could have brought low

one person managed to be the cause of a heavenly crown for another. And if

such a man feels and behaves in similar fashion on similar occasions, then he
has already risen to immortality before the general resurrection.’%®

The desire towards the corporeal is replaced by tears of wonder caused by the beauty
of creation. The body of another person becomes a reason for elevation and transformation of
thought rather than the source of attraction dragging one into the pit of sin. It is the eye of the
beholder that defines the way a body is seen, and while elevating the body of the other thinking

of it as of the Godly creation and controlling desire one elevates his/her own body. However,

8 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764: Metdvotd £6tt OAly1g yooTpdg ioyupd, Kol Woyfic TAfELg &v
aicOnoel kpaTotd.

5 As a reminder, | would once again refer to the beginning of this chapter which shows that Symeon was
struggling with his insensitivity (an-aisthesia) after reading the Ladder.

8 peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women and Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity
(London: Faber and Faber, 1989), 239.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 15; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 179.
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there are many who fell victim to sin. In the beginning of the chapter on penitence, John
describes the practices with which fallen monks subdue their treacherous flesh:

| went therefore to that abode of penitents (metanounton mone), to that land of
true grief (penthounton chora), and if I may be so bold as to say so, | actually
saw what the eye of an inattentive man never saw, what the ear of a lackadaisical
man never heard, what never entered the heart of a sluggard (cf. 1 Cor. 2:9). |
saw things done and said that could only draw down the mercy of God, customs
(epit%gIeumata) and forms of behaviour (schemata) that quickly win His love for
men.

John refers to the exclusiveness of his experience, even though he assumes that only
inattentive and lazy people have not heard of such things. He describes the things, words and
customs that please God and win His philanthropia:

| saw some of those accused yet innocent men stand all night until dawn in the

open air, their feet never moving, pitifully pounded by the natural urge to sleep,

giving themselves no rest, reproaching themselves, driving sleep away with

abuse and insults. Others raised their eyes to heaven, wept, cried, and implored

help from there. Others prayed with their hands tied behind their backs, like

criminals, their faces blackened with grief and bent earthward, since they
thought themselves unworthy to look up to heaven.®

Repentance thus is self-punishment and grief. As discussed earlier, penitent subjects
for John are also the subjects who in a sense lost their inner logos, the capability of building
inner speech, the constant self-reflective account about the self that is the main monastic
practice to pursue in the cell and during the long days and nights. In one of the last steps,

“About the sanctified body and quiet soul,”®® John says that “brave and determined thinking

67 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:764-765: Iapayevopevog obv éyd €7l Tf TV HETAVOOUVTOV
povij, kai 6vtwg tevBodviav ympa, Edpako AANO®G, €l Ui ToAunpov inely, & og Etuxev 0@BaALOC dvBpdTov
aperodc ovk £ide, kol 00¢ pabHLOL 0D SéxsTar, Kai £l kapdioy dkvipod ovK GvEST - TPAYLOTO Kol PUATO TOV
Oeov duvapeva PracacBal, Enndeduatd te Kol oyfuote Ty aTod EAavOpeTioy CUVTOUMG KOTOKAUTTOVTOL.

88 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG, 88:765; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 122: Tovg pév tév dvmevbfivav
gkelvav TV avevbivov mavvoyl uéxpt tpmiog iotopuévoug aibpiove, To0¢ TddaG GKIVATOVS EXOvTag, Kol @ Dve
EAegV@G KaToKAOVOVIEVOVG [KoTakAopuévoug] Tf Pig tavtng g @voewme, kol undepioy Avamavoly avtoig
yopllopévoug - AN €avTolg EmmAncoovtag Kol atipiog kol Bopect dwmvilovtag - dAlovg €ig ovpavov
atevifovtag, kol v €xkeibev Ponbeiav pet’ 0dvpudv Kol PodV TIKAAOVUEVOVG - ETEPOVG €V TPOGEVY|
TOPIOTAUEVOVG, Kal OTIo0ey £0VTdY KoTadikov dikny TG YEPAg cVVONGOVTUG, €IC YTV T€ TO CKOTEWVOV aUTMV
TPOGOTOV KAIVOVTOG, Kol dva&iovg £0vtovg ThG €ig ovpavov AvaPAéyemg KaTAdIKAGOVTOS, UNdE TL eimel, 1
0ByEachat, | ebEacaL TPOg BedV, HTO Ti|g TAOV AoYIGUAV Kol ToD cuveEdOTOG ATiog evTopodvTag, unde mdg i
noBev Vv ikeoiav momcachor evpickoviog, pHovny yoyny Gloyov, koi vodv deovov 1 Od ToploTdVTaS,
OKOTIOG TEMANPOUEVOVS, KOl WIAT|O GTOYVOGEMG *

8 John Climacus, The Ladder 27; PG 88:1096: Ilepi Tiig iepdic cdpotog kol yuyfic fjovyiog.
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(logismos) is a friend of stillness.””® So, the monk who walked through the whole of the Ladder
receives the solid mind which prevents him from lapsing into temptations. Yet, as shown above,
logismoi can also be the source of turmoil inside one’s self. The word (logos) can become flesh
(sarx) but not the other way around;’* flesh should not become word in a sense that it should
not enforce and explicate its corporeal will.

In a way, the image of a complete hesychast, a monk reaching the last steps of The
Ladder, mirrors the image of those penitents in the prison who, according to John, can be
blessed only for the degree of voluntary suffering they experience. The words from the Psalms
become the most applicable instrument to describe the condition of those fallen people:

The words of David could surely be seen to be fulfilled there, for there were

men in hardship and bowed down to the end of their lives (zoes), going about

each day in sadness, their bodies’ wounds stinking of rottenness (Ps. 37:6 — 7)

and yet unnoticed by them. They forgot to eat their bread (arton); their drink

was mixed with tears. They ate dust and ashes instead of bread (artou); their

bones stuck to their flesh and they were dried up like grass (Ps. 101:4-12). The

only words you could hear from them were these: “Woe, woe, alas, alas! It is

just, it is just. Spare us, spare us, O Lord.” Some said, “Be merciful, be

merciful”; others, more sadly: “Forgive us, Lord, forgive us if'it is possible.”’?

John’s short exclamations here are typical words for prayers. The prison becomes a
place where fallen monks through severe mortification of their flesh try to reach out to God
and receive His answer. They are constantly punishing themselves and addressing Him in
despair. John reports their voices:

‘Will there be forgiveness for those in darkness, for the lowly, for the convicted?

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

rejected — and rightly so — for being worthless and shameful? Or, if it came as

far as the Lord, how much could it sway Him? Would it be successful?
Powerful? Profitable? Effective? Coming as it does from unclean lips and

70 John Climacus, The Ladder; PG 88:1097: ‘Hovyiog @ilog, dvSpeidg Tic kol dmdTopog Aoyiopuog.

" John 1:14: [...] and the Word became flesh [...] (Koi 6 Adyog capt éyévero [...]).

72 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:768; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 123: "Hv éxel té 100 Aavid
&vapydg BedoacBat prpata, Tohammpoiviog id£c8al, KATAKAUTTOVHEVOVG E0G TEAOLG TG Eavtdv (oflg - OAnV
v Muépav okvBpondaloviag mTopevopévovs - mPocoloviog KOl GECMUUEVOVS CAOUATOS HOAMKOG, Kol
GVETUEANTOVG VTTOPYOVTOS, EMAEVOOVOUEVOVG TOD QOYEV TOV ApTOV aOTAV - TO & TOpa Tod VOaTOG HETH
KAawOLOD KIpvAVTOGS * Kol 67T0d0V, Kol TE@paV AvTl dpTov £oBiovtag - Kol kekoAAnLEva Exovtag Ta 0oTd Ti] copki
- kol oTOvg MoEL YOpTog EEnpapuévong. OVSEV v Etepov map” avtoig dkodety, &l un tadta T pYpote - Ova,
ovai, o1 pot, oipot, dikoing, dikaing - peicor, peicat, Aéomota. Oi pév Eleyov - EAéncov, éAéncov - ol 8¢ mdtv
£T1 EAeeVOTEPOV * TUYXDOPNOOV, AECTOTO, GLYYMDPNCOV E0V EVOEXETAL.
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bodies, it does not have much power.’ [...] Among them one had seen knees
parched with multiple acts of repentance; the eyes melted out and sunk
somewhere in depth; they were deprived of hair; having traces of beatings on
cheeks inflamed with seething of multiple tears; outworn and pale faces, they
did not have any difference from corpses. Breasts were suffering of beatings,
and they spit with blood because they were constantly beating their breasts.”

The extreme corporeality and the description of injured flesh can be also analysed
through the discourse of martyrdom in Christian writings three hundred years before John’s
Ladder. Even though John does not refer to martyrdom explicitly, detailed accounts of the
tearing of flesh and torments in Roman prisons can be seen as analogous to this prison
description in John’s writing. The prison is a liminal place to encounter God and transform
one’s self remains, but here the martyrdom is voluntary. The desert mother Amma Syncletica
draws a similar analogy: “In the world, if we commit an offence, even an involuntary one, we
are thrown into prison; let us likewise cast ourselves into prison because of our sins, so that
voluntary remembrance may anticipate the punishment that is to come”.’”* The choice of
voluntary punishment (autoproaireton timoria) replaces the punishment that is inevitable and
involuntary (akousion timoria).” Prison becomes a sacred space in both cases, a place where
a soul attempts to see God. John’s curiosity to see the penitents with his own eyes and to witness
the things happening is justified by his desire to imitate and to see the spectacle which can be
interpreted as a spectacle of voluntary martyrdom.

The prison remained a powerful symbol in Christian imagination. With his parable,

John literally fulfils the words of Syncletica. The similarities of the corporeality of penitence

73 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:769, 772; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 124: épa £611 cuyxdpnotg
T0lC OKOTEWOIC, TOIC TOmevoic, Toic Katadikols; apa ioyvosy MUV 1 dénoig sioerdsiv évakiov Kvpiov;
AmeoTpaen Stkcaime TETAMEWVmLEVT Kol KATNOoYLIIEVN; Gpa 8¢ sioelBoloa, Tocov EEgvpevicato; mOsov fivuoey;
OGOV OPEANCOL; TOGOV EVIPYNGCEY; EMELN €€ AKaOAPTOV CTOUATOV KOl COUATOV AVETEUPOT, KOl OV TOAATV TV
goyov K€kttt [...] 'Ev ékelvoig émpdto yovoTo EneokANKOTo T) TANOEL TV LETAVOILDY * Ol OPBOALOL EKTAKEVTES
kol €00 1oL i faBog dedVKOTEG * TPIYDV ATESTEPTUEVOL, TOPELAG KEKTLLEVOL TEMANYLLEVOG, KO TEPUTEPAEYLEVOG
M (éoel TV TOAADY daKPO®V * TPOCOTO KATAUEUAPAGHEVO Kol AP, UNOEV &V GLYKPICEL VEKPAV StpEPOVTa
- oTNON T0ig TANYAiG dAyodvta Kol aipdtov TTHEAOL €K TV &V T 0T OEL TLYUDV EKTEUTOUEVOL.

"% Woman'’s Religions in the Greco-Roman World: A Sourcebook. ed. Ross Shepard Kraemer (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2004), 412.

7 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 131.
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and that of early Christian martyrdom reveal an additional layer of John’s view on the relation
between penitence and body. The subordination of the flesh, the process of injuring it remain
powerful instruments of self-control and transformative elevation towards God. The difference
is in the negative perception of the flesh that is being tormented: the flesh of the martyrs is
transfigured with beauty and innocence, but this penitent one is sinful and guilty.

As Michel Foucault concludes on the Early Christian corporeal practice: “The ‘flesh’
is to be understood as a mode of experience, that is as a mode of knowledge [connaissance]
and transformation of the self to the self, as a function of a certain relation between the
cancellation of evil [mal] and manifestation of the truth.”’® In this way, flesh is a dynamic,
changeable, and changing substance, which works like a tool or rather a surface in the process
of self-exploration. John links the suppression of body undergoing voluntary punishment to
deep self-examination.

The process of torturing flesh is, in a way, a process of revealing truth; it is a process
of interrogation (basanizo). Through mortification, the penitent subjects question their
readiness to deserve salvation; these sinners are incessantly asking God: “Be forgiven? Has our
cry come to the ears of the Lord?” or “Will there be forgiveness for those in darkness, the
lowly, the convicted?” " Returning to Foucault’s connection between flesh and
knowledge/truth, 1 would like to emphasise that, according to John, there is no end for this
process up to one’s death: “Can you say anything to us, brother? Please tell us, so that we may
know how it will be for us. Your time is over, and you will never have another chance.”’® With
these questions the sinners address the one among them who is passing away to resolve the

mystery of death and salvation.

6 Michel Foucault, Histoire de la sexualité, vol. 4: Les aveux de la chair, ed. Frédéric Gros (Paris:
Gallimard, 2018), 50-51. Cited in Stuart Eden, “Foucault’s Confessions of the Flesh,” review of Histoire de la
sexualité 4: Les aveux de la chair, by Michel Foucault,” Theory, Culture & Society, March 20, 2018, accessed
May 28, 2020, https://www.theoryculturesociety.org/review-foucaults-confessions-flesh/.

" John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:773; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 124.

78 1bid.
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Through the description of penitent bodies John transmits a message of abjection and
humbleness to his readers/listeners. In the last words of the fifth step, he declares that by
describing these holy penitents he creates a pattern (typos), a model (hypogrammos), and a
picture (eikon) to look at:

In my meditation, or more accurately, in my acts of repentance, a fire of prayer

will burn and will consume everything material. Let the holy prisoners,

described above, be a rule for you, a pattern, a model, a true picture (eikon) of

repentance, so that for as long as you live you will have no need of a treatise

(bibliou); until at last Christ, the divine Son of God, will enlighten you in the
resurrection of true repentance. Amen.” '

So, John alternates not only the modes of narration John but also the modes of
representation. He clearly pretends his textual evidence to be perceived as visual, thus
influencing the imagination of a reader/listener. This imaginary representation should leave a
trace in the memory of the audience replacing any elaborate treatise (biblios) in its imitative
mode.® Through its corporeality and its voluntary character, penitence becomes a practice
implicitly fitting into the tradition and language of martyrdom. The prison turns into a space of
endless anticipation of death: All of them sat ceaselessly contemplating death, saying, “How
will it go for us? What will be the verdict on us? How will life end for us? Will we receive

pardon?”8!

1.5. Alogoi and the spectacle of martyrdom

I argue that another recurrent theme in John’s description of the imprisoned penitents

besides corporeality is the exploration of the limits of human beings in the process of penitence.

9 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:780-781; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 131: "Ev tfj pekéty pov,
péAlov 8¢ év Tf uetovoig pov €kkavBncetor TP TPocevyilg katovong YAnv. Opog cot, kal TOmog, Kol
VIOYPOULOG, Kol eIKOV TPOG HETAVOlaY EGTOGAV Ol TPOUVNLOVELBEVTEG (ylol Katddlkol, kol o ur denongn
Bipriov BAwg v T {wi] oV TC, Eng oD Empancn 6ot 6 Xpicdc 6 Y1d¢ 1od @=od, koi @dg &v Ti avacTacsl THc
UEUEPYVILEVTG LETOVOLOG. Auny.

8 As noted earlier, Symeon, after reading John’s Ladder, painted an image (eikon) of the dead upon his
heart.

8 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:769; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 124.
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Further in the parable John describes even more severe things that he encounters in the
monastery prison. A number of penitents refused to eat as humans because they considered
themselves unworthy:

One could see among those men the ones who were burning their tongues, and
those tongues were exposed from their mouths as if they were dogs. Some were
taking vengeance on themselves in the burning heat. Others were torturing
themselves in the cold (basanizo). Some, tasting a small sip of water, stopped,
[taking] only so much as not to die from thirst. Others who had a small piece of
bread (artou) threw it far away with their hands saying they were unworthy of
sensible (logikes) eating (broseos) since they performed the deeds of irrational
(alogon - speechless/irrational/animals).?

