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This paper reconstructs from the literary evidence of eastern monasticism the
problems and challenges that late antique monks faced in their effort to cultivate a
continual attentiveness. The historiographic reconstruction draws on cognitive
research of attention, which sheds new light on the nature of these problems and helps
us to recognize that misguided attentiveness could serve as the source of some of
them. While the demonological psychology of Egyptian desert ascribed this
paradoxical phenomenon to the sinister influence of demons, | argue that what was
ascribed to demonic machinations was the very risks inherent in the effort to train
attention. Cognitive research underscores the sophistication of monastic psychology
cum demonology, which was able to fit the demons into an explanation of human

cognition.

The practice and attitude of attentiveness (rpocoyn, vijyig) was an essential element
in early monastic spirituality. A review of the spiritual and intellectual world of early
Egyptian monasticism has led Mark Sheridan to conclude that attentiveness was at the
heart of Egyptian monasticism as a whole, notwithstanding variations and diversity.*
By cultivating a continual attentiveness late antigue monks sought to develop a
constant sense of divine presence and devote themselves single-mindedly to the

contemplation of God. This contemplative state, sustained by prayer and psalmody, is



closely linked to interior stillness (fiovyia) — a state of total concentration on God

and the inner self, which arises in conjunction with the practice of attentiveness.?

Attentiveness is also closely related to the practice of watchfulness (vijyic),
defined by Hesychius the Priest as "a spiritual method (uéBodoc mvevpatikn) which, if
sedulously practiced over a long period completely frees us with God’s help from
impassioned thoughts (éumab®dv vonudtwv), impassioned words and evil actions. It
leads, in so far as this is possible, to a sure knowledge of the inapprehensible God. . . .
It is, in the true sense, purity of heart."® As this implies, attentiveness is a habit that
develops over time, as the monk gradually becomes free of the tyranny of thoughts
and passions. As attentiveness becomes firmly established, it becomes a habitual

awareness in the practitioner's daily life — a constant awareness of God's presence.*

For beginners, however, who still move through the stage of purification and
have not yet rooted out the very source of troubling thoughts and emotions,
attentiveness involves a continual effort to "guard the thoughts" (katacygiv tovg
Loyiopovg, cogitationes custodire) and focus attention on the thought of God alone.®
As Cassian explains, "A monk’s whole attention (omnis intentio) should constantly be
fixed on one thing, and the beginnings and the round-about turns of all his thoughts
should be strenuously called back to this very thing—that is, to the recollection of

God."® The practice of contemplation thus begins with attention.

Various strategies have been prescribed to assist monks to keep attention
focused — for example, the invocation of the name of Christ, or the repetition of a
scriptural phrase or "prayer word" — all of which use some sort of anchor to control

the mind's focus of attention.” As Diadochus of Photike explains, the mind should



"contemplate (ueret®owv) this word alone at all times in its interior treasury so as not
to return to the imagination."® By repeatedly returning the attention to God as a
central object of awareness, the mind was gradually quieted and mental processes
were brought under greater control. In time, the practice of bringing the attention back
time and again created a mental habit. Hence what begins as a method for controlling
attention gradually becomes established as a condition or state of being in which the

practitioner remains calm and focused in all circumstances.®

Although attentiveness is much more than a strategy for controlling attention,
this spiritual method does involve (at least initially) a systematic and disciplined effort
at attention management. It is this facet of monastic attentiveness that | propose to
examine in this paper. Admittedly, this praxis-oriented approach cannot do justice to
the spiritual depth and psychological complexity of this spiritual method. As | hope to
show, however, attentiveness is important for students of early monasticism not only
for its spiritual, transcendental goal but also for its implications for our understanding

of the concrete daily life of late antique monks.

To reconstruct the actual monastic practice from the literary evidence of the
eastern monastic tradition, our point of departure is an intriguing case study reported
by John Cassian in book 22 of his Conferences, entitled de nocturnis illusionibus (on
nocturnal illusions). Rather than situating this case study within the framework of
Cassian's discourse on nocturnal emissions, his ascetic theology, or his social
program, as has been fruitfully done by others,'® in what follows I situate it within the

framework of the monastic practice of attentiveness.



Book 22 of the Conferences purports to record a discourse given by an
Egyptian abbot named Theonas sometime during the last two decades of the fourth
century.!! In this conference Theonas tells about a monk he knew who over a long
period (its length is not specified) "used to be sullied in his sleep by an unclean
emission (immundo fluxu)" whenever he was preparing to receive communion (and
only on such occasions!). This brother, Theonas stresses, "possessed a constant purity
of heart and body due to his great watchfulness and humility and was never tried by
nocturnal deceptions (nocturnis ludificationibus),” and yet his problem kept repeating

with exceptional regularity and caused him much shame and distress.

The disheartened monk held back from communion "for a long time,"
assuming that his emissions made him ineligible for contact with the Eucharist.
Eventually he raised his problem with the elders. When they examined the cause of
his "disease" (morbus) and were assured that "there was no guilt of either soul or
body," they concluded that his emissions were caused by the devil, who wanted to
humiliate him and prevent him from receiving the sacrament. Having found him
morally blameless, they advised him to participate in Communion. Soon after his

emissions ceased.!?

It has been noted that certain episodes in Cassian’s Conferences "nous soient
racontés de fagon trop vivante pour n’étre pas historiques."*® This observation seems
to apply to the story of the unfortunate monk in conference 22: his problem seems
both too unique and too lifelike to be a complete invention; it has, in the words of
Boniface Ramsey, "a sense of the genuine."'* That late antique monks were
preoccupied with the problem of nocturnal emissions is indicated by the frequency

and the urgency of their questions on this subject,® as well as by the extreme



precautions that some of them took to avoid "defilement."*® What is unusual about
Cassian's case study, however, is the strict regularity of the nocturnal emissions —
only on nights preceding the weekly synaxis and never on other occasions (this monk
"was never tried by nocturnal deceptions”). The emissions seem to occur,
paradoxically, exactly against the monk's efforts to avoid them. The elders themselves
present this curious regularity as an "unusual fact" (specialis exceptio; Coll. 22.6.2).
Another unusual fact, which indicates that the emissions were not simply a natural
discharge of excess fluid, is their sudden and complete cessation as soon as the monk
received the sacrament. Theonas considers this as a further sign that the emissions

were caused by demonic machinations (Coll. 22.6.4).

To make sense of this intriguing case study, in what follows 1 situate it within
the framework of the monastic practice of attentiveness. Nevertheless, it is not my
aim to explain the actual historical events that Cassian describes so much as to throw
light on the nature of the challenges that late antique monks faced in their effort to
cultivate a continual attentiveness. As we shall see, Cassian's case study is but one,

although especially vivid illustration of these challenges.

The first section of this paper considers the spiritual significance and practical
functions of attentiveness in early monastic asceticism in relation to Cassian's
discourse on nocturnal emissions. As we shall see, in Cassian's view the root problem
in nocturnal emissions does not lie in the body but in the mind’s failure to exercise
control over the body — and ultimately in the mind's failure to control its focus of
attention. Given the importance accorded to this capacity in early monastic thought
and practice, the historiographical reconstruction proposed in this paper draws on

cognitive research of attentional control, which I review in the second section. As I



hope to show in the third section, research in this field offers an illuminating
perspective from which to examine culturally-specific monastic ideas of attentiveness.
Not only does it help us to recognize a consistency between Cassian's case study and
other cases recorded in early monastic sources, but the juxtaposition of modern and
early monastic theories of attention underscores the sophistication and perceptiveness

of the demonological psychology developed by the Desert Fathers and their followers.

"WITHIN OUR POWER": NOCTURNAL EMISSIONS AND ATTENTIVENESS

The pursuit of chastity stands at the center of Cassian's ascetical theology. As David
Brakke suggests, the intentional celibacy of the monastic life is for Cassian the
principal symbol of its social distinctiveness.!” Consequently, in what Columba
Stewart describes as Cassian's "sexual version of spiritual progress,"*® in the state of
perfect chastity the monk no longer experiences emissions at all.!® Cassian concedes,
however, that monks who have not yet reached perfect chastity may experience
emissions at intervals considered natural (ex naturae necessitate), namely once in two
to four months.?® Emissions that occurred more frequently called into question the

monk's purity.?

In assuming that sexual urges are potentially controllable, despite their
seemingly unconquerable force, Cassian follows the Alexandrian theologians.
According to Clement of Alexandria, the "overwhelming impulses" (mAeovalovoa
opun) of the body are unnatural (mopd @votv) and irrational (dAdyovc) movements.
Nevertheless, these movements are "acts of the will" (td éxovotla) which are in our
control or "within our power" (£¢' Muiv) and hence subject to moral judgment.??

According to Clement, we are responsible for the weakness which leads to lustful



deeds, because we do not restrain ourselves.?® Similarly, in the fourth century Antony
the Great teaches that even the natural and inherent inner movement of the body "does
not operate unless the soul consents, otherwise it remains still."?* In this view,

spiritual perfection entails full responsibility for one's urges and desires.

Following these writers, Cassian assumes that the motions of the body require
the soul's "consent."?® Like Antony, who taught that there are three kinds of inner
movements in the body (a natural, inherent movement, one that results from
overeating, and one that comes from the demons),?® Cassian teaches that nocturnal
emissions may result from one of three causes: a surfeit of food and drink, some kind
of spiritual neglect, or the devil himself can bring them about to humiliate those who
are otherwise progressing in purity.?” The demons use "simple" emissions (without
erotic dreams) to make a monk believe that there was in fact complicity of the will.?
An emission brought about by the demons is not under voluntary control and does not

involve moral blame.

On the other hand, a nocturnal emission that is accompanied by an erotic
dream is a clear indication of spiritual neglect.?® In this case, an emission was thought
to be defiling and hence made the monk ineligible for Communion. According to
Cassian, erotic dreams can be fostered by evil thoughts (noxiis cogitationibus) in the
daytime.®® He explains that "when the mind is empty of spiritual pursuits and
practices. . . then it leads astray the person who is draped in laziness. . . or else it lusts

after bits of impure thoughts." As a result of such negligence, he continues,

it consequently happens that not only do numerous roving thoughts

break into the hidden places of the mind in bold and impudent



fashion, but also the seeds of all one's former passions remain there. .

. As long as these lie concealed in the depths of the mind they still
disturb with their wanton fantasies the person who is sleeping. As a
result of them the vile moisture is expelled before its customary

time.3!