This paragraph contains one of the most striking prison scenes—and one of the most
problematic at the same time. It can be interpreted in several ways. First of all, the penitent
subjects exist on the boundary between human and non-human (alogon). Two out of three uses
of this adjective in the New Testament concern animals. In his second epistle, Peter condemns
people who follow the desires of the flesh by comparing them to irrational animals:

if this is so, then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from the trials and to

hold the unrighteous for punishment on the day of judgement. This is especially

true of those who follow the corrupt desire of the flesh (sarkos) and despise

authority. [...] But these people blaspheme in matters they do not understand.

They are like unreasoning (aloga) animals (zoa), creatures of instinct (physika),

born only to be caught and destroyed, and like animals they too will perish.” (2
Peter 2:9-12).83

In the words of the penitents, given in indirect speech, John adopts similar language to
describe the process of painstaking penitence. Losing humanity in the process of repentance
through the loss of logos, interrogation (basanizo) of flesh, and refusing normal food

consumption are central themes for John in this passage. The fallen carnality is animalised and

8 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:768: "Hv &v éksivoic yAwooouc preyopévac idéabor, kai Sikny
(adv.) kov@v Tod 6Top0TOC TPpoParropévag. Ol PEV €V TA KavcmVL E0VTOVG ETYMPOLV. 0l O& &V T YOYEL EXVTOVG
épacaviov. "Eviot pév pkpov tod H0atog amoyevopuevol, Enavovto, doov povov [ €k diymg amobvickewy. ot 6
100 GPTOV HWKPOV HETOAUUPAVOVTEC, TODTOV Ti] XEPL HOKPAY Améppurtov, dva&iovg EauTovg AEYOVTEG AOYIKTG
Bpdoewg dg Td TOV AAOYOV SOTPUEAUEVOG.

832 Peter 2:9-12: oidev xvploc evoefeic 8k melpacuod poechat, adikovg 8¢ eig Muépav Kpicewg
Kohalopévoug Tnpelv pdAoTo 8¢ TOVg Omicm capkog &v Eémbupio HOGUOD TOPEVOUEVOVS KOl KLPLOTNTOG
Katappovodvrac. [...] odtot g, ¢ dhoya {da yeyevvnuéva euoikd sic ooty kai pBopdv, &v oig dyvoodov
Broocenuodvreg, év i) POopd avtdv koi eBaprcovtal [...] Cf. Epistle of Jude (1:9-10).
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tormented. One can encounter similar self-inflicted animalisation in the tradition of desert
asceticism.34 There is an interesting account on this matter in the Apophthegmata Patrum:
But since the thought (logismos) persisted, | left for the desert. There | found a
sheet of water and an island in the midst, and the animals of the desert came to
drink there. In the midst of these animals | saw two naked men, and my body

trembled, for | believed they were spirits. Seeing me shaking, they said to me,
“Do not be afraid, for we are men.”%

The desert is the place for struggling with the self and temptation, while at the same
time it is a liminal space significant for building introspective ascetic identity.® In this context,
animalisation is part of humiliation, since animals are irrational beasts, perceived as negative
in this case.

In severe penitent practice the monks decided that they were not worthy of sensible
eating (logikes broseos). Here, John describes the implications of ascetic fasting among the
repentant monks and, as one may assume, the inability of the fallen and sinful subjects to take
the bread (artos) of Eucharist.®” Since the subjects are alogoi, their defiled flesh cannot take
the flesh of Logos. “For my flesh (sarx) is food (brosis) indeed and my blood is drink indeed”
declaring His flesh consumable.® Christ’s flesh is the bread (artos) of eternal life, which these
penitents desire to pursue but, in their act of humiliation, consider it unattainable.

Thus, in John’s descriptions the corporeal experience of penitence subverts human
identity or, rather, these penitent subjects do not want to be recognised as human beings.

Focusing on alogos as a consequence of sin together with self-sacrificial penitence blur the

8 Ingvild Saelid Gilhus, “Animals in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” in The Oxford Handbook
of Animals in Classical Thought and Life, ed. Gordon Lindsay Campbell (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014),
chap. 21, Kindle. Burton-Christie, The Word in the Desert, 231.

8 The Sayings of the Desert Fathers, 126. Kai d¢ énéuevev 6 Aoyioudc, dnfjllov eic v Epmuov- kol
Nopov Ekel Apvny H8dTmv, kol vijcov 8v péow avtig: kol AOoV Té kv Tig épripov meiv &€ avtic. Kai idov
&v Héo® avT®dV 6v0 AvBpdTOVg YuVoUG: Kal £d€IAinoe TO GMUA pov: Evopioa yap 6Tt Tvedpatd siotv. Avtol 6
LE MG €160V dedVTa, EAGANGOY TPOC pé: M7 poPod- kai Npelc dvOpwmoi opev. Find the original text here:
https://zogron.blogspot.com/p/blog-page_6185.html.

8 Brown, The Body and Society, 236-237.

87 Symeon also writes about restrictions on taking Eucharist in his discourses. For example, see: Symeon
the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 11 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de Catanzaro, 167-172.

8 John 6:55: 1 yap o6pé pov, dndng oty Bp@doic, kai o oipd pov, GAneng £6Tv TOGIC.
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humanity of the soul. John Chryssavgis argues that the behaviour described above may have
been read by John’s contemporaries as the behaviour of holy fools.®° The social role of holy
fools, however, was to question existing social norms and transgress the boundaries between
pure and impure, public and private, female and male.®® Their behaviour was not supposed to
disrupt the very notion of human by pushing it to the limit. Therefore, John’s spectacle
demonstrating the subverting power of repentance which reveals the limits of the human could
appear much more provoking to his audience. John calls if not for the total imitation but for the
remembering of the things described.

Some of the imprisoned sinners in John’s narrative even ask to be refused a human
burial ceremony: they want to be buried as animals or wish for their remnants to be consumed
by the beasts. Refusing to consume food and nourish their own flesh they voluntarily agree to
become consumable themselves:

Therefore those who were about to depart towards the Lord and to stand before

the impartial tribunal, good citizens (politai) of the land of repentance, when

one of them observed himself in all these circumstances, he entreated the great

one through the man who was in charge of them not to deem him worthy of

human (anthropines) funeral rite but rather of that of an irrational (animal)

(alogou): to be given over to the wild beasts (theriois) either in the flow of the
river or in the field.®*

Interestingly, in this paragraph John’s narrative to some extent follows the patterns of
the language of Early Christian martyrdom to describe the desirable death experience of the
penitent subjects. Damnatio ad bestias was a type of Roman execution practice used against
Christians in the public theatres.®? Ignatius of Antioch (d. ca. 140) wrote in his letter to the

Romans on the way to execution:

8 Chryssavgis, John Climacus, 75.

% Derek Krueger, Symeon the Holy Fool: Leontius’s Life and the Late Antique City (London: University
of California Press, 1996), 127-129.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:772: Mé\lovtec toivov mpdc Kbplov mopedecOar, koi @
adexdote Prpott mapictachal, Kodol EKEIVOL TG ¥DOPOS THG HETOVOig TOATTAL, OTNViya TIG AdT®V &V T TovTi
€0edpel £aVTOV, TOUTO 1t TOD TPOEGTATOG VTV £FVCAOTEL [eD” Opk@V TOV pPéyav, Tod un Kora&lmbijvor adtov
avBporivng taefic, GALL dAdyov, 1 &v T® peiBpw Tod moTapo, 1 &v Td aypd toig Onpiolg mapadodijvar:

92 Gilhus, “Animals in Late Antiquity and Early Christianity,” chap. 21, Kindle.
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Allow me to become food for the wild beasts (therion), through whose
instrumentality it will be granted me to attain to God. | am the wheat of God,
and let me be ground by the teeth of the wild beasts (therion), that I may be
found the pure bread of Christ. Rather entice the wild beasts (theria), that they
may become my tomb, and may leave nothing of my body (somatos); so that
when I have fallen asleep [in death], I may be no trouble to anyone. Then shall
| truly be a disciple of Christ, when the world shall not see so much as my body
(soma). Entreat Christ for me, that by these instruments | may be found
a sacrifice [to God].%®

This language implies that the martyr transforms into food. The difference is that body,
or flesh, is transcended and sanctified while being consumed; it is analogous to the
transformative process of the Eucharist. For our penitent subjects the same practice acquires a
different meaning; it is a sign of humiliation and unworthiness rather than Godlike self-
sacrifice. The shame of the heroic martyrdom spectacle is juxtaposed here with the shame of a
humiliating death. For the pure flesh of a martyr and for the impure flesh of a sinner, the
transformation through devouring has a different symbolical outcome. Ignatius’s inspiration
and hope on the way to prison resonates with the despair and hopelessness of the penitent
monks in the prison. Yet, in addition to humiliation, the act of them being devoured by the
animals is parallel to Ignatius’s to some extent. The penitents claim aloud: “We should run
(dramomen) not sparing this filthy and wretched flesh (sarkos) of ours. But, just as responsible
blessed men did, we should kill it, as it killed us.”®* Ignatius, on the other hand, says “but if

you show your love to my flesh (sarkos), | shall again have to run (trechon) my race.”%

% Ignatius of Antioch, Epistle to the Romans 4; PG 05:689; trans. Roberts and Donaldson, 75: Ageté ue
Bnpiov sivar Bopav, St GV Eveotv Ogod EmTuysiv. Zitde el Osod, kol U 636vTov Bepiov aMiBmuar, tva
kaBapog aptog bpebd Tov Xprotod. Marlov kolakedoate td Onpio, tva pot 1aeog yévovtal, Adi undev
KOTOAIT®G1 TOD 6OUATOG Hov, tva un kKoundeic Papdc tivi yévopar. Tote Ecopar pabntig aAn0dS to cdUd pov
0 KOG oG dyetat. Attavedoote TOV XptoTov DEP EoD, tva i TdV dpydvav To0TmV Bucio evpedd.

% John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:769; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 125: Spéuopev un @eidopevot
TaOTNG THS pumapdg Kol poyxOnpdg copkog NUAV: GAA’ ATOKTEIVOUEY DTNV, OC ATEKTEWVEY MUAS, Bomep Kol
gmoiovv oi pokdaprot brevBuvor. This is quite a problematic paragraph because of the conjunction donep. Norman
Russel in his translation divided the sentence into two, making the last part a clause related to our penitent subjects.
| translated it as a part of speech-in-character which John uses.

% Ignatius of Antioch, Epistle to the Romans 2; PG 05:688; trans. Roberts and Donaldson, 74: éav 6&
€pacfjte Tfic capKOg pov, TAAY Ecopal TPEXMV.
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The endless running in pursuit of mortification in John’s passage can be compared to
Ignatius’s desire for martyrdom, which puts an end to the athletic run of material existence but
in different ways.% The sacrificial language is reversed: the sanctification of flesh and its
transubstantiation into the bread (artos) of God is replaced with the inglorious transformation
into ordinary fodder for the beasts. This idea may also reflect the Adamic repentant lament on
the postlapsarian submission to the beasts in the sixth-century hymn about the Fall.%’

For John, all the bodies will be resurrected in the end but not all will be saved. The
potential for the flesh to be saved exists only when it is turned towards God in the process of
ascetic practice.®® That is why John distances himself from Origen at the very end of the chapter
on penitence. Origen’s transformative potential of flesh in the process of Salvation leads to its
inevitable glorification and becoming of logos, and therefore sure salvation.®® John openly
doubts this idea, still considering the salvation as a mystery not guaranteed:

All of us — but especially the lapsed — should be especially careful not to be

afflicted with the disease of the godless Origen. This foul disease uses God’s

love for man as an excuse and is very welcome to those who are lovers of
pleasure. 1%

Besides Evagrius Ponticus, Origen of Alexandria is the only author whom John engages
in open polemics.'® John’s criticism of Origen (d. ca. 253) in the seventh century reveals the
traces of still ongoing polemics on the process of salvation. As shown earlier in John’s words
about imitation of the prisoners, true repentance (metanoia) comes only after resurrection

(anastasis).

% In the accounts of martyrdom, martyrs were usually depicted as the athletes of Christ. For a substantial
analysis of this literary construction see Brent D. Shaw, “The Passion of Perpetua,” Past & Present 139 (May
1993): 28-33.

9 See, Romanos Melodos’ hymn about Adam’s Lament.

9 Chryssavgis, John Climacus, 71.

% Virginia Burrus, Saving Shame: Martyrs, Saints, and Other Abject Subjects (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 71-72.

100 yohn Climacus, The Ladder 14; PG 88:780; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 167: [Tpdoymuev névteg, &l
mhelm 6¢ ol TenTOKOTEG PN vofjoat &v Kapdig v Tod Qpryévoug Tod dBéov vocov - v yap Ocod priavipamriav,
N wopd TpoPariopévn, edTapPEOEKTOG &V TOIG PIANIOVOLS YiVETOL.

101 In the Ladder, Origen is mentioned in the fifth step while Evagrius in the fourteenth: Climacus, The
Ladder 14; PG 88:780, 865; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 166-167.
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With all the gloomy descriptions of penitence, John’s joy and preoccupation with the
sublime state of mind is a welcome twist at the end of the parable. His experience led him to
inevitable inward and even outward self-transformation:

And I, o friends, have not noticed how I was joyfully dwelling (emphilochoron)

in that mourning (penthei), and whole | was carried away with my mind (noi),

not being able to control myself (katechein).%? But | must return to the

discourse (logon). Thus, after biding in the prison over thirty days, I, the

impatient, 1% return into the cherished common habitation to the great

[hegoumenos]. And looking at me, as | was wholly changed and displaced, this
wisest man understood the reason of my alteration. %

John’s authorial persona does not allow emotionality. When describing the feelings
with which John was carried away, he immediately prevents himself from speaking further
about his own impressions. This may be regarded as part of the humble authorial subjectivity.
In the end, by witnessing the penitent subjects John obtained a discourse (logon), an instrument

that transforms the audience into the community of penitent subject.

1.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have discussed how John connects corporeality and penitence in his
parable about penitent prisoners in The Ladder. | did so to outline the background for
understanding Symeon’s discourses on penitence, corporeality, and salvation in the eleventh
century which are in certain ways connected to his reading of John. The possibility of this
connection can reveal the ways in which Symeon’s urban theology of body and monastic

discipline was transformed by and against John’s views.

192 This word can also mean “keeping someone in the prison.”

103 gvumopdvntog can have considerably different meanings here. While it can refer to a person who is
unable to endure something because of harshness, Luibheid and Russel translate it as “impatient” and I follow this
reading.

104 John Climacus, The Ladder 5; PG 88:776; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 128: 'Eyo 82, @ ¢iot, AéAn0a
EUOVTOV &V T@ Ekeive Epprloympdv mévhet, Kol OAoG T® Vol cuvnpmayNY, KATEXEWY EUOVTOV UT| SuvApeVog. AAN
gnavaktéov OV Adyov. Tolvuv Tpocpeivag &v Tf) ppovpd £mi NUEPOG TPIAKOVTO, ETAVEPYOLOL O AVOTOUOVITOG EiG
T0 péya Kowddov mpog tov péyav. ‘O 8¢ Beaodpevog pe, domep NAAowUEVOV dlov Kol éEgotnkdta, Eyve O
TAVG0POg AAAOIDOEMG TOV TPOTOV.
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| have analysed John’s narrative strategies, his humbling authorial subjectivity and the
way in which he switches between the modes of narration to provoke the imagination of the
audience and to inspire them to imitate the penitent subjects of his narrative. The multivocality
and the multi-layered character of the text provide the audience with a variety of archetypes to
follow, ranging from David and Adam to those penitent monks whom John describes.

As T attempted to show, John’s seventh-century narrative about penitence still relates
to the discourse of Eucharistic language of the Early Christian martyrdom. At least, reading
John’s ascetic narrative about penitent subjects through the prism of martyrdom reveals
considerable parallels. In describing the prisoners’ self-imposed restrictions on taking food in
the ordinary way and their desire to be transformed into food for animals, John presents the
dark depths of humility using the metaphors and narrative style which resemble Early Christian
texts about martyrs. John’s descriptions of his spectacle of voluntary punishment and suffering
as well as the exploration of human limits in the process of repentance still rely on the same
patterns of Early Christian literary discourse. Logos as a Platonic part of the soul, as speech, as
a quintessential component of humanity, and as a predisposition towards self-control and
analysis, works in John’s parable in close metaphorical relation with the concepts of the
discourse on incarnation of Christ (Logos).