In the seventh century John Climacus gives voice to this widespread belief when he
writes that "a sign of complete sensuality is to be liable to emissions from bad
thoughts when one is awake."3? In this view, the root problem in nocturnal emissions
does not lie in the body but ultimately in the mind’s failure to exercise control over
the body. Because the functions of the body were thought to reveal the character of
the thoughts, nocturnal emissions could function as an indication for the monk's

inner disposition.*

Cassian’s discussion of fornication reflects an understanding of nocturnal
emissions as an external manifestation of an essentially internal process of regulating
one's thoughts. As Foucault observed, Cassian’s account "ignores the physical act of
fornication: nowhere in the various texts in which he speaks of this subject does he
refer to actual sexual relations."®* Instead, Cassian's main concern is the never-ending
struggle over the movements of thoughts. The principal obstacle for the monk, as
Owen Chadwick notes, "lies not in the commission of external sin, but in the slippery

thoughts of his own mind."3

In this view, control of thoughts precedes other kinds of self-control.

According to Mark the Monk,



The cause of everything that happens to a person is something that
person has thought (aitia éotiv 6 Aoyioudc). | ought to have said that
this includes both words and deeds, but since these do not precede
thought, I attribute everything to thoughts. With thought leading the

way, words and deeds follow.*

Since control of bodily functions begins with control of thoughts, by regulating the
experiences that precede sleep the monk can (at least ideally) control his dreams at
night. Accordingly, Cassian advises that "the first thing to be done" to avoid erotic
dreams is "to restrain our wandering thoughts."®" Climacus reflects a similar view
when he teaches that "the beginning of chastity is refusal to consent

(dovykarafetoc) to evil thoughts."®

The notion of consent to evil thoughts is related to an understanding of human
cognition which the Desert Fathers inherited from Origen, who himself was heavily
influenced by the Stoic theory of assent to mental representations. In this view, all
human beings are subject to mental images or representations (@ovtaciot). Every
representation has a propositional content which can be either true or false, and
humans are free to give or withhold their assent to these propositions.®® Basing
himself on the Stoic theory, Origen taught that it is "within our power" (é¢' fiuiv/ in
nostra potestate) to either assent to or dissent from representations.*® Whether we
merit praise or blame depends upon whether we give or withhold our assent to
representations that produce an impulse towards good or bad action. Following
Origen's adaptation of the Stoic theory, Evagrius teaches that our mental contents are
ultimately up to us: it is "within our power" (¢¢' fjuiv) to determine whether tempting

thoughts linger and so set the passions in motion.**
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According to David Brakke, the Stoic theory about the external source of
impressions (and hence of moral conflict) provided a ready paradigm by which to
understand the monk’s conflict with demons.*? In the psychology cum demonology
developed by the Desert Fathers and systematized by Evagrius, thoughts (Aoyiopot)
were the typical means of demonic temptation.*® According to Evagrius, "The monk’s
temptation (repaocpdc) is a thought which rises up through the passionate part of the
soul (810 Tod TaONTIKOD PEPOLE THC WLYAG) and darkens the mind. Sin for a monk is

the consent (cvyxotadeoic) of the thought to the forbidden pleasure."**

Hesychius the Priest offers a fuller account of the complex psychological
process by which a tempting thought gradually develops into sin in action: "The
provocation (mpocfoAn) comes first, then our coupling with it, or the mingling of our
thoughts with those of the wicked demons. Third comes our assent (avaui&) to the
provocation, with both sets of intermingling thoughts contriving how to commit the
sin in practice. Fourth comes the concrete action — that is, the sin itself."*
Temptation thus begins with suggestion in thought. If the thought is allowed to
persist, it leads the monk from thinking about sin to actually performing it. Hence
Evagrius warns that "if the mind consents (cvykototibetar) to sinful thoughts it draws

near to sin."*®

This account of temptation, which blurs the distinction between having bad
thoughts and acting on bad thoughts, implies that control of behavior begins with
control of thoughts. Cassian reflects this view when he argues that it is possible to
control the number and frequency of nocturnal emissions by controlling the mind's
focus of attention during the daytime.*’ Nevertheless, the story of the anonymous

monk in conference 22 — who possessed a "great watchfulness™ yet failed to exert the
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desired control — undermines Cassian's explicit statements elsewhere. According to
Columba Stewart, in conference 22 Cassian "tries to maintain the ideal of chastity,
while backing off from the potentially misleading picture of conferences 12 and 13,"
where he argued that in the state of perfect chastity the monk remains completely
indifferent to sexual matters. The reason for this accommodation, according to
Stewart, "is probably the pastoral one of helping young monks prone to anxiety and
despair."*® What is important for the present purposes is that Cassian's leniency in
conference 22 implies a recognition that there are limits to our capacity to control our

bodily functions by controlling the mind's attention.

In light of the importance accorded to this capacity in early monastic thought
and practice, a better understanding of how attentional control actually works and the
ways in which this effortful process can go wrong can help us to make more accurate
hypotheses about the monastic discipline of attention. As | hope to show, not only
does cognitive research of attention help us recognize a consistency between Cassian's
case study and other literary evidence at our disposal, but the juxtaposition of modern
and early monastic theories of attention underscores the acute observational skills of
the Desert Fathers and their followers. My reliance on cognitive theories, therefore,
should not imply an incredulity to the truth claims of the monastic sources. It is
precisely because | take them seriously that | rely on these theories, rather than

dismissing monastic demonology as something completely incomprehensible to us.