The corporeality of penitence and negativity of flesh are main themes of John’s fifth
step of the Ladder. John’s rhetoric is embedded into the tradition of desert monasticism, but at
the same time it still relies on the imagery and literary structures of earlier texts on martyrdom.
This observation unlocks a more complex reading of the Ladder not only from the perspective
of unintended intertextuality but also from the perspective of how different discourses and
narrative modes were used consciously or unconsciously to shape the penitent selves of both

author and audience.
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Chapter 2: Symeon the New Theologian and
Climacus’ Ladder: monastery and penitence

In this chapter, I focus on Symeon’s writings about penitence addressed to the monks
at his monastery. There are several discourses in which Symeon extensively discusses this topic
because, as | will argue, penitence is one of the main self-transformative practices in Symeon’s
spiritual guidance and theology. | will explore the diachronic connection between Symeon and
John Climacus, whose discourse on penitence | have analysed in the previous chapter. There,
| discussed questions of corporeality, food consumption, and the construction of the penitent
self within the framework of penitence in John’s work. Here and in the following chapter, |
will explore the same subjects in Symeon’s works. Thus, I will pay special attention to the
questions of the connection between body and penitence, Eucharist and, moreover, to the
performative side of penitence in Symeon’s discourses.

It is worth pointing out in the beginning that for Symeon, penitence is a powerful
instrument of discipline, emotional control, and transformation within a monastic community.
Penitence is, as it was also for John, a bodily performance aimed at deep introspective and
sometimes painful self-analysis, remembrance of the individual’s past sins, bodily
estrangement and appropriating the role of penitent sinner.2% In his discourses, Symeon aspires
to bring his monks to a self-imposed control which concerns both internal (soul) and external
(body/flesh) sides of subjectivity. However, 1 will argue, Symeon’s view of body is almost
deprived of the negativity that we find in John’s descriptions, and, interestingly, the notion of

flesh is not that substantial for Symeon’s discourses on penitence which touch the question of

105 Derek Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 212.
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monastic behaviour. I will show that the notion of flesh regains significance in Symeon’s texts

in the theological discourse about history of creation which I will analyse in the third chapter.

2.1. Symeon as hegoumenos and author

In the Catechetical Discourses, Symeon shapes his authorial persona mostly from the
perspective of power and authority. The way the text is being constructed is parallel to the way
of spiritual guidance which Symeon offers to his monks — writing and reading these
Catechesises means giving and receiving spiritual guidance. Here, I mostly concentrate on
Symeon’s writings produced while he was hegoumenos in the monastery of St. Mamas (approx.
990s — 1005).1% Some parts of the Discourses are written in a highly polemical tone
introducing the abstract examples of inappropriate monastic behaviour which seem to rely
heavily on the everyday life practice of the community. In the Fourth Catechetical Discourse
about tears and penitence, for example, Symeon discusses how the unruly monastic behaviour
subverts and spoils the whole community and makes stones out of monks’ hearts. Stone-hearted
subjects (lythokardioi) resist to compunction and repentance. Drawing on the abstract example
of two hard-hearted (sklerokardioi) brothers who come to the monastery as novices Symeon
goes further and further in the examples from monastic life which seem to be not that abstract.
107

Unregulated feasts and disobedient companionship are extremely distractive activities
which violate the rules of monastic life together. Symeon describes how one of the

abovementioned brothers valued the pleasures of food and chatting more than the rules of the

106 For Symeon’s biography, see: Hilarion Alfeyev, St. Symeon the New Theologian and Orthodox
Tradtion, 27-42; Hannah Hunt, Joy-Bearing Grief, 171-179.
107 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourse 4 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de Catanzaro, 71.
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monastery. At the same time, this discourse seems to reflect the real precedents that might have

happened:
From then on an unceasing concern enters the minds of them both, and they do
not cease to seek occasions on which they may cultivate and strengthen their
apparent friendship by gorging themselves on food. [...] After he has a drink
his appetite is aroused. Imperceptibly he is as it were led astray by the tasty

food; without realising it he eats it greedily and fattens his stomach and makes
it inattractible so that it does not respond to the impulse of the soul.1%

With a help of this abstract discourse, Symeon, as hegoumenos, shows that he is well
aware of the things that might be happening in the community and in this particular paragraph
he denounces the sin of gluttony. Through the negative examples, he maintains control over
the conscience of the monks. The Catechetical Discourses, which were read aloud in front of
the whole monastic community, thus show which models of behaviour were appropriate and
which were not.1% He denounces talkativeness which distracts a monk from concentration on
the self and at the same time distracts others:

“Have you heard how the abbot treated brother so-and-so? But what will you

say if I tell you how he treated that poor fellow?”” — he who occupies himself

and others with such nonsense, when will he attain to the perception
(synaisthesin) of his own faults and bewail himself?*1°

Here, Symeon shows that remeberence of personal sins and mourning over the self
should be the primary tasks of a monk. H. J. M. Turner shows in his work that for hegoumenos
the primary aim was salvation of his monks.!** Thus, Symeon condemns the thoughts about

mere ritualism demonstrating that the way to salvation should be a constant and hard process:

108 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 280-283; 299-305 (ed. Krivochéine); trans.
de Catanzaro, 77: "EXTOTE 0DV TAPEUTINTEL £V EKOTEPOLC TOVTOIS PPOVTIC BVEEALEITTOC, KAl OV TADOVTAL TOPOVC
gminrodvteg, 60ev Gv kal mpooyévnral avtoig o Thg T@V Ppopdtov dayiieiag v dokodoav dydmnv
BePaudtepov Eumedmoachar. [...] “O¢ kai petd 10 mev dmal mpoc dpefv odbig dieysipeton Ppopdtav Kol
AeMBOTOC Tff TOV PBpopdtov MOdMTL domep VIOKAETTOUEVOG, GVEMOIGONTOG KOopévvuTal Kol Toyeiov
amepydletal Ty vIEIKOVGAV.

19H, J. M. Turner, St. Symeon the New Theologian and Spiritual Fatherhood, 221.

110 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 148-154 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 74: ““Hkobcate, onoi, Tt T0v dgiva menoinkev AdeA@OV 0 11YoOpevogc;” 6 8¢ - “Aoudv, v einm VUiV Ti
Tov dgiva memoinke TOV tamewov, Ti Eyete einelv;” — kol oVT® TowdTo Kol Yeipove ToOT®V 0 OUIAGY Kol
AmaoyoA®dV Kol anacyoroduevogs gig @Avapiog Towdtog, ToTe €ig cuvaichnoty EAON TV oikeiwv apoaptmudtov
Kol £00TOV O TKAOoETOL,

111 1bid., 234.
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“They thought that they would be saved without any further effort, without prayer, silence,
vigil, abstinence, poverty of spirit (Mt. 5:3), humility, or love, but merely by attending the
Offices.”!1?

Symeon, as hegoumenos and author, employs different illustrative examples throughout
the text to show his concern about behaviour of his monastic community and its salvation.
Regardless of how abstract these examples may seem, they show that Symeon manifests
himself within the text of this Catechesis as a hegoumenos who is well aware of actual or
potential thoughts (logismoi), movements of heart and delusions of every community member.
Repentance which goes hand in hand with compunction are the main things monks should
pursue in course of their life.

Symeon’s discourses are called to frame monastic thoughts and behaviour. To some
extent these texts are instruments of exercising power within the monastery. Addressing the
public through a discourse allows Symeon to keep a hierarchical distance and at the same time
gives him an opportunity to demonstrate univocally the authoritative and strict awareness of
the leader. To some extent, a monastic community is not only shaped by discipline but also by
rhetorical and ritual performance of various texts.!'® In this sense, a monastery is a textual
community that is shaped by the constant transmittion, production and reproduction of texts.
Slightly more than a century before Symeon, Theodore the Stoudite exiled from Constantinople
during the Iconoclastic controversy wrote to his moks who were dispersed all over the empire:

Those of you, brethren, who come alongside here and there take care for

yourselves where and how you settle and dwell. Do not be like dissolute people,

but like ones bound by the spirit; not like ones without supervision, but like ones

under the supervision of the Lord, who oversees your every movement and
action; not ones being driven randomly here and there, but remaining in stillness

112 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourse 4, 197-201 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 75: [...] kol olopévoug cmwbnoesBat dvev Tvog GAANG épyaciag, edyfg ALY Kol GLOTHG YEME®V Kol
aypumviag Kol £ykpoteiog Kol TTOYEING TVELHOTIKTG KOl TATEWVMOENDG KOl AYAnNG, LETO HOVNG THG AMADG 0UT®
ywopévng év 1oig ouvatesty DIOVTIC.

113 Here 1 refer to Margaret Mullett’s definition of rhetoric as a tool for the effective communication of
ideas and ideologies. Margaret Mullet, “Rhetoric, theory and the imperative of performance: Byzantium and now,”
in Rhetoric in Byzantium, ed. Elizabeth Jeffreys (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 153.
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in your cells, attending to your manual work, your prayers and psalmody; not
amassing treasure for yourselves from love of money, but content with what
you have now.!*

Thus, in the exile, as in everyday life, monastic community is united by text which
transmits the power and will of hegoumenos. In this excerpt, the gaze of the hegoumenos is
replaced by the gaze of the Lord. Feeling this the power of this gaze upon themselfes monks
should maintain their ordinary life style on their own, even being in exile.

In Symeon’s writings, as I will demonstrate, the power of gazing and hegoumenos’
control reaches its limit in the hegoumenos’ desire to transform and control the bodies and

emotions of the monastic subjects through the staged and scripted performance.*®

2.2. Climacus’ Ladder in Symeon’s writings and monastic reading

In the very beginning of the previous chapter, | discussed the problem of the reception
of John’s text in Symeon’s writings: Symeon read Climacus and, as Niketas Stethatos claims,
was influenced and moved by the Ladder.!'® In what follows, I explore Symeon’s textual
borrowings from Climacus to make the connection between these two figures even clearer,
before proceeding to the analysis of Symeon’s discourses on penitence.

In the Eleventh Ethical Discourse, Symeon provides his audience with two metaphors.
Roughly they can be called horizontal and vertical. The first one refers to a sequence of islands
of virtues, which are connected by bridges and lead to the Throne of “the King of Glory, He

Who is invisible to all creation.”!” The second one is the metaphor of the ladder, which

114 Theodore the Stoudite, Catechesis 2; trans. Lash at https://web.archive.org/web/20070213231546/
http://web.ukonline.co.uk/ephrem/ths02.htm.

115 Krueger, “Divine Fantasy and the Erotic Imagination in the Hymns of Symeon the New Theologian,”
316.

116 Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian 1.6 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 17.

17 According to Dionysii Shlenov, Symeon’s insular metaphor resembles the ancient mythological
metaphor of the islands on which the souls dwell after the death; almost the same metaphor is employed by
Hippolytus of Rome (Refutatio omnium haeresium 9.27). See: Dionysii Shlenov, “Uchenie o voskresenii Dushi
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Symeon frequently uses to desscribe the monastic ascent towards heaven. For him this ladder
is a coherent step-by-step linear structure depicting the process of spiritual growth:
To take another comparison, the ascent of those who hurry toward heaven is
like a ladder (klimaki) and its steps. While each of us is to be more zealous in
climbing up the ladder’s steps than the other so as to catch up with our
neighbour, it is altogether impossible and beyond human power to avoid
beginning at the bottom and going up step by step, and instead somehow by-
pass the first rungs in order to get to the higher ones. [...] Just as it is never
possible to climb up into an elevated house without a ladder (klimakos), or to
enter the royal chamber itself where the emperor lives without passing through

the forecourts of the palace, so it is impossible for the man who does not place
his feet according to the order described to enter into the Kingdom of heaven.!!8

In this paragraph, Symeon, without explicitly mentioning John, refers to the structuring
metaphor of John’s work. Symeon depicts the process of spiritual growth as a competition and
in the end, he compares the whole procedure of spiritual transformation to entering a royal
palace. Obviously, taking into account Symeon’s own service at the court in his youth,'!° he
draws a parallel here between the strict ceremonial order of the imperial palace in
Constantinople and a similar strictness in the life of a monk who endeavours to outdo his
colleagues in climbing the ladder.

Again, Symeon uses the metaphorin the Fourth Catechetical Discourse “Of penitence
and compunction, and by what kind of deeds it is possible to achieve it. How it is impossible
for anyone without tears to achieve purity and freedom from passion.”*?° Here, he explicitly

refers to John, even though not to John’s discussion of the practice of repentance but to his

u svv. Simeona Novogo Bogoclova i Nikity Stifata,” v Prepodobnyi Simeon Novyi Bogoslov i ego duhovnoe
nasledie (Moscow: Obshecerkovnaya aspirantura i doktorantura im. svv. Kirilla i Mefodiya, 2017), 342.

118 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses XI, 94-107 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 2:133:
AMoG 6¢ KAipakt kol Babuicwy 1 Gvodog Eoike 1@V Emeryopévav Tpog ovpavov. To yodv omovdatdtepov Ti
npoapéoel Ao dAlov yevésBal Kol cuvioudtepov aveABeilv &v avtl] Kol TpolaPeiv 1OV mAnciov, Nuétepdv
€0TL * TO 08 1) o Thig Tpd NG Pabuidog Gp&achat kai kot &y dvépyesbot v KAipaka, GAAG wobev DrepPiivarl
NV TpOTNV PabUida kol Tpog v ETépav yevésHat, TavTy Tapd AvBp®dTOoLg Aunyovov Kol advvatov. [...] Qg yap
ovk Eott Sixa Khipaxog eic olkdv mote Gveldsiv Dynhdv, § Evdov éxetvov avtod edpediivar tod Paciiucod
Kou®vog, &vBa 0 Pacthedg avTOC KOTAUEVEL TPO ToD YevésBat év Toig Pacthkoic TpoavAiols, obtmg advvatov
TOV U1 Kota v gipnuévny &y Padicavta eicerBelv gig v faciieiov T@V ovpa@dv.

119 Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian 1.2 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 5.

120 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 1-4 (ed. Krivochéine 1963-1965, 1: 312;
trans. de Catanzaro 1980, 70): Ilepi petavoiog koi katavoéeng. Kai €k moimv tadtnyv £pyov kthcacat duvatdv.
Kai 811 dvev dakpdwv dddvatov gig kabapotnta kal arnddeiay Eldoat Tiva. Adyog A’.
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words about the thirst and vigil which provoke tears from the oppressed heart (kardia): “Saint
John of “The Ladder” says, “Thirst and vigil have oppressed the heart, and from the oppressed
heart waters have sprung forth.” He who wishes to find out how many other passages he tells
us of this will learn it from the book (biblio) itself.”*?!

In Symeon’s discourse, this quotation from John is surrounded by the quotations from
the Psalms and Symeon’s own reflections on the penitent figure of David which he gives his
monks as an example to follow. Vigils and thirst, as they had it once done to David, cause the
physical pressure upon the heart of a monk. This pressure provides a monk with tears to weep.
Symeon reminds the monks of David’s experience of penitence:

I will not climb up into my bed; I will not suffer mine eyes to sleep [...] (Ps.

132:3-5). [...] for my wounds stink and are corrupt through my foolishness, |

am brought into so great trouble and misery, that I go mourning all the day long;

[...] I have roared for the very disquietness of my heart (Ps. 38:4-8 LXX). [...]

for | have eaten ashes as it were bread and mingled my drink with weeping (Ps.

102:9).122

This sequence of quotations from the Psalms takes much space in Symeon’s discourse.
These descriptions taken from the Psalms are close to those used by John for constructing his
narrative about penitent subjects in the prison that I discussed in the previous chapter.'?® In
John’s text, quotations from the Psalms describe the state of being of penitents and the setting

of their dwelling; at the same time, further, the Psalms work as the words of penitent prayer

that the prisoners pronounce.*?* So, Symeon provides the monks with ready verbal patterns of

121 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 540-543 (ed. Krivochéine 1963-1965,
1:358; trans. de Catanzaro 1980, 84): ®noi 8¢ kai 0 ti|g KMpoakog dylog Toavvng - “Alya kol aypomvia EEEOMyay
kapdiav - kapdiog 6 BPeiong é€enndnoay Hdata.” ‘Omoca 8¢ kal dAla wepl TodT®V NIV doAéyetatl, oOTH T
Biprw 6 Belnoag Eykdyor pabnoetal.