Nevertheless, the use of cognitive theorizing in historical study is a
controversial issue. Perhaps the main objection is that we cannot access the minds of
historical persons, and that knowledge of modern minds will not help us in

understanding ancient minds. It is not my aim, however, to understand ancient minds,
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but rather to explore their unique reaction to and conceptualization of a ubiquitous
cognitive phenomenon. Furthermore, while these objections assume that there is a
fundamental difference between the minds of modern and historical people, it seems
to me that the danger of anachronism should not lead us to overlook the basic
interdependence of cognition and culture. While many cognitive processes are indeed
highly susceptible to cultural variation, experimental work over the last decades
suggests that a common core of cognitive processes and innate capacities are pre-
cultural.*® Hence although human cognition is shaped, to a large extent, by the
cultural context in which it takes place, the methodological assumption | adopt in
what follows is that the minds of modern and historical people are sufficiently similar

in general cognitive function to warrant a meaningful comparison in some cases.*

COGNITIVE MECHANISMS OF ATTENTIONAL CONTROL

Self-control relies on the self's ability to alter its own states so as to advance abstract
or distant goals over immediate motives.>® In early monastic asceticism exertion of
self-control (éykpdrewn), both physical and mental, was crucial for attaining the larger
purpose of communion with God. Although different cultures construct different
meanings of self-control, both modern psychology and early monastic demonological
psychology stress the role of self-control in resisting temptation and developing
virtuous habits. As such, this ubiquitous psychological process can serve as a point of

contact between these very different explanatory models.

Self-control is defined today as the ability to override or inhibit automatic,
habitual, or innate behaviors, urges, emotions, or desires that would otherwise

interfere with goal-directed behavior.>> The main categories of self-control are
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impulse control (refraining from acting on undesirable impulses), affect regulation (an
effort to alter one's emotional and mood states), and mental control (control over
thoughts). The latter domain is based on our ability to influence our focus of attention,
and hence a significant portion of what constitutes mental control is attentional
control.> This area of self-control is particularly relevant for our understanding of the

monastic practice of attentiveness.

Evidence suggests that managing attention is important in all spheres of self-
regulation.>® In a review of the empirical literature on this subject psychologists
Baumeister and Heatherton note that "over and over, we found that managing
attention was the most common and often the most effective form of self-regulation
and that attentional problems presaged a great many varieties of self-regulation
failure. . . . Self-regulatory failure ensued when attention could not be managed.">®
The authors conclude that the loss of attentional control is often the first indicator of
self-control failure, whereas attention "is the first and often most effective line of
defense in nearly every sphere of self-control, and so if attention can be redeployed
away from the forbidden or troublesome stimuli, the problematic responses can be

minimized or avoided."®

Self-control is thus based to a large degree on our ability to focus attention
beyond the immediate stimuli. These and similar findings point to the primacy of
attention as a crucial psychological process. It is widely held today that attention is
the key to every other kind of self-control: to control our movements, our emotions, or
anything else, we must first control our attention.®” Cognitive research has done much

to unravel the mechanisms underlying this process.
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"Dual-process theories” of the mind share the assumption that every act of
attentional control involves two complementary attentional processes, concentration
and suppression, namely the process of deliberately trying to stop thinking certain
thoughts. Since concentrating on item A depends on suppressed attention to all items
that are not A, an act of concentration necessarily involves a simultaneous act of
suppression. Unlike Freud's concept of repression, which is unconscious and
automatic (and hence involves a denial of the existence of the repressed element),
suppression involves an intentional, conscious choice not to indulge a particular
thought, feeling, or action. In concentration and suppression we overcome willfully
the background processes that guide our attention when we are not exerting control.
This capacity is important to human survival and adaptation. Suppression is also a
common way of dealing with unpleasant or distressing thoughts and emotions.

Suppression is thus a vital psychological mechanism.>®

Although most individuals are able to achieve satisfactory levels of mental
control in most circumstances, our ability to control our thoughts is far from perfect.
As dozens of experiments have demonstrated, trying to suppress thoughts is often
ineffective, as the frequency of these thoughts increases during suppression and after
it. The paradoxical outcome of thought suppression was first demonstrated
experimentally by psychologist Daniel Wegner in 1987.5° His findings show that this
strategy of mental control can sometimes backfire, producing not only a failure of
control but also the very mental states it is meant to avoid. It turns out that trying not

to think a thought only makes it come back stronger.

Wegner's "Ironic Process Theory" attempts to explain this phenomenon. The

theory assumes that each instance of mental control is implemented through the
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production of two processes: an intentional, operating process that searches for mental
contents yielding the desired state, and a monitoring process that searches for mental
contents signaling the failure to achieve the desired state. The intentional process is
susceptible to interference from distraction, and the monitoring process is designed to
keep track of this. It searches for failures of control by examining preconscious
mental contents, and when items indicating failed control are found, it restarts the

operating process.®°

The watchfulness of the monitor, however, is also a source of "ironic effects.”
Because the monitor searches for potential mental contents that signal failed control,
it increases the accessibility of these contents to consciousness. If the intentional
process of attention is undermined by other processes that also consume cognitive
resources (such as stress, anxiety, or fatigue), the monitoring process can yield
increased mind wandering.%* Wegner explains that when cognitive load is imposed
during concentration, it disrupts the functioning of the goal-directed attentional
system, and hence the monitoring process has greater influence.®> As a result,
irrelevant items that are not the intended target of concentration become more

accessible to consciousness.

In the same vein, trying not to think about something can increase the
accessibility of that target to consciousness under conditions of cognitive load.
According to the "lronic Process Theory," when we try to suppress a thought, the
monitoring process searches for this target because it is its appearance that indicates
failed control. In other words, the monitor is aimed at a cue that serves as a constant

reminder of the suppressed material, thereby increasing its accessibility to
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consciousness. Stress and anxiety thus promote mental control lapses that are not

random.