122 symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 524-525; 531-533; 534-535; 536-537 (ed.
Krivochéine 1963-1965, 1: 356; trans. de Catanzaro 1980, 84): Ei avaffcopot, enoiv, émi kKAvig 6Tpouviic pov,
€l dwow VHmvov Toig 0@Oaipoic pov [...] mpoodlecav kol €cdmnoay ol PHOA®TEG POV GTO TPOCHTOL THG
appocvvng pov. Etadommpnoa koi katekaupdny Eog téhovg, SAnv v uépav okvbpwndlov Eropguounv. [...]
ApLouNV Gmod otevayuod the kapdiog pov [...] 611 omodov doel dptov Epayov Kai TO TORO POV HETA KAOLOUOD
ékipvarv.

123 To be precise, here Symeon refers to the Psalms 38, 102, 132. In John’s narrative it is Psalms 37 and
101 that are quoted in the text to describe the state of being of the prisoners (see above, p. 20).

124 In this case, | am speaking about the Psalms 66, 78, 79, 123. For this, see: John Climacus, the Ladder
5; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 123.
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penitent behaviour; as practical guidance in pursuing this behaviour he offers them the Ladder
of John, which the monks should consult to find out what else John says about tears as an
outcome of true penitence.

There is another reference to the Ladder which is relevant for my further analysis. In
the Thirtieth Catechetical Discourse, “On penitence and the beginning of a life that is worthy
of praise. How he who is penitent ought to behave every day. Of tears and compunction,”
Symeon returns to John’s text. ?° The reference to John serves to introduce the method of
penitence which Symeon is about to set forth in his discourse:

He who has kept himself (fulaxas) spotless for God after his Baptism and
preserved himself undefiled in accordance with the image (eikona) of Him who
made him (Gen. 1:27) and formed him needs nothing further to recall him from
his condition, for he is in God. But he who after Baptism has defiled himself
with unsuitable actions and lawless deeds and has made the temple of his body
(somatos) - or, rather, the house of God - into a house of pleasures, passions,
and demons (1 Cor. 3:16) by his profligacy stands in need of repentance
(metanoian). He needs not only the method (tropon) | am about to tell you and
advise you, but also many other methods and ways of reflection (of penitence —
metanoias). By means of them he may propitiate God and recover that divine
dignity which he has lost through his sinful life. Let the discourse “On Penitence
(metanoias)” from “The Ladder” by our father, the divine John, persuade you
(se), for it contains many things on this subject.*?

Interestingly, here, Symeon changes the person of his addressee from the second person
plural to the second person singular speaking in this way only to one monk, or rather to every
monk present in front of him or reading this text individually. In the beginning, Symeon used

the verb (fulaxas) to describe the temperate and chaste life of a subject. This word has multiple

125 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 1-3 (ed. Krivochéine 1963-1965, 3:194;
trans. de Catanzaro 1980, 318): Ilepi petavoiog xai apyiic énawvetod Biov, dnmg el TOV petavoodvia Kobd’
gxGotnv moweiv. 'Ev @ kai mepi Saxpdmv da kol kataviEsnc.

126 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 129-142 (ed. Krivochéine 1963-1965,
3:204; trans. de Catanzaro 1980, 321): ‘O pév yap avtov poladeg petd 10 Panticpa domlov 1@ Oed Kol o kat’
glkovo JTNPNoOS TP TOMOOVTL Kol TAAGOVTL Gypavtov, oDdevOog £TEPOV TPOG GVAAKNOWY Emdendi] TV
iotapévov, oyydvov év 1d Oed. O 8¢ porivag £0tov potd 1odTo mpasectv dromorg Kot dvopiog kai Tov vaov
100 6OpaTOG 0A0TOD, TOV oik6v enut 100 Ogod, oikov Hidovdv ki TaddV Kol SHOVOV ACHOTMG AMEPYUGHUEVOG,
00 povov oV PEAL® eimelv oot kail cvpfovAievcoctal Tpdmov TPOG petdvotlav ypRiet, AL kol ETépov nebddmv
TOAM®V Kal Emvoldv petavoiog eig 10 E&hedoactal Tov Oeov kol dvakaiéoactal Tpog avtdv, dnep du Tilg
gpapaptov {ofig andreoe, Belov a&iopa. Kai neibétm og totabto moAld mepiéymv 0 “Tlepl petavoiag” Adyog tig
KAipakog Todvvov, 1ob Belov motpdc.
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semantic connotations of keeping watch, guarding and imprisoning (as | pointed out earlier
John used the word fulake for designation of his prison) which play a substantial role in
Symeon’s discourse of penitence too, as | will demonstrate further. Also, Symeon speaks about
other methods and ways of reflection (methodon kai epinoion) about penitence which monks
can find in the Ladder and which are appropriate only for those who made the temple of body
into the house of pleasures, passions and demons. So, it seems, that Symeon himself considers
the penitence depicted in John’s narrative special.

The last point to discuss before proceeding to the analysis of Symeon’s method of
penitence is the significance of reading in the monasteries of the Stoudite tradition. In both
excerpts given above, Symeon proposes monks to turn to the book he mentions in his discourse
on their own. This voluntary study through reading is a significant part of monastic life and
ascetic practice. The Stoudios Typikon dated to the ninth century has a passage about collecting
and returning books to the monastery library:

It should be known that on the days when we rest from our corporal work, the

keeper of the books sounds the wooden semantron once, and the brothers

assemble at the book station; each one takes a book and reads it until the

evening. Before the signal for the office of lamplighting, the man in charge of

the books sounds the semantron again, and all the brothers come to return their

books in accordance with the register. If anyone is late in returning his book, he
should suffer some penalty.'?’

Alternating between corporal labour and reading corresponds to caring for body and
soul respectively. At the same time, reading is subjected to strict discipline, according to this
passage. In Symeon’s work reading is also a part of strict self-discipline, since reading (as well
as reciting prayers and Psalms) occupies the self with repetitive and focused practice that
prevents the stream of occasional and distractful thoughts (logismoi). According to Symeon, a

monk should not “turn on the other side” when he wakes from sleep. Rather, he should “rise at

127 Stoudios: Rule of the Monastery of St. John Stoudios in Constantinople (trans. Timothy Miller) in
Byzantine Monastic Foundation Documents, ed. John Thomas and Angela Constantinides Hero (Washington, D.
C.: Dumbarton Oaks Library and Collection, 2000), 108, ch. 26.
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once and pray again in the aforesaid manner and sleep no longer, but persevere in prayer and
reading until the semantron sounds.*?® So, for Symeon, reading becomes a necessary self-
control part of the penitent subject. Monks should not only follow well-known penitent
archetypes, such as David, provided by Symeon but also consult other texts with practical
guidance for the construction of the repentant self.

The question could be raised whether rehearsing scripted thoughts and physical
postures really produces an authentic subject.*?® According to Symeon, there were also monks
who learnt parts of any text by heart and recited them but without any spiritual commitment or
understanding: “What use is it, if his activity is not spiritual (pneumatike) and with knowledge
(gnoseos), but he sits to read something to learn it by heart so that he may recite it at the time
of the Office, or even so in the presence of his friends and thus appear to be clever.”*3 Such
occupation of conscience was either unworthy. Thus, it appears that repetition as such is not
enough and simple replications and recitations of textual excerpts should be accompanied by
the real commitment which, as Symeon notices, often does not appear instantly. In that case,
one should never seize searching: “Even if he has not tears, at least he ought to seek them with
all his power and soul. In no other way can he become sinless, nor may his heart become

pure 9131

128 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 185-187 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 323: ‘Ote 8¢ &Evmvoc Yévn, U oTpaQfic &ml 1o £tepov HEPOC, GAA €DBVC GvaoTac ToAY eDE0L TR
TPOEIPTUEV® TPOT® KO UNKETL VIVAOGTG, GAAG gVYf] Kol dvayvdoetl kaptépnoov [...]

129 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 212.

130 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 337-341 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 79: ti o0v O 8@eAog odTd, &0V T TUELHATIKT VIAPYN KOl METE YVAOGEMG 1) épyacio oadToD, GAAYL
KaOntot dvayvookmv Tpog o anotndicat Tt, tva &yn T00T0 Aéyev €v Kapd cuva&emg 1j kol mapovsig Pilav,
&ote PaivesHal oVTOV YVOOTIKOV.

131 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 571-574 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 85: Ei yap kai pun &yet daxpud, dAla témc {ntelv d0eeilet tabta &€ dAng ioyvog te kal youyfig. OvdE yap
dAlwg dvvatal yevésBat avopaptnTog, 00OE TV Kapdiay ayvoc.
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2.3. Penitence as self-transformative performance

After referring to John’s Ladder, Symeon turns to a step-by-step exposition of a
repentance practice which involves prayer and corporeal activities. Symeon starts his
description with an important warning: “But what is the method of penitence (metanoias) | will
expound to you by way of fatherly advice? Listen, brother, with understanding and without
taking offense (askandalistos).”**? This is an interesting remark, since it shows that the
following words could be perceived as provocative in the given context. Symeon again
addresses the whole community with the second person singular as if turning to a private
conversation with one monk. The remark about offense (or scandal) could be connected to
other aspects of Symeon’s biography such as the revolt of his own monks against him in 998.1%
The exact circumstances remain unclear but it is certain that Symeon as well as his spiritual
father Symeon Eulabes stirred controversies throughout their lives. For instance, in the very
beginning of his Fourth Catechetical Discourse which I mentioned above, Symeon mentions
the amazed reaction of the audience at the words once pronounced by his spiritual father:

Brother, never receive communion without tears.” At this his hearers— and they

were many, both laymen and also monks who were well known and renowned

for virtue (arete) — were amazed (ethaumasan). As they looked at one another

they would say, gently smiling (hypomeidiontes), with one accord and with one

voice, “Well then, we shall never again receive communion, but we shall all go
without it.**

It is obvious that both laity and the monastic audience renowned for its virtue were

quite surprised and confused by such a statement. Weeping was declared as a census for

132 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 143-145 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 322: Tig 8¢ éotv O tpdmog, 6v Gol mTPIKAS GupPoviedwv vmotiOnut, Tfg petavoiag, dkovcov
AoKaVOAAIOTMOG Kol GLVETMG, AOEAPE.

133 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 198. For more details, see also: Golitzin, On the Mystical Life, vol. 3,
30-31.

134 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 4, 11-18 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 70 (modified): “Adelpé, Gvev daxpvwv un kowvoviorg moté.” Todto ol dkpoatal dkovGAVTES —
moAlol yap mapiicav ov povov Aaikoi, GAAG koi Lovayol TdV OVOROCTAV kol TePOOEmVY €’ ApeTi) —, £0adpacay
&mi 16 MOyo Kol GAMA0IG évatevicovTeg imov, M VTOUEdIdVTEC, OLoBupadoy d T eovii - “Aowmdv Music
0VO£TOTE KOWVMVICOUEY, AAAL pLeivmpey dravteg dkotvovntol!”
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receiving communion in the end of liturgy. In my opinion, Symeon does the same in his
Catechesis: he is about to say something extraordinary which is against the expectation of the
monastic community present.

Then Symeon proceeds to the description of the method itself. After recitation of
Trisagion and “Our Father” a monk should turn to the next prayer and focus on the self-
examination, both internal and external:

When you come to say “Lord, have mercy” and wish to stretch out your hands
to the light of heaven look upwards with your physical (aisthetois) eyes and fix
your sight on your hands. Concentrate your thoughts (dianoia) and recall your
wicked actions and how much you have sinned with your hands.!%®

This self-examination exposes a monk to two gazes: his own and the gaze of God which
is supposed to be reduplicated within the conscience of the penitent self.**® To recognise the
own body as an instrument of sin is an important task on the way to the estrangement of the
body which reaches its climax in penitent self-beating:

Then turn your hands behind your back and join them, as though you were being
led off to death, and sigh from the depth of your soul and say with a pitiful voice,
“Have mercy on me, a sinner (Lk. 18:13) who am not fit to live, but who am
truly worthy of all punishment,” together with any other words that the grace of
God gives you to utter. As you call to mind your sinful acts strike yourself
violently and unsparingly and say, “How, O sinful and wretched man, could you
do such and such?” Again, turn your hands [behind your back] and stand,
imploring God. Then beat your face, pluck at your hair and pull it, as though
some terrible enemy had plotted against you, and say, “Why did you commit
such and such a sin?” Then, when you have sufficiently beaten yourself, join
your hands in front of you and stand with joyful soul (hilara te psyche).!’

135 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 149-154 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de
Catanzaro, 322: Ote d¢ eineiv EMOng 10 Kipie éhéncov kai Exteivarl Beinong tag ¥eipdg cov gig 10 Dyog tod
oOpavoD, Tpog avTov EUPAEYaG TOIC aicOnTolg 0EOaALOTG Kal TpooyMV avTaig kal Tfj dtavoig Eavtov Emcuvagog,
pvnentt tdv eaviov cov Epyav, kail doa fiuapteg o1’ adtdvy <...>.

136 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 206.

137 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 160-173 (ed. Krivochéine), trans. de
Catanzaro, 322: Ztpéyac obv avTig eic T dmicw kol cvvdncag, Og &mi Odvatov dydpevog, &k BaBovc otevatac
yoyfic eimov éheevh T Qovi] - “EAéncdv pe tov duoptoldv kai dvéélov tod (fv, dEov 8¢ mhomng dviag
KOAAGEMS” Kol BAAA 650 1) TOD OgoD YApIS dDT 001 TOD EIMETV. AVAUVILOVED®OV O TOV EPALAPTOV GOV TPAEE@V,
TOnTE GPOOPADG Kal APeWDS ceavtov Aéywv - “TIdg Ta Kol Td, Tovnpe Kkal aOAE, Ténpayac;” Kol TOAY GTpEYOoV
170G ¥elpag Kai 161060 Sedpevog 10D Ogod. Eita pamile moAv 10 TpOSOROV Gov, TIAAE TAG TPiXaG GOV, GHPMY
avTac, O EEVou TvOg Kal EmPovAov cot yeyovatog £x0pod, kol einé - “Atati ta kol T menoinkag;” kal obtm
paotifog ceavtov ikavdg, dTicov T0Te TG YEIPGG cov Eumpoodey kal otiidt &v hapd Tf Yoyfi.
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This performed spectacle happens in the cell where a monk is alone. A monk thus
constructs his own penitent self through these scripted acts and employs the body to influence
the self from the outside as if it is not the monk himself but someone else who is punishing
him. 1 This self-castigation eventually results in a joyful humbleness or, rather, cathartic
pleasure and calmness, which are the diametrical opposites of the initial furious beating and
interrogation. According to Derek Krueger, a biblical text underlies these acts of penitence.
Symeon imitates the Apostle Paul and follows his words from 1 Corinthians 9:27: “but I punish
my body and enslave it, so that after preaching to others I would not be disqualified.”*3® Of
course, for Symeon, apostles and prophets are prominent archetypal figures. However, here |
would like to propose an additional source for Symeon’s extraordinary practice of penitence
and suggest that his ideas draw on John Climacus’ penitent subjects from my first chapter.

Let me claim once again that John’s views on penitence are extremely corporeal. His
parable about prisoners contained the severest descriptions of wounded and tormented flesh.
Symeon avoids depicting flesh as negative and sinful matter in the process of penitence.
However, he also employs the image of prisoner in his writing who is being convicted to death
with his hands being tied behind the back, even though in the case of Symeon it is a mere
semblance.4

In Symeon’s case, monastic cell becomes a nocturnal place of imprisonment where the
penitent subject prepared for death dwells — the purification ritual of repentance happens before
monk is going to bed. Self-beating and interrogation about past sins precedes sleeping while
John’s prisoners try to drive their sleep away by beatings and insults. Symeon moves the
monk’s focus to the hands as an instrument of sin. For John, as | argued in the first chapter, the

whole bodily surface represented by flesh is responsible for sinful behaviour. Hands kept

138 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 207.

1391 Cor. 9:27: 4ALd Onwmodlem pov 10 odpe Kai Sovkaywy®, pun mtmg SAA0IG KknpoEag anTdg ASOKILOG
YEVOUOL.

140 See above, p.19.
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behind the back is the most significant parallel connecting the two descriptions, but, of course,
for Symeon, the scene is staged, there is no real rope but only the power of imagination which
demands concentration and constant self-control.