Not only does anxiety produce increased susceptibility to suppression lapses,
but the context or environment in which suppression takes place can also serve to
compound the problem. Studies have shown that unwanted, intrusive thoughts
become more frequent and more intense during periods of solitude, when the person is
less exposed to external stimuli.®® Furthermore, experiments conducted by Wegner
and his colleagues have demonstrated that if the individual remains in the suppression
environment, he or she is more inclined to experience a rebound of reoccupation with
the unwanted thought. According to Wegner, when people try to suppress a thought
environmental features are often used as distractors. As a result, associations between
the distracters and unwanted thoughts can form. In this way, environmental features

can become powerful reminders of the unwanted thought.®

In particular, suppression is difficult to execute when thoughts about sex are
concerned, since these thoughts quickly excite our bodies by producing sympathetic
arousal of the autonomic nervous system. Wegner and his colleagues have found that
physiological arousal increases during suppression of thoughts about sex: when
people are asked to suppress sexual thoughts, their skin conductance level (SCL)
reactivity rivals the strength of reactions that occur when they are asked explicitly to
entertain those thoughts.®® Trying not to think about sex can thus excite the body just

like thinking about sex.

The processes that undermine the intentional control of mental states,

therefore, are inherent in the very exercise of such control. Wegner concludes that "it
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is only with enough mental capacity that suppression may be at least modestly
effective."®® Considering that suppression can be the cause rather than the cure of
unwanted thoughts, Wegner and his colleagues advise: "Our simplest advice would be
to avoid suppression, to stop stopping."®” Instead of suppressing unwanted thoughts,
psychiatrist Stanley Rachman recommends: "Let them simply float through your
mind. Regard them as noise, just noise. Don’t try to fight them off, or block them, or

cancel them."®8

Nevertheless, like other conscious and intentional processes that become
automatic when subject to repetition,®® attention is trainable. The intentional process
of attention increases in automaticity with training and so becomes progressively less
conscious, less effortful, and less susceptible to interruption. As a consequence,
people who practice thought suppression often enough may develop such skilled and
automatic intentional processes of attention that they become capable of effective
suppression.’”® Such exceptional skills, according to Wegner, can be developed "by

turning mental control activities into well-learned habits through repeated practice.""*

Until this stage has been reached, however, suppression can be an extremely
difficult task. Furthermore, because the very effort to eject unwanted thoughts can
strengthen their power, suppressed thoughts seem to acquire a force of their own: the
more one tries to suppress them, they return with greater insistence. According to the
"Ironic Process Theory," the mind wanders not just away from where we aim it, but
also toward what we forbid it to explore. As a result, "there is a certain predictability
to unwanted thoughts, a grim precision in the way our mental clockwork returns such

thoughts to mind each time we try to suppress them."?
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Attempts to influence mental states can thus act in a direction precisely
opposite the intended control. As Wegner puts it, "the 'unwanting' itself promotes the
problem."”® This paradoxical tendency of the human mind, | suggest, may account for
the exceptional regularity of the emissions of the unfortunate monk in Cassian's case
study: this monk may have simply struggled too hard to “exercise the most cautious
watchfulness lest the integrity of flesh that we had preserved up to that time be
snatched away, especially on the night that we are preparing ourselves for the
communion of the saving banquet," just as he was instructed.” Yet his very effort not
to think about sex — a tensed and anxious effort, we may presume — may have
unwittingly contributed to the development and maintenance of his problem. By
exempting him from responsibility for his "disease” and allowing him to partake in
Communion — thereby assuaging his anxiety (whether by natural or super-natural

means) — the elders were able to prompt an immediate and lasting cure.”™

The findings about the deleterious effects of anxiety help us to appreciate both
the simplicity and the sophistication of this powerful therapy. More importantly for
the present purposes, research of attentional control helps us to recognize that the
strange problem described in conference 22 is, in fact, not so strange; it is but one
expression or symptom of the risks inherent in the effort to train attention — risks

which early monastic psychology ascribes to demonic machinations.

Cognitive research of attention has broad implications for our understanding
of the role of the demons in the formation of a monastic self, the importance accorded
to Aoywoudtr in monastic thought and practice, and the nature of the challenges
involved in the ascetic process of self-formation. However, in the space remaining a

systematic treatment of these issues is impossible. In what follows | consider only
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some of the ways in which cognitive psychology may be brought to bear on our
understanding of monastic attentiveness, as it existed in the concrete daily life of late

antique monks.

MISUSE OF ATTENTIVENESS

Geoffrey Harpham famously argued that “the broadest description of the project of
asceticism is that it recognizes and manages drive or impulse, commonly called desire,
by harnessing and directing resistance."”®  Harpham's notion of resistance to desire
assumes Freud's idea of (unconscious) repression. Getting clear evidence of repression,
however, is difficult, especially in historical retrospect. On the other hand, as far as
suppressive strategies can be seen as the embodiment of beliefs about need to control
thoughts, which themselves derive from changing social ideas of self-control,
suppression is a psychological process that can be identified and studied by historians
and anthropologists.”” By talking about suppression rather than repression, therefore,
we are in a better position to study the intricate, often paradoxical relationship between
desire and resistance.