Symeon’s imagery is, of course, less violent. As | argued above, Symeon referred to
John’s works and then continued to set forth his own method of penitence which can be
considered as parallel to John’s but at the same time very different. In my opinion, the
difference lies in the notion of flesh (sarx) which is absent from Symeon’s discourse. Symeon
locates the sins of the past in the hands, while for John those sins are located over the whole
surface of the material body making human flesh a map of sinfulness. For Symeon, rather, flesh
is a matter that participates in salvation and this is reflected not only his allegory of rebel but
in the theology of flesh to which | turn in the following chapter.t4!

In the same discourse, later, Symeon describes how after these nocturnal practices a
monk should behave during the liturgical service in the morning. Appearance of penitent monk
in public involves his constant remembrance of the things he did in private. Thus, this
individual nocturnal experience which is hidden from everyone except God shapes the
behaviour of the subject in the daylight. With thoughts about prayers and fulfilled performance
of repentance such monk should pursue his obligations in the Office with zeal, trembling and
fear in order not to “fail to give to anyone the life-giving bread (arton), or, as we have said,
God’s word (logon).”**? So, Symeon compares the public reading of canon (prose hymn) here

to the process of giving Eucharist. A penitent monk becomes a worthy giver of God’s bread.

141 Here, | mean Symeon’s allegory of the repentant subject in the Tenth Ethical Discourse, which alludes
to the parable of the prodigal son. The allegory is famous for its explicit sexual imagery and gender ambiguity. A
rebel returns to the Christian emperor and wins his forgiveness with humbleness. The emperor redresses him and
takes him to bed, kissing and pressing his face upon all the members of the penitent’s body. Symeon the New
Theologian, Ethical Discourses X (ed. Darrouzés), trans. Goltzin, 1:141-170. For an analysis of this parable, see:
Krueger, “Homoerotic Spectacle and the Monastic Body,” 99-118.

142 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses 30, 214-216 (ed. Krivochéine), trans. de
Catanzaro, 324: kol @ofod pn TVt Kata@povnTIKAS Topareiyng dodvat Tov {w0oomolov dptov fjtot Tov Adyov, Mg
gipntat, 100 Oeo.
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2.4. Repentant confession

This section aims to explore how confession is represented in Symeon’s writing and
what place it occupies in the construction of the penitent self. The practice of confession is a
promising way to explore the problem of individualit? in the middle ages. Marc Lauxtermann,
revising his earlier views on individuality inspired by the works of Alexander Kazhdan, argues
that the Byzantine self was communal even when written in the first person singular. Even
when one voice is speaking it stands for the multitude of such voices confessing sinful
subjectivity. 143

I would like to connect Symeon to John once again to explore the way they stage the
act of confession. In the fourth step of the Ladder “On obedience,”*** John gives an interesting
example of public confession performed by a robber who wanted to enter the monastery and
become a monk. Before being allowed to enter the monastery and renounce lay life, however,
the hegoumenos wanted to make him confess the evil deeds. In one of the upcoming liturgies,
he thus decided to stage the same act of confession with the same robber who earlier had told
him that he was ready to be an example of confession for others: “I will confess in the middle
of Alexandria itself, if you wish.”**® The hegoumenos then decided to let this novice do his
confession in the midst of liturgy. This performance was supposed to set an image to imitate
for all the monks present:

And so, the superior gathered his flock into the church. There were 230 of them,

and when the holy service was in progress, and the gospel had been read — for

it was Sunday - this irreproachable convict was led out by some of the brethren

who hit him, but lightly. He had his hands tied behind his back, he was wearing

a hair shirt, and ashes had been sprinkled on his head. Everyone was amazed,

and there were some shouts, for it was not clear what was happening. But when

the robber appeared at the doors of the church, that very charitable superior said
loudly to him: “Stop! You are not worthy to come in here.” The robber was

143 Marc Lauxtermann, “Hymns, Prayers and Poems to Oneself,” in Byzantine Poetry from Pisides to
Geometres, vol. 2 (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sciences Press, 2019), 168.

144 John Climacus, The Ladder 4, PG 88:677: Ilepi tjg poxopiag, Koi GelvioTon DoKofs.

145 John Climacus, The Ladder 4; PG 88:681; trans. Luibheid and Russell, 94: Kai &i Bovlet, pnoi, otd
péoov AAeEGvopov Tiig TOAEmG
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shocked by the voice of the superior coming from the sanctuary (He swore
afterwards that he thought he heard thunder and not a human voice). At once
fell on his face and trembled and shook with fear. While he lay on the ground,
moistening the floor with his tears, the marvellous healer (iatrou) turned to him,
trying everything so as to save him and to give everyone else an example of
salvation and true humility. Before all, he exhorted him to describe in detail
everything he had done. Shivering, the robber confessed all, sins of the flesh
(somatika), natural and unnatural, with humans and with beasts; poisonings,
murders, and many other deeds too awful to hear or to set down on paper. But
when he had finished his confession, the superior allowed him to be given the
habit at once and to be included in the ranks of the brethren.”45

This long excerpt illustrates the staged performance of confession in the middle of
liturgy. It seems that the sacred space of a church could function as a kind of theatron where
the hegoumenos could stage the spectacle of penitent obedience. This performance was
introduced to the public to inspire mass confession among the monks. As John describes, not
everyone could understand immediately what was happening. The novelty of such an
unexpected provocation caused amazement among the monks present in the liturgy. The
hegoumenos transgressed the boundaries of usual and well-known sequence of liturgical parts.
The liturgy was reshaped and turned into theatre to transmit a message and an example to the
audience.

The hegoumenos himself took the role of judge. He is also called a physician (iatrou)
(cf. Luke 4:23) in the text and his voice is confused with the sound of thunder. With these

multiple functions and roles attributed to the same person in the text John illustrates the

146 John Climacus, The Ladder 4; PG 88:681, 684; trans. Luibheid and Russel, 94: Eita cuvafpoilel 6
moyny &v 1@ Kuplok®d mévta ta npodfata tov dpBpov tplakdcia tprikovta, kol Thg Oelog cuva&emg tehovpévng
- v yap Kvprokr té@v fpepdv, uetd v copminpocty tod Edayyediov sicpépel Loumdv 1oV SUeuntov Katddikov
EKEIVOV VIO TVOV ASEAP®V GUPOUEVOV Kal LETPIMG TUTTOUEVOV, TAG ¥Elpag O dmicbev dedepévov, Kal olkKkov
TPIYIVOV NUEIEGHEVOV, Kul 6TT0d0V €M TR KEPAANS, (¢ Kol €€ avtiig Thg Bempiag Gravtag Katamlayévtog 005w
6 KhowdBud GAaAGEoL - o0 Yap Eyve Tic 1O ywvousvov. Eito d¢ minciov tdv tiic éxkAnociag muddv Epaock,
TPOGPMOVEL aOT® 1 lepd KElv TOD EIAAVOPOTOL KEPUAT] HEYAAN TT PV - Xtf01, dva&log yap Vapyelg Thig
gvtada icodov. Exmhayeic ovv &mi Ti] Tod mowévog £ ispatsiov évayBeion Tpdg adTdV Gmvii - Evople yap, O¢
goyoTov NUAg dpKolg ETANPOPOPEL, 0VK AVOPOTOL, GALY BpovTiig dknKoéval - mintel pev e00€mg €Ml TPOCHOTOV
EVTPOLOG YEVOLEVOG, Kol OA0C T@ POP® KhovnBeig. Xapal Toivov dTapymv, Kol TO £30pog Toig daKkpLGt Bpéywv,
gmurpénetot miA mopd Tod Bavpaciov otpod oD TV coTnpioy ovTod &V AmACL TPOYHATEVOUEVOD, KOl TOTOV
compiag kol vepyodc TATEVAGENG TG TUPEXOVTOC, EITEV TAVTA TO TETPAYIEVE ADTH KAT E100G &Ml TAVIOY.
‘O 6¢ peta epikng éEoporoyel ta dmavta kab €v mdoav dionv evilovtat + 00 HLOVOV TO COUOTIKA KOTO PUOLY,
Kod Topd UGV, &V AoYIKOTG Te (OGS, Kol GAOY01G + GAAG YE Kad dypt QapHAKELDY, Kol OVmVY, Kai ETépmv, OV oV
0éug akodoat, 1 ypaef mopadodval. E&opoloynodusvov toivov émtpémel €00iwm¢ dmoxapbijval, Kol Toig
G.0eAPOIC cuykataplOvnofvarl.
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powerful and transgressive role of the hegoumenos in the life of the monastery. Interestingly,
in the beginning of the quoted passage the image of prisoner appears again. The sinful subject
who is about to confess plays the role of a prisoner who is led to execution. The staged act of
repentance provokes robber for even more powerful confession. This cathartic action is
accompanied by a state of shock (ekplageis) and shivering (frikes). Fear of the sublime caused
a physical reaction in the penitent subject. In the end, the list of confessed sins seems to be
rather exaggerated. We encounter the same manner of confession in Symeon’s Hymn 24:

I will tell you only what the book of my conscience bears,

and the storehouses of my memory contain,

but the others, You alone know the sum.

| had become a murderer — listen everyone

so that you may weep sympathetically — but the manner

“of murder” I leave aside, begging too long a speech.

Alas, | had also become an adulterer at heart, (Mt 5:28)

and a sodomite in deed and by free choice.

| became a philanderer, a wizard, and a corrupter of boys, (1 Cor 6:9-10)

a perjurer, a blasphemer, a money grabber,

a thief, and a liar, shameless and rapacious — Woe is me!

abusive, brother hating, exceedingly jealous,

and money-loving, reckless, and also every

other form of wickedness | have committed.

Yes, trust me, | say these things truly,

and not in imagery, not in clever metaphor!*4’

147 Symeon the New Theologian, Hymns 24.68-83 (ed. Koder); trans. Griggs, 184: [AéEoyu] 6N &mep
BiProg @épet 1o cuverddtog / kai dmodfjcon pvipmg dumepiéyovot - / e 8 dAlo pdvoc aptdpely adtodg oidag. /
Téyova @ovelg, axovoavte oi Taveg, / tva kKhavonte copraddg, Tov 6¢ Tpomov / laca, AOYov TaPUITOVHEVOS
ufikog. / Téyova, ofuot, kai powyodg Tf kapdia / kal codopitng Epym kai npooipéoct. / T'éyova mOpvog, nayog kai
oudopBopog, éniopkog OpOTNG Kai TAeovEKTNG, / KAEMTNG, WevoTng te avaidng, tpral — eed pot! — / Aoidopog,
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Symeon also performs a confession, albeit a textual one, even though the text, probably,
was supposed to be read aloud. Here, he recounts the striking list of sins, even though it may
seem improbable to the reader, as improbable as the above confession in John’s Ladder. 48
Both lists of sins appear to be literary devices of textual personae. It seems that Symeon
confesses the sins of humanity, taking all their weight on his penitent monastic self. The robber
confessing the same things is accepted as a monk. Through such a performative act of explicit
repentance, a monastic penitent self is shaped in accordance not with individual biography but
rather with the human postlapsarian existence and, as a result, the whole history of humanity.
Hannah Hunt’s short definition of a monk as mourner can be observed at work here again: a
monk grieves not only about himself but also about the death of others’ innocence through
sin. %° Therefore, through the work of historical archetypes, staged performances and

communal confessions the penitent self becomes deeply embedded into the eschatological

process of Christian historical linearity.

2.5. Conclusion

In this chapter, | aimed to demonstrate that John Climacus’ Ladder is worth considering
as one of the main sources for understanding Symeon’s performative doctrine of penitence. In
his own texts, Symeon repeatedly refers to the Ladder and exploring the connections of his
works with the Ladder can lead to interesting conclusions.

Firstly, | focused on the question of monastic reading, since Symeon in his discourses
recommended his monks to explore books on their own. This part of monastic practice is

important for understanding monastic discipline, self-transformation and the way in which

WGASEAPOG, POVEPOC ThVY, PUMEPYVPOS T, ttapog Te kol mhong / dAANG kakiog gido¢ Sempatduny. / Nai,
motevoate, AANODS Aéym Tadto Kol 00 TAAGUATL, 0VOE GECOPIGUEVAG!

148 Krueger, “Homoerotic Spectacle and the Monastic Body,” 116.

149 Hynt, “Monk as Mourner,” 23.
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community functions. | argued that a monastery is a space in which textuality — repetition and
declaration of texts — plays an important role. In the Discourses, Symeon’s authorial persona
performs the role of hegoumenos who is aware of the feelings and thoughts of his monks. At
the same time, hegoumenos desires to bring his community to salvation. The latter question is
linked to Symeon’s instruction about true repentance.

In this guidance, monastic bodies and thoughts are subdued to the hegoumenos’ control.
Symeon constructs penitent subjects out of his monks by introducing bodily practices of visible
penitence (including self-beating) which intermingle with prayers and recitation of sacred texts.
Such private performances were intended to transform a monk’s inner self. In this doctrine of
corporeal penitence, Symeon relies on John’s text. The whole staging of individual penitence
looks less violent but still very similar when compared to the prisoners from John’s parable. It
is important to notice that for Symeon, the representation of corporeality was different. Flesh
(also as notion) is almost absent from his work. For him, sin is located in the hands of the monk
while of John the whole flesh is responsible.

The chapter’s last section explored performative confession by comparing an
interesting episode from the Ladder to Symeon’s “exaggerated” confession in the Hymn 24.
The pattern at the core of both excerpts consists of an exaggerated expression of personal guilt.
Such performativity of guilt might constitute a part of the monastic identity in Christian
discourse. A monk grieves not only for himself but also for all the sins of humanity. Thus, such
confession could be interpreted as sorrow about the whole history of humanity. Such a view
accentuates the penitent subject’s awareness of his place on the Christian eschatological
timeline which began as a consequence of Adam and Eve’s transgression. This brings us to the
discussion of Symeon’s interpretation of the Book of Genesis, which occupies an important
place in his Ethical Discourses as the narrative about the beginning of human history and sinful

existence.
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Chapter 3: Symeon the New Theologian and the role
of repentance in the History of Creation

In this chapter, I continue my discussion of Symeon’s views on penitence (metanoia),
moving from “practice”, on which the previous chapter focused, to theological issues. My focus
here will move from penitence within the monastic community to Symeon’s understanding of
how tragedy of Adam and Eve’s failed repentance is manifested in the whole history of
creation. Thus, in this chapter | leave aside the connections with John Climacus and proceed to
more theoretical questions in Symeon’s interpretation of Scripture. In other words, this chapter
explores several questions which are connected to Symeon’s specific view of creation history
and transgression.

| analyse another side of Symeon’s writings in which his authority is manifested
through the identity of theologian rather than hegoumenos of the monastery. To understand
Symeon’s theological significance, idiosyncrasy and innovation I have chosen to compare his
interpretation of the beginning of the Book of Genesis with the homilies of John Chrysostom
(d. 407) on the same subject. The fact that Chrysostom was widely read in eleventh-century
Byzantium is justifying my comparison of his ideas with Symeon’s point of view. Symeon, as
well as Niketas in Symeon’s Vita,'* refers to the authoritative texts of Chrysostom in numerous
cases. This creates a perspective for Symeon’s views showing how they relate to the views
expressed in the canonical texts of Byzantine spiritual life such as Chrysostom’s homilies.

At the end of the chapter, I will turn to the summary and analysis of Symeon’s

theological understanding of flesh again in the context of history of creation and salvation. His

150 For example, see: Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian, X.84 (ed. Hausherr); trans.
Greenfield, 193. Niketas gives two long excerpts from the Chrysostom’s eulogy of Philogonios as an example of
apologetic writing about sainthood. For a short summary of the debate about sainthood and Niketas’s (and, as
follows, Symeon’s posthumous) relation to it, see: The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography,
ed. Stephanos Efthymiadis (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 149.
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view of human history as both a history of failed repentance and a history of a chosen portion
of flesh is significant for a better understanding of his eccentric theology and allegorical
interpretation of the Scripture in the Origenist and Antiochian intellectual traditions.*®® In other
words, | would like to demonstrate that for Symeon the notion of flesh appears to be significant
predominantly in the theological context while the idea of penitence is a key for almost all his

writings.

3.1. Symeon’s authorial persona of theologian

Among Symeon’s writings, his discussions of Genesis, which can be found in both
Ethical and Catechetical Discourses, are most relevant within the framework of my study,
since they reveal how the history of creation should be understood and interpreted in Symeon’s
complex theological system. For Symeon, the failed repentance of Adam and Eve is a prelude
to the whole history of humanity as a history of return to God. In the previous chapter, I
considered Symeon as an author who textually reveals himself as hegoumenos of monastic
community. Here, first, | would like to concentrate on the structural particularities of these
discourses in question and to analyse how Symeon reveals himself through the practice of
authorship in these theological writings which also had other purposes besides didactic and
prescriptive.

Through the interpretation of the book of Genesis Symeon affirms his authority as
theologian and places himself in a long tradition of interpreting the first passages of Scripture.
Symeon’s labelling of Neos Theologos by his contemporaries establishes his historical
relationship with two other writers of the past being designated as Theologians: John the

Apostle and Gregory of Nazianzus. | would assume that the label of theologian also explicitly

151 Istvan Perczel, “The Bread, the Wine and the Immaterial Body,” 136.
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influenced the credibility and authority of Symeon’s writing in the eleventh-century context.
Divine inspiration underlies the creation of text and this is reflected in the identity of authorial
persona. Interpretation of Scripture is in a sense an act of revelation: the text should be
understood not only literarily but also in a spiritual sense, revealed to those who are willing to
hear. Symeon’s, as an author, also tends to speak expressively about the power of humility:
All you who think highly of yourselves, learn from me here to humble
yourselves and to moderate your self-opinion, and never to exalt yourselves, be

you the mightiest kings of kings, or the most noble of nobles, or wealthier than
all the other rich men put together.1*2

This is a minor example of how Symeon’s manner of writing combines humbleness
with a prophetic vim. In these discourses, Symeon manifests himself in a very different way
when compared with the texts discussed in the previous chapter. The authority of hegoumenos
is replaced with the authority of a theologian and divinely inspired interpreter or prophet who
speaks through the workings of grace (charis): “From this point, however, without straying
from the word of the Gospel, grace gives me something else to understand and compels me to
say it, to speak of that whichever occurs mystically and in all the sons of light.”%3

In a way, here, Symeon is not an author but rather a filter through whom the revelation
happens. The divine grace produces the discourse through Symeon’s mediation. This idea
interestingly overlaps with Symeon’s lack of education which Niketas Stethatos emphasised in
his hagiographic narrative, following a widespread hagiographical topos.®* A saint does not
have to be educated to produce a sophisticated theological discourse:

He never hellenised his speech by assimilating secular learning, however, nor

mastered rhetoric. Rather, since Symeon was very intelligent from his boyhood,

he fled this [learning] and its defilement and, even if he did not totally avoid it,

only brushed with his fingertips what was beneficial in it. Thus, when he had
completed what is known as primary education, he avoided what remained, or

152 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.9, 28-32 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:53-54:
MdBe ot toivov évtedBev, mig O peydro mepl E0TOD 010EVOG, TamEVODGOAL KOl LETPLOQPOVETY PACTMKAOTOTOG,
KAV APYOVTIOV TEPIPAVECTEPOC, KAV TAOVGIWY Gmdviey TAovc1dTEPOC TS [. ...

153 Ibid., 71-73; trans. Golitzin, 55: AAA& yap &vieddev Soov dmod Tod edoyyelikod ppatog voeiv pot Kol
Etepdv 1L didwowv 1| xap1g Kol elnelv Kateneiyel, 0 pOTIKAG Gel yivetat Koi &v Tdot Toig vioig Tod E®TOC.

15 Thomas Pratsch, Der hagiographische Topos (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2005), 92-103.
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rather the entirety of secular education, and fled the harmful influence of his
schoolfellows.*>®

Niketas in his text mirrors Symeon’s self-fashioning as mouthpiece of God. It is
important to notice that Niketas also speaks about the absent “hellenisation” of Symeon’s
language which can be a good example of Byzantine high style writing. At the same time, it is
also obvious that Symeon’s theological views were influenced by Plato*® and the whole story
about the debate with Stephen of Nicomedia perfectly illustrates the apogee of humble self-
representation in which the topos of divine inspiration fits perfectly.'®’ It would be truism to
say that Niketas’s Symeon is an idealised literary construction, and that often Niketas hides,
manipulates and reinterprets certain aspects of Symeon’s biography. At the same time, the
image created by Niketas corresponds with the way Symeon presents himself as an author

through the prism of divine inspiration and humbleness in his own theological writings.

3.2. John Chrysostom in the Eleventh Century

As I showed above, both Symeon in his own texts and Niketas in Symeon’s Vita, refer

to the works of Chrysostom as authoritative texts. It is therefore relevant to put Symeon’s ideas

155 Niketas Stethatos, Life of Symeon the New Theologian 1.2, 19-26 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 5.
‘Eheineto 6¢ avt@d £EeAAnvicbijvor v yAdtrav Ti dvoiqyetr modeiog tig Bvupabev kal Adyov evpotpiicat
pnTopkod. AAAG T0DTO HEV €K TALSOG O AVIP TOADS TV CUVESLY MV Kol TOV LDV EKQPEDY®V &l kol pUr) kaBoAov
Opmg ovy eiheTo, Akpolg 8¢ Yavcos SakTuAolS TG Ekelbev dpeleiag Kol pLovey pepadnikmg Ty obto Aeyopuévny
YPOUUOTIKNV, TO Aowmodv 1] Kol 10 v d¢ ginelv tijg E£whev dneoeicato madeiog, kol TV €K TOV GLULEOTNTMV
BAGPNY EEEpuyey.

156 Manolis Patedakis, “Quotations and Allusion in Symeon the New Theologian,” in Reading in the
Byzantine Empire and Beyond, ed. Teresa Shawcross and Ida Toth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2018), 291-292.

For example, see: Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.12, 319-415 (ed. Darrouzés); trans.
Golitzin, 1:74-77. See also Alexander Golitzin’s commentary to Symeon’s use of allegory of the prisoner on pages
19-20.

157 Niketas describes this conflict between Symeon and ecclesiastical authorities. Symeon was asked to
provide an answer for a theological question about distinction between the Father and the Son in the Trinity.
Symeon, of course, provided it in a rhetorically distinguished manner composing a written answer. For this, see:
Vie de Syméon, X.74-78 (ed. Hausherr); trans. Greenfield, 167-179. It worth mentioning that Niketas described in
his narrative how Stephen was mocking at Symeon calling him “ignorant and an utter peasant” (auodq [...]
dmokaA®dv Kol whvtn &ypoikov).

54



CEU eTD Collection

on repentance in the history of creation into dialogue with those of John Chrysostom, with
which he was undoubtedly familiar. Chrysostom’s writings were still widely read and
commented on in eleventh-century Byzantium. One finds an evidence for this in the poems
which John Mauropous (d. ca. 1070) composed in the middle of the eleventh century.
Mauropous wrote about the triad of the most important interpreters of the Scripture for the
Eastern tradition. His laudatory poems for John Chrysostom, Gregory the Theologian and Basil
the Great reveal still existing influence of the ancient authors.*® The voices of these
authoritative figures from the past, and particularly John Chrysostom, call him to reject the lay
life:

Yes, he calls aloud and utters admonitions,

but his voice is weak from fasting.

It is my fault — I did not lend my ear.

But now listening attentively, I will grasp what he tells me.

Alas! He persuades me to reject this life.*>°

Mauropous’s focus on asceticism proclaimed in Chrysostom’s writings. At the same
time, the poet speaks about the person who lived many centuries before in the present tense
presenting him as living contemporary whose life and will are in the texts preserved. The
importance of John Chrysostom for Byzantine liturgical practice and theology of the period
can be emphasised by the fact that it is in the eleventh century that the Liturgy of Basil the
Great being for centuries the principal liturgy of the Byzantine church was replaced with that

of John Chrysostom. %

18 The Poems of Christopher of Mytilene and John Mauropous, trans. Floris Bernard and Christopher
Livanos (London: Harvard University Press, 2018), 347-349.

159 John Mauropous, Poems 14.343-346 (ed. Bernard and Livanos): Kai @0¢yyeton pév woi dokel
TopAavEGELS, / AL Eotiv ioxvopmvog €& dottiog. FELOV T Aelmov - 0V yap ovg mapeoyouny. / Ndv ovv vmocycdv
yvdoopa Ti pot Aéyet. / Bapai - katoppovelv pe neibet tod Biov.

160 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 115.
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3.3. Symeon and John Chrysostom on the making of human being

In his First Ethical Discourse (biblos ton ethikon), Symeon begins the narration by
retelling the history of divine creation and elaborately commenting on the beginning of the
Book of Genesis. His comment on Genesis 1:27 deserves special ®'attention.®? Symeon
briefly retells the creation of Adam and Eve:

‘And God made the human being (ton anthropon), He made them male and

female’. It [that is, Scripture] says ‘male (arsen) and female (thelu),” not as if
Eve had already been born but as being in Adam’s rib and being with him.®3

Here it is important to notice that for Symeon the simultaneity of creating male and
female is important. Eve was created at the same time as Adam, but within him, as a part of his
body; she had not yet been born as a separate subject. Here, the notion of anthropos is
significant for the theological understanding of human nature, since, in a way, it is not
gendered. Male (arsen) and female (thelu) are rather attributes of anthropos as a being which
possesses both these categories.

Let me now turn to the commentary on the same passage in the John Chrysostom’s
Tenth Homily. Chrysostom clearly dismisses the idea of Eve’s simultaneous creation:

He says, “Male and female he made them.” Do you see how he describes what

is not yet created as though already created? That's the way, you see, with the

eyes of the spirit; | mean, these bodily eyes cannot see visible things in the same

way that the eyes of the spirit can see things that are not visible and things that
have no subsistence.'*

161 E. g., see Paul McGuckin’s introduction to his translation of Symeon’s Practical and Theological
chapters in: Symeon the New Theologian, The Practical and Theological Chapters and the Three Theological
Discourses, trans. Paul McGuckin (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1982), 11.

162 Gen. 1:27: So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and
female he created them (kai emoincev 6 Odg OV AvBpdnov Kot gikdva Ood Emoinoev avtdv, dpoev kai O
gmoinoev avTovg).

183 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.1, 25-27 (ed. Darrouzés): ‘Kai émoincev 6 Ogdg
oV vBpaomov, kat' gikdva Oeod noinoev avtov, dpoev kol OfAL €noincev avtovg.” Apcev ¢ kal Bijlv Aéyet
ovy oG Tiig EVag 110m yevouévng, dAL™ d¢ €v ti] 100 Addap TAevpd odong Kol adT® GuvovoTG.

164 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 10; PG 53:85; trans. Robert C. Hill, 134: "Apcev «oi 0fjAv
gmoinoev avtode. Eideg nidg 10 undémm yeyovog A yeyovdg dimyroato; Totodtov yép oi mvevpaticol dpOaipof ©
0VdE Yap oBTeC 0l cmpaticol obTol dBaANoL T Opdueva PAETEY SV vavTol, ®¢ ol ToD TvedpaTog 0@Ouiuol T
un opdpevaL, UNdE To VPECTATO.
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In his denial, Chrysostom’s interpretation is the perfect opposite of Symeon’s.
According to him, Genesis revolves around the sequential temporality of creation where Adam
being created as a king of all irrational animals (aloga) lacked a “helpmate of his own kind”
(homoion auto)®, the rational helpmate, who was created in the end to fill the absence.
Symeon does not pay any attention to this sequential and thus hierarchical structure of creation.
It seems that for him the act of creation works according to other premises. Symeon’s views
on this divine procedure may be influenced by Platonic discourse on the creation of
humans/humankind found in the Plato’s Symposium:

In the first place, let me treat the nature of man and what has happened to it; for

the original human nature (anthropinen physin) was not like the present, but

different. The sexes were not two as they are now, but originally three in

number; there was man, woman, and the union of the two, having a name

corresponding to this double nature, which had once a real existence, but is now
lost, and the word “Androgynous” is only preserved as a term of reproach. 1%

In this dialogue, Plato attributes these words to Aristophanes, a comedian. Later, in
Christian authors such as Eusebius, Plato’s discourse was described as a perverse history of
creation of which Plato “was evidently not ignorant”.’®” Symeon’s reference to the Platonic
view of creation is important, since it shows the equality of Adam and Eve in agency and
importance in the sense that Eve is not secondary to Adam. For Symeon subordination is absent
from this discourse. Equality of Eve and Adam in symbolical power is a key idea for the
development of Symeon’s further interpretation of history of humanity as history of God’s
portion. As | will show further, for Symeon, Christ was fashioned in the same way as Eve.

It is also important to notice that in contemporary queer theology, Genesis 1:27 is a

passage open to interpretation: it is often argued that the human being that God created was not

185 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 15; PG 53:120; trans. Robert C. Hill, 197.

166 pJato, The Symposium 189d-e: 881 0¢ mp@TOV VUAG pabelv TV dvBpomivny @OoW Kol T monuota
oThc. 1 Yop méhor U@V PVoIg 0dy avTy N fmep VOV, GAL’ dAloia. TIpdtov puév yap tpia fiv & Yévn T0 TV
aviponwv, ovy domep vOv Do, dppev  kal Offjlv, dAAG kol Tpitov  WPoOoTv  KOwov OV
AUEOTEP®OV TOVT®V, 0D VDV dvopa Aomdv, adtd 8¢ ReavictaL: dvdpdyvvoy yap &v toTe P&V fv kol £160g kol dvop
a €€ QuEOTEP®V KooV 10D 1€ Appevog Koi OnAeog, viv 08 ovk oty AL T €v Oveidel dvopo Keipevoy.

167 Eusebius, Praeparatio Evangelica, XI1.12.
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sexed and defined.!%® In Symeon’s view, Eve was paradoxically created at the same time as
Adam but did not yet fully come into being. Symeon’s interpretation can thus be understood
as if Adam’s body encompassed also femininity in the very beginning as if it was pregnant.
To summarise: According to John Chrysostom, Eve was not yet created in the moment
of Adam’s creation but was foreseen. The presence of Eve in the substance of Adam’s body,
which was the only one existing with Eve inside it, is the main difference of Symeon’s view
on the point. Chrysostom cherishes the established hierarchical relation between man and
woman emphasising the subordination of the latter to the power of the former, while Symeon
does not pay any attention at all to this subordination in the text under discussion. Now, | will
turn to Symeon’s and Chrysostom’s views on the transgression to which this different treatment
of Adam and Eve also applies. For Symeon, Eve’s equality to Adam plays an important role in
his discussion of the failed repentance of both. He uses it to show the common for all human

failure to repent and confess the sin.

3.4. Symeon and John Chrysostom on the transgression of Adam

and Eve

Both theologians have different approaches to the description of Adam and Eve’s
interrogation by God and represent the aftermath of the Fall in different ways. As | will show,
in Symeon’s text, the transgression is postponed and the souls of Adam and Eve suffer from
insensitivity (anaesthesia), which brings with it the impossibility of penitence (metanoia).°
In the Fifth Catechetical Discourse, Symeon shows elaborately how both failed to repent:

Will you not say ‘I have sinned’ (hemarton)? Say, O wretch, ‘Yes, it is true,
Master, | have transgressed Thy command, | have fallen by listening to the

188 Elizabeth Stuart, “Sacramental Flesh,” in Queer Theology: Rethinking the Western Body, ed. Gerard
Loughlin (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 65-76.