Moreover, whereas scholarly discussions of attentiveness in ancient philosophy
and early monastic spirituality have concentrated on one aspect of this spiritual
method, namely concentration — the exercise of focusing the thoughts on the present
moment, on death, on the remembrance of God, etc. — the above discussion suggests
that a more complete analysis of this practice should also include the complementary
attentional process of suppression.”® Concentration on the thought of God, let us keep
in mind, also requires (at least initially) the concomitant endeavor to rid the mind of
sinful or otherwise mundane thoughts. While it is true, as Kallistos Ware argues, that

the Greek fathers were advocating "not repression but transfiguration,” and that the aim
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of the ascetic was "not to suppress these passions but to reorient them,"”® yet
suppression may have been a common way of dealing with unpleasant or distressing
thoughts and emotions. As one of Barsanuphius's disciples confesses: "Whenever a
wicked thought comes to me, my heart is moved with anger toward this thought, to the
point of even shouting."®® It seems to me that such conscious and voluntary effort to
expel thoughts from consciousness can be spoken of as suppression (rather than
repression).8* Barsanuphius's reply, however, makes it clear that this is not the right
way to practice attentiveness. Instead, "One should calmly invoke the name of God,
and it [the thought] will be averted."8?

The challenge of this advice, however, lies in its simplicity. Considering that
sinful thoughts put the monk in danger of committing sin, it is not surprising that they
could give rise to active internal and behavioral resistance. When performed in
unfavorable conditions, this strategy was likely to fail. Hence in spite of Evagrius's
conviction that it is possible to resist all sinful thoughts and that failure to do so
results from laziness (pofvpia) or negligence (dAympio, auerio),® in practice such
failures may have resulted from well-intentioned yet ineffective effort to practice
attentiveness. As Hesychius the Priest warns, watchfulness is "to be bought only at a
great price."® Although the high cost to which Hesychius refers here involves much
more than a failure to control attention, nevertheless an investigation of such mundane
failures may lend us an important insight into the concrete daily lives of late antique

monks.

Research of attentional control helps us to reconstruct from the monastic
sources some of the factors that would have undermined the effort to maintain a

continual attentiveness. Firstly, the emotional distress to which evil thoughts gave rise
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would have resulted in increased susceptibility to mental control lapses. One

indication of this emotional state is Evagrius's observation that

a custom of the demons [is] after impure thoughts to instill thoughts of
anxiety (éupéiiewv pepiuvns) and a multitude of mental
representations in the mind; choked by the thorns of anxiety, our
efforts are rendered fruitless. . . . As an athlete will be hindered by his
tunic, so also the mind will be easily dragged about by thoughts of

anxiety (oi Aoyiopol tic pepipvng).t

Evil thoughts are thus followed by anxiety or worry, which in turn render the

monk's efforts futile. The Correspondence of Barsanuphius and John of Gaza, which

records real dialogues that took place in the first half of the sixth century, preserves a

lively account of the process in which anxiety was built up. One of their disciples

complains:

Whenever an evil thought comes to me, my heart is moved and jumps
(xwettan kol amonndd) as soon as it senses this, fearing that it might
be dominated by the evil thought on account of its weakness. And
when this happens, | feel a great burden in my soul, and so | am

grieved (moALod Bapovg aicBvopat év Tii woyii koi OAiPopar).t

The experience of sinful thoughts that intruded the mind unbidden was clearly a

distressful one for many monks, conscious of their sinfulness and anxious about the

threat of the coming judgment. Lorenzo Perrone describes this state of mind as a

"spirituality of anxiety," and suggests that anxiety about one’s salvation was the

natural result of the constant exercise of self-scrutiny and consciousness of one's
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sinfulness.®” As the above quotation implies, another, more immediate consequence
of the constant exercise of self-scrutiny was a heightened vigilance for the

occurrence of unwanted thoughts.

In light of the findings cited above we may perhaps further speculate that the
unchanging environment of the monastic cell (keAlia) — the "privileged place for the
monk"8 — could have served to make attentiveness even more difficult.®® Although
the degree of solitude and the actual practice of cell-sitting among Egyptian monks
may have been exaggerated, there is little doubt that monks spent much time alone
within their cells, "at the mercy of the welter of thoughts, fancies and emotions that
bubble up during prolonged silence."®® As Cassian explains, "There is nothing
surprising in the fact that someone staying in a cell, whose thoughts are gathered
together as if in a very narrow closet, should be suffocated with a multitude of
anxieties (anxietatum multitudine), which burst out of the confines of the dwelling. . .
and run about everywhere like wild horses."®* In light of this amplified mental activity
and emotional distress, suppression was likely to fail unless performed with sufficient

mental control skills.

In a study on the architecture of the monastic dwelling place Brooks Hedstrom
suggests that the monastic cell in late antique Egypt concretely exemplifies "space as
defined by an individual’s hopes and actions within that space."% To this observation
we may perhaps add that in some cases, or at certain stages of one's spiritual life, this
space was also defined by the individual's fears and anxieties. As Jerome admits in
one of his letters, "When | was living in the desert. . . | used to dread my very cell as

though it knew my thoughts."®® Although the need to face oneself in the solitude of
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the cell involved much more than mere exertion of effort and control, susceptibility to

mental control lapses would have made this demanding task even more difficult.

An additional factor that may have served to compound the problem is the
ascetic practice of sleep deprivation, which has to do with the discipline of inner
watchfulness and vigilance. We are told that Evagrius himself used to sleep only four
hours,** and Cassian also recommends three or four hours of sleep at night.*® In their
study of medieval asceticism Kroll and Bachrach estimate that the ordinary daily
routine of medieval monastic life probably kept monks in a state of moderate partial
sleep deprivation (less than five hours of sleep per 24 hours).%® Basing themselves on
experimental studies of the effects of sleep deprivation, they argue that fatigue would
have reduced the monk's attentional resources and produced detrimental
psychological effects, which would become more pronounced as partial sleep

deprivation became chronic.®’

When performed in such unfavorable conditions, suppression was likely to fail,
unwittingly serving to increase the frequency, salience, and intrusiveness of the
suppressed material. In La Tentation de saint Antoine Gustave Flaubert has Hilarion
tell Antony, "Hypocrite qui s'enfonce dans la solitude pour se livrer mieux aux
débordement de ses convoitises! Tu te prives de viandes, de vin, d'étuves, d'esclaves
et d'honneurs; mais comme tu laisses ton imagination t'offrir des banquets, des
parfums, des femmes nues et des foules applaudissantes!"®® The findings cited
above, however, suggest that Antony's amplified mental activity had nothing to do
with hypocrisy. Rather, as Geoffrey Harpham puts it, "one effect of such elaborate

self-consciousness was to provoke episodes of demonic 'temptation'."%°
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Not only do the findings about the paradoxical effects of suppression throw
light on the nature of the challenges involved in the practice of attentiveness, but they
also serve to underscore the acute observational skills of the Desert Fathers and their
followers, who seem to have been well aware of the counter-productive effects of
attentiveness, when misapplied. Basing themselves on their own experience and
introspection, they knew that an anxious, teeth-gritting effort to repel evil thoughts
and the demons that lurk behind them is ineffective and even counter-productive.'®
Barsanuphius, for example, warns: "Do not contradict (avteinng) them [the thoughts].
.., for they will not cease from troubling you."'®* Or as Cassian admits, the more
earnestly we try to fix our thoughts upon God, "the more vehemently the mind is
carried away by wandering thoughts and shifting distractions."'%? Similarly, Mark the
Monk insists that the only way to escape from a tempting thought is through patience
and prayer; if you oppose it without these, "it only attacks you more strongly

(meprocotépag Enépystan)." 10

These authors seem to acknowledge that control of certain processes may
elude those who make effortful attempts to attain it.2% It may have been for this
reason that the strategy of an active struggle against demonically-inspired thoughts
was reserved for experienced ascetics. While at the first stage of training ascetic
practitioners were advised to send thoughts away immediately, the more advanced
could also attempt riskier strategies. Evagrius recommends that they allow the thought
to linger in the mind and actively fight it from within and contradict it.1% Yet this was
a risky strategy. According to the Apophthegmata Patrum, the method of

contradicting (&vtiléyewv) evil thoughts
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IS enormous and exceptional, demanding great effort and not safe for
everybody; it puts one at risk of losing one’s wits (§koTacy EpevdV).
.. . When a thought occurs in the soul. . . no matter when one
contradicts (avtidéyer) it, [it] becomes stronger and more violent

(ioyvpotepog kai paydaiog).1%
Or as Hesychius the Priest warns,

It is not safe to allow these thoughts to enter the heart in order to
increase the mind's experience of warfare, especially to start with,
when the soul still greatly enjoys these demonic provocations and
delights in pursuing them. But as soon as we perceive them, we
should cut them off (kémtewv). Once the mind has matured in this
excellent activity, it is disciplined and perceptive. From then on we

should admit them in.207

In the same vein, Barsanuphius of Gaza insists that only advanced monks can engage
in a direct battle against demonically-inspired thoughts, explaining that "anyone
capable of resisting or waging warfare against, and not being defeated by these
thoughts, allows them to enter; however, anyone who is weak and unable to do so,
possibly even giving one's consent to them, should cut them off in order to flee
toward God."1%® When approached by afflicted disciples, he repeatedly stresses the
need to maintain calmness in the face of evil thoughts: "The way to do this is not to
be convinced by and not to give consent to the evil thought, but simply to hurry
toward God without turmoil (drtapdywe). . . . If this thought enters your mind, do not

be troubled (uny Tapaydiic). . . and resist calmly (Grapdywc), invoking the Lord.%®
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The common advice for beginners, therefore, is: "Watch your thoughts, and
every time they begin to say something to you, do not answer them, but rise and
pray."19 Or as Macarius the Great counsels: "If a thought arises within you, never
look at it but always look upwards, and the Lord will come at once to your help."!!
Similarly, Dorotheus of Gaza (quoting a saying attributed to Macarius) insists that
the monk should stay calm and turn to God when afflicted by thoughts, rather than

attempting to overcome them (u7 Oéiewv TeprysvécOon Aoyioudv donpovikdv). 2

When evil thoughts arise, the monk should maintain calmness and simply bring
back the wandering attention, over and over again, to the thought of God. An active,
agitated struggle against evil thoughts is ineffective. As Martin Laird explains,
attentiveness is "not a question of not having thoughts. . . by clenching one’s jaws
until the mind is furrowed and a ratiocinative blank stare is achieved. What is
crucial, rather, is that we do not give our attention to these thoughts. We let them

be."!'3 Although an effort is required, this effort is different from force.