169 On anaisthesia, see also my chapter I where I discuss how Symeon, after reading John’s Ladder, was
struggling with insensitivity (anaisthesia).
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woman’s counsel, I am greatly at fault for doing what she said and disobeying
Thy word, have mercy upon me!”’” But he does not say this. He does not humble
himself, he does not bend. The neck of his heart is like a sinew of iron (Is. 48:4),
as is mine, wretch as I am! For had he said this he might have stayed in paradise.
[...] God said to Adam, “At the hour when you eat from the tree of which alone
I commanded you that you must not eat, you will surely die” (Gen. 2:17, 3:11).
Obviously this is the death of the soul (to psychiko), and this is what took place
the same hour. By this Adam was stripped of the robe of immortality. [...] I
wretched and miserable man do the same, and | am unwilling ever to be
humbled and to say with my heart that [ am to blame for my undoing. [...] Now
you have known that Adam was condemned after his transgression because he
did not repent (metanoesai) and say "I have sinned (hemarton)." He was exiled
and commanded to spend his days in toil and sweat and to return to the earth
from which he had been taken. The following will make this clear. When He
had left him God came to Eve. He wanted to show her that she too would justly
be cast out, if she was unwilling to repent (metanoesai). So, He said, “What is
this that you have done?” (Gen 3:13), so that she at least might be able to say,
“I have sinned.” (hemarton) Why else did God need to speak these words to her,
unless indeed to enable her to say, “In my folly, O Master, I, a lowly wretch,
have done this, and have disobeyed Thee, my Master. Have mercy upon me!”
But she did not say this. What did she say? “The serpent beguiled me” (Gen.
3:13). How senseless! (anaesthesias) [...] So, when Eve too was unable to say,
“l have sinned,” both were cast out from the place of enjoyment. They were
banished from paradise and from God. But consider how deep are the mysteries
of God's love for men. Learn and be instructed that had they repented
(metanoesan), they would not have been expelled. They would not have been
condemned, they would not have been sentenced to return to the earth from
which they had been taken (Gen. 3:19). How? Listen further.1’

Symeon summarises the narrative of Genesis adding to it the concept of repentance.

Both Adam and Eve when approached by God failed to confess the sin and at the same time

170 Symeon the New Theologian, Catechetical Discourses V.213-219; 225-229; 237-240; 252-264; 268-
274 (ed. Krivochéine); trans. de Catanzaro, 96-97: Ov Aéyeig 10 ““Huaptov’; Einé, tanewé - ‘Nai, dAndeia,
Aéomota, mapéPnv TV VIOANV Gov, ENTALCH AKOVGOG THS GVUPOVATG TG YOVALKOS, EGQAANY LEYOA®S TOMGCOG
TOV €Keivng AOYoV Kol mapakovoag Tov odv, EAENcOV He!”” AAL™ 00 Aéyel ToDTO, 0 TAMEWVODTAL, 0V KAUTTETAL,
vedpov c1dnpodv 6 i kapdiog adTod Tpdymhog — olog 81 xoi 6 udc, Tod adAiov, éotiv. Ei yap eine todto, Epctve
v &v 16 mopodeion [...] Einev 6 @edg 1 Adap - ““Hv dpov @éyecde dmd Tod EbLov, 0D dvetehdunv dpiv todTov
uovou pn eayely, Bovat droboveicts”, dnlovott Td yoyik®d, O Kol avti] i dpa £yéverto, ot O Kai tig dBavditov
OTOMG &youvddn [...] olo koi viv &y maoym, 6 Tamsvog Kol ToAaimmpog, kKol od B ® Tamevmdijval Tots Kol
simetv amd yoyfic 8Tl £yd sip aftiog Tiic pfig dmoisiog [...] "HON odv &yveg 8Tt petd TV mopafacty Sid T P
petavofoot kai gineiv ““Huaptov”, kai é€opiletol kol &v kOnw Kol 0pdTL d1dyewv keAeveTaL KOl €1 TV YRV, &€&
NS EM 0N, S101 ToDTo KOTEKPiBN. Tobto 88 SHlov éx T@V ETic. Totyapodv kai dpsic odTodv Epyetan mpdg v Edav,
0éh@v 6etEan &L dkaimg kai abtn cvvekPAndnoetal, petavoticot pr Bérovoa, kot enot - “Ti Todto €moincag;”
tva kv o gimn 1 ““Hpoptov”. Hoiav yap kol 8AAy ypsiav eiyev, giné pot, 6 O@cdc AoAelv mpdg oty Todto
Ta prpata, €l PN Tavtog tva ginn 6t - ““Ev dppocivr pov, Aéonota, tovto Enpada, 1) Tamewn kol dBAio, cod Tod
AegomdTon pHov, mopakodoaca. EAENGOv pel” AAL odk eime todto. Ti 8&; “O dgig éénmbtncé pe.” "Q tiig
avoisOnoiac! [...] Q¢ & ovde abtn edpev eineiv ““Huaptov”, éxPdrriovion thic tpuefig, é€opilovton tod
nopadeicov kol Tod Ogod. AAMAA oKOTEL pot 10 Paboc TV pvotmpiov t0d eiavBpodnov Ggod kol pudade Kol
3186 0T £vtedBev 8L €l peTevomoay, ovk dv EEePAndnoay, ovk dv KatekpiBnoay, ovk v sic ™V Yiv, & fig
EMencav, arootpagival katedikdodnoav. I1dg; "Axovcov!
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they failed to repent. | also would like to emphasise that it is not clear from Symeon’s
discussion what could have happened if only one of the two repented. It seems that in the end,
Eve’s repentance was crucial for the couple since it was the last chance to avoid condemnation.
After this passage, the history of creation can be imagined as a history of a failed repentance.
Sin and transgression are not terrible and irreversible for Symeon. For him, the Fall decisively
happens not after the tasting of the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge but after the failure to
repent. Repentance could have made Adam and Eve remain in paradise. Thus, through the
introduction of a new concept (metanoia) into an interpretation of the Biblical narrative,
Symeon postpones the transgression and ascribes to repentance a deeper eschatological
meaning; repentance thus is an instrument of salvation and restoration of the defiled body in
Symeon’s text. In a sense, such an interpretation transforms the history of salvation
significantly, since the only word hemarton (I have sinned) pronounced in the first person, a
performative act, according to Symeon, could have restored Adam and Eve to their initial
undefiled existence in paradise. Transgression’s consequences were thus easy to avoid through
the act of repentance, but this idea makes the Biblical story even more tragic. Therefore, for
Symeon, the real transgression is in the absence of repentance rather than in the sin itself, and
at the same time repentance can be a cure for the consequences of the human free will. This
idea is powerfully and explicitly elaborated in Symeon’s writing; it is aimed at questioning the
premises of sin and salvation at large.

Moreover, in this text, Symeon’s authorial figure appears to identify with Adam and
Eve through the self-humiliating exclamatory intrusions. These intrusions present Symeon in
the text as a wretched sinner who is also unable to repent. Symeon intrudes into the Biblical
text with scripted speeches which Adam and Eve could have pronounced to repent and then to
avoid the Fall. This rhetorical intrusion into the dialogue between God and the first couple

makes a parallel with Symeon’s method of repentance discussed in my previous chapter.
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Scripted repentant speech is an important instrument for the construction of penitent
subjectivity.!”* With a help of such rhetoric Symeon explains that he is also partaking of this
story. He accuses Eve of insensitivity (anaisthesia), death of the soul before the death of the
body, the same vice that he had started to struggle against, according to Niketas, by praying
among the tombs after reading John Climacus’ Ladder.

Going back to the comparison of Symeon and Chrysostom, it is interesting to explore
how the latter treats the same subject in his Homily 17. | focus more specifically on his
representation of Eve’s interrogation:

God said to the woman,” the text goes on, “What is this you have done?” (Gen.

3:13) You heard your husband, he says, transferring the responsibility to you

and putting all the blame on you, given to him though you were as his helpmate

and created for the purpose of providing him with comfort from your person

inasmuch as you have the same being as he and share in the same nature. So

why did you do this, O woman? For what reason did you become the cause of

such dreadful shame to yourself and your husband? What advantage did you

gain from such intemperance? What benefit came to you from the deception

which you willingly embraced and made your husband sharer in? So, what did
the woman reply? “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” (Gen. 3:13).17

Chrysostom’s main emphasis here is on the guilt and transmission of responsibility.
Chrysostom’s approach towards the judgement of Eve is more elaborate and outrageous than
that of Symeon. There are no hierarchies in Symeon’s interpretation; rather, Symeon interprets
Eve as a separate being for whom the only authority is God, without man as a mediator.
Chrysostom says nothing about the concept of repentance; it is simply absent from his
discussion. Therefore, his way of constructing penitent subjects is very different from that of
Symeon. Being a patriarch of Constantinople, Chrysostom manifests himself in the text as more

preoccupied with the questions of law, obedience, guilt and judgement. His presence in the text

111 Krueger, Liturgical Subjects, 197-198.

172 John Chrysostom, Homilies on Genesis 17; PG 53:140; trans. Robert C. Hill, 232: Kai &ine, gnotv, 0
®edg i) yovaiki - 11 TovTo €moincag; "Hiovoag, enot, tod dvopog €mi o6& Vv aitiov PeETAPEPOVTOC, Kol TO iV
EMypapovtdg oot T Tpog forBetav adtod dedopév, Kai o1 todto mapaybeion, tva TV PO GAVTIG napam)eww
gloaydyng avt@d, oio 61 OpoYEVNG Kol TAG aTiig anTd PUcE®Mg Kivovodoa. Tvog ovv Ekevey TodT0 €moincag, ®
yova, kol o1 Ti kol cavti] kol @ Gvdpl Tocadng aioyvvng aitia katéotg; Ti oot 10 deelog yéyovey Ao TG
Tooa0TNG GKpaciog; ti ool Thg amdtng 10 KéEPdog, fiv ekodoo NratNONG, Kol Tov Gvdpo Kowwvov g amdtng
sipydow; Ti odv 1 yoviy; O d¢i1c maTnoé pe, kai Epayov.
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is also explicit in his interrogatory rhetoric towards Eve, and to some extent his authorial
persona takes on the role of judge. At the same time, for him, the sin of transgression is an
unavoidable and inerasable fact, which happens at the very moment the fruit was tasted.

Now, before proceeding to Symeon’s discussion of divine portion of flesh, | would like
to summarise my findings. The comparison of the interpretations of Symeon and Chrysostom
demonstrates the different approaches of both theologians. In his views on creation, Symeon
made a reference to the Platonic idea of an androgynous original human being, by depicting
Adam’s body as encompassing Eve from the beginning. For Chrysostom, Eve was the last part
of the creation, a rational helper for Adam who up to then had been surrounded by irrational
creatures (aloga), animals, only. Symeon does not pay any attention to the hierarchical relation
between Adam and Eve, while Chrysostom depicts Eve as secondary to Adam. In the Homilies
on Genesis, Chrysostom retells the Biblical narrative of transgression by focusing mostly on
the issues of law, accusation and judgement. In Symeon’s writing, the original Biblical story is
transformed. By introducing the concept of repentance (metanoia) into the narrative, Symeon
presents the consequences of transgression as avoidable if Adam and Eve had shown
repentance. Symeon treats Adam and Eve as equals and individuals showing how both subjects
were unwilling to repent in the presence of God. The concept of repentance is crucial for
Symeon’s interpretation of Genesis since through this concept he questions the irreversibility
of sin and the premises of human salvation. Questions of corporeality are an important aspect
of Symeon’s views on repentance. He addresses them separately when, after discussing the

transgression, he turns to the question of salvation.
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3.5. The history of Divine portion in Symeon’s text

This part of the chapter focuses on Symeon’s views on the corporeal in his theological
discourse on on the incarnation of Christ and the consequences of the Adamic fall. In Symeon’s
text, the history of creation and transgression signals the beginning of the history of fleshed
existence. As soon as Symeon completes the part about transgression, he moves immediately
to the part about incarnation of the Word (Logos). He begins with these words:

Now, pay attention, I beg you, to my exact words (logou) here, for | would have

this treatise (logos) be useful to future generations. We will require the use of

images (eikonos) in order to contemplate (theoresai) the Incarnation (sarkosin)

of the Word (Logou) and His ineffable birth from Mary the ever-Virgin, and in

order to know truly the mystery of the economy from on high, which was hidden
before the ages, for the salvation of the world.*"

In this passage, Symeon promises the experience of visual revelation to his audience.
As he says, the spectacle of Incarnation and the whole mystery of divine economy of salvation
demands the use of examples which are rather visual than verbal. The process of knowing thus
is similar to the idea of Incarnation: invisible mysteriously becomes visible. Symeon uses the
word logos several times in this passage. In this way, incarnated Logos becomes a parallel to
Symeon’s discourse (logos) delivered to the audience. Then, interpretation of Scripture in this
passage is a method which turns the invisible into visible just like during the process of
Incarnation when invisible God becomes visible human.*’* Discourse about Incarnation also
becomes the repetition of Incarnation, since the words are being materialised in the text or in
the imagination of the audience. To some extent, one can see here the traces of allegorical way

of interpreting Scripture in the manner of Origen (d. ca. 254) who considered the Gospel being

173 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.2, 141-147 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:31:
AMQ TpoGEYETE, TAPUKOAD, Ti| dxpiPeig Tod Adyov - Eotar yap MUV 1€ ®PEAIHOG O AOYOG Kol Talg PeTEmELTO
yevedic. Xpeav ¢ €& elkdvog Tvog v 100 Adyov cdpk@oty Kol v €K Ti¢ dewmapBévov Mapiag andppntov
yévvnow avtod Bewpiicat Kol yv val KoA®dg 10 TH oikovopiog EKEBEV LVGTNPLOV TO ATOKEKPLUUEVOV TPO TMV
aidvov gic compioy ToD YEVoug HUdv.

174 Symeon often accentuates how the process of Incarnation turned invisible (aoratos) Son of God into
visibility. For example, see: Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.9, 37 (ed. Darrouzés); trans.
Golitzin, 1:54.
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flesh of Jesus.'” Symeon, as an author, often asks his audience to listen but in this case, he
focuses on contemplation. This is an Origenist statement, which refers to the allegorical way
of interpreting Scripture.'’® For Origen theoria (contemplation), in opposition to historia
(literal meaning), refers to a hidden meaning which had to be unveiled by means of allegorical
interpretation. Holy Scripture is the flesh of Logos incarnated in words and turned into a
material narrative.l’” Therefore, by interpreting Scripture, by taking part in the making of
meaning, Symeon also takes part in the body of Christ.

In these discourses about creation, flesh (sarx) appears as a significant concept, it is a
matter of which Adam and Eve were created. | have emphasised in the previous chapter that
flesh does not have any significant meaning for Symeon in the Catechetical Discourses where
he writes about the attitude to the self and corporeal practice of repentance. In the Ethical
Discourses, it plays a role of a material which historically forms our bodies and, arguably, the
world itself, since the incorruptible properties of creation disappeared when Adam’s body
seized to be incorruptible.1”® So, for Symeon, history of salvation is revealed through the
history of one portion of flesh which God once borrowed from the Adam’s side.

After retelling the history of transgression in the beginning of the First Ethical
Discourse, Symeon turns immediately to the question of Incarnation. He compares the
incarnation of Eve from Adam’s flesh with the Incarnation of Christ from the flesh of the
Theotokos:

Just as He made the woman from the man’s side, as we said above, just so He

borrows flesh (sarka) from Adam’s daughter, Mary the Theotokos and ever-

Virgin, and, having adopted it, is born without seed like the first man. So that,
as Adam was through his transgression the source of birth into corruption and

175 Hilarion Alfeyev pointed out the significance of this method for Symeon’s interpretation. For this,
see: Hilarion Alfeyev, St. Symeon the New Theologian and Orthodox Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2000), 44-45.

176 1bid.

17 Krueger, Writing and Holiness, 7-8.

178 For this, see: Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.3, 52-93 (ed. Darrouzés); trans.
Golitzin, 1:28-29. According to Symeon, the whole creation will be transformed from being the copy of Adam’s
postlapsarian corruptible body to being equal in properties to the body of Christ resurrected.
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death, just so may Christ God become through the fulfilling of all righteousness
the first-fruits of our re-fashioning in incorruption and of our immortality.1’®

This idea of creational parallelism between Eve and Christ is expressed in Symeon’s
writings in various ways. In the discourse on creation analysed above, Eve might have received
significance in Symeon’s writing because it was her into whom the portion of Adam’s flesh
initially was built. Symeon makes her equal to Adam in agency because she is an important
character for his interpretation of the whole history: she encompasses the part of flesh which
will bring humanity to salvation.