Yet this advice is easier said than done. Instead of calmly bringing attention
back to the prayer word, as they were instructed, it appears that inexperienced monks
struggled hard to expel sinful thoughts and desires from consciousness. The repeated
warnings about the dangers of this method and the stress on the need to maintain
calmness suggest that it was a common mental control strategy. Considering that our
cognitive-emotional habits of reacting to thoughts are deeply ingrained,'** it is not
surprising that monks found it hard to remain calm in the face of evil thoughts. Yet

their very anxiety could have made their fear come true.
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Another aspect of this seemingly paradoxical tendency of the human mind is
its susceptibility to demonic distraction particularly at the time of prayer — exactly
when the effort to concentrate is most strenuous. Monastic authors frequently refer to
this phenomenon, often ascribing it to demonic machinations. Evagrius, for example,
observes that the mind has "a strong natural tendency" to be plundered (cvAdcOat) at
the time of prayer.!’® He further explains that "when they [the demons] see us
engaged in prayer, then do they oppose us vigorously, insinuating into our mind
things which one ought not to entertain or think about during the time of prayer, in
order that they may lead our mind away captive."''® In their effort to hinder the
monk's progress and make his prayer fruitless, the demons work exactly against his

efforts to control his focus of attention.

Similarly, Cassian observes that the demon of fornication tends to suggest
sinful thoughts to the mind "especially on those days when we want to be pleasing in
the sight of God."'” Climacus refers to a similar phenomenon when he explains that
blasphemous thoughts tend to intrude the mind especially "during the holy services
and even at the awesome hour of the Mysteries, blaspheming the Lord and the
consecrated elements."*'® Hence he advises those suffering from blasphemous
thoughts to simply ignore these thoughts, warning them of the counter-productive
effects of the effort to resist this demon: "Hold this foe in contempt and you will be
liberated from its torments. Try cleverly to fight it and you will end up by
surrendering."*'® Both authors acknowledge that inappropriate thoughts tend to appear

at the least appropriate moments, as if working against the attempt to control them.

While for Cassian sexual thoughts are particularly problematic, Climacus is

especially preoccupied with the problem of blasphemous thoughts, devoting to it a
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whole section in the chapter on pride in his Ladder of Divine Ascent. Although he
begins his discussion of blasphemy with the statement that "unspeakable blasphemy is
the child of dreadful pride,” and ends it by concluding that "he who has defeated this
vice has banished pride™ — yet his treatment of blasphemous thoughts throughout the
chapter undermines his explicit statements. In fact, he goes out of his way to reassure
his monastic audience, explaining that blasphemous thoughts are especially common
among "simpler and more innocent souls, and these are more upset and disturbed by it
than others. . . . To such people we could quite rightly say that what is happening to

them is due not to their own undue self-esteem but to the jealousy of the demons."1%

According to Climacus, the demon of blasphemy has "evilly and tyrannously
caused the bodies of some to be worn away with grief. . . whispering that there is no
salvation in store for them."*?! This distressful experience, he warns, has often caused
men to go mad.*??> He reports, for example of a "zealous monk" who was constantly
beset by blasphemous thoughts for two decades, during which he "wore himself out
with fasting and vigils, but to no avail." Eventually this monk decided to write down
his thoughts on a sheet of paper, which he handed to a certain holy man. As Climacus

reports,

The old man read it, smiled, lifted the brother and said to him: "My
son, put your hand on my neck." The brother did so. Then the great
man said: "Very well, brother. Now let this sin be on my neck for as
many years as it has been or will be active within you. But from now
on, ignore it." And the monk who had been tempted in this fashion
assured me that even before he had left the cell of this old man, his

infirmity (to nd0oc) was gone.?®
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After two decades of futile struggle — a struggle which would have served
only to compound the problem — the old man was able prompt an immediate and
lasting cure by assuming responsibility for his disciple's thoughts. This story
demonstrates the role of the spiritual father as avadoyog (linked to avadéyopau, to take
upon oneself), or a "burden bearer" in the Pauline phraseology (Gal 6.2), who assumes
responsibility for another.!?* The findings about the paradoxical effects of suppression
throw light on the practical facet of this powerful therapy of faith and trust. By helping
his disciple to renounce his deeply ingrained sense of responsibility for his thoughts
(and thereby to "banish pride™), the old man — much like the elders in Cassian's case
study — was able to relieve his anxiety and make him revert within minutes to healthy
ways of thinking.

Climacus's leniency toward such "innocent souls™ moves in the opposite
direction of the injunction in the Gospels that "out of the heart proceed evil thoughts,
murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, blasphemies. These are what
defile a person™ (Mattt 15.19-20). Climacus does his best to undo the potentially harsh
psychological implications of the radical responsibility promoted by this and similar
exhortations. He advises, for example: "If you have blasphemous thoughts, do not
think that you are to blame. God knows our hearts (kapdioyvdotng €otiv) and he
knows that ideas of this kind come not from us but from our enemies."? Already

Evagrius advised: "Let us not allow ourselves to be troubled by the demon that carries
the mind off to blaspheme God. . . . The Lord knows men’s hearts (kapdioyvmdotng

gotv) and he knows that we were not guilty of such madness (povia)."*?

Although both authors were firm believers in the freedom of will, they

acknowledged that blasphemous thoughts are not necessarily an act of will.*?
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Monastic demonology enabled them and others in the eastern monastic tradition to
cope with questions regarding the etiology of this distressful experience. Recent
cognitive research helps us to recognize that it is the very risks inherent in the effort to
train and purify attention — and hence inherent in the ascetic process of self-
formation — that were ascribed to demonic machinations. Thereby it underscores the
sophistication and perceptiveness of early monastic psychology cum demonology,
which developed its own representation of the human mind and how it works.
Moreover, the findings and theories cited above help us to recognize that this
demonological psychology was not only a theoretical and speculative endeavor, but it
also enabled real people to articulate and cope with actual problems encountered in

their daily life.
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