Later on, in Symeon’s discourse, the body of Adam turns into the tribe of Israel, which
becomes defiled through idolatry or, in other words, veneration of material creatures. Just as in
the Creation of Adam and Eve, God takes the same part of flesh from the body of Adam
(meaning the people of Israel) and turns it into Ever-Virgin Mary, thus creating once again the
woman out of Adamic flesh. Interestingly, the flesh which God then takes from the Theotokos
and for the divine Incarnation appears not to belong to the Theotokos:

God then, knowing this beforehand — since He is God and knows all things —

took again from the same part set aside, | mean from the side of Adam, and

preserved it for Himself as His portion (merida), His “lot” (kleron), from the

tribe of Judah. And, because all the rest were bound up together in faithlessness,

He took His part set aside and built it up into a woman, | mean Mary the all-

undefiled. Then, possessing in Himself, as a seed of the faith in God, the flesh

(sarka) assumed from the holy Theotokos and Ever-Virgin Mary, the most holy

God built for Himself a temple, became Himself the God-Man (theanthropos).

Now, since this flesh which He assumed from the pure Theotokos was not of

the woman, but was built up within a woman from Adam, Christ is said to bear

Adam, and He becomes a second Adam taken from the first, and is called this

by Scripture [cf. | Cor 15:48-49]. He is Son of God and son not of the woman
but of Adam. 8

179 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.3, 19-27 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:32:
“Qomnep yop €k Tiig Ekeivov mevpdc TV yuvaiko €noinoe, Kaba tpdchev eiprikauey, obTmg £k Tig avTod BuyaTpog
Mapiag tig demapbBévov Kai BeotdKkov chpka davelshpevog Kol avolafmv dvev omopdg dpoimg &yevvion @
TPOTOTAGOT®, Tva KoBdmep ékeivog 0w tig mapaPdoewc apyn thg €v @Bopd kal Bavdt yevécewg MUV
Expnuatioey, obtmg 6 Xplotog Kol Oedg S1d THG EKTANPDOCE®DG ATACTG dtKOoYVVNG Amapyn ThHS v debapoiq
avamldocemg kol dbavaciog UV yévnrat.

180 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 11.2, 99-114 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:92:
Todto 0bv mpoedag 6 Bedg, dte Oedg BV Koi Td MAVTO, £18MG, TV £k ToVTOV adTdY THY Hepida, TOV KAfpoV,
aOTO TO AT, TO THG TAeVPac ML ToD AdAu, €K Tiig ToD Tovda PLATc AaPadv 6 dKodOUNcEY €ig Yuvaika, fiyouv
Mapiav v vrepdpmpov, €& adtiic 08 tig ayiag Beotokov kai dsmapbévov Mapiag v mpocinebdeicay cdpko
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Here, Symeon describes the process of transmitting the chosen portion (merida)
through the generations of Israel. Eventually, Symeon says nothing at all about the Nativity
itself and the widely discussed issue of Mary’s labour pains.*®* He simply omits the question
of labour, thus making the process of incarnation truly mysterious and undefiled. Significant is
also Symeon’s use of the Origenist notion God-Man (theanthropos; Deus-homo). This word is
preserved in Rufinus’s Latin translation of Origen’s On First Principles and there is no doubt
that it also occurred in the original. Origen used it to explain that two natures (God and flesh)
could be united only by the mediation of the soul.'® Returning to my claim about the textual
Incarnation in the beginning | would assume that the use of this word again demonstrates
through the mediation of text the mystery of Incarnation. The invisible Logos becomes a word
in the text which morphologically unites two substances: divine and human.

Symeon summarises his idea several times showing how the portion is transformed into
Christ in the womb of Mary, even though the natural maternal role of Mary in Symeon’s text
is significantly diminished. As it was with Eve through whom the portion of flesh was
transmitted, the Theotokos is also a container for the same portion which was changed in
substance within her body:

God took from the Virgin flesh (sarka) endowed with a mind and soul, the

[same] flesh which He had taken from Adam and replaced it with other flesh in

its stead. Having taken this same from her, He gave it His own Spirit, the Holy

Spirit, and enlarged it with what its soul had not had before: life everlasting
(aionian zoen).*®®

oméPO. THC gig Ogdv TioTEMS &V £aVT® EY®V, AVEOKOIOUNGEV €I VOOV E0vtd Gylov O VIepdylog Oedg, avip
OedvOpwmnoc yeyovmdg. AANG yap €mel Kol avth 1 Tpooinedeica caps € avtiic Tiig ayvilg ®€0TOKOVL 0VK EK Tiig
yovarkdg v 6L’ £k tod Adap sic yoveika oikodopundsica, Tov Adap popéoat Aéyetar 6 Xpiotdg kai Sevtepog
Adap €k ToD TPOTOL yeYovéVaL Kol kaleloBat yéypamtat, viog dv 100 Ogod Kol VIOG OV THG YLVOIKOG GAAL TOD
Adap.

181 Earlier this issue was discussed, for instance, by Gregory of Nyssa and slightly later also by
Oecumenius. For this see Gregory of Nyssa, Homilies on the Song of Songs 13:409-412; Oecumenius,
Commentary on the Apocalypse VI.19, 7.

182 Origen, On First Principles 2.6, 3.

183 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses I1.7, 144-149 (ed. Darrouzés); trans. Golitzin,
1:110-111: 'O ®eog £x i\ [Taphévou chpka Evvouv kal Eyuyopévny EaPev, v ELaPev amo tod Adau kol AANY
avt’ adTiic avemAnpoaoe - kal tadty €€ Ekelvng Aafmv dédwkey adtii To TTvedpo adtod O dylov Koi dverintwoey
fiv ovKk elxev aiovioy (o 1 yoyr ovTic.
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In this paragraph, Symeon again speaks about the transmission of the portion through
the body of the Theotokos. | assume that such interpretation also presents a different
interpretation of the role of Mary in the Incarnation. Symeon’s accent on the transmission of
materiality extinguishes certain aspects of Marian cult which were emphasised in other
Byzantine texts treating the same subject.’®* It is important to notice that further Symeon’s
discourse on Incarnation is filled with multiple quotation from the Gospel of John which is
prominent for its accent on the sensory perception of incarnated Christ,'8 at the same time
Symeon brings repentance back to his discourse because, as | will demonstrate a bit later,
partaking of Christ’s flesh is impossible without repentance. So, the undefiled flesh becomes
food but in a very sophisticated way. Symeon says that “[...] we conceive the Word of God in
our hearts, like the Virgin.”*®® However, according to Symeon, it is impossible for Christ to
take flesh once again to be born of everyone of us. Therefore, we should take the Christ’s flesh
which He accepted from Mary:

And when we eat of it, when we eat worthily of His flesh, each one of us

receives within himself the entirety of God made flesh, our Lord Jesus Christ,

Son of God and son of the immaculate Virgin Mary [...]. As He said: “Who eats

My flesh and drinks My blood, abides in Me and I in him.” [...] He is present

in the body bodilessly, mingled with our essence and nature, and deifying us
who share His body, who become flesh of His flesh and bone of His bone.8

This consumption of Christ’s flesh in Eucharist deifies the human body and elevates it

in away that it becomes united in the end with the body of Christ. In Symeon’s text, the paradox

18 T would like to point out here that Symeon’s view of Mary is much more different from that presented,
for instance, in the Hymns of Romanos Melodos written five hundred years before Symeon. Of course, Romanos’s
texts treat another subject and were written in a very different context. | do not attempt to make an explicit
argument here, but it seems that such a difference in theological representation of Mary worth noticing. For
instance, Symeon does not say anything about the Nativity at all through-out his writings. Eve and Mary serve as
corporeal transmitters of the divine portion of flesh. For the analysis of Romanos’s representation of Mary, see:
Thomas Arentzen, The Virgin in Song: Mary and the Poetry of Romanos the Melodist (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 2017).

185 Virginia Burrus, Saving Shame, 47-52; see also: Karmen MacKendrick, Word Made Skin: Figuring
Language at the Surface of Flesh (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), 25-48.

18 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.10, 54-58 (ed. Darrouzes); trans. Golitzin, 1:57.

187 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses 1.10, 58-61; 64-66; 68-72 (ed. Daroouzés); trans.
Golitzin, 1:57.
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is in the relation between internal and external. Christ’s flesh cannot be conceived within the
human body, since once it was, but it can be taken as food to transform the whole materiality
of the human flesh. Symeon stresses this ambiguity once again in the end of the Second Ethical
Discourse juxtaposing Adam’s eating from the Tree of Knowledge and his failed repentance
with a humble and repentant consumption of Eucharist:

“Have you eaten of the tree of which I told you not to eat?” (Gen. 3:9 and 11).

Yet, when he heard this, he did not want to repent, or to weep, or beseech

forgiveness. [...] “He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has everlasting

life” (Jn. 6:54), and: “He does not come into judgement, but has passed from

death to life” (Jn. 5:24). [...] On this account, therefore, God also placed within

this Paradise the saving medicine of repentance, such that those who fall from

everlasting life of sloth and inattention may ascend to it again with a brighter

and more resplendent glory. For, unless the God Who loves mankind had
arranged for this, no flesh would be saved. (Mt. 24:22).188

Repentance is a performative act which allows to participate in the body of Christ and
salvation. Without repentance flesh cannot be saved and incorruptibility achieved. Bascially,
without repentance Eucharist is just food. So, Symeon’s linear history of flesh culminates in
repentant Eucharistic partaking of Christ’s body. Adam’s insensitive partaking of fruit’s flesh
and refuse to repent which happened in the past are replaced by sensible and repentant

consumption of Christ’s flesh in the world which knew the mystery of Incarnation.

3.6. Conclusion

In this chapter, | have focused primarily on two themes in Symeon’s writing: (1) his
interpretation of creation and transgression; (2) his understanding of human history until
incarnation as the history of a selected divine portion of flesh. In the first part of the chapter, |

put Symeon’s texts about creation and transgression into comparison with John Chrysostom’s

18 Symeon the New Theologian, Ethical Discourses I1.7, 226-229; 267-269; 305-311 (ed. Daroouzes);
trans. Golitzin, 1:113-115.
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homilies on the Book of Genesis. In his understanding of creation, Symeon draws on, without
articulating it explicitly, the Platonic idea of an androgynous human being to describe the
simultaneous existence of Adam and Eve in the Adamic body. For John Chrysostom, the
creation of Eve was a later event, intended to fill Adam’s need for a rational companion.
Symeon presented the history of transgression as a history of failed repentance. In his
discussion, he even allows for the possibility for Adam and Eve to stay in paradise had they
shown repentance (metanoia). These ideas have no parallel in Chrysostom’s works. For him,
the question of transgression is mostly connected to problems of law, obedience and judgement.
In Symeon’s view, the fall is postponed, and the real transgression happens when Adam and
Eve fail to repent. By making the performative act of repentance a milestone in the narrative
of Genesis, Symeon redefines the very concepts of sin and salvation. Further, he presents the
history of creation as a history of divine portion of flesh. This portion taken from Adam’s side
was transmitted through Eve into Mary. In the womb of the latter, Christ through incarnation
absorbed and transfigured this flesh which initially belonged to Adam. Thus, Symeon describes
the process of salvation after the Fall as a linear history of materiality. Transfigured flesh of
Christ becomes an instrument for deification of human flesh in the process of Eucharist.
However, as Symeon points out, Eucharist and repentance should go together. In the end of his
Second Ethical Discourse, Symeon draws a comparison between Adam’s insensitive eating of
fruit’s flesh and his failed repentance on the one side and repentant and sensitive partaking of
body of Christ in Eucharist on the other. Thus, for Symeon, Eucharistic consumption of Christ
flesh is a ritual which is deeply imbedded into the whole history of human existence. According
to him, salvation is a process that goes on here and now, the only thing one need to do to

participate in it is to repent before the communion remembering the Adam’s fault.
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Conclusion

In the first chapter of my study, I analysed John Climacus’ discourse about penitence
as found in the parable about the prisoners. This analysis was intended to provide grounds for
further comparison with Symeon’s discourse on the same topic. I argued that John’s text is a
complex structure in terms of narrativity and levels of language. By switching between modes
of narration and introducing multiple speeches-in-character John, as an author, intends to stir
an emotional and mimetic response from his audience. As he says in the end, he provides the
images (eikon) of true penitence for his audience to imitate. His Ladder presents a textual
spectacle of penitence, in the process of which the flesh of the prisoners is tormented and
interrogated (basanizo) for past sins. Drawing these gory pictures of humility and self-
punishment, John introduces his prisoners as losing their logos, the rational part of the soul.
Behaving like irrational beings (or animals) (alogoi) John’s penitents exceed the limits of
humanity in their torture of sinful flesh (sarx); they refuse sensible eating (logikes broseos). |
have interpreted this passage as a voluntary refusal of the Eucharist, which, according to Jn.
6:55, is the flesh (sarx) of God transubstantiated into food (brosis). Thus, defiled flesh does
not deserve the deified flesh. Further, I have read the penitent prisoners’ desire to be devoured
by animals in the context of Early Christian martyrdom, pointing to significant metaphorical
resemblances between John’s narrative and the Epistle to the Romans by Ignatius’ of Antioch
(d. ca. 140). The sanctified flesh of the martyr, devoured by beasts, turns into the bread (artos)
of Christ, while the defiled flesh of the penitents in prison turns into ordinary fodder for the

beasts. Comparing the voluntary martyrdom of Ignatius’ to the voluntary desire of the prisoners
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to avoid human (anthropines) funeral rites, I intended to draw the readers’ attention to the
similarities and differences between John’s language of penitence and the Early Christian
language of martyrdom. Thus, my aim was to point out how John, as an author, consciously or
unconsciously relied on the metaphorical structures of the discourse of Early Christian
martyrdom.

In the second chapter, I turned to the comparison of Symeon’s discourse of penitence
with John’s text as analysed in the previous chapter. Speaking about penitence (metanoia) in
the Catechesis to his monks, Symeon openly referenced to the parable of the prison in John’s
Ladder. I have argued that Symeon borrowed the outline of John’s corporeal penitence and
introduced it in a transformed way to his monks in the manner of an actual step-by-step
instruction to follow. In his description of the performance of penitence, Symeon employs the
image of the prisoner which penitent monks should use as a role model to follow. The core of
Symeon’s performance consists of the recitation of prayers combined with self-beating, self-
interrogation, and the remembrance of sins. In the same chapter, | aimed to demonstrate, with
Foucault as my starting point, how the monastery is a space of the undivided power of the
hegoumenos and how Symeon’s discourses functioned as a means of communicating and
exercising this power over his monastic audience. At the end, | discussed performative
repentant confession by analysing the scene of the staged repentance of a novice from the
Ladder and the repentant confession of multiple sins in Symeon’s Hymn 24. | interpreted both
cases as examples of how the communal identity of sinner functions within the texts. In both
cases, confession did not mean expression of personal sins but rather the acceptance of the
weight of all the sins of humanity. My reading thus supports the claim of Hannah Hunt that
such a partaking in sin (and thus diminishing of its weight) was a part of the monastic
communal identity. At the same time, | pointed out that for Symeon, the penitent subject is

deeply embedded into the whole eschatological linearity of the Christian history. In order to
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expand this idea further, I turned to Symeon’s interpretation of the beginning of the corruptible
existence of humanity — the transgression of Adam and Eve in the Book of Genesis.

Symeon’s commentary on the creation of human beings and the transgression was the
subject of my last chapter. I compared Symeon’s discourse to that of John Chrysostom and
concluded that Symeon introduced a new notion into the original Biblical narrative — the notion
of repentance (metanoia). Adam and Eve’s fall happened when — and because — they failed to
repent. Had they repetended, they would have been able to stay in Paradise. Throughout the
discourse, Symeon identifies with Adam, thus showing that he is actively partaking in the story.
After the discussion of transgression, Symeon immediately turns to the discussion of the history
of creation as the history of one divine portion of flesh once taken from the Adam’s side and
transmitted through all generations to become the flesh of Christ’s Incarnation within the womb
of the Theotokos. In his discussion of this history of materiality, Symeon relies on the
metaphorical language of transubstantiation in the Gospel of John. He draws a parallel between
Adam’s insensitive eating of the fruit and the repentant’s eating of the divinized flesh of Christ
in Eucharist. Thus, for Symeon, the history of flesh and the history of salvation culminate in
the repentant subject’s partaking of divinized flesh. Then, the long history of flesh ends in

salvation, open to those who repent “for the kingdom of Heaven is at hand.”
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